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Summary of Findings

T

his re port focuses on young people in
decision-making. Through the voices of
young people, it explores:

•

What young people in decision-making is and
why it is important;

•

What is currently happening in the area;

•

The challenges and issues for young people
in decision-making roles;

•

What helps and what gets in the way.

Working alongside young people in decisionmaking roles is important:
•
•
•
•
•
•

as an issue of human rights;
in leading to more effective decision-making;
in recognition of young people’s ability to act;
in respecting young people’s full citizenship
now;
as being about growing into citizenship;
in ‘capacity building’ in young people and
their communities; and
in building conne ctions be tween y oung
people and their communities.

It offers a reflective toolkit, which has been
developed for working alongside young people in
decision-making roles.

•

In terms of what works for young people in
decision-making roles, there are three key elements:

What is currently happening
in the area

•

Meaning: doing something that has a bigger
purpose and therefore that ‘I believe in’;

•

Control: making decisions, being heard and
thus also having the skill s to see the task
through and do it well; and

Internationally and inAustralia, there is an increased
emphasis on young people in decision-making, with
the strongest leadership coming from the community
sector.

•

Connectedness: working with others and
being part of something bigger.

The r epor t chal l enges al l organi sations
involving young people in decision-making roles that
“taking it seriously will mean changes in the way
we do b usi ness as organi sati ons and as a
community”.
The report makes the case for new roles,
connections and meetin g points between young
people and with their communities.

Summary of key findings
What young people in decision-making is and
why it is important:
Young people in decision-making is part of the
broader issue of youth participation in community
life. It is most often used to refer to young people on
boards and committees but there are many other
ways young people are, and can be, involved in
public decision-making.
One of the young researchers involved in the
repor t high li ghts the “adult-centr ism” i n th e
literature about young people’s role in decisionmaking. “So often, it is still about what adults do for
young people – missing the point of working with
and alongside young people.”
Young People in Decision-Making

Government mechanisms for working with
young people tend to be:
•
Youth councils;
•
Youth roundtables;
•
Youth advisory committees;
•
Input to government policy;
•
Consultation; and
•
Involvement in activities.
The report highlights the need to listen to the
voices of all young people, including those who
might be marginalised, stating “there has been a
tendency when looking at issues of young people in
decision-making, leadership and youth participation
more generally, to end up thinking, speaking and
targeting the more privileged, those who already
have a secure place and those who have encountered
few barriers to participation”.

The challenges and issues for young
people in decision-making roles
Some of the recurring themes and challenges for
young people in decision-making roles include:
•
Young people are i nvolved in token and
‘decorative’ ways;
•
Young people are involved marginally but
adults make all the decisions;
5

•

•
•

•

Young peopl e are i nv ol ved i n m aki ng
‘decision-less decisions’ where the decisions
are limited to issues that do not really matter;
Young people make decisions but nothing
happens;
Young people are included in decision-making
but the project is under resourced, making
action difficult; and
Youth is transitory: experienced young people
become too old to fulfil their ‘youth’ role.

This last point, in particular, was highlighted
by the younger researchers. “Children and young
people are unlike other minority groups, in that soon
after they become ‘expert’ at being representatives,
they grow out of being young people.” The report
finds that this issue makes meaningful representation
and succession particularly important.

What helps and
what gets in the way
The re port looks at two of the most comm on
assumptions about young people: ‘young people can
do nothing’ and ‘young people can do everything’ –
finding that both positions leave young peopl e
unsupported and alienated.
The key elements that assist young people in
decision-making roles are:
•
Being in volved in a task that excites and
stretches them;
•
Being equipped to do the task well; and
•
Knowing that they are in good company for
the task.
The common issues that get in the way of
young people in decision-making roles are:
•
Young people not being properly supported
and equipped for a significant task;
•
Resourcing issues, including the very practical
aspects of how young people can get to places
easily and meet the expenses of travel; and
•
Organisations not understanding the need for
young people to balance their commitments
to the organisation with their already complex
lives.
The report also examines the specific issues of
what hinders and what helps young people in:
•
Leadership roles within organisations;
•
Youth councils or reference groups made up
of young people;
•
Young people on mostly adult boards;
•
Par tnerships or communi ty developme nt
roles;
•
Peer leadership; and
•
Roles as activists for causes or social change.
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Across these di fferent settings, the young
people's stories are di stil led into seven practical
pointers for groups who wish to work well alongside
them:
1.
Storytelling;
2.
Listening;
3.
Recognising and affirming capacities;
4.
Resourcing;
5.
Re-working structure and process;
6.
Honouring each other (through formal roles,
naming of expectations, rites of passage);
7.
Nurturing informal relationships (bonding,
networking).
If meaning, control and connectedness are at
the heart of what we are trying to achieve, then these
seven pointers help to ground that in ‘how?’.

A toolkit for working alongside
young people in decision-making
roles
Dealing honestly with issues of youth participation
is hard but the important thing is to start somewhere
and to be open to learning within the process.
In the spirit of ‘perfection is the enemy of
good’, this report explores the notion of ‘better
practice’ for young people in decision-making roles,
drawing on the th ree key elements of meaning,
control and connectedness.
Meaning. Be tter pr actice is about me aningful
engagement and recognising young people as co-creators
of their communities. It is not about participation for
participation’s sake.
Control. Better practice is about guarding against the
tendency for ‘public puppetry’ where young people are
ostensibly involved but have no real say in the decisionmaking process. It is also about providing the resources,
structures and skills to enable the task to be undertaken.
Connectedness. Better practice is about recognising that
young people’s concerns often involve critiquing political
decisions and that working alongside young people in
decision-making roles often requires going against the
cultural and political flows.
The report goes on to provide some reflective
tools, a ‘toolkit’ of questions, and a framework that
groups and organisations can use when working
alongside young people in decision-making roles.

Sharing a New Story:

Background

A

t the beginning of the Twenty-first Century,
wor ki ng al ongsi de young peopl e i n
decision-making is becoming a 'hot issue'.
Many groups and organisations are realising that
such work is important, but are not sure where to
start or how to continue. The central purpose of this
document is to provide some tools to assist groups
and organisations to 'think into' the issues.
Ther e i s r en ewed i ntere st i n y outh
participation both within Australia and globally. In
Australia, workers with youth have been advocating
young people’s leadership, advocacy, contribution,
and voi ce i n the ways th at comm uni ti es are
structured, for decades. Around 1985, International
Youth Year, this issue received public prominence.
Yet again within the last five years, there has been
rapid expansion in attention to the role of young
peopl e i n gover nance , and th e wor ds ‘youth
participation’ have become even more ‘politically
correct’. This flurry of activity, often directed or
mandated from the top, al so br ings i ts own
challenges, which will be explored in this report.
Because we as communities are not used to working
al ongsi de young peopl e i n deci si on-maki ng
processes, the ideals are not always matched by good
process.
Ger i son Lansdown (2002), one of the
researchers to explore this topic most thoroughly at
a global level, makes the observations that there
needs to be a broader inclusion of young people in
general:
•
Currently there are still many projects and
agendas that are controlled largely by adults;
•
It is important for these processes to progress
from consultation to participation, thus
empowering those involved;
•
There needs to be a recognition that peer
leader ship skil ls are not the onl y th ing
required, and that young people need to be
able to speak to wider populations rather than
simply to their peers, as they have things to
tell the rest of us;
•
Young people in these processes need to have
access to the relevant information;
•
There needs to be work done with adults as
well as young people to promote the rights of
young people to participate;
•
The concept of participation needs to be built
into the organisational structure, showing
Young People in Decision-Making

•
•
•

commitment rather than being as part of the
fashion that is currently prevalent;
There need to be systematic evaluations of
youth participation within particular settings;
There are no blue prints, but merely principles;
Organisations need to share their experience
of youth participation to help make sense of
what works and what does not.

These observations form a starting point for
this research.
In m i d 2002, Ini ti ati ve staff from The
Foundation for Young Australians approached the
Australian Youth Research Centre at The University
of Melbourne to ask for a small piece of research.
The research was to explore the issues of young
people in decision-making.
•
•

•

It would result in:
A short summary of recent thinking and better
practice;
An expl or ati on of the i ssues from the
perspective of young people who had been on
the 'front-line';
Resource s for the se ctor and for The
Foundation itself, to help ‘think into’ the
issues.

A team of four youn g pe ople who were
initially inter view respondents, also took up the
invitation to become more deeply involved in the
research process itself. They engaged in interviews,
an internet-search of current projects, a literature
review, and editorial responsibilities, enriching both
the process and the result.
This research was completed in April 2003,
and this report is the result. This is phase one of an
ongoi ng expl oration, and so these i deas and
resources will continue to evolve beyond this report.
We discovered that we were exploring a dynamic
scene, and so our source material was well dispersed
throughout different networks. It is now our hope
that wide ci rculation of this report wil l draw
comments, feedback and further rich input from the
field, and that the tools will continue to become
useful for the sector, and for The Foundation itself.
Reader s are i nvi ted to send commen ts and
information to the Australian Youth Research Centre
(contact details are in this report).
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Through this project we wanted to prepare
some tools for the sector. In doing this research,
though, we recognised that all the practical tools in
the world would be of limited use unless there was
a solid and integrated conceptual base behind what
we do. This has involved taking a step backwards
and looking at a bigger landscape.
For instance, there is a lot of material written
on the topic of youth participation, but what might
a holistic approach to young people in decisionmaking look li ke? In a space so contested in
approach, and so surrounded by di ffere nt
assumptions and languages, how might we claim an
evidence base so that it becomes clear what better
practice looks like? How might we evaluate projects
or proposals, and on what basis? Also, this is a topic
that is easy to separate into speci fic are as (eg
involving young people on boards and committees)
but how does this fit with issues of who gets
represented, patterns of inclusion and exclusion,
young people's participation in public life? How
might we make sense of these things in a way that
does not neatly draw in the borders around this topic
- tunnel vision - but explores it in context? Beyond
the lists of do’s and don'ts, what is it that works for
young people themselves, and what get in the way?
How does this relate to our background awareness
of young people's very different opportunities to
make empowered decisions in their everyday lives?
This report begins to explore these questions, based
on the stories of the young people involved.
This report addresses these topics through
basic questions:
•
What is ‘young people in decision-making’
and why is it important?
•
What has been happening?
•
What can young people teach the rest of us
about what works, what helps, and what gets
in the way?
•
How might we set up arr angements that
work?
Underlying this project is a basic assumption
that young people need to be not only having input
into decisions that affect young people, but also
decisions about their communities as a whole. From
their uni que vantage poin ts they will see and
articulate things that others cannot. We also need to
be hearin g from not just those in positions of
privilege, but those on the margins, as these will be
the ones to bring prophetic voices about the changes
that are really needed. Doing this properly will
require radical shifts in thinking.
The first part of the paper makes available
some of the most recent thinking about young people
in decision-making, from Australia and globally. We
have a critical look at the term 'young people in
decision-making', and explore what it means. A
rationale is presented: why would communities and
8

organisations care about this? This section is brief
but it draws from an already huge body of work
around youth participation.
We then briefly explore what is happening at
international and local levels. As the project centres
around input from young people, a thorough review
is beyond the scope of this paper, but the material
provides a context for thinking into the issues.
The middle part of the report goes straight to
the experts: twenty-one young people who have been
involved significantly in decision-making at different
levels. This section presents the findings of the
original fieldwork that was mostly conducted in
October and November 2002. Specifically, these are
about young peopl e's own i nsi ghts and
under standings of how organ i sati ons and
communities have assisted or not assisted them in
their own tasks of decision-making. The decisionmaki ng i n questi on h ere i s col l ecti ve v er sus
individual, and formal or public versus private,
although we argue that the two are strongl y
intertwined. The young people provide stories of
what has helped (enabling factors) and stood in the
way (barriers) as they worked in many different
settings, from decision-making on boards and
committees to peer leadership to youth activism.
Although the young people gave input that was
relevant to these specific settings, the deeper themes
in their stories are reflected across all settings. These
are distilled into three essential elements: meaning,
control and connectedness. The things that they say
both support the literature and challenge us to think
further. Their stories reveal that involving young
people well is not a uni-dimensional scale about
power and control, but that there is a range of
di fferent angl es or pr ior i ties upon whi ch
organisations could be working. Some of these are
not di ffi cul t, but si mply re qui re con si stent,
intentional awareness of the issues. Others will
involve considerable self-examination at a personal
and organisational level. The young people's stories
provide insights for different settings, and these are
distilled into seven pointers for practice.
The eme rging framework (three essential
elements and seven pointers for practice) highlights
key topics that groups might think about, and these
unfold into the toolkit. These topics, still based upon
the young people's stories, might over time become
the basis for a set of more developed process
measures and indicators. How do we know what
good process looks like? What are the things that
we need to have in place?
However, just as there is no definitive ‘young
person’ or standard ‘group’, there is little sense in
giving prescriptions. Rather, a call to better practice
is really a call to 'reflective practice'. The final part of
this paper contains a conceptual framework, some
reflective tools, and a toolkit for groups who are
thinking about working alongside young people in
Sharing a New Story:

decision-making. Each of these draw heavily on the
insights of the young people who were consulted,
together with stories from the field, with case study
examples of how other groups are doing it. We have
taken Lansdown's point that it is important to hear
what other groups are doing. Case studies ground
the ideas and provide examples: who is doing these
things well, and what does it look, taste, and smell
like when it is working? This is not a comprehensive
approach - particularly in the community sector,
where there are many powerful things happening.
The particular stories included have been provided
by the young people themselves, and by others who
are active in the sector. Interestingly, we did not find
many people who claimed to be experts, but more
often, we found the people who were treading this
new ground were carefully surrounding their process
with questions and reflection (and consulting young
people!). This final section of the report lists some
of the most poignan t questions, and these ar e
presented as a reflective tool for organisations
seeking to make some further headway themselves.
These are resources for thinking into the issues,
which might encourage groups to find their own
ways ahead, together.
For The Foundation for Young Australians, the
Austr ali an Youth Rese arch Centr e and other
organisations in the youth sector, this conceptual
framework may also become a useful resource in
other ways. First, it could serve as a starting point
for critically evaluating structures and processes, and
for sifting proposals and ideas. Secondly, it could
serve as an organising structure for compiling an
evidence base about the impacts of good process and
what works (and how and why) as it maps points of
linkage into different literatures and growing areas
of research. Currently the upsurge of interest in
youth participation is more politically driven than
evidence based, although the evidence is beginning
to emerge (eg see Kirby and Bryson, 2002; Hannam,
2002; Holdsworth, 2002b and 2003). Except in a
nar row psychol ogical sense, we do not reall y
understand the impacts. It is important to keep
working towar ds contextual ly sensiti ve social
frameworks for making sense of what we are doing.
Not surprisingly, there are clear par alle ls
between the three central themes emerging from this
study - meaning, control and connectedness - and
things any young person needs in order to participate
in social life at all. This makes sense. Surely our
work is not simply about equipping high powered
youth advocates, but equipping all young people to
critically and creatively engage in the communities
in which they live.

Young People in Decision-Making
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Introduction:

Sharing a New Story

T

hi s repor t i s about hear ing, i nvi ti ng,
supporting, e qui pping, h onour ing and
cele brating young people in decisi onmaking roles. It represents an open invitation to tell
- and to become - a new story about how young
people are involved. It is written alongside a
company of young people, primarily for those who
are wondering about inviting, working with and
supporting young people in decision-making roles:
ways to think about it, and ways to do it. Through
this project young people are drawing our attention
to the things we do, but also to the stories that we
tell and the language we use to tell them.
Although this research was tailored to hear the
voices of young people, this is clearly not just about
individuals' issues. It is recognised that groups and
organisations have limited understandings of these
issues; it would be useful to mirror this research with
some other research with organisations and groups
in order to hear the stories of organisations not coping
and the challenges they face as they learn how to work
with young people.
In one way the title: 'sharing a new story' is a
little ironic. The issue of how to become involved or
to involve young people in community decisionmaking processes is one of the oldest challenges that
the youth sector has faced. Generations of young
people have been telling the rest of us that (mostly)
we have not managed this too well. This is not an
easy thing to do, but it is important. As those who
have worked in the scene for decades will testify, the
same stories circulate and the same blockages emerge
in relation to youth participation in public life.
In another way, though, the call to tell a new
story is not at all ironic. Now there are significant
new things happening - new 'methodologies of hope'.
Further, social change creates both opportunities and
imperatives (important new reasons) to organise
community life differently to the way we have done
traditionally.
The early years of a new millennium mark a
useful moment of reflection. So this document is
about naming and claiming a moment where we
need to take stock of the older stories, but also about
tuning our ears to some new ones - then, hopefully,
being co-creators of new stories. The company is
good. There is a lot of good work going on now, and
this builds upon some strong work done by young
people of earlier generations and those who worked
alongside them. This topic represents a growing edge
10

in current thinking and activity, across Australia and
globally.
One layer of the challenges is about public
'discourses'. Discourses are the shared stories and
sets of assumptions which frame the way that
communities think about issues. Here the two most
evident in relation to youth participation are:
•
'Young people can do nothing': They need to be
shaped and moulded and grow up before they are
useful.
Or the line in reaction that sometimes emerges from
the youth sector:
•
'Young people can do everything'. They merely
need the constraints on their action to be removed.
As the young peopl e intervi ewed in this
research explain, both sets of assumptions leave them
uns upporte d for action and al ie nate d from the ir
communities. The challenge is to discover new
storylines that acknowledge our inter-dependency
as communities. These will be storylines that explore
and celebrate the relationship between the young and
not-so-young as vital to both.
There is also a need to explore the story of
young people in decision-making within the context
of bigger stories: social structure, social process and
social change. Social research warns us that it will
be important to hold some complex ideas in tension.
For example, at the same time as the political push
to include young people in public decision-making
occurs, economic and labour market changes are
actually excluding increasing numbers of young
people from opportunitie s to make significant
decisions within their own lives (Dwyer and Wyn, 2001).
It is near-sighted to focus on one of these patterns
without acknowledging the other.
This focus on decision-making is at the ‘sharp
end’ of questions about youth participation more
generally. A significant part of young people's
connection to their communities is about having
valued roles, having an audible voice and being
heard. Fl aggi ng thi s as a gl obal i ssue, th e
International Youth Foundation (International Youth
Foundation, 2001) recently asked: 'How can we
ensure young people grow up feeling a par t of
soci ety, not outsi de i t?' Di sconne cti on from
communities is costly for all involved. This matters
more now because of social change. In industrialised
western societies there is an increasing focus on
Sharing a New Story:

production and consumption as a measure of human
value. As a result, increasing numbers of young
people are finding themselves denied a place in their
societies. During the process of writing up their
material for this project, this point was emphasised
by the young resear chers. O livi a (a younger
researcher) writes:
These times see us with limited prospects for youth
who have had no work experience … and also with
that, a discouragement for youth that they don’t
have the power to change things.

Thi s poi nts to a need for n ew r ol es,
conn ecti ons, and me eti ng poi nts: ways of
(re?)engaging communities with their young people
and young people with their communities.
When looking at issues of young people in
decision-making, leadership and youth participation
more generally, there has been a tendency to end up
thinking about, speaking to, and targeting the more
privileged: those who already have a secure place,
and those who have encountered few barriers to
participation. Other research (eg see Kir by and
Bryson, 2002) suggests that these are the young
people who find it easier to participate. Gabrielle,
another of the younger researchers, says:
What I've noticed is that there is a small population
of young people getting involved, and not a lot of
other people. Because you've got a lot of normal
ordinary people who are kind of interested but
don't have the background or confidence to get onto
a youth round-table. Who is missing?

Research participants were all too aware of this
point as well:
There's a danger in local government and YACs that
young people of very similar backgrounds and
experiences are the only ones who can contribute.
There's a real need to engage young people who
have the desire and demand for change.

How to involve young people who are less
privi leged, or marginal ised will be a pere nnial
challenge, but this will also provide opportunities
to hear some of the lesser-told stories.
Hearing, inviting, supporting, equippi ng,
hono ur ing, an d cel ebr ati ng young peopl e i n
decision-making roles is a challenge not to be taken
lightly. Involving young people badly may do more
harm and cause more cynicism than not involving
them at all (Kirby and Bryson, 2002). Taking it
seriously will mean changes in the way we do
business as organisations and as a community. This
also highlights the need for good resources.
I think the biggest problem, when trying to involve
youth in leadership and decision-making, occurs
where organisations aren't targeted directly toward
youth, such as when the government tries to
involve youth. The state government has a totally
uninspiring y outh web site and, f rom m y
understanding, attempts to involve youth through
the website have been dismal failures. They seem
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completely uninformed and aren't getting the
message out in the right way … However, it's not
just the state government who are having problems.
I know of very few organisations who have dealt
with this effectively. (Jessie)

However, there are some lesser-known stories
of groups that ar e workin g exceptional ly well
al ongsi de young peopl e i n deci si on-maki ng
processes. All involved have a new story to tell. The
stories are often hidden because these people are
busy doing their work rather than trumpeting about
their success. This paper is both an invitation to hear
some of those stories and a resource to help you find
and to tell your own. If you have been seriously
looking to address these issues, you are already on
the cutting edge and the rest of us need to hear your
stories. There can be real encouragement in hearing
what is happening. As Olivia said:
This research has made me realise that there are
organisations out there that are trying to help the
y outh b ecom e leaders … [ I t is of ten] a
discouragement for youth that they don’t have the
power to change things. However, programs like
this help to stop that … Well done and thank you
for letting me be a part of this!

This project signals our intention for an open
exchange. It is an invitation to share your stories of
what is happening and what works! We would also
like to hear about other resources that people are
finding useful.
For our part, we would like to offer three
original items of value:
1.
A collection of stories from young people who
are involved in decision-making: 'what works,
what helps and what gets in the way?' Their
stories are congr uen t with the eme rging
literature, which is mostly written by adults,
but they add some very concrete 'how'. They
also thicken the stories of how it all works (see
the box on the next page);
2.
A kit of refl ective tools for gr oups and
organisations, based upon the stories of the
young people. The young people call our
attention back to some of the basics: meaning,
control and bei ng conne cted to thei r
communities, which is surely what this is
about, and seven grounded poi nters for
practice;
3.
A gathering point for new stories (a template
and contact details are included).
To understand these issues well we need to
hear a chorus of voices. It is wise to the cumulative
wisdom of those who have been wrestling with these
themes for years, who can name them easily, some
of whom are represented in the literature. We also
need to listen directly to the expert voices of young
people who have been involved and know first-hand
what works and what gets in the way. All storytellers
are welcome.
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Young people in decision-making language-ing a new story
The story of involving, recruiting, inviting and supporting young people in decisionmaking is important but one-sided. Each of these things is important, but without
the other side, the young people are rendered passive by the way the rest of us tell
our stories. Anna (a younger researcher) suggested that these verbs are about doing
to and for young people instead of doing it with them or just letting them do it. This is
a hard shift to make. It is also an important shift to make, because the way we story
things shapes the way we think about them.

'Thick' and 'thin' stories
It is too easy to write about young people or about their issues. But until our stories
about youth participation reflect the experiences of the young people involved, they
will be of little use on the ground. The idea of 'thick' and 'thin' stories (Geertz, 1972;
Geertz, 1973) rests at the heart of this report. A thin story is one that is written about
another - in this case about young people - with little sense of their experiences or
understandings. A thick story, on the other hand, is one that seeks the explanations,
meanings, understandings of those involved. This will be a much more complex
story, but it will be grounded and useful.
When we tell and write thin stories we miss really important clues about how
things happen: the social processes that enable young people to become decision
makers in their lives and communities.
In the youth sector, one of the things that happens when we listen to each other's
stories is that our own stories of what we are doing also become thickened - that is,
more complex, more robust, more useful (Wierenga, 2002). To hear these stories means
asking very open-ended questions of each other and of young people about what
works, what helps, and what gets in the way. It also means listening well to the
answers.
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Method
significant part of this research has been
the involvement of younger researchers. These
people initially responded to the project for
the purpose of being interviewed. In the phone and
e-dialogues that followed, they also indicated an
interest in being involved in the research process
itself. Four young people were employe d as
temporary research staff through The University of
Mel bour ne, wi th fundi ng provi ded by Th e
Foundation for Young Australians. This has added
some extra dimensions to the project in terms of
interpretation of interview materials, literature and
understandings of better practice. It has been a good
process to be part of a team who are living the issues.
The whole team's input has led to a far richer, more
inclusive and diverse result.

A

active ‘agency’ of young people: to their capacity and
willingness to act upon issues that affect them and
their communities.

The project team consisted of Dr Ani Wierenga
from the Australian Youth Research Centre, and four
younger r ese archer s: A nn a Wood, Gabr i el l e
Trenbath, Jessie Kelly and Olivia Vidakovic. These
four people are all university students. This was a
research team that never actually met, because people
lived variously in Victoria, WA, Queensland and
Tasmania. Gabrielle, Jessie and Olivia conducted
some i nte r vi ews, wrote the se up, and al so
contributed their own reflections and learnings about
both the topic and being involved in the research
itself (see Appendix C). Anna was heavily involved
in the internet and literature searches, the reviewing
process, the editorial conversations and in framing
the report. People wrote different pieces, Ani did
most of the shaping of the document, and everyone1
was involved in the final edit.

1.

This project falls directly within the 'youth
participation' policy and practice framework of The
Foundati on for Young Austr al ians who
commissioned the research. The Foundation's vision
is: 'to create positive opportunities and outcomes
for Australia’s young people , by le ading th e
development of innovative strategies that enable
them to reach their potential and participate fully in
society' (The Foundation for Young Australians,
2002).
Youth participation is also an ongoing area of
interest for the Australian Youth Research Centre,
that has been re sponsible for conducting this
research. The Australian Youth Research Centre has
a commi tmen t i n i ts research , devel opmen t,
consultancy, support and evaluation work to the
1: Except Olivia who had gone overseas.
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This research project was carried out through
five inter-related phases:
1.
Li ter ature and i nter ne t search, and
organisation into thematic collections;
2.
Org ani sation of r esearc h prog r am, and
preparation for intervi ews (this included
negotiating with and coaching the research
team);
3.
Interviews;
4.
Data analysis: development of themes, case
studies and reflective tools;
5.
Report preparation.

Literature and Internet search

This first phase involved familiarisation with the
national and international literature. This phase
continued throughout the research: Ani splashed
around in it and Anna was more systematic - sifting
and cataloguing it. Together we discussed what the
criteria for better practice might look like, what was
evident in this material and what was missing.

2.

Organisation of research program
and preparation for interviews

The second phase involved contacting young people
who were involved in decision-making roles. The
Foundation has a large database of young people
who have registered their interest in being involved
in initiatives like this. An open invitation was sent
out. Twenty young people responded, with at least
one from every State and Territory. Of this group, 16
were eventually interviewed. In November, some
gaps in the emerging data became clear, and another
five young people, located through networks, and
one organi sati on's CEO, we re i denti fi ed and
interviewed 2.
This phase also included adapting the research
program as six of the young people who volunteered
to be interviewed also responded to an invitation to
become involved in the research process itself. Two
of these were unable to follow through, and had to
2: We were not expecting these 20 young people to be representative of
all young people in decision-making roles. Rather, in the process of
qualitative research, there is an expectation that, from listening in depth
to key people's own stories of lived experience, some common themes
will arise and these will both enrich our unders tandings and create new
shared knowledge around the issues.
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cancel the interviews they had organised for health
and family reasons. Details of the negotiation and
'coaching' process for young i nterv iewer s ar e
attached in Appendix B.
Involving young people this way meant that
it was best to have an adaptive research program that
could grow to honour the things they brought to the
process. For example, after her own interview,
Gabriel le chose to i nterv iew a fri end about a
particular adult-youth partnership project, engaged
in her own fieldwork as part of project, and wrote
up her own observations.

3.

Interviews

In this research we interviewed 21 young people from
across Australia. These were individuals contacted
through The Foundation for Young Australians' email list. Each respondent already had significant
experience in decision-making and leadership roles.
Five of the interviews were conducted by
young researchers. Another four had been organised
but these were by the young interviewers who had
to leave the process at the last moment.
Respondents ranged from 15 to 24 years old.
Whi l e some came from rel ati vel y pri vi leged
backgrounds, others were part of social groups that
had traditionally been marginal to discussions about
youth participation, for example Aboriginal young
people, those with migrant backgrounds, or those
who had overcome these significant (self-identified)
barriers to their own participation:
•
Lower socio-economic background - lack of
resources;
•
Chronic physical illness;
•
Depression;
•
Extreme anger and disenfranchisement - 'I had
a bad attitude';
•
Crippling shyness.
The 21 young respondents (see Appendix A)
also represented a broad range of experience in
leadership and decision-making. Between them,
they had:
•
Served in decision-making capacities within
groups or organisations;
•
Been peer leaders;
•
Been representatives on committees largely
made of adults;
•
Participated in or led youth councils or
reference groups;
•
Been involved in community development or
partnerships with community;
•
Been activists for their own or for other causes
and social change;
•
Been youth advocates or consultants.
In interviews we asked respondents to tell
their stories about their own experiences. How did
they end up so involved in decision-making roles?
14

What was it that got them there? What is it that keeps
them there? What does being involved in this way
do for them? What had communities, groups and
organisations done to help, and to get in their way?
Did they have stories of where things had worked
particularly well? Horror stories? What could be
learned from their experience that would help to
equip others?
We were aiming to explore these things in
depth so that we could learn about helpful process
and better practice. In interviews we placed a
particular focus on the questions 'what works for
you?', 'what helps?’, and 'what gets in the way?'
Many of the respondents had several experiences to
talk about, both positive and negative. This meant
they were able to draw some really useful contrasts
between helpful and unhelpful practice.

4.

Data analysis

Themes became apparent in the interview data.
These were written up by the interviewers. Each of
the young interviewers al so wrote a section of
personal reflections and attached these to their writeups of their interview. They analyse d both the
emerging themes and what they had learned and the
process of being involved in the research. Their
reflections are attached (Appendix C).
These reflections, al though very different,
worked well together. They identified the key points
and togethe r for med a loose fr amewor k for
organising the report structure.
•
Gabrielle's work involved a strong critique of
the gaps i n how young pe opl e can ge t
involved in decision-making roles, who can
become involved, and who is marginalised in
that process;
•
Jessie provided an in-depth analysis of the
characteristics of relationships that enable
adults and young peo pl e to wor k we l l
together;
•
Olivia's work provided encouragement for
those who would dare to embark on this
journey and her interview write-ups detailed
particular things that organisations could do
to equip, stretch and support young people's
growth as leaders and decision makers;
•
Anna brought her perspective to the literature,
and she wr ote thi s up along wi th h er
reflection s about r epre sentation and the
language often used to talk about young
people in decision-making.
These are the di fferent voices that weave
through this report.

5.

Report preparation

Due to time and resource constraints (this project had
grown and exceeded both budget and timelines) the
report writing itself was less than collaborative - Ani
pulled it together. However, the younger researchers
were involved the final edit.
Sharing a New Story:

Young People in Decision-Making:
Why and What?
Why is it important?
Working alongside young people in decision-making
roles is important because it is about human rights
and social eff ectivene ss . It is about citizens hip,
recogni sing and building capacity, and about
building connections between young people and
their communities.
It is about r ecognising the rights of all to be
involved in the decision-making that affects them:
Young people’s interests are frequently disregarded
in the public policy sphere in favour of interest
groups with more power (Lansdown, 2002).

It is about making better decisions:
Young people have a body of experience and
knowledge, which is unique to their situation
(Lansdown, 2002).

Communiti es n eed to be ne fit from that
insider-knowledge.
It is about respecting young people's full citizenship
now:
We are born as citizens, are we not? Young people
have something to contribute as young people - not
as the adults that they will be later (Anna).

And, depending upon the way citizenship is
understood, it is also about continuing to grow into
citizenship:
Youth participat ion is a prerequisite fo r the
development of the skills of active citizenship as it
entails balancing young people's social rights and
responsi b ilities ( The Foundati on f or Young
Australians, 2002).

It is about recognising capacities: young people's
own 'agency' or ability to act:
[Young people] are not merely recipients of adult
protection, but active agents in their own lives
(Lansdown, 2002).
They are social actors with skills and capacities to
bring constructive resolutions to their own situation
(Lansdown, 2002).

It is about capacity building in young people:
It is through learning to question, to express views
and have opinions taken seriously, that young
people develop skills, build competencies, acquire
confidence, and form aspirations. It is a virtuous
cycle. The more opportunities for meaningful
participation, the more experienced and competent
the young person becomes. This in turn enables
more effective participation which then promotes
improved development (Lansdown, 2002: 7).
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And capacity building in their communities:
It harnesses young people's energy and enthusiasm,
enabling them to contribute to community building
(The Foundation for Young Australians, 2002).

This is not just about young people's needs.
Communities need the input of their young - not just on
'youth issues', but around wider concerns - because
they will often raise the questions that no one else
will raise and point out things that no one else will
notice. This is about being open to a diversity of
voices.
Finall y, and probably m ost impor tantl y,
working alongside young people in decision-making
processes builds connections between young people
and their communities:
Participation is an important way of helping to
build a sense of connection between people and the
communities in which we live (NSW Commission
for Children and Young People, 2001).

In the se ways, the reasons for wor king
alongside young people in decision-making roles
mirror the more general reasons for young people's
participation in community life. They also mirror
the wider rationales for involving all groups in the
decision-making that will affect them.

What is it?
Young people in decision-making is about young
people having the capacity to make decisions and
control outcomes. One useful way of understanding
the phrase young people in decision-making is through
continua of children's and young people's youth
participation in community life. There are many such
continua around, all measuring slightly different
things along slightly different axes.
Gill Westhorp's (1987) spectrum has served a
basis for continued thinking around these topics. The
Foundation for Young Australians' own resource
paper, Youth Partnerships and Participation
develops her ideas further, exploring the advantages,
disadvantages, and options for each of the six types
of involvement on the spectrum (see The Foundation
for Young Australians, 2002):
ht t p: / / w w w. y o ung aus t r a l i ans . o r g / p df s /
Publications/youthpart.pdf
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Figure 1: Westhorp's continuum of youth involvement

numbers below the age of legal majority. The second
is that, unlike other minority groups, children and
young people keep losing their best representatives
and spokespeople because they keep growing up.

Decision-making can be understood to happen
at any point on this spectrum. However participation
towards the sharp end would mean young people's
direct and ongoing involvement in the places where
decisions are actually being made.

blunt end

sharp end

Probably the best known and most widely
used m odel for understandi ng young people 's
participation in community life was developed by
Hart (1992), and is shown in figure 2. It shows that
the types of participation can vary widely. It also
calls for a little honesty in the recognition that many
things that look like participation might, in fact, be
forms of non-participation.

Because of the se thing s, young people's
involvement in decision-making also needs to keep
being re-negotiated. Full participation in every
community decision-making process is an ideal - and
the appr opriate forms will vary. For exampl e,
beyond individually elected young adults, the only
way in which significant numbers of young people
can currently be involved in nati onal, state and
terri tory gover nme nts in Australi a i s through
consultation. This currently happens through web
chats, round tables and advisory bodies. On the
other han d, the community sector is curre ntly
showing that young people can have a significant
role in the governance of organisations.
Increasingly the phrase 'young peopl e in
decision-making' has been used to refer to young
people on boards and committees. However, there
are other ways in whi ch young peopl e can be
involved in public decision-making. These include
(but are not limited to):

Figure 2: Hart's Ladder of Participation

•
•
•
•
•
•
Degrees of
participation

Nonparticipation

There are a couple of things that turn young
people in decision-making into a live and ongoing
issue. The first is that young people have less access
to structural power than many other groups. Young
people are one minority group that has considerable
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•
•
•

Research;
Program design, implementation,
monitoring and evaluation;
Peer support, representation and
advocacy;
Policy analysis and development;
Campaigning and lobbying;
Development and management of their
own organisations;
Participation in and use of the media;
Conference participation;
Youth councils and parliaments.
(Lansdown, 2002)

Again, there is a whole spectrum
of possible ways in which young people
could become involved in these activities
(think again of Westhorp's continuum,
described above). Also, any of these
processes could be adult-initiated and led,
or youth-initiated and led processes (see
Hart's ladder, left). This picture is also
dynami c: l eader shi p emphases can
change over time.
The reality of young people and
decision-makin g re aches far beyond
young people in boards and committees.
The young researchers involved in this project have
constantly called us back to focus on bigger stories
of social participation, engagement, inclusion and
exclusion, power and voice. They talked of the
decisions that they and their peers could and could
Sharing a New Story:

not make. In this way, their editorial voice within
the research process has kept us real - connected to
context and everyday stories - and this has actually
demanded a broader, more holistic focus.
Olivia pointed out the importance of forging
new roles and new processes - of young people being
abl e to fi nd ro l es to con ne ct at all to th ei r
communities. Under changed economic conditions
and al tered l i fe patter ns, thi s i s becom i ng
increasingly hard for young people, except for those
who are best resourced. In her reflections she wrote:
These times see us with limited prospects for youth
who hav e had no work experienc e. Many
employers will not even employ inexperienced
[people]. So with this comes more dependency on
the government for money to live, and also with
that, a discouragement for youth that they don’t
have the power to change things.

Gabrie lle asked: in the talk about young
people's incr eased in volve ment, who is bein g
included and who is being excluded?
Who is missing? Aborigines, new migrants who
don't speak English pretty well … they're the young
people we should be listening to. Not just a token.

In saying these things, these young researchers
point to some bigger stories of structure and process,
not just within groups and organisations, but within
the whole of the way that our communities are
organised. It is important to acknowledge these
things in this research.
The concept of 'public decision-making' is by
definition 'adult-centric' because of adult-defined
public organisations and structures. What tends to
get overlooked in this framework are projects,
programs and public decision-making activities
initiated by young people themselves.
Anna pointed to this pattern in adult-centrism
in some of the literature about young peopl e's
participation: so often it's still about what adults do
for young people, missing the point of working with
and al ongside (and sometime s behin d) young
people.
The basics are about letting them decide what the
focus is - providing them with what they decide
they need, be it funding, support, training and so
on; giving them space to think and decide their
own directions.

Within this document she wanted us to see
young people represented as active rather than
passive. This is about content but also the language
used to frame the topic. This is hard to master when
writing a report that is primarily targeted at adults!
For example, this report was initially going to have
'involving young people in leadership and decisionmaking' in the title but that didn't work.
Likewise, it is re all y importan t that any
exploration of what is happening highlights what
Young People in Decision-Making

young people are initiating themselves, as well as
the ways in which their i nvolvement has been
defined, solicited and mandated by others. If we
overlook these things as 'public decision-making', we
do a disservice to young people in our storytelling,
making them more passive than they really are, and
also limiting the scope of stories that we can hear
and tell. Having said this, it is much easier to gather
and share published information on the latter, for
example things mandated by governments and large
organisations. These are the groups, organisations
and programs that have funding, manuals, resources
and web pages, and also a measure of organisational
stability over time. Here we share the information
that we can access, recognising its limitations. We
are simply flagging that this section of the report this topic - comes with a traditional 'adult defined'
bias. Even thought the y are m uch harder to
document, once we acknowledge this we might
notice, recognise and be in a position to support other
things happening at young people’s grass roots
levels. Both the grass roots organising and the
documentation of these developments is becoming
increasingly possible through the internet.
A final point here is that young people's
i nvol vem ent i n com muni ty deci si on-maki ng
processes may often be about highlighting where
they and their peers are not being heard. Protest
movements, graffiti, sit-ins or walk-outs are often
storied by adults and media in a negative way, but
they often involve young decision makers who are
emphasising the lack of space where they have been
able to exercise a legitimate voice. Voices from the
margins are important to communities, because they
can be prophetic, highlighting the things that hurt
those with the least power, and highlighting the
things that need to change.

Recent thinking and
useful theoretical frameworks
There are lots of different theoretical frameworks,
different stories, or different languages used for
talking about what has been happening. Do words
matter? In one way, no. Despite the fragmented
literature, it is important to draw upon a broad
evidence base across these conceptual divisions,
about useful approaches an d what works (The
Forum For Youth Investment, 2001). In another way,
yes. These things matter because the language that
we use frames the way we can think about issues,
and this in turn shapes what we do. The language
we have used reflects where we have come from, but
it need not constrain where we can go, so at times a
stock-take and purge may be necessary.
Below is an exploration of some of the different
ways in which the issues of young people in decisionmaking are being storied, including Citizenship,
Youth Participation and Youth Development.
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Some of these approaches may be more useful
than others. Below we also suggest an alternative
framework from within the tradition of community
work: the notion of capacity building in young people
and their communities.

Citizenship
Recent writing have suggested that there are two
very different understandings of young people's
citizenship, and these have been termed ‘minimal
citizenship’, and ‘maximal citizenship’ (Holdsworth,
2002a; after Evans, 1995).
•
•
•

•
•
•

A minimal citizenship approach emphasises:
Ci vi l and l egal status, r ights and
responsibilities to society;
That citizenship is gained when civil and legal
status is granted;
That a good citizen is law-abiding, publicspirited and exercises political involvement
through voting for representatives.
Maximal citizenship, on the other hand, means:
Consciousness of oneself as a member of a
shared democratic culture;
A par tici pator y approach to poli tical
involvement;
Considerin g ways to overcome the social
disadvantages that undermine citizenship by
denying people full participation in society.

These two approaches can frame what we do
on the groun d quite differently. The notion of
minimal citizenship is about shaping young people
for what they will become. Maximal citizenship, on
the other hand, respects individuals' birthright to
citizenship, and focuses on what young people are,
and bring, now.

Youth participation
This is an 'umbrella' concept which provides a widely
shared, common ground. It has also proven useful
in that it is essentially about practice. In order for it
to have any leverage though, it needs to be anchored
within a set of assumptions about why participation
is important.
In terms of the material that has been written
about youth participation, it seems that there are two
main approaches. The fir st focuses on youth
development: how young people can be shaped by
being involved. The second is rarer and more radical
and actually involves re-shaping our communities, and
the role of young people in that. We argue that the
latter is a far more useful model than the former. In
ter ms of choosi ng a centr al framewor k for
understanding what we do, a youth development
model is insufficient, and sells youth participation
short. Youth participation becomes passive or limited
to a set of arrangements that already exist (young
people are shaped to fit their context rather than the
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other way around). The i mplications of these
contrasting assumptions are explored below. We
suggest that there is a case for exploring youth
participation through an alternative lens: capacity
building in young people and their communities.
First we will explain why.

Youth development
I don't know that I like the word development.
Young people are going to develop without help.
(Anna)

A youth development approach focuses upon
developing young people into well-adjusted adults
and community participants. Its one strong point is
its focus on practice. Historically this has been the
domi nant approach, parti cularl y in mater i al
emer gin g from the U SA, New Ze aland, some
Austr ali an gover nm en t sources, and the
International Youth Foundation. Although much of
the grounded work that has been done under the
banner of youth development is extremely valuable,
and adds significantly to the evidence base of what
works, in terms of a conceptual framework it is
problematic. The team researching this report has
developed some concerns about this approach.
Firstly, a development approach emphasises
the end point as properly formed adults (whatever
they are) rather than what young people are now,
might contribute now, and might teach the rest of us
now (Wyn and White, 1997). In these ways, this is
both a deficit model and an adultist framework that
might be best approached with caution.
Secondly, a youth development approach by
definition actually limits the focus of what is happening
to young people, and this is part of the problem. Youth
development encapsulates the idea that only young
people need to develop. In order for young people
to truly be able to participate meaningfully in their
communities, this research, along with many other
voices (eg Dwyer and Wyn, 2001), points to the need
for adults, as well as young people, to be constantly
changing and adapting. In the task of dealing wisely
with the world as it is, we are all learners. When
negotiating social change, most of us are novices.
When looking for new or creative solutions, we are
all pioneers and, as the young people in this research
emphasise, in relation to working well with young
people, most other people are inexperienced. Yet
much of the relevant research writing about youth
development is underpinned by older assumptions
that young people are the focus: they are the only
ones who need to grow and change. This is not often
matched by an emphasis that the rest of us also need
to grow and change, and in fact that young people
might teach the rest of us some of the things that we
need to understand.
Thi rdl y, devel opme nt approaches have
historically been about imposition. A development
approach has underpinned many top-down initiatives
Sharing a New Story:

targeted at young people, often shaped without their
input, one prime example being schooling. The
desired outcomes are framed for young people. Even
though the newer youth development work talks
about communi ty and youth devel opment as
runn i ng par al l el to each othe r, the se h ave
traditionally had very different modes of operating.
Community development practitioners know that
successful work with communities has to happen
from the inside out, starting from the passions and
stories of those involved.
Youth development approaches emerged in
the USA, one of the countries that did not sign the
International Convention on the Rights of the Child3.
This was a way of developing a language, story or
conceptual basis for youth participation that was not
based upon the notion of rights. With an Australian
policy background based upon the UN convention,
coupled with current understandings of what good
community development practice looks like, we can
do better.
If we do not pay heed to these things within
the youth sector, we also pass up a significant
opportunity. Dev elopme nt fr ameworks h ave
assumed adulthood to be the end point of learning.
Social research tells us that increasingly, as social
conditions change, learning is a lifelong activity. This
levels the playing field a little, potentially putting
young people in a much stronger position to speak
on the issues of thei r com munitie s. If youth
parti cipation i s couched i n ter ms of youth
development, it will not reflect young people's areas
of expertise or adults’ parallel struggles to make
sense of, and act powerfully within, a changing
world.
Probably much of the appeal of the youth
development approach has been its focus on practice.
It is a verb, it is about doing, while the citizenship
and rights material stays at a fairly theoretical level
as background assumptions. For all the reasons
stated above, we suggest a different language to
frame practice: about capacity building in young
people and their communities. This approach comes
from good community development practice and it
is compatible with the notion of young people's full
citizenship now.

Capacity building in young people and
their communities
There is no doubt that young people (like the rest of
us) need to be continually skilled and equipped to
engage in social life. To this end, it could be argued
that one of the most helpful frameworks emerging
from the literature is about capacity building. This
idea has emerged through the international NGO and
community work movement since the 1990s. It has
3: Thanks to Janet Jukes of YACVic for helpful conversations around
this topic.
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moved beyond more colonial, often state dr iven,
developmental and educational approaches, which
have often come armed with their own 'interventions'
(Mayo, 1975). In this way, some youth development
approaches could be said to mirror some traditional
community development approaches which are
imposed and have come armed with ideas of what
should change in the other. A capacity building
approach is based on recognition that all groups of
people have capacities that may not be obvious to
outsiders and that it may take time to discover these
(Smith, 2002). Good community work is about the
shared discovery and building of these capacities.
Capacity building is about education but is not
prescribed or agenda-driven. The approach is built
from observations of good community work: what
works, in a range of setti ngs. Because of this, it
recognises the social nature of good work, that
capacities can be built within people, organisations,
networks, and even in the context of crisis (Eade,
1997). So in terms of its applicati on with young
people, the focus will be upon building capacity in
young peo pl e but al so wi thi n or gani sations,
networks and communities.
Al though to date m ost projec ts and
organisations that focus on capacity building have
applied this approach to areas other than youth
par ticipation, this should n ot prohibit us from
adopting thi s sound framework or applying the
learnings. It is about:
1.
Building internal capacity to deal with the
current problem or issue; but also
2.
Strengthening load bearing or carrying capacity
more generally (Fagan, 2001).
These points fit with what we know from
research with young people, for example:
•
The work around 'resilience' (the things young
people need in order to be able to 'bounce back'
from setbacks eg Fuller, 1998);
•
The evidence base surrounding young people
and wellbeing (Glover et al, 1998; AYRC, 2003);
•
The im portance of youth 'agency': young
people's ability to shape a life, and make a
difference (eg Wiere nga, 2001; Wi erenga,
2002);
•
The literature on young people and social
capital (eg Loong, 2002; Mitchell, 2000).
First, a capacity building approach frames
familiar ideas within a social (that is, community
based, historical) context. This approach makes room
for honest acknowledgement that, in the midst of
rapid social change, both young people and their
communities are facing new challenges, many of which
we do not actually know how to deal with. It is about
equipping ourselves and each other to meet these
creatively. It acknowledges the need for young
peopl e to deve l op new ski ll s, insi ghts and
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relationships but also for the rest of us to do so too.
It is about building internal capacity, but also our
shared capacity to carry whatever we meet along the
way.
Secondly it offers an in-built assumption that
young people have a lot to teach us. By coupling
action with learning, a capacity building approach
is about learning - both ways (Fagan, 2000). When
applied to work with young people, this presents a
subtle but profound change of emphasis from a youth
development approach. The focus becomes one of
mutual discovery rather than one of changing,
shapin g or moulding the 'other' (ie the young
person).
It seems that when energy is directed wisely into
transforming a social situation, personal, relationship and
community growth is the result. Capacity is built within
individual lives, within groups and organisations,
and within communities. During this research, this
pattern was repeatedly highlighted and affirmed
within the young people's own stories.

(These latter three approaches have found their place
amongst Australian workers with youth.)
•
Youth 'agency' (eg White and Wyn, 1998; Wyn
and White, 2000; Thomson and Holdsworth,
2002) is a more theoretical pe rspective exploring issues of young people's ability to
be powerful actors in their own lives and as
shapers of their communities.
These are some of the approaches informing
different pockets of research and writing, and they
'speak' in different voices. In telling new stories it
seems wisest to recognise both the contribution of
young people and their communities: to find ways
of exploring shared dial ogues. To this end i t is
important to draw upon storylines that recognise
interdependence - the relationships between the
young and the not-so-young - as vital to both.

Other frameworks
There are other useful theoretical frameworks or
different languages used to frame current stories of
young people in decision-making. These include:
•
Social exclusion:
(see: http://www.youthinformation.com/
infopage.asp?snID=818 )
This framework is widely used in the UK and
is more widely applicable. Based upon a
human r ights fram ework (eg the righ t to
participate), it is foundational to much of the
British thinking around youth and community
work, and hi ghl ights social difference s,
through key issues like representation.
•
Youth empowerment or advocacy (eg Victorian
Youth Advocacy Network, 1992b; Forster,
1998; Irby et al, 1998): In the US and Canada,
this material often brings an alternative voice
to the m ore prev al ent 'devel opme nt'
discourses. Material based on this approach
often brings a more political dimension (eg
Cowan, 1997): that programs which simply are
oriented towards young people's service to
their communi ties do not allow them to
develop the critical skills that they will need
to build different, more equitable societies;
•
An approach centred around youth activism
(eg Heal y, 1999) al so emphasises young
people's place in naming and acting upon their
own issues; and
•
The literature around young people's voices
(Flowers, 1998; Watts, 1993) continues to draw
attention to the things that young people are
saying, often silenced, that th e rest of the
community might need to hear.
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What Has Been Happening?

T
•
•
•
•
•

his chapter unfolds in five parts, briefly
outlining:

What has been happening on the ground;
Challenges and live issues;
Recent thinking and useful frameworks;
Emerging principles; and
Evaluating and researching young people's
involvement.

This is a dynamic scene, continually evolving
as we have watched. For this reason, wherever
possible, web-links have been provided.

What is happening on the ground?
Internationally and at all levels of government in
Australia there has been increased emphasis being
given to this topic. International Youth Year in 1985
served as a catalyst for these developments. However,
both in Australia and globally, the strongest leadership
is coming from the community sector.
In Global pr ior ities f or youth: youth
participation in decision-making (Lansdown, 2002).
Lansdown charts a global rise in interest and activity
around this topic (see http://www.un.org/ esa/
socdev/unyin/helsinki/). In this context, young
people in decision-making is linked strongly to both
issues of human ri ghts and social effectiveness.
Lansdown points out that it is imperative that at a
policy level, those who are being affected have a say
in the decisions being made. For the first time ever,
in 2002, the UN committee which explored young
peoples' issues in Helsinki also included significant
numbers of young people. In other forums also,
this is increasingly expected and slowly happening,
although there is still a long way to go.
In Australia this message is being increasingly
heard. Recognising the need for good process around
young people's involvement, state, territory and
feder al gover nm en ts have al l now l aunched
information and consultation strategies attached to
websites. Many local governments now support
Youth Council s. The cur rent m ech anisms for
governments working with young people tend to be:
•
Youth roundtables eg:
h t t p : / / w w w. t h e s o u r c e . g o v. a u /
youth_roundtable/default.htm
•
Youth advi sor y commi ttees and y outh
councils eg: http://www.yacs.wa.gov.au/
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•

•
•

Input to government policy through forums
or online chat with ministers eg:
http://www.youth.af fairs.nt.gov.au/ html/
decision/table/index.html
http://www.generate.qld.gov.au/
Consultation on specific issues; and
Involvement in other activities that are linked
to these things.

There is also an increasing trend to include
youth representatives on public decision-making
bodies (water boards etc). In terms of most young
people’s ability to have an impact on public policy
however, young people's input at government levels
is still largely about consultation.
Consultation
(blunt end)

Governance
(sharp end)

Elsewhere within the community there has
been varied movement. For example the idea of
student participation in school governance has been
strong for many years and schools have responded
diversely to the challenge (Holdsworth, 2000). The
idea of Student Action Teams is currently being
explored, and this involves young people choosing
their own real, community based projects of wider
concern (eg environment, justice, or community
safety), supported by sch ool i nfr astructure
(Holdsworth, Cahill and Smith, 2003; Holdsworth
et al 2001b and 2001a). Young people are also now
running their own philanthropic bodies, targeted at
social change in the community, from within their
school s (Education Foundati on, 2002); see:
http://www.rumad.org.au/home.htm
Both in Australia and over seas it is the
community sector that is leading the way in terms
of young people in governance roles, with some
decision-making bodies either substantially or fully
made up of young people. Australian examples of
this include The Foundation for Young Australians'
newer grant-making projects at state and community
levels: http://www.youngaustralians.org/
CanTeen: http://www.canteen.com.au/
MillenniumKids: http://www.millenniumkids.com.au/
and
The Create Foundation: http://www.create.org.au/
create_world/ctw_html/about.html
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Challenges and live issues
Both in the literature and in the field there are some
very famili ar and re curri ng stori es about the
challenges for young people in decision-making
roles:
•
Young people are i nvolved in token and
decorative ways (eg see de Kort, 2000);
•
Young people are involved marginally but
adults make all the decisions;
•
Young people are involved in making decisionless decisions (Bachrach and Baratz, 1970 and
1962) where the decisions are limited to issues
that do not really matter;
•
Young people make decisions but nothing
happens;
•
Young people are included in decision-making
but the project is under resourced, making
action difficult; and
•
Youth is transitory: experienced young people
become too old to fulfil their youth role.
Over recent years youth participation has
become ‘politically correct’. Because this is a growth
area, from the field there are also some newer stories
of emerging and increasing challenges:
•
It is mandated from the top but we are not so
sure how to make it happen. Now that it is
becoming a matter of political correctness,
cynical attempts at youth participation and
window dressing (Rayner, undated) are even
more likely;
•
In many areas, the growth of activity around
young people on boards and committees has
not been matched by either expertise or the
commitment of resources;
•
There is better representation from young
women and those better resourced, but how
do we enable marginal young people's input?
Those less privileged are not participating in
consultation - but voting with their feet (Kirby
and Bryson, 2002).
There are also some emerging challenges for
the way we think about young people in decisionmaking:
•
Perhaps in the youth sector we have been
working with some limited stories here: does
tunnel vision towards adult controlled forums
do a disser vi ce to young peopl e? One
interesting new development is the impact of
the internet on grass-roots organising of any
kind. Increasingly, young people can access
resources through the internet (eg http://
www.youthactionnetwor k.org/ ). Al so,
through the internet, people become 'ageless'.
This gives as much credibility and organising
'clout' to a young event organiser as an older
one. For example, the action groups around
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•

the recent World Economic Forum protest
activity in Melbourne, which mobilised up to
30,000 (mostly young) people through the
internet, were also in many cases run by young
people;
Where young peopl e's concerns have no
legitimate avenue for expression, and where
people feel that their decision-making capacity
has been limited by others, organising and
action often takes the form of protest. This
kind of action is no less about young people
in decision-making than any other socially
legitimated role. Research into young people
in decision-making also needs to acknowledge
that thi s kind of activity can be no l ess
intentional, and that increasing numbers of
young people are locating themselves here
(green movements, peace movements, antir acism move me nts, ethi cal consumer
movements, human rights protesters, 'anti
globalisation' activists etc).

Issues of representation
Thi s was a parti cular i ssue for the younger
researchers. Children and young people are unlike
other minority groups, in that soon after they become
expert at being representatives, they grow out of
being young people. These patterns, coupled with
young people's traditional lack of access to power
structures or to spaces to make their voices heard,
make the issues of representation and succession
particularly important.
The younger researchers were also keen to
draw out ideas of who was being represented:
Maybe it is a cultural issue … Both Alison and
Helen [who Gabrielle interv iewed], without
realising it, talked about their situation in a way
that represented other young people. It was
obvious that being involved in the community came
naturally to both of them and it could be because
of bac kg round they were able to contrib ute.
(Gabrielle's afterthoughts)

For others, the message that they are longing
to bring to their communities is much more about
what needs to change. As newer inhabitants of this
planet, young people are often good at questioning
the way that, and pointing out the impacts of, things
are done. Perhaps this kind of contribution could be
understood as the more 'prophetic' voice of youth.
The research team sugge sted that this kind of
questioning was not always encouraged:
… the whole idea of trying to change society and
the world is hidden … that could be why there are
a lot of disempowered groups in society because
people don't have access to opportunities that help
to develop skills to speak out …' (Gabrielle's
afterthoughts)

Members of the research team felt strongly that
we need to always link our thinking about young
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people in leadership to the issues of representation
and margi nal i sed groups, and empower i ng
disempowered young people. This relates to their
skills but it also relates equally to structural issues:
access to opportunities (to speak and to be listened
to, to organise and be respected, to question and be
heard), as well as looking at those who could already
speak well, and looking at the silences and the silent:
… instead of f oc using on thos e who are in
leadership and decision-making positions, focus on
those who are not and see how we can do things
better. (Gabrielle's afterthoughts)

Not all young people are able to readily access
opportunities for participation:
My question is how to match up young people with
community activities and opportunities to make a
positive change. At the moment, opportunities …
are not very well published and people only find
out about them through friends or through contact
with the organisation. (Gabrielle's afterthoughts)

It is the same people involved again and again.
A related concern was expressed by Anna, when she
talked about what she calls 'professional young
people'. When we discussed this, it became clear that
it was not just an issue of involvement and access,
but also an issue of representation:
Training the *** out of one young person and then
them not being a young person any more. They
become an adult trapped in a young person's body
- you lose the young person’s perspective. Can a
‘youth activist’ really know what your average teen
thinks and wants? (Anna)

In sayi ng thi s she r ai sed the i ssue of
distancing: by being co-opted into the system do
young people stop representing other young people?
Where does the idea of resourcing and equipping
specific promising young people sit with the idea of
representing others? If it causes their perspectives to
change dramatically and to reflect more 'institutional'
understandings, is a highly trained young person still
able to bring a perspective from their generation? If
so, which perspective?
A conversation in the office two weeks ago had
Anna questioning: 'Oh no - am I a professional young
person?' I asked: 'So aren't you allowed to be skilled
and articulate?' We both looked at each other: case
in point. Perhaps no other writer has expressed this
concern more clearly than Anna. In all this talk of
training and equipping young people, if young
people are expected to be in some way representative,
these are questions that warrant some ongoing
attention.

Emerging principles
Many lists of principles are emerging that guide
adults in worki ng alon gside young pe opl e in
decision-making roles. These are the 'distilled' stories
of wisdom about what works in different settings.
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Some of the simplest ones are also the most profound
and chal l engi ng, e g thi s l i st from the NSW
Commission for Children and Young People:
•
Kids have a place in decision-making;
•
Participation is part of the organisation’s
culture;
•
Adults adapt to kids’ ways of working;
•
Strong r el ati onshi ps wi th ki ds (NSW
Commission for Children and Young People,
2001).
Or this on e fr om an e xploration by the
Children's Society in the UK, about working with
young people and children as partners in change:
•
Being clear about the purpose of participatory
activities and events;
•
Acting with rather than for children and young
people;
•
Tailoring methods to the needs and interests
of children and young people;
•
Working within a rights and social justi ce
framework;
•
Developing the experience and commitment
of staff;
•
Ensuring resources match reality;
•
Promoting partnership and working;
•
Encour aging re flection and deve lopmen t
(Willow, 2002).
The UNESCO Youth Participation Manual (de
Kort, 2000) draws upon the Australian Youth
Foundation and Woollcombe (1998) in suggesting the
following principles for program formulation:
1. Definition of benefits. All benefits for young
people should be defined. They may simply be
that involvement is enjoyable or educational;
in other cases payment for consultation on
specific issues may be involved.
2. Democracy. Youth must adhere to democratic
principles such as personal choice, fairness in
the political process and respect for minorities
and ethnic groups.
3. Development. Activities should raise young
people’s awareness of the social, political,
economic, cultural and personal aspects of the
issues affecting them.
4. Educ at io n. A c tiv ities should prov ide
opportunities for both formal training and
informal skill development.
5. An enabling environment. In setting up youth
participation, the surroundings and chemistry
should be conducive to youth culture and
lifest yle. Care should be taken to av oid
formality and official bureaucratic processes,
which can hinder creativity.
6. Enjoy ment. Participatory activities should be
fun, exciting and challenging.
7. Informed choice. Young people should be
inf orm ed about what is inv olv ed in
participation and should not be forced to
participate.
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8. Real power. The youth council or parliament
should have power to influence decision makers
so that young people perceive their efforts as
worthwhile. Adults should be prepared to let
youth take control.
9. Focus on relations hips. Act ivities should
provide opportunities for building active and
supportive working relationships between
y oung people and other members of t he
community. Respect and open communication
should be stressed.
10. Relevance. Activities should address issues and
needs perceived as real by the young people
involved.
11. Adequate resources. Sufficient time, space,
funding, and information should be allowed for
ac tiv ities . These reso urc es shoul d b e
inc orporat ed into the norm al b udg eting
process.
12. Support and supervisi on. Young people
should be provided with the support necessary
to promote success and deal with setbacks.
13. Ownership. Youth should feel that the work
being done belongs to them.
14. Time alone. Youth should be given time alone
without adults, preferably in small groups. This
g iv es quieter m emb ers of the g roup an
opportunity to express their ideas. ( de Kort,
2000: 22-23)

Similarly, Holdsworth (2003) draws upon this
UNESCO work, to suggest that youth participation
must:
• maximise control by young people (enable
ownership and influence):
-

y oung people sho uld b e inc luded in
decision-making;

-

programs and policies should be designed
to ensure full youth participation, including
advisory and management roles for young
people;

-

young people should have the power to
influence the outcome of different situations;

• benefi t yo ung peopl e ( prov ide tang ib le
outcomes):
-

young people must benefit from the services
made available to them;

-

young people have the right to participate
fully in and received outcomes from the
social, cultural, political and economic
spheres of their country;

-

services need to be accessible to young
people to enable them to participate in such
areas as education, training , employment
and political action;

• recognise and respect the contribution of all
(provide for access, equity, inclusiveness and
diversity):
-
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all young people should be enabled to
participate;

•

-

equity for females and males, young people
of varying levels of ability and for all ethnic,
national or religious groups should be
ensured; it should be recognised that there
are diverse subgroups of young people who
may require special attention to overcome
past and c urrent exc lusion f rom
partic ipat ion – rural y oung people,
indigenous young people, young women,
young people with HIV/AIDS, and so on;

-

discriminatory laws and practices that limit
participation will need to be removed;

involve real challenges and development (be
of recognised value, reflective and responsive
to needs):
-

action and activities carried out by young
people should be seen by young people and
by others to be important;

-

support should be provided for young
people to learn how to b e more effective
participants;

-

programs need to include opportunities for
participants to reflect upon learnings and to
adapt and modify programs in response to
emerging needs.

(Holdsworth, 2003; drawing on de Kort, 1999: 17-18)

Evaluating and researching
young people's participation in
public decision-making
This is a relatively new area for Australia but all
indications are that it will be a growth area. While
preparing this report we were in contact with several
people and organisations who were also focusing on
this 'hot' topic.
Agai n, supported by a strong NGO and
youthwork sector, some of the leading-edge work is
emerging from the UK: The Carnegie Young People
Initiative (UK) is a research project that aims to
improve the quality and increase the breadth of
young people's participation in public decisionmaki ng. They have bee n mapping wh at i s
happen ing, promoting the evaluation of good
practice and developing standards for the public and
vol untar y
sector s:
http:/ /www.carnegieyouth.org.uk/ . In their book Measuring the Magic:
Evaluating and researching young people's participation
in publi c de cis ion-maki ng, Ki rby e t al (2002)
systematically explore the work that has been done
to date in this area, including impacts, processes,
future challenges for evaluation and research, and
gaps in evaluation and research.
In the B'Yeard project, young people have been
trained and supported as action researchers by
teaching staff from Birmingham University. The
young people are conducting peer research on young
people in deci sion-maki ng i n wh ich they are
exploring how the voices of young people are heard.
Sharing a New Story:

They have just presented this research to community
workers and leaders at a conference which they
organised themselves in early 2003 (Simpson, 2003;
B:Yeard, 2003):
http://www.youth-action.org.uk/network/bayc.html
Meanwhile in Canada some good work has
also been happening around evaluating different
models for young people's involvement in policymaking. 'Re-focusing the Lens: Assessing the Challenge
of Youth Involvement in Public Policy' is a joint project
of The Ontar i o Secondar y School Students’
Associ ation (O SSSA) and The In sti tute On
Governance (IOG). The report (1999) can be found
at: http://www.iog.ca/publications/lens.pdf

Young People in Decision-Making
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Findings: What Works, What Helps,
and What Gets in the Way?

I
•

•

•

n this study, we asked the young decision-makers
questions such as:
How di d you get her e? (We wanted to
understand about the social processes that
make young leaders and decision makers.)
Where have you felt most effective in decisionmaking and how did you know you were
being effective? What is it here that works for
you?
In terms of the things that organisations,
groups and communi ti es have done to
support you, what has worked for you and
what has stood in the way?

(See Appendix B for complete list of questions.)
The young people who were interviewed
came to these questions from very different positions.
One was an activist about youth suicide, while
another was on a premier's advisory board. They
were:
•
youth representatives on committees largely
made of adults;
•
young peopl e who were par t of youth
councils, round tables and reference groups;
•
peer leaders through schools, school councils,
universities, clubs and camps;
•
peopl e i nvol ved wi th communi ty
development or partnerships with others in
their communities; and
•
activists for their own causes, wider causes
and social change.
Many had differing experiences with several
organisations, which they were able to contrast to
good effect (see Appendix A for list). There were also
'before and after' stories, about organisations that had
gone thr ough a proce ss of re fl ecti ng and
restructuring. These stories helped to highlight
elements of both helpful and unhelpful processes in
each of these settings.
These young people's stories reveal how they
grew into decision-making roles, and illustrate 'what
works' for them in terms of social process. This chapter
is a gathering of the stories that they shared, either
through their interviews or in the things they wrote to
us. Because of their involvement in such a range of
activities, they were able to share stories of what works,
helps and gets in the way in each setting.
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There were also some recurring patterns in these
stories. All of their stories eventually came together
around three main th emes: meaning, control and
connectedness. Within young people's stories there were
also seven practical pointers that surround and ground
these.
This chapter points to what might be learned
from these young people's stories and then applied
to other situations. It explores how they got there,
why they stay there and what they get out of it (as
well as some of what gets in the way). The young
people's lived experiences of decision-making in
different setti ngs will be explored, and then th e
common patterns - the things that these stories might
teach us are brought out.

How did they get here?
Nearly all of the young respondents talked in terms
of their journey into leadership and decision-making
roles as being a personal transformation, supported
by i ndi vi dual s or communi ti es that fi r stl y
encouraged their participation, an d then their
growth. It is a progression. The question: “How
did you get there?” was often followed by the
answer: “I kind of grew into it”.
These stories were often about serendipity (or
happy accidents), or even whole sequences of happy
accidents: the conn ecti ons that had not been
expected. These always happened through networks
and prior involvement:
I only ended up involved because of a friend being
there. (Anna)
They wanted a young person to help with a
community arts centre. (Gabrielle)

A simple pattern emerges: being involved and
engaged leads to more opportunities to become
involved and engaged. The flip side of this equation
is also true: those who are not involved often stay
excluded, both in terms of real world opportunities
and the way that they are thinking. Independently
of each other, Jessie, Gabrielle and Anna made the
point that although they themselves had found a way
to make a difference, they also had friends who had
been excluded from these processes. These friends
may have cared deeply about their communities, but
did not feel that they had the opportunity to
contribute in this way.
Jessie notes that this may sound like magic,
but it is actually about consistency and care invested
Sharing a New Story:

Prue's story: growing as a leader (Olivia writes)
Prue used to be the kind of girl who was shy, sat in the corner and whose
face turned bright red when she was put in a tricky situation. Now, after
being a leader for many years, she has gained the confidence, knowledge
and experience to combat many problems and to communicate effectively
with all types of people in all types of situations. Prue was a Peer Support
Leader in Grade 10, volleyball captain of her team for two years, Senior
Prefect, captain of the tennis team, volleyball coach for three years, leader
for Grade 7 camps, teacher at Sunday School, media officer for the local
netball club, assistant secretary for the netball club and was a coordinator
for leaders of the Year 7 camp. If all that wasn’t enough, she was the
winner of the Lions Youth of the Year Award at local and zone level, won
a leadership award at the VCE Conference, has won many sporting awards
and is currently completing The Duke of Edinburgh's Gold Award. How
did this happen? Among other things, Prue identified the following things
as being important:
•

That she was incredibly self-conscious until a teacher (Mrs Jenkins)
encouraged her in Grade 9 to try some new things;

•

Parental support;

•

Leadership opportunities through meetings, camps and sport;

•

Intentionality: the school aimed to strengthen their students’ confidence
and leadership skills;

•

They had Peer Support Leaders (who were young leaders) who helped
younger students to cope with school life and anything that was going
on in their lives. Peer Support Leaders acted as role models for younger
students, and also received training to become other types of leaders
in the future;

•

Teachers presented awards at weekly assemblies, which encouraged
students to achieve.

There was basically a solid infrastructure that was set up to encourage
and support young people into being leaders.

over time. There is a strong case for
groups and organisati ons to be
intentional about what they are
doing.

What works?
Although the settings and practical
foci of young people in decisionmaking roles can be quite different,
there were some common elements
in young people's stories about what
was working for them. We explored
some themes that go to the heart of
the matter: What is in it for them?
What does bei ng i nvol ved i n
decision-making roles give them?
Why do they do it? Why do they
stay with it? They talked about how
they had grown in the process, come
to understand themselves better, and
done things that they never would
have thought that they could do:

We had the chance to impact on
hundreds of peo ple. I t was
empowering and overwhelming a privilege and a responsibility to
do it well. (Adam)

They had also engaged with
others in ways that had in spired
them:
Friendships together. We never
would have even spoken to each
other if it wasn't for this. (Kylie)

Regarding what is in i t for
them: what keeps them involved and
draws them back, there were some
common themes at the heart of these
stories:
• Meaning: doing something that
has a greater purpose and that ‘I
believe in’;
• Control: making decisions, being
heard and having the skills to see
the task through and do it well;
and
• Connectedness: working with
others and being part of some
bigger group.

Meaning:
•
•
•
•
•

Something I want to do
Something that matters
My story of what I am
about
This group or activity
and what it is about
Stories of a need or
what’s happening
around us

Control:
•
•

Seeing things happen:
“we did that”
Having space and
resources to do
something effectively

Connectedness:
(working with others)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I look back now and see how I
grew through each and every
thing. I learned that it was OK
to give things a go. (Ruvani)
Figure 3:
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They told stories of how they
had discovered capaci ties within
themselves that had surprised them:

Belonging
Being involved in something bigger than self
Informal relationships
Group bonding
Networks and flows of resources
Mentors
Those who went before me
Those who will come after me

What works - Themes of Meaning, Control, Connectedness
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In other words, although people fall or grow
into these roles, what has kept them there was finding
that they believed in the task, they had the capacity
to do things, and they were in good company.
The core themes were being involved in a
purposeful task that excited and stretched them,
being empowered and equipped to do this well, and
knowing that they were in good and supportive
company for the task. These characteristics often
belonged to organi sations an d groups (and to
indivi dual members or workers) that had clear
intentions, had operated for some time (refining,
learning to trust each other, building cultures), were
focused on their own purpose, had wrestled with
issues, and had regularly engaged reflectively with
young people.
The 3-circles framework in figure 3 (adapted
from Phillips, 1990), provides a scheme in which to
understand the kinds of things that these young
people were saying.
Rather than being discrete, the three themes
of meaning, control and connectedness overlap.
Each of these themes deserves more attention.

Meaning
Meaning or purpose involves establishing significant
connections between young people's own stories of
'what makes them tick' and the mission at hand. The
extent of recognisable overlap of their own stories
about what is meaningful with the bigger stories of
'what we are doing here' will be reflected by the
extent to which young people engage. It means both
listening well to young people's stories and also
exploring the purpose of the task at hand and why it
matters. These things sound basic but they are easily
overlooked.
One of the interview questions was about how
respondents knew they were doing it well. The
central response was about being able to see the
results of energies put in:
I could just see that we were making a difference.
We discussed things and we could see the difference
that was being made. (Prue)
What gives confidence? Feedback. Outcomes.
Things you've produced. A newsletter. Having a
happy group. Then you'll want to come back.
(Anna)

Control
At the front end is a sense of having achieved. Behind
this are all the resource and control, process and
power issues that are perennial to the youth sector.
And behind that are a community's assumptions
about the value of young people, now.
Knowing you have the power to change something
… We used to be not really publicised - not really
acknowledged - now that we can change things
other young people are coming to see us. (Philip)
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Respondents explained that satisfaction lies in:
•
Doing things that acknowledge, draw upon
and extend their strengths;
•
Being or becoming resourced and equipped
to do the task properly;
•
Having space to be young people (and to be
excellent at it).
Growth as decision makers is bound up in
devel opmen t of char acter, but al so i n the
devel opmen t and awaren ess of communi ty.
Growing in leadership and decision-making is a risky
process, and it involves stretching the boundaries of
what individuals know that they can do.

Connectedness
Connectedness is about relationships within th e
group but also with a wider community.
We're b eing support ed a lo t m ore - they 're
acknowledging that we're there. (Philip)
It is about recognition, existing, having a place and
being acknowledged. (Philip)

When char ti ng unknown ter r i tory, the
surrounding relationships need to provide security,
and a sense of doing this together. This is about
feeling part of something bigger – a cause or creative
project. If it is done well, it means being in company
with those who are there now and those who had
been there before - and drawing upon their wisdom.
As Jessie says:
None of us had done it before and so everyone was
learning together. So you’re alone but never alone.

What goes wrong?
On the other hand, the young people told stories of
'battle scars' from both being excluded from decisionmaking processes, and being thrust in unprepared
with a 'you can do it' approach.
Young people are being let down by both negativity
and idealism. Negativity tells them that they can't do
anything. Idealism is hopeful but it can be blinkered
to realities. Many of the stories of attrition (loss)
revolve around young people not feeling properly
supported and equipped for a significant task:
•
Fading out: “We just went round in circles
and nothing ended up happening so we lost
interest”;
•
Freaking out: “I didn't know how to handle
the task” or “We didn't know how to cope
with the things that were happening within
the group”;
•
Burning out: “Everything depended on me
and after a while I couldn't handle it”.
In other words, the bad experi ences that
people talked about were ones where:
•
They lost a sense of purpose and coherence
(lack of meaning);
Sharing a New Story:

•
•

According to the young people interviewed,
these kinds of decision-making experiences could
l eave them fee l i ng confused, unprepared,
overburdened, and alienated from others around
them.
The stories of these young people bring home
the message that it is not just young people who are
inexperienced in working with organisations and
groups, but that groups and organisations can have
fairly limite d unde rstandings when they expect
things from young people. It is not just young people
that need 'developing': we are all in this together.
On this basis it would be useful to mirror this research
with further work with organisations and groups,
and to hear the stories of organisations not coping
and the challenges they face as they learn how to work
with young people. Although this research was
tailored to hear the voices of young people, this is
clearly not just about individuals' issues.

Some insights for different settings
The young people's stories came from different
settings. Below are some of the insights to come from
respondents' stories relating to:
1.

Decision-making roles in organisations:
a)
in mostly adult workplaces, boards and
committees;
b)
in 50/50 arrangements (of adults and
young people);
c)
on youth councils.

2.

Young people as community participants:
a)
i n par tner shi ps for comm uni ty
development;
b)
as peer leaders;
c)
as activists for own causes, wider causes
and social change.

1.

Get real, they’re going to be young people – why
should they have to be anything different? We have
no formal meeting etiquette. No executive, no
minutes. All we require is some sort of recording
and some sort of outcome. This year that meant
two formal presentations to council.

They felt like they couldn’t do anything (lack
of control);
They felt alone (lack of connectedness).

Decision-making roles in organisations

The young people spoke about their role s on
decision-making bodies and committees. These
i nvol ved si tti ng on m ostl y adul t boards and
committees, 50/50 arrangements and youth councils.
One main issue in all three settings was being
unfamiliar with the processes. The formal meeting
process is not friendly to all young people. Ben had
some suggestions about accessibility for people who
are untrained or less familiar with the process and
not-so-trained:
At national youth round-tables you will sit up
straight. There are expectations that young people
will conform. Only certain young people can go
there.

But this formality is not necessary in all situations:
Young People in Decision-Making

Sometimes the physical environment is not very
inclusive:
Walk up to a building that is big and marble. I’ve
heard stories from young people who have just
turned and walked away at that point. Seek a more
productive environment. We used to meet in the
council chambers. Now we meet in the back of a
café. (Ben)

a)

Decision-making roles in mostly adult boards
and committees

Young peopl e on mostl y adult boards and
comm i ttees repor t someti mes feel i ng qui te
powerless:
I don't remember what we were v oting on but I
didn't really agree. I said to them that I didn't want
that. But they did it anyway. (Belinda)

One particular thing that got in the way of
effective decision-making roles for young people on
mostly adult boards was not under standing th e
language used, or the context or background of issues
under discussion:
Township meetings - I'm very quiet there. There
are two of us and then around 10 to 15 adults. I
k now m ost o f them . I t' s m ore than b eing
intimidated - sometimes it's just boring. I'm lost,
so there's nothing to gi v e an opinion about.
(Belinda)
They all laughed at me when I said 'what's asphalt?'
I was just sort of like 'don't laugh'. I don’t ask many
questions now. (Belinda)
Jargon is a really easy way of excluding young
people. (Ben)

Also being in an unfamiliar setting can be very
intimidating:
I felt way out of my depth. Initially I didn't say a
lot. (Adrian)

The negative stories often refl ect a lack of
experience on the part of adults, as much as any
inexperience on the part of the young person:
People either tend to speak to the young like they
are very, very young - or speak over their heads.
(Ben)

What helps? Respondents suggest some more
inclusive approaches:
A certain professional expertise is required. Adult
bodies need education to accept young people and
to include them in a productive way. If you invite
or include young people, expect to have to learn
about good process - and how not to make them
feel inadequate. (Ben)
Ask 'do you have anything to say on that point?'
If you are going to have young people there,
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encourage them, make them feel welcome. Take
an active interest. Greet them, encourage them into
conversation, let them know that their contribution
is valuable, and ask questions about what they are
saying. (Adrian)

Again, young people may feel intimidated to
talk to the whole group, so sometimes a one-on-one
conversation is the best way to explore the issues.
Then, perhaps, supportive adults can advocate on
these issues to the group.
O ne g ood wa y around t his is m entoring ,
shadowing, buddying. Some support to brief,
debrief and translate. A lso an advocate on the
committee. This person needs to be able to hear the
young person's voice and amplify it if necessary,
translate if necessary. (Ben)

Mentors were a feature of young people's
stories of successful involvement in adult committees
(for briefs, debriefs, translation, history, advocacy)
The groups need to provide the young person with
ways of giving feedback. Asking the young person
- checking what they think about issues - if not in
the meeting then in the breaks. The chair needs to
think about meeting process – and consult with the
person who buddies or mentors them. It's about
creating an inclusive environment. (Ben)

What helps young people on mostly adult
boards in general?
•
Being welcomed;
•
Understanding the context in which decisions
are being made;
•
Being heard;
•
Being extended in meetings (what do you
think of that point?);
•
Conducting a training and awareness-raising
session for group;
•
Being mentored;
•
Being valued.
b)

Decision-making roles in 50/50 arrangements
(adult/young people)

These are boards or committees with 50% older and
50% younger people. These can work really well
because neither older nor younger have the casting
vote. This means that people need to work together.
Scott explains: “Before this, many (including myself)
had never been on a board.” Here he outlines some
insights that may be useful:
• We are sometimes slow at things;
• It has been important to have staff in place who
can see that you are able to function in this role
and not being manipulated;
• The issue that people need to understand on
the board is that boards make decisions not
people and every director on a board - even a
charity one - every member is as liable as the
person who recommended the decision;
• Early members don’t understand but don’t ask,
tend to sit back and observe. There is a tendency
to not want to look dumb;
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• It's about asking the questions and knowing
that's OK. So I (as chair) make sure during
breaks throughout the day that I can follow that
up. If we're in a meeting and I can feel what
they are thinking, I will encourage them to ask
the question, or ask the question myself.

c)

Decision-making roles on youth councils

Youth advi sor y comm i ttees are becom i ng
increasingly popular. These look very good, and
when established and resourced properly, can really
bring young people's voices into the places where
decisions are made.
In terms of things that get in the way, Ben
identifies three things that come up frequently:
• Lack of resources;
• Lack of real guts issues or being able to talk to
them;
• If we challenge something, the committee’s
future is limited, and its priority diminishes.

Respondents' stories indicated that there is a
fine line between trusting young people to do their
own thing, and leaving them unsupported.
What helps?
A commitment is needed from governments,
councils and other organisations to go beyond
window dressing and explore ways that youth bodies
can be really effective. Respondents mentioned that
they needed:
•
To learn the skills for the task but also the skills
to work well together;
•
Bonding time so that the group can learn to
know and trust each other;
•
Skilled facilitators at meetings (not taking a
lead role but there to help name what is
happen ing, and suggest ideas for process
when called upon);
•
Conflict resolution - both skill development
and direct facilitation when it is needed;
•
Secretariat support if formal record keeping
and fast action is required (record keeping and
fast communication are skills in themselves);
•
Traini ng: to organise projects, to build up
funding, and to lobby;
•
Aware ness of different models of gr oup
process.
Generally in the teen co uncil we need training.
Even to start with we need 'this is what a council is
about'. Because really most of us hadn't ever been
there. (Kylie)
We thought it was a good idea to take turns running
meetings and taking minutes but how? It never
got done because no one knows what they are
doing. (Belinda)

Respondents sometimes mentioned their
groups' different levels of maturity and commitment
to task. A few end up carrying the load.
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I think just because I was willing. While I was there
they had the option not to do stuff. I was overly
involved. Feeling overly accountable. Doing quite
a lot … I ended up doing too much, which is why
I left. (Anna)

Thi s was a ver y com mon stor y i n the
interviews. In reality this is no different to what
happens in adult groups. However, it helps to have
mentors an d other pe ople aroun d with whom
individuals can 'reality check'. Some judgements are
harder to m ake unless ther e are experie nced,
listening people around to help frame the questions.
Interesti ngly, the topic of conflict came up
consistently within these conversations as an issue
that needs further exploration:
Decisions were hard. We wanted them done right.
And so we'd end up in conflict.
They got eight high-achieving young people
together, and expected us all to interact with each
other and get the job done. There was conflict,
personality clashes. The meeting exploded, there
were tears. It can actually be really distressing.
Before going there I hadn't had much experience
of conflict; neither had some of the others. You
can take that for granted with executives but not
with young people. Some people were shattered.

This kind of story was prevalent around allyouth councils. As three of the respondents pointed
out, it is hard enough to learn how to do the task
properly without having to discover the complexities
of human interactions at the same time. All talked
about lack of experience, not just with the task at
hand, but with naming and dealing with conflict.
They felt that these things were lacking or
conversely, would have been helpful:
•
A sense of competence and familiarity with
what we have been asked to do;
•
The presence of adult support, not to control,
but to help name some of what is happening;
•
We need to be not just working together to
meet outcomes, but also familiar with the
concept of working together;
•
Groups need safeguards in place, induction
processes, teamwork, an understanding of the
framework in which the group operates, a
chance to build interpersonal skills with each
other, support;
•
Give us an opportunity to bond. As well as a
formal induction, we need to go bowling to
bond and suss each other out;
•
Trust games;
•
Train us.
It seems that good process cannot only avoid
harm but also teach some useful lessons:
With good facilitation, conflict can be positive. We
learned about having a say, and the round robin
concept. All this requires input.
I learned that it is not necessary to befriend
everyone. But the importance of being able to trust
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the group and work together. The importance of
wisdom and facilitation.

Groups see king to establish and maintain
youth councils will need to take the issue of conflict
resolution more seriously.

2.

Decision-making roles as
community participants

a)

In partnerships and community development

Working together as partners takes people beyond
their experience into new territory. This is limited
by people's assumptions about themselves and each
other.

•
•

What has helped?
Learning to listen to each other;
A clear focus so that there is somewhere to
start;
Sharing new stories about what is happening;
An ethos of 'we are all learning here';
A time of prepar ati on and tr aini ng: to
highlight assumptions and to intentionally
name some new expectations;
Intentional structure and process so that
people do not get trodden on;
Bonding times;
Learning to laugh together.

b)

As peer leaders

•
•
•
•
•

•

Young people are often invited in to leadership
positions where they take special responsibilities for
their peers. Too frequently in interviews, the young
peer leaders reported havi ng found themselves
unsupported or alone:
It was like a complete loss of confidence. I turned
my frustration in on myself and I got very depressed.
It didn't occur to me to ask for help. Perhaps I had
support but I didn't feel like I had it. (Jessie)

Respondents pointed to some practical things
that would help:
•
The r ol e of adult or staff li stener s and
storytellers in hel pin g to encourage and
inspire:
People who work in the Centre made me
want to be more involved in what's going
on. (Anna)

•

Being equipped:
I'm happy to be involved but I would like a
little bit of on-the-job training. (Jessie)

•

The role of facilitators:
Goo d f ac ilitat ion is really im portant.
O therwise people naturally g et really
cliquey. (Anna)

c)

As activists for own causes, wider causes and
social change

Young people may choose to act upon their own
concerns and follow their passions. This will often
i nvol ve them i n confr ontati ons wi th power
structures, eg in making a case to a local government
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about a youth centre, in attempting to change school
policy, or in publicly campaigning for awareness
about human rights issues.
What gets in the way?
Feeling of isolation and disconnectedness can
arise if there is no way to express frustrations or fears.
Young people's points of hurt and passion need to
be acknowledged so that they become positive forces
rather than simply being expressions of anger. Jeff
explains it this way:
I had a bad attitude. I was at a bad suicidal stage
and this [being heard, respected and invited into a
space where I could speak] pulled me together. I
was dealing with school, fighting, swung a chair at
a teacher. And then this thing saved my life, gave
me confidence.

•
•
•

•

Resources (practical, knowledge-based, and
skills);
Good communication so that there is an
awareness about change, process and timing;
Institutional and or ganisational support:
clearing legitimated spaces so that young
people can do what they do well;
Mentoring.

Seven pointers for practice
There were some common patterns across the
different settings. The young pe ople 's stories
highlight seven pointers for practice.
Figure 4: Seven pointers for practice

When asked what had really hel ped, Jeff
pointed to his mentor, who had helped him to make
the transition from angry reactionary to impassioned
public speaker and youth advocate. He had found
some important things: forums for his voice and
company for the journey. These are the lessons here,
about creating the formal and informal spaces that
will allow individuals to contribute rather than to
simply lash out. Meanwhile Jeff is keen to pass on
the favour:
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I got lots out of it, eh. I want to give others the
chance to change, and to get their voice heard.

Ben says:
Young people can work well by themselves - we've
seen it happen. However, they can also be very
easily fobbed off. If you don't answer the door for
long enough, they'll stop knocking. So advocacy is
important.

Another thing to heed when working with
young activists is timing.
Long timelines can be really disempowering when
working with young people. They don't have long.
We had a group of young people who organised a
petition for a skate park and then did all the
research - where it would be and what it would
cost - the council virtually couldn't disagree. So
they came back and said that it would happen in
five years. At that point all the young people lost
heart. Most of them wouldn't even be living there
in five years. This sort of thing really disempowers
young people. (Ben)

Ben suggests that it is important to have short
timelines, and regular reporting so young people
know what other work is being done.
Respondents' stories about youth activism
show that these are the things that help:
•
Advocates to publicly sanction the storying
and the listening processes (ie 'these are voices
that we need to hear');
•
Partners in crime: people to share the doing
and the learning;
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Storytelling: talking things through together
(about what is going on, the task at hand,
about how we fit);
Listening and being heard;
Di scover i ng and affir mi ng strength s
(capacities);
Resourcing and equipping people to do the
task well;
Refining structures and processes;
Honour i ng each othe r thr ough for mal
relationships;
Nurtur ing i nformal r elationships: group
bonding and cohesion.

Young people's stories elaborate on these
seven pointers:
1.
Storytelling: talking things through together
Storytelling is about talking things through together.
It starts with lived experience. Working well with
young people means lots of storytelling, both to fill
in the background (from all sides), and to discover
alternative storylines for the way that things can be.
It is important for decision makers to have
forums to make sense of their own life and purpose:
People need to know themselves, because this is
fundamental to leadership. (Kristiana)

This applies both to young people and to the
adults working alongside them. Those who work
Sharing a New Story:

well with young people know the importance of selfawareness. Discerning the task and one’s capabilities
is not a solo effort. Talking things through was seen
by th e yo ung peopl e as be i ng ce ntr al to
under standing what was goi ng on and
understanding what needed to happen, but also to
understanding themselves and the things that they
had to contribute. They really appreciated it when
others took the time to do this with them.

Gabrielle notes that people's egos can be a real
problem: “humility is a rare quality”.
Jessie writes that, when communities work
wi th thei r younger peopl e, there are often
preconceptions that act both ways:
Perceptions are the biggest enemy of everyone
involved in youth leadership and decision-making
issues. Not only the perceptions of how young
people think they will be received, as mentioned
above, but also of other people who may believe
that youth are selfish and unreliable. Whilst there
m ay hav e b een an elem ent of trut h in t he
experiences from which these perceptions were
drawn, many of the difficulties have arisen through
misunderstandings between the two parties.

A lot of young leaders work on their own with very
little support. I was the only team leader; who
was there for me to ask questions of? It was
discouraging but it's also about the mentality of the
people who put you in that position. I was the star
recruit. 'You're young, you'll know how to fix it.
Come on, do your stuff'. Meanwhile I'm asking 'but
how do I do my stuff?' (Jessie)

What helps? Jessie continues:
Therefore, any plan to conquer the barrier between
youth and older generations must have two key
elements.

One of the hardest things was caring about
issues in the absence of a community of others who
shared those concerns. This diminished young
peopl e’s capaci ty to share stor i es. Thi s was
particularly an issue among rural young people.

Firstly, there must be acknowledgement by both
parties that attitudes towards each other exist. To
deny this is to deny that any problem exists.
Secondly, there must be a commitment to look
beyond these attitudes and keep an open mind. A
conscious effort must be made to ensure that
challenges faced are blamed on these stereotypes,
whether consciously or unconsciously. This leads
into respect, because it is about acknowledging a
person as an individual, rather than by their
stereotype.

In order to support young people in any
decision-making roles, it is important to claim spaces
where parties can share the stories of what is going
on, what they are doing, and why.
2.

Listening and being heard

This is an extension of the last point but it also
demands its own space. Storytelling needs to be
informed by listening. The best kind of listening,
some argued, is not about passive agreement:

3.

Discover ing
(capacities)

and affir ming

st rengths

[What young people really need is] another person
who will ask questions to the point where it really shows
that they are listening. To point out where they might
be going. To make suggestions without being
critical. (Jessie)

This is about recognising and releasing capabilities
and capacities. It is about affirming each other's
strengths in action as well as in words, and publicly
as well as privately. It draws on storytelling and
listening and flows on to resourcing and equipping.

Some of the most empowering experiences
that the young people spoke about involved others
intentionally and regularly taking time out to listen
to them. Particular mentors were often singled out
as good listeners. Others pointed to structured times
when they could be heard:

The best way for young people to discover
their own strengths and capacities is by doing things:

Each Monday morning, half a dozen school leaders
of varying ages came together for a morning tea
meeting with staff representatives, the principal and
the deputy principal. The purpose of the meetings
was purely designated as an opportunity for
student concerns to be raised and discussed in an
open forum. It made us feel like they wanted to
listen - that we had a voice, an identity, and a right to
speak. (Ruvani)

In her write-up of interview material, Gabrielle
notes that working across generations requires a lot
of give and take:
Older people (people in the union were often over
40) appreciated what young people had to do and
say as long as they listened and didn't push their
own agenda too hard.
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Alison did say that experience was the best teacher
and that she had learnt more from participating
than from the training. (Gabrielle)
It taught me that anyone can do anything. At school
I was very quiet, self-effacing. I never would have
done any of this. (Anna)

It seems that the thing that most often gets in
the way is that adults assume seniority and refuse to
accept that young people bring their own strengths
and wisdom to decision-making.
Callum was part of a cadet-style youth group.
He tells a story of being involved in such a way that
it was assumed he was a ‘blank slate’ or had nothing
to contribute:
We were given little choice on these camps. The
leaders thought that they knew what we wanted.
As I got more rank I was amazed that I got no more
choices.
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Meanwhile, Jessie explains:
My worst experienc e reg arding leadership
happened a few years ago when I was in a coleadership position with a woman twice my age
who couldn't accept the concept of co-leadership
as opposed to leader and assistant, where the
younger person is obviously the assistant and their
opinion second-rate. It was a disaster. It took a long
time to repair the damage to group unity and my
self-esteem, even though I had the complete
backing of the hierarchy.
My best experience [of partnerships with adults in
decision-making] was when I was in Spain recently.
…. After reaching Santiago I met some people who
had also walked and wanted to go to Portugal like
me. When we arrived in Lisbon, these people had
no ideas on acco mmo dation or the like, so I
org anised tax is t o a hos tel and b ec ame the
designated responsible adult by the hostel staff.
These people were between ten and thirty years
older than me, but everyone seemed more amused
by the irony of it than put out by it. (Jessie)

What helps?
Having the trust of those in charge. Having space
to do things, to get them right or wrong and to learn
from the experience, without being fearful of
reprimand. Being given the opportunity to validate
why others (adults) should trust us (young people).
(Jessie)

Other young people pointed to the importance
of training (both ways) in order to be able to do this,
and the chance to feed back insights (both ways).

and humility: 'we are all learning here' and 'perhaps
we need each other'.
4.

This pointer continues to build upon the last. It is
helpful to think about resourcing and equipping at
three levels:
•
Practical resources;
•
Ideas and information;
•
Useful habits and practices (skills).
This pointer is important because it is about
starting from the expectation that people will be able
to do things if they are properly resourced.
What gets in the way?
In terms of practical resources, some very
practical barriers were mentioned:
•
Transport: not being able to get to places easily
(particularly rural respondents);
•
Money: for example needing to bear the
expenses of travel, or not being able to access
petty cash before purchasing items like train
tickets (often students do not have much spare
cash);
•
Time: commitments to organisations need to
be balanced with young people's alr eady
complex lives 4.
Young people have a lot of things going on in
relationships, HSC, uni, work, tough to fit it all in.
This has been a big challenge for me, particularly
at the board level, which may take 10 to 20 hours
per week - as well as being away from home 15 to
16 weekends of the year. (Scott)

Recognition is also an important part of this
equation:
Individuals don't have to be on the committee to
receive empowerment and [skill] development. In
fact many people are looking for a different kind of
involvement. But in terms of being on a committee
- even the title means the ability to do something it is encouraging. Once given a position, members
often start doing things that were always available
to them … because of the sense of responsibility
and greater sense of ownership. (Scott)

These conversations also raised the question
of how to 'protect' young people from the risk of
burnout without patronising or e roding their
capacity to decide to be involved. Scott suggests:
It's about staff being aware of members and what
is happening for them in their lives. It comes down
to being aware when people are having a hard time,
talking, being open, feeling, timing some breaks.
Also it’s abo ut trying not to let everyone do
everything straight away, for one – you learn more
if you have time to take it in and reflect but two,
you’ll burn out. Although it is a challenge in the
bigger time commitment to roles to control this,
awareness and openness help lots.

These first three pointers inform the 'capacity
building' ethos of continually combining action with
reflection and learning. Respondents' stories suggest
that this also needs to be done in a spirit of openness
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Resourcing and equipping people to do the
task well

•

•

•
•

Respondents also mentioned:
not having background experience in running
meetings - it takes a lot of energy to reinvent
the wheel as well as do the task;
being unprepared for conflict, and ill equipped
both as individuals and as a group to handle
it when it arose;
differing levels of maturity and perceived
responsibility for what was happening;
nothing much was happening. 'We couldn't
organise our way out of a paper bag.'
What helps?

At the level of practical resources Ben suggests
that organisations ask the questions:
What is it worth to the organisation to have young
people involved? How do we support them if they
are voluntary?
4: NB there is a growing body of evidence that young people who have
grown up since 1970 are needing to learn to balance increasingly complex
demands on their time and energies - in a sense to become 'managers' of
life, and are often quite unsupported to do so (Furlong and Cartmel,
1997; Dwyer and Wyn, 2001; Stokes et al, 2003).
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Where an intense level of involvement is
required, this may mean thinking ahead about things
like accommodation, travel expenses and petty cash.
It may mean payi ng young peopl e for thei r
involvement. At a broader level, even simple things
could help people feel valued and able to participate:
For example, food. If people come straight after
school, they are probably very hungry. (Ben)

Ideas and information are really important
resources. The young people suggest that one of the
hardest things was being involved in things but still
not knowing what was going on. Gabrielle writes:
Alison thought that the organisation of the project
was an area of concern, with the participants not
really knowing what was going on until the last
minute. The reasons for this are the charity being
under-funded or management not having the
nec essary sk ills.
A lis on s ug g ested that
communication should be improved, as well as
opportunities to learn from past mistakes: ie
feedback sessions with [the organisation] and the
young people.

Infor mati on i s i mpor tant. Adul t-led
organisations are not always good at giving reasons
or explaining the context of their decisions. For young
people who are exploring what it is to be a leader or
decision maker, th is can be i ntim idating and
disempowering. After interviewing Kristiana, Jessie
writes:
When Kristiana asked the school to allow the
formation of a fencing support group, they refused.
There was no apparent reason… She discovered
later that support groups receive funding from the
school and believes that the school was unwilling
to allocate money to another sport. The worst part
was the way in which the affairs were handled. No
explanation was offered as to why the decision was
made; it was just a ‘no’…. For Kristiana, this was a
big disappointment. Here was an opportunity for
the school to progress and adv ance, but she was
‘cut down’. ‘What’s the point of being a leader if I
can’t lead?’ she said. She felt that teachers were
rejecting her ideas on the basis that they came from
a young person, rather than judging them on their
merit. In her opinion, the teachers involved were
on a power trip, running things how they saw fit
because that was how it had been done in the past.
If someone from the school had explained to her
why her ideas were being rejected, she wouldn’t
hav e b ec om e so dis enc hanted.
‘I need
understanding,’ she said.

Access to i nfor mati on i s an i mpor tant
contribution to feeling some measure of control.
Christine, the CEO with CanTeen suggests:
Working with young people means not assuming
years of background knowledge, and spending
time sharing the background information so they
can explore topics in informed ways. (Christine,
CEO)

Meanwhile other resources of habits, practices
and skills were constantly singled out as something
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people felt they needed. Many young people told
stories of initially feeling 'right out of my depth';
training had been powerful in terms of increasing
their capacity to do their job. This is not just about
practical skills but also about interpersonal ones. It
is one thing to have the skills for the task, and still
another to handle the things that happen between
people.
Training is an important part of this resources
pointer. However, in terms of working alongside
young people in decision-making roles, training also
comes with its own issues. Despite affirming the
importance of training, some respondents were wary
of manipulation of young people through its content
and process:
How much is training an issue of just draining out
the young person point of view and filling them
up with an adult point of view and perspective?'
(Anna)

It might be just as well to frame all training
with this question.
A 'purist' approach (‘let young people be
young people’ or ‘young people will know how to
do it’) would have young people receiving minimal
input from adults. However, in light of these young
people's stories, it is worth asking the question: is it
fair that young people should have to re-invent the
wheel about group process as well as about the task
at hand? This is particularly pertinent at a time when
better practice is pointing towards all-youth councils.
Rather than subjecting young people to adult
ways of thinking, most of the youth advocates and
young people consulted in this research saw training
as a means to build group autonomy and decisionmaking capacity.
… so we have some idea what we can do. We might
not do our meetings that way but at least we have
some idea what they could be like - and then we
can make up our own way. (Belinda)

In intervi ews, young people shar ed the
importance of having control over the content of their
training programs as well. Training topics that they
had found particularly empowering included: time
management, group dynamics, conflict resolution,
meetin g pr ocedures, handlin g the m edia, and
exploring their personal leadership styles. They
appreciated having input into the focus of their
training. Their stories also pointed to the importance
of having adults trained, if they are going to work
successfully alongside young people.
5.

Refining structures and processes

This is less exciting than a lot of the other pointers
but equal ly important, according to the young
people's stories. It is strongly related to the last point
about resourcing and equipping, and it is a backdrop
to the next pointer as well. This is important because
it is about creating structures that 'enable' people to
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do their thing well rather than getting in the way. It
is about removing barriers so that young people's
voices can be heard.
What gets in the way?
Structures are often not built with people in
mind. Layers of bureaucracy can seem (and be)
impenetrable for young people. They can make
decisions and nothing happens, or nothing seems to
happen.
What helps?
Working alongside young people might also
cause us to re-look at structures and boards. What
will enable us to do this well? A couple of the
respondents told stories of organisations that had
intentionally re-configured themselves so that young
people's voices could be heard at the top. To them
this made all the difference:
Things happen now that they've removed all the
middle-men. (Philip)

Thi s i s also an i ssue of stre aml i ni ng
comm uni cation be tween di fferen t par ts of
organisations. Besides being heard by those at the
top, it is also important that young people be able to
hear about what was happening to their suggestions:
Our voices don't just disappear any more. (Philip)

It is one thing to be heard, but organisations
also need to let youn g people know what has
happened or is happe ning as a result. This is
important particularly if the results are going to take
ti me. Thi s i s a pre-con di tion for respectful
partnership.
6.

Honouring each other: through the formal
relationships

Honouring each other goes a little beyond resourcing
and equipping, and structures and processes, into
looking out for each person amidst the daily activity.
It is about intentional group process: honouring each
other from the moment of recruitment or joining, to the
moment of leaving and succession. It is about naming
expectati ons, rol es, and rel ationshi ps and
appropriately reflecting changes as they happen.
The speci fic areas that the young people
pointed to are:
•

recruitment, representation and membership;

•

clarity of roles and responsibilities (eg job
descriptions);

•

rites of passage;

•

mentoring and buddying;

•

leaving and succession.

This 'honouring' pointer is important because
it asks groups to think through how they might do
justice to each person, logistically in terms of what
they are asking them to do.
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[Being involved in this research] has also taught
me that the people who are involved need some
kind of support s tructure, which could be a
c om b ination of m entori ng and inform al
encouragement as well as more structured activities
that allow them to become more effective in their
work. (Gabrielle's afterthoughts)

What gets in the way?
In recruitment and representation, a key problem
was tokenism. Single young peopl e ar e often
expected to be the voice of youth and to talk for
young peopl e – to speak for a consensus of
‘everybody young’:
O ne young person alone on a c ommit tee is
supposed to represent everyone. The young person
may be someone's next door neighb our - there
because they were an easy target. (Ben)

Token young people may not be articulate or
well equipped to speak, or be able to represent other
young people's interests well where this matters.
Clarity of roles and responsibilities was also
important to the young people in this study. While
some had job descriptions, others did not and noted
feeling the lack of this. They linked this to the feeling
that they had somehow ended up in places with no
real understanding of what had changed or about
others’ expectations.
Because young people keep growing out of
their roles, leaving and succes sion was regularl y
flagged as an issue:
Being 24 I guess that I am really old in this game.
Somewhere in the draft you said the participants
are 15 to 22; if only I was 22 again (sigh). Is there
any info on what happens to young people when
they stop being 'experts'? Do they still get involved
in the community or is the focus lost? (Gabrielle)

This has an impact on both the group being
left, and the one doing the leaving.
What helps?
Young people suggested the importance of
l i nki ng recr ui tment an d repre sentati on to a
population with whom they consult:
Representing the young people in this community
means phoning youth workers, police liaison,
Centrelink, and the youth refuge. It took a few
months to establish that network. (Adrian)

Another suggestion was about involving
young people who are already youth advocates or
involved in action. However there appears to be a
direct clash between this latter ideal and the ideal of
drawing new young people into the action - between
old and new blood. This is a recurring issue in the
field, and these are two ideals that need to be held in
tension or one given priority.
Job descriptions, rites of passage and good
process around leaving and succession are areas
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where a little bit of thought might go a long way to
improving young people's work conditions and
feelings of being valued. For example, rites of passage
- the commemoration of important moments and
transitions - were a part of feeli ng welcomed,
honoured and respected by the group. Welcoming
is one example. These processes could be done
formally or informally.
The young people in the study identified
mentoring and buddying as vital to their roles as
decision makers. They pointed to the need for oneon-one support.
Where you have an interface between youth and
the rest of the community, you just need one person
who will bat for you. If you’ve got that, things will
work. (Jessie)

Advocacy becomes an important part of this role.
Some groups are beginning to explore issues
of leaving and succession, and how to create good
process around these. How is it best to draw upon
the wisdom of those who will leave, so that there is
still continuity and collective memory within the
group? On e re spondent also pointed to th e
importance of honouring young people in the way
they leave:
If their term of office is coming to an end, can they
come away with references? It's really important
to provide young people with acknowledgment.
They have done a good job and you value their
input: present a document saying that. Then they
can use it in the future. (Ben)

As much as anything else, honouring each
other is about awareness of human process. It is
about creating some ways to think about the needs
of each person as they move into, through, and out
of their role. Groups may find it a useful process to
formalise these ideas in roles, job descriptions and
events.
7.

Nurturing informal relationships: Group
bonding and cohesion

If the last pointer was about claiming some formal
process by which to look out for each other, this
pointer is about the informal process. This is about
making room for the informal bonding with and
between groups. Jessie and the others involved in
this research highlighted some key processes that
need to happen within groups, in order for tasks to
be completed well: respect, trust, support, and
understanding. Meanwhile, several others pointed
to the importance of good plain fun.
Bonding is important because it lubricates
interactions that could otherwise be quite tense:
Bonding within. We fight a lot and we have a lot of
different opinions so we need to be able to cope
with that as a group. (Philip)

What gets in the way?
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Many of the respondents' stories showed what
happens in the absence of group cohesion:
We didn't ever bond as a group. Without trust we
couldn't hold it together and do our task. The
group just disintegrated. (anon)

What helps?
Responses point to the value of fun, sharing,
time to get to know each other, and time to build
trust.
That induction weekend we shouldn't have gone
straight into business. We should have gone
bowling. Get to know each other, and a chance to
suss each other out. (anon)
I've learned that I don't need to be the friend of
everyone in the group. But we do need to be able
to work together. Perhaps some trust-building
activities at the start? (anon)

Jessie writes:
By creating an atmosphere of trust between leader
and girls, Kristiana had developed an optimal
learning environment to grow and develop. As
everyone supported each other and they completed
the challenges, their self-confidence grew. In the
absence of self-doubt, there was no reason why the
challenges could not be completed. As everyone
began to acknowledge this, they started to realise
their potential.
Similarly… In [the lab in which I work], the trusting
environment facilitates efficiency and productivity.
To trust the people who represent you is to free your
mind of worry, enabling you to concentrate on the
task at hand.

Drawing upon her own lived experience and
the interview material, Jessie teased out what the key
qual ities of respect, trust, suppor t, and
understanding look like:
Respect is the glue that keeps the group together
despite their differences. Whilst parties within the
group may disagree over personal matters or
otherwis e, respec t allows f or the parties to
acknowledge the underlying value of other parties
within groups. This lays the foundation for
effective communication as parties are prepared to
listen, as members recognise the value of what each
member has to say.
Trust may be a by-product of respect and is directly
linked to the productivity of the group. More
importantly, all parties involved must trust each
other for a group to function properly. If one or
more members are consistently wary of the other
members, then those members will be reluctant to
be forthcoming with ideas that they may have.
F urthermore, the ti me they spend c ov ering
themselves is time that could be spent on the project
at hand.
Support is the commitment to assist and encourage
other members, and is critical for the long-term
survival of the group. Support may come from
members within the group and external parties who
are not directly group members. Supporting
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someone is not having all the answers to their
challenges, but being prepared to explore the
challenges together with them, to find the best
possible solution.
Understanding occurs when the unit is working well
together. It allows members to recognise the special
talents that each member brings to the group and
use these talents to maximise the group’s potential.
Furthermore, it acknowledges the weaknesses of
and the differences between members within the
group and of the group as a whole, so that those
issues can be worked around.

Figure 5:

What matters, what works: three themes which
interconnect

Meaning

Control

Jessie concludes:
These characteristics are inter-connected; the
presence of one such characteristic will give rise to
the others. Each characteristi c is equally as
important as another.

Conclusion: What all this means
The young people's stories of their experiences in
decision-making roles have pointed to some key
understandings:
•
First, about three different but strongly related
di mensi ons of 'what wor ks' for them
(meaning, control, and connectedness).
•
Secondly, about some pointers to focusing
energies - about how, in practice, to build
capacity for young people in decision-making.
If the three key elements captured in the circles
are the aims, then the seven pointers for practice are
objectives.

Reflecting on the three circles
The young people's stories highlight that working
well alongside young people in leade rship and
decision-making is not just about issues of control
and power sharing. It is also about recognising the
dimensions of meaning and connectedness. All three
have been strongly inter-related in the way that they
play out in the young people's stories. For example,
the young people say that:
•
A sense of meaning or purpose is owned much
more strongly when committed to by the
group (connectedness > meaning)
•
What we do becomes meaningful when things
that we wor k towards actuall y happen
(control > meaning)
•
Young people's connectedness to others is
enh anced wh en the y h ave i nput to the
conversation (control > connectedness) 5

5:
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This works at the level of groups, but also within communities - see
Jeff's story and Ben’s insights (page 32).

Connectedness

These young people’s comments are both in
agreement with the wider literature and also provide
some extra insights. Their stories reveal that working
well alongside young people is not uni-dimensional;
there are different angles or priorities upon which
organisations could be working. Some of these are
not difficult, but just require consistent, intentional
awareness of the issues. Others will involve workers,
groups an d organisations in considerable selfexamination.
One way that Figure 5 could be understood is
as a cross-section of group or community dynamics
across time; these are actually the three strands of a
plaited cord. Compared to a single stranded cord, a
three-stranded cord is much stronger and more
useful. As many in the field are already discovering,
the real art is in the act of weaving them together!
Each group will need to find their own way of doing
this. The reflective tools in the next section of this
paper may help with this process.
All of this also links strongly with the idea of
'agency' - young people as decision makers more
generally or as actors in a social world rather than
simply being acted upon. The elements of control,
connectedness and meaning are about being able to
make a life under current social conditions. Although
the three circles scheme elaborated here reflects the
young people's experiences, it was drawn up in this
form by Nancy Phillips (1990) as a summary of basic
human developmental needs. Young people’s stories
both reinforce Phillips’ schema and develop it further.
Phillips' third circle was called 'bonding' which does
not capture all of the things that the young people
are talking about here in relation to decision-making.
For example, beyond relationship-based bonding,
they al so tal k about a communi ty's deeper
connectedness to, and ownership of, the social issues
that are being raised by young people.
Each core element also links with a growing
evidence base about what enables people, young
people included, to make lives and to contribute to
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their communi ties. For example, the theme of
needing to understand 'meaning' or ‘purpose’ recurs
in educational literature (Massey, 1994; Fitzclarence,
1996) and youth li teratur es (Noble et al , 1999;
Buchanan , 1993; Wier enga, 1999). The ide a of
‘control’ links to other evidence bases (locus of
control and efficacy, eg see Rotter, 1966) and research
into youth agency. Likewise 'connectedness' is also
part of a fast-growing evidence base related to
wellbe ing (VicHeal th, 1999), an d the growin g
literature about social capital (eg Mitchell, 2000;
Loong, 2002). In determining the ability of young
people to grow into healthy and happy adults, the
thinking of researchers in adolescent health and
welfare across the world is converging around a
recog ni ti on of th e ce ntr al ity of con trol and
connectedness (Mitchell, 2000). It also rel ates
strongly to discussion about youth participation,
citizenship and empowerment, and could provide a
context for exploring the dynamics of youth activism
and voice.

Reflecting on the
seven pointers for practice
The thr ee ci rcl es (me ani ng, contr ol , and
connectedness) highlight great aims, but what do
they mean in practice? Thankfully, in all their lived
experience from different settings, the young people's
stories al so gave some clear pointer s towards
grounding them. These are the seven pointers for
practice. If the three circles highlight the highest
aims, then the seven pointers are the objectives.
This scheme highlights, in a practical way,
what works for these young people in decisionmaking roles. In doing so, it highlights some of what
it will take to further build capacity in young people
and their communities to this end, and this will be
explored further in the reflective tool and toolkit.
Figure 6: Seven pointers for practice
Recognising
Strengths

Resourcing

Listening

3
2

4

1

These seven pointers are dynamic. They are
connected to each other and linked up, like the sevenpointed star in Figure 6. The young people's stories
indicate that getting any of these points right actually
releases flows of energy for the other tasks. Getting
any badly wrong also absorbs a lot of energy.
In groups, the energy tends to bounce around
rather than being a neat linear process, and the points
are all connected. Reworking structure and process
involves listening; honouring each other needs
recognition of strengths.
Hearing these stories from young people's
own lived experience is really important. Coming
from our own experiences, the rest of us will be
'tuned in' to only hearing certain things. As both
writers and people on the ground, it is also important
to understand our own preconceptions and to listen
beyond them - so we can learn something new. This
is hard to do. Because of this, it is important to name
where we are coming from and to be honest about it.
The research team worked on doing this, and it
seemed that each of us did learn something new (see
Appendix C). The biggest surprise in conducting
this research is how rich this story is.
Through this research I learned that it has been
too easy to come to this topic with some reasonably
thin (but important) stories about power sharing
when there is so much else that is vital to this story.
Adult writers can tend to tell a very one-dimensional
story about power and control in youth participation.
Granted, these are often accurate stories about things
that are happening, but they are not the only stories.
The young people interviewed also talked about a
relational dimension to what was working.
Above all, these young people's stories reveal
two things. Fir st, despite a growin g pol itical
emphasis on 'youth development', this is an area
where almost all of us are beginners. If we take issues
of youth participation seriously, all of us will need
to be challenged, and all of us will find that we need
to grow. Secondly, working well alongside young
people in decision-making is not just about the
mech anics of power shar ing; i t is al so about
meaningful projects and ongoing relationships.
Thankful ly, the young people who were
interviewed have provided rich descriptions about
some of the ways in which this can happen.

5

Storying

7

Nurturing
informal relationships

Re-working
structure and
processes

6

Honouring
each other
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Discussion:

Towards Better Practice

D

eal ing hone stly with i ssues of youth
participation is hard. One of the main
problems is that, when ideals are too high,
nothi ng i s do-able. As the wise adage goes:
'perfection is the enemy of good'. The important
thing is to start somewhere, with an openness to
learning within the process. Rather than talking of
'best' practice, the three circles schema becomes a
useful tool for exploring the notion of 'better' practice.
In this section of the report, the three circles
scheme, based upon the young people’s stories of
what works for them, is used to help us to recognise,
affirm, and strengthen good practice. It is also a
useful tool for diagnosis, showing us points of
strength and weakness in our own practice. This tool
can push us onwards in our thinking, towards better
practice.
However, we also need to go beyond this and
think about realities, not just the whys and whats and
the what's wrong, but also the practicalities and hows.
Thankfully, through their stories and the seven
pointers for practice, the young people have given
us some tools for this. The links between their stories
and what we can do, are emphasised in this section
of the report.

Better practice
Best practice - the ideal state - would involve a project
doing all three things well:
•
Projects are meaningful for young people;
•
Young people have or share control over what
happens;
•
The pro jects and the yo ung peopl e are
connected into wider community resources
and relationships.

Meaning

Control

Connectedness
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The reality is that good practice is hard, and
that few projects attain a balance of all three factors.
It is hard enough even to do two of these things well.
Certain settings might never allow groups to do all
three properly. Be encouraged. Interviews with
young people showed that even where all three
factors are not in balance, good things are still
happening. Most of the stories of the young interview
respondents were actually spoken from this space!
One example of this is how the trickiest things - the
treacherous mechanics of control and power sharing
- are actuall y buffered or e nabl ed by stron g
relationships to others and to the mission or task at
hand. However, in recognising this reality, it is still
important to understand and minimise the gaps in
our practice.

The gaps
Whilst reviewing the large numbers of projects online we noticed that projects were likely to be strong
on two fronts, but rarely on the third:
Anna said:
It's like swiss cheese ... Full of holes.

Anna noted that the missing element is likely
to be control. She suggested:
The basics are about not doing it for young people,
but doing it with them. Letting them decide what
it is. Funding, support, training, space. Space being
a physical thing and a metaphorical thing – space
to think and decide their own directions.

However, the element that is most likely to be
missing in the current climate is meaning. Youth
participation is now politically correct and this holds
its own dangers, particularly around the push
towards participation for participation's sake. This
is also 'window dressing'. Participation can also be
used as a mechanism for social control (keeping
young people gainfully occupied and out of trouble).
Better practice is about meaningful engagement:
recognising young people as co-creators of their
communities. On a recent visit to Australia, Karen
Pi ttman, a strong ambassador of the 'youth
developme nt' approach, urged Australia not to
follow the same path as the USA. She urged
Australia not to make the same mistakes that the USA
had made with regard to policy definitions and the
confining of youth participation to programs. Rather
youth participation should be made a more widely
embr aced pathway and approach, which was
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purposeful and useful in settings where young people
live (ACYS, 2002). Also there are strong critiques
emerging from the USA about the ways in which
many youth participation and youth development
projects plug young people into opportunities to
serve, but not opportunities to shape their societies
(Cowan, 1997). The notion of service learning stems
from an uncritical and static concept of community.
Meanwhile, in other activities, the element of
connectedness is missing. A lot is happening in the
area of youth activism. Young people's concerns and

group actions often involve critiques of political
decisions (eg on refugees, racism, uranium mining).
These 'projects' are not neatly linked into the way
communi ties tell stories about themselves (i e
through mass media) and are often misunderstood.
As such, these groups often bypass community
legitimacy or community support. Because these are
not politically sanctioned or controlled examples of
young people in decision-making, the young people
involved are likely to be portrayed as professional
protester, hooligans, uninformed or dangerous.

A Reflective Tool: Good Practice and Things to Guard Against
So to recap:
a)

Good practice is hard;

b)

Most projects are only good at two of the three
elements;

c)

Good things seem to happen anyway.

Recognising these things calls forth a measure
of graciousness, and a measure of generosity in the
way we 'story' the issues. To work alongside young
people in decision-making roles often requires going
against the cultural and political flows, and that takes
an enormous amount of energy and good-will. However
this kind of work also calls forth a measure of vigilance.
The reflective tool highlights that while we function in
the real world where ideals are not often reached, there
are things that can be guarded against in our practice.
Figure 7 isolates the key areas to watch.
Grou ps migh t use this d iag ram to cri tically
explore the questions: Where are we strongest? Where
are we weakest?

As shown in Figure 7, the absence of any one
dime nsio n mea ns tha t someth ing is i n n eed of
attention. If a project is lacking the dimension of
meaning , it will be likely to involve the trivial and the
token, pure service projects that give little back to
young people, or projects that support other people's
political age ndas or po litical correctness, but not
necessarily young people's interests.
If a project is low on the element of young
people's control, it will be important to build in ways to
guard again st manipulation and be ing involved in
public puppetry.
If a p r o je ct i s mi ssi n g wi d er so ci al
connectedness (eg young people's own activism about
a particular cause) it is important to guard against
alienation and burnout. It highlights the need for these
young people and their action to be linked into wider
communities and their resources.

Figure 7: Some key areas to watch - a reflective and diagnostic tool
Meaning and control without connectedness =
activist groups or individuals - potentially
disconnected - alienated.

Meaning

Meaning and
connectedness
without control =
potential for
manipulation
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Control

Connectedness

Connectedness and
control without
meaning = Trivial,
token, or
'decisionless'
decisions
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Even better practice

•

If a project is strong on meaning and control
but not as strong on wider social connectedness (eg young people's activism around a
particular cause), better practice involves other
people bei ng prepared to actuall y stand
alongside them. Supporting this kind of action
might involve becoming a conduit between
these young people and wider relationships
and resources. It will also potentially involve
being misunderstood yourself. Possible key
roles include being a translator: both a listener
and a teller of alternative stories, sharing
stories about the legitimacy of young people’s
involv emen t in thi s kind of un -solicited
decision-making. (advocacy).

The push towards even better practice is to 'recognise
your strengths and then add one'. This is a call to
reflective practice: to do it, to do it well and then to
reflect upon what might be changed to do it better
next time; to honestly and openly name what the
project is doing well and then explore ways of better
incorporating the third element into practice. This
will probably involve a significant rethink. It will
also involve embracing a risk. The 'costs' of this may
prove too high:
•
If a project is strong on connectedness and
control and not so strong on meaning, better
practice would involve asking questions about
how young people might be better supported
to engage in the issues that are meaningful to
them, and that they are passionate about, and
that are vital in their own stories. The 'catch'
is that this may also involve being critical of
what is happening.
•
If a project i s strong on m eani ng and
connectedness but not so strong on control,
better practice would involve looking hard at
what we might do next time to increase the
young people's control of the project, to have
them shaping directions from start to the
finish, to better resource them and to hand
over a little more power. (empowerment).

Pointers to better practice
As stated before, if the three key elements are the
aims, then the seven pointers are the practical ways
ahead. For each of the three key elements (meaning,
control and connectedness) there are pointers for
better practice. This is a good thing! Figure 8 shows
how this works.
If meaning is the missing element, the three
practical pointers that need attention are pointers 1, 2
and 3: storying, listening, and recognising strengths
and capacities.

3. Recognising
Strengths

4. Resourcing

2. Listening

Meaning

1. Storying

Control

Connectedness

5. Re-working
structure and
processes

Start Here

7. Nurturing
informal
relationships

Figure 8:
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6. Honouring
each other
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If young people's control of the project is the
issue, then the three related practical pointers of
recognising capacities, resourcing, and reworking
structure and process (pointers 3, 4 and 5) will be vital.

•

If connectedness is the missing element, the
two practical pointers around honouring each other
through structured rel ationships of care, and
nurtur ing informal relationships and networks
(pointers 6 and 7) become really important.

Further, it is important to remember that
capacity buildi ng for young people in decisionmaki ng happens at indi vi dual, group and
community levels.

Capacity building: What it might
look like at different levels
These young people's stories speak about the idea of
building capacity, and point to three major areas
where energy can be invested:
•
in capacity to understand what is going on and
relate it to stories of meaning and purpose
(stor ytel li ng, l i steni ng and r ecog ni si ng
capacities);
Table 1:

•

in capacity to have mastery or take some
control (skills, resources processes, structures);
i n capacity for conne ctedne ss (trust
relationships, flows of resources).

So even as the first dot-point above is about a
young person's ability to understand, it is also about:
•
a group's shared ability to understand what
is going on in this issue, project or task and
relate it to stories of meaning and purpose;
•
a comm uni ty's capacity to vi ew what i s
happening and to do the same.
Table 1 shows the things that are involved at
each level. This is about a shared agenda. What can
we do? What are we doing here to build capacity?

Capacity building at three levels: a strange symmetry ….

Individual level

Group level

Community level

meaning

Understa nding what is
going on: what am I doing?
Why is it important? This
involves making spaces for
listening and telling the
stories
eg a regu lar, hone st
conversation with young
person

Groups seeing purpose that
is important to them, and
valuable in the larger world
as well. This involves
making spaces for listening
and telling the stories
eg inten tiona l ' storying'
group time

Communities seeing and
learning to support groups
of young people doin g
valuable t hings.
This
involves making spaces for
listening and telling the
stories
eg public forums, media

control

Recognising capacities and
strengths in self and others
Appropriate resources
Skills for decision-making
Structures that enable
Processes in place for
working together well

Recognising capacities and
strengths within group
Appropriate resources
Skills for working together
and group decision-making
(eg conflict resolution)
Stru ctures t hat enab le.
Processes in place for
working together well
Conflict resolution
Awareness that power is not
a zero-sum game (young
people g ain and ot hers
might gain also)

Recognising
dif fere nt
capacities and strengths in
communities
Appropriate resources
Skills for working together
and shared decision-making
Stru ctures tha t enab le.
Processes in place for
working together well
Conflict resolution
Awareness that power is not
a zero-sum game (young
people gain and othe rs
might gain also)

connectedness

Trust relationships with self
and others
Resource flows through
individual
net works:
mentors, buddies, peers

Trust relationships
Resource flows eg intra and
inter-g roup
bond ing
activities, mentoring, peer
support, rites of passage

Trust relationships
Resource flows eg wider
community links, gathering
spaces and events, access,
mentoring, peer support,
rites of passage
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Reflective Tools

H

ere are some of the key questions emerging
from the research with young people, which
groups and organisations may nee d to
explore together. The organisations that are working
best alongside young people in decision-making
roles are involved in constant reflection. This is not
about going through checklists once as if to 'set and
forget'. Like all relationships that matter, it is about
an ongoing process of questioning. In some cases,
the answers will be clear. In other cases, it may not
be so much about defining the answers as about
l i ving the 'questi ons' ie about nami ng and
committing to an engagement with the more difficult
questions together and in an ongoing way.
Figure 7 (page 41), which looks at strengths
and weaknesses in relation to the key elements, is
one reflective tool that groups might use to explore
their own better practice. Figure 8 (page 42) indicates
which pointers need attention and will help to focus
groups towards these. Meanwhile, Table 2 (on the
next page) could be used on its own to focus some
key questions for any group that wants to explore
these issues further. Each of the pointers will also be
unpacked a little further in the toolkit section of the
report.

Reflective practice: a case study
Christine Rowell is the CEO of CanTeen. She was
the only 'older' person actually interviewed (rather
than just consulted) in this research. Having heard
from young people, we were curious about what it
would actually take for adult staff members to work
well alongside a young board of directors. Christine
explains that CanTeen was always run by young
people, for young people. In some ways this might
have b een e asier in the ear ly days when the
organisation was living hand-to-mouth. There are
certain newer challenges now that it runs as a
business, with money. “It's not the easiest way to
run this business; it’s the only way.” You need to
equip the young people with the same skills as you
would expect from any board of directors. The Mac
(see the description in the CanTeen story later) is a
training ground for a Board of Directors.
Christine says that her work takes “belief in
young people”. When asked about the difference
betwe en be lie f an d ide al ism sh e sh are s he r
philosophy: “Nobody's perfect every day all the time.
So working with young people means placing on
them no more expe ctations than you do up on
yourself.”
I talked to her about the twin curses of the
popular stories: 'young people can do nothing, and
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'young people can do everything'. To this Christine
responded, “Yo ung peop le can do as much as
adults can do, and also as little.”
“Working well with young people in this setting
takes self-examination or reflection. Speaking to
them as colleagues means asking yourself ‘Would
I say this to a 53 year old chairman of the board?’ I
have discovered the need to be careful not to be
easier on them than I should be on a colleague, but
I also have had to be careful not to be harder. It
forces confrontation of issues - complexity, power,
accountability. Do I have the authority to say that?
Often humanity shows itself and there is need to
apologise. That goes both ways.
“The othe r thi ng that it ta kes is p atie nce,
because working with young pe ople i nevitably
things take longer. We cannot assume that they
have years of background knowledge on the topics
we cover, and things will need to be explained and
explored together.
“In return they teach a lot. They have given me
no shortage of experiences, and no shortage of new
perspectives. It's a remarkable job. We ask a lot
of them, but we have no reason to think that they
cannot deliver.”

Sharing a New Story:

Reflective Tools At-a-Glance:
Some Key Questions for Groups to Think About Their Practices
Meaning
Storying

Control

•

What are we about?

•

•
•

Why?
Is it important?

•
•

Where did we come from?
Where are we going?

•

•

Who really knows what is
going on?
Who gets to have a say?

Ho w a re th ese pe o pl e 's
stories being reflected in our
vision?

•

How often?

•

•

Who gets to tell the world
about it?
How do people's voices get
heard?

What can they teach the rest
of us?
Do we sha re stori es a nd
interests?

•
•
•

What has brought you here? •
What are your concerns?

•

What excites you about the
things we might do?

Affirming

•

What can I / we learn from
you?

Resourcing

•

What sor t of b ackgr oun d
understandi ngs do peop le
need to engage well in this
task?

•

To feel useful and valuable?

•

Who might be able to share
that?

Listening

•

Honouring

•

Bonding
and
Linking

•

What is it that you need in •
order to engage in this task?

What things would make you
feel like an effective, useful
and valued member of this
group?

•

Some of the things you do •
well…

How can we honour that?

•

What sort of skil ls might
peo pl e n ee d i n ord er to
engage in this task?

•

•

Wh a t so r t o f p r acti ca l
resources?

What sort o f backgr oun d
needs might have to be met
for people to be comfortable
here?

•

What might the rest of us
offer?
What other sources could
we draw on?

•

•

Creatively
re-working
process
and
structure

Connectedness

How can people do things in •
ways that are meaningful for
them?

What sort of backgrou nd
needs might have to be met
for people to get here?

•

To be comfortable here?
Do p eo pl e h a ve e n ou gh •
space to find their own way
of doing this?

Who are the advocates in
the group who might explain
what is going on?

•

Do p eo pl e h a ve e n ou gh
support to learn from how
others have done this?

Which changes and events
are imp orta nt i n u s as a
group?

•

Can people shape way we •
celebrate these moments?

Who should hear about it?

•

What do you love doing?

•

What are the connections
between your story and my
sto ry?
Who mig ht we sh are our
story with?

Wh a t wi ll g ive th e le ss
dominant members of the
group or community a chance
to contribute in their way?
Are there other like-minded
groups with whom we could
be sharing resources?

•

•

What might we gainfully do
together?

•

What no n-task a ctivities
might our people be able to
participate in together?

•

How might we get to know
and trust each other?

•
•

What othe r gr oup s share
these concerns?

•

These passions?

Young People in Decision-Making

•

•

Are there other groups that
might share their resources
with us?
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Reflective Practice: This project and writer as a case study
To be strong in all three elements of better practice
- meaning, control, and connectedness - is hard.
This project is one example. It is strong on two
fronts: meaning and connectedness. It is clearly
meaningful for those interviewed:
'I am very interested in your project and I would
love to help in any way that I can.' (email from
Philip)
'I have a strong interest in current affairs and young
people and am keen to make sure the voices of my
generation are heard!' (email from Ruvani)
and those involved in doing the research:
‘This research has given me an opportunity to clarify
my fe e l i ng s o n i ssu es i n vo l vin g yo uth a n d
leadership. Whilst I have much formal leadership
training, this was a chance to combine the theory
wi th re a l l ife e xp er ie n ces to i mpr o ve my
understanding of the dynamics that occur. Thanks
for the opportunity.’ (Jessie, editorial)
The project is also strongly connected to community
and the sector (through The Foundation for Young
Australians and Australian Youth Research Centre
and their respective networks). However in relation
to the element of control, we are only half way there.
Yes, young people have been involved:
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'Receiving an email inviting youth to participate in
a study on the role of youth in leadership and
decision-making was rather re freshing. Whilst
much has been written on the role of youth in these
processes, I’ve been told that few of these papers
were written by youth. As a forty-something aged
writer for The Age told me, ‘I’ve written articles about
youth arguing that I shouldn’t be writing about them.
That’s their job.’ (Jessie, editorial)
However I have kept the editorial control close to
me, the key writer, and commissioned young people
to complete negotiated tasks. This reflects the
realities of funding and timeline s, and also the
tyranny of distance. It is also indicative of social
realities - the way the world is - with funding and
infrastructure and skill base for research lying mostly
in the hands of adults. However, the research
findings also push me towards considering better
practice - and leave me wanting to better equip
and enable young people as researchers of their
own issues.
Using the reflective tool has alerted me to the fact
that of the three danger area s highlighted, this
research is most open to manipulation: using young
people's words to serve my own agendas or twisting
them to say thing s that they di dn't say. This
realisation means that I need to, at bare minimum,
see that they have the chance to edit the final draft.

Sharing a New Story:

Framework for Thinking Further

T

he framework introduced earlier is based
upon the stories of the young people who
were inter viewed, and this mi ght help
groups to explore their own issues of young people
and decision-making.
3. Recognising
Strengths

4. Resourcing

2. Listening

Meaning

Control

Connectedness

1. Storying

5. Re-working
structure and
processes

Start Here

7. Nurturing
informal
relationships

6. Honouring
each other

Figure 9: Young people in decision-making: framework for capacity building in young people and their communities

This conceptual framework can be used to
explore the issues surrounding young people in
decision-making in relation to a particular group or
organisation. It can equally be used to explore issues
of young people as active agents: decision makers
within their own lives and within their communities.

Below is a summary of what the seven points
on the star are about. Like all real human processes
they overlap and flow into each other.

It represents a holistic approach to young
people in decision-making, and explores what it
takes to build capacity in young people and their
communities around decision-making. The inner
three circles represent the three key elements of better
practice. The outer ring of this framework highlights
the seven practical pointers. Groups might follow
the star around in a cycle of 'action research' into their
own practices. This is about combining action and
learning in a systematic way.
Young People in Decision-Making

1.

Storytelling: Talking Things Through

•
•
•

Our mission or vision about what we are doing and
why?
Where we are coming from and where we are going?
What’s changed?

2.

Listening and Being Heard

•
•

Do we know the hopes and dreams (and stories) of
the young people involved?
To what extent do they shape our stories?

3.

Discovering and Affirming Strengths (Capacities)

•
•

What do different people bring to this arrangement?
What are young people's skills and talents?
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4.

Resourcing and Equipping People

•
•

Practical resources required
Ideas that are essential

•
•

Practices that are useful
Training needed

•

Resource people available

5.

Refining Structure and Processes

•
•

How can young people shape decisions here?
How can young people make their voices heard?

6.

Honouring Each Other Through Formal
Relationships

•
•
•

Recruitment, membership and representation
Rites of passage
Job descriptions

•
•

Mentors and buddies
Succession and keeping expertise

7.

Nurturing Informal Relationships

•
•

Bonding activities
Networks

•

Evaluation of projects, ideas and action plans.
Within sph eres of enabl ing and capacity
building, there is now a trend away from a
reliance on evaluation of 'outcomes', and a
movement towards indicators of good process.
For examples of this, see VicHealth's Mental
Health Promotion Plan (VicHealth, 1999),
material emerging from the community arts
movement (eg Marsden and Thiele, 2003) or
the 'Enabling State' literature (eg Wierenga et
al, 2002). This is at least partly because the
most valuable outcomes (eg social capital,
lives changed, self confidence) are, in fact, the
hardest to measure. The outcomes also tend
to be re veal ed ove r ti me i n l i ves and
relationships rather than being linked to or
aligned with funding timetables. If we know
what better practice looks like and can list its
essen ti al el emen ts, then en abl ing or
philanthropic bodies can target support and/
or fundi ng towards these projects. The
framework has the potential to be a useful
eval uation tool . Thi s ver si on si mply
represents a starting point. Over time, within
the model, and as the evidence base from
projects and other research bui l ds, the
indicators would need to be added to and
refined.

•

Evidence gathering. By defining areas of focus,
here is a mechanism for continuing to gather
and organise an evidence base around young
people in decision-making: why it is important
and what it does, as well as information about
better practice: what works and what gets in
the way.

•

Evaluation and critical analysi s of curre nt
pr actice s. Thi s coul d also be a useful
conceptual tool for making sense of social
processes and structures that surround young
people and decision-making (how young
people become excluded and included). So,
for example, on a small scale, it could be useful
for analysing why local projects work or fail.
On a me dium scale, i t could be used to
critically analyse public policy with a view to
maximizing opportunities for young people's
decision-making roles in their communities.
On a still larger scale, it might prove useful in
exploring trends and social movements - even
gl obal ones - eg about what has been
happening to cause young people in so many
countries to protest around the gatherings of
the World Economic Forum.

Practical applications of this summary will be unpacked
further in the next section of the report: the toolkit.
Just as these seven pointers for practice can
be applied to the work of organisations and groups,
they can serve as indicators of meaning, control and
connectedness for young people in everyday life.

How to use this framework
as a resource
One of the hard things about being involved in
decision-making and working with young people in
decision-making roles, is that there are so many
things to attend to. This framework is based upon
what young people spoke about in their interviews.
It is designed to help groups and organisations
address those areas in a user-friendly form. It is one
way of making sense of it all!
This framework might prove useful in the
following ways:
•

Engaging in good practice. The final section of
this report is a toolkit that is based upon the
framework, for those who would like to work
alongside young people in decision-making
processes. Groups might like to follow the
circle around in a continuous 'action research'
cycle. Alternatively, groups might use the
diagnostic tools on pages 41-43 to see which
areas of their pr actice are strongest and
weakest, an d which pointers n eed more
attention.

•

Unders tanding better pr actice. Within this
frame work, with a little m ore work, the
specific things that the interviewed young
people mentioned in their stories could be
further unpacked into 'process measures' or
grounded indicators of good processes.
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Sharing a New Story:

Toolkit

T

he following pages lead us around the seven
pointers, focusing in turn on: storying,
listening, recognising strengths, creatively reworking structures an d processes, resourci ng,
honour ing each other, and nurtur ing i nformal
relationships. For each of the seven pointers, there
is an explanation, a rationale, some tools, and a story
of how other groups are doing it.

Telling stories about one's own experiences is
the first step towards collective consciousness and
group action (Commonwealth of Australia, 1994: 22).

b)

Tools

These questions should provide good starting points.
Spend at least one session asking and discussing:
1.

What are we doing? What do we want to do?
Why? (For organisations, this is essentially a
question about vision, purpose or a mission
statement. This may be a good time to revisit
these things.)

2.

Where are we coming from and where are we
going? (history and future)

Storying is a process of lookin g at past,
present, future and i dentity. This is useful for
individuals as well as for groups and organisations.
In a world that is changing fast, communities could
be doing a little more of this too!

3.

What has changed?

4.

What are the understandings that shape our
work? Why do they matter?

c)

How other groups are doing it

a) Rationale

Here are two groups that have carried out this
'storying' process very powerfully. Details presented
here are sparse in order to encourage you to go to
their web-pages and see for yourself.

1.

Storying

Storying is the act of telling, re-telling or revising a
story. This is a collaborative process (Wierenga,
2002). Rather than being seen as completed products,
stories can be most usefully understood as works in
progress.

In this research, the young people talked about the
importance of finding meaning in the task, and how
that was echoed in their own levels of commitment.
They tal ked about th e importance of doing this
meaning-making activity together. In this research,
young people also said that one reason they were
not able to contribute was a lack of understanding
of what was happening. Several suggested that the
reason groups fall apart was a lack of shared vision
about what they were doing and how they might do
it. This kind of activity - storying vision, mission, and
core purpose - can be a formal or informal process
(or, even better, both!). It can fall in the realm of
'important' rather than 'urgent' business, so it can be
too easily overlooked.
Beyond this research, the evidence base says:
•

One reason for worker burnout is the loss of
stories (this includes adults and youthworkers
too);

•

A significant issue in community breakdown
is the loss of shared stories;

•

The pr acti ce of stor yi ng can be about
restoration of hope (Wierenga, 2002);

•

The r i cher and more col l abor ati ve thi s
storytelling effort, the more the vision will be
widely owned. More people will be engaged
i n col l ecti ve acti on (Comm onwe al th of
Australia, 1994)
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Storying our Mission:
Create Foundation/Millennium Kids
Create Foundation: 'A foundation of opportunities
with and for young people in care. '
'CREATE is for children and young people in care…
by children and young people in care.'
Our Mission: 'To ensure that children and young
p e op l e i n ca r e a r e a ffor d ed th e sa me li fe
opportunities as all young Australians.'
Go to: http://www.create.org.au/create_world/
ctw_html/about.html and see 'Our Credo'
Millennium Kids:
'Young people encouraging
others to be active and aware in their environment.
‘It is a non-profit, non-government organisation. It
is run by young people and was established in
response to their demand for a greater say about
their environment and their world.'
‘ O u r a im i s to de ve lo p l oca l , r e gi o na l a nd
international partnerships which empower young
p e op l e to e xp lo r e, i d en ti fy a nd a dd r ess
e n vi ro nme n ta l i ssu e s th ro u gh i nfo r ma tio n
exchange , membership n etworks, and on- theground action and development of youth leadership
skills.’
Go to: http://www.millenniumkids.com.au/
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2.

Listening

When we truly listen, we ask these questions:
•

Do we know the hopes and dreams (and
stories) of the young people involved?

•

To what extent do we allow these to shape the
way we tell our stories?

These q uesti ons rel ate to gro ups and
organi sati ons and also to com muni ti es mor e
generally.

a)

Rationale

In this research, many of the stories of the young
people reveal that listening to young people is still
outside the culture of organisations.
Groups need to hear the stories and views of
young people in order to support them in decisionmaking, and in order to improve their own work.
Beyond this research, the evidence base says:
•

Young people only engage where issues are
relevant;

•

Issues are only relevant when they relate to
young people’s own stories of where they are
going and what they are doing;

•

Many of the things communities offer do not
become accessible to young people because
they do not seem to relate to young people’s
own stories of who they are and where they
are going;

•

The degree of recognisable overlap i n an
organisation’s stories of what it is about, and
young people’s own stories will be the degree
to which young people will actually engage
(Wierenga, 2001 and 2002);

•

It takes a bit of effort to discover the links
between young people's own stories and the
bigger stories of what comm un ities and
organisations are doing. This involves both
listening and sharing the storytelling (Stokes
et al, 2003).

b)

Tools

Rather that having one lonely youth representative
on an adult committee, consider going to where
young people are to canvass opinions. Research with
young people is one good idea. Consider a focus
group (group in terview) with young people to
explore an issue together. You will need:
•

five open-ended questions about the topic;

•

a small gr oup of young people who are
comfortable together;

•

a scribe and a facilitator;

•

a comfortable space;
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•

written consent to do research (with minors,
parental consent is essential);

•

food.

However, good, honest human exchange is
another idea and it involves less red tape. You will
need:
•

At least one young person;

•

Time;

•

Capacity to listen;

•

An inquiring mind.

Set up at least one session where you listen to the
voices of young people, or support young people to
conduct interviews with other young people without
adult intervention.

c)

How other groups are doing it
Finding a Voice:
Us ing a c tion re se ar ch to
connect with young people
Andy Simpson - University of Birmingham, UK
'If we genuinely seek to involve young people
when discussing youth strategies and policy
initiatives to engage them, then we might start
by listenin g. Action re search can be an
effective way of doing this.
‘This paper reflects the journey of a grou p of
youn g acti on r esea rche rs. The y worked
together over twelve months, researching
youth participation and decision-making. In
March 20 03 the y told the ir stor ies to an
audience of researchers, policy makers and
pra ctiti on ers at a con fer ence o n a ction
research by young people. Their conference
gave a clearer understanding of ways in which
the expressed needs and aspirations of young
people across Birmingham can be heard and
valued.
‘Although young people are often one of the
ke y ‘p rio ri tie s’ o f th e UK g ove rn men t's
regeneration and social inclusion initiatives,
they are traditionally excluded from engaging
in these programs in any meaningful way. This
paper emerges from ‘action research’ with a
‘bottom up’ approach, entitled Birmingham
Youth Engagement in Action Research on
Decision-making. The project has recruited
a n d tr a i ne d e i g hte e n yo u ng p e op le to
und er take re sear ch a mon gst th ei r p ee r
groups.' (Simpson, 2003)
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3.

Recognising strengths

a)

Rationale

In this study, the young people particularly valued
creative partnerships (with adults) that acknowledge
and draw upon their strengths.
Beyond this research, the evidence base reveals
that by involving each other, there can be benefits to
all concerned. Among other things, Kirby and
Bryson report:
•

Increased dialogue and improved relations
between adults and young people;

•

Improved relations between young people;

•

Improved links between organisations and the
wider community. Those who worked well
in partner ships with young people also
worked well with others. This last point may
hold the key to many new things.

b)

Tools

Conduct an audit of the strengths and abilities of the
young people in the group or organisation.
These questions should provide a start:
•

What are our strengths?

•

What strengths do we need to develop?

•

Who has strengths that we might draw upon
or learn from?

c)

How other groups are doing it

Case studies of creative partnerships that draw upon
younger people's strengths are:
•

The Foundation for Young Australians’ Youth
Grant-Maker Program;

•

Bond University’s Scholarship Program.

The Foundation for Young Australians
Youth Grant-Maker Program
The Foundation for Young Australians' Youth GrantMakers are responsible for allocating funding to
projects from all over Australia that apply for support
for their work with young people. Over the last
eighteen months, these committees have been
radically re-shaped to involve young people.
Rebecca is the Youth Deputy Chairperson of the
NSW Grants Committee. The new committee now
comprises seven young people and a small number
of 'Crusties' (older committee members). She
explained that people were a little curious at first
a b ou t h ow th i s g ro up wo ul d wor k to g eth er.
“ P er h ap s the Cru sti e s we r e e ven mor e
apprehensive than we were.”
At the time of our interview, the board had completed
one round of grant-making. I asked, “Is it a good
idea, working together like this?”
“Great idea!” she said. “Each brought a different
perspective to the committee and saw things that
the others didn't. There were instances when we
had to d efer : beca use of the ir expe rie nce in
business, and things like that; because they could
see that some projects would never work. But there
were also instances where they had to defer: we
could see that other projects wouldn’t work; other
young people wouldn't go for it. It was important to
learn to listen to each other on these terms.”
She explained that training and preparation for the
task were a significant part of this smooth operation.
“We all spent five days in training and knew what
was coming.” Another factor was the assumptions
of the group. “We know we are all still learning.”

Bond University:
Scholarship Program
Sometimes young people can represent and advocate things better to other young people
than professionals can.
Ruvani is part of a scholarship program for Bond University run almost entirely by the
students. Essentially the peers choose the new students who will receive the next year’s
scholarships, and come and be part of the student body. She says, “They place enough
trust in the students to organise and facilitate the process: coordinating visits, interviews,
and decisions. It is a big thing. The scholarships are very generous - they ultimately change
people’s lives - so you are playing with people’s futures. The staff have realised that there’s
no-one better to tell prospective students about the university than the students themselves.”
This is about both selling the good points and discussing the issues.
“The idea of moving away from home and coming up h ere - a middle aged man can’t really
help explain the realities of that situation to a high school graduand, or offer the support that
will be needed. But those of us who are here actually become their family. The result is a
very significant, close-knit network of friends - a support during uni life and beyond. They
have become my second family. And because the group’s members are from everywhere,
they also return to everywhere - so now we have networks all over Australia."
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4.

Resourcing

a)

Rationale

In this research, the young people highlighted the
importance of having what it takes (including skills)
to get the job done, and the devastating defeat
experienced when young people are committed to a
task but resourcing and skill development are not
there to back them up.

b)

Tools

Although the youth sector is familiar with the story
that ‘we need to be better resourced’, do we ever do
a systematic stock-take of the resources that we have
or need?
Resources come in different forms. Spend at least
one session identifying needs. Being strategic, list
the resources that need to be put in place in order to:
•

do the job;

•

build the group;

•

enable young people to participate;

•

share the task.

A checklist of different types of resources:
•

Practical resources;

•

Central ideas - does everybody have the
background on these? (eg history, the story of
what we're trying to do and why);

•

Practices that are helpful - does everybody
know how to do this?

•

Training - what sort is required?

•

People - what kind of resource people are
needed?

c)

How other groups are doing it
Case study: Two-way Training
and the South Australian YACs
Ben Kilsby, 21, is member of the Executive
Committee of the Youth Affairs Council of South
Australia (YA CSA), and convenor of YPAG,
YACSA’s youth representative committee. In
his interview he explains that a two-way training
approach, that teaches young people to work
with councils and councils to work with young
people, is beginning to develop through the
Youth Advisory Committees in South Australia.
“Too often we are training young people to work
in the adult world, and this approach is about
training councillor s how to work with young
people,” says Ben.
Ben explains that the initiative does not usually
come from councils, but from the youth bodies.
What is neede d is a go od ad vocate within
councils to make sure that it happens. However,
contact staff within councils are starting to
understand and relay this message. Within the
YAC sector, there is scope for the development
of such ‘best practice’ because of dedicated
staff, supported networks, statewide gatherings
and on-line forums, where ideas can be shared
and developed. Some councils are responding
well, and Ben forecasts that this will continue to
be a growth area.
Co n ta ct: B e n K il sb y ( 0 411 ) 4 0 3 11 4
bkilsby@optusnet.com.au
For YAC forum information see:
http://www.maze.sa.gov.au

52

Sharing a New Story:

5.

Being creative with structures
and processes

How can young people shape decisions here? How
can young people make their voices heard?

a)

Rationale

In this research, the young people made special note
of the importance of having a sense of control, of
being heard, and of being able to achieve things. This
sense of voice and control can so easily be enabled
or disabled simply by the way that groups and
organisations go about their business. For example,
one of the most crippling things they pointed to was
not hearing anything back after they had put in effort.

c)

This points to the need to be intentional about
creating 'enabling' structures and processes.

b)

Tools

To eval uate a group or organi sation' cur rent
structures and processes, with a view to identifying
what needs to change, see the set of indicators and
checklist tool in Appendix D (page 78). To use these
tools, individuals can rate the organisation on each
area of its work on a scale of 0 to 4. You can use
these scores to compare and discuss your perceptions
of the organisation, and to plan action and changes
that are needed to improve the participation of young
people. (Source: Holdsworth, 2003; after de Kort,
2000.)

How other groups are doing it
Case study: CanTeen - Intentionally changing structures and processes
CanTeen is an organisation for young people (12-24
years) living with cancer. This includes siblings,
offsprin g, as wel l a s those wh o ha ve can cer
themselves. Its aims (mission) are to suppor t,
develop and empower. CanTeen involves young
people throughout the whole of the organisation, from
the everyday work of the organisation to the Board
of Directors. There is a lot of emphasis on young
people’s ownership of the organisation. For example
only members vote at the AGM and a 75% majority
is required to pass a decision.
The organisation is growing: five years ago there
were 800-1000 members while now there are 16001700 memb ers. This has meant an on-going need
to review structures and processes to make sure
that they are enabling of the participation of all.
The organisation has faced many issues involved
with having young people on boards.
• If a board is too large, it can be inefficient,
particularly with this structure.
• Smaller numbers are critical but this makes it so
much more important to get the right people there
(who are capable). Quite often the challenge is
about the right people being elected.
• Target younger members so that they can mature
within the role.
•

Rolling membership of council (there is never an
entirely new board).

•

Often there is a tendency to go for the people
who are most popular or 'out there'. Some may
be keen and excited for other reasons: in the
past pe opl e ha ve foun d themsel ves ther e
because ‘someone needed to do it’. With the glory
of the role, this can be the driving force especially
for young people. Those who might be elected
are the articulate ones who can always say the
righ t things. So this in volves traini ng an d
educating the membership on the role - perhaps
it is not what they thought. The process becomes
a good opportunity for self-awareness. Together,
through training, CanTeen have been looking at
'reflective practitioning'. “What decisions have I/
we made? Was this a good outcome? If so, why?”
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What had been missed and needed was a forum
for training and understanding. This is a space
where people can become much more confident,
in a less challenging environment. This new forum
(the Members Advisory Council - MAC) is larger
and not as publicly glorified as the president of a
division. It has a filtering role.
The MAC works closely with the Board of Directors
and generally meets the day before each Board
meeting (on the Saturday, with the Board meeting
on the Sunday), although the Board meets six times
a year and the MAC only five. The MAC is run purely
by members with the national president facilitating
the day and the CEO participating in only a little of
the day and some of the preparation. Often a guest
will come and facilitate a specific skill traini ng
session around things to do with being on a board
but also including meeting procedures, leadership
and p ubl ic spea king a t formal functions. This
provides not only an opportunity for the organisation
to strengthen its members’ involvement on the
Board, but also allows for more rapid, focused and
broader involvement of members in growth and
chang e. The MAC is a ble to d evote ti me to
discussion that could never happen before in a
co mmi ttee me eti ng b ut a l so to d o thi s wi th
representation and input from all of CanTeen.
Presidents and the MAC have a large role in finding
their own r epl acemen ts and l ooki ng a t which
memb ers would enjoy, be good at, or could gain a
lot from being involved at this level.
What has changed since the introduction of the
MAC? The board is more efficient: less bogged
down in issues of management. Members’ roles
have really developed, which in turn has made the
associates more productive as they try and keep
up. There is a lot more opportunity for clarity of roles.
MACs ha ve gi ven a l ot mor e o pp ortu ni ty for
developing skills, and provided a visible pathway
where people realise 'I can do this'. Before this,
people could get elected straight to the Board. Now
there are more steps involved and these are more
focusing and challenging.
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6.

'Those who are given representative positions need
to consult widely.' (Adrian)

Honouring each other

Some key areas of formal relationship in group
structures and processes that have been prominent
in this research include:
•
Recruitment, representation and membership;
•
Clarity of roles and responsibilities (eg job
descriptions);
•
Rites of passage;
•
Mentoring and buddying;
•
Leaving and succession.
Each of these points is about connectedness:
young people's sense of being part of something
bigger. However each is also about facilitating or
enabling young people’s own contribution to the
whole. A rationale for each of these points is explored
below, as well as some tools and ideas from the work
of other groups.

6.1

Recruitment and representation

a)

Rationale

Thi s is probabl y the most conten ti ous issue
surrounding youth participation. In this research,
the young people have highlighted that it is also
vitally important for them. Those who are most in
need of representation are often the least represented
on boards and committees.

b) Tools
Respondents had useful suggestions for tools in three
areas:
Avoiding tokenism
'My response is that for a steering committee you
need to choose and nominate the right people. It's
a personal thing. I don't like to single each sector
out - one of each sector: that's tokenistic. We try to
get someone because of what they will bring to the
group.' (Ben)

See also Appendix E: How to find the right young
people?

Respondents felt that, if they were selected as
representatives, consultation needed to be structured
into their job descriptions.
Take a session to discuss this: How can your
group put these three ideas into practice?

6.2

Job descriptions

a)

Rationale

In interviews, respondents highlighted the lack of
clarity about what they were meant to be doing in
their role. Sometimes this made them confused.

b)

Tools

Alongside the young people with whom you work,
brainstorm each person’s understanding of their role.
Some of the differe nt understanding s may be
surprising. Over time, try to create one paragraph
that sums up responsibilities, accountabilities, and
support. Let everyone know this, and make space
for extra edits.
A useful extr a step may be to cre ate a
document that defines the project’s duration, and
outlines key tasks for that time.

c)

How other groups are doing it

Case study: RUMad
Impressive job descriptions and process guides
RUMad supports school-based action projects to
promote social justice through social change. This
includes student-run philanthropic bodies set up
within schools, so that students can support social
p r oj e cts tha t the y ca re a b ou t. ( Ed u ca tio n
Foundation, 2002)
The funding body has an impressive collection
of resources on-line, including a manual of what
happens when, who does it, who is responsible for
what, and how.
See: http://www.rumad.org.au/

Involving those who are not 'committee' people
'Young people don't have to be attending board
meetings; they can be working through technology,
radio, writing or focus groups.' (Adam)
'It was a recommendation to the National Youth
R oundtable that representati on be achiev ed
through dance, drama and music.' (Ben)

The chall enge is the n to forge the l in ks
between these more accessible domains and th e
decision-making processes. Here it is useful to have
a model of different layers of involvement, and
channels for communication between these.
Consultation
'It's important when you are a youth rep to also
have access to a wider youth body that you can
consult.' (Adam)
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6.3

Rites of passage

In this research, the young people's stories talked of
the ways that organisations recognised young people
who be come l eader s. These wer e power ful
experiences that commemorated a change of status.
'The [interview and training] process that we went
through created a sense of something exciting ,
something that not just anyone could get into.'
(Adam)
'The underlying belief of the program was that, to
be an effective leader, you must have a clear
understanding of yourself. Many of the activities
were meant to 'break you' physically, emotionally
and spiritually so that you could see how you
would react under pressure… I am not a sporty
person and so to go abseiling, caving and hiking

Sharing a New Story:

was a real challenge and so it was the best emotion
to be pushed to the limit and survive… The camp
pushed me to my limit and took me well outside of
my comfort zone. It was so hard and stressful at
the time, but afterwards, for some strange reason, I
got a feeling of great satisfaction.' (Gabrielle)

a)

Mentors transl ate or re- translate realit y,
bringing new stories, languages and meanings.
Significant characteristics of the relationships
include trust, mutual respect and two-way flows
of communication. The most effective mentors are
those who know richly the respondent's own
universe of meaning. They are fluent in the young
person's stories, schema (concepts) , theories,
them es, passions and c onv ictions , in their
languages of words and other symb ols. The
relationships involve mutual opportunities for
translating the world, and pointing out why new
things could be possible or 'relevant'. (Wierenga,
2002)

Rationale

The young people’s stories illustrate the importance
of attending to the events and milestones that are
sometimes so obvious that they get completely
overlooked.

b)

Tools

Work through this checklist in a brainstorming
session. For each point, ask the question: How might
we do this well?
•
Welcoming new members;
•
Celebrating milestones in group life (which
ones matter to us? Projects completed? New
beginnings?);
•
Celebrating milestones in individual lives (eg.
birthdays, graduations);
•
Acknowledging new skills learned;
•
Honouring those who are leaving.

c)

How other groups are doing it

The most traditional youth organisations (scouts,
guides etc) provide role models and a simple formula
that has worked for them for decades: badges,
certificates, initiations, ceremonies. Are there other
(context sensitive) ways of acknowledging significant
changes that fit with your group?

6.4 Mentors
The young people in this research wanted to give
out 'bouquets' for this one. Every individual could
point to at least one significant mentor who had had
a huge influence on the way that things had turned
out for them.

a)

A question for young people (of all ages!) to
discuss: How would you describe the qualities of the
mentors who most shaped your life? From those
learnings, what might you put into practice for other
young people now?

b)

How other groups are doing it

As well as a role in smoothing and facilitating group
process, this may provide one way for experienced
young people to give something back to younger
participants on boards and committees.

Case study: Sydney Water Board
A good process bouquet
Adrian tells: “The Sydney Water Board looked at
how to better protect the environment. I was a youth
representative. I was only 15. We went to look at
the projects that we made decisions about, and went
on tours of the company facilities so that we had an
overview of what we were doing. In terms of giving
something back, I had a mentor. My mentor was
very experienced and I was able to get lots of
advice. The time we spent together was not so
much about the project but about the things I was
interested in. Career-wise, it opened up my mind.
I learned so much.”

Rationale

Mentors are the best-kept secret weapons. In their
own stor i es of progr ess, or 'how I got her e',
respondents repeatedly singled out mentors and
buddy systems as being the most helpful. These may
have been formal relationships (structured as part
of an organisation) or informal (intentional but
unstructured).
Equally significantly, the young people who
had exper ienced one or more barr iers to their
participation and who were then asked about what
had helped them to overcome these barriers, also
consistently singled out the role of mentors.

b)

Tools

Here is one definition of a mentor and that person’s
role. It has emerged from other recent research with
young people and may prove useful in this instance:
Young People in Decision-Making

55

6.5

Succession:

a)

Rationale

Young people and children are in a unique position.
Every few years their most expert members and
representatives become too old and are disqualified
from membership. Every group is likely to be faced
at some time with the following questions:
•

When does a young person cease to be young?

•

How long is a term of office?

•

How do we handle ‘succession’?

•

When they get older are there ways for them
to stay connected and share their wisdom?

b)

Tools

Ask the questions above.
Write the answers down and review your
responses regularly.
Have a quiet conversation with those who are
leaving about what it means to them. Explore with
them if they would like a break or would like to
continue sharing their accumulated wisdom with
younger members in some other role.

c)

How other groups are thinking about it

This is how one group has been thi nking about
succession issues. These are early days for the idea;
these are plans rather than practice.

Case Study: Duke of Edinburgh Award
Succession and mentoring: keeping them close
The Duke of Edinburgh's Award is an international
leadership in action program, available to all young
people aged between 14 and 25 years. Nationally,
there are currently around 30,000 young people
involved (Duke of Edinburgh, 2002). The Award
consists of three levels , each demanding a different
amount of effort and commitment: bronze - for those
14 years and over; silver - for those 15 years and
over; gold - for those 16 years and over. At the
successful completion of each level, participants
receive a certificate and badge that are recognised
in over 70 countries around the world, as recognition
fo r th ei r e ffo rts. Fo r e a ch of th e se l eve ls,
participants are required to undertake one activity
in each of the following categories: service, skill,
physical recreation, expedi tion, and reside ntial
proj ect (gol d on ly). In Vi ctoria, thi s is now a
recognised part of the secondary college program.
(This material comes from the organisation's webpage at: http://www.dukeofed.org.au).
Peter Lamb (20) is a Victorian State Boa rd
memb er of the Duke of Edinburgh Award program.
Peter expl aine d: “The Duke of Edi nburg h is a
generalised award - anyone can do it. It teaches
people to set and achieve goals. This is a vehicle
to achieve skills, and also an end in itself.”
O u r i n te rvi e w fo cu sed o n so me n ew
developments within the Duke of Edinburgh Award,
surroun ding plans for an integ rated mentor ing
scheme and a Certificate in Mentoring . Peter talked
of recognising the vital role of mentoring in his own
development, and in the development of others.
O r ga n isa ti on s o fte n r e co gn ise th e wi de r
si g ni fica nce of 'me n tor in g' b u t th er e a r e n o
mechanisms to teach people how to do these things.
He explaine d that, earlier this year, the Board
adopted a roadmap of mentoring, and decided, in
prin ciple, to cre ate a mentor ne twork. In our
interview, we talked about the shape that this might
take.
Peter said: “This is about 'life-mentoring'. We
are seeking to structure an active community from
those who have already gone though, and benefited
from, the award.” He explaine d that, as young
people finished, they tended to disappear, and that
a huge wealth of knowledge and skill - an entire
resour ce base - went with them. Mean while,
‘Friends of the Award' has demonstrated that people
wi l l sti ck wi th a n o r ga n isa ti on i f gi ve n a n
infrastructure that works for them.
With voluntary organisations, responsibility is so
often give n to youn g pe op le befo re th ey a re
p r ep a re d . O fte n yo u n g p e o pl e a r e g ive n
resp on sib il itie s th at th ey a re no t cap ab le of
executing, which can be destructive, demoralising,
and confusing for those involved (he is speaking
from personal experience here).
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He sa i d , “ We p a rti cu la r ly n e e d to a l l ow
opportunities to involve young people aged 20 to
30 years. By this stage they tend to have drifted
off. People do need a break. Many get lost in Year
12 with a million things to focus on - including leaving
home. The significant message that we need to
promote is that this is OK: ‘the award is a family
and you can always come back to us’. If you want
to take a break, do so. People might do 4 or 5
years’ work and travel … then they are ready. They
come with increased skills and life-experience.
“The other group that we need to work well with
are those who ar e bu sy having thei r famil ies
between 30 and 40. These are people who may
contribute to the organisation, not as mentors, but
as a resource network to be called on from time to
time - with either money or expertise. People will
give money, but only to those that they know. The
thing that is likely to scare people off volunteering
is the demand that it will place on energies at a
busy time of life. This calls for a change of culture:
seeking to establish a 'work-life' balance. These
people do have energy but we need to focus it so
that it is useful energy.”
The plan is to offer an integrated Certificate in
Mentoring. “We need to develo p a cohe ren t
training pattern with its own system of volunteer
recog nitio n - to g ive the m soft skills, skills in
business: mentoring skills; leadership and decisionmaking; event coordina tion; time-management;
advanced people management skills. This is where
we start giving back to them. We can buy this
training in from the leadership. What I want to offer
mentors is one module every six months etc - no
more - for example, while they do uni.
“Each person mentors five young people doing
the award. Those who deliver results consistently
will move up the hierarchical structure, becoming a
mentor to five mentors. Each person will mentor
the ones below. At the same time, they will help us
by sustaining the loop. If we recruit 100 and 20
stay, perhaps 10 will stay long term. At every level
I hope to offer something different.”

grants. It is about good use of a community support
base. This is about playing to people's strengths
and creating leverage from resources. There is a
phenomenal amount of skills and resources in the
networks.”
Peter sees the wider community as growing
further apart and that the network will “pull people
back together”. “We are looking for a form of
integration, so that it becomes a part of people's
lives to give something back to the community. The
flip-side is that they are given back something
tangible, and a lot faster than in business.”
Peter explains: “This is about teaching young
people skills of today.” This may well be a strategic
solution for busy lives in the 2000s. Where many
group programs are time-invasive (group based),
and also no t pro-active in terms of developing
members’ skills, this one is non-invasive (not group
based, and it happens in an individual's own time)
but pro-active.
This system also requ ires in cremental an d
controlled growth. Peter says: “It would be counterproductive to grow too big too fast with no structure.
We do need to drive it like a business. We need to
start with six regional mentors who would need to
be exceptional people. I believe we are looking for
MBA people - with 'soft skills'. We are a business we are in the business of developing youth. This is
also about succession planning - if we train now,
by the time we move on, others will have the skills
to run the organisation because they have been
working systematically with each of our senior
people.
“There is no re ason that this Certificate in
Mentoring shouldn 't be a shar ed thin g. For
e xa mpl e, p er ha ps e ve ntu al ly we , th e Sco ut
mo ve men t a n d Ro ta ry co u l d r u n a sch e me
together.”

Peter is the architect of the scheme which is
currently in formation. He explained further: “What
scares people off volunteering is the idea that it’s a
boundless commitment. So what we're asking from
our mentors is one hour per month, and one big
fundraising function per year. In the one hour, they
are to ring the five young people who they mentor,
and ask how they are do ing. The fundra ising
function will also be a network-growing event. So,
in this way, we are asking a little from a lot rather
than a lot from a few.”
As well as b eing a system of support an d
personal development for young people, Peter sees
this kind of thinking as vital to an organisation.
“Large number of charities rationalise and merge.
We can no longer be dependent on government

Young People in Decision-Making

57

7.

Nurturing informal relationships

a)

Rationale

In thi s re search, young people n oted that an
important part of what works for young people in
decision-making are the informal connections to their
group.
Beyond this research, the literature says:
•

Quality of work and output is a function of
the quality of relationships (OECD, 2001);

•

Young pe ople only e ver access resources
through trust relationships. Resources of any
kind (practical, ideas, practi ces) only flow
through trust relationships. Those who have
fewer trust relati onships can access fewer
resources (Wierenga, 2002);

•

The tr ust rel ati onshi ps through wh i ch
resources flow is often called social capital
(Putnam, 1995; Putnam, 2001; Cox, 1995);

•

There are two types of social capital. Bonding
(within groups) and bridging (links outside
the group) (Putnam, 2000: 22; Cullen and
Whiteford, 2001: 10). Both are important.

b)

Tools

With your group:
•

Spend a session focusing on possible group
bonding activities – invite a brainstorm;

•

Structure the best six ideas into the year's
calendar;

•

Spend a session stocktaking the networks and
resources that exist between you.

Now while we're on this topic …. Please go to the
next page...
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Sharing a New Story:
Networks and Networking

T

he Australian Youth Research Centre is happy
to be a gathering point for your stories about
young people in decision-making: what you
are doing, what works and what gets in the way.
Please only send us your story if you are happy to
have it circulated more widely.

A Storytelling Template
(for those who would like to use it)
•

What happened?

•

Who d id it?

•

Why and how?

•

What did we learn?

Add extra pages as necessary ...

Name:
Date:
Young People in Decision-Making

We are happy to have this story shared with other
groups.
(Sign and mail to the addresses on the following page.)
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Contact Details
Australian Youth Research Centre
(The AYRC also maintains YARN: the Youth Affairs Research Network)
Post:
Faculty of Education
The University of Melbourne
Victoria
3101
Australia
Location:
Level 2/234 Queensberry Street
Carlton
Victoria
3053
Australia
Phone:
Fax:

+ 61 (0)3 8344 9633
+ 61 (0)3 8344 9632

E-mail:

yrc@edfac.unimelb.edu.au

Web:

yarn.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/yrc/home.html

The Foundation for Young Australians
Post:
PO Box 239E
Melbourne
Victoria
3001

Australia

Location:
Level 3, 385 Little Lonsdale Street
Melbourne
Victoria
3000
Australia
Phone:
Fax:

+ 61 (0)3 9670 5436
+ 61 (0)3 9670 2272

E-mail:

fya@youngaustralians.org

Web:

www.youngaustralians.org
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Appendix A
Research participants

P

articipants were initially contacted through
The Foundation for Young Australians’
mailin g list. All are aged between 15-21
years, and are from every state and territory in
Australia. As the list shows, they have diverse and
rich experience in leadership and decision making.
There was an even spread of females and males
involved. The cohort also included several young
people who had overcome at least one significant
barrier to participation (eg physical or mental health,
socio-economic background).
Through conversations in the field, it became
clear that ther e wer e othe rs who also h ad an
illuminating story to tell. Five of these young people
were followed up for interviews, but it was beyond
the scope of project to pursue all leads. Within the
group interviewed, there were recurring ideas and
an early 'saturation' of themes. Between them, the
young people involved in this study brought a wide
range of experiences to this project:
• Member of the Premier's Youth Advisory Council,
which reports directly to the Premier on youth
affairs;
• Advisory position to the state Motor Accidents
Authority;
• Youth r eprese ntati ve to th e di str ict Water
Authority;
• Youth representative to Youth Road Safety
Program 2002/2003;
• Member of the Executive Committee of a state
Youth Affairs Council;
• Convenor of the Youth Affairs Council’s youth
representative committee;
• Many levels of participation from a small local
communi ty based oper ation to l arge scale
national forums;
• Active members on many government and nongovernment boards and committees;
• Del egate to an i nter-g ene r ational wor ld
conference with political leader s and youth
activists from all over the world;
• Invol ve d in a Uni ver si ty as a student
representative on various University committees;
• A trainee with the Australian Council of Trade
Unions;
• Assistant Coordinator for the state Youth Council
of St John’s Ambulance;
• Cadet Leader at a Band Cadet Division;
• Currently a State Board Member of the Duke of
Edinburgh's Program;
Young People in Decision-Making

• Started a club at a University;
• Peer Support Leader in grade 10; volleyball
captain of a team for two years; Senior Prefect;
captain of tennis team; volleyball coach for three
years; leader for Grade 7 camps; teacher at Sunday
School; media officer for the local netball club;
assistant secre tar y for netbal l cl ub; and a
coordinator for leaders of Year 7 camp; winner
of the Lions Youth of the Year Award at local and
zone level; winner of a leadership award at the
VCE Conference; winne r of many sportin g
awards; cur rently com pleti ng th e Duke of
Edinburgh's Gold Award;
• Associated with the Duke of Edinburgh Award
since 1998,
• A member of a youth advisory committee;
• Kayaking instructor;
• State youth roundtable member, and one time
facilitator;
• Shire youth council;
• A leader with Guides Australia for many years;
• Youth group leader;
• Members of student representative councils and
bodies throughout high school and university;
• Chronic illness peer support group member;
• Youth 'facilitator' of Drug Arm;
• CanTeen National Chairperson;
• Member of Foundation for Young Australians,
Strategy in Action Committee;
• Member of Foundation for Young Australians,
State Grant-maker Committee.
We have separated the names from the details
so that they could tell their stories with impunity.
Some people are associated with several of these dotpoints; some dot points are shared by several people.
We would like to acknowledge the stories of
Ben Kilsby, Philip Jackson, Peter Lam, Prue Addelm,
'Jo', Kylie Wi lm ot, Gabri ell e Tr enbath, O li via
Vidakovic, Ruvani Panagoda, Jessie Kelly, Adrian
Henry, Jeff Brennan, Anna Wood, Helen Jackson,
Scott Dawkins, Belinda Paterson, Callum Smith,
Gabrielle Trenbath, Kristiana Kilvert, Jeff Brennan,
Adam Smith, and Alison Bagsworth.
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Appendix B
Tools and documents developed for this research
The letter sent out to the mailing list:
Hello J
At The Foundation for Young Australians
(FYA), we're doing a bit of research over the next few
weeks, and we think that some of you might be
exactly the 'insiders' that we're looking for.
Basically, we're seeking out young people who
are (or have been - even for a short time) leaders or
decision-maker s within clubs, groups, schools,
charities and other organisations, and who would
be happy to share stories of their experiences with
us in an interview or small group.
The FYA is puttin g together resources for
organi sations that would li ke to thi nk about
involving young people in leadership and decisionmaking (which is important, we think!). So we'd like
to hear from you about the ways you have been
involved, what works, what definitely doesn’t and
what gets in the way- especially from those who
have some front-line experience.

What's in it for you:
•

Research expe rien ce - for example being
interviewed, being in a focus group (group
interview) and/or conducting interview (good
for the CV);

•

A good chance to think about some important
issues - unpack your own experiences - either
one-on-one or as a group;

•

A ready supply of chocolate.

If you are keen, please get back to me on the
e-mail over the next few days:
wierenga@unimelb.edu.au
I'll e-mail you back and we'll take it from there.
Speak to you soon,
Ani Wierenga

The person heading up the research is me
(Ani), and none of you probably would have met
me. I'm into gourmet cooking, running and pottery.
I'm also ex-youth worker and now a youth researcher
based at the U nive rsity of Melbourn e who is
interested in issues like this. My next few weeks
will be spent splashing around in this project and
learning a lot. Care to join me?
If so, please make contact ASAP.
An interview would take about an hour. A
focus group would take about two hours. They
would be i n or around Melbourne, an d would
happen between now and the end of the first week
in November. If you are further away, we would
also love to hear from you.
In addition, we are wondering if there are
some of you who would like to check out research
from the inside - being a researcher and writer in
this project with other young people; maybe you
know someone else who you would dearly like to
interview as part of this project?
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Young People in Decision Making: More
about the Research
The Big Question
What can organisations do to best resource, equip and
facilitate young people for decision-making roles?
Ani’s Research Aims
To complete this research before 30/11 with:
a)

b)

c)

a good written summary of who is doing what,
where, globally in terms of young people and
decision making (eg examples of best practice,
good theory, good thinking);

Young People in Decision Making:
Preparation for Interviews and Starting
Questions
If you’ve got a story (or 3) to tell, this list of starting
questions (below) might be a good way in. Feel free
to be creative and don’t be locked in by the format;
it is just a starting point.
If you have time to explore this and email it
back before your interview:
•

it might help you to name some of the relevant
issues before we start asking y ou deep
questions about them out of the blue;

some relevant, insightful, and fascinating
Australian stories about young people in
leadership and decision making roles: what
works what gets in the way; best practice,
worst practice, the patterns, and stories from
the battle-front. (This is mostly where you
come in);

•

it will help us to go deeper in the interview –
to ‘mine’ more of your insights, because a lot
of the basic stuff will be already in front of us;

•

and if you want to ‘flag’ certain issues as
impor tant, we wi ll pick up on these in
interviews.

a tool, model and checklist, to facilitate good
practice, based upon what we have learned
from both A and B. FYA plan to share this with
other organisations who are seeking to involve
young people in leader ship an d de cision
making. This, as you can guess, is a direction
that they are keen to encourage as they liaise
closely with community groups; ie this is
going to be useful.

This ‘preparation’ bit is for those who have
time. A couple have indicated that they have exams
at the moment, so please don’t stress.

For part A, I’ve been working through a heap
of written material here, but I know that some of you
will have picked up other precious resources and
written documents in your travels. Are there any
you are keen to share? I’m happy to photocopy
things and send them back. If you send me your
address on the e-mail, I’ll get some stamps out to
you.
For part B I’ll be seeking to interview you all
(either myself, or via one of your colleagues) within
the next couple of weeks (see e-mail). Also, if you
would like to write a short story about your own
experiences, and what these have taught you or what
this might teach others, that would be brilliant. Just
send them in!
Part C will grow from what you teach us. It
will be complete by the end of November (OK- so
I’m not doing much else until then!).
All submissions and interviewees can have
names changed, if you request it, in order to protect
individuals and organisations. On the other hand,
we might want to give an honorary mention to
groups that are doing things particularly well, so let’s
negotiate this as we talk.
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•

Can you name the leadership or decisionmaking role(s) where you feel that you have
been most effective?

•

How did you know that/what made you feel
like/you were being effective?

•

What does an experience like this do for you
(eg what it taught you, how it grew you)?

•

For the organisation?

•

For the community?

•

What are the things that led to this leadership
experience? (formal processes or informal
processes - perhaps make a flow-diagram?) eg
friendship > joined as junior > etc

•

Did the organisation intend to have young
people in leadership and decision making? If
so, how had they structured this process, and
what was most helpful to you?

•

Least helpful to you?

•

Are there other stories (like these) that you
could tell about your worst experience of a
leadership or decision making role?

•

Can you tell us about any other experiences
in leadership and decision-making (eg short
list or dotpoint)

Thank you. Looking forward to unpacking
this some more with you!
Ani

67

based or about simply youth leading youth it would be good if you can focus in there. This
is an area in which the FYA have shown a
particular interest - and there is already a lot
more wr i tten about young peopl e in
leadership roles in youth organisations.

Young people in decision making:
Notes for interviewers
Thanks for doing this. Please keep track of any
expenses (phone, petrol, stationary, etc) and I'll gladly
reimburse you from project funds.

Researcher Preparation
•

I'll supply a couple of contacts. These people
have connected with this research in the same
way that you did: through the FYA mailout.
You can tee up interview time - these are a
bunch of people who have already proved that
they function well through email. When
setting up, allow an hour on the phone or up
to 90 minutes face-to-face.

•

Big notepad and pen essential.

•

When teeing up an interview time, suggest
that the respondent might like to look through
the 'preparation and starting questions' that
were attached to my in itial group em ail.
Perh aps they could think i nto them and
scribble a few notes. If they think that they
might write something and email it through
to you pri or to the inter view, you could
exchange email addresses. They probably
won't do this but a couple have! (Can I also
have a copy of any data that they send you?)
If they do, you can pursue what they've
written further by asking them questions
about it, or we could work up some new
questions together. But mostly they won’t
write. People do seem to be really happy to
read the questions and think into them – and
that’s proved really helpful in interviews
because they come with an idea of what they
want to share.

•

•

•

68

Questions (below) can happen in any order:
these are just areas to cover before they finish
tel l ing the i r story. In al l my ye ar s of
interviewing I’ve found that it is better to flow
with the conversation - following all the leads
that they give you (much greater depth), rather
than hemming their replies into the written
format.
Some respondents will be talking about their
own experiences of leadership and decision
making, while others may be talking more
about involving other young people. It is
worth establishing the focus at the beginning
of the interview, by getting a brief overview
of where they’ve been. Some will talk about
specific experiences and others will be able to
talk about some of the patterns that they see.
If respondents are able to share experiences
of young people or themselves in leadership
roles that are policy, community-based or
philanthropic organisations - ie not all youth-

•

If you run out of time or if the conversation
takes on its own life and some questions just
don’t fit, go with it. The aim is to collect rich
data, great stories, great examples, excellent
quotes, inspiring ideas… not thin data about
lots of things.

•

Check the last page of this document on
'writing up your notes' and this will help you
to sort ideas while you are interviewing and
taking notes.

Opening the interview:
Introduction and aims
1.

Introduce yourself and find out who they are.

2.

Aims. Through these interviews:
•
We want to hear what organisations are
doing and what organisations can do,
to encourage and facilitate young
people in decision making;
•
We hope to unearth both some stories
(grounded exampl es) and some
patterns (or principles) of 'what works'
and 'what gets in the way' (ie best
practice or worst practice in terms of
encouragin g and facilitating young
people in le adership and decision
making);
•
Explain that we are par ticular ly
interested in what organisati ons are
doing well and badly, and what we can
learn from this. Their own stories of
where they have been effective leaders
will give us a lot of pointers towards
good process.

3.

Explain that the interview format is flexible
and that they may have particular stories that
they feel it is important to tell.

Questions
1.

Mapping what we need to talk about:
•
Can you explain bri efly about your
experiences in leadership and decisionmaking (eg short list or dot-point):
‘Where have you been and how did you
get there?’;
•
Alternative question - how did you get
here? (kind of flow-chart?)
•
In light of the research goals, are there
particular things that you want to share
in this interview?
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2.

Best and worst practice:
•

Thank the respondent and tell them what has
been particularly helpful in this interview;

•

Check which organisations are to be named,
which are to remain un-named, and whether
they want the i r own name used or a
pseudonym;

•

Ani hasn't forgotten about the chocolate; she
just got snowed under by enth usi asti c
respondents.

•

How did you know that/what led you
feel like/you were being effective?

•

What does an experience like this do for
you (eg what it taught you, how it grew
you)?

•

For the organisation?

Writing up your notes:

•

For the community?

•

You can do these as stories;

•

How did you arrive at this leadership
exper i ence? (for mal processes or
informal processes)

•

Use as many quotes as you like;

•

Or you can do the m as pr inci pl es (eg
organisations nee d to think about… for
example…);

•

Work to the four headings, but if you want to
add an extra heading, feel welcome:

•

Did the organisation intend to have
young people in leadership or decision
making? If so, how had they structured
this process, and what was most helpful
to you?

1.

The things that lead young people into
leadership and decision making roles
(brief stories, flowcharts, patterns);

•

Least helpful to you?

•

Are there other stories (like these) that
you coul d tel l about your wor st
experience of a leadership or decisionmaking role?

2.

The things that facilitate, help or equip
young people in these roles. Are there
things that organisations are doing that
really worked in this case (stories)?;

•

Advice for this organisation and other
organi sati ons based upon thi s
experience?

3.

The things that get in the way;

4.

Room for i mprove me nt, stor i es,
learnings, advice about ways ahead?

•
3.

Can you name the l eader shi p or
decision-making role(s) where you feel
that you have been most effective?

•

How would you structure ….

Topics to unpack or a Checklist (if they haven't
already been drawn into conversation):
Stor ies of most h el pful or least hel pful
examples of:
•

Recruitment;

•

Job description;

•

Kind of training or apprenticeship for
the task;

•

Optimal adult-youth arrangements and
understandings;

•

Hand-over;

•

Mentors;

•

Time serving in role;

•

Optimal support in role, and what it
looks like (eg briefing, debriefing);

•

Leaving or exit process.

A final question for you:
Can you share some reflections about being involved
in this research?

Closing the interview
•

Briefly run over your notes and explain the
main things that you believe the respondent
has taught you (they will probably tell you
more at this point!);
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Research Assistant Job Description:
Young People in Decision Making
Employer:

Australian Youth Research Centre

Employee:

Anna Wood

Task 1
The research assistant shall liaise with the researcher
in the collecting and prelimi nary evaluation of
relevant materials.
The literature and internet search will be pertaining
to:
•

The involvement of young people in decision
making;

•

The extent of involvement of young people in
l eader shi p and deci sion maki ng i n
communi ty, pol i tical and phi l anthropi c
organisations;

•

Working models: where it’s working and what
it looks like.

Focusing on what has been happening with young
people in decision making in Australia, ie who is
involving young people, and where and how, to do
what.
1. Government and policy
Nationally (eg round tables, advisory groups)
States (reference groups, round tables, peak
bodies)
Local government (eg YACs)
2. Philanthropic Trusts
3. Community groups
4. Any recurring:
•

issues,

•

struggles,

•

stunning solutions, and

•

great models?

Outcomes:
•

1 pile of paper

•

1 summary

Task 2: (negotiated later)
Explore the following topics:
•

What is happening overseas?

•

If you were to name 'best practice' in what you
see, what would it be and why?

Outcomes:
•

1 pile of paper

•

1 summary
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Appendix C
Being involved in this research:
younger researchers’ reflections

I

t has been mostly a 30-something-year-old voice that
you have heard throughout this document. These are
the unedited reflections from the rest of the research team:
Anna, Gabrielle, Jessie, and Olivia.

Anna's reflections
Hi folks, my name is Anna Wood. I have had an active
interest in the thing we call ‘youth participation’ for a
number of years now, so jumped at the opportunity to be
a part of this research.
I have been involved in youth participation since I
became a ‘youth’. I have been involved in several programs
involving young people's participation so was able to look
at the questions and literature wearing a few different hats.
I'm currently studying Social Work at University and look
forward to applying what I have learnt to all my future
endeavours. The following are my observations of being
part of the research and of the literature I read.
My involvement in this research has been two-fold.
First the process of being on the other side of the fence as
an interviewee. My own time constraints demonstrated
how involving young people requires a large degree of
flexibility and understanding. Not only when you meet
with them but understanding that they (we I should say)
have to balance commitments in our lives too. Sure, we
don’t have to juggle business meetings or picking the kids
up from school but we do have essays to worry about,
classes to attend, our own families and the inherent
problems that arise from those, and who knows what else,
that we have to contend with. Secondly, I have gained
some practical and applied experience in research. This
demonstrated to me what is expected of a researcher, the
demands put upon these professionals by timelines and
due dates, as well as the struggle associated with balancing
several projects simultaneously. They teach us a bit about
research at Uni but conveniently neglect to mention the
pressures that are a part of it.
When reading the material I had gathered, there
were several things that struck me as being absent or
overlooked in a lot of the articles. The first problem I saw
was that the language of the material isn't young people
friendly. Whilst I realise that the target audience is largely
professional people, I think that it would be beneficial to
have the language friendlier. This would enable young
people who are involved in professional environments to
examine and be aware of the expectations placed on them
by the organisation.
I also noticed that the majority of the articles either
ignore or gloss over the fact that there are problems and
issues to be addressed when involving young people in
programs and initiatives. If Youth Participation is to be
taken seriously and be seriously undertaken, there needs
to be more honest disclosure of the hurdles that can be
involved.
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Another omission that caught my attention was that
there were few articles that had young people as authors.
The young people who were inv olved were obviously
unsupported and unfunded, as their final products were
not something that I could see professionals (or myself)
taking seriously. Whilst I understand that it is a fairly big
undertak ing to wr ite s uc h m aterial, if writ ten in
conjunction with a professional ‘expert’ it would be
possible to write an inclusive document. The final product,
I believe, would be more young person friendly and would
have greater validity when talking of why young people
want to be involved, what problems young people face
when they are involved, how best to structure involvement,
how to c om munic ate eff ec tiv ely, how to m aintain
enthusiasm and so on. Obviously it should be recognised
within the document that, although there are inherent
benefits to having young people involved in writing about
participation, the young people who are authors of the
document are not speaking for all young people, but are
basing their information on their own observations,
experiences and understandings.
I was excited when I read an article that contained
a critique of the word ‘youth’. For a long time I have, like
a number of people I know, been of the opinion that the
word itself should be stricken from the English language.
Why my beef? The word brings with it all sorts of negative
associations. It turns young people into a whole separate
category of beings: they aren't human, they aren't simply
people who haven't been around for a half century or so,
they certainly aren't members of the community, but have
to be separated into their own category, the dreaded
‘youth’. The word brings with it the assumption that all
young people are a part of categories or victims of the same
issues - ‘youth crime’, ‘youth unemployment’ or ‘youth
drunk enness’ - by tack ing the word ‘youth’ onto
something, it must be negative (YACWA Bulletin, Issue 4,
September 2002). These are just a few of my problems with
the word, but I'm sure I'm preaching to the converted and
you have your own sets of reasons.
It occurred to me that the term ‘youth’ is used
widely due to its convenience; after all, it is a whole two
syllables shorter than saying ‘young people’. So, if I go on
a campaign to end laziness, the rest will follow? Ah, the
unrealistic dreams of ‘youth’.
I noticed that a lot of government initiatives across
the globe were done for young people. This continues to
amaze me, as it defeats the purpose and spirit of young
people participating if they are not free to design their own
structures and coordinate their own initiatives.
I would like to thank Ani Wierenga emphatically
for the opportunity to be a part of the research, for trusting
enough to give young people the chance to participate in
something we are so passionate about, and giving us the
opportunity to have our two cents.
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Gabrielle's afterthoughts

Jessie's editorial

What struck me about the interviews with Alison and
Helen is that most young people contribute a great
deal to the community without recognition and they
have a good relationship with those in authority as
long as there is some give and take on both sides. It
taught me that young people are keen to get involved
but require some of encouragement and support to
get started. Once they do, young people make a
positive contribution to Australian society. It has also
taught me that the people who are involved need
some kind of support structure, which could be a
combi nati on of m en tor i ng and i nfor mal
encouragement as well as more structured activities
that allow them to become more effective in their
work.

Kristiana’s experiences illustrate some key points
concern ing the cr eati on of productive groups
involving youth leadership. As illustrated through
her stor i es, some of the m ost i mpor tant
characteristics of a successful relationship include:

My question is how to match up young people
with community activities and opportunities to make
a positive change. At the moment, opportunities such
as Drug Arm are not very well publicised and people
only find out about them through friends or through
contact (eg Schoolies week) with the organisation. It
is not even events such as Schoolies week, but it is
the whole idea of trying to change society and the
world that is hidden. As a result, volunteering does
not become very mainstream and that could be why
there are a lot of disempowered groups in society
because people don't have access to opportunities
that help to develop skills to speak out. Maybe it is a
cultural issue, where those who usually volunteer
are white, middle-class and educated. On the other
hand, maybe not. I think that those who volunteer
represent a variety of socio-economic groups but the
reasons for being involved are different.
Both Helen and Alison, without realising it,
talked about their situation in a way that represented
other young peopl e. It was obvious that being
involved in the community came naturally to both
of them and it could be because of background they
were able to contribute.
It would be so good to try and develop
strategies to ensure that all people get a chance to be
empowered and able to have an impact on society.
The next team to do this project should go down to
the parks, train stations and fast food outlet to ask
any kid that looks bored and lost what is going on in
their lives. Maybe that is a wrong way to look at
things: if you have leaders you also need followers.
It would be good to see how the young people in
leadership positions could include other young (and
older) people better in their activities and how those
in decision-making roles could represent people
better on local and national committees. So, instead
of focusing on those who are in leadership and
decision making positions, focus on those who are
not and see how we can do thing better.
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•

Respect

Respect is the glue that keeps the group together
despite their differences. Whilst parties within the
group may disagre e ove r personal m atters or
other wi se, r espect al l ows for the par ties to
acknowledge the underlying value of other parties
within group. This lays the foundation for effective
communication as parties are prepared to listen, as
members recognise the value of what each member
has to say. Respect was the basis for the relationship
between Kri stiana an d the girl s in her group,
allowing her to gain their trust.
Kristiana’s experiences in the school fencing
team demonstrate how a lack of respect can result in
disunity withi n the gr oup. When th e school
disrespected her ideas and enthusiasm, she became
frustrated with them. Many in her situation would
have quit the team, although she did not. How can
any group progress if the members are not prepared
to listen?
•

Trust

Trust may be a by-product of respect and is directly
linked to the productivity of the group. More
importantly, all parties involved must trust each
other for a group to function properly. If one or more
members are consistently wary of the other members,
then those mem ber s wi l l be rel uctant to be
for thcomi ng wi th i deas that the y m ay have .
Fur ther more , the ti me they spend cover i ng
themselves, is time that could be spent on the project
at hand. If the girls at the YMCA camp had not
trusted Kristiana, they would not have respected or
supported her. They may not have told her their
ideas or shared their thoughts. Time that could have
been spent completing challenges may have been
spent on whingeing and complaining about her.
They probably would have been disrespectful and
hard to deal with as she imagined they would be.
As was reported, this was not the case. The
creation of a trusting community facilitated a
mech anism for communi cation and l ear nin g.
Similarly, i n my l ab, the trusting e nvironm ent
facilitates efficiency and productivity. To trust the
people who represent you is to free you mind of
worry, enabling you to concentrate on the task at
hand.
•

Support

Support is the commitment to assist and encourage
other members, and is critical for the long-term
survival of the group. Support may come from
Sharing a New Story:

members within the group and external parties who
are not dir ectly g roup membe rs. Supporting
someone is not having all the an swers to their
chal lenge s, but bei ng prepare d to explore the
challen ges together with them to find the best
possible solution. Through the support at the YMCA
camp, everyone involved developed as a person,
which is surely the best possible solution.
Kristiana realised the value of support when
she was l eader of the fe nci ng team. Sh e
acknowledged the need for assistance and sought to
introduce new members (the parents) into the team
who could fulfil the role of supporters. This is not to
say that only certain members of the group may
support other members, only that some members
may specialise in this role.
•

Understanding

Understanding occurs when the unit is working well
together. It allows members to recognise the special
talents that each member brings to the group and
use these talents to maximise the group’s potential.
Furthermore, it acknowledges the weaknesses of and
the differences between members within the group
and of the group as a whole, so that those issues can
be worked around.
This occurs in my lab, where we recognise the
ski l ls of our quali fied physi ci ans, who can
communicate more effectively with other physicians
in the hospital than we can. In turn, the physicians
recognise our scientific knowledge of the field in
whi ch we wor k. Th e ski l l s of one m em ber
compensates for the weaknesses of another. Through
group comm uni cati on, we maxi mi se our
effectiveness as a laboratory in the clinical field and
as researchers in the scientific field.
These characteristics are inter-connected: the
presence of one such characteristic will give rise to
the others. Each characteristic is equally as important
as another, so a group should not aim to develop one
particular characteristic over another. However,
where a new group is being formed, respect is an
easy characteristic to start with. (This is not to say
that respect must come first, only one option.) If each
party agrees to respect the integrity and individuality
of the other parties, as well as to acknowledge that
the group has a common goal to which all ar e
committed, then this is a fundamental step to a
successful relationship. Part of the commitment to
the group should be to support all parties concerned.
This commitment to a common goal provides a
platform for trust and understanding to grow.

youth. As a forty-something aged writer for The Age
told me, ‘I’ve written articles about youth arguing
that I shouldn’t be writing about them. That’s their
job.’
I think that many youth would be happy to
be involved in leadership and decision-making on
some scale, but the perception of how they will be
received is a major turnoff. Having an unpleasant
experience with leadership may delay a person’s
inclination to try again, especially if they see their
age as being one of the predisposing factors to that
experience. For others, it is the damage to their selfconfidence that results in a reluctance to be involved.
Even knowing someone who has had problems in a
leadership role can discourage people from trying it
themselves.
Perceptions are the biggest enemy of everyone
involved in youth leadership and decision-making
issues: not only the perceptions of how young people
think they will be received, as mentioned above, but
also of other people who may believe that youth are
selfish and unreliable. Whilst there may have been
an element of truth in the experiences from which
these percepti ons wer e dr awn, many of th e
difficulties have arisen through misunderstandings
between the two parties. Therefore, any plan to
conquer the bar ri er between youth and older
generations must have two key elements.
First, there must be acknowledgment by both
parties that attitudes towards each other exist. To
deny thi s is to deny that any proble m exi sts.
Secondly, there must be a commitment to look
beyond these attitudes and keep an open mind. A
conscious effort must be made to en sure that
challenges faced are blamed on these stereotypes,
whether consciously or unconsciously. This leads
into respect, because it is about acknowledging a
person as an in dividual, rather than by th eir
stereotype.
This research has given me an opportunity to
clarify my feelings on issues involving youth and
leadership. Whilst I have much formal leadership
training, this was a chance to combine the theory with
real life experiences to improve my understanding
of the dynami cs that occur. Thanks for the
opportunity.

My thoughts on being involved in the research
Receiving an email inviting youth to participate in a
study on the role of youth in leadership and decision
making was rather refreshing. Whilst much has been
written on the role of youth in these processes, I’ve
been told that few of these papers were written by
Young People in Decision-Making
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Olivia: My reflections about being
involved in this project
When I read the email that Ani first sent out about
this project, I thought that this project could be
something that I would like to participate in. I was
right. Initially, I was actually inquiring about being
an interviewee but didn’t have much time on my
hands because of university exams. But luckily, I had
the chance to participate as a researcher and writer
in the end, which has proved to be an inspiring and
fun experience.
I have enjoyed researching and writing and I
have learned some new things and ways of looking
at things. I also really enjoyed talking to one of the
interviewees: Prue. She is a remarkable person with
great potential to be anything she wants to be. We
talked for about 30 seconds on the phone and then
we talked as if we knew each other and as if we were
good friends. We got on so well and from what I
understand, that is just how she is with people. She
has great social skills and talking to her encouraged
me to be a better person. It also showed me there
still are some really good people out there who really
care about others and who are willing to put their
time in to help make a difference to everybody,
regardless of their economic or social standing.
As I interviewed, stories reminded me of when
I was in leadership positions, in particular, when I
was a Prefect at high school. That was the best time
of my life and the most rewarding experience. I think
schools need Prefects to help represent the students
and the teacher s. Without this form of youth
leadership and liaison, I don’t think the students
would respect the system as much.
This research has made me realise that there
are organisations out there that are trying to help the
youth become leaders, as the youth of today are the
leaders of tomorrow. These times see us with limited
prospects for youth who have had no wor k
experience. Many employers will not even employ
inexperienced waitresses and other sectors that don’t
really require that much knowledge. So with this,
comes more dependency on the government for
money to live, and also, with that, a discouragement
for youth that they don’t have the power to change
things. However, programs like this help to stop this.
It helps make youth realise that there is a big world
of opportunity out there for everyone if they lash
out of their comfort zones and try new things. Well
done and thank you for letting me be a part of this!
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Appendix D
Indicators

T

he following is a set of indicators that can be used to
gauge how well an organisation involves young
people in its processes. To use these tools, sit down
separately and rate your organisation for each area, on
the scale of 0 to 4. Using these scores, the following chart

will help to evaluate your organisation's current structures
and processes, and enable you to compare different people’s
perceptions, with a view to identifying aspects that might
need to change.
(Source: Holdsworth, 2003; after de Kort, 2000.)

A SET OF INDICATORS FOR YOUTH PARTICIPATION
A. Analysing needs and setting objectives
0
1
2

Adults design and execute the project and might inform
young people as the target group
Young people are consulted in the early stages but
ignored later
Young people are c onsulted and inv olv ed in the
execution of the project, but the objectives are set by
adults

3

Young people are consulted, define the objectives of
the project and execute it together with adults

4

Young people plan and execute the project and can
choose to involve adults

B. Information and communication
0
1

Young people are not informed or consulted
Information is easily accessible and youth-friendly
(one-way information)

2

Regular consultative meetings are organised (two-way
information)

3

Meaningful exchanges occur between young people
and adults (collaboration)

4

Young people inform each other and possibly adults

C. Decision-making
0

Young people are not consulted

1

Young people are consulted but not taken seriously

2

The views of y outh are listened to and acted upon on
a regular basis

3

Shared dec is ion- mak ing and ac tion oc c urs and
feedback from y oung people is sought

4

Young people have power over the allocation of
resources and the direction of the project, but can seek
the assistance of adults

D. Administration

E. Design and implementation of activities
0
1
2
3
4

F. Advocacy
1. No involvement of young people
2. Young people are present at public campaigns, but are not
involved as organisers
3. Young people are encouraged to provide input on running
a campaign
4. Young people take a significant role in forming organisations
or unions or participating in public rallies and campaign or
contributing to policy papers and public debates
5. Young people handle advocacy issues, possibly aided by
adults

G. Service, support and education personnel
0
1
2
3

4

0
1
2

No young administrator

3

1

Young people occasionally help by doing menial tasks
on a voluntary basis

4

2

Young people are structurally involved in administrative
activities ranging from bookkeeping and typing to
conducting research and collecting data
Young people play an integral part in the day-to-day
running of the project

4

Administration is effectively controlled by young people,
possibly aided by adults
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Support is provided only by adults
Young people are consulted on support-, service- and
education-related issues
Young people are occasionally consulted or made
counsellors or educators of other young people
Young people from the target group are trained to become
counsellors or educators of other young people and work
alongside adult counsellors or educators
Young people are the only counsellors or educators
available to the target group, possibly trained or assisted
by adults

H. Employees

0

3

Designed and run by adults
Young people are consulted in the design
Young people partly design and run some of the activities
Young people design and run activities in cooperation with adults
Young people design and run all activities, possibly aided by
adults

No young employees
Young people are employed in jobs not related to project
objectives
Some young people are employed as experts in a peerrelated project
Young people are employed as experts and may be
managers
The project is effectively managed by young professionals

I. Monitoring and evaluation (m&e)
0
1
2
3
4

Undertaken by adults only
Young people are involved in m&e
Young people are involved in m&e and its outcomes
Young people design m&e tools and work with adults
Young people initiate, design, execute and report on
projects, possibly aided by adult experts one-to-one.

75

Youth Participation Indicators: Assessment sheet
Indicator

Youth
score

A.

Analysing needs
and setting objectives

B.

Information and
communication

C.

Decision-making

D.

Administration

E.

Design and implementation
of activities

F.

Advocacy

G.

Service, support and
education personnel

H.

Employees

I.

Monitoring and
evaluation

Adult
score

Comments

Proposed
action

Total Score Level Assessment
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0-7

0

Project is completely adult driven.

8-15

1

16-23

2

24-30

3

Project is adult driven, but young people are
informed and possibly consulted at crucial
stages and on important aspects of it. Young
people do not have a real voice.
Young people are significantly involved in
the project and are likely to develop a sense
of ownership.
Young people are involved at all stages and
in all aspects of the project and have a strong
sense of ownership. A meaningful partnership with adults is achieved.

31-36

4

Young people initiate and are in charge at
all crucial stages and of all important aspects
of the project. Adults play a minor role, if any.
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Appendix E
Extra toolkit resources
How to find the right young people?
Anna writes: So, if you went looking for these young
people, where would you go? The following are some
suggestions. We’re not going to try and give you a
complete list, as programs and organisations change,
and your needs will be different to someone else’s,
but here is a start …
Ani writes: The South Australian Government is
alone at this point in having a youth register where
both i nter ested y oung peopl e and i nter ested
organisations can sign on and be matched. Some
other states only have a register for young people to
sign up and, to our knowledge this week, no one
else is offering that service to groups ... it is a growth
edge, so watch this space. Below are the state contacts
so people can get an update on what's happening in
their own state. In reality though, it may be a case of
tapping into local networks, so we have finally listed
a few ideas about that.
• The ACT Department of Education, Youth and
Family Services (http://www.decs.act.gov.au/
index.htm) has a site called Pogo that is more
centred around young people and has some good
information on it. If you look in their ‘Be Heard’
section, it has some good link pages:
http://www.pogo.act.gov.au/
• The NSW Office for Children and Young People
has a range of sites covering a variety of issues
from health to money to law. There is nothing
specific regarding participation but, depending
on what you’re after, there should be something
there for you:
http://youth.nsw.gov.au/info/ocyp/ocyp1.html
• The Northern Territory Office of Youth Affairs:

• The South A ustr al ian Gove r nme nt h as an
initiative unique among the states called a Youth
Register . The young person or organisation fills
out an application form and then they are
matched so that the young person has the option
of being involved in a program that suits their
requirements and visa versa.
The address is a bit messy but if you go to:
http://www.youth.sa.gov.au/youth
then hit the ‘Programs’ link on the side, then
‘Youth Register ’, it’ll get you there.
They also have other interesting bits and pieces
that might be worth a look.
• The Tasmanian Government’s Office of Youth
Affairs has a website at:
http://www.youthaffairs.tas.gov.au/
If you go to their ‘Linkzone’ and look at their
par ticipation section, it has a decent list of
programs and organisations that young people
might be a part of (as well as some other bits and
pieces).
• The Victorian Office for Youth:
http://www.youth.vic.gov.au/youth/
has various programs and committees running
so if you look through their site, there are some
interesting bits there.
• The Western Australian Government’s Office for
Children and Young People’s Policy has lots of
good links on their site also. They have a reference
group composed of young people who they have
easy access to:
http://www.youthaffairs.wa.gov.au/

http://www.nt.gov.au/dcm/images/oya.shtml
has a site specifically aimed at young people,
which has information about all the initiatives
they’ve got going, as well as a links page that
could be useful.
• The Queensland Office of Youth Affairs has lots
of information on their site:
http://www.youth.qld.gov.au/
as well as a site specifically for young people:
http://www.generate.qld.gov.au/
Again, this is a good way of seeing what they have
going on.
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Other bits
Anna writes: The Federal Government has a website
that has lots of links to what they are up to. You might
see something on there that grabs your attention:
http://www.youth.gov.au/links/links.htm
Most states have a Youth Affairs Council of some sort;
they are peak bodies so have a lot of connections to
organisations and networks within the sector:
Youth Affairs Network of Tasmania:
http://www.ynot.org.au
Youth Action and Policy Association (NSW):
http://www.yapa.org.au
Youth Affairs Council of Western Australia:
http://www.yacwa.org.au
Youth Affairs Council of South Australia:
http://www.yacsa.com.au
Youth Coalition of the ACT:
http://www.youthcoalition.net/
Youth Affairs Council of Victoria:
http://www.yacvic.org.au
As has been made clear throughout this report,
The Foundation for Young Australians has contact
with community-minded young people also. For all
their details (so you can see if they are appropriate
for what your needs might be) see:
http://www.youngaustralians.org/
At a local level, you can find young people
who are already involved in programs by contacting
organisations in your community:
•

Your local government or municipality: do
they have a youth worker or commun ity
development officer?

•

The Nei ghbourhood House or Learn ing
Centre;

•

The Local Learni ng an d Empl oymen t
Network (LLEN);

•

Local schools and School Councils, and school
newsletters.

If you really want young people involved, you
need to have a really good idea about why, about
why they are going to want to be involved, and about
what the young people you are looking for might be
doing now. Then call the organisations that you think
they might already be involved in. If they can't help
you, they’ll probably be able to point you to someone
else who can.
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ABOUT THE FOUNDATION
FOR YOUNG AUSTRALIANS
The Foundation for Young Australians is a dynamic not-for-profit organisation,
committed to creating exciting opportunities and outcomes for Australia’s young
people. Our Vision is to create positive opportunities and outcomes for Australia’s
young people, by leading the development of innovative strategies that enable
them to reach their potential and participate fully in society.
Our approach is that of a venture philanthropist, whereby we provide seed
funding for innovative initiatives; we proactively seek co-funding to support
ideas; and we help grant recipients build their organisational capacity for longterm sustainability.
We aim to maximize our impact by focusing our support in key areas:
•

Supporting young people between the ages of 12 and 25;

•

Creating opportunities for young people to pursue their passions, take
action on issues that are of importance to them and participate fully in
their community;

•

Enabling opportunities that result in meaningful change for young people
and assist them to achieve their full potential.

In 2002, we managed a portfolio of grants in excess of $6 million to support young
people.
Note:
More information about The Foundation, including our values and core principles,
is on www.youngaustralians.org
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Australian Youth Research Centre
The Australian Youth Research Centre is located within the Faculty of Education at The University
of Melbourne. It was established in 1988 in response to a recognised need by the youth affairs
sector for relevant and up to date research on the issues facing young people today.
The aims of the AYRC are to:
•
identify local, national and international research issues relevant to young people;
•
conduct appropriate, relevant, and useful research that addresses these issues;
•
promote research agendas and policies which contribute to an understanding of the full
range of life patterns of young people, and which support young people’s capacity to exercise
increased control over their lives;
•
promote and encourage awareness of youth issues amongst research students and within
departments and research centres of the University;
•
facilitate communication between educators, researchers, policy makers and people working
in the youth sector;
•
facilitate national links and collaborative research on youth issues across different sectors,
including education, health, youth work and juvenile justice;
•
strengthen international research links and scholarship in the area of youth policy.

Australian Youth Research Centre Activities
The AYRC has particular expertise in research on education, transition pathways, social justice,
gender equity and employment issues as they affect young people.
The main AYRC activities are:
•
undertaking research and publishing the outcomes in a manner accessible to policy makers
and the youth sector;
•
providing information and policy advice to governments and other organisations;
•
assisting and encouraging individuals or groups who work with young people.
AYRC activities involve:
•
undertaking small projects for groups lacking the capacity or opportunity to do so themselves;
•
providing a base for post-graduate students wishing to undertake Masters or PhD research
on topics related to young people and the youth sector;
•
enabling academics to participate in established AYRC projects, and/or undertake their own
research on youth related issues;
•
maintaining a youth sector resource library;
•
publishing series of Working Papers and Research Reports;
•
conducting public seminars and conferences on a variety of issues relevant to those working
in the youth sector.
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