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Manen (1997) notes the importance of the lived experience as a reflective 
and recollective tool; it is reflection on experience that is already passed or 
lived through.  Andrews and Heerde, (2021), refer to the lived experience as 
ensuring there is space for those with lived experience to be the authors 
of their own stories and a narrative for change.  Wilhelm Dilthey (1985 in 
Morris, 2017,) regarded lived experience as having a particular structural 
nexus and being part of a system of contextually related experiences. 
These he argued are related to each other like ‘motifs in the andante of a 
symphony’. Morris (2017) goes on to outline the reading of experience as 
clearly unique and significant to each person, influenced by both emotive 
and cognitive processing factors. Past experiences (memories, thoughts 
and feelings) influence one’s subsequent comprehension of what is 
occurring in the present. What we know or what we feel about specific 
events or themes has an influence upon how we understand and process 
them in the present. According to Barnacle (2004) the lived experience of 
being in the world becomes a legitimate basis for knowledge.  

However, Barnacle goes on to identify that the spectre of ‘non-lived 
experience’ is a constant companion of research practices that seek 
to draw principally upon lived experience as its necessary other or 

counterpoint.  An individual’s lived experience is unique and while there 
may be similarities to the experiences of others it cannot speak for others, 
to the complexity of others experiences of things such as disadvantage, 
or vulnerability. Ellis et al, (1992) explored the concept of lived experience 
within a sociological context. They refer to subjectivity that considers the 
human lived experience and the political, physical and historical context of 
that experience.  Ochoa and Lorimer, (2017 in Monk et al, eds) suggest that 
‘I’ is the narrative that we use as our subjective way of making sense of who 
we are in the context of our world. They argue that, in a very instinctive way, 
narratives are pedagogical devices for understanding the world. 

Narratives allow us to contextualize events, to make them sequential, 
causal, and even symbolic. Haven (2007) goes further arguing that 
from a very young age narratives help us to structure our perceptions 
of the world. He goes as far as to suggest that stories are the “primary 
way” in which we interpret reality, reinforcing the lived experience as 
an individual’s subjective narrative. Vicars, (2021), used Appiah (1994) to 
assist his understanding of his own narrative whereby the marginalized 
individual has to narrate another story but, as Vicars identifies, 

Abstract

This paper aims to highlight the importance of theoretical frameworks of youth work practice that are evidenced based and explores 
the relationship of the ‘lived experience’ (of both workers and young people) to those frameworks. The lived experience is understood 
in the context that any social action must begin with the social actors and their own concepts, categories and experience (Fay 2003). 
It will be argued that without an evidenced based framework of youth work practice workers are destined to use their own ‘lived 
experience’, and/or the lived experiences of the young people they work with, as the singular guiding principle for practice. Effective 
youth work practice requires practitioners to maintain the tension between the lived and learnt experience, to makes sense of the 
experience in the broader context of a theoretical framework that can translate the lived experience into policy, advocacy and change.

Defining and using the lived experience
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“I have never found writing easy - never quite sure out of which 
voice I should speak and none more so than now. As I started 
to think and write I came to recognise in the telling of myself, 
a story of negotiating and separation in the ways that I have 
acted, spoken about and represented myself as a Gay man in 
education [emerged]” (Piper, & Sikes, 2010 in Vicars, 2021). 

As such, this paper draws on Vicars direct experience of negotiating ones 
lived experience as a narrative that is contextualised to a ‘lived and learned’ 
model of youth work practice. This lived and learned model of practice 
keeps a tension between both and will strengthen professional practice by 
valuing the narratives that inform and create meaning to lived experience 
and that this lived experience is best understood through a theoretical lens.

Narratives of lived experience can inform an empathetic response to 
others, which is an essential component of youth work. While empathy for 
another’s lived experience can inform practice it cannot replace important 
global frameworks such as human rights. Ultimately, it is not collective 
experience alone that informs youth work practice, but rather the body of 
knowledge, research and evidence, applied and refined in the context of 
practice experience, that underpins a professional, qualified practitioner, 
trained in a theoretical framework of youth work practice.

The diagram below outlines how a theoretical framework builds from 
the nexus of ideas and values to inform practice. Research and evidence 
make sense of our values and experience building consistent practice 
that is not formed from one dimension but the rich resources of evidence 
based research and the knowledge of many.



Theory and Research

Considine talks about Neo liberalism that entrenches disadvantage. Our economic system has embedded 
disadvantage to make it the norm.
Harts ladder understanding participation (Freire) (Jeffs and Smith)
Informal and non-formal learning (Jeffs and Smith)
ARACY work on collaboration and The Nest project
Hawkins and Catalano on Risk and Protective Factors
Human rights are embedded in international covenants (CROC)
Our economic principles protect the wealthy through a range of protective policies (Grattan, Considine, ACOSS)
Neo liberalism entrenches structural and systemic barriers for the most vulnerable so the need to understand 
them to challenge and change (Considine)
Codes of Ethical Practice frame good practice (Corney)
Understanding trauma and brain development to inform practice (Perry)
The privatisation of the welfare state making the most vulnerable even more vulnerable (Considine)
Lamb research talks about the cost to an individual and community of not finishing year 12. 
Racism and discrimination is enabled in a white middle class narrative. (Scanlon)
Research continues to highlight, intergenerational poverty and unemployment, communities of disadvantage 
(Grattan, BSL)
Vulnerable groups are over represented in school exclusion and juvenile justice (Lamb, Teese)
Social Model of Disability (Oliver)  Affirmation Model of Disability (Frenchand Swain)
Intersectionality (Crenshaw)
Community development, research and reflective practice (Kenny, Knight, Chigudu)
Gender, Identity (Grieve and Grimshaw)  Sociology of class (Marx)

Values

Social Justice
I value every young person and know they have strengths and I understand that behaviour in a child and young 
person is learnt or a result of their lived experience
Listening and Power sharing It is always about power so empowerment is key 
Young people use behaviour as a means for communication and connection
Democracy
Acting with ethics and integrity
Everyone has human rights.
Identity belongs to the individual
I need to work with others to learn and build impact
I want to make a difference and a contribution
Cultural background, gender, ability should not be the basis of discrimination.
My body is my own and I have reproductive rights.
Racism is wrong
Equity is important particularly for the most vulnerable
Everyone needs a sense of belonging and reciprocity and community all interlink

Ideas

The world is unfair
First nations people are not respected or protected
There is racism and discrimination compounded 
by factors such as race, disability, identity.
Young people are not inherently bad
What happened to social justice
I need to consider my own moral and ethics  with 
others
Children are living in poverty
How do vulnerable communities have a voice
Disadvantage seems to be located in the same 
communities and is intergenerational
We need a strong social safety net
Identity is not a debate it is a social construction
How should we understand human rights

Informed Practice
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Theory and Research joins lived experience 
to inform Practice

The list above is not exhaustive, referring to more seminal work and 
key pillars of professional youth work. What theory and research, 
the learned experience, can do is take a value based experience and 
inform it.  Singular lived experience is not a definition for disadvantage 
it is an example. To build a professional practice tool kit which uses 
our experience and values we need research and evidence added to 
strengthen our knowledge and in turn our advocacy. We need to be able 
to challenge the narrative in a way that understands the inherent faults 
and barriers that reside within it. 

Professional youth work needs to be informed by the experience of 
others ensuring that their voice is embedded in practice. The advantage 
of a living and learning model of professional youth work is that practice 
is informed by both workers experience and by young people’s voices 
and experience, read through the lens of youth work theory.  Respecting 
the narratives of young people’s experience improves our practice. In turn 
their narrative is strengthened by theory, that is to say, understanding 
the political economy and intersectionality of disadvantage and the 
systemic barriers they face. As a youth work educator I have witnessed 
a level of empowerment when students understand that disadvantage, 
intergenerational poverty and the barriers the most vulnerable face 
is a social construction of conservative neo-liberal governments. This 
knowledge strengthens youth work advocacy when we understand 
the neo liberal framework that causes further harm to the most 
disadvantaged. Australia’s current neo liberal economy places significant 
structural and systemic barriers in front of many including some of the 
most vulnerable.  It also focusses on the individual as responsible for their 
own progress/life course limiting intervention from the state.

Sayer in the Monbiot article (2017) in The Guardian on Neoliberalism sees 
competition as the defining characteristic of human relations. 

It redefines citizens as consumers, whose democratic choices 
are best exercised by buying and selling, a process that 
rewards merit and punishes inefficiency. It maintains that 
“the market” delivers benefits that could never be achieved by 
planning. He further argues that the past four decades have 
been characterised by a transfer of wealth not only from the 
poor to the rich, but within the ranks of the wealthy: from those 
who make their money by producing new goods or services to 
those who make their money by controlling existing assets and 
harvesting rent, interest or capital gains. Earned income has 
been supplanted by unearned income.

Vicars, (2021), refers to Brunila and Nehring (2020) to note how ‘affective 
capitalism means ambivalences, social isolation, heightened anxiety…as 
well as limited possibilities to speak and to be heard by ensuring that one 
implicitly learns to find mistakes in, and blame only, oneself. This economic 
framework is defining a generation as they will be the first generation 
worse off than their parents (Siminski, 2021). We need to be theoretically 
informed to challenge these oppressive structures that inform the 
narratives of all vulnerable young people not just any single example.

As professional youth workers, we need to inform ourselves of all of the 
evidence on practice frameworks such as risk and protective factors, 
trauma informed practice, strengths based work, addiction theory and 
the subsequent neurobiology of different substances. As well as mental 
health, identity, gender, class and the practice of human rights. These 
are well researched frameworks that have an evidence base that informs 
professional youth work practice.

As youth workers, when our learned research, and young peoples lived 
experience, tells us there is no change for some cohorts - we have a 
professional responsibility to keep asking questions, advocate for solutions 
and challenge the dominant narrative about young people. This is 
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particularly the case when it comes to law and order responses and rhetoric 
often used by government that politicises young people’s experiences 
without taking any responsibility for it. For example, “Why do we have 
particular cohorts of young people over represented in the justice system, 
not just as a recent phenomenon but for decades (Australian Institute for 
Health and Welfare, 2021)? The neo-liberal narrative would have us believe 
it is an individual’s fault and responsibility. Why are we not doing more in 
the out of home care service system given the terrible statistical outcomes 
for young people who, according to Purtell (2019), are 12 times more likely to 
enter the juvenile justice system?  We must ask questions in a way that can 
surpass the standard responses we often hear from political leaders.

We need to stay focussed on poverty

The enduring factor that has always pervaded professional youth work is 
poverty. Much of the current narrative on identity, lived experience and 
practice has seen this focus more absent from the professional narrative 
than it should be. The almost impenetrable barrier of poverty, that is 
too often intergenerational, continues to dominate the life chances 
and choices of children and young people. According to the Australian 
Council of Social Service (ACOSS) 1.2 million children and young people 
live in poverty.  That speaks directly to their physical and mental health 
outcomes, the provision of stable housing, food security, the digital 
divide, their educational outcomes and their overall life trajectory. This 
should be at the forefront of our state and national advocacy and be a 
part of all of our conversations because of the intersectionality of poverty 
for vulnerable young people. The lived experience of poverty is very 
real for many of the most vulnerable young people that we may work 
with. Poverty often accompanies other risks for young people such as 
family disruption and or violence and abuse, substance use, early school 
disengagement, unemployment, risk of homelessness and so on. The 
lived experience of poverty should be high on our list of included youth 
voice and experience in our practice and should be read through the lens 
of class, structural inequality and power.

We need to talk more about Power - Empowerment

Young people do not feel they are included in the narrative and those in 
power remain unwilling to share it.  The power narrative about professional 
youth workers and their practice is important in the context of being 
an ally, building the voice and capacity of young people and respecting 
their lived experience as the context in which to work. This should inform 
and lead all aspects of our work. This also includes understanding power 
sharing and co-design as central to the practice of youth work.

However, the learned experience can also provide important 
supplements to the power narrative which is currently old, white and 
gendered (or what is often colloquially referred to as pale, male and stale) 
with the sole focus on protecting privilege and wealth.  The narrative 
that is informed by the political economic context is vital to talk about 
as it locates the power narrative in the broadest context of how to 
advocate for all young people and in particular the most vulnerable 
to be included in the decisions that impact on them. A neo-liberal 
economy deliberately sets out to shrink the welfare safety net excluding 
many from the resources they require to participate. The wealth divide 
has grown exponentially in the past two decades leaving many young 
people behind (ACOSS 2020).  We are experiencing the politics of social 
exclusion. In the recent webinar from the Brotherhood of St Lawrence on 
shifting the dial on child poverty the panel discussed the importance of 
child inclusive policies. An excellent example is the very punitive welfare 
system that many families are trapped in. Parents who have their income 
impacted for failing one of the many rules that exist within this system 
has a direct impact on the children and young people in their household. 
These policies are at the centre of neo-liberal policy power. 

As a cautionary note we are currently seeing that power being wielded 
by a very conservative government in unconscionable ways. The Asylum 
Seeker Resource Centre refers to three bills that have passed that aim 
to provide government with a cloak in which to use their power against 
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the most vulnerable. You can see the three bills which they refer to here.  
At the time of writing this the religious discrimination bill was before the 
federal parliament and would allow schools and others to discriminate 
against young people and staff that identify as LGBTQIA.  Though 
perhaps even more concerning is the right of high profile members of 
the public to use this cloak in the guise of religious freedom to spread 
what can only be referred to as hate speech. You can read about what is 
commonly referred to as the Israel Falou clause here.

Our own evidence base and research of practice

Professional youth workers need to research their own practice using 
a reflective practice model. The absence of which means practice is 
destined to be limited including our own service and quality of delivery. 
Understanding the importance of reflective practice as a key component 
of our professional practice means that professional youth workers start 
their own cycle of action research which always starts with the young 
person at the centre and their lived experience and links our learning to 
build individual capacity and voice, seek out solutions, build advocacy, 
network to share the learning to build allies, ask questions and be 
advocates. Our learned experience also ensures that professional youth 
workers are aware of other research on programs that can provide an 
evidence base for good practice.  

Lived experience and Vicarious Trauma

In the absence of professional training, an evidenced based framework 
of practice that provides a values and theory lens on practice, workers are 
at greater risk of vicarious trauma. Hart (2020), in her work on vicarious 
trauma of youth workers identifies the risk that youth workers face 
when working with vulnerable young people. Without reflective practice 
frameworks, workers are at risk of exacerbating their own trauma, 
the lived experience of vulnerable young people acting as a potential 
“trigger” for reliving that trauma.  In this sense a professional youth 

worker may use their lived experience to reflect on their practice and 
inform their learning and in so doing refine their theoretical frameworks 
of practice. This form of theory and action reflection cycle may enable 
workers to be more resilient professionals and more empathetic of the 
concerns and issues faced by vulnerable young people.  According to Zuk 
and Weemore, (in Stamm 1999) in teaching students about trauma it is 
important to acknowledge in such teaching students do not experience 
trauma simply as the “other”.  They confront and formulate narratives 
of their own experience. This discussion in no way excludes those with 
limited lived experience, as  we all have lived experience to some degree, 
it is how we reflect on the interaction of that lived experience in the 
context of practice that matters. This reflective process strengthens the 
argument of reflective learning as a theoretical framework that facilitates 
professional youth work practice that is focussed on the best outcome for 
every vulnerable young person.

The Pillars of the Learned Experience

The first  National Youth Work Consultation 1996 (Broadbent 1997), asked 
workers from all over Australia …:“please identify critical and discrete 
areas of training that workers with young people require to work 
effectively within a changing social, economic and policy environment.” 
The results hold very similar views to the more recent consultations 
held by Youth Workers Australia to understand the learning pillars of 
youth work.  Twenty five years ago workers named; understanding the 
social, economic, and political context, professionalism, values, ethics 
and codes of conduct, Cross-cultural training,  participants identified 
action research, understanding policy, an ability to measure, evaluate and 
report on the outcomes of their work and the  importance of community 
development work that underpins all aspects of service delivery for 
young people.  This was parallel to a whole raft of practice skills.

In 2013, seventeen years later Corney and Broadbent undertook a piece 
of research to inform the (then) Youth Workers Association course 

https://asrc.org.au/2021/08/02/parliament-must-reject-a-spate-of-bills-that-will-introduce-sweeping-powers-and-deny-basic-rights/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/nov/04/religious-groups-warn-government-to-retain-clause-allowing-discrimination-in-proposed-bill
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endorsement process.  They came up with key pillars below that resonate 
with the earlier work and led to a document that expanded into building 
blocks for any degree. More recently Youth Workers Australia has 
undertaken a consultation to inform its Course Accreditation document 
and once again workers have reiterated many of the same pillars as 
central to youth work practice.  The revised document can be found here. 

Here are the pillars that were defined as a result of the 2013 consultation.  
Pedagogy that is based on a values clarification and reflective practice 
model that challenges personal values and separates those from the 
professional values of a Youth Work practitioner.

• An understanding that young people are the primary client/
consideration of the Youth Work practitioner.

• Bibliographies that direct students to required reading that has a 
focus on important practice values such as: social justice and social 
action, consciousness raising, empowerment, participation, human 
rights and advocacy; informal and non-formal education and is 
reflective of Australian content.

• Ethics education based on relevant state based Youth Sector Code of 
Ethics/Practice and taught by youth work qualified practitioners.

• Content reflective of the social, economic and political structures, 
influences and barriers young people face.

• Focus on the development of a framework of practice through 
exposure to a theoretical core of community development, sociology 
of youth, social structure of adolescent health and youth policy.

• An inclusion of a human rights based social justice pedagogy that 
includes exposure to diversity, inclusion and inter-sectoral issues such 
as: age, culture, gender, indigenous sexuality; and ability, within its 
framework of practice.

• Pedagogy that reflects on the broader social structural systemic 
influences that impact on young people and youth work practice.

These are the constructs of the learnt experience which also provides a 
pathway for the lived experience as that experience takes its place within 
the context of formal qualifications and is recognised and credited within 
the practice frameworks of the course.  

Conclusion

The context of the lived experience driving the practice of human service 
professionals is not new. Certainly in the mental health industry it has been 
central to practice for some time (Manen, 1997). However, in the youth work 
sector it has been an ongoing debate with many proponents suggesting 
that the learned experience is not only unnecessary but detrimental 
to the lived experience proposing it does not provide adequate weight 
to the personal narrative. I am confident there are examples of both 
occurring, in fact, I have seen it and been a part of those discussions.  The 
lived experience can be best understood through a theoretical lens that 
builds a framework of youth work practice and makes sense of the barriers 
young people face. The lived experience strengthens our practice as youth 
workers but the learnt experience ensures all youth workers can be allies 
and can stand in solidarity. What this paper sets out to do is challenge any 
one sided narrative to build a more translational foundation to any lived 
experience of the importance of a theoretical framework of practice.  In its 
absence the discussion turns to a single narrative of whoever is loudest in 
the room and those we purport to be advocating for, the most vulnerable 
young people, remain voiceless.

https://www.ywa.org.au/course-accreditation
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