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Despite estimates that some three to five million individuals work in this field, the Annie E. Casey Foundation found that of the range of human services professions, 

“Youth services is the least documented, least understood, and probably the most varied field we studied. There is no national data set on youth workers, or on youth-serving programs ... Much of the data are unreliable and often inaccurate… the lack of good information about youth workers and what they do stands in sharp contrast to the documented benefits of youth programs.”
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The lack of documentation and knowledge about what we call in this report the “youth work” profession
 leaves the field dangerously undefined. It has an impact on both the public recognition of the work and on its ability to advance as a profession. In 2006, the Forum for Youth Investment, on behalf of the Next Generation Youth Work Coalition, conducted a linked set of information gathering efforts designed to answer three core questions about youth work:

1) What does the workforce look like? 

2) How and to what extent are professionals supported in the workplace?

3) What could be done to improve the employment experiences of youth work professionals and the stability of the workforce overall? 

In 2008, as part of the Ready by 21® Quality Counts initiative, the ELO Network and Our Community’s Children worked with the Forum for Youth Investment to conduct a local survey based on the 2006 study. 
The sample from Grand Rapids/Kent County includes survey responses from 138 youth workers working in a range of program settings including school-based after-school, other public agencies, community based organizations, and faith-based institutions. Data were collected during January – February 2009, using an online survey format. 

The goal was to hear directly from “frontline” workers, since the perspectives of organizational leaders are often heard in community conversations and planning efforts. It appears the survey largely reached its target audience. Three-quarters of respondents reported spending between 50-100% of their time working directly with children/youth. However 25% of those who filled out the survey do spend less than half of their time interacting directly with youth, suggesting they may work as site directors or hold other administrative responsibilities.
I. ABOUT YOUTH WORKERS

Demographics

Age. Youth work is itself a youthful profession. In the Grand Rapids area 68% of those surveyed are under age 30; 32% are age 30 or over. This is even younger than the 2006 survey findings, where roughly half of the sample was under age 30.
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Race/Ethnicity. 68% are white; 22% black and 5% Hispanic/Latino. This differs from the 2006 survey, in which the majority of the sample in most urban and suburban communities was African American.
Gender. 80% are females; 20% males. This is very similar to the national split documented in the 2006 survey. 

Language. 97% are English native speakers and 3% Spanish. 21% of those surveyed said their work responsibilities required that they use a language other than English, and 33% of the sample said they are able to functionally communicate in a language other than English. 

Similarity to Youth. Just over half (57%) reported that their background (ethnicity, socio-economic status, etc.) is somewhat or very similar to the youth they serve; 43% reported that it is either somewhat or very different. 

Education
Education levels appear relatively high among youth workers surveyed in Grand Rapids. 12% have a graduate or professional school degree, 48% are college graduates, and 11% have some graduate or professional school. This means that 71% of the workforce has at least a college degree, and 92% has some college. 
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Youth workers with undergraduate degrees hail from a wide range of disciplines, from the social sciences to business. Most commonly held undergraduate degrees included: education, psychology, sociology, social work, and recreation/leisure, in that order. The majority of those with graduate degrees have degrees in either social work or education. 

One-fifth (20%) of those surveyed are certified teachers. While only small percentages of the sample reported having them, other relevant certification/qualifications include:

· Child Development Associate (5%)

· Youth Development Associates (5%)

· Religious Education Certificate (4%)

· Certified Health Education Specialist (4%)

· Certified Prevention Specialist (4%)

· Licensed Social Worker (3%)

Experience
Nearly half (49%) of the Grand Rapids sample has been in the youth work or after-school field for five years or more. However there is significant movement within and between organizations. Many are quite new to their positions – 51% report being their current job for less than one year, 64% less than two years. And 57% have been at their current organization for under two years. This trend mirrors what was documented in other communities across the country in 2006. 

Prior to their current position, large percentages of those surveyed had experience working in related fields such as child care (44%), education (41%) and recreation/coaching (39%). 

Employment status
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Of the group surveyed in the Grand Rapids area, 43% were full-time paid staff, 51% were part-time
 paid staff, and 6% were volunteers. Over three-quarters (77%) reported being employed year-round. This mirrors the sample collected in 2006 from cities across the United States, which was split fairly evenly between full and part-time employees. Nearly all (90%) of part-time employees in Grand Rapids reported that they would like to work full-time in this field. 

79% of those surveyed consider their job with a youth-serving organization to be their primary profession, though 31% have a second job outside of youth work. 

Economic Impact

Youth workers in the Grand Rapids area are contributing to the local economy: 

· Nearly half of those surveyed said that 25% or more of their income pays for goods and services within Kent County. 

· Nearly one-third (31%) of youth workers who responded donate over $500 a year to charities in the greater Grand Rapids area (16% donate over $1,000 annually). 

· Over half (54%) of the respondents report spending at least $500 per year on entertainment in the greater Grand Rapids area. 

· Roughly half of respondents report spending over $2,000 annually on groceries within the greater Grand Rapids area.

II. ABOUT THEIR ORGANIZATIONS

Type
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Youth work settings vary. One-third of respondents (32%) work in school-based after-school programs, with another 19% based in a different public agency (e.g. parks and recreation, public health).  About one quarter of respondents (26%) work in a local affiliate of national non-profit organization (YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs, Camp Fire USA, etc.), and 16% in an independent community-based organization.
 

In terms of connections between their organizations and the broader field, most respondents (71%) reported that their organization is affiliated with or participates in some network of youth-serving organizations or programs. 

While nearly half (43%) said their agency belonged to the ELO Network, a full 50% of respondents didn’t know whether or not their agency did. Also, 29% of those surveyed said their agency belonged to the Michigan After-School Partnership but a full 56% did not know. 

Programming

The organizations where respondents work offer a wide range of activities and services. The following activities were most commonly offered (two-thirds to three-quarters of respondents said their organization offer these activities):  

· Sports/physical fitness (78% of respondents said their organization provides)

· Academic support/tutoring (76%)

· Arts/cultural enrichment (74%)

· Educational enrichment (73%)

· Life Skills (72%)

· Communities service/service-learning (66%)

· Health/wellness (64%)

Sports/physical fitness was much more likely to be identified as an activity in this sample than in the 2006 survey. This could be a reflection of the increased attention to obesity/health issues over the past several years, or it could say something about the Grand Rapids sample – perhaps sports or recreation programs are over-represented.  Other activities provided by smaller subset of organizations include: 

· Mentoring (55%)

· Leadership training and development (53%)

· Technology (40%)

· Spiritual/character development (37%)

Relatively few organizations provide activities in the following areas: 

· Substance abuse prevention (18%)

· Career development/employment training (16%)

· Activism/organizing (15%)
	Do you work with this population?
	Percentage Yes

	Elementary school-aged
	70%

	Middle school-aged
	44%

	High school-aged
	20%

	Young adults (over-18)
	4%

	

	Low-income youth
	91%

	Middle class youth
	17%

	Upper-middle class youth
	1%


Population Served 

Of those who responded to the survey, just over three quarters (79%) said the youth they work with are there voluntarily; 5% said they are required to participate (by court or otherwise), and 15% said they work with a mix.  

In terms of age, respondents were most likely to work with elementary-aged students, but nearly half work with middle schoolers, and one-fifth work with high schoolers. Just 4% of those surveyed work with young adults.  Most youth workers work with low-income children and youth. 

Roles and Responsibilities
We know that we were fairly successful in reaching frontline youth workers, the target population of the survey, because 75% of respondents reported spending between 50-100% of their time working directly with children/youth.  However 25% of those who filled out the survey spend less than half of their time on the job not interacting directly with youth, suggesting they may work as site directors or hold other administrative responsibilities.

In fact, most of those who responded do report playing a mix of supervisory, administrative or coordination roles in addition to their direct work with youth. 

“Jack of all trades” may be an understatement for describing a youth worker! Those who responded to the survey juggle a wide range of roles and responsibilities that require a range of skills and abilities. The following are roles that three-quarters or more of the sample said were either primary or secondary roles they play in their jobs:  

· Plan program activities – 98% say this is either a primary or secondary role they play

· Assist with program activities – 97%

· Lead program activities – 96% 

· Behavior management/safety – 86% 

· Individual support/counseling/mentoring of youth – 83%

· Event coordination – 79%

· Community outreach/collaboration – 79% 

· Parent/family outreach – 76%

Between one-third and three-quarters of the sample also reported playing these additional roles: 

· Program evaluation – 72%

· Administrative paperwork (data tracking, accounting) – 64% 

· Advocacy on behalf of children/families – 63% 

· Supervising staff or volunteers – 60%

· Office/clerical support – 55%

· Volunteer coordination – 50% 

· Transportation – 43%

· Maintenance/facilities – 42%

· Fundraising – 39% 

III. ABOUT PROFESSIONAL SUPPORTS

Assessment and supervision

Just over two-thirds of respondents (69%) say that their organization has identified specific staff competencies for working with youth, though 46% of those surveyed said their job performance is not assessed on a regular basis. For those staff that report being assessed regularly, assessment is based on observation/feedback (61%), pre-defined job description and mutually identified goals (54%), agency identified goals and objectives (47%), individually identified goals and objectives (46%) or a “formal” assessment of program and staff needs (37%). 

Roughly half of those surveyed report receiving feedback from their supervisors on a weekly basis (52%). Nearly a quarter, however (23%) said they rarely or never receive such feedback and 32% say their supervisor rarely or never observes them interacting with youth. 

Half of the sample reports being coached or mentored by someone in their organization, and nearly three quarters (74%) say there are encouraged and given time to reflect on their work. 
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Training

Training opportunities appear plentiful, but formal support or compensatory recognition for training is more elusive. This mirrors trends found in the 2006 survey. The vast majority (86%) of respondents reported attending trainings, workshops, conferences or certification programs related to youth work within the past six months. Most youth workers find out about these trainings from their supervisor (87%). The second most common source of information about training opportunities was the Youth Development Network (35%). 
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Most (80%) said their employers pay for training fees, but fewer than half (43%) said they get release time to participate in trainings and only 19% said their employers formally recognize or reward participation in trainings, workshops, conferences or certificate programs.  
Barriers to participating in trainings/workshops/professional education include:

· Cost (42% of those surveyed identified cost as a key barrier)

· Incentives (education doesn’t increase earnings) (40%)

· Inconvenience timing (39%)

· No one to substitute/cover (29%)

· Distance/location (27%)

Networking
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Nearly half (47%) of those surveyed said they rarely or never have professional opportunities to interact with youth workers from other organizations. 18% said they do so on a regular basis (1-2 times per week). 
Overall, ELO membership appears to be strongly correlated with professional development experiences for youth workers in the Grand Rapids area. Respondents who are employed by ELO member agencies were more likely than those working in non-ELO member agencies to attend recent trainings, get release time to participate in training, interact regularly with youth workers from other organizations, and receive regular supervision, performance assessment, and coaching on the job. These staff also appear more satisfied with their jobs and plan to remain in the field longer. 
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While this is not necessarily a causal relationship, it is nevertheless good news for the Network and for the individual organizations that comprise its membership. 
IV. ABOUT COMPENSATION

Pay

Roughly two-thirds of the sample is paid hourly and one-third is salaried. The median pay range for hourly workers was $7-8.99 /hour and the median range for salaried workers is between $30,000 and $34,999 annually. Sixty-one percent of those surveyed reported being the sole or primary wage earner for their household. 
Interestingly, hourly wages in Grand Rapids appear to be lower than what was found in the 2006 multi-city survey (where the median wage was $9 – 10.99/hour), yet salaries in Grand Rapids appear higher than in that survey (where $20,000 – 24,999 was the median). 

61% of those surveyed identified themselves as the primary wage earner for their household. Second jobs appear to be a common solution to help make ends meet; nearly one-third (31%) of those surveyed hold second jobs.
Benefits
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Just 35% report having medical insurance (where their employer pays some or all of their premium) and only 25% have dental insurance. In terms of leave, only 28% have paid sick leave and 29% have paid vacation. A full 49% of those surveyed report having no benefits at all. 
Just over one-third of those surveyed (38%) report being satisfied with the benefits they receive, and 21% say they are very dissatisfied with their benefits. 
Not surprisingly, full-time employees are much more likely than their part-time counterparts to have access to health insurance and other benefits and to be satisfied with their benefits package. These findings generally mirror what was found in 2006 is multiple cities across the country. Access levels to several specific benefits are included in the chart to the right.  

V. ABOUT SATISFACTION AND FUTURE DIRECTION
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Satisfaction Levels
Most youth workers surveyed in the Grand Rapids area are satisfied with their work, especially compared with similar data from other industries. Just under three-quarters of those surveyed (73%) report being satisfied or very satisfied with their job, and only 3% report being dissatisfied. According to the Conference Board, 50 percent of Americans are satisfied with their jobs.
 There does not appear to be a correlation between job status (part-time vs. full-time) and satisfaction.  

Career Advancement
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Despite high levels of satisfaction, it appears that clearer organizational steps and opportunities for advancement are needed. Nearly half of those surveyed (48%) reported there were no clearly identified opportunities for promotion within parent organization and another 22% answered “I don’t know.”  

In terms of promotions or hiring incentives, 32% said that years of experience are a factor, 25% said higher education is a factor, and just 14% said their organization formally recognizes or awards certification.  

Future Plans
It appears that jobs in youth development/after-school are considered more than just a passing “phase” for many youth workers in Grand Rapids, all the more reason to invest in the workforce. When asked how long they intend to stay in the field, 55% of those surveyed reported five or more years. While only 10 percent say they plan to stay less than two years, a full 30 percent say they are “not sure.” This reflects a higher level of commitment to youth work than was found in the 2006 “national” survey, when only 40% of the sample anticipated remaining in the field for five or more years. 

Satisfaction Drivers

This is a committed workforce. Compensation is important, but intrinsic rewards and career stability are key. Youth workers surveyed in the Grand Rapids area identified the following as the top factors that would most impact their likelihood to remain in the field:

· Sense that job is making a difference

· Quality of supervision/support

· Compatibility of personal interests and career opportunities

· Opportunities for professional growth/promotion

· Career stability

The following factors would most impact their decision to leave the field:

· Lack of opportunities for professional growth/promotion

· Career instability

· Incompatibility of personal interests and career opportunities

· Sense that my job is not making a difference

· Stress levels associated with the work

Mirroring these findings, when asked an open-ended question about what they like most about working with youth, respondents most commonly pointed to making a difference and their relationships with young people. 

Interestingly, youth workers surveyed nationally in 2006 identified compensation as the primary factor influencing decisions to remain in or leave the field and in the case of Grand Rapids, compensation was not one of the top five factors for either staying or leaving. Other than the notable absence of compensation as a key factor, other responses are quite similar to what youth workers across the country identify as key factors (opportunities for growth/promotion, sense that the work makes a difference). While this is promising as employers look for ways to increase retention, this does not necessarily mean that compensation levels are not low. These responses may reflect the fact that in a state with very high unemployment rates like Michigan, low wages are better than no wages at all. Increasing compensation was identified as an important factor in strengthening the profession. 

Strengthening the Profession

When asked what would most help the profession, respondents identified clearer pathways for career advancement and increased program resources as the top two factors. Other important factors included professional development opportunities, employee benefits and compensation. 

VI. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The data analysis from the online survey produced useful findings that help paint a picture of youth workers in the Grand Rapids area and help us understand to strengthen this workforce going forward. Six implications are identified below that could serve as useful discussion topics locally. Despite the limitations of the current study
 (primarily sampling method), these take-aways could help guide future research, organizational practice, and advocacy efforts related to youth work professionals.  

· Youth workers are a diverse group with relevant expertise and education. These findings suggest this may be an undercapitalized workforce. Given the age and compensation levels, youth workers appear relatively highly educated, and many bring experience and education in relevant fields such as education and social work. The profession successfully draws in people of various ages, diverse backgrounds, and a range of prior educational and professional experiences. While higher education opportunities that are relevant to youth work are important, they represent just one element of what should be a broad approach to professional development that begins with increasing organizational supports for employees.  
· Youth workers make significant contributions to children, youth and the community.  Based on the survey, frontline youth workers are engaged in a range of activities that support young people’s development, including but not limited to academic support, educational enrichment, arts, sports, leadership training/development and mentoring. One thing that distinguishes youth work from teaching is that young people can maintain relationships with youth work professionals from year to year. This wonderful developmental gift is undermined by high turnover rates, thus the importance of improving job stability. In addition to their contributions to young people’s lives, as adult residents of the Grand Rapids area, youth workers also contribute to the local economy and community in important ways, through both charitable and commercial activity. 
· Job satisfaction is high, but so is mobility. While workers report extremely high levels of job satisfaction, they also do not tend to stay in their jobs for very long. While youth workers are extremely committed to the mission of their work, they are also affected by extrinsic factors such as compensation and career development. In addition to being highly motivated and satisfied, youth workers are also highly educated. This suggests that the ongoing recruitment and retention challenges plaguing agencies in the field may be less about finding quality workers and more about creating quality jobs.
· Organizations can strengthen supervision and support. While many of those surveyed report receiving regular feedback and mentoring from their supervisors, large numbers do not. With coaching and on-the-job training increasingly recognized as critical components of professional development systems, these findings point to an opportunity to leverage existing capacity and expand supports throughout the after-school/ youth-serving system in the Grand Rapids area. 
· There is a need for clearer organizational steps and career ladders.  In the absence of career ladders or salary adjustments for things like longevity, increased responsibility or expertise, frontline workers interested in staying in the field may find themselves hopping jobs to get the recognition and rewards they believe they deserve. While most of those surveyed report having access to professional development opportunities, links between those opportunities and tangible rewards or promotions are weak. Strengthening those connections and ensuring that training opportunities are not only accessible and relevant but recognized in concrete ways, could be an important strategy for reducing turnover. 
· Larger professional networks are critical to supporting youth workers and advancing the profession. While many respondents report having opportunities to interact with youth-serving professionals in other organizations, many do not. Those youth workers employed in agencies that are members of larger networks such as the ELO appear to have access to a broader array of professional development supports. Strengthening and expanding such networks could have an influence on individuals, organizations and the field as a whole, by increasing supports for individual workers, building the capacity of employers and organizations, and raising the visibility of the field overall. 
Youth Work: A Definition





Youth work professionals or youth workers are individuals who work with or on behalf of youth to facilitate their personal, social and educational development and enable them to gain a voice, influence and place in society as they make the transition from dependence to independence.  





Because youth work is so broad, we are working under three assumptions that help define the workforce:  





Youth work professionals are working with young people in primarily informal and voluntary settings;


Youth work professionals are working with young people primarily between the ages of 8 and 18; and 


Youth work professionals, like social workers or nurses, can be employed by a variety of systems and settings. 





Stone, B., Garza, P., Borden, L. (2004). Attracting, Development and Retaining Youth Workers for the Next Generation. Wingspread Conference Proceedings. Washington, DC: National Collaboration for Youth/National Assembly. 








� The term “youth work” was used intentionally in the survey, knowing that not every sub-group within the field uses this language. As a label, we like it because it is inclusive and it communicates the purpose of the profession more clearly than other terms like youth development, out-of-school time, school-age care, youth services, or after-school.





� Part-time was defined as working less than 30 hours per week. 


� Percentages do not add up to 100 because respondents were able select more than one response. Some may have checked local affiliate of a national nonprofit as well as independent community based organization, or faith-based and community-based organization. 


� The Conference Board. (Feb. 28, 2005). U.S. Job Satisfaction Keeps Falling, The Conference Board Reports Today. http://www.conference-board.org/utilities/pressDetail.cfm?press_ID=2582


� The primary limitation is sampling method. Without any baseline data about this workforce, and without a formal infrastructure or system in which to locate all relevant organizations and staff, staff had to rely on email announcements and listservs to recruit participants. While individuals working in a broad range of settings responded, it is difficult to determine whether this is a “representative” sample.   
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