s youth and community work morally aware?

Following an initiative by the Youth & Community Department of the North East Wales
Institute of Higher Education, Dr. Gavin Fairbairn has been invited to work with the
Department to argue the case for a code of ethics for youth and community work.

ike all members of the

so-called "people

professions', youth
and community workers
face moral decisions
everyday. For example, they
must decide how to use their
time. This is a moral issue
because if they are spending
time with one person or
group they are not spending
it with others who may be in
more need of the services
they provide; it is a moral
issue because they are
accountable to others for the
services they offer, for the
efficient use of resources and
for meeting the needs of
users of their services as
well as they can; and it is a
moral issue because person-
al integrity demands a job
well done. Time is a scarce
resource and its allocation,
like the allocation of all
scarce resources, is a matter
of great moral significance.
For those who are unfamiliar
with the world of ethics and
morality in which | live and
work, it might seem a little
strange that | should choose to
begin a brief discussion about
ethics in youth and community
work by talking about the allo-
cation of time. They might have
the idea that ethics is about
much more serious stuff. And
there are, of course, many
important ethical issues of a
very serious kind including, for
example, the taboo against
workers having intimate rela-
tionships with clients. Another
significant ethical issue that is
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frequently recognised not only
by youth and community work-
ers but by colleagues in the
other 'people professions', con-
cerns the need to maintain con-
fidentiality in relation to private
information that is shared by
users of services though
interestingly many colleagues
do not view gossiping about
them as involving a breach of
confidentiality. Finally, let me
mention a range of issues that
are thrown up by the area of
practice which revolves round
equal opportunity and discrimi-

and professional conduct such
as those I have outlined in the
last paragraph. But it is also
about much less dramatic and
apparently less serious issues
for example, the question of
whether it is appropriate for
workers to swear in front of the
young people with whom they
are working and the need to
offer a good example to young
people in all things. Like it or
not, youth and community
workers do serve as role mod-
els for young people and thus
all aspects of one's behaviour
_carry both moral and
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nation - round the need, that is,
for practice to be conducted in a
non-discriminatory or even anti
discriminatory way.
Discussions of issues and
dilemmas in this area are likely
to be quite heated and they are
certainly of moral significance.
Now of course, professional
ethics is about obviously
important aspects of practice

| professional significance
- | whenever there are
young people around.

It is my contention
that in coming to age as
a profession the youth
and community work
service must turn its
corporate mind towards
questions of ethics that
arise in everyday
practice. It needs to get
to grips with the
creation of a Code of
Ethics, a code of
conduct - call it what
you will, we all know
what is meant by the
various titles that
professions such as
psychology, social
work, medicine and nursing
have chosen. But it needs also,
to acknowledge the necessity of
incorporating some element of
moral education into the
courses by which it trains its
workers both professional and
voluntary. Of course by moral
education | don't mean
anything so banal as telling
workers what's right

and what's wrong so that they
can pass on the truth about
such things to young people
and other service users with
whom they work. Rather by
moral education | mean work
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and community
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role models for

young people.

on the development of skills in
moral reasoning that can both
be turned on the ethical dilem-
mas of practice and used in
helping clients to come to
understand aspects of their
experience that are only validly
considered in terms of moral
terms such as right and wrong,
good and bad, respect, care,
responsibility, duty and obliga-
tion.

Some people might want
to object to my contention that
youth and community workers
must take the moral dimension
of their work seriously . They
may believe that morality is a
personal matter which should
not be allowed to contaminate
the workplace, that since every-
one has the right to their own
moral views no one has any
right to attempt to impose
moral standards on anyone else
and in particular that as work-
ers they have no right to
impose their own moral views
(‘prejudices’) on the young
people with whom they work.
They may think of morality and
ethics as having to do with one
lot of people usually those in
power, telling another lot of
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people - those who have little
power - what they should and
shouldn't do. The vogue in
recent years for political parties
and other powerful bodies such
as the churches, to broadcast the
need for moral regeneration
engaging, for example, in dis-
cussions about the need, to 'get
back to basics', certainly lends
some support to this idea.
However, the truth is that moral
issues surround us in our
everyday lives; and they cer-
tainly arise in all areas of pro-
fessional life.

If you are inclined to
believe that you don't face moral
issues in your work try asking
yourself what it is that upsets and
worries and grieves you most in
your workplace what makes you
most likely to come home
depressed, stressed out or angry;
then think carefully about the
issues you come up with. If in
relation to any of these you find
yourself using words like care,
respect, trust, fair/unfair, right,
wrong, good, bad, rights, duties,
obligation, truth and honesty,
there is little doubt that you are
concerned about issues of a
moral kind. Whatever the media
seem to suggest, morality is not
just about people like bishops
and politicians berating us all
with the need to avoid actions
that are wrong in an obvious
sense, but about the need to treat
one

another decently. And for those
with responsibility for helping
to shape the lives and values of
others, it is about the need to
help those others to see both
the need and the value of treat-
ing others decently.

There are several ways in
which youth and community
workers like colleagues in the
other 'people professions' can
deal with the moral dilemmas
they face. First of all they can
acknowledge that an issue with
which they are faced is a moral
one and as such is difficult to
solve even in cases where we
believe something to be morally
wrong it can be difficult to
decide what the morally best
course of action is. But facing
up to the fact that issues are
moral ones can be a source of
great anxiety and so a range of
other strategies may be adopted
to avoid doing so. For example,
a group of workers

ing) drug taking among young
people, and the anxiety this
might cause, this team of work-
ers might construe their dilem-
ma simply as an issue about the
best way to maintain the fragile
relationship they have devel-
oped with this group of young
people. And thus they might
attempt to justify non-interven-
tion to themselves on the
grounds, for example, that to
express disapproval would
jeopardise the hard won and
important relationship they
have been working for many
months at forming.

So, as an outsider whose only
knowledge of youth and
community work comes from
contact with colleagues in the
HE sector who are involved in
the training and education of
student youth and community
workers, but who believes in
the importance of a considera-
tion of the ethical
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in the hope that ” gest a plan of

they will go away fai
(they won't). More
cleverly, they can
reconstruct
the moral issues
that trouble them

respect, trust,
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good, bad, rights,
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action.
Firstly, |

want to suggest
at the youth ser-

in such away that concerned about issuet yoyement towards

they appear to be
issues of another
kind.

Consider, for example, a situa-
tion in which the staff of a club
have to decide what to do about
the fact that some of the young
people in their club are dabbling
in drugs, perhaps, even in a very
minor way (whatever that
means), dealing in them -buying
enough so that they can supply a
few of their friends. This seems
uncontentiously to me to raise
moral issues. However, in an
attempt to avoid reflecting on
the morality of condoning (even
encourag-

of a moral kind.
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and community
workers that moral issues are to
be found in almost every
encounter that they have with
the users of their services. |
want to suggest that such moral
issues can be a source of stress
for workers who may know
what they could do but be wor-
ried about whether they should
do it. In other words, | want to
draw attention to the stress that
can arise from having to worry
about whether it is right to act in
certain ways. And | want to
suggest that if it is to fulfil its
role in helping to shape young
people into confident, well

adjusted and responsible citi-
zens aware not only of their
own needs and aspirations but
of those of others, youth and
community work must take
seriously the need to offer a
moral lead to the young people
with whom it engages.

Secondly, | want to sug-
gest that the youth service in
Wales should set about the pro-
duction of a Code of Ethics for
Youth and Community Work
one that is owned by its practi-
tioners in the sense that they
have both been invited and
given opportunities to con-
tribute to its creation. Finally, |
want to suggest that the youth
service in Wales should take
seriously the need to
incorporate into its ongoing
training programmes opportu-
nities for workers and students
to reflect upon and work with
the moral problems they
encounter, acknowledging the
effects that such problems may
have on practice if they are
allowed to go unremarked and
untreated.

Gavin Fairbairn is Reader in
Education at NEWI working closely
with the Youth & Community Work
Department, and this article was
written with support from Bert Jones,
Principal Lecturer. The Department
is encouraging the dissemination of
this issue across the European States
and presented a paper on the subject
at an ECSPRESS seminar in ltaly in
May. The Department, in conjunction
with the Wales Youth Agency, is
currently planning a series of work-
shops on ethical issues in youth and
community work. The support of col-
leagues who have an interest in the
moral issues that arise in their prac-
tice - either as workers in the field, or
in training contexts would be wel-
comed. In the first instance please
contact the Youth & Community
Department at NEWI on 01978
293029. E-mail:
c.a.lyndon@newi.ac.uk
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