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NETWORK NEWS

Youth participation has been a buzz phrase in youth work
during the past decade. The government has stated clearly
that good youth work involves youth participation (DfEE,
2001). Essentially this means actively involving young
people in the design, delivery and evaluation of a service or
youth work programme. Global Youth Work (GYW) is
informal education which starts from young people’s
everyday experiences, seeks to develop their understanding
of the local and global influences on their lives, and
encourages positive action for change (www.dea.org.uk). If
GYW is to develop into a key aspect of a holistic youth work
curriculum, youth participation is essential.

Youth participation is not an ‘add on’ but a right for
young people to express themselves and for this opinion to
be taken seriously, in all decisions that affect their lives
(Article 12, United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child). It is the responsibility of those who deliver GYW to
ensure that they turn this right into a reality. 

Hear by Right (Wade et al, 2001), sets standards for
youth participation in local governance, which I summarise
below.

Benefits for the organisation/youth service include;

* services that are designed delivered and evaluated on the
basis of identified – rather than presumed – needs, wants
and interests of young people.

* innovation – a fresh perspective on the way in which
services should be delivered and what issues should be
looked at.

* development of young people – active involvement, when
managed well, develops skills, raises aspirations and helps
young people to reach their potential.

Benefits for young people

* learning – about themselves, about working with others
and about the interdependent world in which they live.

* development of new skills and support in applying them to
new situations.

* increased confidence and self esteem, as a result of being
taken seriously.

* attractive, high quality services, which are responsive to
their needs and those of their peers.

* An empowering environment which raises aspirations.

The problem for most youth workers is not in justifying
youth participation, but how to encourage the broadest

possible participation. A number of barriers can prevent
youth participation, particularly in GYW, which may
include:-

* practical difficulties, eg. the demands of school, home and
work, poverty, insecurity, involvement in crime or health
worries. It is important that GYW projects are part of a
holistic programme which provides support for all areas of
young people’s lives. 

* lack of information in jargon-free language that young
people can understand.

* finance – expenses must be refunded and if possible pre-
paid. Young people should be given sufficient time to be
able to participate, even if this means delaying a project.

* unclear boundaries. From my own experience, it is
disempowering to believe that you are being invited to
fully participate in every level of decision making, only to
discover that your views are not wanted and not
appreciated.

* adult difficulties in understanding young people’s issues
and problems and a lack of appreciation of young people’s
contributions.

* perceived relevance – young people may not feel that
global issues are part of their lives. It is important to start
with the local and link to the global.

* lack of confidence and self-esteem. A lot of work may
need to be done with a group to being them to a level
where they feel able to participate in a Global Youth Work
project.

Those interested in GYW need to ensure that possible
barriers to youth participation are identified and broken
down, that they know how they want young people to
participate before they begin a project, and that they have the
capacity to make it happen.
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Tom Burke, 17, is part of “Global Youth NETwork” a
DEA project to involve young people in the development
of Global Youth Work. Tom has delivered training on
youth participation and helped to co-ordinate under-18
participation in the United Nations Special Session on
Children.

Youth participation in Global Youth Work

Tom Burke summarises the benefits of, and barriers to, youth participation in Global Youth Work and suggests
how to overcome some of the barriers.


