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Abstract
Previous research has suggested that professional youth work settings empower socially

vulnerable youngsters, strengthening their personal development and social participa-

tion. It is expected that youth work can prevent personal and social problems of young-

sters, which may have longer term positive social returns. How the underlying

methodical way of acting of youth workers contributes to prevention-focused outcomes

remains unclear. This article presents a four-wave longitudinal cohort study (16 months)

that investigated longitudinal associations between 12 individual methodical principles

that youth workers apply in interactions with youngsters and four prevention-focused

outcomes: prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network and civic participation. The sam-

ple consisted of 1,597 Dutch youngsters with a mean age of 16.5 years (SD = 3.60).

Findings: Linear mixed models analysis found that all individual methodical principles

were longitudinally associated with one or more outcome. The strongest associations

were observed with regard to prosocial skills and civic participation. Depending on

the outcome measure, methodical principles seem to be more effective for boys, for

youngsters who participate for 3 years or longer in youth work settings and for young-

sters between 10 and 19 years old. With regard to the effect of methodical principles on

improving self-mastery, 9 of the 12 principles appeared to play no positive role in

increasing self-mastery of youngsters. Applications: This study provides youth workers

with a better understanding of which methodical principles are positively associated

with prevention-focused outcomes as well as reinforcing the evidence-based practice

of professional youth work.

Keywords
Social work, group work, prevention, professional conduct, young people, youth work

Introduction
Over the last two decades, there has been growing interest in social work for developmen-
tal and contextual sensitive prevention and early intervention services for adolescents.
Prevention-focused services, such as positive youth development programs, are
assumed to improve adolescent well-being and enhance positive development
(Catalano et al., 2002; Waid & Uhrich, 2020) as well as lead to long-term positive
social returns, such as cost savings for relatively expensive social care services
(Hilderink et al., 2020; McCave & Rishel, 2011). Professional youth work undertakes
preventive social work in the leisure time of youngsters, organizing activities in a wide
range of informal contexts, such as youth clubs, arts/sports facilities, online, or on the
streets (Baillergeau & Hoijtink, 2010; Batsleer, 2008). Although studies have been con-
ducted on prevention efforts in professional youth work in the past five years (Dickson et
al., 2013; Dunne et al., 2014; Fyfe et al., 2018; McGregor, 2015; Ord et al., 2018;
Sonneveld et al., 2020), there is little understanding of how the underlying methodical
way of acting of professional youth workers contributes to prevention-focused outcomes
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(McGregor, 2015; Ord, 2014). This study intended to address this knowledge gap by
undertaking a large-scale empirical study investigating how 12 individual methodical
principles within a multi methodic youth work approach are longitudinally associated
with prevention-focused outcomes.

Professional youth work is known as a developmentally appropriate approach that pro-
vides youngsters with opportunities for personal development and social participation,
with the aim of assisting them to make successful transitions to adulthood (Dunne
et al., 2014; Metz, 2017). Professional youth workers build relationships with boys
and girls who are growing up in socially vulnerable positions (Dunne et al., 2014), fos-
tering prolonged and stable engagement over time (McGregor, 2015) throughout their
adolescence (between the ages of 10 and 24). These youngsters face challenges and
developmental burdens in addition to dealing with the complexity of the developmental
challenges generally faced by youngsters in the 21st century (Larson, 2011). In concrete
terms, this means that these youngsters often experience a lack of encouragement and
support from people in their social environment (Abdallah, 2017); they grow up in low-
income families in deprived neighborhoods with high levels of crime and poverty
(Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Vettenburg, 1998); and/or they have social and/or
mental health problems that hinder their opportunities to fully participate in society.
The risk of developing problems in their transition to adulthood is significantly higher
for youngsters who accumulate negative experiences in their social environment
(Vettenburg, 1998).

Recognizing the socially vulnerable position of these youngsters in society, profes-
sional youth workers aim to provide support, based on their voluntary participation, in
the process of becoming independent adults. It is well established from the youth work
literature that youth workers use an open approach (Metz, 2016), which does not
employ a pre-planned or time-limited specific intervention, but consists of methodical
actions that are fluid and responsive to the experiences, specific needs, and interests of
the youngsters and the changing social and political context in which they arise
(Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Ord, 2014). Taking this open approach, Dutch profes-
sionals apply a combination of four commonly used methods within youth work: detached
youth work, social group work, individual guidance, and information and advice services
(Metz, 2020; Sonneveld et al., 2020). Detached youth work establishes contact with
youngsters and provides services in young people’s living environment, such as on the
streets, in parks, the schoolyard, at home, or in fast-food outlets (Milburn et al., 2000).
Social group work (e.g., drop-in activities, group activities in the areas of culture,
media, and sport) recognizes the significant influence of social peer interactions and
group processes for the development of important life skills required to become an inde-
pendent adult, fostering peer sociability and support, and the enhancement of social par-
ticipation (Rumping et al., 2017). Through the provision of information and advice
services and sometimes more prolonged individual guidance (one-to-one interventions
on a structural basis), youth workers offer accessible support for contemporary youth pro-
blems, such as sexuality, school issues, using drugs, or problems in relationships (Faché,
2016; Koops et al., 2014). The application of one or more of these methods depends on the
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specific needs of each individual and their current situation and is known as a multi meth-
odic approach (Sonneveld et al., 2020).

Although the knowledge base of professional youth work is poorly developed
(McGregor, 2015; Mundy-McPherson et al., 2012), there are a few recent studies
that have investigated how professional youth work contributes to the prevention
of personal and social problems. A previous longitudinal study (Sonneveld et al.,
2021a) showed that youngsters who participate longer (>7 months or >3 years) in
Dutch professional youth work settings, score significantly higher on the outcome
variables of prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network, and civic participation
(volunteering and organizing activities). Using other research designs, other youth
work scholars have reported similar outcomes (Dickson et al., 2013; Dunne et al.,
2014; Fyfe et al., 2018; McGregor, 2015; Ord et al., 2018). These studies suggest
that a significant duration of participation in professional youth work settings could
have beneficial prevention-focused outcomes that may help youngsters thrive and
avoid personal and social problems, which may have long-term positive social
returns. For example, sufficient prosocial skills are essential for young people to func-
tion well in society, promote harmonious relationships, and prevent behavioral pro-
blems from causing conflicts with others (Bergin et al., 2003). The development of

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for multimethodic youth work focused on prevention.
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self-mastery allows young people to gain more control of their lives, which ensures
that they can independently solve (minor) problems and prevent problems in the
future (Laffra & Nikken, 2014). Youngsters who can count on a supportive social
network function better and experience fewer problems (Cavanaugh & Buehler,
2015), and they are less likely to need support from social care/health institutions
(Metz, 2020). Finally, enhancement of civic participation could have a positive
effect on the well-being of young people (Ince et al., 2018) and offers them the oppor-
tunity to be connected to society and to be of significance to others (Abdallah et al.
2016).

Despite this expanded knowledge base on the prevention efforts of professional
youth work, there is little scientific understanding of how the underlying methodical
way of acting within a multi methodic youth work approach contributes to these types
of outcomes (McGregor, 2015; Ord, 2014). A better understanding of the methodical
process and its contribution to prevention is essential to raise the quality and effect-
iveness of professional youth work as a prevention-focused approach. In a previous
study, Sonneveld et al., (2021b) identified a set of 12 methodical principles within
a multimethodic approach that youth workers employ in their prevention efforts
(Figure 1). Methodical principles can be understood as the assumptions or guiding
notions that direct the actions of youth workers in interaction with their target
group and the latter’s living environment (Boomkens, 2020; Metz & Sonneveld,
2012). Examples include creating a meaningful relationship, facilitating peer
support, and engaging with the lifeworld of young people. Table 3 provides a descrip-
tion of the 12 methodical principles and the youth work method(s) in which they are
applied by youth workers.

Focus of the current study

Although there are assumptions that these 12 methodical principles within a multi meth-
odic approach could positively influence the personal and social development of young-
sters (Fyfe et al., 2018; Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Rodd & Stewart, 2009;
Rumping et al., 2017; Schaap et al., 2017), empirical knowledge about which individual
methodical principles are longitudinally associated with which sort of prevention-focused
outcomes is lacking. Therefore, this study examined longitudinal associations between
the individual methodical principles and four prevention-focused outcomes: prosocial
skills, self-mastery, social network, and civic participation (volunteering and organizing
activities) over 16 months. The guiding research question is: Does an increase in recog-
nition of the individual methodical principles among youth work participants, both
between-subjects and within-subjects, lead to an increase in the prevention-focused out-
comes? If so, which methodical principles are most strongly associated, and with which
prevention-focused outcomes? Taking into account the variety of the group targeted by
professional youth work in terms of a broad age group (10–24), gender, and length of
participation in youth work, an additional analysis examined whether effects are differ-
entiated according to these covariates.
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Method

Design

In this study, we used a longitudinal multiple cohort design. Compared to a cross-
sectional design, a longitudinal design has the advantage of relating the individual devel-
opment of a certain outcome variable over time to the individual development of, or
changes in, other variables (Twisk, 2013). Using this design, we were able to collect
data about youth work participants at four time points (between September 2017 and
December 2018, at intervals of 3 to 4 months) and who varied in the length of participa-
tion in youth work settings at wave 1: participation for 0 to 6 months; participation for 7
months to 2 years; and participation for 3 years or longer.

The study was conducted in close collaboration with 11 Dutch professional youth
work providers from urban areas in the middle, south, and east parts of the
Netherlands. All of the providers are public welfare organizations funded by the local
government. All of them apply a multi methodic approach in reaching out to youngsters
(boys and girls) in a broad age group (10–24). The organizations offer a good represen-
tation of professional youth work in the Netherlands and actively approached the research
group to conduct practice-based research that would contribute to the further profession-
alization of youth work. Collaboration with youth workers and youngsters included
involvement in a Youth Worker Lab (N= 11) and a diverse Youth Panel (N= 14). The
participation of the Youth Worker Lab and Youth Panel ensured the research instruments
and the process of data collection was appropriate to youth work practice from the per-
spective of both youth workers and youngsters.

Participants

For sample selection, a short questionnaire was first distributed to the 11 organizations
involved—to gain insight into the population of youngsters in each organization
(gender, age groups, level of problems) and their participation in youth work settings
(length of participation, combination of methods). This information allowed a profile
of the population to be drawn up for each organization, with the 11 profiles used to
compose a representative sample for professional youth work, consisting of adolescents
from different age groups, with different levels of problems and lengths of participation,
and who received support using different methods.

The youngsters recruited to the study fulfilled four criteria: (1) participation in one of
the 11 youth work organizations; (2) at least 10 years old and younger than 25; (3) suf-
ficient command of Dutch; and (4) familiar with at least one of the four methods offered
by youth work. Thirteen youngsters were excluded because they did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria or withheld approval. Another 35 youngsters were excluded because they did
not fully complete the first questionnaire, meaning data on time-independent variables
(e.g., length of participation, age, gender) was missing. In total, 1,597 youngsters were
included in the analysis (Figure 2). The number of youngsters from each youth work
organization varied between 66 and 227 (M= 145, SD= 45.8).
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Participants were approached four times for self-reporting: T1, Sept-Dec 2017, N=
1,597; T2, Jan-April 2018, N= 981; T3, May-Aug 2018, N= 626; and T4, Sept-Dec
2018, N= 595. Of the total participants, 19.8% (N= 316) participated in all four
waves of data collection, 26.4% (N= 421) participated in three waves, 24.9% (N=
398) in two waves, and 28.9% (N= 462) dropped out after the first wave. The response
rates are shown in Figure 2.

Noncompletion was defined as completing none, one or two of the three post-
measurements. Reasons for noncompletion at follow-up were temporary/permanent

Figure 2. Participant flowchart.
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positive outflow, refusal, temporary/permanent loss of contact, or organizational reasons.
Table 1 shows the data collected on nonresponse for Waves 2 to 4.

We examined differences in the characteristics of completers and noncompleters with
a t-test and Chi-square test. Youngsters who did not complete all questionnaires were
more often boys (69.2%) compared to the completers (50.9%) (x2 = 37.6, p ≤ .001),
and they were older compared to the completers (16.6 and 16.0 years, respectively, t=
2.69, p= .007). Noncompleters were more often youngsters who had participated for
0–6 months (85.6%) or 7 months to 2 years (80.4%) in youth work, compared to young-
sters who had participated 3 years or longer (76.2%) (x2 = 14.68, p = .001).

Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics for the participants who were included in the
analysis. Most youngsters in our sample were aged between 14–17 years (40%) and the
mean age was 16.5 years (SD= 3.60). There were more males (65.6%) than females
(34.4%). It is known that girls are underrepresented in Dutch youth work activities
(Boomkens, 2020), with Gemmeke et al. (2011) noting that only 10%–30% of the young-
sters in youth work are girls. In relation to cultural background, 21% of the youngsters
reported a native Dutch background and 31% reported a Dutch bi-cultural background
(e.g., Dutch and Moroccan). Of those attending school (79.3%, N= 1,242), 14.6%
were in primary school, 67.3% vocational education, and 18.0% higher education
(Table 2).

Procedures and ethical considerations

For the data collection, we collaborated with at least one manager (N= 12) and 10 youth
workers (N= 150) from each organization. Two researchers (including author one) gave
the youth workers instructions for data collection verbally during training, which
included an introduction to the study; instructions on adhering to the research protocol;
recruiting respondents; inclusion criteria; informed consent procedure; procedure for
digital data collection; and guaranteeing the reliability and the validity of the data.
They also received a field guide with instructions.

After completing the training, the 150 youth workers were asked to select at least 10
youngsters from their own practice to participate in the study. By consultation between
researchers and trained youth workers, there was agreement about how they would reach a

Table 1. Reasons for noncompletion.

Reasons for noncompletion Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

(Temporary) positive outflow (busy with school or work) 7.1% 4.2% 2.5%

(Temporary) loss of contact or could not be located 7.2% 13.3% 3.9%

Organizational change (breach of contract, leave) 6.8% 6.7% 5.1%

Survey not sent digitally (missed send button) 2.2% 0.7% –

Refusal (lack of time or motivation) 3.3% 4.4% 2.3%

(Temporary) different living environment (moved, in detention) 1.5% 1.6% 1.6%

Other reason or unknown 10.4% 29.8% 47.2%
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diverse group of young people, taking into account differences in: (1) gender (boys and girls);
(2) age (10–24); (3) the extent of personal or social problems; and (4) length of participation
(0–6 months; 7 months to 2 years; 3 years or longer). Youth workers verbally informed
youngsters (and their primary caregiver, if they were younger than 16) about the study and
asked them whether they were interested in participating. If they were interested, the youth
workers gave them a letter provided by the researchers. Participants were made aware of
their rights (such as voluntary participation, right to withdraw, confidentiality, and anonym-
ity). If youngsters were younger than 12, the youth worker also verbally contacted the care-
giver(s) to obtain verbal consent in addition to the letter.

Before the first questionnaire, digital consent was also required to ensure informed
consent. The youngsters completed the questionnaires online in private using tablets.
They were able to consult another person if they had any questions, preferably a
person other than the youth worker, to reduce socially desirable answers. The research
team maintained close contact with the youth workers to ensure greater levels of
response, and the team monitored the process and missing data points. Data cleaning
was done as soon as the data were collected. The study protocol was approved by the
management of the 11 participating organizations and youth workers from the Youth
Work Lab. Data collection was carried out in accordance with the Netherlands Code
of Conduct for Research Integrity (2018).

Table 2. Demographic variables of participants at wave 1 (N= 1,597).

Demographics N (%)

Age Mean 16.5 SD= 3.60 (range 10-24)

Gender

Male 1,048 (65.6%)

Female 549 (34.4%)

Cultural background

Only Dutch 335 (21.0%)

Combination Dutch and other 490 (30.7%)

Not Dutch 772 (48.3%)

Activity during the day

School/education program 1,267 (79.3%)

Work 184 (11.5%)

Care responsibilities or volunteering 42 (2.6%)

- No activity during the day 90 (5.6%)

Educational level (N= 1,242)

Primary education 181 (14.6%)

Vocational education 836 (67.3%)

- Higher education 225 (18.0%)
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Instruments

We collaborated with the Youth Worker Lab and the Youth Panel to develop an appro-
priate questionnaire that was suitable for a broad age group (10–24) and young people
with a lower language level. Based on feedback from a pilot, we concluded that the
first version of the questionnaire was too long and some of its concepts too complicated,
which could potentially, adversely affect the existing relationships between youth
workers and youngsters (De St. Croix, 2018), and lead to major drop-out from
repeated measurements. To combat respondent fatigue, we shortened and simplified
the questionnaire through scale adaptation (Heggestad et al., 2019) on some validated
scales. Furthermore, we designed items and scales ourselves based on the existing litera-
ture, if there were no suitable instruments available.

Demographic variables and participation in youth work. Demographic information included
age, gender, cultural background, activity during the day, and educational level. Previous
research shows that the length of participation in youth work is related to prevention-
focused outcomes (Sonneveld et al., 2021a). Therefore, we also included length of par-
ticipation as a covariate. One question, “How long have you had contact with youth
workers?,” was used in Wave 1 to proxy the length of participation in youth work set-
tings. In addition, we asked youngsters about their level of intensity of participation at
each time point.

Methodical principles. The 12 methodical principles (see Table 3) were measured at each
time point with 12 subscales designed for this study, based on the existing literature. We
operationalized the 12 methodical principles (see Appendix) in a way that youngsters
could indicate whether they experienced the use of each methodical principle. Except
for one methodical principle, all items were measured on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” or “never” to “very often.” The
methodical principle of collaboration with the social environment, in particular, was
investigated by asking the youngsters whether the youth workers involved other
people in the environment during the last 3 months (e.g., parents, family, peers,
teacher, local resident, social care worker, police officer, or sports instructor). By compil-
ing a count variable (0–16), this principle could be included in the analysis. Table 3
shows the number of items in each subscale and the internal consistency (α) at Wave 1.

Outcome measures. Prosocial skills were assessed at each time point by one of the five
subscales of the Dutch version of the self-report Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ) (Widenfelt et al., 2003). The SDQ self-report was developed to
assess the psychosocial adjustment of children and adolescents (aged 11–17). The pro-
social behavior scale consists of five items concerning both strengths and difficulties;
for example, “I often offer to help others (parents, teachers, children).” To keep the
scale level the same for all outcome measures, we adjusted the response scale from the
original three-point Likert scale to a five-point option ranging from “strongly disagree”
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to “strongly agree.” Higher scores indicated higher levels of prosocial behavior. The
internal consistency of this subscale was computed as α= .77 at baseline in the sample.

We adapted the Dutch version (Kempen, 1992) of the Pearlin Mastery Scale (PMS)
(Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) to measure the extent to which a youngster’s self-mastery
improved. The PMS is a widely used measure, including adolescents, that assesses
“the extent to which people see themselves as being in control of the forces that import-
antly affect their lives” (Pearlin et al., 1981: p. 340). Each item (e.g., “I have little control
over things that happen to me”) is answered on a five-point scale, with options ranging
from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” Higher scores indicated greater mastery.
We excluded Item 2 (“Sometimes I feel that I’m being pushed around in life”) because
the pilot showed that this item was misinterpreted by youngsters. In the current study,
the alpha coefficient indicated reliability (α= .78) at baseline in the sample.

The youngsters’ social network was measured with a six-item instrument designed for
this study. Research by Asselt-Goverts (2016) about social network analysis for people
with an intellectual disability inspired us to design the instrument. The items used in
this study were formulated in simple language, and therefore, suitable for our respon-
dents, who generally had a lower language level. At each time point, the six items,
scored on a five-point scale, assessed youth self-reported number of contacts with
family and friends (ranging from “0–5” to “30 or more”), whether young people received
support from family and friends (ranging from “never” to “always”) and whether they
were satisfied with the support received (ranging from “very dissatisfied” to “very satis-
fied”). Higher scores indicated a more extensive social network. Cronbach’s alpha was
computed as α= .71 at baseline in the sample.

Youth self-report of civic participation was assessed with two items to provide insight
into the quantity of activities in social contexts (Item 1: “How often have you volun-
teered?”; Item 2: “How often have you organized an activity in your neighborhood?”).
At each measurement, we asked about the past 3 months. Both items are answered on
a six-point scale, with options ranging from “never” to “more than once a week.”
Results were analyzed at the item level.

Statistical analyses

Descriptive statistics for the baseline demographic were given for the whole sample and
that of the outcome variables and the methodical principles were given for all four mea-
surements. In linearmixedmodel (LMM) analyses, we examined longitudinal associations
between individual methodical principles and the outcome variables. LMM is a preferred
statistical method for analyzing longitudinal data, taking into account different levels of
structure in the data. A random intercept per individual was used to correct for dependency
between measurements. Because youngsters were clustered in eleven youth work organi-
zations, the variance at the organizational level was also checked, but did not explain dif-
ferences, and therefore, it was not included in the models. Multiple imputations of missing
valueswere not necessary because LMM includes participants in the analysis who have not
completed all measurements. It is thereby an appropriate and flexible approach to deal with
missing data in the repeatedlymeasured outcome variables (Twisk et al., 2013). Themodel
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intercept was specified as random across individuals, while other parameters were speci-
fied as fixed. We used unstructured covariance.

Separate models were used for the associations between the individual methodical
principles and each dependent outcome variable. A log-likelihood ratio test was con-
ducted to evaluate whether or not it was necessary to add a random slope to the model
(Twisk, 2013). The tests showed that models with both a random intercept and slope
were significantly better than those with only a random intercept. In all analyses, we
first estimated unadjusted effects. We then adjusted for gender, age, length of participa-
tion, and intensity of participation. Further analyses were performed to detect effect mod-
ifications, with interaction terms for gender, age, and length of participation analyzed
separately. All analyses were conducted using SPSS 25. Statistical significance was
assessed at the .05 level. After analyzing the data, youth workers who participated in
the Youth Worker Lab were consulted for reflection on the results, which contributed
to ensuring validity.

Table 4. Descriptives for methodical principles and outcomes of the sample of the test per

measurement.

T 1 (N=
1,583)

T 2 (N=
981)

T 3 (N=
626)

T 4 (N=
595)

Outcome measure M SD M SD M SD M SD

Prosocial skills 4.14 0.63 4.12 0.62 4.10 0.56 4.08 0.62

Self-mastery 3.59 0.70 3.52 0.67 3.44 0.63 3.51 0.66

Social network 3.56 0.83 3.46 0.81 3.40 0.84 3.49 0.75

Civic participation: volunteering 1.98 1.55 2.15 1.68 2.14 1.63 2.25 1.64

Civic participation: organizing

activities

1.90 1.41 1.88 1.40 1.95 1.40 1.95 1.45

Methodical principle

Meaningful relationship 4.18 0.76 4.24 0.75 4.22 0.70 4.24 0.73

Engagement with the lifeworld 3.85 0.84 3.89 0.81 3.93 0.78 3.89 0.79

Adapting to needs 4.08 0.84 4.15 0.81 4.13 0.77 4.16 0.79

Learning by doing 3.27 1.05 3.28 1.06 3.36 1.05 3.17 1.14

Proximity 2.78 1.17 2.78 1.22 2.85 1.19 2.82 1.22

Drawing on strengths 3.15 1.18 3.16 1.19 3.24 1.15 3.08 1.22

Collaboration with the social

environment

1.82 1.80 1.40 1.56 1.17 1.44 1.43 1.68

Practical assistance 2.65 1.11 2.65 1.13 2.84 1.15 2.58 1.11

Working with rules 2.95 1.20 2.90 1.24 2.93 1.22 2.84 1.27

Rewarding 2.94 1.34 2.86 1.38 2.94 1.30 2.86 1.34

One-on-one contact 3.15 1.33 3.15 1.26 3.27 1.22 3.06 1.29

Peer support 2.81 1.12 2.85 1.19 2.91 1.14 2.80 1.18
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Table 5. Longitudinal associations of examined methodical principles with prevention-focused

outcomes (N= 1,597).

Linear mixed models

Unadjusted analyses Adjusted analysesa

Outcome

variables

Methodical

principles

Bb 95% CI Bb 95% CI

Prosocial skills Meaningful

relationship

0.27∗∗∗ 0.23, 0.30 0.27∗∗∗ 0.23, 0.30

Engagement with

the lifeworld

0.18∗∗∗ 0.15, 0.21 0.18∗∗∗ 0.15, 0.21

Adapting to needs 0.23∗∗∗ 0.20, 0.26 0.23∗∗∗ 0.20, 0.26

Learning by doing 0.09∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.12 0.10∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.12

Proximity 0.03∗∗∗ 0.01, 0.05 0.04∗∗∗ 0.02, 0.05

Drawing on

strengths

0.07∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.09 0.07∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.09

Collaboration

with …

−0.00ns −0.02, 0.01 −0.00ns −0.02, 0.01

Practical assistance 0.02∗ 0.00, 0.05 0.03∗∗ 0.01, 0.05

Working with rules 0.04∗∗∗ 0.02, 0.06 0.04∗∗∗ 0.02, 0.06

Rewarding 0.03∗∗ 0.01, 0.04 0.03∗∗ 0.01, 0.05

One-on-one

contact

0.04∗∗∗ 0.02, 0.05 0.04∗∗∗ 0.02, 0.06

Peer support 0.06∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.07 0.06∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.08

Self-mastery Meaningful

relationship

0.10∗∗∗ 0.06, 0.12 0.10∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.14

Engagement with

the lifeworld

0.01ns −0.02, 0.04 0.03ns −0.00, 0.05

Adapting to needs 0.06∗∗∗ 0.03, 0.08 0.07∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.10

Learning by doing −0.05∗∗∗ −0.07, −0.02 −0.04∗∗∗ −0.06, −0.02
Proximity −0.06∗∗∗ −0.08,− 0.04 −0.06∗∗∗ −0.08, −0.04
Drawing on

strengths

−0.03∗∗ −0.05,− 0.01 −0.03∗∗ −0.05,− 0.01

Collaboration with

…

−0.02∗∗∗ −0.04, −0.01 −0.03∗∗∗ −0.04, −0.01

Practical assistance −0.08∗∗∗ −0.11,− 0.06 −0.08∗∗∗ −0.10, −0.06
Working with rules −0.03∗∗ −0.05,− 0.01 −0.04∗∗∗ −0.06, −0.02
Rewarding −0.03∗∗∗ −0.05, −0.01 −0.03∗∗ −0.05, −0.02
One-on-one

contact

−0.05∗∗∗ −0.06, −0.03 −0.04∗∗∗ −0.06,− 0.02

Peer support −0.03∗∗ −0.05,− 0.01 −0.04∗∗∗ −0.06,− 0.01

Social network Meaningful

relationship

0.14∗∗∗ 0.10, 0.18 0.15∗∗∗ 0.11, 0.19

Engagement with

the lifeworld

0.10∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.12 0.11∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.14

(continued)
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Table 5. Continued

Linear mixed models

Unadjusted analyses Adjusted analysesa

Adapting to needs 0.11∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.15 0.12∗∗∗ 0.09, 0.16

Learning by doing 0.06∗∗∗ 0.03, 0.09 0.07∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.09

Proximity 0.04∗∗∗ 0.01, 0.06 0.04∗∗ 0.01, 0.06

Drawing on

strengths

0.06∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.09 0.07∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.09

Collaboration

with….

0.01ns −0.01, 0.02 0.00ns −0.01, 0.02

Practical assistance 0.01ns −0.02, 0.03 0.02ns −0.00, 0.05
Working with rules 0.09∗∗∗ 0.06, 0.11 0.07∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.09

Rewarding 0.04∗∗∗ 0.02, 0.06 0.03∗∗∗ 0.01, 0.05

One-on-one

contact

−0.00ns −0.03, 0.02 0.01ns −0.01, 0.03

Peer support 0.08∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.10 0.07∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.10

Civic

participation

–

Volunteering

Meaningful

relationship

0.06ns −0.01, 0.13 0.01ns −0.06, 0.08

Engagement with

the lifeworld

0.19∗∗∗ 0.13, 0.26 0.13∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.20

Adapting to needs 0.10∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.17 0.07∗ 0.00, 0.13

Learning by doing 0.22∗∗∗ 0.17, 0.26 0.19∗∗∗ 0.14, 0.23

Proximity 0.23∗∗∗ 0.19, 0.27 0.19∗∗∗ 0.15, 0.24

Drawing on

strengths

0.16∗∗∗ 0.12, 0.21 0.13∗∗∗ 0.09, 0.18

Collaboration

with…

0.05∗∗ 0.02, 0.08 0.05∗∗ 0.01, 0.08

Practical assistance 0.23∗∗∗ 0.18, 0.28 0.20∗∗∗ 0.15, 0.25

Working with rules 0.13∗∗∗ 0.09, 0.18 0.13∗∗∗ 0.08, 0.17

Rewarding 0.12∗∗∗ 0.08, 0.16 0.10∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.14

One-on-one

contact

0.15∗∗∗ 0.11, 0.19 0.11∗∗∗ 0.07, 0.15

Peer support 0.26∗∗∗ 0.21, 0.30 0.23∗∗∗ 0.19, 0.28

Civic

participation

-Organizing

activities

Meaningful

relationship

−0.08ns −0.08, 0.05 −0.02ns −0.09, 0.05

Engagement with

the lifeworld

0.11∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.16 0.11∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.17

Adapting to needs 0.03ns −0.03, 0.09 0.03ns −0.03, 0.09
Learning by doing 0.24∗∗∗ 0.19, 0.28 0.23∗∗∗ 0.18, 0.27

Proximity 0.26∗∗∗ 0.23, 0.30 0.26∗∗∗ 0.22, 0.30

Drawing on

strengths

0.23∗∗∗ 0.19, 0.27 0.22∗∗∗ 0.19, 0.26

Collaboration

with…

0.08∗∗∗ 0.05, 0.11 0.07∗∗∗ 0.04, 0.10

(continued)
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Results
Table 4 presents the means and standard deviations of the central variables in this study.
These results show that respondents scored relatively high on average on the outcome
measures of prosocial skills (T1 M= 4.14, SD 0.63), self-mastery (T1 M= 3.59, SD
0.70), and social network (T1 M= 3.56, SD 0.83). The average scores per measurement
for volunteering and organizing activities were around 2 (less than once a month). The
methodical principles of a meaningful relationship, engagement with the lifeworld, and
adapting to needs scored relatively high on average at all four time points (M= 3.85 or
higher).

Table 5 presents both unadjusted and adjusted results of the linear mixed model analyses.
Positive longitudinal associations between individual principles and outcomes indicate that
an increase in recognition of the individual methodical principle among youth work partici-
pants, both between-subjects andwithin-subjects, led to an increase in outcomes.What stands
out in the table is that all individual methodical principles were positively and longitudinally
associated with one or more outcome variables. Although positively significant longitudinal
associations between individual methodical principles and outcome variables were found,
there are clear differences in the strength of the coefficients, fluctuating between moderate
and very weak. In the subsections below, we describe which methodical principles are lon-
gitudinally associated with each outcome measure and whether effects differ according to
participants’ age group, gender, and length of participation.

Longitudinal associations with prosocial skills

Comparing the results for prosocial skills, it can be seen that, in both unadjusted
and adjusted analyses, the three methodical principles of meaningful relationship
(B = 0.27), engagement with the lifeworld (B= 0.18), and adaptation to needs (B=
0.23) are associated most strongly with prosocial skills in comparison to other principles
(B= 0.10 or lower). The interpretation of the regression coefficient is twofold (Twisk,

Table 5. Continued

Linear mixed models

Unadjusted analyses Adjusted analysesa

Practical assistance 0.30∗∗∗ 0.27, 0.34 0.30∗∗∗ 0.26, 0.35

Working with rules 0.26∗∗∗ 0.23, 0.30 0.25∗∗∗ 0.21, 0.29

Rewarding 0.19∗∗∗ 0.16, 0.23 0.18∗∗∗ 0.15, 0.21

One-on-one

contact

0.17∗∗∗ 0.13, 0.20 0.17∗∗∗ 0.14, 0.21

Peer support 0.31∗∗∗ 0.26, 0.35 0.30∗∗∗ 0.25, 0.34

a

Adjusted for age, gender, length of participation, and intensity.
b

Unstandardized regression coefficient, reflect both the within-subject and the between-subject associations.

Italic values represent statistically significant results; ∗p≤ .05; ∗∗p≤ .01; ∗∗∗p≤ .001.
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2013): (1) the between-subjects interpretation indicates that a difference between two
subjects of 1 unit for the methodical principle of a meaningful relationship is associated
with a difference of 0.27 units in prosocial skills. The within-subject interpretations indi-
cate that a change within one subject of 1 unit for the principle of a meaningful relation-
ship is associated with a change of 0.27 units in prosocial skills. Additional analyses
showed that the length of participation and gender were significant effect modifiers for
these associations (not shown). Youngsters who participated in youth work settings for
3 years or longer showed stronger longitudinal associations between prosocial skills
and these three individual methodical principles (respectively, B= 0.32, 0.23, 0.26),
while boys showed a stronger longitudinal association between prosocial skills and the
individual methodical principles of meaningful relationship and engagement with the
lifeworld (respectively, B= 0.29, 0.20). There was no significant longitudinal association
found between the methodical principle of collaboration with the social environment and
prosocial skills.

Longitudinal associations with self-mastery

Regarding the two methodical principles of a meaningful relationship and adapting to
needs, positive significant longitudinal associations were found with the outcome vari-
able of self-mastery (respectively, B= 0.10, 0.07). Additional analyses showed that
length of participation and gender were significant effect modifiers (not shown).
Longitudinal associations between self-mastery and these two methodical principles
were found only for youngsters who participated for 3 years or longer (respectively, B
= 0.14, 0.10). A positive longitudinal association between the principle of meaningful
relationship and self-mastery was found, but only for boys (B= 0.11). Surprisingly, for
nine methodical principles, negative longitudinal associations were observed with
self-mastery.

Longitudinal associations with social network

With the exception of practical assistance, one-on-one contact, and collaboration with the
social environment, the other nine methodical principles showed significant positive lon-
gitudinal associations with social networks (see Table 5). Additional analyses investigat-
ing effect modification (not shown) demonstrated that an association between the social
network and the individual methodical principles of a meaningful relationship, engage-
ment with the lifeworld, learning by doing, proximity, drawing on strengths, peer
support, and rewarding was only observed for boys (respectively, B= 0.18, 0.12, 0.10,
0.06, 0.09, 0.10, 0.06). In addition, boys showed a stronger longitudinal association
between the social networks and the principles of adapting to needs (B= 0.14) and
working with rules (B= 0.11). A longitudinal association between proximity and
social network was found, but only for youngsters, who had participated for 0–6
months in youth work settings (B= 0.07).
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Longitudinal associations with civic participation

With the exception of a meaningful relationship and adapting to needs, 10 methodical
principles showed significant positive longitudinal associations with both organizing
activities and volunteering, two indicators of civic participation. Gender and age were
significant effect modifiers (not shown). For the principles of proximity, practical assist-
ance, and peer support, the longitudinal association with volunteering was more pro-
nounced for boys (respectively, B= 0.26, 0.28, 0.29). For the methodical principles of
working with rules and rewarding, associations with volunteering were only found for
boys (B= 0.19 and B= 0.17). For the methodical principles of learning by doing,
working with rules, and practical assistance, the longitudinal association with organizing
activities was also more pronounced for boys (respectively, B= 0.27, 0.30, 0.34). In add-
ition, youngsters aged 10–19 years showed a stronger longitudinal association between
organizing activities and the methodical principles of practical assistance (B= 0.35)
and peer support (B= 0.33). Finally, longitudinal associations between the principles
of practical assistance and one-on-one contact and the outcome variable of volunteering
were found, but only for those younger than 20 years old.

Discussion and conclusion
The present study was designed to determine longitudinal associations between 12 indi-
vidual methodical principles that youth workers apply in interactions with youngsters and
four prevention-focused outcomes: prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network, and
civic participation over time (16-month time interval). Additional analyses were per-
formed to detect whether effects differed depending on participants’ age group,
gender, and length of participation. To our knowledge, this is the first serious attempt
to assess the methodical way of acting of professional youth workers on a large scale
using repeated measurements (four waves) from the perspective of youngsters.

Although most of the longitudinal associations found were weak to very weak, the
results of this study confirmed that all individual methodical principles are longitudinally
associated with one or more prevention-focused outcomes. Comparing the results, pat-
terns can be recognized, showing which methodical principles within a multimethodic
approach correspond with which type of prevention-focused outcomes. First, the meth-
odical principles of a meaningful relationship, engagement with the lifeworld, and adapt-
ing to needs were most strongly associated with prosocial skills and to a lesser extent with
social networks. The results of these analyses are consistent with the findings of
McGregor (2015), p. 71), who suggested that “authentic relationships” and “starting
where young people are” at “by taking their forms of cultural expression seriously”
were regarded as particular success factors leading to positive outcomes, including
improvements in social skills and young people’s social network.

Second, the methodical principles of engagement with the lifeworld, learning by
doing, proximity, drawing on strengths, practical assistance, working with rules, reward-
ing, one-on-one contact, and peer support were most strongly associated with volunteer-
ing and organizing activities, two indicators of civic participation. It is interesting to note
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that seven of these principles are characteristic of the method called “social group work”
(see Table 3). This result suggests that methodical principles that are especially aimed at
influencing group processes in youth work settings play an important role in increasing
the civic participation of socially vulnerable youngsters. Research with specific experi-
mental designs is needed to test this hypothesis.

In contrast to expectations, longitudinal associations between nine individual method-
ical principles and self-mastery were negative. However, the significant correlations
found were very weak. This result suggests that these individual methodical principles
play no positive role in increasing the self-mastery of youngsters. There are several pos-
sible explanations for these results, although more research is needed to further examine
these explanations. First, the results might be related to the age group of the respondents.
Despite the fact that respondents scored reasonably well on self-mastery, it is known that
taking responsibility for one’s own life is not self-evident for adolescents, especially for
young people growing up in vulnerable circumstances. The neural changes in adoles-
cence result in young people displaying risky and impulsive behavior and thinking less
about long-term consequences and their future prospects (Crone, 2018). These neural
changes in combination with setbacks and negative life events in the lives of socially vul-
nerable youngsters, a lack of human intentionality, and/or limited informal social support
possibly make the development of self-mastery more difficult for this specific group of
youngsters (Larson, 2011).

In line with these reasons, there may be another possible explanation. The universal
scale we used to measure self-mastery in this study (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) may
have been too general to accurately measure longitudinal associations between method-
ical principles on the self-mastery of socially vulnerable youngsters. A more context-
specific operationalization of self-mastery is thus recommended. More context-specific
instruments do more justice to a dynamic, contextually driven construct, such as psycho-
logical empowerment (Spreitzer, 1995; Zimmerman, 1995), of which self-mastery is an
important component.

On the question whether effects differ according to participants’ age group, gender,
and length of participation, it is, in the first place, interesting to note that positive longi-
tudinal associations between multiple methodical principles and indicators of civic par-
ticipation were stronger or only observed for youngsters aged 10 to 19 years. This
result suggests that the use of these methodical principles in interactions with younger
adolescents contributes to the enhancement of their civic participation.

Furthermore, it is striking that many longitudinal associations between methodical
principles and prevention-focused outcomes were more pronounced for boys or were
only observed for boys. One possible explanation for this gender effect might be
that boys experience greater development challenges in a number of areas. For
example, research into gender differences has shown that girls display more prosocial
behavior than boys (Beutel & Johnson, 2004; Rose & Rudolph, 2006). As a conse-
quence, boys experience more benefits from the support of youth workers.
Nevertheless, a further study with more focus on gender differences in youth work set-
tings is suggested.
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With regard to the length of participation, we can conclude that longitudinal associa-
tions between the three most influential methodical principles on the outcome of pro-
social skills were more pronounced for youngsters who participated in youth work
settings for 3 years or longer. With regard to self-mastery, significant positive associa-
tions with two of these three principles were only found for youngsters who participated
for 3 years or longer. This result suggests that engagement over time in youth work set-
tings is a factor that particularly helps these methodical principles become more effect-
ive with respect to prevention-focused outcomes. This result accords with previous
studies of the effectiveness of prevention-focused programs on youngsters, which
emphasize that these types of programs are successful when they run over a longer
period (Adamson & Poultney, 2010; Nation et al., 2003), and other studies that empha-
size time is needed in youth work settings—to facilitate a developmental process that
produces a better chance of positive long-term outcomes (Ord, 2014; Rodd &
Stewart, 2009).

Overall, the results of this study provide a greater understanding of how the underlying
methodical way of acting of professional youth workers within a multimethodic approach
contributes to the positive development of adolescents. The results showed that each indi-
vidual methodical principle is significant as “a small part” of the whole picture, but given
the relatively weak associations, the principles in themselves do not guarantee a positive
development of socially vulnerable youngsters. The fact that data were collected longitu-
dinally from a large number of youngsters from eleven youth work organizations across
the Netherlands provides support for the generalizability of the findings in the Dutch
welfare state. Further long-term analyses should be undertaken to investigate in more
detail how combinations of methodical principles are associated with prevention-focused
outcomes and how these are affected by other factors in the lives of socially vulnerable
youngsters.

Limitations of the study

Although this study provided insight into how outcome evaluation is possible in the
context of open-ended dynamic practice, which may be relatively difficult to assess,
several limitations of the study should be taken into consideration. The first concerns
the sample, which only encompassed young people from urban areas. This explains
the high percentage of respondents with a non-Dutch or bicultural background. These
results cannot be generalized to youth work in rural areas. Second, this study only
focused on youngsters who participated in youth work settings in the Netherlands. It
would be interesting to determine whether these findings also apply to professional
youth work in other welfare states.

Third, we acknowledge that program integrity was assumed based on previous
research (Sonneveld et al., 2021b). It is possible that not all respondents recognize all
methodical principles in contact with their youth worker, because, for example, they
do not participate in group-related activities or do so to a lesser extent. It is also possible
that youngsters were less aware that youth workers used certain methodical principles
during interactions with them. Checking on adherence to methodical principles by
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youth workers themselves or by others prior to the study could potentially generate more
effects.

Fourth, the sample size changed from measure to measure depending on the respond-
ent and practical issues in the organizations involved. Because of the open-ended, flex-
ible, and voluntary nature of this service, a substantial drop-out rate during the four
waves was to be expected. Because of its voluntary nature, youngsters participate irregu-
larly in youth work activities. In this study, we attempted to register absences, but unfor-
tunately, it was not possible to observe the reasons for all non-completers. While we used
the most appropriate analysis technique to handle missing data (Twisk, 2013), this may
have affected the results. In future evaluation research in this type of setting, it is sug-
gested that noncompleters should be monitored more accurately to obtain a better
profile of which youngsters drop out.

Finally, although Cronbach’s alpha was satisfactory for all measurement scales, we are
aware that the removal of some items from a validated scale can disrupt the reliability of
the scale and the confidence of the output. Nevertheless, we chose scale adaptation to
tailor the research to the specific research setting and to measure the underlying method-
ical approach of youth workers with respect to a broader set of prevention-focused
outcomes.

Conclusion
Youth work has the potential to reach adolescents who experience risk in one or more
social contexts. We can conclude that the set of 12 methodical principles offers youth
workers an interesting methodical framework for supporting these youngsters in their per-
sonal development and enhancing their social participation. The results of this study have
further concretized and substantiated this framework and may provide an explanation for
how youth workers may contribute to the development and social participation of young-
sters. It also provides insight into which methodical principle is longitudinally associated
with which type of outcome. By combining methodical principles within a multimethodic
approach, youth workers aim to respond to a range of development needs of socially vul-
nerable youngsters and broader society. The strongest associations were observed with
regard to prosocial skills and civic participation. Youth workers can use this empirically
tested knowledge to improve their methodical process, including a better understanding
of which methodical principles are successful in realizing which type of prevention-
focused outcomes and for which specific group. These findings will be of significance
for our further understanding of the effectiveness of professional youth workers and in
legitimizing their position in the broader social infrastructure. The finding that nine meth-
odical principles do not appear to play a role in the development of self-mastery requires
further research investment in youth work settings using more context-specific instru-
ments. To realize positive social returns, policy-makers should give special consideration
to long-term professional youth work using a multimethodic approach when designing,
implementing, and evaluating prevention-focused services to youngsters.
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Methodical principle
Meaningful relationship
The youth worker:

has an open mind

seems to be really genuine

always asks how I’m doing

accepts me just the way I am

takes what I do or say seriously

has a talk with me when I overstep a boundary

acknowledges how I feel

shows understanding for what I do or say

is there for me when I need it

is easy to reach

Engagement with the lifeworld
The youth worker:

looks me up

knows how to reach me

In the last three months the youth worker has talked about my interests (like football, music,

fashion).

The youth worker’s style makes me feel comfortable.

Adapting to needs
The youth worker takes into account:

what I want to learn

my problems or questions

what I find difficult- my situation (for example at home, at school or in the neighborhood)

Learning by doing
In the last three months, I have learned things at youth work by doing them myself. In the last

three months, the youth worker:

has given me tips on how I can do something myself.

has given me confidence that I can do things myself.

has given me a reaction (feedback) after I did something.

Proximity
In the last three months the youth worker:

has emphasized a similarity between him/her and myself (such as the same culture, gender or

interest).has used examples from his/her life that resemble my experience or situation.

Drawing on strengths
In the last three months the youth worker:

has encouraged me to discover what I can do or what I like.

has encouraged me to do more with what I can do or what I like (for example through

schooling or in the neighborhood).

Working with the social environment Tick the people or organizations the youth worker

has had contact with about you or your group in the last month: parent(s); other family

members (brother/sister/uncle/aunt); friends; my partner; neighbors; tutor; school; work;
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imam, pastor or priest; leisure-time facility (music club or sports club); district team; police;

relief agency; housing agency; doctor; municipality; other; none

Practical assistance
In the last three months the youth worker:

has arranged things for me (such as an appointment or an application for a supplementary

allowance).

has helped me find the right information.has accompanied me to an agency or organization.

Working with rules
In the last three months the youth worker:

has used rules to discuss with me (or the group) how we will be interacting.

has taught me things by following the rules (such as a different behavior, or what is or isn’t

allowed).

Rewarding
In the last three months, the youth worker has given me something to motivate me (such as

credits, food/drink, use of equipment, or an outing).

One-to-one contact
In the last three months I have had one-to-one contact (face-to-face, by phone, or via social

media) with the youth worker.

Peer support
In the last three months the youth worker:

has asked me to be meaningful to other youngsters (for example by demonstrating

something, doing something together, helping out).

has asked me to ask other youngsters for help (for example to teach me something).
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