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Preface 
 
 
Faith plays an influential role in the lives of many young people, not least by setting 
their moral compass, forming their ideas of right and wrong and shaping their attitudes 
and identities. Faith groups up and down the UK acknowledge that young people are a 
top priority for them. Each one seeks the best way to bring the next generation on 
stream. 
 
This report is unique in opening a window that allows us to see how this happens in 
different faith communities in the North East. It looks at how faith communities involve 
their young people and offer activities and projects for all young people regardless of 
their faith. It explores how faith is negotiated with parents, peers and faith leaders as 
young people wrestle with the moral challenges and practical problems of modern life, 
and the role of the youth workers in this. The felt need among young people to have a 
sense of belonging, of being valued, of being able to contribute, comes across strongly 
in the report. Indeed, these are the three components of a person’s identity (or a 
community’s identity, for that matter), like legs on a tripod. This is where inclusion, or 
exclusion, happens. 
 
Such research could never be just an academic exercise. Young people offer ‘grown-
ups’ the wonderful gift of re-connecting us with our roots, bringing us back to the 
basics, because they ask “Why?” They challenge us to retell the faith story in a way 
that resonates with them today. Exclusion occurs when this fails to happen, young 
people become disconnected and our places of worship become inaccessible to them.  
 
The Churches’ Regional Commission has shown itself over many years to be 
committed to inter-faith work and is even now playing a key role in developing a 
regional faiths network for the North East.  Faiths have much to offer to, and learn from, 
each other for the benefit of all and at no time do we come closer than when we share 
our spiritual journeys and struggles together.  We hope that this report, along with the 
DVD, will encourage both intergenerational and inter-faith connections, understanding, 
respect, and dialogue. 
 
CRC-NE and Durham University joined forces for this project. The partnership has 
been highly productive. The project was already up and running when I joined in, and I 
would like to pay tribute to Professor Sarah Banks who has seen it through from start to 
finish, ensuring that the research proceeded smoothly through the unscripted changes 
in personnel. Under her expert supervision, our Durham University researchers, 
Catherine Duce and Shamila Ahmed (and Dr Anselma Gallinat and Susannah Moon 
who preceded them) have worked incredibly hard on this research, collecting and 
analysing the data and producing this report together. Their character and approach 
impacted hugely on the project: their gifts of sensitivity, thoughtfulness and respectful 
attention have won them many friends in faith communities across the region. Their 
passion for their subject allowed them to absorb all that had gone before and take it 
forward with energy and confidence. We at the CRC are grateful to them all and look to 
the future with hope for further collaboration. 

Paul Southgate  
Chief Officer, CRC-NE 
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Executive summary 
 
 
1. Background 
 
This report outlines the findings of a two-year Big Lottery-funded research project 
designed to study the role of faith communities in promoting the social inclusion of 
young people in North East England. The project was undertaken as a partnership 
between the Churches’ Regional Commission in the North East and Durham 
University. We use the term ‘faith communities’ to refer to people with a shared 
religious faith who meet together for the purpose of worship (‘worshipping 
congregations’). The focus on ‘social inclusion’ covers the process of helping young 
people to develop skills in participation and working together and fostering a sense of 
belonging to a group that is part of wider society. In this research, although our primary 
focus is on social inclusion in a broad sense, we also explore aspects of the inclusion 
of young people in faith communities, recognising that this is an integral part of the 
work of many of the faith communities we studied. Indeed, inclusion in a faith 
community may be a starting point for inclusion in wider society. 
 
 
2. Rationale 
 
Faith communities have a long tradition of community work and social action.  Some of 
the earliest youth groups and clubs have their origins in faith-based organisations, such 
as the Jewish Association of Youth Clubs and Young Women’s Christian Association. 
Yet from the mid-twentieth century, as the welfare state developed and youth work 
became more secularised, the work of faith communities with young people was less 
prominent. However, the work still continues, much of it relatively invisible, and has 
developed into a range of activities and projects with varying degrees of affiliation to a 
faith community. There is a growing recognition on the part of government that faith 
communities have a significant role to play in promoting neighbourhood regeneration 
and tackling social exclusion and ethnic and religious tensions. While there have been 
several recent studies of faith-based social action, including a survey conducted in the 
North East, there has been little systematic study of work with young people. This study 
aimed to examine the range of work taking place across the different faith communities 
in North East England.  
 
 
3. Approach and methods 
 
The study had a specific focus on two case study areas: parts of the boroughs of 
Gateshead and Middlesbrough. The research was designed to have an action element 
(to influence practice and policy during the course of the project) and to include some 
elements of participation by young people. The methods used included: networking and 
information-gathering; visits to and observations at places of worship, faith-linked youth 
projects and activities; holding workshops and a conference; training and supporting 
young people to undertake interviews with their peers; making a DVD; and conducting 
interviews with 45 young people, 32 paid workers and volunteers who worked with 
young people and 20 faith leaders. The faith affiliations of participants included:  
Bahá’í, Buddhist, Christian (Anglican, Baptist, Catholic, Ecumenical partnership, 
Methodist, Quaker, Salvation Army, Evangelical, Pentecostal), Hindu, Jewish, Muslim 
and Sikh.  
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4. Types of faith-linked youth activities and projects  
 
Our findings suggest there is a rich variety of activities organised by or linked to faith 
communities in the North East. We have called these ‘faith-linked’ and categorised 
them as follows:  
 
4.1 Activities for young people within places of worship – this includes worship 

itself, educational activities and young people’s decision-making.  
4.2 Outreach activities – this includes work in schools, sports activities and one-

off events that are rooted in sharing faith values.  
4.3 Activities in faith-linked youth projects open to all young people – this 

includes projects and activities with varying degrees of faith affiliation open to 
all young people. 

4.4 Activities with young people in broader society with a faith dimension – 
this includes youth activities in statutory and non faith-linked voluntary 
organisations where issues of faith are merged into cross-cultural work (often in 
black and minority ethnic projects and community cohesion activities) and/or 
where youth workers with a faith affiliation are negotiating their faith in practice.  

 
 
5. Perspectives of young people 
 
Young people participating in the research reported wanting to be listened to and 
treated with respect. Many young people were keen to play a more active role in their 
own faith communities (if they had a faith affiliation) and/or in the particular youth 
groups to which they belonged. Participation in faith-based youth councils or forums 
was valued by some, although it was recognised that these may actively involve only a 
few young people and should not be used as the sole means of listening to and 
engaging with young people.  Young people especially valued creative and informal 
approaches, which enabled them to have a say during the course of activities and 
projects. They preferred activities that gave them a sense of ownership and 
appreciated adults who were supportive, respectful and able to offer advice without 
judging them. They were less keen on traditional forms of worship, ‘rote learning’ and 
being subjected to patronising attitudes.  
 
 
6. Perspectives of those working with young people 
  
The paid workers and volunteers working with young people demonstrated high levels 
of commitment, often expressed in terms of vocation or ‘calling’. They found 
themselves negotiating a number of challenges in the work, often having to act as 
mediators between young people and parents or other adult members of faith 
communities. Many were very reflective about the role of their own faith and how they 
could or should use this in working with young people. Some had professional youth 
work qualifications; many were relatively unsupported and working with little 
supervision. These workers with young people took on a number of roles in their work, 
including: communicating the message of their faith or converting young people, 
educating, protecting, advocating for and alongside young people, caring for and about 
young people and providing a role model for young people. 
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7. Perspectives of faith leaders  
 
Faith leaders had very diverse attitudes towards and understandings of faith-linked 
work with young people. Some were very committed to working with young people and 
would themselves offer activities or one-to-one advice, as well as managing youth 
projects. Others were less aware of the possibilities and could not easily see a role for 
creative work with young people. Faith leaders reported playing a variety of roles in 
relation to young people, including: enabling young people’s spiritual growth and 
offering religious guidance; advising young people on family, spiritual or moral matters; 
nurturing young people; protecting young people from harmful outside influences; 
preserving the religious heritage through education; and managing faith-linked work 
with young people.  
 
 
8. Conclusions 
 
Faith communities in North East England are undertaking a wide range of work with 
young people. Some of this work is scarcely visible to those who are not part of the 
faith community itself – such as the involvement of young people in religious services, 
faith-based youth forums, youth groups or classes within places of worship. Other 
activities may be in the form of projects, which have outside funding and are regarded 
as part of relatively ‘mainstream’ youth provision, open to all young people. Taken as a 
whole, this work is making a significant contribution to promoting young people’s social 
inclusion both within faith communities and in broader society.   
 
Some of the general outcomes of faith-linked youth activities and projects that could be 
said to contribute to young people’s social inclusion are:  

 young people feeling a sense of belonging to a faith community;  
 young people developing the capacity to reflect critically on the role of faith in 

their lives; 
 young people developing as citizens through exercising their rights and 

developing their skills to participate in decisions within their faith community, 
within faith-based youth activities and projects and outside these settings;  

 young people having fun together, making friends with peers and gaining 
mutual support. 

Some faith-linked projects that have a more specialist focus (often employing paid 
workers and receiving funding from a range of sources) demonstrate more specific 
outcomes, linked to the central government agenda for tackling social exclusion with an 
emphasis on inclusion of young people through education and the labour market, for 
example:   

 Young people accessing school, training and education; 
 Young people gaining jobs or qualifications; 
 Young people successfully coping with life transitions (such as pregnancy or 

starting their own home) and moving towards independence; 
 Young people developing self-esteem, confidence and feeling part of a 

community. 
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9. Recommendations 
 
9.1 Listening to young people  

Faith communities that are currently involved with or planning work with young 
people should find ways of listening to young people’s views about the kinds of 
roles they wish to play in the faith community and the activities that young 
people want.  Young people recommend that creative and informal methods are 
the best way to achieve this, rather than adult-led formal structures. This may 
include youth-led forums, youth councils and other embedded systems for 
enabling young people’s voices to be heard, alongside informal consultation 
and creative ways of enabling young people to have their say during the course 
of informal activities.  

 
9.2 Reflecting on the purpose of working with young people 

It is important to recognise that members of faith communities may have 
diverse attitudes towards and motivations for working with young people. In 
setting up youth activities it will be helpful to discuss and clarify the main  
purposes of the work, which may include proselytising, nurturing young 
people’s faith, enabling critical reflection on the role of faith in young people’s 
lives, offering support to young people during difficult periods and empowering 
young people to play a greater role in the faith community, youth project or in 
society more generally.      

 
9.3 Reflecting on how to develop work with young people 

All faith communities should keep under review the extent to which they 
currently engage with young people both within and outside their places of 
worship, considering what barriers there might be in terms of attitudes and 
structures and how these can be overcome. Given young people’s preferences 
for informal styles of working based on a youth work model that encourages 
and values participation, consideration might be given as to how such informal 
educational approaches can be further developed and supported. 

 
9.4 Managing and supporting work with young people 

Faith communities should ensure that those managing work with young people 
make adequate and realistic demands on their workers and offer structured 
support and supervision, with space for reflection and learning. Organisations 
need to balance the different agendas often present in work with young people 
and develop their own understanding of how these might best be managed in 
their specific circumstances (rather than just leaving this to the workers). 

 
9.5 Ensuring access to education, training and dialogical opportunities 

for those working with young people 
Workers and volunteers will benefit from accessing education and training 
opportunities that directly address their needs. Given that their faith influences 
their practice in complex ways, there is a need for those working with young 
people to reflect on how their faith relates to their work, as well as to develop 
expertise and skills in working with young people.  This can be achieved in a 
number of ways, and efforts should be made to develop more opportunities for 
this process through: 
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9.5.1 Local, regional and national networks to support those working with 
 young people, both within and across faiths; 

9.5.2 Sharing of ideas and resources between youth workers and faith 
leaders to help learn from each other how to improve their work; 

9.5.3 Publicising existing relevant short courses, workshops and seminars 
that might be relevant for those undertaking faith-linked work with young 
people, and developing new programmes to fill gaps in knowledge and 
skills.  

 
9.6 Creating opportunities and spaces for mutual learning  

Workers (whether within or from outside the faith community) and faith leaders 
need to create spaces where different individuals, groups and organisations 
can listen to and learn from each other, ensuring that the views of those who 
are normally marginalised in decision-making processes are listened to 
especially carefully.  Areas where this learning can make a particular 
contribution include: 

 
9.6.1 Building relationships between generations:  Young people and older 

people need to get to know each other by spending time together and 
being willing to see things from each other’s perspective.   

9.6.2 Building relationships between young people from different 
backgrounds: All those working with young people should consider the 
benefits of developing activities which encourage young people to learn 
from each other and learn how to get on with each other.   

9.6.3 Building relationships between those working with young people: 
Faith communities and those who work with young people (whether 
within or outside faith communities) should consider who else may be 
working with young people in their area, and whether or not they can 
develop some form of partnership to share resources or build dialogue 
and mutual understanding.   

9.6.4 Building relationships between statutory agencies and faith-linked 
work with young people:  Policy makers and statutory officers need to 
create opportunities for young people and those involved in faith-linked 
work with young people to engage in dialogue with them in line with the 
guidelines offered by the Local Government Association. This can 
usefully be supported with funding.   

 
9.7 Further research   

Our findings suggest that faith-linked work can make a significant contribution to 
developing the social inclusion of young people in broader society, but the 
nature and extent of this work is patchy and fragmented, with great differences 
within and between faiths. This research adds to a growing literature in the field 
of faith-linked work with young people through its coverage of key issues across 
faiths and from the perspectives of a range of participants (young people, 
workers with young people and faith leaders). Inevitably, more questions have 
been raised than answered. Further in-depth research might focus on the 
following areas:  

9.7.1 Analysing the complex motivations, roles and experiences of the 
youth worker in faith-linked settings; 

9.7.2 Studying theory and practice in relation to purposes, expectations 
and attitudes towards work with young people across faith communities;  
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9.7.3 Exploring methods for evaluating the impact of work with young 
people in broader society (to include faith-based, outreach and inter-faith 
encounters); 

9.7.4 Carrying out comparative work with other areas of Britain to share 
practice and enrich faith-based youth provision in the North East;  

9.7.5 Identifying frameworks for sharing appropriate good practice at 
grassroots level in faith communities.  
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1 
 
Background to the research 

 
 
Introduction 
 

The Doorways Project, it’s somewhere to go really. There’s nothing else to do. I’m 
not in work at the moment. It’s just there really. It speaks for itself. It’s a drop-in 
centre where you can socialise and do whatever you want really… I’m not a 
religious person, but even if it’s a Christian organisation, and they’re doing 
something good for people, I’m all in really. Religious or not, it’s helping people, it 
has to be a good thing doesn’t it? (Young man, aged 16, participant in Doorways 
project, Saltburn) 
 
Infuse [project] made me start thinking about relationships and interactions with 
people on a completely different level. (Young man, aged 16, participant in Infuse 
project, Birtley) 

 
We come here to train [in martial arts] and to learn about different faiths. I come 
here just for the training because I’ve got nothing else to do at the moment. It’s 
good for us. (Young man, aged 14, participant in Mixed Martial Arts Group, South 
Tyneside) 
 
It [mosque] was so good, we had so many good times. I started about five and 
finished when I was 13. Everything about it was fun.  It was mixed as well so it was 
even better ... Yeah every summer they used to take us to Alton Towers, Flamingo 
Land, Edinburgh Zoo … there were about 50 [young people]. We took about two or 
three big coaches. (Young woman, aged 15, participant at Gateshead Mosque) 
 

These comments exemplify some of the experiences of young people participating in a 
range of faith-linked youth activities across the North East of England. They illustrate 
the variety of types of work (from socialising to faith-focused activities) and the benefits 
expressed by young people (a place to go, stimulating thinking about faith, receiving 
training or having fun).  
 
It is activities, groups and projects like these that form the focus of this report, which 
summarises the findings of a two-year Big Lottery funded research project looking at 
the role of faith communities in working with young people in the North East of 
England.   
 
Chapter 1 of the report will explain the aims, objectives and reasons behind this 
research project. We will locate it in the current policy context, which includes a 
growing awareness that faith communities play a major role in undertaking social 
welfare, regeneration, community development and community cohesion work in the 
localities where they are based. Work with young people is a significant part of this 
work, and we will outline briefly the historical background to faith involvement in work 
with young people and some of the recent developments, including professional 
education for faith-based youth work.   
 
Chapter 2 briefly outlines the key features of the North East region, including the mix of 
religious affiliations recorded in the 2001 census and the results of a recent survey of 
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faith communities and social action in the North East.  Some details are also given of 
the two geographical areas chosen for more in-depth research – parts of the boroughs 
of Middlesbrough and Gateshead.    
 
Chapter 3 will explain our approach to the research, which involved a focus on two 
case study areas (parts of Middlesbrough and Gateshead), an element of participation 
by young people as researchers, the making of a DVD, and an ‘action research’ 
element in that we organised several workshops during the course of the project, which 
created an ongoing dialogue with some of the practitioners and organisations.  
 
Chapters 4 to 7 outline the main findings of the research, including categorising the 
different types of activities undertaken with young people and the degrees to which 
they are linked to faith (Chapter 4); the perspectives of the young participants (Chapter 
5); the perspectives of the voluntary and paid workers who organise these activities 
(Chapter 6); and the perspectives of ‘faith leaders’ or other key adult faith 
representatives (Chapter 7). 
 
Chapter 8 offers some conclusions and recommendations for developing faith-linked 
work with young people.  
 
 
Aims and objectives of the research 
 
The main aim of the research was to investigate the role of and potential for social 
action by local faith communities in promoting the social inclusion of young people 
aged 11-18. The objectives were identified as: 
 
1. Gain an understanding of the scope and nature of social action by faith 

communities with young people in the North East of England. 
2. Raise awareness of the ways in which young people are included or excluded in 

both the faith community and the wider community, and the dynamics of how these 
relate together. 

3. Promote a better understanding of different faith groups by young people and 
promote respect for religious, racial and cultural diversity. 

4. Use young people's and practitioners' views to promote good practice in: 
a. Involving young people, especially those who are socially excluded, in the 

wider community. 
b. Effective partnership working between those people from faith communities 

who are engaged in social action with young people and other practitioners 
working towards the social inclusion of young people. 

5. Empower young people to effect positive changes to the ways in which faith 
communities and other service providers engage with young people. 

 
The way the objectives are framed indicates the intentions behind the project, which 
were very much action-focused. Although this was designed as a research project, it 
was certainly not intended as a piece of pure ‘academic’ research. The majority of its 
objectives relate to changing/improving current practice. The use of the terms ‘social 
inclusion’ and ‘social action’ also clearly indicate that the focus of the research is on the 
contribution of faith communities to the social welfare of young people, rather than an 
examination of how they include or reach out to young people for the purpose of 
communicating the message of their faith and inviting others to be part of their 
community (although these are not mutually exclusive, as our later discussion will 
show). 
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Origins, principles and key concepts of the research  
 
The idea for the project developed out of a series of discussions and consultations 
facilitated by the Churches’ Regional Commission in the North East (CRC-NE) 
involving young people, youth work practitioners, faith community leaders and 
researchers during 2003-4.  CRC-NE felt that there was a role for faith-based 
organisations to undertake more and better work with young people. They knew many 
faith organisations offered some activities for young people, but were not sure how 
widespread this was, what form it took or how effective it was. The idea was then 
developed further through a small grant from a local charitable trust, the Millfield House 
Foundation, with the specific aim of undertaking preparatory work towards an 
application to the then Community Fund (now Big Lottery) for a research grant. The 
Community and Youth Work Studies Unit at Durham University was approached as the 
academic partner and worked with CRC-NE to refine and develop the research 
proposal. The key questions and principles were formulated as follows:  
 
 There is a need to find out what is happening and where: the types of work, 

resources, support, networks, communication across faiths and denominations.  
This led to the inclusion of a scoping exercise as the first part of the research.  

 We want to know what works, how and why; what is not happening and why; how 
do faith communities work to include young people and exclude them. This led us 
to propose the use of case studies of particular areas and places of worship, to 
enable in depth qualitative data to be collected. 

 In a project focused on young people’s involvement, it was important that we 
actively involve young people in the research. This led to the proposal that young 
people be invited to form a reference group and to undertake training to act as 
researchers for part of the project. In this sense the research has a participatory 
element, while recognising that young people’s involvement must be agreed with 
them and may vary at different stages of the research. 

 It is important that we work across all faiths and be inclusive of young people from 
all ethnic groups. This led us to propose that the research be conducted first and 
foremost within a framework of youth work values, skills and approaches, with 
an emphasis on respecting diversity, empowering young people, reaching and 
engaging with young people. The researchers would essentially be practitioner 
researchers.  

 Ultimately our aim is to promote and develop good practice in work with young 
people. We hope this will be achieved during the course of the research and as a 
result of the research. This placed the research firmly in the realm of applied 
research, with an element of action research, while recognising that much of the 
change that may take place in practice will come about after the project has ended.  

 
Bearing in mind the Community Fund (now Big Lottery Fund) mission, and the aims 
and priorities of its research grants programme, the aim of our research was framed in 
terms of the role of faith communities in promoting the social inclusion of young people. 
Both these terms, ‘faith communities’ and ‘social inclusion’, are widely used, in many 
different ways, which can engender some confusion.  So it is important that we explain 
clearly how we are using the terms: 
 
‘Faith communities’ - The term ‘faith communities’ is often used loosely, with a variety 
of meanings, ranging from global networks of people who share the same faith, to local 
congregations or buildings that provide a focus for worship. We will use it here mainly 
to mean worshipping congregations who meet together often based around local 
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churches, mosques, synagogues, gurdwara and temples (although some do not have 
an identifiable physical base). We are using the term ‘faith’ in the context of this project 
to refer to religious faith, that is, as “trust directed towards religion, religion being the 
agent of spirituality” (Hull, 1999, p 57). 
 
‘Social inclusion’ - in the context of this research we are using the term to refer to the 
process of helping young people to develop skills in participation and working together, 
and fostering a sense of belonging to a group that is part of wider society. This version 
of ‘social inclusion’ has a focus on young people as citizens, who have rights and 
capacities to participate in decision-making about issues that affect them (from 
planning local authority services to the running of the youth group they attend). 
Drawing on Lister’s (2002) generic analysis of social exclusion, we can say that the 
social inclusion of young people is about “equality of status and respect”, as opposed 
to seeing young people as victims (of abuse, bullying, neglect or indifference) or seeing 
inclusion largely in economic terms (training young people to enter the labour market). 
In faith-based work with young people there is the added dimension of inclusion of 
young people in the faith community per se. In this research, although our primary 
focus is on social inclusion in a broad sense, we will also explore aspects of the 
inclusion of young people in faith communities, recognising that the latter will be an 
integral part of the work of many of the faith communities we study. Indeed, inclusion in 
a faith community may be a starting point for inclusion in broader society. 
 
Faith communities and social action  
 
The contribution of faith communities to their local neighbourhoods and more widely to 
relief of poverty, through philanthropic and charitable work has a long history and is 
part of the social fabric of many societies. What has developed in recent years in 
Britain is the awareness on the part of government that these organisations and 
communities can be harnessed in the policies and programmes designed to tackle 
social exclusion and ethnic and religious tensions. However, the precise agendas and 
expectations for faith-linked social action, including work with young people, vary 
substantially depending on the perspectives of the different stakeholders involved 
(policy makers, academics, faith communities/groups and various voluntary sector and 
infrastructure bodies). 
 
Perspectives of policy makers and academics  
 
From a policy perspective, there has been a significant longstanding concern about 
young people, especially those who are seen as disaffected and disengaged from 
wider society (Steer, 2000). This has been re-emphasised recently in the concerns 
expressed in a stream of high-profile reports outlining the disadvantages experienced 
by children and young people in Britain (Margo, Dixon et al., 2006; The Children's 
Society, 2006; UNICEF, 2007).  In this context, ‘faith communities’ are the latest in a 
long line of organisations increasingly being sought as service delivery ‘partners’ to 
enable government to reach ‘deprived’ areas and engage with ‘excluded’ social groups, 
including young people (Local Government Association, 2002; Farnell, Furbey et al., 
2003; Farnell, 2001).  Historically, the legacy and formative influence of the Christian 
churches in policy arenas such as education, youth work and social welfare has been 
significant (General Synod Board of Education, 1996; Francis, 1998; The Catholic 
Agency for Social Concern, 2001).  As Britain has become more multi-cultural, the 
potential of all faith communities to contribute physical and social resources (such as 
buildings, social relationships, networks and local reputations) to help deliver 
government agendas and promote civil renewal is seen as an attractive proposition 
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(Home Office Faith Communities Unit, 2004; Neighbourhood Renewal Unit, 2004; 
Furbey and Macey, 2005).   

These possibilities for involving ‘faith communities’ in policy delivery are being made 
more complex by increasing government concern with promoting ‘community cohesion’ 
(Cantle, 2001, 2005).  The involvement of faith groups in mechanisms for decision-
making and service delivery is seen by some policy makers as a means to help 
improve the engagement between public bodies and ‘black and minority ethnic’ groups 
in particular (Carnelley, 2003; Smith, 2004), building on religion’s ability to act as a 
focal point for self and communal identity (Madood, 1997a).  Other minority faith groups 
(for example, Judaism) have seen this as an opportunity to develop specialist services 
to meet their particular religious and cultural needs (Harris, Halfpenny et al., 2003; 
Harris, Hutchison et al., 2005). This is a contested area, however, in which the 
confusion is often exacerbated by blurred connections between faith and ethnicity in 
policy, and theoretical debates over whether to support or assimilate difference in the 
public sphere (Madood, 1997b).  Such concerns have only increased with the recent 
‘moral panic’ over the potential risk to national security from extremist groups 
identifying themselves with reference to religion, which recruit young people from within 
faith communities, despite these groups being denounced by all mainstream religions.   

Academic perspectives have focused on whether faith adds a ‘connecting or dividing’ 
contribution to social capital and community cohesion, uncovering a complex picture 
that includes both types of contribution (Furbey, 2005) and multiple rationales 
(Lowndes and Chapman, 2005), with others developing alternative ideas of religious 
and spiritual capital (Baker and Skinner, 2005).   

Perspectives of faith groups 

From the perspective of many faith groups, however, the potential for involvement in 
work with young people is often driven by quite different forces.  The challenges of 
societal secularisation (Wilson, 1982) and changing social norms have often left the 
traditional, inherited cultural forms of various religions concerned about their ability to 
reproduce themselves in the next generation.  These concerns frequently become 
focused on young people’s attendance at places of worship, which has fallen 
significantly (see, for example, Brierley’s (2000) figures for Christian churches).  When 
combined, these forces have often led to many religious communities developing their 
own sub-cultures, which research suggests has created difficulties in terms of relating 
to wider ‘spiritual searching’ amongst the general public (Spencer, 2005) and young 
people in particular (Savage, Collins-Mayo et al., 2006).  These challenges have 
become particularly profound in relating professional ideas of what makes for human 
development to those held by faith communities, although the historical tradition in 
youth work of focusing on holistic development has prompted some attempts to find 
common ground using ideas of ‘spiritual development’ (Green, 2006).   

Having said this, many faith communities do not share a concept of youth work, with 
some having no historical familiarity with the term, and others sometimes preferring to 
distance themselves from secular professional developments by adopting alternative 
terms such as ‘youth ministry’.  Within such dynamics, there remain highly contested 
debates about what constitutes appropriate methods and good practice for those 
working with young people, especially over the degree of formality and whether the 
teaching approach should be didactic or explorative.  At the same time, many religious 
and faith-based organisations are wrestling with complex organisational and financial 
challenges as they endeavour to respond to these trends whilst still achieving their 
broader social and theological imperatives (Harris, 1998; Harris and Torry, 2000; Torry, 
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2005).  In doing this, they can often experience areas of both synergy and dissonance 
with government policy, leading to a frequently contested public role (Farnell, Furbey et 
al., 2003; Farnell, 2001; Commission on Urban Life and Faith, 2006). 

Perspectives of voluntary sector and inter/multi-faith bodies 

Initially in promoting parts of these agendas, and latterly in response to them, various 
voluntary sector and inter/multi-faith infrastructure bodies have been developed to 
make connections between different faith groups.  This has included those engaging in 
faith-based social action such as work with young people in local communities, often 
bringing faith-based organisations into contact with the wider voluntary sector and local 
government (Inter-Faith Network for the UK, 1999, 2003a, 2003b; Hatch, 2006).  Much 
of this work has focused on finding common values which might underpin work from all 
these perspectives (Orton, 2006).  However, the practical experience from this contact 
has raised questions about the implementation of related policies, with both 
government and faith groups tending to see this implementation as “patchy” and the 
intentions “yet to be reflected fully in local practice” (Neighbourhood Renewal Unit, 
2004, p 1).  In addition, concerns remain about whether there is still a “pervasive gap” 
in understanding and values between those involved (Farnell, Furbey et al., 2003, p 
44), not least over contested issues such as proselytisation and applications of 
particular interpretations of equal opportunities (Smith, 2000). 

Certainly, as this brief outline has highlighted, the broad range of agendas held by the 
different stakeholders involved necessitates further analysis as to whether their 
interests are compatible in practice.  This is without even considering the often-
forgotten perspectives of the local young people who use the resulting projects, and the 
practitioners working with young people, many of whom look to faith-based youth work 
for a framework to understand how their deeply-held values and beliefs might relate to 
collective social action.  It is these often forgotten perspectives, of the practitioners and 
most importantly the young people, which this research project particularly aims to 
address. 
 
 
Faith-linked work with young people 
 
The focus of this research is on work with young people that has a link with one or 
more faith communities. The ‘link’ may be relatively strong (for example, activities 
happening in a place of worship run by a faith leader with an explicit faith education 
focus) or much weaker (for example, a youth project started by a local church, which 
then gained government funding and employs workers who are not required to have a 
faith commitment). We are using the term ‘faith-linked work with young people’ as a 
generic term to cover a broad range of activities undertaken or facilitated by adults 
(paid and unpaid) with young people, which may have extremely strong ties to a faith 
organisation or much weaker and tangential links. We have used this term in 
preference to ‘faith-based’, as it is more inclusive of a broader range of work. When we 
use the term ‘faith-based’, this will refer to work that is more strongly rooted in a faith 
tradition.  
  
Work with young people in the faith sector has a long history despite its uneven and 
highly contested development (Green, 2006). This ranges from quite formal 
educational activities closely linked to a religious faith (such as Qu’ran classes for 
young people based in a mosque) through informal education work managed by an 
organisation with religious roots (for example, a Young Men’s Christian Association 
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(YMCA) detached youth work project) to purely leisure activities only very loosely 
linked with a faith organisation (for example a football team open to all young men, 
based in a church hall run by a mixture of volunteers from the local congregation and 
others).   
 
It is important to distinguish ‘work with young people’ in this broad sense, from ‘youth 
work’ as a specific approach to work with young people defined by a philosophy 
centred on informal education (Banks, 1999; Davies, 1996; Jeffs & Smith, 1999; 
National Youth Agency, 2001). Whilst youth work itself is a contested concept and a 
constantly shifting occupational field, at its heart is a set of characteristics, which has 
been identified as including:  
 

 it takes place in a variety of settings;  
 it is usually based on voluntary participation of young people;  
 it promotes dialogue and critical learning through conversation;  
 it is based on educational goals, although these might not always be clearly 

specified.  
 
On this definition, work with young people which has no educative element at all, such 
as the consumption of entertainment in leisure-focused youth clubs, or work which has 
pre-defined goals to proselytise in a formal, non-dialogical and non-relational way 
(Ward, 1996) would not be regarded as youth work. These boundaries are not however 
clear-cut. Activities developed for/with young people with a leisure or proselytising 
focus may develop into more informal educational activities – as we can see when 
looking at the historical development of youth work.   
 
In addition to the debate about what counts as ‘youth work’, there is also the question 
of what counts as ‘faith-linked’ as opposed to ‘secular’ youth work. The boundaries 
here are also permeable, with considerable overlap and movement between them. 
Indeed, the origins of youth work as a practice and an occupational group lie in the 
pioneering work done by faith-based organisations from the late eighteenth century. In 
the Christian context, Hannah More (1745-1833) in the 1790s used informal education 
in Sunday schools, embracing both evangelism and social action (Collingwood and 
Collingwood, 1990). While the development of various youth movements and 
organisations in the latter part of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century 
(such as The Boys’ Brigade, Young Men’s Christian Association, Young Women’s 
Christian Association, Jewish Association of Youth Clubs, Scouts and Guides) all had 
faith affiliations (Jeffs, 1979; Smith, 1988). As youth provision developed within local 
authorities and youth work gradually professionalised from the middle of the twentieth 
century (Davies, 1999), the dominant discourse and practice of the work became much 
more secularised. However, the myriad of faith-linked youth organisations mentioned 
above, and numerous others, still remain and many retain their faith ethos, although in 
some this is less prominent. Furthermore, the National Occupational Standards for 
Youth Work (under review at the time of writing) currently include one element of the 
role of the youth worker as to “assist young people in the exploration and development 
of their spiritual self” (Paulo, 2002).     
 
In the late 1980s, the growing involvement of religious organisations in work with young 
people (partly prompted by the decline in numbers attending traditional forms of 
worship) began to be noted. Within the Christian churches, there was a revival of 
interest in ‘youth ministry’ and several faith-based professional education and training 
programmes were established at higher education level offering professional 
qualifications in youth work. These Christian faith-related programmes are validated by 
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The National Youth Agency and have national currency as generic youth work 
qualifications (The National Youth Agency, 2007). Current examples of validated 
programmes  include those offered by: the Centre for Youth Ministry (in Oxford, 
Cambridge, Nottingham and Bristol); Chester University, Durham University, 
International Christian College (Glasgow); Moorlands College (Dorset), Nazerene 
Theological College (Manchester); Newman College (Birmingham); and Oasis Trust 
(London).  The titles of these programmes vary from ‘Youth Work and Youth Ministry’ 
to ‘Youth and Community Work and Applied Theology’. There is also a small but 
growing literature in the field of youth ministry and Christian youth work. In terms of 
Jewish youth work, there is strong tradition of informal educational work, building on 
the pioneering work of the early youth workers such as Lily Montagu (1873-1963), 
which has developed and still continues today (Bunt, 1975; Marsh, 2006; Rose, 1998; 
Spence, 2004).  
 
Within the other major faith groups, such as Muslim, Hindu and Sikh, there is little 
tradition of youth work understood in this sense of informal education. Indeed, religious 
education in Britain has tended to be firmly rooted in the formal sphere, often 
inseparable from a broader preservation of language and cultural heritage. This is 
despite increasing use of updated and non-formal teaching methods in many countries 
where these religions are mainstream (Khan, 2006). However, there is evidence that 
the importance and value of informal educational work with young people is beginning 
to be recognised within some of these faith communities. As mainstream youth work in 
the voluntary and statutory sector increasingly took account of the needs of ‘minority 
ethnic’ young people in the 1980s and 1990s, a growth of specialist projects and 
qualified workers meant that issues of ‘race’, culture and faith were on the youth 
service agenda, and workers from a range of faith backgrounds were undertaking 
professional qualifying education.  
 
Whilst often badged as ‘black and minority ethnic’ work, some ‘secular’ youth projects 
take faith seriously or have a faith link because their geographical locations or their 
focus mean that their members are predominantly of a particular faith.  For example, in 
an Asian Youth Project, when youth workers work with young people on issues of 
culture and identity, faith is inextricably linked. However, the extent to which 
practitioners in mainstream youth work have been able to work on faith issues is 
debatable. Taking the example of Muslim youth workers, Hamid (2006, p 85) suggests 
that many workers in ‘secular’ projects have found it difficult to introduce any faith 
element into their work.  This is partly what motivated recent conferences in 2005 and 
2006 on Muslim Youth Work (Khan, 2006), the formation of a national Foundation for 
Muslim Youth Work and a specialist foundation degree at the University of Chester 
(Gregory, 2006). Muslim youth work has been defined as being about creating “safe 
spaces for Muslim young people to explore personal, social, spiritual and political 
choices” (Khan, 2006, p 16). This is a distinct move away from what Hamid (2006, pp 
83-5) calls “reformist” work with Muslim young people stemming from various youth 
movements which started from the 1970s (for example, Islamist Youth Movement, 
Young Muslim Organisation, Young Muslims UK), which aimed at reconnecting young 
people to their religious heritage, focusing on education and leisure activities.  
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Concluding comments 
 
This brief and partial sketch of some aspects of the development of social action and 
work with young people linked to a few of the main faith groups is not meant to be 
comprehensive. Rather, it gives a flavour of the rich, varied and contested terrain that 
is the backdrop for this research focussing on case studies of current faith-linked work 
in the North East of England. 
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2 
 
Faith and social action in North East England 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The research has been carried out within a defined geographical region, the North East 
of England, with the aim of examining the range of faith-based activity involving young 
people in that area. In this chapter we will give a brief outline of some of the 
characteristics of the region, including the religious affiliation of its inhabitants, followed 
by a short description of the boroughs of Gateshead and Middlesbrough, which were 
the focus of more in-depth research. 
 
 
The North East      
 
The North East region of England covers the area to the east of the Pennines from the 
Northumberland border with Scotland in the north, to the Tees Valley in the south (see 
Map 2.1). It currently has a population of 2.6 million, covering an area of 8,592 square 
kilometres (Government Office for the North East, 2007). Two thirds of the area is 
classified as rural, with the main centres of population clustering around the river 
estuaries of the Tyne, Wear and Tees, traditionally based on heavy industry associated 
with mining, the steel industry and shipbuilding. Many of the more rural parts of the 
region have settlements formerly centred on mineral extraction, alongside more 
traditional agriculture.  
 
The legacy of industrial decline is still felt in the region, with many areas in the North 
East classified as among the most deprived in England according to the most recent 
Index of Multiple Deprivation. This index measures ‘deprivation’ at the level of small 
areas (called ‘Super Output Areas’, covering roughly 1,500 inhabitants) across seven 
domains (income, employment, health, education, housing and services, living 
environment and crime). The 2004 Index of Deprivation (Office of Deputy Prime 
Minister, 2004) shows that the region continues to experience significant levels of 
deprivation, with 38 per cent of the North East’s SOAs classified as among the 20 per 
cent most deprived in England. 
 
Map 2.1 illustrates the geographical spread of ‘deprivation’ across the North East, while 
Table 2.1 shows how the North East compares with the United Kingdom as a whole, 
using information from the updated version of the 2001 census. 
 
A further development in the North East region is that in 2001, 2.7 per cent of people 
living in the region were born abroad, up from 1.9 per cent in 1991 and this trend is 
continuing. This increases the potential for meetings and interactions between 
individuals and groups from different cultures and faith traditions, a situation which has 
not existed to such an extent before.   
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Map 2.1: North East England, Index of Multiple Deprivation (2004) by wards 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Gateshead 

Middlesbrough 

Reproduced with permission of the Regional Intelligence 
Team Government Office for the North East. License no 
GD272671 Crown © copyright reserved 2004 
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Table 2.1: Key statistics for the North East (2001 Census, updated)  
 
 North East  UK 

Population 20051 (thousands)   2,558 60,210
Percentage aged under 161 18.6 19.3
Percentage pension age and over1 19.5 18.7
Percentage of pupils achieving 5 or more grades A*-C 57.4 59.0
Economic Activity rate2 second quarter 2006 (%) 76.5 79.0
Employment rate2, second quarter 2006 (%) 71.7 74.6
Unemployment rate2, second quarter 2006 (%)  6.1 5.5
Recorded crime rate, 2005/06  
(recorded offences per 100, 000 population) 

10,100 10,331

Average weekly household income 2003/04 – 2005/063 (£) 455 596
Average weekly household expenditure, 2003/04 – 2005/06 
(£)  

352.30 432

 

Source: Abstracted from  Office for National Statistics, North East selected key statistics, Census summary, NE,         
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/ Published on 29th March 2007. 

 
 

Faith in the North East 
 
Some indication of the reported religious affiliation of adults can be gained from the 2001 
census (Office for National Statistics, 2003), which was the first to ask a question about 
religious beliefs since 1851. However, we do need to be wary when interpreting the 
responses, as questions about religion may be answered differently according to how 
they are worded. The question asked in the 2001 Census for England was simply: “What 
is your religion?”  No distinction was made between “current religion” and “religion of 
upbringing”, as was the case in the Scottish census. However, the “religion of 
upbringing” question in Scotland produced very similar results to the England and Wales 
question “what is your religion” (Office of National Statistics, 2004), which suggests that 
people were interpreting the latter question more broadly than simply in terms of a 
current and active religious affiliation.  
 
Table 2.2 shows the number and percentage of respondents reporting their religion 
according to the categories given in the census question: “What is your religion”. The 
options given were: “None; Christian (including Church of England, Catholic, Protestant 
and all other Christian denominations); Buddhist; Hindu; Jewish; Muslim; Sikh; Any other 
religion (please write in)”. The North East had the highest reported proportion of 
Christians of all English regions (80.1 per cent), while less than 2 per cent of the 
population of the region was recorded as Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh and 
other non-Christian religions. Muslim is the second largest religious faith group in the 
North East and the demography of this population reflects national trends, with 50 per 
cent under the age of 25 (Hamid, 2006). The percentage of Hindus and Sikhs in the 
North East is each 0.2 per cent. The proportion of the population reporting non-Christian 
religious affiliations is higher in the two urban areas selected for our research, but 
nevertheless it contrasts starkly with figures from larger British cities where arguably 
most research on faith communities has been focused.  

                                                 
1 Population figures for 2005 are mid-year population estimates. Pension age is men aged 65 and over and women 
aged 60 and over.  
2 Seasonally adjusted data for people of working age, men aged 16 to 64 and women aged 16 to 59. 
3 Data combined from the 2003/04, 2004/05 and 2005/06 Expenditure and Food Surveys. 
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Table 2.2: Reported religion, 2001 Census  
 

 England North East Gateshead Middlesbrough 

 Number % Number % Number % Number % 
Christian 35,251,244 71.74 2,014,608 80.09 153,394 80.25 103,610 76.83
Buddhist 139,046 0.28 3,097 0.12 143 0.07 166 0.12
Hindu 546,982 1.11 4,370 0.17 154 0.08 333 0.25
Jewish 257,671 0.52 3,151 0.13 1,564 0.82 58 0.04
Muslim 1,524,887 3.10 26,925 1.07 1,138 0.60 5,689 4.22
Sikh 327,343 0.67 4,780 0.19 305 0.16 453 0.34
Other 
Religion 143,811 0.29 3,886 0.15 280 0.15 154 0.11
No 
Religion 7,171,332 14.59 276,196 10.98 20,903 10.94 13,654 10.12
Religion 
not stated  3,776,515 7.69 178,429 7.09 13,270 6.94 10,738 7.96

Total 49,138,831 100.00 2,515,442 100.00 191,151 100.00 134,855 100.00 
 
Source: Office for National Statistics (2003)  
 
 
Faith communities and social action in the North East 
 
In 2004, as the proposal for our research on faith communities and young people was 
being prepared, the Churches’ Regional Commission in the North East commissioned 
a region-wide survey with the aim of ascertaining “the added value and social capital 
provided by the individual faith communities in certain areas of the North East” (Smith, 
2004). This survey aimed to cover all faith communities in the North East, thought to 
comprise some 1500 separate groups/organisations. Considerable work was 
undertaken to develop a database that was as inclusive as possible of all faith 
communities in the North East, building on CRC’s already extensive networks. ‘Faith 
community’ was generally taken as meaning ‘worshipping congregation’, mainly 
centred around places of worship, although some local ecumenical partnerships were 
included. The survey did not include para-church organisations or faith-linked projects 
not directly under the aegis of a worshipping congregation.  
 
A total of 1448 survey forms were sent out, asking a range of questions relating to the  
buildings owned and used; types of projects or activities sponsored (from arts and 
music to working with ex-offenders); types of social groups using them (from young 
people to people with learning disabilities); and involvement in cultural or sporting 
activities. 727 forms were returned (a response rate of just over 50 per cent). However, 
the response rate from non-Christian faith communities was lower than average, at just 
over 20 per cent. No replies at all were received from the Bahá’í and Sikh faiths, and 
only one from a Hindu organisation (see Table 2.3).   
 
Despite these shortcomings, what this survey does indicate is that faith communities 
are engaged with a wide range of community activities across the North East. For 
example, 96 per cent of survey respondents had their own building, with well over half 
(412) renting to community groups. 457 respondents indicated that they had a pool of 
paid staff involved in activities set up by them, with 544 indicating that they had 
volunteers. Smith (2004, p 13) claims this represents a pool of 855 paid staff and 
10,085 volunteers linked just to those faith communities that responded to the survey. 
Table 2.4 shows the range of groups catered for and some of the activities undertaken. 
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Table 2.3: Responses to 2004 ‘Faith in the North East’ survey by 
faith/denomination  
 

Faith/denomination 
 

Total 
number 

dispatched

% share of
total 

dispatched

Total 
number
returned

% share of 
total 

returned 
Bahá’í 3 0.21 0 0.00 
Buddhist 10 0.69 2 0.28 
Hindu 5 0.35 1 0.14 
Islam 18 1.24 3 0.41 
Jewish 6 0.41 2 0.28 
Sikh 5 0.35 0 0.00 
Zoroastrian 2 0.14 2 0.28 
Anglican 564 38.95 296 40.72 
Baptist 43 2.97 27 3.71 
Catholic 209 14.43 96 13.20 
Local Ecumenical Partnership 17 1.17 17 2.34 
Methodist 324 22.38 171 23.52 
Quaker 16 1.10 10 1.38 
Salvation Army 51 3.52 26 3.58 
United Reformed Church 74 5.11 46 6.33 
Evangelical, Charismatic, 
Pentecostal4 61 4.21 25 3.44 

Other (Christian)5 40 2.76 3 0.41 
Total: All Faith Communities 1448 100.00 727 100.00 
 
 
Table 2.4: NE faith communities: range of groups and activities  
 

Groups Sub-categories 
Group 
total 

 
% 

Campaigning Environment, Fairtrade, Anti-Racism 481 11.3 

Children Holiday schemes for school children, 
Before/After school clubs 266 6.2 

Community Support 

Credit unions,  Working with ex offenders, Crime 
prevention,  Housing + homeless,  Health and fitness, 
Drop in facility/café, Advice/counselling, Home visiting, 
bereavement support, Drug & alcohol abuse, Victims of 
domestic violence, Education (non religious) 

1569 36.8 

Elderly Over 60s, Lunch Club 355 8.3 

Employment / 
Social enterprise 

Social enterprise/Community Business, 
Employment and Training 141 3.3 

Families (inc 
parenting) 

Mums & toddlers group, Pre school nursery, 
Parenting support/classes 535 12.6 

Youth Youth club up to 15s, Youth club for 16s-18s, 
Scout/beaver/guide groups 549 12.9 

Other Arts and music, Other 366 8.6 

 TOTAL 4262 100.0 

 
Source: Smith (2004) 

                                                 
4 Assemblies of God, Brethren, Evangelical, House Church, Independent, Kingdom Faith, Salt & Light. 
5 Christadelphians, German Lutheran, Swedish Church, Greek Orthodox, Jehovah’s Witness, Mormon, 
Stake, Unitarian, Unknown. 
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As shown in Table 2.4, 549 respondents (74 per cent of those replying) indicated that 
their worshipping community was involved in “managing, sponsoring or co-operating 
with” projects or activities specifically designed for young people. The report (Smith, 
2004, p. 14) summarises these activities as including youth clubs for a range of ages, 
organised activities such as scout and guide groups, other organised and uniformed 
activities, and, to a lesser extent, youth activities catering for older teenagers between 
the ages of 16-18 years (90 reported). 
 
The report of this survey highlighted some “emerging issues”, which included the 
willingness of faith communities to offer their resources to the community at large, 
alongside their needs for more human resources, training, funding and infrastructure to 
enable them to realise their potential. Significantly for our research on work with young 
people, particular reference was made to the need for “properly trained youth and 
family workers”, who could encourage others to take up volunteer roles with young 
people. Such workers were seen to be useful if working on an ecumenical basis.  In 
places where such people were not present, the report noted that respondents made 
comments such as: “We have the resources of a building but lack skilled people to 
initiate work”; “when they leave junior club they have nowhere to go”; “our area is 
lacking in facilities for young people and no-one is willing to work with them”; and “we 
need a person who could build up projects, supporting young people, children and their 
families” (Smith, 2004, p 19). 
    
While the results of this survey provide some indication of the large range of activities 
offered by faith communities across the North East, including work with young people, 
the survey does have some serious limitations. The report did not unpack the sub- 
categories listed in Table 2.4 or how faith groups understood key terms.  For instance, 
70 per cent of respondents stated they provided religious education classes in some 
form.  The survey did not categorise type of religious education nor did it differentiate 
between adult religious education and education for children or young people. It is 
recognised that a substantial amount of this would be directed towards children and 
young people, through Sunday school, children's liturgy or junior church. This is an 
example of the type of 'invisible' work that faith communities do with young people, 
which is distinct from activities such as youth clubs and toddler groups. 
  
The fact that only 50 per cent of known faith communities responded means that the 
survey is by no means comprehensive, with the biggest gaps in our knowledge relating 
to the activities of non-Christian faiths. This reflects the limitations of the survey 
approach and highlights the need for intensive follow-up work to overcome some of the 
language and cultural barriers. The quality of the information received was also very 
variable. The survey was usually filled in by one person, often the faith leader or main 
representative to whom it was sent. If this person did not consult others, then 
sometimes an inaccurate or incomplete picture might be given of the nature and extent 
of the activities linked to that organisation. This was confirmed by some preliminary 
checking by the researchers on our research project. Nevertheless, this survey 
provided useful background information about activities with young people taking place 
across the region. It also served as a stimulus to collect some much more detailed 
information by visiting a small number of organisations, interviewing key participants 
(including young people, paid and voluntary workers with young people, as well as faith 
leaders), to gain a more detailed picture of the work taking place.  
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Middlesbrough and Gateshead 
 
In order to do this more detailed research, two smaller geographical areas were 
chosen: Middlesbrough and Gateshead.  Middlesbrough is urban in character and has 
the greatest concentration of ethnic diversity in the region, while Gateshead borough 
has an urban centre and rural hinterland, including some moderate-sized former mining 
and commuter villages, as well as smaller hamlets. The locations of the two boroughs 
are shown on Map 2.1. 
 
Middlesbrough 
 
Middlesbrough has a population of 134,855 according to the 2001 census, with 6.3% 
(8,500 people) of non-British origin. As shown in Table 2.2, Christians accounted for 77 
per cent of those reporting a religion, with Muslims the next significant group at 4.2 per 
cent (5,689 people). This post-industrial town has a high level of deprivation, with 
several wards recording the highest levels of deprivation across the Tees Valley. 
Reports suggest that within the town there are distinct divisions between the levels of 
affluence and deprivation within the different ward areas (Tees Valley Joint Strategy 
Unit, 2003).   
 
Four central wards were selected for the research with the aim of achieving a 
representative sample of faiths, class, geographical diversity (inner town versus distinct 
areas on the outskirts) and most importantly a good range of faith-linked projects. 
Three of these wards - Gresham, University and Park - were all in the centre of the 
town near the university (see Map 2.2), where most of the non-Christian faith 
communities were based. The fourth ward, North Ormesby, was out of town but home 
to the only Hindu place of worship south of Newcastle. We did cover faith groups based 
outside of these wards if the faith group was not represented within them (for example: 
Salvation Army, Middlesbrough Baptist Church, St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Cathedral) 
or if there were particular examples of good practice (for example: Azaad youth club, 
Tees Valley Community Church, Guisborough Bridge Project and the Linx project in 
Hemlington).  
 
 
Map 2.2 Middlesbrough wards studied 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Boundary Committee, 2003  
 

Ward 
 

8 Gresham 

16 North Ormsby 
and Brambles 
Farm 
 

19 Park 

23 University 
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Gateshead 
 
Gateshead has a population of 191,151 according to the 2001 census, including nearly 
17,000 teenagers aged between 13 and 19. 80 per cent of those reporting their religion 
in the 2001 census were Christian, with the Jewish community as the next most 
significant group (1,564 people, 0.8 per cent) and a much smaller Muslim community 
(1,138 people, 0.6 per cent) than Middlesbrough (see Table 2.2).  
 
A combination of rural, suburban and urban wards was chosen in Gateshead (see Map 
2.3). These were: Birtley, Lobley Hill and Bensham, Saltwell, Bridges, Chopwell and 
Rowlands Gill. Birtley is in the south east of the borough, and is typically a suburban 
area, with a high proportion of private housing. Lobley Hill and Bensham Grove is a 
characteristically urban area with high-rise blocks of flats dominating the skyline. 
Saltwell is located just to the south of the town centre, and is densely populated, with a 
significant BME community and a large proportion of the Orthodox Jewish community.  
Bensham and Saltwell are home to the majority of asylum seekers in Gateshead.  
Bridges is located centrally in Gateshead and contains a significant number of 
industrial estates located near the river bank.  The Sage Music Centre and Baltic 
Centre for Contemporary Art are located within this ward.  Chopwell and Rowlands Gill 
is a rural ward with limited industrial and commercial development. The ward is 
predominantly a white area with no notable religious diversity and a high proportion of 
residents of pension age (Gateshead Council, 2004). 
 

 
Map 2.3 Gateshead wards studied 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Boundary Committee, 2003  
 

 
 

Concluding comments 
 
The North East of England has significant pockets of deprivation and is home to a 
relatively small proportion of people affiliated to minority faiths, compared with England 
as a whole. The wards chosen for more in depth study in Gateshead and 
Middlesbrough had a relatively diverse make-up, and included both urban and rural 
wards. 

 Ward 
1 Birtley 
3 Bridges 
4 
 

Chopwell and 
Rowlands Gill 

13 Lobley Hill and 
Bensham 

17 Saltwell 
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3 
 
Research design, methodology and data collection 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In this chapter we explain the rationale for the choice of geographical areas and 
discuss the ways in which our approach included elements of participatory action 
research. We will consider the methods used for data collection and analysis, our 
approach to the recruitment of research participants and some of the challenges in 
gaining access to faith communities.  The research process can be divided into a 
number of phases, which we will briefly list here, to give the reader an overview before 
we discuss the research process in more detail.  
 
Table 3.1: Phases of the research 
  

Phase Date 
 

1. Networking, intelligence gathering across the North East; 
review of relevant literature 

May-Sept 05

2. Multi-faith workshops in Middlesbrough, Gateshead Sept 05
3. Recruiting and training young people’s action team Oct-Nov 05
4. Collecting data in Middlesbrough case study area From Oct 05
5. Collecting data in Gateshead case study area From July 06
6. DVD training for young people and filming July/Aug 06
7. Research into practice workshop and launch of DVD Nov 06
8. Preparation of final report and dissemination at conference  March-May 07
 
 
Geographical focus 
 
The main rationale for our focus on the North East of England was because this is the 
area covered by CRC-NE. It was felt there was a gap in knowledge about faith-linked 
youth activities, and potential for further development. The North East has a relatively 
small proportion of people of non-Christian faiths compared with other English regions, 
and its faith communities have been much less researched than elsewhere, such as 
areas around Bradford, Birmingham or London. This makes it an interesting area to 
study, as it is a region where some of these faith communities are less well-
established, smaller and more isolated.   
 
The original plan was to map the extent of faith-linked work with young people across 
the region, extending the 2004 CRC-NE survey of social action by faith communities 
(Smith, 2004) before undertaking in-depth studies in smaller areas. However, this was 
soon judged to be an impossible task. While we could have followed up the 721 non-
respondents to the CRC-NE survey to attempt to gain a more comprehensive mapping 
of the nature and extent of their activities with young people, the level of detail and 
accuracy that was gained from the original survey suggested that further large-scale 
survey work would not be fruitful.  Furthermore, preliminary reconnaissance and 
networking suggested that some of the most interesting faith-linked work with young 
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people might not be found simply via contact with ‘worshipping congregations’, as it 
was taking place at para-church level, or in semi-independent or independent projects.  
 
So the first phase of our research was used to gain an overall picture of the potential 
range and types of work with young people, to enable us to choose smaller 
geographical areas in which to focus the research (more details are given of phase 1 
later in this chapter). This led to the choice of Middlesbrough and Gateshead for the 
more in-depth research – the characteristics of which we have described in Chapter 2. 
After the initial work in Middlesbrough we decided to focus on just one further 
geographical area, in order to give ourselves time to undertake reconnaissance and 
networking, recruit and train young people and get to know young people, faith leaders 
and those who work with young people. Our original plan had been to study four areas 
(each comprising a cluster of several wards), including one area classified as primarily 
rural. However, it became clear, after we had explored possibilities in Teesdale, 
Weardale and Northumberland, that faith-linked youth activity was very limited in these 
areas due to the sparsity of population and virtually all the work that was happening 
was undertaken by Christian organisations. So Gateshead borough was chosen as the 
second case study area, as this allowed research to be undertaken in both urban and 
rural wards.  
 
Whilst the boroughs of Gateshead and Middlesbrough helped provide a focus for data 
collection, and within these boroughs we focused on particular wards (see Chapter 2), 
in some cases faith-linked activities involving residents of those areas took place 
outside the area. So we also followed up activities and organisations in Newcastle and 
parts of County Durham, or at diocesan level. In later chapters some of the activities 
and projects with young people that we discuss come from outside these case study 
areas – drawing on the leads followed up in the case study areas, and reconnaissance 
work in phase 1 of the research, when we found some particularly interesting examples 
of youth projects in various parts of the region.              
 
 
Participatory action research 
 
The research project was designed to involve elements of participatory action research 
(Kemmis and McTaggart, 2000; Reason and Bradbury, 2001; Whyte, 1991). 
‘Participatory research’ involves those who might traditionally have been categorised 
as subjects of research (in our case, young people) in carrying it out, usually alongside 
a principal researcher. ‘Action research’ refers to research that has an explicit focus on 
bringing about change or improvement, often involving researchers feeding back 
findings as the research proceeds as well as at the end. 
 
Young people’s participation in the research 
 
Young people’s participation in research can cover a broad spectrum of involvement 
ranging from them merely being consulted about design or findings through to them 
having full control over the whole research process. We judged it was important, 
therefore, not to pretend that young people could exercise more power or control over 
the research than was actually possible, and not to push young people into 
participating in aspects of the process if they were not interested. Participatory 
research with young people can be a fine ideal, but is fraught with practical and ethical 
challenges (Clark et al., 2001; Crawshaw et al., 2000; France, 2000; Kirby, 1999; West, 
1999; Worrall, 2000).  Although we designed this research project in order to involve 
young people in various ways at several stages, it is important to acknowledge that the 

Methodology



 20

idea for the research came from adults and it was essentially designed and written by 
adults, with constraints attached by our funders (the Big Lottery Fund) about how the 
research should be conducted and resources deployed. 
 
In our original plan for the research, we proposed involving young people as 
interviewers and this was achieved through recruiting a young person’s action team in 
Middlesbrough (see the details of phase 3 of the project below). Young people were 
also actively involved in the workshops organised as part of the research process 
(phases 2 and 7), and in media training workshops connected with the production of a 
DVD (phase 6). The latter had not explicitly been part of the original plan, but came 
about through the engagement of a particular organisation (Durham Media Academy) 
in the making of a DVD for the project. The Media Academy had expertise and 
commitment in participatory work. Finally, it was originally proposed to attempt to 
recruit a young people’s reference group for the project, or, if this was not possible, to 
invite young people onto the project advisory group. However, in the early phases of 
the research the young people and youth groups we approached were not particularly 
keen to be involved in the management of the research project as such – preferring to 
take part in interviewing their peers, training in DVD production and workshops.  
 
Action research: an ongoing dialogical process 
 
The ‘action research’ aspects of this project included the running of several workshops 
during the course of the two years (phases 2 and 7), which were designed not only to 
gain insights and information from participants, but also to stimulate their thinking 
through sharing common challenges and exploring examples of good practice. 
Furthermore, during the networking and reconnaissance undertaken in phase 1, while 
key informants passed on intelligence to us about organisations involved in work with 
young people in the region, we were also able to pass on to them information about 
other projects, publications, conferences and events. Indeed, initial meetings with some 
groups led to follow-up requests for advice about developing work with young people. 
For example, Middlesbrough Council of Faiths asked for advice about how to develop 
its work with young people, leading to the researchers giving the group a presentation 
on some of the interim findings of the project. Presentations of interim findings were 
given at a number of meetings, workshops and conferences locally and nationally (see 
list in Appendix 1). Participation in these events also enabled the project to create a 
dialogue with other individuals and organisations doing or interested in faith-linked work 
with young people across Britain – thus promoting mutual learning. 
 
The project also had an advisory group (see Appendix 2), meeting quarterly, with its 
members offering a range of useful perspectives and expertise (including experience in 
a range of faith-based work, work with young people and communities, voluntary and 
statutory sector youth work and academic research). Quarterly reports were presented 
to the advisory group, members of which played an active role in giving feedback, 
contributing to the on-going research design, participating in some of the workshops 
and feeding some of the ideas generated from the research project back into their own 
organisations.   
 
 
Methods 
 
The methods used in the research were largely qualitative, based on: semi-structured 
interviews with young people, those who worked with young people and faith leaders; 
observations of meetings; visits to and observations at places of worship, youth 
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projects and activities; group discussions and participatory workshops. The interviews 
with participants were relatively informal and conversational – as our aim was to 
engage with participants and to allow them to describe and discuss their beliefs. We 
wanted to capture the biographical and social contexts in which our participants were 
operating. However, in order to ensure the data collected covered the aims and 
objectives of the study, a number of broad areas of questioning were identified, tailored 
to young people, workers and faith leaders (see Appendix 3). Interviews conducted by 
the project researchers and the young people’s action team were tape recorded, with 
the respondents’ consent. Throughout the different phases of data collection 
participants were asked to complete consent forms, informing them how the data would 
be used, where possible attempts have been made to keep the identities of participants 
anonymous, particularly those of young people. 
 
Interviews captured on film during the recording for the DVD were also transcribed and 
analysed. These were less structured (as they were tailored to the needs of the DVD 
production) and produced some very vivid stories from participants in the faith-linked 
work featured on the DVD.  The transcripts were ordered and analysed using the 
qualitative data analysis package NVivo (Bazeley and Richards, 2000; Gibbs, 2002). 
Although NVivo lends itself to a grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), 
the research used a more generic approach to qualitative data analysis and 
interpretation (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996), drawing out key themes to help us organise 
the data collected. 
 
Numerous informal contacts were made with different faith leaders and organisations, 
and notes were made of significant meetings and encounters. The researchers visited 
places of worship, youth projects, activities, events and meetings, which both provided 
useful background information on how particular organisations and faith groups 
operate, as well as offering a very useful means of observing young people involved in 
various forms of activities. This gave an insight into the ethos of various projects and 
organisations, their style of working with young people and what young people seemed 
to be gaining from the activities. Often observations took place during an activities 
session, which also provided a chance to chat informally with young people. This was 
especially valuable in instances when young people felt unable to articulate their 
feelings or were too shy to be interviewed.  These visits also provided an opportunity to 
gain more formal interviews with young people. The researchers captured this data 
through making notes, including their reflections on the observations, and through 
recorded conversations, which were later transcribed and included in the analysis.   
 
The workshops in phases 2 and 7 of the project were designed to provide a space for 
encounter and exchanges of experience between different people from different faith 
groups and projects. The format included initial presentations, followed by small group 
discussions (see Appendices 4 and 8 for the programmes). Each small group 
discussion had a facilitator and note-taker. These discussion groups essentially 
functioned like focus groups, with the facilitator guiding the group through a series of 
questions and encouraging maximum dialogue in the group (Knodel, 1993).    
 
 
Contacting research participants  
 
During phase 1, and throughout the research, participants were identified through a 
mixture of approaches, from systematically searching regional databases (including the 
CRC-NE database) to contacting networking bodies and speaking to gatekeepers (by 
gatekeepers we mean those people from a community who were in a position to 
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introduce us to faith leaders, youth workers and young people).  However, other 
methods such as web searching, walking around case study areas and asking 
participants to refer us to other groups operating in the area were often useful ways to 
identify less publicised work with young people. The most successful days were those 
spent travelling to different faith communities and literally ‘turning up on the door step’. 
Overwhelmingly, our research experience has shown that this face-to-face interaction 
is much more successful, but can be time consuming. People’s enthusiasm is much 
greater and there is time to build up relationships and trust.  
 
The research aimed to contact and involve young people from a range of faiths and 
denominations, settings and styles of working. However, involving and seeking active 
representation from all faith groups and negotiating access to some faith groups proved 
difficult.  For instance, one of the key faith groups identified within the Gateshead case 
study area was the Orthodox Jewish community. Several attempts were made to 
undertake visits and interviews with key people, including a request to the person in 
charge of a Jewish club for young people, but unfortunately they declined to participate 
in the research.  
 
Generally the Christian groups were keen to participate. The fact that CRC-NE (a 
known Christian organisation) was a sponsor of the research may have helped, as well 
as the fact that one of the researchers on the project (Catherine Duce) is a Christian, 
who herself had active links with various faith-based organisations and was 
knowledgeable about the Christian faith and church-based social action. We tried to 
ensure we made contact with a range of denominations and inter-denominational 
organisations, including churches, religious meetings, para-church organisations such 
as Youth for Christ, church-linked projects, diocesan youth advisors (or similar) and 
projects with a Christian ethos (such as a local Barnardos project).  
 
Gaining access to minority faith groups such as Muslim, Hindu, and Sikh in the case 
study areas varied.  For these groups, the involvement of CRC-NE would not 
necessarily lend the project immediate credibility, although the partnership with 
Durham University, as a neutral academic institution, was stressed. Halfway through 
the project, after one of the originally-appointed researchers left, Shamila Ahmed, 
herself a Muslim, was appointed. This helped enormously in gaining access to the 
Muslim community, especially the local mosques. Of the six mosques in 
Middlesbrough, two mosques were chosen for the research, based on the researcher’s 
knowledge: one was the main (and largest) mosque and the other was chosen 
because of the ethnic diversity of its membership. The Sikh community in 
Middlesbrough were seeking to employ a new priest at the time of interviewing, 
therefore interviews were conducted with representatives of the gurdwara management 
committee. The small Hindu community living in Gateshead used the Newcastle temple 
as their main place of worship. Therefore interviews were conducted with 
representatives from the Newcastle Hindu temple.   
 
 
Challenges of researching faith communities 
 
Several key issues arose within the research relating to recruiting, communicating, 
understanding and building trust with young people, those working with young people 
and faith leaders. Scoping and initial contact-making proved time consuming and 
labour intensive due to the very nature of the project – for example, trying to contact 
volunteer youth leaders who work full-time during the day. Contacting the ‘right’ person 
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to speak to was often difficult and the majority of our contacts were found through word 
of mouth.  
 
Negotiating access was often difficult. We discovered that there is a handful of key 
players across the North East region who are heavily involved with working with faith 
communities/voluntary sector/interfaith groups and have extensive networks across the 
region. These key people were used both as informants (giving us background data on 
particular faith communities and organisations and directing us to potential research 
participants) and gatekeepers (introducing us to potential participants). Such 
gatekeepers can have a significant impact on the way participants are recruited, as the 
involvement of a third party can impact how potential participants perceive the project.  
 
Through these gatekeepers we were able to reach smaller projects, and to interview 
people whom we would not have been able to access independently, hence giving us a 
more diverse range of participants to be included in the research.  For instance, 
through working alongside key people within a Bahá’í inspired project, we were 
introduced to three Bahá’í young men. These young men were not involved in the 
project directly, but gave us an insight in to their experiences of growing up in their faith 
community. Building relationships with key people also helped to build effective and 
long lasting relationships whereby some participants remained involved throughout 
various stages of the life cycle of the project. This helped counter-balance the 
inevitable problems of maintaining participation throughout the two years of the 
research project, arising from staff changes within the different projects, transitional 
changes in the lives of young people and loss of interest by key participants.  
Relationships with key people were maintained by ensuring they were kept informed 
about the progress of the research and trying to be sensitive to issues of faith and 
culture. The effectiveness of this approach is clear through the relationship built with 
the mosques in Middlesbrough, for example, the leaders of which were cautious about 
how the research would represent their work with young people in the current political 
climate.  
 
Where possible, the project ensured that work with the different faith groups respected 
the tradition and culture of each group and was sensitive in how young people were 
approached and interviewed. This worked especially well when interviewing young 
women within a mosque setting. Attempts were also made to respect the boundaries 
set by young people when discussing their experiences of faith. This was important 
when interviewing particularly vulnerable or shy young people.  The challenges of 
conducting interviews with young people included encouraging self-expression and 
collecting meaningful data.  Where possible the researchers attempted to enable young 
people to develop their own voices by encouraging a sense of empowerment and 
ownership over the project, reflecting the participatory nature of the research.   
 
In the interviews with faith leaders and those working with young people, we were very 
aware of the need to develop trust with the interviewees in order to encourage them to 
express their views and describe their work in ways that went beyond the ‘party line’. 
This was sometimes achieved by building rapport with the interviewee before the 
interview and phrasing questions within the context of their work to enable the 
respondent to think about the key themes in a personalised way.   
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Key phases of the research 
 
We will end the chapter by giving a brief summary of the work undertaken during each 
of the eight phases of the research identified at the start of this chapter. 
 
1. Networking, intelligence gathering and fact-finding 
 
During the first few months of the research project a considerable amount of time was 
spent contacting and gaining information from: national, regional and local bodies 
connected with faith and work with young people; consulting national, regional and 
local ‘experts’, including our advisory group; and reviewing the faith communities listed 
in the ‘Faith in the North East’ survey as undertaking work with young people. A review 
of literature relevant to the theme of faith-linked work with young people was also 
undertaken – including youth work and community development literature. The 
information gathered was used to help in planning the two multi-faith workshops – 
designing the programme and the questions to be considered and developing a list of 
potential invitees. 

 
2. Multi-faith workshops in Middlesbrough and Gateshead 
 
In September 2005 two exploratory workshops were held in Gateshead and 
Middlesbrough. The workshops were publicised through e-mail and letter to all contacts 
established in phase 1. The vision at both workshops was to create a diverse 
programme made up of contributors from multiple faiths, ages and community 
organisations (see Appendix 4 for a copy of the workshop programmes). The aims of 
the workshops included: promoting awareness of the research project; engaging 
members of faith communities in dialogue about work with young people in the North 
East; stimulating networking and sharing good practice; and encouraging participation 
in the project. The events included presentations, discussion groups and interactive art 
activities. A total of 54 representatives from the Bahá’í, Buddhist, Christian and Muslim 
faiths attended, including 13 young people.  
 
A number of issues arose from the small and large group discussions, which were 
helpful for us in informing the next stages of the research. One of the questions we 
asked participants to explore in the initial icebreaker was: “What is good about faith 
communities?” This resulted in insightful discussions from people of different and no 
faiths, with two main themes emerging. One was the sense of purpose and community 
belonging that membership of a faith community brings. This was thought to offer long- 
term stability to areas, and guidance and support to people at times of crisis. Secondly, 
faith communities were identified as “spreading good values in an individualist and 
consumerist society”.  
 
Some discussion also took place about how best to define a ‘young person’. While the 
research project was designed to focus on 11-18 year-olds,  participants felt ‘being 
young’ was highly subjective and encompassed wider transitions other than just age - 
such as “developing into adulthood”, “fluid in ideas/identities”, “a learning and changing 
person” and “finding selves”. Overall it was felt young people had to be treated as “full 
citizens” and as active players of the “present and the future”. The current situation in 
the North East was felt to have grown more precarious over the last three decades, 
owing to a lack of job opportunities and an increasingly invasive media stereotyping, 
which characterises young people as deviant and anti-social.  
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Discussion group, multi-faith workshop, Middlesbrough 
 
 
There was a call for greater engagement and involvement of young people in decision-
making about issues influencing their lives. It was recognised that this would require 
investment of time to build up meaningful relationships with marginalised young people 
based on respect and non-judgemental encounters. Greater access to long-term 
funding would increase opportunities to develop leisure facilities for young people. For 
example, one Muslim young woman at the Gateshead conference called for the 
development of safe, alcohol-free spaces – such as coffee bars – where a diversity of 
young people could meet and share cultures. In terms of what does not work with 
young people, the following were mentioned: patronisation, the poor provision of 
dislocated services and self-interested parties fulfilling short-term funded projects that 
disregard young people’s timetables.  Young people at both workshops often felt 
“slotted in” to projects or ‘consulted’ then ignored. They welcomed the idea of early 
input into this research project. 
  
The workshops were an excellent chance to gauge opinions about the project, 
ascertain how keen young people were to be involved, to strengthen previous networks 
and establish new contacts. The attendance at both events was a little disappointing, 
however, perhaps due to the short notice given and the fact that the project was in its 
early stages and was fairly unpublicised. This highlighted for us that in order to 
achieving greater faith representation we would need to do significantly more in-depth 
relationship building with those from non-Christian faiths.  
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Young people creating a mandala, multi-faith workshop, Middlesbrough 
 

 
3. Recruiting and training the young people’s action team 
 
An action team of seven young people from Middlesbrough was recruited to undertake 
training in research interviewing techniques and conduct peer interviews. We recruited 
these young people through making contact with a religious education teacher in a 
school, who sought volunteers for the project. The action team members were all 
young women, aged between 17 and 18, comprising: one Christian, two Muslims, one 
Sikh, one agnostic, one atheist and one pagan. Members of the action team were 
briefed in how to conduct interviews, and were trained to use recording equipment (see 
Appendix 5 for details of briefing). The aim was to encourage young people to 
understand the research process and to allow them to feel greater ownership of the 
types of questions that should be asked. The interest of this group was maintained for 
several months through regular contact via telephone, email and regular coffee 
meetings.  This team conducted 14 peer interviews.  
 
Although invited to continue with the project and work on analysis of the interviews, 
members of this group were unable to give more time, partly due to needing to work 
towards their ‘A’ level exams.  This exemplified one of the challenges we had in 
maintaining contact with the young people and keeping interest. Nevertheless, these 
young people reported gaining a lot from the process, finding it quite challenging to 
interview other young people, but also interesting to hear about other people’s views of 
faith and involvement in youth activities.  
 

Walking Alongside Young People



 27

4.  Collecting data in Middlesbrough  
 
In order to make contact with relevant people and organisations in Middlesbrough, we 
followed up organisations that reported doing work with young people from the ‘Faith in 
the North East’ database held at CRC-NE, and used other web databases such as 
‘findachurch.co.uk’, the local ‘communigate’ site and yellow pages. We also relied on 
recommendations from our advisory group, Middlesbrough Council, One Voice Tees 
Valley and the Black and Ethnic Minority Community Organisations Network for the 
North East (BECON).  We attended various meetings to spread the word and foster 
contacts, such as: the Tees Valley Faith Communities Regeneration Group; the 
Christian youth workers’ meeting at St Aidan’s church; the Cleveland Interfaith Group; 
and the development group for Middlesbrough Council of Faiths. Using the key 
contacts made at these events, the further information gained from the multi-faith 
workshops and from reconnaissance of the area, we visited a range of venues (places 
of worship, projects and organisations) and undertook observations, informal 
discussions and semi-structured interviews. Our visits included: youth club sessions; 
an Asian girls’ night; Youth for Christ religious education lessons at a local school; 
Qu’ran classes in a mosque and poojas in the Hindu temple and Sikh gurdwara. A total 
of 19 formal interviews were undertaken with young people, 14 with workers with young 
people and nine with faith leaders (see Appendix 6 for details of the more formal 
interviewees, and Appendix 7 for the places visited). 
  
5. Collecting data in Gateshead  
 
A similar approach was adopted in Gateshead (details of people and places are in 
Appendices 6 and 7), where a total of 14 formal interviews were undertaken with young 
people, 11 with workers with young people and six with faith leaders. Here we had the 
benefit of our existing region-wide contacts and our experience in Middlesbrough to 
enable us to target the types of projects we wanted. An initial presentation at 
Gateshead Council Diversity Forum raised awareness about the project to the BME 
community.  In addition to the resources outlined above we used a web based directory 
of Gateshead churches.  We attended a range of events hosted by the different youth 
led groups in Gateshead including the BME Youth Forum meeting and the Gateshead 
Youth Council presentation evening held at the Sage. These events were useful 
networking opportunities and led to meeting with key contacts with knowledge of faith-
linked youth projects. The recruitment and promotion of the DVD training became a 
useful ‘icebreaker’ throughout this phase of the research, and it was an effective tool to 
negotiate access to groups and faith communities who were interested in taking part in 
either training or filming of the DVD.  
 
Within Chopwell and Rowlands Gill, a predominantly white Christian area, attempts 
were made to collect data from a range of denominations. Within the urban wards, 
gaining access to the Orthodox Jewish community proved difficult, however working 
with key contacts from the other minority faith groups enabled us to conduct interviews 
with a range of participants.  
 
6. DVD training for young people and filming 
 
One of the aims of the project was to produce a good practice guide. As the project 
progressed, we became aware of the vast variety of needs and issues expressed by 
young people, youth workers and leaders in very different faith communities. We came 
to the conclusion that simply producing a written set of ‘good practice guidelines’ would 
not be particularly helpful or appropriate. Through a member of the advisory group, we 
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were introduced to the Durham Media Academy, based at St Chad’s College, Durham. 
The Media Academy is run by a professional film maker, Professor Richard Else, who 
is committed to undertaking work that is of social and community benefit and will work 
in a participatory way to offer training in media production. This convinced us that a 
DVD would both prove an effective way of communicating some of the messages from 
the research, as well as providing an opportunity for young people to become involved 
in training on the making of a DVD.  
 

 
 

Young people learning camera skills with Durham Media Academy 
 

Participants from across the region were recruited through face-to-face meetings, 
leaflets distributed to youth workers, faith-based organisations and through internet 
networks. In total there were 13 participants including nine young people and four 
youth workers. There were four young Christians from various Christian-based youth 
groups, three young Muslims from Muslim-based organisations and two young people 
from a Bahá’í organisation. The group contained young people from different 
backgrounds and with mixed abilities. The process of training and producing the DVD 
gave young people a forum to meet other young people from outside their own faith 
communities and gave them the opportunity to access media training in a space away 
from their own youth groups. The training day not only equipped young people with 
new skills, but encouraged young people to share their experiences of taking part in 
faith-based work with young people and allowed them to discuss how faith is portrayed 
in the media. The DVD illustrates the diversity of faith-based youth projects across the 
North East. It is intended to provide a tool for youth-led inter-faith discussion in local 
neighbourhoods; for stimulating youth workers and faith leaders to develop their work 
with young people in faith-linked contexts; as well as to raise awareness of policy 
makers and practitioners in other settings of the range and complexity of faith-linked 
work.  
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Young people learning editing and camera skills 
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7.  Research into practice workshop and launch of DVD 
 
In the original research design we had planned to hold a ‘research into practice 
workshop’ in order to communicate some of the preliminary findings of the research 
and gain feedback from participants. We decided to combine this with a first showing of 
the DVD in order to get feedback and help us decide how to prepare some guidelines 
to accompany the DVD. A total of 45 people attended the workshop, including key 
people from the region, research participants, young people from the DVD training day, 
faith-based youth groups included in the DVD and members of our advisory group (see 
Appendix 8 for programme). This provided participants with an opportunity to reflect on 
the key themes arising from the DVD and to give feedback on how the DVD could be 
used as a tool. Following the viewing, participants were asked to split into four groups: 
a young peoples’ group, a faith leaders’ group, a youth workers’ group; and a group of 
mixed participants (the latter comprising key people from the region and some young 
people not involved in the DVD production).  They were asked by facilitators to share 
their first reactions, discuss issues raised and recommend how the DVD could be used.  
 
Across the discussion groups one of the most significant themes that came up was the 
importance of and interest in seeing a range of different faith groups in action. 
Comments were made about: how rare it is “to meet people from other faith groups”; “it 
is rare to see something multi-cultural in the North East”; the importance of 
encouraging more interfaith networks”; and how the DVD could be used “to educate on 
the different faith groups”. In addition to offering us views on how the DVD could be 
used (in schools, churches, mosques, with statutory and voluntary sector youth groups, 
inter-faith networks and policy makers), the workshop provided some of the youth 
workers and young people a rare chance to meet others from youth groups based 
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around different faiths. The relative isolation of some of these projects came over quite 
clearly, and the youth workers’ group suggested that an inter-faith forum might help. 
 
 

 
 
 

Research into practice workshop, young people’s group (above); youth workers’ group (below) 
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8. Preparation of final report and presentation at dissemination conference  
 
The dissemination conference was aimed at all those who had participated in the 
research, other young people, workers with young people, faith leaders, statutory and 
voluntary youth organisations and other key people with an interest in faith-linked work 
with young people. The programme for the final conference can be found in Appendix 
9. 
 
 
Concluding comments 
 
The action research design of the project made it very lively and challenging for the 
researchers. The events organised by the project with young people and other key 
stakeholders did mean that we were able to engage people in the project, to learn from 
the multi-faith dialogue that was generated and encourage learning and contact-making 
between youth groups and projects. However, it also made the project very complex 
and time-consuming. Many phases of the project took longer than originally planned, 
and some aspects of the project design had to be changed along the way. The 
researchers themselves required skills in community development and youth work, as 
well as more traditional research methods.       
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4 

Types of activities with young people  

Introduction 

Young people are the focus of a rich variety of activities organised by or linked to faith 
communities in the North East. The diversity of activities is a major challenge in any 
attempt to categorise the work. For the purposes of this chapter, we have reviewed all 
the information acquired over the two-year period through contact-making, 
observations and interviews to illustrate the range of activities taking place with young 
people across the North East. We have used information collected on over 40 places of 
worship, faith-linked organisations and independent projects (see Appendix 7). We 
have categorised the work done with young people into four broad areas that will be 
used as a framework for this chapter and also provide the foundation for subsequent 
discussion in Chapters 5 to 7. These categories are summarised in Box 4.1.  

Box 4.1: Types of faith-linked activities with young people 

This last category (4) was not part of the main focus of our research, but its importance 
has emerged as the project developed and we judged it would be useful to mention it 
here. Indeed, boundaries between types of activities are by no means clear-cut. There 
are multiple overlaps, and complex and fluid associations between the different 
categories according to purpose, approach, content and organisational form. 
Furthermore, the nature of this work can change over time in response to new young 
people, youth workers or management priorities, as well as new funding demands or 
changing local situations. People also participate for very different reasons, with a 
range of expectations about desired, yet often intangible, outcomes. As Pugh (1999 p 
22) states in her article on Christian youth work: “This breadth is not necessarily a 

_______________________________________________________________ 

1. Activities for young people within places of worship – this includes worship 
itself, educational activities and young people’s decision-making.  

 
2. Outreach activities – this includes work in schools, sports activities and one-off 

events that are rooted in sharing faith values.  
 
3. Activities in faith-linked youth projects open to all young people  – this includes 

projects and activities with varying degrees of faith affiliation open to all young 
people. 

 
4. Activities with young people in broader society with a faith dimension – this 

includes youth activities in statutory and non faith-linked voluntary organisations 
where issues of faith are merged into cross-cultural work (often in black and 
minority ethnic projects and community cohesion activities) and where youth 
workers with a faith affiliation are negotiating their faith in practice.  
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strength”. This is especially the case when seeking to encourage greater “critical 
analysis of the purpose and methods adopted … with [such] a weak theory base”.  
 
Listening to the voices of young people who participate within faith communities and 
broader faith-linked projects can help to define the distinctiveness, if any, of this field of 
work. Throughout this chapter short case studies are used to illustrate relevant practice 
within each category, reinforced by short quotations where appropriate. Discussion 
pivots around the degree of faith affiliation within each activity and how this translates 
into practice. For example, some activities are rooted in a particular quotation from 
religious texts. Others can be identified as faith-based solely by name, with an ethos 
and practice indistinguishable from that found in secular organisations. The potential 
for conflict, ambiguity and misconceptions over the purpose of work with young people 
by faith communities has been an important focus of the research.  

Activities for young people within places of worship  

This research project focuses primarily on activities for young people aged 11-18, while 
recognising that children’s work is a long-established and often inseparable part of 
work with older young people. Three broad subheadings illustrate the work that we 
wish to highlight: young people’s participation in worship; educational activities; and 
participation in decision-making. The development of these kinds of activities in places 
of worship is located in long-standing debates regarding knowledge transmission 
between generations, the complex relationship between culture and faith and 
recognition that ‘faith’ is never place-bound, but actively negotiated within the home, 
the workplace and the wider community.  
  
Participation in worship 
 
Gender, age, geography and denomination are just a few of the factors that influence 
the purpose of a place of ‘worship’ for young people who regard themselves as part of 
a faith community. For example, many Hindu households have a temple in one room 
dedicated to making prayer offerings; Muslim women in the North East tend to pray at 
home instead of the mosque; and any young person who feels excluded or unable to 
reach their ‘faith community’ worship centre can experience very different place-bound 
associations with ‘worship’.  

This research focused its attention on levels of participation of young people in 
traditional places of worship such as churches, temples and synagogues. Churches 
tended to be most advanced at engaging with young people in a range of ways, 
including: music teams made up of primarily older teenagers, evening youth events, 
Sunday morning all-age services and active participation of young people in leading 
activities for younger children. Across Christian denominations the style and pattern of 
worship is changing. No longer can it be assumed that weekly church attendance on a 
Sunday is the prime place of worship for young Christians, although it still is for many. 
The rise of the youth church (see Case Study 1) is a response to the changing cultural 
significance of Christianity for young people today and its formation is hotly debated 
within Christian circles (Cray, 2002). 

Beyond the Christian faith, our research identified some evidence of youth participation 
within traditional places of worship, but most ritual remained firmly embedded in 
cultural tradition led by strong, often male-dominated, older leadership. Involvement of 
young people in worship is usually, if it happens at all, in ‘safe’ and limited ways. For 
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example, Jewish young men in the Orthodox synagogue are often asked to say the 
final prayer and go up and open the Ark to access the holy scriptures. Young women 
sit upstairs most of the year, tending to go down to the central area of the synagogue 
on a Shabbat or for the Bar Mitzvah celebration to read the Hebrew psalms. If young 
women want to be more involved, this is only possible in reformed synagogues.  

__________________________________________________________ 

Case Study 4.1: Dimension Ecumenical Youth Project, Whitley Bay 
 
I will pour out my Spirit on all people … your old people will dream 
dreams, your young people will see visions. (Church Mission Statement, 
from The Bible, Joel 2:28) 

Dimension Youth Project (formerly called ‘Youth Church’) meets once a 
fortnight, on a Wednesday evening. Targeted at those in Year 7 upwards, 
according to their leaflet, it aims to: “provide a high energy event that builds 
community, experiences worship, prayer, and the challenge of God’s word, and 
provides a space for fun and chilling with God”. Primarily, it exists to ”enable 
God’s love to be known in its height, depth, breath and length”, as well as to 
support church youth work by: 1) sharing the gospel story; 2) challenging the 
whole church to reach its full potential in Christ; 3) offering training support to 
youth leaders. The church holds small groups, offers a sports and leisure 
programme, ministry and mission opportunities and training events for leaders 
interested in all aspects of youth work who need support. There is no doubt that 
this is a Christian-centred youth ministry, as the youth coordinator stated: 

These are primarily ‘Christian’ events helping young people who are 
already involved and those who are on the fringe of the Christian faith to 
engage with it in a more relevant way. (Dimension Youth Coordinator) 

__________________________________________________________ 

Educational activities 

Hinduism is very different.  Everything is at home, you don’t have to go out to 
learn it.  Even back home in India, where I come from, you’re not sent to any 
classes because it’s the job of the parents to pass on the religion. (Hindu young 
person, aged 17) 
 
As I’ve got older it’s [my Judaism] definitely become more cultural, maybe 
spiritual, as opposed to religious. I wouldn’t say I’m a religious person. I’m not 
one hundred per cent sure whether I believe in God or not. I definitely don’t 
believe in everything that my religion says … It’s a lot to do with family, that’s a 
big part of it. (Jewish young person, aged 18)  

Education is a key area in which faith communities have had a long standing 
involvement. Since 1997 Muslim schools have joined the state-funded sector alongside 
Jewish, Sikh, Seventh Day Adventist, Greek Orthodox, Catholic and Church of England 
schools. This section, however, focuses specifically on educational activities within faith 
communities which seek to increase the spiritual development and cultural awareness 
of their own young people. Often this spiritual development is marked by key 
milestones or cultural passages, for example, Christian baptism, Jewish Bar Mitzvah, 
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Bahá’í faith spiritual maturity at 15 years old, or completion of the Qu’ran for young 
Muslims. 
 
Outside of the Christian context, educational activities include classes for studying 
religious texts (for example, the Torah and Qu’ran), classes for language (Hebrew, 
Arabic, Hindi and Punjabi classes) and learning of other cultural practices such as 
dance, music (for example, at the Hindu Cultural Trust in Newcastle) and drumming 
(for example, at the Sikh gurdwara in Middlesbrough). The relationship between faith 
and culture is complex and many of these activities are rooted in the formal sphere, 
inseparable from preserving heritage and cultural values. Young people interviewed in 
the research had diverse perceptions about the significance of this education in their 
lives (see Chapter 5). Case Study 2 illustrates just one example of how methods are 
developing in these traditions to engage better with young people, in this case, young 
Muslims, within formal educational settings.  

_________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.2: Abu Bakr Mosque, Middlesbrough 
 
The Abu Bakr Mosque in central Middlesbrough provides opportunities for 
young Muslims to learn not only the Qu’ran, but also about their faith and 
religious values. Classes are taught in English, and the young people are also 
involved in recreational activities such as football, cooking and playing 
computer games. The mosque helps young people to access education and 
training and has links with the Connexions Service (offering careers and training 
advice and support). Young people commented that they appreciated the ability 
to explore their faith beyond rote learning, and enjoyed being engaged with their 
faith through both formal and informal approaches. Overwhelmingly the young 
women felt the ethos of the mosque was not only to provide a space to learn 
the Qu’ran, but the interaction with other members of the community allowed 
them to reflect on how they lived their lives as Muslims. They explained that 
they are encouraged to explore how to apply their faith to every day situations.  
__________________________________________________________ 

 

Within the Christian context, educational activities identified for Christian young people 
were wide-ranging, from deanery Youth Alpha courses to weekly Rock Solid youth 
clubs (using Youth for Christ materials) or traditional Sunday Schools. Youth Alpha 
encourages people to ask questions about life and spirituality, bringing young people 
together from different churches and beyond, for one purpose: “to learn about and 
worship Jesus” (Rowlands Gill, Methodist Church Youth Alpha). As previously 
mentioned, no clear distinction exists between educational activities, outreach work 
and social action projects. However, whilst methods employed by Christian youth 
workers are increasingly relational and informal, ultimately the goal is to ‘steer’ young 
people into a relationship with God. Focusing on theology and missionary practice, as 
well as embracing elements of secular youth work theory, is very important for 
Christian youth workers in the North East, many of whom have received no training and 
have no setting in which critically to question the purpose of their work.  
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Young people’s participation in decision-making  
 
We’ve got too many old people who won’t let go. (Jewish representative) 
 
Everyone that I’ve talked to thinks they need younger people on the committee 
because obviously it’s new ideas and they’re the future and they can help with 
all the form fillings and things you need nowadays. (Sikh committee member) 
 
We set up a youth council about three years ago and we’ve met twice.  It was 
like a great idea at the time that we’d have this youth council that every group 
would have a representative on and they would help form the decisions.  Then 
the church is run by a church council and the idea was that the youth council 
would feed ideas and thoughts into this church council.  There’s just so much to 
do that sometimes things get dropped … partly because nobody ever came ... 
There wasn’t wild enthusiasm for it. (Christian Youth Worker) 
 
At the end of the day, often church meetings bore kids and young people to 
death and therefore it’s not healthy to be there … But if we’re looking at the 
future of the youth project then we’ll listen to their views and have a consultation 
with them. (Christian representative)  

If we are using the term ‘social inclusion’ to focus on young people as citizens who 
have rights and capacities to participate in decision-making about issues that affect 
them, then the growth of faith-based youth councils and forums, as well as the push to 
get young people heard on management committees or councils, is an area of 
legitimate interest in this research. Historically faith communities have often been slow 
to acknowledge young people’s right to equality of status and respect in their practice. 
Management committees across faith communities are often aware of the need to 
encourage participation of younger people in positions of responsibility and recognise 
that they offer new skills, language capabilities and creative ideas. But young people’s 
involvement is often sought on adults’ terms.    
 
During our research we contacted members of a Catholic Youth Council (see Case 
Study 3); an Anglican Youth Forum; and a Black and Minority Ethnic Youth Forum. We 
were also aware of multiple faith-linked forms of youth representation on decision-
making bodies in all the projects we visited. Indeed, to evaluate the impact and 
effectiveness of this representation could form a whole new research project in future. 
Case Study 3 briefly describes the work of the Catholic Youth Council.   

________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.3: Catholic Youth Council, Hexham and Newcastle  
 
Five years ago the Catholic Youth Council was set up, comprising young people 
from schools, parishes and pastoral areas across the diocese of Hexham and 
Newcastle. It is divided into two tiers with representatives from 15-18 and 18-30 
years old. Members of the council help each other “to grow in their relationship 
with Jesus Christ and the Church” and “to voice their thoughts and ideas … 
directly with the Bishop”. There are challenges associated with recruiting older 
members who often have limited time and are highly transient. However, the 
members that we spoke to welcomed the opportunity to think strategically about 
youth work in the diocese and valued the opportunity to speak directly with the 
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Bishop about new ideas, planning events and sharing opinions. As one member 
commented:  

It’s young people meeting young people, which is great. It’s young 
people actually taking responsibility for themselves. (Member of the 
Catholic Youth Council)    

__________________________________________________________ 

Youth councils and forums are welcome initiatives giving a voice to young people, but 
as Spence (1988) points out, there can be an inherent contradiction in this when the  
aims are based on helping young people develop into an adult idea of maturity. 
Sometimes involvement can seem tokenistic. Other obstacles faced by these new 
decision-making bodies are highlighted in the following comments, which might 
suggest the need for faith communities to develop more creative, informal and 
deliberative forms of participative democracy:  

 
All we’re doing at the moment is … It’s a bunch of Christians who have been 
Christians all our lives, kind of Church of Englandish … I’d quite like it to change 
partly into more of a youth group in a way, so it’s more there if someone else 
wanted to join … It has got potential but the problem is we’re all in year 13. 
(Member of an Anglican Youth Forum) 

It usually attracts fairly well-heeled white, middle class young people. (Advisor 
for Youth Ministry speaking of the national Church of England Youth Council)  

A lot of people come because they want to change things.  We’ve got a lot of 
people that want to speak, they’ve got something to say but don’t know where 
to go, haven’t got a voice and we work on that. (BME Youth Forum member) 
 
Actually I think it could be more strategic in terms of joining up what we’re doing 
in local churches and sharing ideas. (Local faith leader referring to the local 
Church of England Youth Council). 

Outreach activities 

The term ‘outreach’ has been used in this report to refer to activities that are motivated 
by the desire to express faith to others, whether that be in an evangelistic sense – such 
as the growing work in schools and one-off Christian mission events – or through more 
practical and open ways of engaging with young people in traditional youth clubs, sport 
activities, Muslim welfare work or creative holiday clubs. Our research indicates that a 
significant amount of work in schools is taking place across the region, mainly 
Christian-based lunch clubs, assemblies and discussion groups with an underlying 
evangelistic emphasis. Para-church organisation Youth for Christ (see Case Study 4) is 
a catalyst for much of this work with its resources and human personnel widely 
distributed across the region. Two Christian workers involved in the work commented 
as follows: 

It’s really a discussion group, but we always share our Christian perspective.  
So we ask the kids what they think and we get talking about the issue but we 
always point out: “Well you know I’m a Christian and as a Christian this is my 
view point.” So that is the spiritual input. (Christian schools worker) 
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We all just pray that the relationships with the schools and the students can 
continue to grow in the future and that Jesus will become known to them all. 
(Tees Valley Youth for Christ Newsletter, 2005, p 3). 

Catholic schools are regarded as central places for ‘nurturing’ faith in young people. 
The Catholic Youth Ministry Team has a mission statement: “I have come so that you 
may have life and have it to the full” (The Bible, John, 10:10). The team is very much 
involved in organising youth events in schools, leading retreats and developing church 
work in local areas to “encourage young people into a personal relationship with God” 
and “bring them fully into the life of the Church”. Other Christian-centred outreach work 
identified in the research was more innovative: for example, a youth bus that travelled 
around the Tees Valley area (now discontinued due to discipline problems).   

__________________________________________________________ 

Case Study 4.4: Youth for Christ – “Taking good news relevantly to every 
young person in Britain” 
 
Para church organisation, Youth for Christ, is a national charity founded by Billy 
Graham in 1946. It works with around 200,000 young people each month with 
over 150 full-time staff and hundreds of volunteers who “specialise in working 
with ’unchurched’ youth: communicating and demonstrating the Christian faith”. 
Their work with young people across schools and churches consists of four 
‘D’s’: Demonstrate God’s love; Declare relevantly the good news about Jesus; 
Decision - giving young people the opportunity to accept Christ as their 
personal saviour; and Disciple - serve the local church by providing both 
evangelistic and discipleship resources. The programme combines games, 
group discussions, video clips and role-plays and their work extends to those on 
the fringe of society, such as working with youth offenders in custody to build a 
fresh start. There is also an approach to mission that is defined as youth for 
youth, where young adults are trained to use their skills in music, sport, 
leadership, dance and communication to share their faith with their peers. 
 
In the North East we interviewed a project leader for Tees Valley Youth for 
Christ and attended a school’s session with two young adults on placement in 
Middlesbrough. The session began with the two trainees telling the students 
about their lives as Christians. Questions were answered. Words were written 
on the board, including: “church”, “prayer”, “bible”, “testimony” and “tough times” 
and their meanings discussed. 

__________________________________________________________ 

One-off Christian events are another form of outreach work that is more often than not 
evangelistic in emphasis, targeted at young Christians and ‘unchurched’ young people. 
Examples include: BOB, which happens once every three months across the deanery 
in Gateshead; M1 in Middlesbrough; Go Large events in cathedrals across the Diocese 
of Durham; and NE1 (the subject of the next case study). 
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______________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.5: NE1 - One Action One Voice, 23-29 July 2006 
 
In July 2006 a week long Christian camp was held at Herrington Country Park 
where 2,500 young people were recruited from the North East and beyond to 
put their faith in to action by becoming involved in a variety of community-based 
Church-run projects. Following morning study sessions, every afternoon for a 
week young people travelled out in teams to ‘serve’ local communities and inner 
city locations with social action projects, including cleaning up parks and graffiti, 
decorating, gardening, running sports and workshops and children’s holiday 
clubs. Each evening there were outreach cafés to attract local young people 
and to give “a clear presentation of the Good News”. Again, the main emphasis 
of the week was evangelistic, to “sow God’s grace and truth into local 
communities like never before”. 
__________________________________________________________ 

Outreach work can also take place in community centres which promote education, 
meet community needs and give advice and support to young people. A good example 
of this is the Gateshead Muslim Society, which employs two part-time workers for work 
with women, children and young people. Samad (2005) suggests the growing 
sentiment of Islamophobia has led the wider community to perceive many young 
Muslims as being heavily influenced by fundamentalism. Paradoxically, the concern 
among Muslim communities is the opposite. They fear that young people are becoming 
too westernised, with one source estimating that 60 per cent of Muslim youth are 
disconnected from their mosques (Ahmed, 2006). The extent to which Muslim societies 
such as that in Gateshead are resourced and willing to address these complex 
pressures faced by many young Muslims is very variable.     

__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.6: Gateshead Muslim Society 
 
The aims of the Gateshead Muslim Society are: to advance the Islamic faith 
within the Gateshead area; to promote Islamic education within Gateshead; to 
promote education in the ‘mother tongue’, Arabic language and Muslim cultural 
heritage; to promote relief for people in need with respect to Islamic burial and 
bereavement; to give advice and support to the Muslim community with regards 
to educational problems and related matters, as well as health, racial 
harassment and Islamophobia; to promote skills and capacity within the Muslim 
community; and to create a climate of trust and understanding between the 
Muslim community, schools, other communities, children and parents and thus 
creating good race relations. Emphasis is very much on preserving culture and 
protecting young people from lifestyles judged inappropriate or harmful. On the 
initiative of one of the part-time workers, a youth forum had recently been set up 
to develop communication between young people and the adults on the 
committee. 
__________________________________________________________ 
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Further examples of faith community outreach work include sports activities, such as 
the Churches Together Football League in Tyneside, which encourages the 
participation of churched and ‘un-churched’ young people. Indeed, the history of youth 
work is shaped by churches of all denominations trying to undertake the dual role of 
serving not only their own members but also other young people in the area. Traditional 
youth clubs with the occasional ‘God slot’ have a long tradition in the history of youth 
work. One estimate suggests there are around 7,900 full-time paid workers employed 
by churches, along with many thousands of volunteers (Gregory, 2003).  

 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.7: Churches Together Football League, Tyneside  
 
This football league started 11 years ago. It has grown to about 150 children 
and young people from nine to 16 years-old boys and girls who play in mixed 
teams. Football fixtures and competitions take place at Concordia and 
Cramlington once a fortnight from September through to April. All the volunteer 
leaders are Christian from the different participating churches and  the group is 
primarily regarded as “outreach”: 
 

The [young people] know we go to church … it’s just an outreach.  Most 
of the churches have a service for the football … They put their strips on 
and come into church and the rest of the congregation can see that they 
play football for the church. (Secretary of the League) 

 
Young people appreciate and enjoy the activity.  At the end of the season on  
the last day there is a presentation where usually the Bishop comes and 
presents trophies or the Chaplain of Newcastle United, who is the patron of the 
League, comes along as well. 

 
We always do prayers before it starts … The Bishop is in his full regalia  
and the Chaplain from Newcastle, he usually says a few words about 
what his role is at Newcastle about helping the players with their faith 
and things like that … It’s great and works very well. (Secretary of the 
League) 

__________________________________________________________ 

Activities in faith-linked projects open to all young people 
 
This section considers the activities undertaken by a wide range of faith-linked projects 
and organisations whose remit is to work with young people across the board. These 
are semi-independent or independent initiatives which have differing degrees of faith 
affiliation through their historical roots, organisational structures or ethos. Our findings 
suggest that this faith-linked work can and does play a significant contribution to 
developing young people’s inclusion in broader society, but this is constantly 
challenged by conflicting agendas, stringent funding requirements and outside 
suspicion. At the heart of the debate is the nature of the power dynamics by which 
personal values and principles of workers are negotiated, compromised and translated 
in the workplace, with often very vulnerable, excluded young people.  
 
Scouting is just one example of a number of uniformed organisations which is firmly 
rooted in faith values, promoting service to the community, obedience and civic 
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responsibilities. It is not, however, linked to any particular religious tradition, and the 
values, ethos, educational focus and international scope of the scouting movement are 
compatible with Muslim and Jewish teaching. Interestingly, the association has faced 
criticism recently over its faith policy. In 2006 the association was allowed an 
exemption under the Equality Act 2006, permitting it to exclude atheists from becoming 
leaders (Ghose, 2007). During our research, numerous churches we visited hosted 
scout groups on their premises during the week. One young person who was a 
member of our research action team commented on the relationship of scouting to 
Christianity as follows:   

 
Scouts has made me think about like loyalty, trust and friendship definitely. It is 
just all the Scout laws, it makes you really think about how you should or could 
live your life … Christianity doesn’t affect us in any way when we go to like 
parades. We all behave and stuff, but it doesn’t have a major role.  It is just 
something we do, we don’t enjoy it but it’s there.  

Another example that illustrates the complexity of attempts to categorise faith-linked 
activities is the Infuse youth empowerment project in Birtley. This is described as 
“Bahá’í-inspired” and for a small number of volunteers at the project it could be 
interpreted as ‘outreach’ work. Yet the project is working with young people on a local 
estate, many of whom have no connection or even awareness of this small faith 
community. Infuse was set up by volunteers responding to the call of Baha’u’llah:  

With the utmost friendliness and in a spirit of perfect fellowship take ye counsel 
together, and dedicate the precious days of your lives to the betterment of the 
world …  

Case Study 8 gives more details of this project, starting with a quotation from Bahá’í 
writings.   

__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.8:  Infuse – Bahá’í inspired empowerment project, Birtley 

 
The development of the characters of the youth of today, who will 
become the ones who will guide humanity tomorrow ... 
 
Regard man as a mine rich in gems of inestimable value. Education can, 
alone, cause it to reveal its treasures, and enable mankind to benefit 
therefrom … (from Bahá’í writings) 

 
Infuse defines itself as a “Bahá’í-inspired” organisation running empowerment 
courses for young people. These courses are 10 weeks long plus a weekend 
residential focusing on particular issues such as drugs, relationships, 
citizenship, choices and refugees. It is rooted in the following four values: 1) 
sacredness of the human being; 2) independent investigation; 3) self-
awareness; and 4) positive action. Even though the Bahá’í community in the 
North East is quite small, the project works with marginalised young people on 
a local estate, helped by facilitators, from both the wider (largely Catholic) 
community and from  members of the Bahá’í community (both young and old). 
The majority of young participants are not of the Bahá’í faith – indeed, the 
project was deliberately set up for young people who are not Bahá’í in an area 

Walking Alongside Young People



43

with few opportunities for young people. Funding has been gained from various 
sources to support the work, including the local village hall and various trusts. 
 
Usually little reference is made to Bahá’í teachings in the youth activities at 
Infuse beyond a small quotation given for reflection at the end of a session, 
from which hangs the content of ‘study materials’ used in informal discussions 
with young people. For example, at the end of a course on alcohol the 
memorisation was: “Make ye a mighty effort and choose for yourselves a noble 
goal”. This does not explicitly link in with ‘don’t use drugs’ but it is trying to get 
young people to think about themselves as noble beings. Despite the formal, 
programmed nature of some of Infuse’s activities, as well the strong emphasis 
on professional course evaluation, young people stated that they had “great 
fun” and were gaining confidence, life skills and learning how to work in a team. 
Boundaries between youth worker identities, motivations and project goals are 
carefully negotiated in favour of an open style of youth development and 
empowerment, making this a particularly interesting example of faith-inspired 
work with young people. Attempts have also been made to set up a parents and 
grandparents forum on the estate, in recognition of the importance of family 
cohesion.  
__________________________________________________________ 

The extent to which faith communities work in partnership with or gain funding from 
secular organisations can shape the purpose and content of projects (LGA, 2002). For 
example, funding from Connexions or other statutory bodies cannot be used for 
proselytizing or promoting a particular faith. The next case study is based on the work 
of a Christian youth worker involved in specific activities with young women on an 
estate in Rowlands Gill, in the more rural part of Gateshead borough. There are 
complex dynamics between this generic community work and the other church-based 
work that happens during the rest of the week.   

__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.9: Impact, Methodist Church, Rowlands Gill  
 
This is a young women’s group for those living on the Highfield estate in 
Rowlands Gill who want to learn new skills and develop their confidence. 
Ceramic painting, first-aid, T-shirt making and street dance are some of their 
most recent activities. Until recently the group was funded in partnership with 
Connexions, with money from the Primary Care Trust to do a healthy eating 
course. When this funding stopped it was agreed the Methodist Church would 
continue to fund the activity and there were no signs that the ethos of the 
project had changed as a result. The following commentary by the youth worker 
is a detailed account of the issues arising in the group:  
 

It’s very much about us engaging with the community and just about 
building relationships and I suppose valuing the whole person, not just 
saying: “We want you to become a Christian”. Because of the nature of 
the funding we can’t really do anything like that.  So we run a confidence 
building group but we are also looking at a lot of issues like sexual 
health, drugs, alcohol.  Issues that are big for those girls … I’d like to 
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think it’s distinctive because we’re Christians, but I also don’t like us to 
think we’ve got like another agenda as well.  Again it’s about the 
balance. They know that we’re Christians, they know it’s run by the 
church but it’s always been on [the basis of] “if you want to ask us a 
question we’ll answer it” and they have at times … So there are 
opportunities to share but we’d never go and do a Bible study or 
anything like that … That is valuing them and that is what we set out to 
do.  

__________________________________________________________ 

The definition of a ‘faith-linked’ project is further complicated by the intertwined 
relationship between culture and religion. The South Asian arts organisation, 
Kalapremi, although strongly rooted in the Hindu tradition, is funded by the Arts Council 
to carry out cultural awareness workshops across the region’s predominantly white 
population in local schools.  

__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.10: Kalapremi, Stanley 
 
Kalapremi is a regional South Asian arts organisation based in Stanley, County 
Durham, that works towards celebrating, encouraging and empowering work in 
South Asian arts in the North East of England. It was set up in 1983 by a 
prominent Hindu doctor, and aims to raise the profile of South Asian arts 
through a range of activities from showcasing world-class South Asian artists 
and performers, developing knowledge on South Asian arts by carrying out 
music and dance workshops, and commissioning culturally diverse art projects, 
such as developing photography skills, as well as organising festivals in the 
North East. There is no mention of Hinduism per se in activities with young 
people across County Durham schools, rather the emphasis is placed on 
sharing new cultural expressions and practices, which broadens young people’s 
minds and encourages cross-cultural dialogue.   

 
Over the years we’ve built up to become a professional organisation.  In 
2004 we started getting funding from the Arts Council to deliver our work 
more professionally … [We] aim to enrich the quality of life through the 
arts. With this perspective our activities are accessible to all, regardless 
of age or abilities. (Kalapremi project worker) 

__________________________________________________________ 
 

Listening to the voices of young people who participate in faith-linked projects can help 
to define the distinctiveness, if any, of this field of work. The Doorways Project in 
Saltburn is an open youth drop-in for any young person in the local area needing 
advice or a place to relax with friends.  
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_________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.11: The Doorways Project, Saltburn   
 
The Doorways Project developed out of a vision of the local Churches Together 
group in Saltburn. The project aims to support and assist young people aged 13 
to 25, living in and around the Saltburn area, to experience fuller integration in 
their community, thereby improving their conditions of life and developing their 
physical, emotional and spiritual capacities. Workshops are held in alcohol, 
drugs and relationships, there are trips to swimming, bowling and five-a-side 
football – as well as help and advice with issues of housing, benefits, job search 
and risk-taking behaviour. Since January 2006 the numbers of young people 
visiting the project each day has doubled to an average of 29. The project is 
located in a central area accessible to young people from different socio-
economic backgrounds. Young people who used the drop-in felt ownership over 
the building and appreciated its role in their lives. The two coordinators of the 
project, at the time of our visit, were former Boys’ Brigade and scout leaders, 
both motivated by the Christian faith, although there were no expectations of 
young people becoming affiliated to a faith community. This project is an 
excellent example of workers ‘walking alongside’ marginalised young people 
from the local area: 

 
We strive to be open to all young people, regardless of race, class, 
gender, disability, sexuality, dependence, political or religious beliefs; as 
such it is an active expression of the Christian faith and its values. 
(Doorways leaflet) 
 

Young people who attended the project said they were unaware of its Christian 
roots:     

It’s a stepping stone to lead onto better things really … Well it’s there for 
everyone, you don’t have to be religious.  Anyone can walk in and get 
help at any time of day really. 
  
The first time I come in here I thought it was just to help young people, I 
didn’t realise, but then I was stood outside one day and I read a sign 
that said: “Christian” … there’s not big crosses everywhere, it provides 
something for people. 

__________________________________________________________ 
 

Activities with young people in broader society with a faith 
dimension  
 
Black and minority ethnic projects and activities 
 
There has been a growth in the development of work with black and minority ethnic 
young people in the UK over the last 20 years. This reflects changing population 
structures and a growing awareness of the need for black role models and the 
development of culturally competent local statutory youth services (Amin et al., 2005; 
Francique, 2005).  Within the North East in particular, there is a bigger settlement of 
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people from the Asian sub-continent (Pakistan, India and Bangladesh).  The growing 
community work catering for the needs of BME groups is vast, from English language 
provision classes to advocacy work. Work within this context is usually working to 
increase a sense of belonging for all communities,  celebrating the diversity of people’s 
different backgrounds and circumstances and ensuring people from different 
backgrounds have similar life opportunities. While it should not be assumed that people 
from minority ethnic backgrounds subscribe to minority faiths, there are some projects 
set up as ‘BME’ that do tend to attract young people from one or more minority faith 
backgrounds. In some of these projects workers will address faith issues as part of 
their work, in others they do not. 
  
Young people and youth workers from three different BME youth groups participated in 
our research. Across the groups, similar tensions arose associated with managing 
relationships with local faith community representatives in clarifying the nature and 
importance of their activities for young people, as well as the difficulties of having to 
work to reassure parents and community members that the aim of their group was not 
to westernise young people, but to give a safe space for them to be together and have 
fun. 

__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.12: Newport Settlement Black and Asian Youth Club 
 
Newport Settlement is a multi-purpose community and youth centre in 
Middlesbrough, which offers a specifically targeted Friday night session for 
Black and Asian young men, with about 40 regular attendees. The purpose of 
the club is to offer more of an informal learning rather than a project-focused 
environment, although the learning was described by the youth worker as 
“challenging”.  

 
It’s just a general open session with boys tending to use Friday night as 
their space. It’s quite unusual because we have a big spectrum. We 
have the 11 year-olds up to the 25 year-olds who are driving BMW 
convertibles and earning about twenty grand a year.  Yet they still come 
to the youth club … so inter-generational stuff is happening and they 
offer role models, because what you will find is a lack of black role 
models within Tees Valley.  

 
Young people attending this club are not accessing a great amount of youth 
service provision. They play football, snooker and watch TV, combined with 
some sessions on social issues. Issues arose relating to the dynamics between 
a female white youth leader and the young Asian men. Although issues of faith 
are discussed informally, one young man stated it was the one place where he 
could “get away from all them pressures”, referring to pressures of identity, 
family expectations and media stereotyping. 
__________________________________________________________ 

‘Community cohesion’ activities 
 
Youth work projects have a long history of promoting informal education around issues 
of discrimination, racism and intercultural understandings (Hingorani, 2004; Green and 
Heaney, 2005). A recent Diversity and Dialogue project led by Save the Children calls 
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for greater youth-led interfaith activity in both schools and the wider community, 
regarding young people “as the centre of successful community cohesion” (Hatch, 
2006). Community cohesion is the latest government term which tends to include 
‘cross-cultural work’ in divided communities, ‘inter-faith work’, and ‘multi-faith work’. 
According to the Local Government Association (2004, p 7), a cohesive community is 
one where: there is a common vision and a sense of belonging for all communities; the 
diversity of people’s different backgrounds and circumstances is appreciated and 
positively valued; those from different backgrounds have similar life opportunities; and 
strong and positive relationships are being developed between people from different 
backgrounds and circumstances in the workplace, in schools and within 
neighbourhoods. The following quotation is from a youth worker who runs a culturally 
mixed young women’s group in one of the most diverse wards in Gateshead:  
 

We don’t have anything to do with like religion… Well …Everybody did like a 
little piece before Christmas where a young woman did a little bit about 
Christmas and brought in mince pies and talked about Christmas trees and why 
we do all this stuff.  Another young woman brought her costume in and did a bit 
about, she’s from Kurdistan, so she did about what she would do and the 
different costumes.  So we do sort of celebrate it as well without it being the 
main agenda.  

 
Case Study 13 is an example of a community cohesion project in South Tyneside. 
  

__________________________________________________________ 
 
Case Study 4.13: Mixed Martial Arts Group, South Shields  
 
The Mixed Martial Arts Group works with young people from South Tyneside. 
There are 11 different nationalities training in the class, including several 
asylum seekers and refugees. Members are predominantly of Bangladeshi 
origins (the major BME population in South Tyneside), but the group also 
includes young people who are of Pakistani, Iranian, Iraqi, Zimbabwean, 
Chinese and white British origins. It was set up through consultation with young 
people, based on what they were missing and what they wanted to do. Above 
all, the class is an opportunity for young people to access different services and 
different events. As the youth worker commented 
 

It’s just a massive make up … a perfect example of community cohesion 
... The majority of the young people come along every week to just be 
part of a group of people that they know, have fun together and train and 
keep fit and be healthy together.  
 

The worker is a Muslim, and works on faith issues as they arise. Although 
issues of faith and religion are not strongly highlighted in the project, there is a 
background concern to promote greater tolerance and understanding of 
different faiths. So, despite the main focus on martial arts, the group has 
worked together on a project using canvasses, where they drew what culture 
and faith meant for them. Some young people reported coming to the group just 
for the training, but they were aware of the faith dimensions of the work.  
Funding comes from a variety of sources, including Adult and Community 
Learning, South Tyneside Bangladeshi Youth Organisation and the local Youth 
Service.  
__________________________________________________________ 
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Although not a principal focus of the research, it is important to emphasise that youth 
workers in other secular settings bring values, principles and life philosophies to the 
work-place and some bring their faith. It can be a challenging task negotiating faith 
values in secular contexts. This issue receives further discussion in Chapter 6. 
 
 

Concluding comments 
 
This chapter has reviewed the diversity of activities taking place with young people 
across faith communities in the North East, illustrating the great variety of aims, 
structures and approaches. Against this backdrop, we will now explore the experiences 
and opinions of those involved in these activities, starting with young people, and then 
moving on to consider the perspectives of those who work with young people and 
finally the ‘faith leaders’.  
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5

Perspectives of young people 

Introduction 
 
This chapter examines the complex relationship between young people and faith 
communities by exploring how young people feel about participating in and 
belonging to the range of faith-linked youth activities identified in Chapter 4. It 
draws primarily on interviews with young people and observations of youth 
activities. A total of 45 semi-structured interviews were conducted with young 
people, with the following faith affiliations: Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Bahá’í, 
Hindu, Sikh, New Age, agnostic and 11 with no faith affiliation  (see Appendix 3 for 
the areas of questioning, and Appendix 6 for a list of interviewees). Some of the 
interviews were undertaken by the young people’s action team described in 
Chapter 3, while others were completed by the full-time project researchers.  
 
The majority of the young interviewees were involved in activities in places of 
worship and faith-based outreach work. These young people were generally part 
of a faith community, and were asked to reflect on their experiences of faith-based 
activities and the role of faith in their lives. Interviews were also conducted with 
young people in faith-linked projects where activities were open to all young 
people. Some of these participants were members of a faith community, while 
others were not. To give the reader an indication of some characteristics of each 
respondent, we have described them in terms of their age, gender and faith 
affiliation, if they had one (for example, “young Anglican man, aged 17”). This 
should not be taken to imply a strong religious faith identity on the part of the 
young respondents, rather it is a way of noting their affiliations. 
 
Young people were asked a range of questions about faith communities and 
reflected on the type of provision available to them. It was often difficult to 
encourage young people to talk about issues of ‘faith’ and ‘faith communities’. 
Finding a common language that young people understood was very important. 
Young people often needed descriptive definitions of key terms such as ‘inclusion’ 
and ‘faith’. The term ‘faith’ was discussed in the context of religion, culture, and 
place of worship, depending on the individual and their set of beliefs. Often 
younger participants found it difficult to articulate their feelings, particularly in 
instances where they had never critically evaluated the role of their faith in their 
own lives. In those faith communities where there was a lack of provision and lack 
of understanding about youth work, some young people found it difficult to discuss 
and comprehend how things could be improved. We start this chapter by 
discussing young people’s reflections on their faith identities, before moving on to 
discuss some of their perceptions of places of worship, and their positive and 
negative experiences of involvement in faith-linked activities.
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Young people’s reflections on their faith identity 
 
Towards the end of the interviews, participants were asked a question about how 
their faith helped them in their daily lives.  This question was not designed to elicit 
detailed information about young people’s beliefs, or levels of faith development 
(Astley and Wills, 1999; Fowler, 1981), rather the aim was to encourage them to 
discuss any aspects of faith that they felt able or willing to mention. Several young 
people were able to articulate some quite interesting views on their faith and we 
were particularly struck by the responses of some of the young people linked to 
the smaller faith groups. Their responses indicated that their faith identity was very 
much linked with who they were as individuals. This resonates with Pimlott’s 
(2001) suggestion that people from non-Christian faith traditions often tend to 
identify themselves by their faith, which also serves as their cultural identity (this 
excludes recent converts, of course). Young people from the Muslim, Sikh and 
Hindu communities found it difficult to articulate feelings about faith without 
referring to issues of culture and heritage. By ‘culture’ and ‘heritage’ we refer not 
only to the country of origin, but issues specific to and stemming from, for 
example,  regional areas of the South Asian sub-continent - particularly where the 
influence of dialect, tradition, values, religious practice and interpretation are 
inherited by first generation migrants and taught to following generations.  One 
young Hindu woman (aged 17) discussed how her faith linked her to her roots: 
“It’s hard to follow a religion in the UK, it’s not the same as it is back home in 
India.  It’s the only thing that connects you with back home”. 
 
Young people from Muslim, Sikh and Hindu communities reflected deeply on their 
own identities within the current political climate and felt they were forced to make 
a distinction between different faith groups. Young Sikhs commented on the 
growing anti-Islamic abuse they were receiving in school due to the ignorance of 
their class mates. This shift in young people of South Asian origin from defining 
their identity as ‘Asian’ to affiliating to a particular faith group was a growing issue 
over the course of the research project. These young people had greater 
awareness of the inter-generational differences between parents and young 
people. As second and third generation descendents of migrant communities they 
had begun challenging the position and practice of faith beyond inherited 
traditional cultural values. As a 16 year-old Hindu young woman commented: 
 

I don’t know, I mean I think it’s something that my parents brought me up to 
be and like I think after doing stuff at school, it’s kind of changed my opinion 
because I don’t know what to actually believe because if the science is there 
and then the religion is there, what are you meant to believe?  

 
Several other young people made comments in relation to negotiating their beliefs 
and faith identities. For example, an 18 year-old Jewish young man commented: “I 
think you get a certain cynicism sort of post bar mitzvah sometimes, but you can 
never take away somebody’s Jewish identity”. This passing comment suggests 
that even though this young person questioned the role of faith in his life, being 
‘Jewish’ was more than just about believing, it was about a more encompassing 
identity. Some people had never really questioned their faith or been encouraged 
to do so. It was assumed to be part of cultural practice.  As a young Jewish 
woman (aged 18) commented: 

As I’ve got older it’s definitely become more cultural, maybe spiritual, as 
opposed to religious. I wouldn’t say I’m a religious person. I’m not a hundred 
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per cent sure whether I believe in God or not. I definitely don’t believe in 
everything that my religion says.  
 

For some young people faith was a negative experience, and being born into a 
faith community became an area of conflict in their lives, as this 16 year-old young 
woman from a Jehovah’s Witness family commented:   

I used to be a Jehovah’s Witness, but that was a long time ago when I lived 
in [name of place] and I hated it. I hate it now, and now … religion, I just 
don’t go there.  Someone who wants to be religious, I don’t have a problem 
with them, but I would never be religious again … they didn’t let you 
celebrate anything, Christmas or anything.  They just used to treat kids as if 
they were adults ... They didn’t let them have a proper childhood.  

Perceived barriers between generations 
 
Attitudes towards faith and the role it played in the lives of young people were 
dependent on how young people felt as members of a faith community.  
Overwhelmingly young people said they wanted to be listened to, respected as 
equal members of the community and made to feel valued. Whilst common issues 
such as relationships, careers, alcohol and drugs were particular to their age 
group, with faith guidance at this age felt to be distinctive and important, it was 
argued that adults sometimes overlooked young people’s individuality. A young 
Catholic woman (aged 16) expressed the view that adults should not be initiating 
work without input from young people themselves:  
 

I think that young people are more capable of organising their own things and I 
don’t think that adults really know what makes young people tick … the 
[annual] youth mass for example, was the most boring mass I’d ever been to.  

 
Throughout the research, young people from different faith backgrounds 
described how the use of the category ‘youth’ could be unhelpful. Two young 
Christian men, aged 17 and 18, challenged preconceived stereotypes conjured up 
by the term ‘youth’: 
  

Because of the panic [about the future], I think the youth agenda assumes an 
awful lot about what a young person wants and that young people are in this 
box and nobody’s outside it ... Not everyone wants a tambourine or ice 
breakers at the beginning of a meeting.  
 
If you try too hard you appear incredibly false. Young people like people to be 
genuine. Young people are also always searching to feel welcome and 
included.  

 
During interviews with young people there were frequent references to ‘cultural 
blocks’ in faith communities, preventing greater dialogue between generations and 
leaving young people often feeling bored, resentful and even disempowered.  
Many of the young people interviewed felt faith communities needed to be more 
transparent about their position on the social issues that affect the lives of young 
people. As one young Anglican man (aged 18) illustrated in this comment:  
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Social issues, I guess you call them - drugs, relationships, all that kind of 
thing. Sometimes I think the church doesn’t know necessarily what it thinks 
and so young people find it difficult to find some guidance. (Anglican young 
man aged 18).  

Whilst the transition from adolescence to adulthood has always been blurred by 
cultural norms and expectations (Jeffs and Smith, 2000) young people from 
minority faith groups such as Hindu, Sikh, and Muslim often commented that 
social problems were a huge area of conflict, and resented attempts to ‘cocoon’ 
them from the outside world.  
 
Many young people reported that they felt unable to talk to their faith leaders 
about contemporary issues affecting their daily lives, stating that personality, 
cultural awareness and language proficiency determined the extent to which they 
related to their leaders.  As a young Jewish woman (18 years) explained:  

 
Lots of synagogues I go to, the Rabbi just shouts at you for twenty minutes, 
and that’s supposed to be spiritually enlightening. I don’t really get it. It doesn’t 
inspire me in any way. I have to sit upstairs so I can’t see what’s going on and 
I can’t join in the singing properly.  

 
A young Anglican man (aged 18) expressed his belief that the church in Britain 
risked collapse if it did not address the concerns of young people and “go where 
young people are”, commenting:  
 

I think in a lot of cases the Church needs to go to where young people are. 
There’s a big misunderstanding … In the main a lot of people, especially the 
clergy, have very negative views [of young people], and young people have 
very negative views of what clergy are like.  

 
Another major theme related to representation, decision-making and power 
issues. Some young people questioned how effective diocesan youth officers 
could be, when their remit was to look after a whole diocese. One young Catholic 
woman, aged 16, commented that work with young people could not be covered 
by one person. She felt there seemed to be a divergence of priorities about what 
to push for on the youth front, “depending upon those in power”. One example 
was given of a cathedral apparently charging a newly-formed youth group for use 
of electricity. 
 
 
Positive experiences of participation and dialogue 
 
Where young people had been engaged through active participation, they 
reported positive experiences of belonging to faith communities. Across all faith 
groups there was an indication of changing attitudes towards consulting young 
people.  Within this research we contacted members of three youth forums: 
Catholic, Anglican and Black and Minority Ethnic. Although these forums are 
sometimes tokenistic, the members we spoke to valued what they were 
attempting to achieve. One young man described how things had changed:  
 

I think to be honest … in a lot of ways the church generally has assumed 
things of young people, whereas now they’re really getting to grips and 
wanting to hear frank messages from young people.  I think that now is 
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something that’s really positive.  I mean in the Church of England they’ve set 
up a youth council and so that feeds down into the dioceses that have their 
own councils and forums … (Anglican young man, aged 17) 

Young people gave positive accounts of dialogue with peers, faith leaders and 
members of faith communities as means of nurturing their faith. One 15 year-old 
Anglican young woman commented: “I think it’s important for people to learn from 
each other, like older people to learn from younger people.” The same young 
Anglican woman felt that relationship-building with people her own age was crucial 
to grow and deepen her own faith. Her best friend was a Christian, which was 
important. She commented: 

I jumped at the option to meet other people who were my age and Christian in 
the forum, which is quite a rare occurrence … If you don’t have support from 
other Christians, you’re pretty screwed … You can go about your own faith 
easy enough but talking about it to a person of your age is very different …  

Young people’s experiences of involvement in places of 
worship 

Some young people expressed the view that places of worship seemed like “just 
buildings” and were not part of the life of the community.  In instances where there 
was little or no faith-linked activity for the wider community, places of worship for 
some young people felt like closed spaces. Young people who did not have a faith 
affiliation described how these places were inaccessible, and even though they 
dominated the landscape, they had no significant presence in the community.  
One young man felt that the church would be more accessible for young people if 
attempts were made to build better relationships with the wider community: 

I think it’s building a relationship through a person, because generally young 
people who haven’t engaged with a church assume it’s very different to what 
it really is.  I think that’s something we could do better, actually, on parish 
levels and right down on the ground, getting to know the people. (Anglican 
young man, aged 17) 

This young man felt strongly that the churches needed to build personalised 
relationships with the wider community and develop a presence.  He commented 
that: “Traditional church is very exclusive, if you weren’t a part of it, it would be 
very difficult I think to become a part of it.” His main criticism centred on how 
traditional churches had become quite closed, and even though attempts were 
being made to engage the wider community, there was a still an atmosphere of 
exclusion.  When asked how the wider community could be engaged he 
suggested: “I think even just going along in the street and saying “hello” and 
chatting to young people or sitting down with them for a few minutes if they’ll let 
you”.  

Young people also expressed frustrations with lack of ecumenical work, or 
different factions from the same faith group not working together, especially when 
there was a only a few young people attending a group. A young Methodist man 
(aged 16) expressed his frustration at what he regarded as petty differences, 
referring to the intense debates about organisational structures and the role of 
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women, for example. Young people, he believed, were much more attracted to a 
united church with a relevant message:  
 

There’s no point in having three small, fairly dead congregations in a town 
where you can have one lively one which is going to be able to reach out into 
the community and get people involved.  

 
A young Muslim woman (aged 17) expressed similar frustrations, as her two local 
mosques were unwilling to work together. She commented that both lacked the 
vision and capacity to provide facilities for her age group. She felt that mosques 
needed to work together more effectively, to organise activities that would allow 
her to share her faith with other young Muslims: 

Just try and communicate with them [young people] because I think that’s 
what’s lacking, there’s a communication gap certainly.  Just listen to them so 
you know what kind of facilities you can provide.  Good things like Qu’ran 
classes or lessons on Islam, I think that’s very important so people are in 
touch with their religion as well as living their lives in society. 

In a similar vein, another 17 year-old young Muslim woman talked about how she 
looked forward to going to university in London, where her female cousins were 
members of a Muslim society. Here issues were debated and they could think for 
themselves about their faith. Many of the young people who participated in the 
research seemed to be seeking learning and questioning environments to ‘work 
out’ answers for themselves with guidance, fun and in relevant ways. There was a 
desire for safe spaces ‘exclusively’ for those of the same faith to nurture their faith 
and grow in confidence. Many of them felt inspired by people their own age, older 
friends and family. 

Young people’s views of different types of worship 

Some young people expressed the view that within faith communities there was 
often a pressure to conform, to attend a place of worship at a set time, to sing the 
right songs, to wear certain clothes and behave in the correct way.  This is 
strongly illustrated in the comments made by this young man, who felt having faith 
was not just about attending a place of worship: 
  

For some people, though, I mean they don’t necessarily have to go to 
church, to practise their beliefs. It might be more of an intimate thing, which 
they will do at home.  Especially for young people because some young 
people might feel a bit embarrassed to go out to church. (Anglican young 
man, aged 15) 

 
For those who did attend a place of worship, the style of service offered might be 
important. Within the North East, churches were more likely to offer services 
targeted specifically at young people, using innovative approaches including youth 
events. However, styles of worship was a contested area for several Christian 
young people, with some preferring Sunday morning all-age services to youth 
services. Youth services specifically cater for young people and are a means of 
keeping young people engaged in faith communities. Opinions varied about 
whether youth services worked or not, with some young people feeling that they 
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were a positive experience, while others felt that they did not work. The quotations 
below exemplify the conflicting opinions of two young Christians:  

I think it’s not very easy to cater for old people who want it as it was 
traditionally, and little kids who want it all modern and stuff.  I think youth 
services are a really good way forward.  I think it’s good to try and move the 
church on.  I know our church is trying to move but people are just not 
wanting to. (Anglican young woman, aged 18) 
 
I think you actually have to be very careful; there are two problems with 
youth services.  Firstly if you try too hard you appear incredibly false - young 
people like people to meet them on their level but also to be genuine in that.  
Also the second difficulty I’d have with specifically youth services is that 
teenagers and young people are always searching to feel welcome and to 
feel included.  If you’ve got things which are just for young people and they 
only go to those and never go to things with other people, they’re not going 
to feel part of the church family.  (Methodist young man, aged 17) 
 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, we found few examples of youth-focussed 
participation in worship in the other faith communities.  

Young people’s perceptions of formal educational activities 

Some of the young people interviewed were involved in formal educational 
opportunities offered by their faith communities, often focused around familiarising 
themselves with key religious texts. Opinion varied about the value of rote learning 
without accompanying interpretation. A young Jewish woman (aged 18) recounted 
how she had learnt Hebrew from an early age. Yet despite having the English 
translation to hand she never understood the texts being read: 
 

From a really young age you’re taught to recognise the letters. That’s what’s 
really weird.  You just learn how to read it. I know the key words like ‘God’ and 
‘Israel’ and ‘Egypt’ … but I don’t know what it means … I had a teacher who 
would often say: “Look at what you’re reading and say that with a bit more 
emphasis”… it’s a bit of a weird way of learning.  

 
Within the Muslim communities in our study areas, young people finished reading 
the Qu’ran at about the age of 13, when women stopped attending mosque and 
men attended for Friday prayers.  One of the imams interviewed expressed the 
view that attendance at the local mosque was steered by the parents’ ambitions 
and their feelings of duty to ensure that children and young people mastered 
Arabic. Even if this was devoid of religious meaning, parents felt by rote learning 
young people could become grounded in the foundations upon which they could 
build their religious knowledge. This can be seen in the following comments of a 
15 year-old young Muslim woman: 
 

He [Imam] went on holiday to Pakistan and he kept going and my Mam said 
he if kept going we would forget the stuff and were not going to read at home.  
So Mam decided to get a private one, so we had one man that used to teach 
us and he still does it now, he teaches five days a week.  
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When you’re young, you can’t really go on a very complex level because the 
religion itself, you can’t go into very big detail until you’re older, you can’t 
comprehend what it means.  You keep things on a very basic level, so you 
look at what the different festivals are and how it affects you and what the laws 
and regulations are.  You don’t go into very big details of: “Let’s look at Qu’ran 
at what it says and why it says it and how it affects you in every day life”.  

Perceptions of faith-linked activities in and through schools  

When young people were asked to consider their experiences of faith, a theme 
they identified themselves centred on their experiences of learning about faith 
within school settings.  The discussion steered away from faith schools, or how 
schools were affiliated to a faith group. Some of the young interviewees 
expressed the view that RE (Religious Education) in schools left young people 
with little real sense of what it was like to live and experience faith. RE teachers 
spoke about their battle to make lessons more engaging, but felt frustrated by an 
underlying culture of dismissal of the subject.  Some schools had developed links 
with faith communities and organised visits to a range of places of worship 
including churches, Hindu temples, mosques and synagogues. This was another 
way for faith communities to reach out to young people in schools.   
 
Often these trips were educational and were not about bringing young people into 
the faith, but rather about challenging perceptions of faith groups and helping to 
tackle anti-Semitism and Islamophobia. As part of the research we observed a 
school trip to a synagogue, which involved a group of young women being given a 
tour, followed by a talk on Jewish rituals and a question and answer session.  
During the visit the young women were asked what they felt about the trip.  They 
discussed how the visit was informative, as they had known little about how 
Jewish people worshipped and would otherwise never have been inside a 
synagogue. They indicated that, even though they had learnt about the Jewish 
faith in RE, the visit helped the subject matter to come alive. The representative 
from the synagogue stated that these types of school trips were organised two or 
three times a week.  
 
There is a growth in outreach work in schools by faith communities taking place 
across the region. However this comprises predominantly Christian-based lunch 
clubs, assemblies and discussion groups with an underlying evangelistic 
emphasis. As part of the research we observed and interviewed young people 
attending a club run by a Christian youth worker at a school in Gateshead. This 
work was based on a range of resources and employed youth workers to work 
with young people in school settings. All young women, the group attended at 
lunch time, enjoying having a space to eat lunch and meet with friends. Once the 
group had been organised, young women recruited new members to the group 
through word of mouth. We asked young people why they attended the sessions 
and what they learnt and gained. One young woman (aged 14) stated: “We learn 
about things in the Bible, like relate them to everyday lives … we do serious stuff 
but it’s fun at the same time”. Another young women (also aged 14) replied: “I 
don’t think there’s [been discussion about] drugs or alcohol yet, but I’ve only been 
going for a month and so it’s mostly about God and it was around Christmas time 
and about Jesus and stuff.” 
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Within this setting the young people felt the presence of the youth worker was 
fundamental to facilitating and keeping the group together.  When asked about the 
role of the youth worker and whether it was different to teachers, young people 
replied: “the teachers just tell you to get on with your work and they don’t really 
explain much”; “… they let you speak.  You don’t have to put your hands up and 
then … that’s what teachers do”; “they’re very kind. They don’t shout at you if you 
say something wrong”; and “… the teachers just tell you to get on with your work 
and they don’t really explain much”. These comments were reflected in the 
sentiments of another young woman (aged 14) who attended the group, coming 
because: “its fun, because you have a laugh, even though you talk about things”.  
 
Young people who had positive experiences of faith-based projects valued 
informal approaches, especially where work fostered a space to nurture 
community spirit and gave young people a sense of belonging. For young people 
this type of work took place in a variety of settings, from deep-rooted Christian 
youth clubs to organised trips for young Muslims.   
 
 
Young people’s views of informal faith-linked activities 
 
As outlined in Chapter 4, there is a great diversity of faith-linked activities 
undertaken by a wide range of projects and organisations whose remit is to work 
with young people across the board. Work within these settings often offers young 
people who may be vulnerable, excluded or facing other disadvantages, 
opportunities to build confidence, life skills and a safe space to explore their 
identity. As a Christian youth worker commented: 

 
I mean the kids from the estate, well most of the ones from the youth group, 
have been thrown out of every youth club going and this is the last chance 
saloon for them.  We have a policy of never banning them for ever, so they 
know they can get away with a bit more probably.  They are rough and ready 
but they’re great.  

In Chapter 4 we discussed the Doorways project, a Christian-run youth drop-in 
centre open to all young people. Young people who used the drop-in centre felt 
ownership over the building and appreciated its role in their lives. This is 
described by one young person attending the centre, quoted at the start of this 
report:  

The Doorways Project, it’s somewhere to go really.  There’s nothing else to 
do.  I’m not in work at the moment.  It’s just there really, it speaks for itself, it’s 
a drop-in centre where you can socialise and do whatever you want really, up 
to a certain level. (Young man, aged 16) 

Within this setting no demands were made upon the young people to become 
affiliated with a faith community and there were clear examples of youth leaders 
‘walking alongside’ marginalised young people from the local area. This is 
reflected in the following comments from a 16 year-old young man:   

They try to guide. They’re not there to say: “Become religious and you’ll have 
the best time of your life”.  They’re saying: “We’re here to help you, we are 
religious, you can become religious if you want”.  There’s posters around 
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saying: “Come to church with us, it’s free you might have a good time you 
might not”. It’s whatever you’re into really.   
 

Within the Muslim community, young people from progressive mosques reported 
changes in provision from day trips out, to a range of other activities that were not 
faith-based.  Young women at one mosque were interviewed informally and were 
not recorded. Overwhelmingly, they suggested that the ethos of the mosque was 
not only to provide a space to learn the Qu’ran, but that the interaction with their 
peers and other members of the community allowed them to reflect on how to 
negotiate their faith in western society.  Through informal approaches and by 
working with the Connexions service, young people were encouraged to build 
confidence and given advice on education and jobs.  Classes were taught in 
English, and the young people were actively encouraged to decide on the types of 
recreational activities with which they wanted to be involved, including sports 
activities, life style sessions and trips out. Young people commented that they 
appreciated the ability to explore their faith beyond rote learning and enjoyed 
being engaged with their faith through both formal and informal approaches. 
 
Within the Jewish community there was a lot of work with students who had 
moved into the area.  Those young people who had lived and grown up in the 
North East noted that the decline in provision for young people reflected the 
decline in the number of young people in the community.  Therefore the 
community had strived to help and encourage students to stay in the North East.  
 
Another example of effective outreach work with non-faith affiliated young people, 
described in Chapter 4, was the Infuse project, inspired by the Bahá’í faith. One 
14 year-old young person simply stated that: “I went on a trip, learnt about drugs 
and stuff and had fun.  I learnt about the things that could happen to you”. Young 
people who had no faith were happy to take part without issues of faith impinging 
on their own values.  This reflects a growing recognition that faith communities 
can and do play a significant role in providing community facilities for all members 
of society. Comments from two 13 year-old young people who were not of Bahá’í 
faith but attended the group included: “I’ve learnt new things and how to trust 
people, and now I’m open to try new things”; and “with each new course I’ve got 
more confident, with each course my confidence grows”. 
 
These comments echo those made by several other young people with no faith 
affiliations, who had accessed faith-linked activities and welcomed the role of a 
faith organisation in their lives.  

Experiences of activities for BME young people with faith 
affiliations 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 4, across minority faith groups, especially those in which 
a majority of members can be categorised as BME (Black and Minority Ethnic), 
the relationship between faith and culture is complex.  Although work with these 
groups may originate from non-faith organisations (perhaps statutory children’s 
and young people’s services), many BME young people have strong faith 
affiliations.  Many of the young people interviewed from these backgrounds felt 
that their communities were in denial about the existence of social problems and 
resented attempts to protect them from the outside world.  
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Within this context young people discussed the influence of the ‘community’ in 
categorising how young people should behave. For them belonging to a faith 
community was not just about a shared belief, but meant that the ‘community’ 
influenced the types of youth provision that could be made available to them. For 
young Muslim women, this ‘community’ was self-regulatory based upon informal 
and familial networks. As a young Muslim woman (aged 15) commented: 

 
It’s because the Muslim community … your parents have been around for so 
long, and so everyone knows them and they know us by our parents. They 
know whose daughter I am. That’s how they know you.  Taxi drivers as well, 
they’re like all my Dad’s friends, so you’re obviously seen.  

 
There was greater provision for young men from BME backgrounds, based 
specifically on a range of social and recreational activities.  In Chapter 4 we gave 
the example of the Mixed Martial Arts group in South Shields. One young 
Bangladeshi participant (aged 15) stated: “I don’t care whatever they want to 
believe, let them believe.  I think you should believe what you want”. When asked 
why he attended the group he replied: “I come here just for the training because 
I’ve got nothing else to do at the moment; it’s good for us”. 
 
Community organisations catering for all members of the BME community are 
often unable to organise innovative provision for young Asian women, due to 
cultural sensitivities and the lack of female Asian youth workers. These findings 
were mirrored across minority faith groups such as Muslim, Hindu and Sikh.  
Within Middlesbrough in particular, there was a lack of significant youth activities 
for young Asian women.  In Gateshead however, we identified one group working 
with young women from across a diversity of faiths and ethnicities. This group 
included four Muslims, one Hindu, one Sikh and two Christians (of Afro-Caribbean 
origin). The young women attending this group reported how they looked at 
different social issues and felt the group provided an open space for them to meet 
their peers, and share their culture, faith and heritage. Young people interviewed 
from this group were asked about the type of activities in which they participated: 
 

Now we’re focussing on healthy lifestyles and that, and we had funding and 
we had to think of a way to spend the money so we all came up with an idea 
of the gym.  Before that we tried dancing for a session, but not everyone 
enjoyed it so we thought we’d go to the gym.  But we do cooking as well, 
healthy cooking, pasta and salad.  We’ve had a sleep over on a weekend in 
one of the halls … mostly able to do what we [want]. (Young Muslim woman, 
aged 15) 

  
Within this group, the female youth worker worked alongside the parents of the 
young women to negotiate the types of activities and to ensure the young girls 
attended the group. One young Muslim woman discussed how she felt she could 
talk openly to the youth workers:   

We can talk to the workers about like anything.  We’ve been on a residential 
weekend.  There was me and some other girls who aren’t here, who went on 
a sex education residential. (Young Muslim woman, aged 15) 
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Concluding comments 
 
This chapter has tried to unpack the complex relationship between young people 
and faith communities, exploring how young people feel about participating in and 
belonging to a range of faith-linked youth activities. Young people who 
participated in the research were included in faith communities in a range of ways 
from formal participation in places of worship, through outreach and informal faith-
linked activities. Young people felt included in faith communities when they were 
listened to and treated like equal members of the community. Young people 
appreciated the opportunity to explore their faith beyond rote learning, and 
enjoyed being engaged with their faith through both formal and informal 
approaches. Young people with no faith affiliations were also appreciative of the 
activities offered by faith-linked projects, recognising that faith might be on the 
agenda, but not feeling any pressure.  
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6 
 
Perspectives of those working with young people 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter highlights some of the key issues raised by the paid workers and 
volunteers who do face-to-face work with young people in faith-linked settings. It is 
largely based on 32 interviews (see list of interviewees in Appendix 6). These people 
came from a broad range of organisations and faith affiliations (as the case studies 
given in Chapter 4 suggest), occupied a great variety of roles and had very different 
levels of experience and qualifications. So although we are discussing their 
perspectives together, we cannot assume that issues raised by one person in one 
setting will necessarily be shared by others. However, many common themes emerged 
from the interviews, even if some of them are played out differently in the particular 
contexts in which these workers with young people were operating. 
 
 
Motivations 
 
When asked about their motivations for doing the work, many of the respondents 
expressed their answers in terms of their faith, while others used a more neutral 
discourse about desiring to work for good social outcomes. Several workers spoke of a 
sense of vocation or ‘calling’.  As Doyle (1999) points out, ‘vocation’ (from the Latin 
‘vocare’) literally means ‘calling’, and the two terms are often used interchangeably. 
However, while ‘calling’ is generally used in a religious context in the sense of being 
called to do God’s work, the term ‘vocation’ has come to be used more widely to refer 
to a strong sense of identification with or commitment to a particular job or profession, 
which might apply equally to people with no religious faith. Bellah and colleagues 
(1988, p 66) distinguish between work as a ‘job’ (a way of making money and a living, 
supporting a sense of self defined by economic success and security); a ‘career’ (which 
traces progress through life by advancement in an occupation and yields a self defined 
by prestige, and sense of expanding power and competency); and a ‘calling’ (where 
work constitutes a practical ideal of activity and character that makes a person’s work 
morally inseparable from his or her life, and self is subsumed into a community of 
disciplined practice and sound judgement whose activity has meaning and value in 
itself, not just in the outputs or profits).  
 
None of our respondents spoke in terms that suggested they regarded their work with 
young people as simply a ‘job’, and few seemed interested in a ‘career’ in the secular 
sense defined above – although some were concerned about professional 
qualifications, as we shall see later. By far the majority, when speaking about their 
motivations, used the language of ‘calling’. The following comments were made by 
three different Christian workers (our italics):  

I would say that God gives us gifts and places callings on our lives as individuals 
and obviously the sort of person who feels called to work at [name of Christian 
project] is going to be someone who has compassion and mercy for the poor 
[compared with] someone who’s called to be an investment banker in London. 
They’ve probably got a different heart and calling.  
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I don’t see it so much as a job, I see it as like I’m a person put on this world to 
minister to people and to bless people and I do that primarily with the youth, in 
whatever way I can.  
 
I guess the main reason I wanted to do [this work] was I felt I wanted to give 
something back to God - a kind of a Christian kind of expression I guess. But I felt 
that God had given me so much and I wanted to give something back, kind of 
serve in any way that I could.   
 

The desire to ‘give something back’ was a phrase used by several respondents, 
although not all explicitly framed this in term of giving to God. For some it was simply 
about giving back to ‘society’. Another Christian youth worker recounted a story of how 
he had gone to a youth club many years ago, and one of the youth leaders was initially 
reluctant to let him in as he was a “big lad”. But he did let him in and “since then I have 
always wanted to give something back”. Several workers recounted how their own 
negative experiences as young people had motivated them in their desire to help 
others. For example, a Muslim youth worker, who earlier in the interview had identified 
himself as “the kind of youth worker where faith’s really important to me” was asked: 
“What motivates you doing youth work? Is it your faith?” He replied: 
 

It’s not my faith. My faith is a big thing for me, doing something good and getting 
rewarded in the hereafter, yes, I believe in that. Youth work is because of my 
negative experiences. What happened to me as a young person … A lot of things 
happened to me where a youth worker would have been good.  
 

He added later: “I wanted to give something back. My life wasn’t exactly perfect and 
just to be able to go there and give something back to all these young people …” 
 
Hoggett et al (2006), in their study of regeneration workers, identified this as a 
“reparative impulse” – the desire to put right for others the features of life they 
themselves have experienced as negative. This point is illustrated by a female Muslim 
worker:  
 

I think not having the options that I wanted when I was a young girl.  The 
religion wasn’t a barrier but as you can appreciate in some aspects it was … I 
went in that girls group and I just saw myself … I had similar issues as a young 
girl… I just wanted to support them and mother them and look after them and 
just tried to do something.  

 
More specific comments about motivation include reference to the role that workers 
think they can play. In the quotation above, mention is made of mothering and looking 
after. Other workers talk about “nurturing”, “protecting”, “helping young people realise 
their potential” and “providing a safe space for young people to be themselves”.  This 
leads into a consideration of the roles taken by these workers with young people. 
 
 
Roles 
 
The role that workers in faith-linked settings see for themselves and adopt inevitably 
varies according to the type of organisation for which they are working, its aims and 
mission, the types of activities and settings where they operate and their own personal 
commitments and styles of working.  As the case studies in Chapter 4 show, some 
activities or projects are clearly set up to recruit young people to a faith; others are 
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concerned to nurture and develop the faith of those who already belong to a faith 
community; while some projects have more of a focus on social action.  So, for 
example, a Christian youth worker working for an evangelical church spoke of 
converting young people. An Imam working with young people in a mosque spoke of 
his role as educating young people from Muslim backgrounds in the faith and 
protecting them from the harmful influences of society outside.  A worker based in a 
Muslim community centre saw his role as advocating for young people, having to 
challenge the older generation to recognise young people’s needs and rights as did a 
Quaker volunteer worker. Other workers in outreach and faith-linked projects referred 
to the importance of supporting people to achieve their potential and caring for and 
about young people who are suffering or in need.  
 
Within the framework provided by the mission or aims and objectives of particular 
organisations or projects, the workers themselves may adopt styles that are more or 
less young-people-centred and empowering.  A Christian youth worker for the 
organisation Youth for Christ described his role as:  
 

Very much about proclamation, evangelism … taking the gospel out to young 
people … we want to see young people as Christians, get them in the church, 
disciple them. 

 
In further discussion with this worker he explained how what he regarded as the four 
key principles of secular youth work (education, empowerment, participation and equal 
opportunities) could be incorporated into his Christian youth work. He spoke of 
education as: “discipleship … building people up and helping them see their full 
potential” and gave as an example of participation some of the work he does involving 
young people in school assemblies. Empowerment, for him, was about giving young 
people “a voice in society and culture”. He also clearly rejected the notion (prominent in 
much early Christian youth work) of “rescue”: 
 

I really feel that our role as youth workers is not to come in and rescue young 
people in difficult situations, but to get in there alongside them. 

 
He also spoke of the young people needing to feel “love”, particularly in the context of 
the fellowship of the church:  
 

That’s what it’s all about for me. It’s about love. It’s just being with young people 
in their situation and helping them to see the way out or see their way through it 
 

This worker was in the process of undertaking a professional qualification in Youth and 
Community Work and Applied Theology, so was already in the process of critically 
reflecting on his role and on the relationship between ‘secular’ and Christian youth 
work.    
 
Interviews with the workers and volunteers gave a feel for how they negotiated the 
complexities of their roles, often adjusting according to the context in which they were 
working.  For many of the faith-linked projects working in wider society, the faith 
commitment of the workers was regarded as important (it might even be a requirement 
for employment). But this might be manifested more in the ethos of the organisation 
and the orientation and identity of the workers than in the visible day-to-day working. 
As one Christian worker commented:  

 
I think you can be a church-led project doing secular work … It doesn’t have to 
be [the case that] if you are a church-led project you’re preaching the gospel. I 
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think the church has a role to play in community outreach and role-modelling 
and good citizenship without even bringing Jesus or God into it.  
 

The idea of role modelling came up on several occasions. Another worker in a 
Christian project spoke of the way Christian values (“faith, grace, hope, life and worth”) 
are woven throughout the organisation, commenting that staff are “expected to live a 
Christian life and model a Christian life” to users of the project. 
 

We very much believe that part of our role is to model [the life of Jesus in the 
Bible] to our residents, and that makes us very distinctive. So grace is 
something we see Jesus modelling in the Bible …  

 
A Muslim youth worker, operating in projects aimed at black and minority ethnic young 
people, spoke of how he openly and deliberately speaks to young people about his 
faith – encouraging them to ask him questions – as a way of providing opportunities for 
them to explore issues of their own faith in a safe and informal setting:      
 

I talk about faith a lot in my work. Even though I get discouraged a lot.  They’ll 
say: “Oh don’t talk about Islam, don’t talk about that”. But I quite openly have 
conversations with young people about my faith, what it means to me, and 
about their faith.  

 
The workers and volunteers interviewed were playing a number of different roles in 
their work with young people, often having to move between them according to the 
context of their work and young people’s needs. Many of the workers showed 
themselves to be highly skilled and flexible in their practice, and were very aware of the 
power they held in the role of an adult working with young people.  Some of the 
interviewees used the opportunity of the interview to reflect on their approach and 
styles of working, being very aware of how their own faith and values affected how they 
operated.   Box 6.1 summarises some of the roles described by these interviewees. 
 
 
Box 6.1: Some of the roles taken by those working with young people 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
 Communicating the message of the faith to young people – this may range from 

simply reaching out to invite young people to join the faith, to more actively 
converting young people.  

 Educating young people – this may involve formal religious education, or 
informal educational work based around participative and empowering activities 
with young people using a youth work model. 

 Protecting young people – cushioning young people from the harmful influences 
of society outside; acting as a mediator with authorities, parents or other adults.  

 Advocating for and alongside young people – working with young people to 
represent their views, needs and rights to those in power.   

 Supporting young people – enabling young people to achieve their potential 
through offering whatever emotional or practical resources are required, which 
may mean simply ‘being there’ or ‘walking alongside young people’. 

 Caring for and about young people – giving emotional and practical care to 
young people, especially those who are suffering or in need.  

 Role modelling – providing a role model for young people to see and feel 
inspired by, especially for young people of minority faiths and cultures 

_____________________________________________________________ 

_
_

_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_

_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_

_

_
_

_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_

_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_

_
_
_

_

Perspectives of Youth Workers



66

 
 
Challenges 
 
Many of the kinds of challenges faced by practitioners doing faith-linked work with 
young people are very similar to those experienced by ‘secular’ workers and 
volunteers. These include: negotiating the expectations of young people and adults; 
challenging adult misconceptions of young people; advocating for young people’s rights 
and needs; balancing personal and professional life; working alongside young people 
who are experiencing difficulties in their lives; being creative with few resources; 
operating with little support or supervision; formulating sensitive approaches to tackling 
issues around drugs, alcohol, sexual behaviour or violence; and needing to be flexible, 
responsive, patient and approachable.  Yet some of these familiar issues and problems 
may have an additional dimension in the faith context; and some challenges are 
perhaps distinctive to faith-linked work. 
  
Inter-generational issues: working with adults 
 
Many of the workers interviewed felt that it was sometimes a struggle to encourage the 
kind of change needed in the faith communities to cater for young people’s needs – a 
point very well made by some of the young people’s comments reported in Chapter 5. 
From a worker’s perspective, they see themselves in the middle, having to negotiate:  
 

The young people look to us to be that kind of buffer.  So we’ve got to push, not 
too hard, but we’ve definitely got to push ... (Christian Youth Worker) 

 
A voluntary Quaker worked commented that adults frequently had “adventure days”, 
but there was nothing for children and young people.  Many of the workers, particularly 
those based in places of worship, or strongly linked with a faith community, spoke of 
the difficulties they faced in trying to encourage changes to the style and format of 
worship, widening usage of buildings and allowing young people some say and/or 
ownership over activities or space. The following comment from a church-based youth 
worker gives a flavour of just some of the issues faced by many workers:  
 

We have a problem at the moment, I would like to put some leaflets about 
STDs, pregnancy, drugs, alcohol into our toilets at church for our youth club ... 
but our elders say ”no” because the older generation would just be freaked by 
that … I was told to take my cap off yesterday.  
 

A worker who did a lot of work with Muslim young people spoke about the sensitivities 
needed in communicating with and working alongside adults, particularly parents. He 
felt that many serious issues affecting young people were not addressed: 
 

They need to recognise issues instead of brushing things off. I had a discussion 
with someone about drugs and they tried to argue with me that drugs and 
alcohol doesn’t exist in the Muslim community.  So it is a problem, I work with a 
lot of Muslim young people that do take drugs and do take alcohol and they 
need advice. 
 

One of the challenges identified by this worker included negotiating his own place 
within the community.  He had learnt to use his knowledge of the Muslim community to 
negotiate between the different generations to improve the type of provision available 
to Muslim young people, but this could have both positive and negative consequences. 
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Positive stories included those where young people were involved in new activities 
from going away on a residential to day trips. He reported treading very carefully, 
especially because he and his family belong to that community and he has often been 
accused of westernising the Muslim young people. In order to work effectively with the 
Muslim community, he felt that he should not alienate himself through his actions as 
this would prevent him doing further work with other young people. He gave the 
following account of how he worked with one particular young man: 
 

A young person being abused at home physically and [he had a] serious 
developmental health condition. He was seriously down, talking about suicide; it 
was a young Muslim boy.  Parents very strict. Wanted to run away from home.  
Decided to leave home, went somewhere. Obviously had to support him, can’t 
turn a blind eye to a young person in need and he’s very vulnerable.  Took him 
to the relevant agencies and whatever and got him the help he needed.  If that 
was found out by the community, that I was any part of him leaving home and I 
supported him in any way, then these people wouldn’t work with us anymore.  
So what I had to do was pass that on to somebody else and take a step away 
and ask the young people to say that I was no part in the system. 
 

Negotiating personal, faith-based and professional values 
 
Those working in the field of work with young people are usually keenly aware of their 
own values, and of the potential for conflict within their own set of deeply held beliefs, 
and between their values and those espoused by others (Banks, 1997; Banks, 1999; 
Banks, 2001). Workers in faith-linked organisations or projects are often working in the 
‘middle ground’ - between the faith tradition and secular society, between adults and 
young people, between vocation and career. This means they are particularly used to 
having to use their judgement to resolve ethical dilemmas for which there is no right 
answer, and which entail a moral residue or remainder whatever course of action is 
taken (Banks, 2001; Banks and Williams, 2005). As a Hindu worker who works with all 
young people in a variety of settings commented: 
 

My culture says that I shouldn’t be encouraging anywhere where meat is 
allowed. But then my work involves where I have to understand what everybody 
needs and understand their likes.  It’s just a matter of doing the right thing. 

  
A Christian worker (with a professional qualification in youth work) doing outreach work 
made the following comment about how she responds when issues about abortion 
arise with the young women with whom she works:    
 

On the abortion thing, I personally think it’s not a good thing. But if that’s what a 
child decides, I am quite happy to lay out the options to them and support them 
through that process. But in the same way, if they decide not to have an 
abortion it’s my responsibility to make sure they could be the best parent they 
can be. The duty of care doesn’t stop at that decision.  So far that has worked, 
it’s a very ad hoc thing, but so far it seems to work.   

 
By ‘ad hoc’, this worker means that her employing organisation, the church, does not 
have any policy or practice guidance on this matter (or on other similar issues). So she 
finds herself having to work out her own position on these kinds of issues and uses her 
own judgement in each particular case. She gave another example relating to 
‘homosexuality’, commenting that: “in general people [colleagues and the congregation] 
are very respectful in that you have to make a decision in a moment, and there’s no set 
policy things on it.”  
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A worker at another (much larger and longer-established Christian organisation) 
described both their policy, and the personal choice available for staff:  
 

As a Christian organisation we would never stop a girl from having an abortion. 
Very much the approach we would take is, if one of the women in the project is 
pregnant and wants to have an abortion, we will still support her in going to the 
abortion clinic or hostel wherever.  However there’s a personal issue of choice 
there for staff, so some staff members would not be happy themselves taking 
her and supporting her in going to that clinic, in which case we would find a 
member of staff who would do that for her and we have done that. Then we 
would again signpost to counselling for that young person afterwards. 

 
Working with young people on difficult and sensitive issues  
 
The workers quoted above, like all youth workers, have to support and work with young 
people on a whole range of difficult issues that come up in their lives – pregnancy, 
sexual health, sexual and ethnic identity, racism, bullying, violence, parental conflict – 
as well as issues of faith and religion.   
 

The challenges are I think, every day brings somebody different and you absorb 
a lot of hurt, you listen to a lot of stories of people’s lives. And to take that home 
on a night and to carry that, you need to be able to lay it down and, in my 
Christian view, let God take hold of that; to lay it at the cross basically and say: 
“OK you deal with that, I’ve done the practical bit and absorbed and listened”.  
That’s a challenge, that’s the hard part of the job. (Christian youth worker) 

 
For those workers who are working in projects or activities with a focus on faith, or 
designed to work with young people within the faith communities, they find they are 
often working through issues with young people about their faith or cultural identities. 
One of the workers in a Hindu project discussed how many Hindus have “westernised” 
and “seem more British than Indian”, but some young people struggle with deciding 
how to behave and with issues of identity:  
 

It’s about doing things and not having the guilt.  Like you’re not supposed to go 
to bed with a man before you get married, it’s a really wrong thing …  Because 
if people want identity crisis, it’s just addressing them.  People who are 
comfortable with what they’re doing is fine, they’re not troubled.  But the one in 
crisis, that’s when you need to help them because that’s when they lose out a 
lot more.  

 
Many of the workers showed great skill and sensitivity in their work, being willing and 
able to address and work through difficult issues with young people. 
 
Lack of time and resources 
 
Many of the organisations and projects reported that they had difficulty meeting the 
demands placed upon them in the time available. A Methodist church-based worker in 
a rural area expressed this in terms of “the need versus the resources”, commenting:  
 

Whenever you start working, like with young people, and trying to reengage 
with the community, there’s so much we could be doing and you’re only one 
person.  You’ve got volunteers but they can only give a limited amount of time.   
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Some of the activities are run entirely by volunteers, who often devote a large amount 
of their life to this:  
 

That’s a personal challenge because it consumes so much time doing this, the 
printing, the planning, networking, risk assessments.  It takes so much time.  
Eight hours to do a risk assessment of a residential centre.  So there’s a lot of 
teething problems at the moment because we’ve gone from like a Scout group 
running a one evening a week activities, to two courses.  Sometimes I go 
across to [name of place] on a Friday, so that’s Tuesday, Wednesday and 
Friday evenings. (Bahá’í youth worker) 

 
Some projects that employed paid youth workers reported losing them once they 
qualified and finding it difficult to attract people to posts.   
 
Living in the neighbourhood where one works  
 
Some of the paid workers, and many of the volunteers, live in the neighbourhoods 
where they work. This puts additional pressure on people’s time, as well as raising 
questions about whether and to what extent there should be boundaries between 
personal and ‘professional’ lives. The following comments were made by a Methodist 
youth worker living in a rural area: 
 

I just live in [name of place], but also … you’re part of the church. As a person 
myself, this is where I worship; this is where my friends are, my family. So you 
almost find you’re a bit like a Minister, never off duty.  So you go to an 18th 
birthday party, but you’re the youth worker; you pop round to someone’s house 
for tea, but you’re the youth worker.  It’s sometimes hard to pull yourself out 
from that.  

 
This means the youth worker has to reflect very carefully on how she handles her role, 
deciding how much of her personal life she wants/needs to protect and on what 
occasions it is important or appropriate for her to take her ‘youth worker’ hat off or on. 
Some workers reported feeling reasonably comfortable living in the patch, even though 
it might be hard work. As another Anglican church-based worker commented: 
 

It took me a while to realise I didn’t necessarily have to answer the door just 
because they were knocking. It just takes a while to draw up your boundaries … 
As much as I wish crisis things didn’t happen, it’s been great to be here when 
they have happened. You get kids thrown out of home at two in the morning, or 
one Sunday afternoon there was a huge riot.  

 
Others have deliberately chosen not to live on the job, as a volunteer worker with large 
responsibilities for a project working with young people commented:  
 

It’s a juggle between being professional and also not being seen as a 
professional constantly by the young people.  Rather than be a friend we’re 
there to be friends and offer support in that sense.  I’m being constantly 
encouraged to move to the community but I know the one volunteer [name] 
she’s got teenage sons, so young people naturally come into her house 
anyway. So there is a juggle sometimes between professionalism and ethics.  I 
couldn’t move onto the estate because I’d have a queue of young people 
outside the door. (Bahá’í youth worker) 
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Qualifications, training, support and supervision 
 
Several of the people we interviewed were in the process of studying for, or had 
gained, professional qualifications in youth work. Some had chosen to undertake the 
specialist degrees in youth work and youth ministry/applied theology, others had 
qualifications in community and youth work, social work or teaching.  Some of these 
practitioners commented on how useful they had found the period of study, especially 
the skills they had gained in critical reflection, and, if they had under-taken a faith-
based programme, how this had developed their understanding, self-confidence and 
ability to relate theology to their work with young people. For example, one of the 
church-based workers had undertaken a BA in Community and Youth Work (church-
based specialism), and commented how it had greatly helped in developing her 
thinking, especially in relation to secular youth work: “there’s tons of good practice in 
there and sometimes I think church-based workers are scared to use it”. She also 
commented that she appreciated the space to reflect on her practice and think through 
its relationship with her faith. 
 
A number of the people who had responsibility for managing and supporting youth 
workers were also very appreciative of what these qualified workers could offer. 
However, it was often difficult to recruit and retain them given the salaries on offer, 
compared with other statutory and volunteer sector organisations. As an Anglican 
advisor for youth ministry commented: 
 

You see all these pages of jobs in the youth work magazine and they want the full-
time 40 hour week for £12,000 and a qualification … You’ve got to have a pretty 
strong calling and perhaps a second income to go and take a job for £12,000 when 
there’s no housing.   

 
However, while these qualifications were felt to be valuable by some of the workers 
interviewed, others commented that in this type of work “personality” or the right kind of 
experience is as important as a qualification. As one qualified worker commented: 
 

I think the training, the theory, it’s a backup of some of your styles … Your 
training, it does give you the theory, it does support the work you are doing, it 
does change you – it educates you, it moves you on. I might be contentious, but 
I think if you haven’t got the ability to talk to people and have that personality 
that people can warm to you, then you can have as many degrees … it’s not 
going to be effective. Depending on the job you get, in youth and community 
work I think you need that personality. 

 
For many workers, whether qualified or not, there seemed to be few on-going training 
or professional development opportunities. One voluntary worker commented that the 
group he worked for could not afford to send people on training courses: “We don’t 
have training sessions because we just can’t. It’s so expensive to find a venue for them 
to train”. Whilst some of the larger faith groups have organised structures for 
supporting, developing and training those who work with young people (for example, 
the Anglican, Methodist and Catholics all have national and regional/diocesan youth 
officers/advisors), many others are based on loose networks of informal support, 
relying on activists and volunteers.  
 
Workers in teams or who operated from projects with a clear management structure 
seemed to be well-supported, whilst others who might be working alone, responsible to 
a faith leader or faith committee, felt they lacked guidance. In many cases workers in 

Walking Alongside Young People



 71

different projects provided each other with mutual support. In one small project run 
entirely by volunteers the worker commented that they go back to the house of one of 
the volunteers after the evening sessions “and let our hair down so to speak”. 
 
 
Concluding comments 
 
Whilst working in a wide range of settings as voluntary and paid workers, these 
interviewees all clearly expressed a great deal of commitment and enthusiasm for their 
work. They showed relatively high levels of awareness of the complexities of their work, 
along with the ability to reflect upon the impact of their faith on their work, with many 
using their own faith in sophisticated and subtle ways in their encounters with young 
people. They were able to articulate the challenges they faced, and demonstrated a 
range of skills in negotiating the expectations of different stakeholders – including faith 
leaders, parents, secular practitioners and funders. These interviewees, however, 
tended to be volunteers with organisational responsibilities and a good overview of the 
project where they worked, or paid workers. Working alongside these practitioners 
there is also a vast number of sessional and one-off volunteers. It is these people who 
are often hard to recruit and retain, and who frequently have the greatest training and 
support needs, as the next chapter which focuses on faith leader perspectives 
demonstrates.      
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7 
 
Perspectives of faith community leaders 
 
 
Introduction 
 

I’d like to have somebody who would be able to develop the work of youth and 
community, oversee what’s going on, facilitate it, support John [volunteer], help 
him get things set up because he’s not able to set things up. Likewise the 
children’s work. Jenny [children’s worker] was brilliant because she was always 
around here … but we’ve lost her, we’ve lost James [youth worker], we’ve also 
lost our Line Manager for the youth work due to funding … so some key people 
have gone and we’ve really got to start all over again. I think what we do need 
to do is put together a funding bid to get a youth and community worker. That’s 
what we really need. (Christian leader) 
 

This quotation encapsulates the visions and challenges faced by many ‘faith leaders’ in 
the North East seeking to develop work with young people in the local community. This 
chapter focuses specifically on the diverse experiences and perceptions of ‘faith 
leaders’ in their work with young people. It is divided into four sections. First, we 
unpack the term ‘faith leader’, as used in this research. Second, we give an overview of 
the different interpretations of youth work. Third, we review the motivations and 
perceived roles of ‘faith leaders’ in their work with young people. Finally, we will 
highlight the significant practical and cultural constraints to faith communities in 
‘walking alongside’ young people, providing the foundation from which to draw 
conclusions and policy implications.  
 
All research projects operating across different faith groups are confronted with the 
challenge of representation. There are inequalities between and within faiths in relation 
to leaders’ authority and status, historical relationships to the state and access to 
resources. This complicates any attempt to draw comparison between faith 
communities. Furthermore, the structures, purpose and expectations placed on 
leadership roles within each faith community vary enormously, as does the extent to 
which leaders have contact and influence over young people.  
 
We interviewed 20 people who can be regarded as playing a leading role in their faith 
community representatives (12 Christian, three Muslim, two Hindu, two Sikh, one 
Jewish). Some of these people were faith leaders in the traditional sense, others were 
key representatives with some degree of authority. The latter were approached for 
interview for access reasons at the time of interview or because it was felt they could 
provide an important additional contribution to the research. For example, as well as 
interviewing the Hindu priest in one case study area, we also spoke with the President 
of the Hindu Temple who coordinated most of the wider community work. The Jewish 
participant was an interfaith representative for an orthodox synagogue, and in the case 
of the Sikh community, the two interviewees were members of a gurdwara 
management committee (a full list of participants can be found in Appendix 6). It is 
these people to whom we refer when using the term ‘faith leaders’ – which is a slightly 
broader usage than is often found. We recognise the methodological challenges arising 
from this diverse faith representation and make no claims to apply findings universally 
across the region. Rather, insights from each participant are used to illustrate our 
discussion, contributing to a rich and varied collection of viewpoints. 
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Understandings of youth work 
 
Many faith communities do not share a concept of ‘youth work’. Whilst some have no 
historical familiarity with the term, others sometimes prefer to distance themselves from 
secular professional developments by adopting alternative terms such as ‘youth 
ministry’. Within such dynamics, there remain highly contested debates about what 
constitutes appropriate methods and good practice for those working with young 
people, especially over the degree of formality and whether the educational approach 
should be didactic or explorative. 
 
Within the more established Christian denominations in the North East (notably 
Catholic, Anglican and Methodist) a person is appointed to oversee work with young 
people in a defined geographical area, such as a diocese or Methodist circuit. It is 
interesting to see how the nature of this work has developed over time to reflect the 
growing popularity of the term ‘youth ministry’. For example, in the case of an Anglican 
diocese, the title of this post changed three times in seven years, from ‘Youth Officer’ 
(thought to connote too much authority), to ‘Youth Advisor’ (thought not to be advising 
‘youth’ per se), to last year, ‘Advisor for Youth Ministry’. These structures specifically 
supporting work with young people can facilitate a healthy, ongoing reflection about the 
purpose and nature of this work, which is aided further by clear-cut definitions about 
who constitutes ‘youth’. For example: “Youth work, for the purposes of my job 
definition, is school year 6 and 7 up to school year 13. So I stop at about 18 years”. 
(Anglican, Advisor for Youth Ministry).  
 
This is in stark contrast to some faith groups which have no historical familiarity with 
the concept of youth work. This is not to imply a lack of rich and varied work taking 
place with young people. Rather, for Muslim, Sikh and Hindu faiths in the North East, 
religious education has tended to be more firmly rooted in the formal sphere, 
inseparable from a broader preservation of language and cultural heritage. An 
important characteristic of youth work is recognising that young people have rights and 
capacities to participate in decision-making about issues that affect them. Increased 
decision-making of young people belonging to faith communities that may not be used 
to more informal educational approaches can cause heightened tensions between 
parents, adults and young people, as this comment indicates: 

 
When they get older it’s a lot harder to keep them; they start having their own 
mind and start making their own decisions. It’s not by their parents’ decisions 
any more. (Imam of mosque) 

 
A further barrier to introducing youth work in Muslim, Sikh and Hindu communities is 
the way in which community and youth workers can be viewed with a degree of 
suspicion by traditional faith leaders. One Imam expressed concern about their 
potential to “interfere” with the “right way” of teaching religion. This sentiment is 
reinforced by increased pressures confronting Imams since the terrorist attacks of 9/11 
in New York and 7/7 in London to “protect” their young people from “outside” 
influences:  
 

It is very dangerous when you come to young children. We don’t want anything 
else to come and interfere with the way we are teaching the kids, we want to 
keep the kids in the right way and the right manner.  To get somebody from 
outside, putting their own opinions and their own ideas … it interferes with the 
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religious ideas of the mosque, what we’re teaching the kids.  So we try to keep 
that away.  

 
A lack of awareness about the benefits of youth work in the wider community was 
reiterated by the Sikh committee member, who felt that the priest at the gurdwara 
would be unlikely to have an opinion about why young people attend local youth 
groups:  

 
I don’t think they’d have any opinion on it. I don’t think they’ve thought about it. 
There will be children that go to youth clubs but they wouldn’t say: “Don’t go”.  

 
The president of a Hindu temple also noted the absence of youth groups attached to 
the temple, stating it is more likely young people would be attending an arts 
organisation or the Hindu Cultural Trust. This was regarded as more closely aligned to 
cultural identity and education:  
  

There is no youth club. We would rather they be attached to an organisation, an 
arts organisation.  
 

Interestingly, no faith leader we interviewed made reference to the growing youth 
provision for black and minority ethnic young people in the North East (see Chapter 4 
for case studies).  
 
Those leaders (primarily Christian) who had experience of supervising a broad range of 
youth workers in churches, outreach activities and faith-linked projects, emphasised the 
importance of recruitment skills and personality in helping to overcome the possibility of 
problems arising. Two Christian leaders offered the following advice:  
 

It’s principally the staff. I’ve learnt from bitter experience, really, the most 
important thing you ever do as an organisation is recruit … I look for experience 
but sometimes you’re trading experience for youth and vitality …The quality of 
your worker is absolutely critical.  
 
The very success [of youth work] depends on the individual.  We’ve had some 
wonderful youth workers who’ve had real charisma, but we’ve had some awful 
ones as well who were a complete disaster and created huge problems in the 
end and the thing almost fell apart.  

 
 
Motivations  
 
The motivations expressed by faith leaders for either supporting work with young 
people or undertaking it themselves varied enormously, depending on personality and 
personal experience. For those leaders who were particularly passionate about working 
with young people, responses to the question echoed those of youth workers in 
Chapter 6. Comments included: “I am passionate about working with young people” 
and another said prioritising youth work was “just a natural thing to do”. Often these 
views came from people whose ‘calling’ led them into ministry from working directly 
with young people (teaching or extensive volunteering in youth groups), as this 
Christian leader explained:   

 
I used to be a teacher … and my wife is a teacher ...  We’ve always had a heart 
for kids. Wherever we’ve been, I’ve been involved with children and young 
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people or youth clubs, from when I was 20 … So it’s in my blood really.  So 
coming here it was just a natural thing to do and I could see a need as well.  
 

Another Christian leader talked about the “natural marriage” between his vision of rural 
community ministry and that of the congregation. Although we were unable to get a 
direct interview with the Rabbi from the Jewish synagogue, it was interesting to see 
how one Jewish young person spoke about his faith leader with a similar passionate 
tone. He makes reference to the Rabbi’s ability to “think outside the box” and “bring in 
new ideas”:  

 
Our new Rabbi, he used to be a youth worker, so he’s very, very in touch with 
student life because he’s had that sort of background.  He’s very approachable 
and very easy to talk to, very modern and down to earth. I think they made a 
very good choice because he is very approachable … some communities would 
say he’s not traditional enough, but sometimes it’s good to have people who 
think outside the box and bring new ideas.  

 
Other motivations for getting involved in work with young people were answered more 
broadly in terms of what motivated all of their work associated with the faith community. 
Some of the responses were based on quite personal experiences. For example, the 
president of the Hindu temple described his concern to preserve his own children’s 
cultural education. The secretary of a mosque in Middlesbrough explained how he had 
been let down by the mosque 14 years ago when his father died and was determined 
to volunteer ever since:  
 

That was my reason for getting involved.  I don’t want my kids to totally lose out 
and then we got on with the Temple and the Hindu Cultural Trust. They started 
off very simple – Bollywood Dancing, they would listen to some Indian film 
songs and then they would sing them and all of a sudden they all understand 
Hindi. (President of Hindu Temple) 

 
I didn’t really get involved with the running of the Mosque until my own father 
passed away about 14 years ago … when my father passed away  I was let 
down. (Secretary of mosque) 

 
A less enthusiastic response to the question about motivations for doing or supporting 
work with young people came from a small number of faith communities comprising 
predominantly older members and lacking in human resources. It is important to 
emphasise that older people in faith communities can also experience a sense of 
societal exclusion, but this is usually in terms of a lack of ‘social life’ rather than 
disconnectedness from religious activities. One Christian leader explained the absence 
of youth work at his church:   

 
We’re busy doing other things. We’ve got a lot of elderly folk in the congregation 
and one or two are now shut in and so we do a lot of visiting to elderly now; that 
seems to be our main emphasis, apart from running the church.  

 
Overwhelmingly, however, young people were emphasised as a priority area by many 
faith leaders, driven in part by concern for future congregations.  
 
Developing youth work opportunities within and beyond the faith community was often 
thought to be challenging. This was combined in some cases with negative attitudes 
about young people held by other adult members of the community. Such views 
required sensitive management by leaders. For example, although not a new 
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phenomenon, the ‘culture of blame’ continues, with young people assumed responsible 
for new graffiti and breakages in community halls, for example. One respondent 
commented: 
 

What we have to do is educate the adult side of the church because also what 
comes with it is: if the paintwork is scratched, it’s the youth club that’s done it; if 
there’s a mark on the floor, it’s the youth club that’s done it … Within all 
churches and organisations young people, even the youth club next door, 
they’ve had grief. They get blamed for everything on their management 
committee and I’ve come across a lot of churches where that happens. The 
youth get blamed for everything that’s gone wrong, broken or scratched. So it is 
an in-house thing; churches have got to be more geared up for it as well. 
(Christian leader) 
 

There were also expressions of concern about the ‘problems’ posed by young people 
today in terms of lack of discipline and respect. One Christian leader made the 
comment: “It’s really not worth doing youth work now”. He was measuring success by 
the numbers of new people on Sunday morning pews: 
  

Rather than flog away at youth work which doesn’t bring anyone in, it’s just 
providing a service and if they don’t want it then you don’t want to provide it … 
The kids have all got money and they go along to the pubs or to the sports 
centre and if they come into the clubs they ruin the walls, they throw the billiard 
balls about … You only get the very rough ones if you try to run clubs, which is 
good, but unless you’ve got staffing one-to-one you can’t manage them. 

 
This viewpoint is in stark contrast to the passionate concern for young people driving 
those faith leaders quoted at the start of this section, who displayed enthusiasm and an 
ability to ‘think outside the box’, as the Jewish student suggests, to ensure all young 
people are valued. As one Christian leader commented, in relation to a project 
supported by his church:   

 
[The youth project] is about enabling those young people to see that they’re 
worth something; that they’re valued as people; and that they might grow up 
and have the opportunities that everyone has. [Name of area] is such a 
deprived area. It’s just knowing some of the girls, getting to know them over the 
years, you can see them just growing and developing and just that sense of 
being able to do things that they wouldn’t usually get the opportunity to do has 
made a difference to them.  
 

 
Roles  
 
Chapter 1 reviewed how faith communities can play an active role in local 
neighbourhoods through their continuing presence, connections, social capital, 
motivation, organisation and resources, all of which are evident in even the most 
deprived areas of the North East. This is reflected in the Local Government 
Association’s (2002, p 7) published guidance for local authorities on engaging faith 
communities in partnerships, where it cites:   
 

The contribution faith communities make to good health, as providers of 
pastoral care, promoters of citizenship and community development, voices for 
social justice, and as the focus for gatherings of people in varying economic 
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and social positions, of differing political views, from a range of ethnic 
backgrounds with shared concerns.  

 
We asked local faith leaders to reflect upon their own self-perceived roles in relation to 
young people in their local community. Responses varied hugely, and echo the 
diversity of work identified nationally by the Local Government Association. The central 
role identified by most faith leaders was to choose spiritual growth and other religious 
guidance to young people. This is the prime focus of ‘youth ministry’ – creating 
opportunities for young people to build a relationship with God, as these comments 
suggest: 
 

The role of the priest is like to hold the service and keep people’s attention and 
make sure the service runs well and to communicate the message of Sikhism 
… They might go to the Priest to see if he could just do a prayer or a blessing or 
something like that, but for advice they’d probably ask like friends and family. 
(Sikh committee member) 

 
What you’re offering essentially is spiritual growth and development and in our 
case, as it’s the church, we’re offering a relationship with God. (Advisor for 
Youth Ministry) 

 
Advising young people was another term used regularly by faith leaders, not just by the 
Advisor for Youth Ministry. One Muslim young person commented: “You can talk to the 
imam about taxes maybe or mortgages and stuff and you can ask their opinion about 
stuff and he’ll give you advice”.  The role of preserving heritage: “We have to preserve 
our own heritage and our own religion and keep that safe as well, not change that to 
please our people, so we’re not going to do that”. Other faith leaders referred to their 
role as nurturing and protecting their young people:  

 
My role is a protective role over these children, rather than anything else really 
… With the classes on the Qu’ran, we run these ourselves. I am in charge and I 
organise these myself with the other teachers in the mosque … We don’t want 
to rely on other people … We want to keep to ourselves when it comes to 
educating the kids. We try our best to keep any nasty ideas out of the way. 
(Imam of mosque) 

 
The Hindu priest we interviewed regarded himself as guiding young people morally and 
spiritually:  
 

Being the priest or being a community member, we guide children. It’s up to 
them how much they want to learn … We offer any kind of pastoral care or 
spiritual or anything moral.  Whatever advice, we are available for them, we 
never say “no” to them.  They are most welcome. (Hindu priest) 

 
One Hindu worker with young people reiterated this view of the role of the priest:  
 

His primary role is to herald the God every morning, to adorn him and to look 
after him and give him the offerings and say all the prayers that’s required. 
There are lots of rituals, again it’s like traditions that you want to keep alive.  

 
In terms of the temple itself, the priest firmly located this temple as a place specifically 
for people with a Hindu background:  
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The temple is a central place for the community. Anything to do with culture, the 
heritage, anything to do with the religion or the ethnic person. 

 
Highlighted across most of the faith groups was the core role of pastoral work with 
young people. This is a very broad term encompassing counselling, listening, ‘walking 
alongside’, offering a practical service and so on. In one Christian church-based project 
working with excluded young people, the leader commented: “Pastoral care just means 
so much to them. That someone is willing to sit and listen to them and take them 
seriously”. This work can be combined with a hope of opportunities arising to share 
faith values. A Christian leader with a youth club attached to the church explained this 
dynamic:  
 

Basically it was just to give them something to do, talk to them, get to know 
them. Hopefully our aim is that they might be drawn to some spirituality, some 
faith. We never drum it down their necks, we never force them and say: “You’ve 
got to come to church” or anything like that. It’s just completely open, relational. 
 

Finally, as faith communities increasingly enter into partnership to offer community 
services, there are growing needs for faith leaders to expand their work as managers. 
Managing faith-linked work with young people was mentioned here by this Christian 
leader:  
 

It’s not just about the priest coming on a Sunday and doing a few visits during 
the week. That’s the light relief of the work now really … I’m not doing hands on 
in relation to youth work, but setting it up and applying for grants. I suppose 
being involved with the people who are running it. (Christian leader) 

 
This leader described his role:  
 

I am pretty much a behind-the-scenes manager. So I am setting up strategic 
things, I’m around but there’s not much I do hands on here apart from a choir 
that we started.  

 
He talked extensively about the time and energy it required to run the youth project, 
constantly seek and renew funding, and ensure that legislation was up-to-date. In 
terms of the distinctiveness of the arts based educational work run by the church for 
young people, he described it as “different from Council stuff, more creative and 
holistic”: 

 
It’s a kind of holistic view of what we’re doing. Jesus said he wants people to 
have life and life in all its fullness … I want them to be creative, I want them to 
succeed educationally and in life, but as part of that holistic bit there is the 
spiritual part I also want them to have.  So it’s kind of part of the whole package 
not just the spiritual. (Christian leader) 

 
The range of roles reported as taken by faith leaders in relation to young people is 
quite large and varied. We have summarised some of the main ones mentioned in Box 
7.1, although the reader should be aware that these roles are not distinct or fixed – 
indeed faith leaders, like the workers with young people, are very adept at shifting the 
emphasis of their roles according to circumstances.  Sometimes the term ‘pastoral 
care’ is used to cover the first thee points. 
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Box 7.1: Some of the roles taken by faith leaders in relation to young people 

Handling difficult and sensitive issues  
 
There was a strong view expressed by most of the Muslim, Hindu and Sikh 
representatives regarding the need to emphasise the difference between religion and 
culture in relation to social issues affecting young people. Although social awareness 
events were hosted at the Muslim Society and Hindu temple, it was felt that specialist 
services required at times of crisis, such as help for drugs, alcohol and relationship 
problems, were best dealt with by professionals from outside local communities, thus 
keeping young people anonymous. This raises questions about the potential and 
capacity of these faith communities to develop mechanisms for reducing the social 
exclusion of young people in broader society (particularly those disaffected in their own 
communities). The following quotations reinforce this viewpoint:  
 

The problem that occurs is, there’s a lot of people, especially people that are 
going to be involved with drugs who have other problems, they’re not going to 
go to the mosque. They do come to the mosque, but the only time they come to 
the mosque is normally when they’re dead.  I’ve had about three or four with 
drug overdoses. We even brought one back from one of the prisons … they 
were his friends and they only came for that one funeral and then they were 
away. (Secretary of mosque)  

 
Obviously people are growing up in Britain, so any advice that they need in 
situations they’ll probably just contact the help and information lines out there … 
They’ll be more reluctant to go to somewhere that they know their parents know 
them … I think the community life is a separate thing from the religious thing.  
(Sikh committee member)  
  
What I’m trying to say is, it’s not religious based, it’s cultural.  It’s culture, not 
Pakistani, not Asian culture, it’s the culture of the country we’re in … So for 
example, one family had people in their own family who were alcoholics and 
they’re Muslim families and basically the families were suffering because of it. 
So I put them through to self-help groups so they could go there. (Secretary of 
mosque)  

__________________________________________________________ 

 Enabling young people’s spiritual growth and offering religious guidance – 
creating opportunities for young people to build a relationship with God. 

 Advising young people – giving advice on any matter (personal, family, 
career, money, spiritual, moral) in response to young people’s requests. 

 Nurturing and protecting young people – ensuring young people ‘stay on the 
right track’, both spiritually and morally; protecting them from harmful 
outside influences. 

 Preserving heritage – offering education to ensure the religious tradition is 
preserved. 

 Managing faith-linked work with young people – recruiting and supervising 
workers and volunteers, gaining funding.  

 
__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________

__________________________
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However, some of these views contrast with other practitioners working with young 
people from black and minority ethnic backgrounds in particular, who argue that the 
role of a faith leader should include an understanding of community development:  
 

What I’m working on at the minute, is to get Imams, and people who deliver 
speeches in mosques, to understand youth work more, to be more aware on 
issues like drugs, sexual health, which is really important. (Asian youth worker)  

 
My message would be get more in touch with young people, find out what 
young people do, find out about issues that go on – drugs, alcohol, 
relationships, sex. These are all issues for Muslim young people, as it is for all 
young people. If Imams could be up to date with that and just be able to give 
that little bit of advice from a religious point of view to Muslim young people, it 
would just be the icing on the cake. Imams have got a very hard job, but it’s 
something that I believe. I’ve been taught that the Imam is a leader of the 
community and they must make an effort to make sure young people’s needs 
are met. (Asian youth worker) 
  

Within broader society, and predominantly in white rural areas, issues of class were 
implicitly referred to as a barrier to faith communities in developing more effective work 
against social exclusion of young people:  
 

I think the whole thing about self esteem.  We have a large community drama 
group … which has some people from within the church, but at least fifty per 
cent come from the community. I think what you notice is that the difference 
between the church kids is the real confidence they have and what we find from 
some of the kids that come from [name of estate] is that real lack of confidence. 
(Christian leader) 

 
I would say that class-wise, [members of the congregation] are aspiring working 
class really.  Some of them think they’ve aspired further than they really have, 
which I think has been one of the cultural blocks here … they thought 
themselves rather better than your average person that does live here … So for 
example when they’ve had events they’ve had sort of like classical choirs 
coming in, whereas [name of place] culture is more disco really and karaoke. 
(Christian leader) 

 
 
Significant barriers, issues and challenges 
 
Some places of worship struggle to engage with and support young people.  By 
secondary school age, many young people cease engagement with activities run by or 
linked to places of worship and many organisations have found it difficult, if not 
impossible, to sustain effective community-based activities for young people. The 
challenges of societal secularisation (Wilson, 1982) and changing social norms have 
often left the traditional, inherited cultural forms of various religions concerned about 
their ability to reproduce themselves in the next generation.  
 
This section reviews four challenges highlighted by faith leaders in their work with 
young people in the North East: generational issues; lack of time, energy and 
resources; building and management issues; and issues of training for faith leaders. As 
a Hindu priest commented: 
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There are so many challenges, to be frank, especially being a Priest we have to 
keep the balance and keep everybody happy.  

 
Generational issues  
 

One of the difficulties here is that the age profile of the church is very high, so 
the average person is about 70. (Christian leader) 

 
Generational issues repeatedly arose as an issue for faith leaders in the North East. In 
the Hindu community, for example, there is a generation of youth who ‘lost out’ in 
Hindu teaching as their parents were looking for work. This generation is now looking 
to ensure their young people learn about ‘Hindu culture’ – although not without 
resistance.   
 

Within the UK, though, the problem like I said is that the first generations were 
so busy making a living they didn’t pay any attention. The second generation 
totally missed out because they didn’t know.  All of a sudden we’ve realised 
there is a problem because my kids until four to five years ago couldn’t even 
speak Hindi … so my father came from India and if he said something to them 
they would just look at him and look at me and say: “Dad what did Grandad 
say?”. (President of Hindu temple) 

 
In the Jewish community there are major issues with diminishing communities owing to 
assimilation, secularisation and families and students moving away from the North East 
to larger cities. As a Jewish interfaith representative from a synagogue commented:  
 

The challenge is that we’re a diminishing community and the problems of 
assimilation, some of the kids finding their Judaism a burden because it’s 
something that goes through the female line, so they’re born with it. Also 
general secularism in the wider community. 

 
Faith communities are constantly striving to develop new ways of engaging with young 
people, primarily to ensure future congregations. Success is mixed when defined in 
terms of numbers, but in terms of developing improved services for young people, such 
as sports activities, this can have positive and inclusive results:  

 
I know recently they’ve bought sports equipment, cricket stuff and that, so that 
is probably something that they’re looking at.  I know all the ideas are there. 
Obviously the young people are the next generation and if we get them to come 
to something that they enjoy then they’re going to take on board what we’re 
teaching as well. [Our italics] (Sikh committee member)  

 
I memorised the Qu’ran myself by heart, 604 pages, so we try to teach the 
same thing to the children as well. So basically I say to the children, the first 
child that memorises that and passes a little test is going to win a certain prize.  
It is a huge amount of money for them, so you find the children coming every 
day, they don’t want to miss. [Our italics] (Imam of mosque) 

 
The one minister of religion we have does speak English but all the books on 
the religion are in Hindi or Sanskrit, which the kids don’t understand.  We try 
and do as much as we can, like we had the prayers written in English and stuff 
like that, but they can’t actually follow with the rest of them. So language is the 
major problem with the kids basically. (President of Hindu temple) 
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 A major challenge across Christian churches in the North East is encouraging 
intergenerational understanding and dialogue. The growth of the youth church is 
challenged by many faith leaders as contrary to the “church family”. An Advisor for 
Youth Ministry explained his views:  
 

One of the hardest challenges is that of convincing churches who feel they 
haven’t got anything to offer young people that actually they have … I get most 
pleasure from working with those kind of churches where they really wrestle 
and have to dig deep into the Bible and pray hard and reflect with each other 
and talk it through and then they take that step forward. 

 
Another Christian leader spoke of the importance of young people “disturbing” the older 
generation, describing some of the older women as “surrogate grandmothers” to those 
young people attending church: 

 
I don’t like the idea of a youth church operating with all young people because I 
think we need to be integrated with the church family or even on a wider scale. 
The older people need the input of younger people and in one sense all the 
hassle of it, it’s disturbing … for the older generation.  It’s disturbing when their 
way of doing things is changed and on the other hand I think clearly the older 
people have a huge amount to offer. Often the parental background is very 
dubious and what happens here is a lot of the older ladies who are widows act 
as sort of surrogate grandmothers and they love that.  

 
Lack of time, energy and resources  
 
Many religious and faith-based organisations are wrestling with complex organisational 
and financial challenges. Lack of time, energy and resources were frequently 
highlighted as the main difficulty.   
 

As a full-time minister my first problem is actually getting the people to do the 
job. I have huge problems getting people to run even youth clubs for Christian 
kids. To get anyone to run a non-aligned club would be very difficult. I suppose 
the club that is run at [name of church], I mean the kids are not all church-going, 
so it is that sort of club aspect. But they are very safe sort of middle-class kids. 
So that’s a problem that I have. (Christian leader) 

 
Partly it’s motivation. Just thinking about the adults I know actually, I don’t think 
anyone yet has got a burning zeal, as it were, to do that sort of thing.  I think 
mostly, just thinking of the families that I’ve got in my church, and they’re people 
in their 30s, 40s, they just haven’t got the time to give that sort of energy into 
clubs. (Christian leader) 

 
Management and building issues   

 
Most organisations have a personnel department … work that the church is 
doing is so diverse now. (Christian leader) 

 
The growing demand for paperwork, general administration and management relating 
to legislation (for example, child protection, health and safety) and funding requires 
new and varied professional skills. Comments from leaders suggested that very limited 
attention was paid to this during their training programmes. Short-lived lifecycles of 
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voluntary organisations and faith-linked youth activities is a major barrier, as the 
opening quotation of this chapter illustrates. To counter this, there is a need for 
constant publicity and promotion of faith-linked activities, which costs money, time and 
energy of volunteers.    
 
A main asset of faith communities is buildings of worship (Finneron and Dinham 2002). 
However there are problems associated with multiple occupants and expectations 
surrounding building use. For example, in a new community centre attached to a 
church in one of our case study areas, youth and community groups had different 
needs and expectations from people using the building as a conference venue, the 
income of which was necessary for the upkeep of the building. All groups talked about 
the need for buildings to have “kids’ incentives”. We also identified some highly under-
used community resources in central locations, such as one particular church hall:   
 

Our club house is a very fine set of buildings … very big, too big for our needs 
and bang in the centre with a great big sports hall. (Christian leader) 

 
Buildings can also have a loaded significance. For example, one of the secular projects 
we encountered rented offices in a church for a period of time. This affected numbers 
using the facilities at that time, raising questions again about the potential for faith 
communities to overcome these stereotypes in developing work to tackle social 
exclusion.  As a statutory youth worker commented: 
 

We moved to [name of church], had an office base there.  It’s on the fringe of 
the area, it’s a church, it’s got an intercom system … people didn’t really want to 
use the centre, so we went out and did detached work … there was so many 
young people in the street. [Our italics]  

 
Training needs of faith leaders  

 
Actually I’m not convinced that training is always the answer, although frankly I 
suppose there are some things that you do need to know. (Christian leader) 

 
A final significant challenge for faith leaders in developing work with young people is 
associated with the training they had received on the subject of youth-related issues. 
This appeared to be almost negligible. Most responded with interest to this question, 
having never been asked to reflect on this before, with many concluding that a greater 
introduction to youth work in leadership training would, in hindsight, have been a 
valuable asset. Only the Anglican Advisor for Youth Ministry had a Diploma in Informal 
and Community Education. Other leaders commented on their years of experience of 
helping in traditional youth clubs and teaching religious texts. One older church leader 
was quite clear: “You can either do youth work or you can’t … it’s common sense really 
… Get into the scriptures, that was our emphasis in training, a good emphasis”. The 
Anglicans have a Board of Ministries and Training running courses to equip clergy in 
different skills. However, one leader said he would welcome more training in how to run 
businesses, such as a family centre for wider community work, as well as how to set up 
youth projects (although the Advisor for Youth Ministry is supposed to be there for 
that). This would apply across all the faiths, as this comment illustrates:  

 
The majority of the youth that are brought up here don’t relate to the imam, so 
they go to other people in their communities …The problem is the majority of 
the imams have never lived here; they’ve never had that clash of culture ...  I’m 
sorry to be a bit blunt. (Secretary of mosque) 
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The practice of ‘importing’ imams from abroad has been criticised from both within and 
outside the Muslim community. Imams from overseas often lack the linguistic, cultural 
and social skills necessary to communicate with young British-born Muslims. Having 
noted this, however, in one of our case study areas we encountered an imam who had 
learned English fluently in two years after arriving from abroad. He was highly regarded 
by the local Muslim community and actively seeking to develop new ways of working 
with young people.  
 
 
Concluding comments 
 
The awareness of and commitment to work with young people varied enormously 
between the faith leaders interviewed. The different faith groups traditionally have very 
distinct ways of viewing young people and including them in their activities, and this 
obviously influences how the faith leaders see their roles. What was very clear from the 
majority of interviewees was a shared concern about some of the issues facing young 
people, with some of the faith leaders putting in an enormous amount of effort to 
develop both formal and informal educational activities. Sometimes the faith leaders 
themselves were also functioning as ‘youth workers’, often finding it hard to juggle the 
many demands placed upon them in their roles, which involved serving the whole 
community.  
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8 
 
Conclusions and recommendations  
 
 
Introduction  
 
In this final chapter we will draw together the key findings of the research, leading to 
some recommendations about how to develop practice in faith-linked work with young 
people. However, we will first return to the key theme at the heart of the project: the 
role of faith communities in promoting the social inclusion of young people. Since 
tackling social exclusion could be said to be a core feature of all youth work, this leads 
us to consider the questions: what, if anything, is distinctive about faith-linked work; 
and what counts as ‘good practice’ in this field?  From here we develop some guiding 
principles for developing policy and practice, and recommendations for further practical 
action and future research.    
 
 
Faith communities and the social inclusion of young people 
 
Faith communities in the North East of England are undertaking a wide range of work 
with young people. Some of this work is scarcely visible to those who are not part of 
the faith community itself – such as the involvement of young people in religious 
services, faith-based youth forums, youth groups or classes within places of worship. 
Other activities may be in the form of projects, which have outside funding and are 
regarded as part of relatively ‘mainstream’ youth provision open to all young people. 
Taken as a whole, this work is making a significant contribution to promoting young 
people’s social inclusion both within faith communities and in broader society.   
 
Our research has been essentially exploratory – aiming to discover and describe what 
is happening in faith communities. We have not attempted to measure the impact of 
this work for young people or society generally. Indeed, as with all youth work, 
community development and social action, although we may be convinced that there 
are beneficial outcomes, these are quite difficult to quantify and often may not be 
recognised immediately by young people or those working with them.  Furthermore, 
each participant may have a different concept of what counts as a successful outcome. 
For example, the main rationale of a faith-based youth group closely linked with a place 
of worship might be regarded by a faith leader or management committee member as 
nurturing the faith of some young people and converting others; while the youth 
workers are looking to promote young people’s capacities for critical reflection on the 
role of faith in their lives, their self-confidence, participation and empowerment; and 
some of the young people just come along to have a good time with their friends. All of 
these outcomes are about ‘social inclusion’, but in slightly different senses.  Based on 
this example, some of the outcomes of faith-based youth activities might include:  
 
 young people feeling a sense of belonging to a faith community;  
 young people developing the capacity to reflect critically on the role of faith in their 

lives; 
 young people developing as citizens through exercising their rights and developing 

their skills to participate in decisions within their faith community, within faith-based 
youth activities and projects and outside these settings;  
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 young people having fun together, making friends with peers and gaining mutual 
support. 

 
Some of the activities and projects that we described as ‘outreach’ or less strongly 
linked with a faith community might have very specific aims relating to working with 
young homeless people or young people leaving care, for example. Larger projects 
may have several additional categories of stakeholders involved, such as funders and 
other organisations who might be partners in the delivery of a service. For example, we 
visited a youth homelessness organisation that was started by a group of Christians 
and had grown and developed into several projects. It was professionally staffed and 
was funded from several sources, including local and central government.  In projects 
of this kind, the outcome measures might be determined partly by the policy agendas 
to which the project is working and the targets or outputs specified or expected by 
funders. These outputs or outcome measures might include: numbers of young people 
accommodated; numbers of residents undertaking education or training and 
qualifications received; success in supporting young women through pregnancy or 
tackling violent relationships. These economic and social outcomes relate very much to 
the central government agenda for tackling social exclusion, with an emphasis on 
inclusion of young people through education and the labour market (Department of 
Work and Pensions, 2003; Levitas, 2006; Social Exclusion Unit, 1999). In addition to 
these outcomes, however, the workers in the project would also be concerned about 
offering care, support and empathy to the young people with whom they worked, and 
helping them develop self-confidence and life skills. Based on this example, broader 
‘social inclusion’ outcomes of faith-linked work might include: 
 
 Young people accessing school, training and education; 
 Young people gaining jobs or qualifications; 
 Young people successfully coping with life transitions (such as pregnancy or 

starting their own home) and moving towards independence; 
 Young people developing self-esteem, confidence and feeling part of a community. 

 
These types of outcomes are not specific to faith-linked projects, although the way they 
are achieved (through the processes of the work with young people) may be distinctive.  
For example, the homelessness organisation was described by one of its workers as 
having a ‘Christian ethos’, which entails that they work to a set of recognisably 
Christian values and employ Christians as front-line staff. The organisation works to 
five Christian values: “faith, grace, hope, life and worth”, which influences how the 
workers regard, work with and talk about young people. For example, workers talked 
about young people who broke the project rules or abused trust as “precious 
individuals”, whom they wanted to have awareness of their own “worth and dignity”. 
 
 
How is faith-linked work distinctive? 
 
We suggest that faith-linked work with young people shares many of the same 
outcomes, values and ways of working as ‘secular’ work. Indeed, some workers in 
secular projects operate from a faith perspective and many others have very strong 
value commitments relating to promoting social justice, equality and young people’s 
rights.  However, undertaking work that is linked to a faith community, however loosely, 
often adds an extra dimension and some additional complexities and challenges. 
 
 
Spirituality and ‘calling’ 
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As one of our respondents commented: “We believe that faith brings a wholeness that 
nothing else can bring”. This comment reminds us that the core focus of faith 
communities is spirituality, which is about “some energising and invigorating quality of 
the whole” (Hull, 1999, p 51). Social engagement flows from this, and reflects an 
agenda profoundly influenced by people’s faith and ‘calling’. Indeed, many of our 
interviewees involved in work with young people expressed their motivations in terms 
of ‘vocation’ or ‘calling’ (see Chapters 6 and 7), and saw themselves as playing a role 
in nurturing and developing young people as whole human beings.  
 
The benefits of stability and commitment 
 
We found some faith-linked projects offering support, informal education and safe 
spaces in areas where little other provision existed and working with young people who 
were facing severe crises and difficulties. It seemed that the intense commitment of the 
faith community and the workers involved had led them to develop creative approaches 
to reaching young people, and to provide a longer term commitment than many of the 
short-lived secular projects developed on the back of time-limited funding streams. The 
stability provided by the faith community, based around a place of worship with a long-
standing base in a particular neighbourhood, can provide positive benefits. In this 
sense, the tradition associated with religious faith can be a positive force.   
 
The challenge of tradition 
 
The distinctiveness of faith-linked work was also manifested in some of the specific 
challenges mentioned in the interviews with young people, workers with young people 
and those managing or sponsoring the work. The usual inter-generational tensions and 
disputes between young people and adults can become intensified when the norms, 
values and traditions at stake include religious faith, as well as the usual lifestyle 
issues. Indeed, social, generational, class and language barriers challenge the 
potential and capacity of some faith communities to reach ‘deprived’ areas and engage 
with ‘excluded’ social groups, especially disaffected young people. Amongst the 
enormous diversity of work taking place with young people, there are some activities 
that are inward-looking and lacking wider community vision.  
 
Balancing resource needs with independence  
 
Nevertheless, resources, training, support and supervision of volunteers and workers 
were issues, particularly for many small self-funded activities and projects. The lack of 
outside sponsorship means a freedom from the constraints of following requirements 
for monitoring, reaching targets and excessive bureaucracy or fitting into a funder’s 
guidelines about what counts as ‘promotion of religion’. However, insufficient funding 
might also entail a lack of organisational infrastructure and difficulties in sustaining very 
valuable youth activities. Some faith communities had limited links with other 
organisations, including statutory bodies that might be able to support them in their 
work, perhaps through working in partnership and sharing resources.   
 
Using faith creatively and with reflexivity 
  
Faith-linked work with young people blurs boundaries between personal and 
professional, sacred and secular, old and young, and requires workers continually to 
reflect on their faith values and community practice. Youth workers in particular require 
a reflexive awareness of the impact of their own faith on the work they do with young 

Conclusions and Recommendations



 88

people, and a capacity to use their own faith commitments and understandings 
sensitively and creatively according to the context in which they are working. This is not 
an easy process, and requires workers to have gone through a process of critical self-
reflection and to be able to draw on sources of supervision and support to talk through 
and work on their own faith, its relationship to work with young people, and how this 
can be used to help young people themselves to engage in a process of critical 
reflection. Some of the interviewees had had the chance to do this work, often in the 
course of education and training, sometimes in the context of specific faith-based youth 
work programmes, while many others were not able to access appropriate training or 
support.  
 
 
What counts as ‘good practice’ in faith-linked work with young 
people?  
 
If there are some ways in which faith-based work might be regarded as distinctive, this 
suggests that what counts as ‘good practice’ in this arena might also have some 
elements that mark it out from generic or ‘secular’ work with young people. However, 
as stated at the very beginning of this report, we need to be aware that there are no 
rigid boundaries between ‘faith-linked’ and ‘secular’ work.  
 
In our original outline for the research project it was suggested that we might produce 
‘good practice guidelines’. As the research has progressed, the diversity of types of 
work with young people and the variety of contexts in which it takes place within so 
many different faith traditions, has led us to the conclusion that a detailed set of ‘good 
practice guidelines’ applying to all faith-linked work would be neither useful nor 
appropriate. What we have done, however, is offer a range of case studies of different 
types of work with young people, which might inspire faith-based organisations to 
rethink their existing work or develop new approaches. These can be found in Chapter 
4 of the report, and in the DVD made as part of the project.  We can also give some 
indication of the key principles that faith-based organisations might consider when 
looking to establish or improve work with young people, based on the views expressed 
by the young people, workers and faith leaders who participated in this research 
(covered in Chapters 5, 6 and 7), and based on our own observations, analysis and 
interpretations.  
 
 
Towards a set of recommendations  
 
In the next section of the report we will briefly summarise our main conclusions, 
followed by relevant recommendations for developing practice in the area of faith-linked 
work with young people. The recommendations have been built on the research 
findings and are designed to provide practical steps that may contribute to the social 
inclusion of young people within faith communities and in broader society. The 
‘recommendations’ are inevitably of a general nature, and may apply more to some 
faith communities or to particular contexts than others. Each recommendation could, 
perhaps, be regarded as an invitation to those with an interest in this topic to consider 
the points raised and to ask the question: “How does this apply to me/my faith 
community/my work/my area of interest?” For those wishing to take these invitations to 
reflect further, the DVD (‘Where’s the faith in youth?’) and accompanying booklet 
contains material that can be used to stimulate discussion and action.     
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1.  Listening to young people 
 
The young people who participated in our research reported wanting to be listened to 
and treated with respect. Many young people were keen to play a more active role in 
their own faith communities (if they had a faith affiliation) and/or in the particular youth 
groups to which they belonged. Participation in faith-based youth councils or forums 
was valued by some, although it was recognised that these may actively involve only a 
few young people and should not be used as the sole means of listening to and 
engaging with young people.  Young people especially valued creative and informal 
approaches, which enabled them to have a say during the course of activities and 
projects. Unless faith communities take the time to listen to young people, and are 
prepared to take seriously and act on what they hear, then they risk offering facilities 
that are inappropriate and may result in the exclusion of young people.        
 

Recommendation 1 
 
Faith communities that are currently involved with or planning work with young 
people should find ways of listening to young people’s views about the kinds of 
roles they wish to play in the faith community and the activities that young 
people want.  Young people recommend that creative and informal methods are 
the best way to achieve this, rather than adult-led formal structures. This may 
include youth-led forums, youth councils and other embedded systems for 
enabling young people’s voices to be heard, alongside informal consultation 
and creative ways of enabling young people to have their say during the course 
of informal activities.  

 
2. Reflecting on the purpose of working with young people 
 
The adult members of faith communities to whom we spoke during the research 
expressed a variety of attitudes towards young people, ranging from highly supportive 
and empathic to occasionally patronising. They also reported various motives for 
engaging with young people, including nurturing their faith, conversion and promoting 
their independence and well-being.  
 

Recommendation 2 
 
It is important to recognise that members of faith communities may have 
diverse attitudes towards and motivations for working with young people. In 
setting up youth activities, it will be helpful to discuss and clarify the main  
purposes of the work, which may include proselytising, nurturing young people’s 
faith, enabling critical reflection on the role of faith in young people’s lives, 
offering support to young people during difficult periods and empowering young 
people to play a greater role in the faith community, youth project or in society 
more generally.      

 
3. Reflecting on how to develop work with young people 
 
Our research shows that some faith communities have developed innovative 
programmes and methods of working with young people, both within and outside 
places of worship. Others are offering very little that was felt to be of real relevance. 
Young people reported that they valued activities that gave them a sense of ownership, 
and appreciated adults who were supportive, respectful and able to offer advice without 
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judging them. They were less keen on traditional forms of worship, ‘rote learning’ and 
being subjected to patronising attitudes.  
 

Recommendation 3 
 
All faith communities should keep under review the extent to which they 
currently engage with young people both within and outside their places of 
worship, considering what barriers there might be in terms of attitudes and 
structures and how these can be overcome. Given young people’s preferences 
for informal styles of working based on a youth work model that encourages 
and values participation, consideration might be given as to how such informal 
educational approaches can be further developed and supported. 

 
4. Managing and supporting work with young people 
 
While some of those working with young people in faith-linked settings experienced 
good levels of support from their management committees, local faith leaders or project 
supervisors, others had little formal management, support or supervision.  Some 
workers and volunteers seemed quite isolated, with few opportunities to work through 
some of the inevitable challenges and difficulties in their work. 
 

Recommendation 4 
 
Faith communities should ensure that those managing work with young people 
make adequate and realistic demands on their workers and offer structured 
support and supervision, with space for reflection and learning. Organisations 
need to balance the different agendas often present in work with young people 
and develop their own understanding of how these might best be managed in 
their specific circumstances (rather than just leaving this to the workers). 

 
5. Ensuring access to education, training and dialogical opportunities for 
those working with young people 
 
Those working with young people in faith-linked settings reported a range of challenges 
and difficulties in their work, including working with young people on sensitive issues of 
faith, culture, identity, inter-generational conflict, lifestyle and life choices. Some of the 
workers and volunteers had undertaken degree-level education and training in youth 
work and some had specialist qualifications in Christian youth work. Others had not 
undertaken any education or training in work with young people. Access to short 
courses, seminars and conferences seemed patchy, with some workers having few 
chances to extend their skills and knowledge.   
 

Recommendation 5 
 
Workers and volunteers will benefit from accessing education and training 
opportunities that directly address their needs. Given that their faith influences 
their practice in complex ways, there is a need for those working with young 
people to reflect on how their faith relates to their work, as well as to develop 
expertise and skills in working with young people.  This can be achieved in a 
number of ways, and efforts should be made to develop more opportunities for 
this process through: 
 Local, regional and national networks to support those working with young 

people, both within and across faiths; 
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 Sharing of ideas and resources between youth workers and faith leaders to 
help learn from each other how to improve their work; 

 Publicising of existing relevant short courses, workshops and seminars that 
might be relevant for those undertaking faith-linked work with young people, 
and developing new programmes to fill gaps in knowledge and skills.  

 
6. Creating opportunities and spaces for mutual learning 
 
Our observation that some workers were quite isolated and faith communities were 
working on their own has led us to think about the importance of mutual learning and 
dialogue as a central process to enable all of these recommendations to happen. 

 
Recommendation 6 
 
Workers (whether within or from outside the faith community) and faith leaders 
need to create spaces where different individuals, groups and organisations can 
listen to and learn from each other, ensuring that the views of those who are 
normally marginalised in decision-making processes are listened to especially 
carefully.  Areas where this learning can make a particular contribution include: 
 
 Building relationships between generations. Young people and older people 

need to get to know each other by spending time together and being willing 
to see things from each other’s perspective.  Faith communities offer a 
particularly valuable space where this can take place, and should support 
this process as much as possible.  Young people learn best in an interactive 
way which gives them scope to explore issues relevant to their everyday life 
in an informal environment – this contrasts with the formal approaches 
adopted by many faith communities, suggesting that they might usefully 
consider broadening the range of methods they adopt. 

 

 Building relationships between young people from different backgrounds:  
All those working with young people should consider the benefits of 
developing activities that encourage young people to learn from each other 
and learn how to get on with each other.  This will include activities that get 
young people to cross boundaries, ‘think outside the box’ of their current 
experience and share what is important to them with others. This is a 
challenging task that requires support from wider faith communities. 

 Building relationships between those working with young people. Faith 
communities and those who work with young people (whether within or 
outside faith communities) should consider who else may be working with 
young people in their area, and whether or not they can develop some form 
of partnership to share resources or build dialogue and mutual 
understanding.  Partnership working should only be developed on activities 
where similar purposes for that activity can be negotiated, along with fair 
division of responsibilities and resources.  In doing this, however, 
organisations may need to be creative, flexible and open to being 
challenged and learning as they discuss the potential for working together 
with each other. 

 Building relationships between statutory agencies and faith-linked work with 
young people. Policy makers and statutory officers need to create 
opportunities for young people and those involved in faith-linked work with 
young people to engage in dialogue with them in line with the guidelines 
offered by the local government association.  To do this, they need to take 
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the time to build up their awareness and understanding of the diversity of 
work with young people undertaken by faith communities in their area, both 
within and between different faiths. This engagement offers particular 
potential for tackling social exclusion amongst young people.  This can 
usefully be supported with funding.   

 
7. Further research   
 
Our findings suggest that faith-linked work can make a significant contribution to 
developing the social inclusion of young people in broader society, but the nature and 
extent of this work is patchy and fragmented, with significant inequalities existing within 
and between faiths. This research adds significantly to a growing literature in the field 
of faith-linked work with young people through its coverage of key issues across faiths 
and from the perspectives a range of participants (young people, workers with young 
people and faith leaders). Inevitably, more questions have been raised than answered. 
Further in-depth research might focus on the following areas:  
 

Recommendation 7 
 

 Analysing the complex motivations, roles and experiences of the youth 
worker in faith-linked settings; 

 Developing theory and practice in relation to purposes, expectations and 
attitude towards work with young people across faith communities;  

 Exploring methods for evaluating the impact of work with young people in 
broader society (to include faith-based, outreach and inter-faith encounters); 

 Carrying out comparative work with other areas of Britain to share practice 
and enrich faith-based youth provision in the North East;  

 Identifying frameworks for sharing appropriate good practice at grassroots 
level in faith communities.  
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Appendix 1 
 
List of presentations at meetings and conferences  
 
 
Workshops  
 
6th February 2006, Seminar for church-based students, BA Community and Youth 

Work, Durham University. 
  
8th April 2006, ‘Faith, Spirituality and Social Change’ conference, University of 

Winchester. 
 
28th April 2006, Seminar for church-based students, BA Community and Youth Work, 

Durham University. 
 
4th May 2006, ‘Faith makes Communities Grow’ conference, The Churches’ Regional 

Commission in the North East, Durrant Hall, Newcastle.  
 
13th November 2006, ‘Seminar for church-based students, BA Community and Youth 

Work, Durham University. 
 
8th February 2007, ‘Research and Young People: A regional conference for the North 

East’, Regional Youth Work Unit and Durham University, Durham Cricket Club, 
Chester-le-Street.  

 
 
Presentations  
 
29th November 2005, Middesbrough Council of Faiths, Development Group, Waterloo 

Road Mosque, Middlesbrough.  
 
14th March 2006, ‘Diversity Forum’, Gateshead Council, Gateshead. 
 
2nd May 2006, Board meeting of The Churches’ Regional Commission in the North 

East, Ushaw College, Durham. 
 
27th September 2006, Policy, Professions and Communities Research Group, Durham 

University.  
 
18th January 2007, Darlington Interfaith Group, Darlington.  
 
28th September 2006, Council meeting of The Churches’ Regional Commission in the 

North East, Ushaw College, Durham. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1



 94

Networking at events and conferences 
 
16th November 2005, ‘Children’s Perspectives on Believing not Belonging’, Launch of 

report by Greg Smith, Gujarat Hindu Centre, Preston, Lancashire.  
 
5th December 2005, ‘The National Conference on Muslim Youth Work’, University of 

Birmingham.  
 
12th February 2006, ‘Every Event Begins with a Single Step’, Across Communities, 

Hindu Temple, Newcastle. 
 
17-19th February 2006, ‘Christian Youth Movement’ conference, Birmingham.  
 
2nd March 2006, ‘Working with Young People’, Geography seminar, Durham University. 
 
21st March 2006, ‘Building Inclusivity in Youth Work’, Government Office North East, 

Newcastle. 
 
12th May 2006, ‘The Church and Poverty’, Public Lecture, The Leech Hall, St John’s 

College, Durham University. 
 
17th May 2006, ‘Open Deanery Synod about Young People’, Anglican Diocese, 

Newcastle.  
 
19th May 2006, ‘Young People and Challenging Behaviour’, seminar by Nigel Pimlott, 

Durham University. 
 
23rd May 2006, ‘Gateshead Youth Council AGM’, The Sage, Gateshead.  
 
25th May 2006, Discussion seminar on the future provision of professional faith-based 

community and youth work at Durham University, Elvet Riverside II, Durham  
 
24th June 2006, ‘Celebrating Communities’, Refugee Week, Bensham Grove 

Community Centre.  
 
13th July 2006, ‘Diversity and Dialogue: Living in a multi-faith society’ conference, The 

Carriageworks, Millennium Square, Leeds.  
 
12th December 2006, ‘Faith2Faith’ conference, Leeds University Students’ Union. 
 
22nd February 2007, ‘Getting Engaged’, Christian Muslim Forum, Second City Suite, 

Birmingham. 
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Appendix 2 
 
List of members of advisory group and project staff 
 
 
Advisory group 
 
Shahda Khan, Middlesbrough Borough Council 
Sheelin Kilroy, Middlesbrough Council of Faiths 
Mahmoud Kurdi, Muslim Welfare House, Newcastle 
Barbir Noor,  Black Ethnic Minority Community Organisations’ Network 
Andrew Orton, Community and Youth Work Studies Unit, Durham University 
David Peel, The Cedarwood Project, North Shields 
Professor Fred Robinson, St Chad’s College and Board member of The Churches’ 

Regional Commission in the North East  
Ivan Wintringham (Chair), North East Regional Youth Work Unit 
 
 
 
Project staff 
 
Shamila Ahmed, Research Associate, Community and Youth Work Studies Unit, 

Durham University 
Professor Sarah Banks, Research Supervisor, Community and Youth Work Studies 

Unit, Durham University 
Susan Blackbird, Secretary, The Churches’ Regional Commission in the North East 
Catherine Duce, Research Associate, Community and Youth Work Studies Unit, 

Durham University 
Paul Southgate,  Project Manager, The Churches’ Regional Commission in the North 

East 
 
Anselma Gallinat (until September 2005), Community and Youth Work Studies Unit, 

Durham University 
Susannah Moon (until March 2006), Community and Youth Work Studies Unit, Durham 

University 
Revd Ian Zass-Ogilvie (until June 2005), The Churches’ Regional Commission in the 

North East 
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Appendix 3 
 
Areas of questioning used in interviews 
(precise questions tailored to each group/individual) 
 
A.  Interviews with young people  
1. How old are you? 
2. What activities do you take part in at the [name of youth group]? 
3. Why do you attend? 
4. In what ways does it feel different from school? 
5. Are there educational parts to the club? e.g. Discussions? What about?  
6. Are you encouraged to plan activities or become leaders of the group as you get 

older? What about other skills gained at the group?  
7. If so, how might this be beneficial for you now or in the future?  
8. Do you attend any other young people’s groups, clubs or religious classes? If so, 

what do you do there and do you enjoy it?  
9. What are your views about [name of place] as a place to live as a young person?  
10. How does your [name of] faith help you in your day-to-day life? 
11. What do you aspire to be in the future?  
 
B.  Interviews with workers with young people  
 
Background 
1. Can you tell us about your background and calling/motivation. 
2. What is your current post and role?  How does this contribute to the faith and wider 

community?  
3. What training have you received for this post?  
4. Can you briefly describe the structure of your organisation. e.g. who is involved in 

the decision-making process? Are you accountable to anybody? What support do 
you receive?  

5. What types of young people attend your organisation? Are they part of the 
leadership team/planning meetings? (Class, age, gender, ethnicity) 

 
Young people in context 
1. Are your young people involved in the faith community as well as this activity? 

(Explore these dynamics, reasons for differences)  
2. How does your organisation engage with young people? (Recruit, manage, 

maintain interest) 
3. What activities, if any, do you offer? What do they aim to achieve? Who funds the 

work? (Types of activities, attendance numbers, history, targets to be met) 
4. Do you involve the wider community (faith or secular) in your work? Receive their 

support?   
5. How do you feel personally about the management support offered by your 

organisations 
6. What are the principle challenges you face in your work?  
7. This project is about social inclusion. Are there any social issues which you 

personally or your organisation would find difficult to deal with? (an example might 
include sexual orientation, abortion, sex-before-marriage). Can you tell us what 
your response would be if a young person approached you regarding one of these 
issues?   

8. What vision do you have for the future of this project?  
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9. Are you in contact with other youth workers in the area?  
10. Are there any educational tools that you find particularly useful in your work with 

young people? (DVD) 
 
C.   Interviews with faith leaders 
 
Background 
1. Can you tell us about your background and calling.  
2. What is your current post and role?  How would you describe your role in relation to 

young people?  
3. What motivates you in your work? Especially with young people? 
4. Can you briefly describe the structure of your organisation. e.g. who is involved in 

the decision-making process? Are you accountable to anybody?  
5. What types of people attend your organisation? Who is part of the leadership 

team? (Class, age, gender, ethnicity) 
 
Young people in context 
1. Are young people represented in your faith community?  
2. What role do you feel young people play in your faith community?  
3. How does your organisation engage with young people? 
4. What activities, if any, are offered? What do they aim to achieve? (Types of 

activities and attendance numbers and history, describe education) 
5. Have you received any training in how to work with young people? Has anyone in 

your community?  Are there youth workers? What are your perceptions about the 
need for this work?  

6. What are the principal challenges you face in your work with young people?  
 
Wider community 
1. What role do you play in the wider community?  
2. Does your organisation feel it has a role to play in promoting the social inclusion of 

young people more broadly? 
3. [Views on social issues, community work, etc] 
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Appendix 4 
 
Programmes for multi-faith workshops 
 

Young People, Communities and Faith 
  

MULTI-FAITH WORKSHOPS 
Saturday 17th September 2005, 10am – 3.30pm, Gateshead Civic Centre 

10 – 
10.30am 

Arrival, Registration Refreshments 

10.30 – 
10.50am 

Welcome 
Introduction to ‘Young People and 

Faith’ project  
Today’s workshop   Q & A  

 
 

10.50 – 
11am 

Introductions   

11am – 
11.30am 

 

Keynote address Imogen Gregg  
Diversity & Dialogue 

Leeds 

11.30am – 
12.30pm 

Project presentations 
 

Amtushakoor Ahmed: 
Growing up as a 
Muslim 
Darren Howell: The 
Infuse Youth Project 
Jo Colton: Newcastle 
Voluntary Sector Youth 
Forum 
OURPART: Young 
People as Researchers 

 

12.30 – 
1.30pm 

Buffet lunch (travel expenses) 

1.30pm – 
2.15pm 

Young people in society today  Group discussions and 
feedback 

2.15 – 3pm Moving on: action plan! 
 

Young people and 
adults separate 

discussions 

3 – 3.30pm 
 

Concluding remarks Refreshments 

3.30pm END  
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Young People, Communities and Faith 
 

MULTI-FAITH WORKSHOPS 
Saturday 24th September 2005, 10am – 3.30pm, International Community 

Centre, Middlesbrough 

 
10 – 

10.30am 

 
Registration & refreshments 

 

 

 
10.30 – 

10.40am 

 
Welcome 

Introduction to ‘Young People and 
Faith’ project  

  

 
Catherine Duce & 
Susannah Moon 

 
10.40 – 
11am 

 
Ice breaker/Introductions  

Today’s workshop   Q & A 
 

 
Anselma Gallinat 

 
11am – 

11.45am 
 

 
Guest Speakers 

 

 
Jane Shewell & David 

Penn 
Equality & Diversity in 

the NE 

 
11.45am – 
12.30pm 

 
Presentations followed by 

interactive arts activity 
 

 
Mark Eley: Youth 

Worker Tees Valley 
Community Church 
Adrian Moule: Tees 

Valley Arts – Mandala 
Demonstration 

 
12.30 – 
1.30pm 

 
Buffet lunch – prepared by the 

Asian Deaf Ladies Group 

 

 
1.30pm – 
2.15pm 

 
Young people in society today  

 
Group discussions 

and feedback 

 
2.15 – 3pm 

 
Moving on: action plan! 

 

 
Young people and 

adults separate 
discussions 
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Appendix 5 
 
Briefing for young people’s action team 

 

 
 

So, what WILL YOU BE DOING?!  
 

 Learn some basic research techniques: confidentiality & 
anonymity; interviewing; recording & discussing results 

 

 Interview your friends from faith communities 
 

 Interview other young people and leaders from other faith 
communities 

 

 Visit places of worship  
 

 Complete a ‘faith’ diary 
 

 Meet together as an ACTION TEAM monthly and discuss 
your experiences 

 

 Advise the senior researchers about the “Young People 
and Faith” Project 

 

 Have the opportunity to participate in ACTION TEAM 
social events 
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Appendix 6 
 
List of interviewees 
 
1. Young people  

 
 Gender Area Faith Group 

 
1. Female Gateshead Muslim 
2. Female Gateshead Muslim 
3. Female Gateshead Muslim 
4. Female Gateshead Muslim 
5. Female Gateshead Christian 
6. Female Gateshead  Hindu 
7. Male Gateshead Bahá’í 
8. Male Gateshead Bahá’í 
9. Male Gateshead Bahá’í 
10. Female Gateshead None 
11. Female Gateshead None 
12. Female Gateshead None 
13. Female Gateshead None 
14. Female Gateshead None 
15. Female Middlesbrough New Age 
16. Female Middlesbrough Christian 
17. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
18. Female  Middlesbrough Sikh 
19. Female Middlesbrough Agnostic 
20. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
21. Male Middlesbrough Muslim 
22. Female Middlesbrough Christian 
23. Female Middlesbrough Christian 
24. Female Middlesbrough None 
25. Female Middlesbrough None 
26. Male Middlesbrough None 
27. Female Middlesbrough None 
28. Male Middlesbrough None 
29. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
30. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
31. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
32. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
33. Female Middlesbrough Muslim 
34. Male Saltburn None 
35. Male Newcastle Jewish Orthodox 
36. Male Newcastle Christian  
37. Female Newcastle Christian 
38. Male Newcastle Christian 
39. Female  Newcastle Christian 
40. Female Newcastle Hindu 
41. Female Newcastle Hindu 
42. Female Newcastle Hindu 
43. Male Newcastle Hindu 
44. Male Newcastle Sikh 
45. Female Durham Jewish Modern Orthodox 
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2. Workers with young people 
 
 
 Title Area Faith  Gender 

 
1. Children’s Services Manager Middlesbrough Christian Male 
2. Care Leavers Support Services Worker Middlesbrough None Male 
3. Youth and Schools’ Worker Middlesbrough Christian Female 
4. Head of Religious Education Middlesbrough None Female 
5. Project Worker Middlesbrough Christian Male 
6. Volunteer Young People’s Worker Middlesbrough Christian Female 
7. Church Youth Worker Middlesbrough Christian Female 
8. BME Youth Worker Middlesbrough Sikh  Male 
9. BME Volunteer Young People Worker Middlesbrough Muslim Male  
10. BME Volunteer Young People Worker Middlesbrough None Female 
11. Project Leader Middlesbrough Christian Male 
12. Project Co-ordinator Saltburn Christian  Male 
13. Youth Development Worker Middlesbrough Muslim Female 
14. Community Development Worker for 

Women & Children 
Gateshead Muslim  Female 

15. Community Development Worker for Men Gateshead Muslim Male 
16. Children’s & Youth Worker Gateshead Christian Female 
17. Volunteer Project Worker Gateshead Bahá’í Male  
18. Volunteer Project Worker Gateshead Bahá’í Female 
19. Church Community Youth & Children’s 

Worker 
Gateshead 
 

Christian Female 

20. Project Worker Gateshead Christian Female 
21. Statutory Youth Worker Gateshead None Male 
22. Project Co-ordinator  Gateshead Christian Male 
23. Community Development Worker S. Tyneside Muslim Male 
24. Church Youth Worker Whitley Bay Christian Male 
25. Church Volunteer Young People Worker Darlington Christian Female 
26. Volunteer Organiser, Churches Together 

Football League 
Regional Christian Male 

27. Manager Regional  Hindu Female 
28. Executive Officer National Christian Male 
29. Statutory Youth Worker* Middlesbrough Christian Female 
30. Statutory Youth Worker* Middlesbrough None Female 
31. Statutory Youth Worker* Gateshead None Male 
32. Statutory Youth Worker* Gateshead None Female 

 
* Statutory youth workers interviewed as additional participants. 
 
 
 

Walking Alongside Young People



 103

3.  Faith leaders  
 
 
 Title Area Faith  Gender 

 
1. Imam Middlesbrough Muslim Male 
2. Mosque Secretary Middlesbrough Muslim Male 
3. Salvation Army Officer Middlesbrough  Christian Male 
4. Sikh committee member Middlesbrough Sikh Male 
5. Sikh committee member Middlesbrough Sikh Male 
6. Mosque Secretary Middlesbrough Muslim Male 
7. Chair of Council of Faiths Middlesbrough Christian Male 
8. Vicar Middlesbrough Christian Male 
9. Elder Middlesbrough Christian Male 
10. Pastor Gateshead Christian Male 
11. Vicar and Area Dean Gateshead Christian Female 
12. Vicar Gateshead Christian Male 
13. Minister Gateshead Christian Male 
14. Vicar Gateshead  Christian Male 
15. Vicar Gateshead Christian Male 
16. Synagogue Interfaith representative Newcastle Jewish (0rth.)  Female  
17. Priest of Temple Newcastle Hindu Male 
18. President of Temple Newcastle  Hindu  Male 
19. Advisor for Youth Ministry Regional (Diocese) Christian Male 
20. Director of Youth Ministry Team Regional (Diocese) Christian Male 
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Appendix 7 
 
List of places of worship and faith-linked organisations 
 
 
Middlesbrough 
 
 Name of organisation Faith  

 
1. Azaad Youth Club None/BME 
2. Barnardos Christian roots 
3. Catholic Handicapped Fellowship Christian 
4. Dramography Project, Trinity Centre Christian 
5. Hindu Cultural Society (covering wider area) Hindu 
6. Middlesbrough Council of Faiths  Multi-faith 
7. Newport Settlement Youth Club None/BME 
8. Salvation Army Church  Christian 
9. Catholic Church Christian 
10. Mosque Muslim 
11. Gurdwara Sikh 
12. Mosque Muslim 
13. Quaker Meeting House Christian 
14. Anglican Church Christian 
15. Linx Project* None 
16. Macmillan Academy* None 

 
 
Gateshead 
 
 Name of organisation Faith  

 
1. Aquila Way  Christian  
2. Bensham Grove Girls Club  BME/Mixed 
3. Christ Church Community Centre Christian 
4. Pentecostal Church Christian 
5. Gateshead Muslim Society Muslim 
6. Impact: Rowlands Gill Methodist Church Christian 
7. Infuse Youth Empowerment Project Bahá’í  
8. Positive Images BME/Mixed 
9. Year Out Gateshead Christian  
10. Anglican Church Christian 
11. Anglican Church Christian 
12. Methodist Church Christian 
13. Anglican Church Christian 
14. The Avenues Project*  None 

 
* Independent or statutory organisations  
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Other North East organisations 
 
 Name of Organisation Area  Faith  

 
1. Dimension Ecumenical Youth Church Whitley Bay Christian 
2. Doorways Youth Drop In Saltburn  Christian  
3. Catholic Youth Council Newcastle  Christian 
4. Hindu Cultural Trust (covering wider area) Newcastle Hindu 
5. Jewish Student Societies Durham/Newcastle Jewish 
6. Mixed Martial Arts Group South Shields BME/Mixed 
7. South Tyneside Churches’ Key Project  Jarrow Christian roots 
8. Synagogue Newcastle Jewish 

 
 
Regional organisations 
 
 Name of Organisation Area  Faith  

 
1. Churches’ Together Football League Regional Christian (interdenom) 
2. Kalapremi Regional Hindu 
3. Youth for Christ Regional Christian (interdenom)  
4. Youth Ministry Team (Catholic) Diocese Christian 
5. Advisor for Youth Ministry (Anglican) Diocese Christian 
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Appendix 8 
 
Programme for research into practice workshop/DVD 
launch 
 

Where’s the Faith in Youth?  
 

Programme 
DVD Launch @ St Chad’s College  

Monday 27th November, 2006 
 

 
Time  Activity 
 
6.00 Arrival at St Chad’s/Drinks 
 
6.30 Welcome by Joe Cassidy and Sarah Banks 
 
6.45 Introduction to the project and presentation on training day 
 & filming by Cath Duce, Shamila Ahmed and Richard Else 
  
7.00 Screening of DVD 
 
7.20 Food and drinks 
   
7.45 Short talks by DVD participants  
 
8.00  Informal workshops led by: 
   
 Group 1: Shamila Ahmed – Mixed Participants 
 Group 2: Catherine Duce – Young People 
 Group 3: Andrew Orton – Faith Representatives  
 Group 4: Sarah Banks – Youth Workers 
 
 To discuss three Questions: 
  
 1) What was your first reaction to the DVD?  
 2) What issues did it raise for you?  

3) How do you think the DVD can be used in the future?               
e.g. best settings, audience and ideas for accompanying resources  

 
8.20 Feedback from groups/additional questions 
 
8.30 Closing remarks by Sarah Banks   
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Appendix 9 
 
Final conference programme 
 
 
Venue:  Collingwood College, Durham 
 
Date:  Monday 14th May 2007 
  
Time  10.00 till 16.00  
 
10.00 -10.30    Coffee and Registration 
 
10.30 -10.35 Welcome from Paul Southgate, CRC 
 
10.35 -10.45 Sarah Banks to introduce rationale for the research 
 
10.45 -11.30 Shamila Ahmed and Catherine Duce, dissemination 

of research findings 
 
11.30 -12.15 Screening of DVD/Discussion by participants 
 
12.15 -13.15 Lunch 
 
13.15 -14.30 Workshops x 6 
 

1) Maxine Green – Spirituality and Youth Work  
2) Feruz Hussain – Sport and Spirituality   
3) Shelley Marsh – Exploring Social Issues Through 

Jewish Texts  
4) John Baxter Brown – Christian youth work 
5) Andrew Orton – Reflective Community Practice  
6) Sadek Hamid – Muslim youth work  

 
14.30 - 15.00 Feedback from workshops 
 
15.00 - 15.15 Tea and drinks 
 
15.15 - 16.00 Panel of Invited guests/closing comments 
 
 
Panellists: 
 
John Baxter Brown (Churches Together)  
Maxine Green (Independent consultant on spirituality and youth work)  
Sadek Hamid (Lecturer in Muslim Youth Work at Chester University) 
Shelley Marsh (Social Welfare & Development, UJIA Jewish Life Centre) 
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Worksheets accompanying DVD 
WORKSHEET 1:  FOR USE BY FAITH COMMUNITIES: 
 

DISCUSSION STARTERS 
 
1.  What do you think about the following (slightly adapted)  quotes from the DVD? 

“Any [place of worship] is the centre of a community.  If we are the centre of a commu-
nity, we have to provide for whatever that community requires.”  

Only having a few young people attending worship “reflects what my [faith community] 
offers for young people.  People think all they’ve got to do is put guitars and drums in 
[to our building] and they’ll come flocking in.” 

“Religious or not, if it’s helping people, it has to be a good thing, doesn’t it?” 

 “Kids get a raw deal.  They need to be listened to.” 

2. What makes good work with young people according to the people on the DVD?  To what ex-
tent do you agree with them?  Why? 

CONSIDERING WHAT YOU OFFER AND WHAT YOUNG PEOPLE WANT/NEED 

3. What do different people in your faith community feel about young people?  What do they 
think is important in terms of work with young people?  Why? 

4. What do young people in your faith community want?  What about those young people in the 
wider local area?  What issues affect their lives? 

5. How do you know?  How representative is this view?  How could you find out more? 

 

REFLECTING ON YOUR WORK 

6. How does your faith impact on the work that your faith community does with young people? 

7.  What different motivations drive your faith community’s engagement with young people? 

8.  Which of the case studies mentioned in the DVD/report most closely represents your experi-
ence?  Why?  (If none of them do, what experience would you add?) 

9.  What ideas for different ways of working with young people and different activities did the 
DVD and report raise?  Which of the case studies in the DVD/report do you find most inspir-
ing?  Why? 

10. What are the challenges to delivering good work with young people in your setting?  What can 
be done to overcome these? 

11. What are you doing to support and train those who work with young people in your congrega-
tion?  How can you also connect them with others doing a similar job? 

12. Are young people involved in worship in your faith community?  If so, how?  How do they 
want to be involved?  

13. How can faith communities make their faith relevant to young people’s everyday lives? 
 

CONNECTING WITH OTHERS 

14. What are other faith communities and agencies doing in terms of work with young people in 
your area?   

15. Are there any areas of work where you might build links with others or work together to im-
prove your work with young people? 

16. What issues or problems might arise out of working together?  Can these be overcome?  If so, 
how? 
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WORKSHEET 3:  FOR USE BY THOSE WORKING WITH YOUNG PEOPLE (in 
faith communities or faith-linked projects) 

 
RESPONDING TO YOUNG PEOPLE’S CONCERNS: 

1. What issues and concerns affect young people near you in their everyday lives? 

2. How are these issues reflected in the work that you do with young people? 
 

DEVELOPING ORGANISATIONS & CONNECTIONS: 

3. How did volunteers describe how they had come to be involved in the work?  
How does this relate to your work? 

4. What ideas (if any) did the DVD/report give you for improving your own work 
with young people?  (Consider both the types of activity and the ways in which 
these activities were carried out) 

5. What challenges did the workers in the DVD/report say they faced in their work?  
Do any of these challenges reflect issues in your context?  What other challenges 
do you face?  Did the DVD/report suggest any ways to address these challenges? 

6. What is the relationship like between the work you do and local faith 
communities?  How much support do you feel you receive?  How might this be 
improved? 

7. What is the relationship like between the work that you do and other local 
agencies?  How might this be improved to better meet the needs of young 
people? 

REFLECTING ON PRACTICE: 

8. What makes for good youth work according to people in the DVD and report?  
And what makes a good youth worker? 

9. What motivates you to work with young people?  What values are most 
important to your work? 

10. What are the purposes of your work with young people? 

11. How does your faith impact on your work? 

12. How do your answers to these questions relate to the different purposes, 
motivations and effects of faith described by those in the DVD/report?  

ROLES: 
 
The DVD mentions a number of roles that those working with young people saw 
themselves as playing in their work.   
 
These included being a helper, protector, mentor, father/mother figure, problem 
solver, and referrer to other services.   

13. Which of these roles do you see yourself as playing in your work with young 
people? 

14. Are there any other roles that you play in your work? 

15. Why do you adopt these roles? 

16. Are there any of these roles that you think would be inappropriate in your 
setting?  Why? 
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WORKSHEET 4: 
FOR USE BY STATUTORY AND OTHER AGENCIES 
 

SCOPING THE CURRENT POSITION 

1. (a) What do young people in your area want and what issues affect their lives? 

 (b) How do you know? 

 (c) How representative is this view? 

2. (a) What work are faith communities and faith-linked projects doing in your area 
with young people?   

 (b) What potential do they have for contributing towards work with young people 
in your area?   

 (c) What are your current links with these projects?   

 (d) How can you find out more? 

3. “A perfect example of community cohesion - different people from across the 
borough with different backgrounds with different beliefs just getting on and 
learning about each other.”  

 (Quote from DVD, Martial Arts Youth Worker) 

 To what extent do faith communities contribute to or detract from community 
cohesion in your area?   

4. What issues and problems do faith communities and faith-linked projects face 
when they try to get involved in work with young people: 

  (a) according to the DVD/report? 

  (b) in your experience? 
 

EVALUATING THE POTENTIAL 
 
5.  What different intentions do faith communities in the DVD/report have for their 

work with young people?   

6.  What are the current government agendas for work with young people?   

7.  What are our own organisation’s priorities in terms of work with young people?   

8.  What similarities and differences exist between these agendas?  

9.  What advantages for our agency might be gained from working more closely 
with faith communities and faith-linked projects in our area?   

10.  What do faith communities and young people say they need from statutory 
agencies on the DVD and in the report?  What can you do in response to this? 

 

ACTION PLANNING 

11. How could we develop our links with faith communities in terms of work with 
young people? 

12. What support could we offer to achieve these advantages and overcome any 
potential disadvantages? 

13.  What other actions could we take based on what we have learnt from the DVD/
report? 
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Additional resources 

A copy of the DVD, Where’s the faith in youth?, with accompanying worksheets, can 
be obtained from CRC-NE or Durham University (for addresses, see back cover). If 
you want further information, support and resources, you may find the following 
sources useful:  
 
Those wishing to develop activities that build communication between different 
faiths can find free resources, including guides for young people and practitioners, 
from both www.diversityanddialogue.org.uk and www.interfaith.org.uk.  Other 
organisations provide resources aimed at specific faiths, such as the Frontier Youth 
Trust, www.fyt.org.uk, the Muslim Youth Work Foundation, 
www.muslimyouthworkfoundation.org.uk, Hindu Youth UK, www.hinduyouthuk.org 
 
Further information on youth work, including a guide to the role of spiritual 
development in youth work, is available from the National Youth Agency, 
www.nya.org.uk  
 
Policy documents detailing government guidelines on work with faith communities 
can be found by searching for ‘faith community’ on www.lga.gov.uk and 
www.direct.gov.uk  
 
Research-based articles debating the place of faith within youth work, including its 
historical role in Britain, can be found on www.infed.org.uk. The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation has also published several relevant studies, summaries of which can be 
found by searching on www.jrf.org.uk  
 
Resources for developing your own work:  The Church Urban Fund, 
www.cuf.org.uk and Faithworks, www.faithworks.info, are both organisations 
operating from a Christian point of view, but have resources which may also be useful 
to other faith communities, including guides to developing your own project, 
measuring its impact and getting involved in statutory decision-making processes. 
Other faith tradition sites which include useful resources include www.quaker.org.uk   
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