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Introduction
This section is about raising awareness among young people about their ability to 
participate in the decision making process in all parts of their lives – at home, at school 
and during leisure activities. It is also about raising awareness in youth groups in relation 
to their responsabilities to assess current practise and will help in identifying ways in 
which young people are already participating. Further more, this section will examine 
different levels and models of participation.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What is youth participation?
Participation in society means different things to different people and is as individual as 
each one of us. However, in general, it means taking an active part in decision making at all 
levels in our lives. 

‘Meaningful youth participation involves recognising and nurturing the strengths, interests, 
and abilities of young people through the provision of real opportunities for youth to 
become involved in decisions that affect them at individual and systemic levels’.1

Youth participation is often youth led and must include high levels of youth involvement, as 
well as youth/adult partnerships.

Reasons for youth participation
We begin to participate at a very young age, both as part of a family and when we start
to mix and play with other children. As we grow and develop, our levels of participation 
should too.

The following are just some of the reasons for youth participation:2

1. Young people have a right to participate
The right of young people to participate in decisions that affect them has been firmly 
endorsed through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). 

2. Participation promotes positive attitudes
Some Government services, the media in particular, and in some cases, the general public, 
tend to view young people as problems in need of solutions. The emphasis on youth 
development needs to be on potential rather than on problem solving. This approach sees 
young people as part of the solution, not just the focus of the problem. Youth participation 
promotes positive attitudes toward young people by building on young people’s strengths, 
including energy, enthusiasm and creativity.

3. Participation reduces risks
Research work shows that involvement with a social environment of family, parents, 
school, and community, has an influence on promoting health and protecting young people 
from risky behaviour.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
1 The Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) 1995
2 Adapted from Why is Youth Participation Important?, The McCreary Centre Society 2007 (www.mcs.bc.ca)



4.	 Participation	is	central	to	positive	youth	development
During adolescence, young people begin to define their own self-worth in terms of 
their skills and their capacity to influence their environment. It follows that in order for 
young people to make a healthy and effective transition to adulthood, there needs to 
be opportunities to demonstrate that they are capable of being responsible, caring and 
participating members of society. 

A growing body of research about healthy adolescent development acknowledges that the 
environment itself must provide young people with the following basic supports: 

• safe places to gather, 
• good relationships with peers and adults, 
• opportunities to learn and practice the skills needed in different roles, 
• constructive activities for spare time.

Unfortunately,	young	people	sometimes	have	little	opportunity	for	meaningful	
involvement	during	this	key	transition	period,	with	the	consequence	that	they	can	be	
left	feeling	alienated.

Benefits	of	youth	participation3

Youth participation:
• Promotes confidence and self-esteem in young people;
• Improves youth programmes as ideas for new and up-to-date activities and services  
 are generated;
• Provides opportunities for young people to learn and practice the skills needed in  
 different professional roles such as negotiating, planning, reporting, communication  
 etc.;
• Offers young people the chance to develop important decision-making and problem  
 solving skills;
• Provides opportunities for both young people and adults to develop more meaningful  
 relationships;
• Young people are more likely to make a commitment to a programme and/or  
 policy when they have been involved from the outset in the programme’s design and  
 implementation plan;
• Provides opportunities for adults to show that they respect young people’s views;
• Ensures that more relevant and appropriate decisions can be made with regard to  
 young people and their needs; 
• Young people will have an increased feeling of ownership and influence over the
 decisions which are made by adults in relation to them.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
1 NYCI Youth Participation Charter, 2007
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Case Study: SPIRIT Youth Service - 
Westside Drama Project 2006
This case study highlights the benefits of youth participation.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Westside Spirit is a youth group for young people with physical disabilities in West Dublin. 
This group of 18-25 year-olds meets monthly to plan various projects and activities, with 
support from IWA (Irish Wheelchair Association) Youth Workers. In early 2006, the young 
people decided to work on a drama project. They were adamant that the project had to 
have an end product and not just involve a series of workshops for the sake of something 
to do. They also felt it was important to find the right facilitator who could adapt to 
their needs and also bring a fun and informal approach to the project. The group worked 
together to draft an advertisement for a drama facilitator and placed it on the Activelink 
community website.

Two representatives from the group then selected three of the drama facilitators whose 
CVs they liked, and invited them to an informal interview where the young people and 
youth workers selected the best person for the job.

‘It was good to be able to pick someone who we knew 
would understand us and that we would know what 
way she wanted to work with us.’
Linda, Westside Spirit member

‘I’d never been on the other side of an interview 
table…the facilitators were all excellent and I found 
it very hard to choose between them but it was a 
really interesting experience’. 
Jonathan, Westside Spirit member

Over several months the group took part in weekly drama workshops with Niamh, the 
newly hired facilitator. They brainstormed the theme, style of the play and started to 
devise storylines. The script was written using a series of improvisational sessions and 
typed up by Niamh, who took notes and guided the work. 

‘We really had control in a big way. I felt we were 
much more involved than we ever had been with 
past projects’.
Linda, Westside Spirit member

The young people needed wheelchair accessible transport to attend workshops and 
could only afford to meet once a week. They solved this problem by using e-mail to 
communicate with Niamh, and each other, sharing ideas for scenes and characters and 
saving their weekly workshops for rehearsals and improvisations.

The group developed a comedy-drama called ‘My So-Called Wedding’, a short play 
featuring an ensemble cast. With the help of Niamh and their youth workers, the group 
arranged to hire a nearby venue, Tallaght Theatre, which was ideal for a small production.
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‘I thought that Niamh was very good. Everyone in 
the group had a say in what we were doing all the 
way through. Me, Linda, and Jenny and the others 
had a big say in what we were doing and I personally 
got a lot out of it’. Jonathan, Westside Spirit member

The performance was a big success. The young people performed onstage while the 
facilitator and youth workers helped out backstage. The group were very proud of their 
work and the relationship they had developed with Niamh, the drama facilitator. One girl 
in our group continues to write drama scripts and Niamh has visited her from time to time 
at her local training centre in Enable Ireland to help her develop her writing skills.

The Irish Wheelchair Association is committed to developing a participant-led youth 
service and this project was a significant success for us in promoting this ethos. 

“True equality allows young people to 
express themselves freely, take risks, 
succeed or fail and just be themselves.”
Daragh, IWA, National Youth Development Officer
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Models of participation
There are many different models of participation. This is due to the fact that different 
levels of participation are valid for different groups of children and young people at 
different stages of an organisation’s/youth group’s development. Included among
these are:

• Shier’s Model of Participation (see page 27) and
• Treseder’s Model of Participation which is outlined below.

Treseder’s model of youth participation has been adapted for use in this resource. It 
provides a basis for moving towards a shared understanding of the different degrees 
of involvement. Each level of participation has the potential to be the most appropriate 
under a given set of circumstances. As such, it emphasises that in some cases, it may be 
more appropriate for adults to be less directive and in other cases to be more directive. 
There may well be occasions when young people are either not ready or do not have much 
interest in higher levels of participation. What is vital is that groups are flexible and are 
aware of the needs of the young people they are working with and are prepared to adapt to 
meet these needs.

Assigned but informed
Adults decide on the project
and young people volunteer
for it. Young people understand
what it is about, who involved
them in it and why. Adults
respect young people’s views.

Adult initiated, share
decisions with youth
Adults have the initial idea,
but young people are involved
in every step of the planning
and implementation.  Not only
are their views considered, but
young people are also involved
in making the decisions

Youth initiated and directed
Young people have the initial idea
and decide how the project is to
be carried out.  Adults are available
to assist when necessary but do
not take charge

Youth initiated, shared
decisions with adults
Young people have the ideas,
set up projects and come to
adults for advice, discussion
and support. The adults do not
direct, but offer their expertise
for young people to consider.
Final decisions are negotiated

Consulted and Informed
The project is designed and
run by adults, but young people
are consulted. They have a full
understanding of the process
and their opinions are taken
seriously.

5 Degrees 
of Participation



Principles for best practice
in youth participation
Introduction
As with all youth work procedures, adhering to principles of best practice can ensure 
that the work is carried out to a higher standard and can help you to remain focused 
throughout the process. The following is a set of principles which has been adapted from 
‘Young Voices – Guidelines on how to involve young people in your work’. This is a resource 
which was developed through a wide and lengthy consultation process which was led by a 
representative group from the youth work sector.

Visibility
There should be visible commitment at the highest level to the principles and practice 
of involving children and young people. This commitment is a core value and should be 
matched by detailed planning, provision of resources and capacity building.

Recognising diversity
Young people are not a homogenous group. Their involvement in decision making is 
more likely to succeed when the diversity of their circumstances, ethnicity, background, 
interests, skills and needs is recognised and respected.

Equality
All young people should have the opportunity to be involved in policy development 
and planning. It may be hard to reach some young people because of their personal 
circumstances, or because of lack of easy access to public consultation. An inclusive 
approach pays particular attention to ensuring that young people who might be at risk of 
being left out, for example, young people with learning disabilities, traveller children, etc. 
are actively involved.

Honesty, transparency and accountability
Young people must be treated honestly. They should be made aware of the purpose of the 
work and why they are involved. They should be involved in ways that are appropriate to 
their age and stage of development and they should know what level of influence they will 
have.
- There should be a real possibility of influencing what is planned;
- The contributions of the young people should be taken seriously;
- They should get feedback that lets them know the impact of their views.

Building capacity
It is essential to invest in building the capacity and readiness of both young people and 
adults to work together in this process.

Empowerment
The ways in which young people are involved should be empowering and should increase 
their sense of self-esteem and confidence. The methods of participation should promote 
skills such as decision-making, problem solving and negotiation.

Choice
Young people should ‘opt in’ to being involved and should know they have the right to 
choose when, how and whether to be involved.
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Safe practice
The safety and well-being of young people is a top priority. It is essential to have a 
clear code of practice for protecting their safety and welfare and for ensuring that 
child protection requirements are met.

Continuously improving
The involvement of young people is a new venture for many organisations. It is 
important to develop mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating activities and 
progress.

High quality
Arrangements for involving young people must be of a high standard, otherwise they 
may, at best, be tokenistic or, at worst, make for a bad experience for adults and young 
people.

Respect and partnership
In participatory work, young people and the adults should work in partnership with each 
other, in a way that is respectful to both partners.



Youth Participation Quiz
Are you already participating without even knowing it?

Many young people are getting involved in all kinds of participative activities all the time 
but just don’t connect these experiences with the term ‘youth participation’. Take a few 
minutes to complete the following quiz to find out if you are already participating and just 
don’t use the term.

Have you ever……. Yes No

1 Got involved in organising or helping out in running bactivities 
for yourself, your friends or your community?

2 Signed a petition?

3 Taken part in a demonstration/ protest?

4 Been involved in a Schools council?

5 Been involved in a Youth Group?

6 Contacted your local council by phoning or writing a letter 
about something you cared about?

7 Been involved in a Youth forum?

8 Spoken up on behalf of a cause?

9 Campaigned on behalf of a cause?

10 Volunteered in any way?

11 Got involved in any community/school fund raising etc?

12 Done any charity work?

13 Written an article for your school/youth club newsletter?

14 Been involved in making a video, writing a song or making a 
poster about something important to you?

15 Voted for something?
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Count the times you answered yes to any of the above:

1 – 5 times: 
Well done! You are what we call an active youth participant! Now that you have had a 
taste of some activities, why not get together with some like minded people and do 
something new! Check out Section 5 for more info on setting up a group.

5 – 10 times: 
Now you seem to be a dab hand at youth participation and generally getting yourself 
involved in all kinds of issues. Read on for some more ideas and tips for how you can keep 
up the good work!! Check out Section 4 for new ideas.

10 -15 times: 
What an incredibly active youth participant you are! You are probably a great role model 
for other young people who want to become more active. Well done! Just make sure you 
don’t take on too much. Spread the word and become an advocate for youth participation!! 
Check out Section 3 for a huge range of areas you could be getting involved in.

Didn’t answer yes to any: 
That’s ok too - it’s never too late to start! Read on and you may find examples of other 
activities which you might like to get involved in. Check out Section 2 for some tips on 
how to get started!



Pathways to Participation5

*Shier’s model of participation can be useful in assisting organisations to assess where 
they are in terms of attitude and approaches to youth participation in current work 
practices. It is also helpful in providing concrete examples of ways and structures in which 
to include young people. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
5 Adapted from Shier, H, Pathways to participation: Openings, opportunities and obligations’ Children and Society, vol  
 15, no 2, pp107-117 (2001)

Young people
are listened to

Are you ready
to listen to

young people?

Do you work
in a way that

enables you to
listen to

young people?

Is it a policy
requirement that

young people
must be

listened to?

Are you ready
to support young

people in
expressing

their views?

Do you have a range
of ideas and activities
to help young people

to express their views?

Is it a policy
requirement that

young people
must be

supported in
expressing

their views?

Is it a policy
requirement that

young people’s views
must be given
due weight in

decision making?

Is it a policy
requirement that

young people
and adults

share power
and responsibility

for decisions?

Is there a procedure
that enables young

people to join in
the decision

making process?

Is there a procedure
that enables young

people and adults to
share power and
responsibility for

decisions?

Are you ready
to let young

people join in
your decision

making process?

Does your decision
making process enable

you to take young people’s
views into account?

Are you ready to let
young people join in your

decision making process?

Are you ready to
take young people’s
views into account?

Are you ready to
share some of your

adult power with
young people?

Start Here

Young people
are supported
in expressing
their views

Young People
are involved in

decision making
processes

Young people’s
views are taken

into account 

Young People are
taking the lead in
making decisions
and are sharing
responsibilities

with adults
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An example of an implementation tool 
(Adapted from Shier’s model of participation)

Below is a template for an implementation tool which could be used by organisations to 
clearly map and monitor the realisation of youth participation initiatives. It provides a 
logical follow on step from Shier’s model of participation and assessment. Again, this is an 
activity which could be completed with the assistance of young people in the organisation/
youth group.

Opportunity Is this being 
done?

How is this 
(going to be) 
done?

Who does 
(is going to 
do) it?

How often
(By When)?

Success 
measurement

Young People’s 
views are 
listened to

Young People 
are supported 
to enable them 
to express their 
views

Young People’s 
views are taken 
into account

Young People 
are a part of 
the decision 
making process

Young People 
are taking the 
lead in making
decisions and 
are sharing 
responsibilities 
with adults

*Please note that it is likely that most organisations/youth groups are already carrying 
out many of these tasks and that much of the youth participation opportunities mentioned 
here are inherent in the work being carried out. It is, however, important to acknowledge 
this work, along with identifying further opportunities. This helps in identifying an 
organisation’s/youth group’s strengths and weaknesses in terms of capacity, skills etc.



Case Study: St. Cuans Youth Information 
Point & Library - Youth Work Ireland
This case study highlights the benefits of both young people and 
adults, from the formal and non formal sectors, working together.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
A group of ten young people aged between 15-18 years are recruited and trained by 
Youth Work Ireland in Castleblaney Secondary School each year. They then run a youth 
information point for all their peers and teachers as well as managing the school library. 
The young people undergo intensive training to deal with 18 categories of information. 
They receive computer training to deal with information sourcing and record keeping, and 
they also learn communication and teambuilding skills. Throughout the year, they deliver 
a high quality information service and work on projects that may be of interest to their 
peers. This year, their topic was bullying.  All work carried out is done so voluntarily at 
lunch time and during study periods. 

This project was initiated by the CEO of Youth Work Ireland, who identified an unused 
space in the local school and continuing on from the success of our public youth 
information centres, set about developing a peer run version of the project. The school 
was delighted to help and a fundraising drive was embarked on. The room was upgraded 
painted and refurbished by the young people and the first team of youth information 
officers were trained. Ten years later, the project has gone from strength to strength. The 
young people make all the decisions in the information point, it is their project and we can 
guide or advise them but no decisions are made without their involvement.

The group are supported by the Information Outreach Manager and the Youth Information 
Co-ordinator. They are visited weekly and assist with any projects they are undertaking at 
the time. There is also extensive communication with the youth service by text and email. 
On a daily basis the project is supported by their teacher. The youth information officers 
are an integral part of the whole organisation and one that we are very proud of. 

It can be difficult for a charitable organisation to provide an information service that 
reaches all young people in our remit – so having the youth officers is of great benefit to 
us and the local community of Castleblaney.

Resources are always quite limited and the young people do a huge amount of fundraising 
to keep the centre running and upgrade equipment. The youth service provides financial 
assistance and, of course, the time of the youth workers. 

Every year the project is evaluated and here are some of the comments from last year’s 
officers that may inform you of the difference it makes to them.
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“It was great having a place to go to that 
didn’t feel like school and we provided 
a service to other students. I would 
definitely do it again.”

“I learned a lot from helping people with 
career choices. I found it helped me a 
lot when trying to figure out courses for 
myself. I understand them much more 
now and can answer questions off-hand. 
I also became aware of how much I 
enjoy helping people”

“The fact that I know that I have made 
an impact on the Youth Information Point 
and that I can always say that I was an 
Information Officer and nobody can take 
that away from me, it’s a great feeing 
and makes it all worthwhile.”
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