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Introduction

I want to start off by saying that I believe young people’s participation within organisations to be one of the most exciting developments. I’ve seen many times, firsthand, the huge difference it can make to programs, young people, staff, and the working culture of an organisation, but I’ve also witnessed many times the frustrations of both young people and adult staff involved. 

My belief, and the reason I’ve chosen to do a PhD on youth participation is that we need to look critically and honestly at the practices and systems in order to make them work better and be more positive experiences. Participation is a process. An organisation or system can never achieve perfect participation once and for all, but instead it calls for continual reflection on how things are working at different points, what can be improved, what can be learnt and how situations have changed.

For this presentation I’m going to talk firstly about some of people’s beliefs and images of participation and how this can impact on practice. Then I’ll move on to the give critical issues as I see it.

Ambiguity of participation 

“Participation” is a lovely, cozy concept. How could anyone be against it? It has been said that it “evokes a warm sense of togetherness, common purposes and mutual understanding.” The reason it can do this is because it is such an ambiguous concept. Meaning all things to all people, it seems to offer everybody what they would like it to mean, but at the same time, masks a range of very different understandings and expectations and the reasons for committing to it within an organisational context. 

Now, this ambiguity of participation can be the source of many problems, but it can also provide opportunities as I’ll explain later.

Problematic

Problematic can be the fact that various staff and governers may have different driving reasons and commitment to participation. At its most simple, we can split these reasons into moral and pragmatic drivers for participation. Participation as a means and participation as an end.

· Participation as a moral issue invests in participation because it is young people’s right, it helps build young people’s confidence and abilities.
· Participation as a pragmatic issue means investing in participation primarily as a means to achieving a goal—better programmes.
Of course, it is perfectly possible for people to be committed to both moral and pragmatic reasons for participation but one of these may be given higher priority, which will become clear in any conflict between the two. For example, where participation is seen primarily as a tool for achieving better programmes then evidence that services or programmes have not improved would lead to scrapping the principle. Where participation was more of a moral commitment, this would not be the case.

This mix of different takes on participation can be problematic within organisations because if there is not clear reasoning behind participation and its primary goals within the organisation, then this cannot be offered to the young people being involved. Young people will come on board with their own various and different expectations of participation and what can be achieved. And this lack of initial clarity in organisational thinking can lead to frustration, especially when young people’s expectations of achievable change, the decision making process or what can or should be achieved are at odds with that of the staff and organisation. 

Opportunity

But this ambiguity can also be an opportunity for promoting youth participation within organisations. The fact that there may be differing levels of commitment to participation and reasons for participation can offer a crack in the door that advocates of participation can use to their advantage. 

There may initially be only very superficial support for participation as a means of gaining organisational legitimacy or securing funding but whatever the reasons it can be used to start inviting young people into organisations. This itself is a change that is hard to turn back from and can then build upon itself. The process starts. For example, when IPPF changed the structure of its governing council in 1998, it included the requirements that one of each of the 5 regional representatives had to be a young person under the age of 25. At the time there were a lot of people within the organisation that felt ambivalent about this. Some agreed with the change because it would look good and some because they genuinely thought it was young people’s right to be on the highest decision making body of the organisation they were part of. But whatever the reasons, at the end of the day it didn’t significantly matter. Young people were in the regulations and this formal commitment has meant a whole knock on effect as little by little the organisation has been forced to sit and take notice of young people and the regions have had to start to make changes to elect young people. This means there is more of a value given to participation at regional and member associations. Whereas before those member associations that were originally collaborating with young people might have done this without significant recognition from their regional office, now, because of the requirement from the top, they are actually actively encouraged. 

Which brings me to my next point, the fact that participation needs both a top and bottom push.  Not until you get pressure from above is there enthusiasm to make participatory structures however much the bottom is pushing for it. Within IPPF the whole idea came first from some individual member associations that were doing work in partnership with young people, but only once there the requirement for it was being pushed at the highest level was it given legitimacy throughout the whole organisation. Having the participation of young people at the highest level in the constitution means that there is support and justification for those members that are working to make it a priority. 

Five critical issues

Moving on from a broad overview of organisational drivers, I’m now going to go through five of the critical issues as I see it for organisations to deal with that are serious about working meaningfully with young people:

1. First off, is recognising that there is no single answer to participation. There is no way of setting up a perfect structure and having it nailed, but rather participation is a way of doing everything, a way of thinking so that young people are involved as partners all the time in as many ways as possible. 

This means a focus on informal participation and respect for young people’s views in daily interactions, whether at service delivery or project level, as well as extending this up to the more formal structures, and ways with working with young people such as on the management committee. Not either/or but doing both and more. 

It means building in as many different ways for young people to input their views as possible, rather than having one system of representation and leaving it at that. It means using a variety of methods, including one-off consultations, asking for comment and feedback, as well as more intensive ongoing processes to involve young people on an ongoing basis. 

The more different and varied opportunities to involve young people, the more young people will respond. Not everyone likes sitting in on meetings, or making formal speeches. Nor does everyone want a high level of involvement and commitment. Setting up a structure that demands this from young people cuts out the young people that don’t fit into that particular way of doing things and denies them the opportunity to give their opinions in a way that suits them.

2. Secondly, building in a variety of opportunities and methods for young people to give their opinion deals with the so called problem of “turnover.” 

In actual fact I don’t see turnover as a problem at all. It is a natural fact of the age group and it is a problem only so far in that organisation and staff prefer to work with a group of young people they know, who have learned how to deal with the system and are easy to work with. When they leave, staff need to start the process over again with a new group of young people. But if your philosophy is that as many young people as possible should be given a variety of opportunities to feed into decisions and working practices, then turnover is a positive thing. It means a larger group of young people being involved in a system that is continually dynamic and responding. 

3. Looking in more detail at the situation where a few young people are involved in a more intense way, one issue that I think it is crucial for organisations to recognise is the pressures put on young people within adult-led youth service organisations. 
· There is the pressure on them often to speak on behalf of all young people, rather than acknowledging their expertise as young individuals. Adults are rarely asked to speak for all adults, yet with young people when it comes to representation there are often double standards in terms of what we expect from them and what we would ask of adults in the same position.
· Often they are under huge pressure to perform in particular ways and if they don’t match up to adult expectations then this can often become a black mark against all young people. 
· This highlights the fact that ultimately where young people are being involved in adult led organisations there is always the issue of adult approval hanging over them- how far can they really go against what adults want? How much can they rock the boat? And if at the end of the day adults don’t approve, there is always the possibility of taking away their support at any time and replacing them with other young people. 

Addressing these issues means taking the power dynamics very seriously in participation and looking at how to manage or reduce the imbalance: for example, setting up structures where young people are accountable to other young people and selected by them, so adults can’t select or deselect them at whim. But more than that is trying to work continually in ensuring a partnership between young people and adults that is responsive and aware of these dynamics. 

4. Which brings me to my fourth point, the importance of adults changing too. Young people are under pressure to adapt to adult led organisations and working practices. Although one of the benefits of participation is that it can in the long term affect how things are done, change can be very slow and often painful. There is too little recognition of the changes that adults should have to make to their ways of doing things to work with young people. There needs to be more focus on equipping adults to work in meaningful partnerships with young people. Creating a dialogue between adults and young people is crucial in all of this. Youth participation is not about young people doing things  all by themselves, nor is it about adults going to young people with a blank slate and taking everything they say at face value, but rather it is about building respectful partnerships—interaction and dialogue between adults and young people.

5. Lastly, and in my mind perhaps most crucially, participation is about taking risks. It means being open to new ideas, new ways of working and doing things differently.  Young people’s participation is not controllable in terms of knowing what the output will be. Yet this is thought very much at odds with the pressures that are on organisations to perform, produce measurable and planned outputs, and have processes that are controllable, i.e. reduce risks.

With participation there seems to have been a wave of enthusiasm, followed now by more and more calls to capture participation, measure it, prove its worth, but in my mind this is contradictory with the ethos of participation, of working with young people in a genuine way that is open to their input, whatever that might be. To me all the pressures of measuring effectiveness, evaluating participation are hard to reconcile with keeping a real space for change, for actually responding to what people say. This is an ongoing challenge for all of us.
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