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The Northern Ireland Youth Forum is a youth led organisation and we take our
direction straight from young people. Our Executive Board of Management
is made up of 16 young people aged 11-25 years old with 3 non-voting adult
places. Therefore, Participation and youth-led decision making is right at the
heart of everything we do.
We believe collaboration and working in partnership with young people is
a vitally important aspect of youth work. Through working together we can
affect positive change with young people, for their communities and society.
Partners in Power is a programme that we are passionate about as it
encompasses our core belief in the right of young people to participate, the
ability of young people to make good decisions and to create something
positive and the need for adults to create the space for this to happen.
The Partners in Power programme was a 16-month project that involved
16 voluntary and community organisations from across Northern Ireland,
these included large regional organisations, community associations,
uniformed organisations and local youth centres. The learning from this
programme is reflected in this document which is designed as a starting
point for organisations that want to get better at involving young people in
organisational or community decision-making. This document is designed
to encourage open and honest communication between adults and young
people that will challenge and inspire both groups to work together to improve
their organisation for all. It is about understanding each other’s values,
perspectives, roles and ultimately identifying and working towards common
goals that create a culture of participation.
Thank you
We would like to thank The Lloyds TSB Foundation Northern Ireland for
supporting this project, for their understanding, foresight and flexibility that
enabled Partners in Power to be a successful programme and meet the needs
of the varied organisations who took part.
We would also like to thank all the organisations who took part and invested
their time and hard work into creating meaningful participation for and with
young people. We look forward to seeing and celebrating their continued
success in the future.
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Partners in Power is an initiative by the Northern Ireland Youth
Forum supported by the Lloyds TSB Foundation for Northern Ireland.
Lloyds TSB Foundation, through their years of supporting youth work
inititatives across N.I., identified the need to increase support for
organisations to promote young people in decision making within their
organisation and beyond.
This work has evolved over a number of years drawing on the experience
gained by the Northern Ireland Youth Forum working alongside other
organisations and young people who have sought to create a culture of
participation.
A culture of participation is an ethos, an understanding, a set of values that
is shared by everyone in the organisation demonstrating a committment
to young people having their place, to be heard, to challenge, to create, to
influence and to share in the life of an organisation.

Who is this document for?
This document is for the whole organisation and the people who make up
an organisation. One person or group of people using the document alone
will limit its potential.
Who are the people who make up our
organisation?
Write in all the groups of people who
make up your organisation and who
are connected to your organisation.
(This may be an opportunity to
ask yourself as an organisation if
there are any people who could be
part of the organisation who are
not involved – either young people,
volunteers or staff).
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A culture of Participation
will bring about change.

“The why I participate
is as important as how
I participate.”

Embarking on this journey will
require an agreement across
the organisation from all
levels including leadership and
management, volunteers, staff and young people.

Partners in Power is not just about a series of exercises or a
programme to be followed, or even a set of skills to be learnt.
It is about asking why one should participate and about
taking steps towards helping workers and young people
develop participation as a ‘state of mind’.
“The why I participate is as important as how I participate,” therefore, “we
should note that effective participation can be inspired and developed
experientially rather than in curriculum based or other forms of
instructional or obligatory learning.” (McCready, 2011).
Youth workers and young people working alongside one another in a more
participative way can encounter obstacles along the way. The worker must
ask themselves if they are prepared to work in a manner that advocates for
and supports young people to take their rightful place and to contribute to
shared decision-making.
Wierenga in “Sharing a New Story” (2003), states,

“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”.
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Participation is not an event or a programme, it is a way of being, rooted in
a belief that every person has an equal right to participate fully in society
and be treated as a valuable member of that society.
When we talk about participation in youth work we are recognising young
people’s full citizenship now, not just as ‘future citizens’
The Northern Ireland Youth Forum defines participation as a process of
empowerment where young people are proactive in decision making.
It is a process whereby young
people have power and influence
with regards to decisions or
issues that affect their lives or
that they care about.
Northern Ireland Youth Forum
believe that there are various
levels at which young people are
involved in decision making;
•

In their own life

•

In their community

•

Beyond – regionally,
nationally and internationally

Participation is a young
persons’ right “... to be
involved in making decisions,
planning, and reviewing
an action that might affect
me. Having a voice, having
a choice,” as stated in the
Welsh National Standards for
Children and Young People’s
Participation (2007).

“Youth participation is about young people having a say in decisions
that affect their lives, organisations and communities.
In particular it means that:
• young people have an important contribution to make in decisions
that impact on their lives, organisations and communities;
• young people have the skills, knowledge and confidence to get
involved with decision making; and
• a culture exists within which young people’s opinions and
contributions are recognised, valued and acted upon by wider
society.”
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Participation is not one size fits all ...
Considering it as a continuum may be helpful.
Westhorp’s (1987) continuum acknowledges young people’s engagement
across a scale, as seen in the diagram below. Wierenga (2003) comments on
this idea stating:

“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.”

The six stages of Westhorp’s (1987) Continuum
1

2

3

4

5

6

Ad hoc
input

Structured
Consultation

Influence

Delegation

Negotiation

Control

Blunt End

Sharp End

“A belief in participation means we must take seriously our
responsibility to work alongside young people and maybe
those who are not used to speaking will be heard by those
who are not used to listening and real change may come
about”. ( McCready, 2011).
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The purpose of Partners in Power is to:
Invite meaningful and real conversation with young people and adults in
order to develop or build on a culture of participation within youth groups
and youth organisations and wider society. This meaningful engagement
will result in young people “think(ing) of themselves as active citizens,
willing, able and equipped to have an influence…” (McCready, 2011)
By:
• Creating a discussion where people can examine their own values and
beliefs in relation to participation
• Discussing some key themes and principles that underpin participation
• Looking at some of the models of participation
• Developing a shared understanding of participation for your
organisation or group
Principles of Participation
Partners in Power, although it contains a number of exercises, is more
concerned with embedding principles, and as Margaret Wheatley (2003)
asks, are we developing capacity or just staging an event? It’s not just about
completing a programme, but about carrying through what we learn into
all aspects of our lives.
Learning the skills of participation must lead us to be actively engaged in
making decisions that affect all aspects of life, they must lead us to engage
more consciously in making our organisation/world a better place for all
involved.
In order for this to happen, McCready (2011) reminds us that participation
“reaches beyond the single dimension of skills development. In simple
terms this triumvirate (Empowerment – Active Citizenship – Participation)
is built upon four key principles:
•
•
•
•

Young people have the right to participate;
Young people have the means to participate;
Young people have the space to participate;
Young people have the opportunity to participate”.
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“A belief in participation means we must take
seriously our responsibility to work alongside
young people and maybe those who are not
used to speaking will be heard by those who
are not used to listening and real change
may come about.”
(McCready, 2011)

Why participation is a ‘live and on-going issue’.
It would be easy to get dishearted by the seemingly endless pursuit of a
more participative culture society. Wierenga (2003) offers two insights as
to why Young people’s participation is a ‘live and on-going issue’.
1. Young people have less access to structural power that many other groups.
2. Unlike other minority groups, children and young people keep losing their
best representatives and spokes-people because they keep growing up.
Why should young people participate in public decision-making?
Young people have a right to influence the key decisions that shape their lives.
This right is recognised in Article 12 of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child to which Britain, along with almost all other
countries, is a signatory. Two of the reasons why this right is so important
are:
1. Young people cannot vote until the age of 18 and so have no formal
means of exercising their power in deciding who makes the political
decisions that affect their lives.
2. Public decisions tend to have a particularly strong impact on young
people as they are still, to some extent, dependent on state services, e.g.
education.
This is especially true for some groups of young people, e.g. looked after
children. (Taken from: http://www.participationworks.org.uk)
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When deciding to examine
participation within your
organisation there are some
questions that might be
helpful to ask:
•

What are my own views on
young peoples’ participation?

•

Do I believe it is possible?

•

Do I believe it is desirable?

•

Am I willing to make changes to
achieve it?

•

Am I willing to face challenges
from myself, my own work load,
colleagues, young people ...?

After reflecting on these questions,
both individually and as a group, it
is important that you agree a way
forward and set realistic goals for
the organisation.
These steps might be helpful for
getting started:

STEP 1:
Get agreement from the
organisation, particularly those who
are currently key decision makers.
STEP 2:
Gather a group of people
from across the organisation who
will take this initiative forward.
Ensure that there is a good
representation from young people,
staff, volunteers and management.
STEP 3:
Examine what you
already do well and use that as a
starting point.
STEP 4:
Make sure that you
communicate with the whole
organisation (make sure that it is
not just a project by some people).
STEP 5:
Be clear about what you
want to achieve, work with all the
groups within the organisation to
develop a shared vision.
STEP 6:
Be realistic in terms of
what your resources are, focus on
what is possible while still having
the courage to do some things in a
different way.
STEP 7:
Look at the membership
of the group who are taking this
initiative forward. Identify whose
voice is not being represented on
the group and take steps to try and
address this. Building a culture of
participation should be an inclusive
process.
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STEP 8:
Do something – don’t get
hung up on the need for perfection.
We draw on the wisdom of Einstein:
“A person who never made a
mistake never tried anything new”
Albert Einstien
“We cannot solve our problems
with the same thinking that created
them” Albert Einstien
STEP 9:
Ensure that young
people, staff and management have
access to training and support to
help develop their capacity.
STEP 10: Remember that this is a
process that you have entered into
voluntarily, an open and honest
approach will help to identify
issues you are having and help the
group work toward identifying the
solution.
“Every group of people has the
means to solve its own problems”
Paulo Friere.
STEP 11: Take time and space
to review and evaluate what you
are doing. Are you achieving what
you set out to achieve? Are your
intentions the same as they were at
the beginning of the process?
STEP 12: DON’T FORGET TO
CELEBRATE WHAT YOU DO WELL

Partners in Power is based in the
organisation however, the ideas
and principles can be applied to the
4 dimensions of participation as
highlighted by McCready (2011).
-

The development of individuals
capabilities and confidence

-

Participation in local
communities and communities
of interest

-

Participation in decisionmaking in the youth service

-

Participation in the
development of public policy

So while young people will take
part and benefit personally from
increased participation, there is
also an intention to shape and to
contribute to the wider society.
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It is important to recognise that a lot of good work is
happening in organisations. Partners in Power seeks to
encourages an open and honest reflection on what you are
doing well and what steps are needed to move forward.
Youth work is a distinctly educational process, where young people are
partners in the learning. This way of thinking, as stated earlier, becomes
a ‘state of mind’ that permeates our thinking and acting. Participation in
youth work is about bringing about change particularly for those people in
our society who are most affected by poverty and exclusion.

“A belief in participation means we must take seriously our
responsibility to work alongside young people and maybe
those who are not used to speaking will be heard by those
who are not used to listening and real change may come
about.” (McCready, 2011)
Taking our responsibility seriously will have implications for practice and
policy as well as resources all this must be balanced with what McCready
calls ‘creat(ing) a sense of what is possible’.

“if the focus of our effort is on driving that which is within
our control (rather than that which is not), we are more
likely to be both effective and happy.”
(Stokes, 2004:11, Participation and The Big Deal Report, 2011)

Participation has been a central part of youth work since the earliest
days of the when Emmeline Pethick and Mary Neal started a club - the
Espérance. Their particular contribution to what we now know as ‘youth
work’ was the recognition of a social and political dimension to work with
young women. (Smith 2002).
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“it is the critical involvement of young
people in society which seeks to be
compassionate and participant… I see
the new (Youth) Service providing many
opportunities for young people to discuss
matters of controversy and to share in
the formation of public opinion.”

The following
two quotes
represent a
consistent
message
about the
connection
between
(Milson ibid p13, Big Deal document)
youth
work and
participation over
the last forty years.
Milson, (in Fairbairn and Milson, 1969), states,
More recently in the (YSSPG) paper “Shaping the
Future of the Youth Service” (2009), it states,

“Empowering practice can be built upon
strong relationships where the engagement of the young
person is a voluntary one. Participation work cannot
operate in isolation from youth work practice.”
Some key messages about participation and youth work:
• Youth work is an educational process.
• Youth work is concerned with bringing about change for those who
are most disadvantaged in our society.
• Participation cannot work in isolation of youth work practice.
• Young people and workers must take seriously the challenge to bring
about change.
• We must get the balance right and strive for what is possible.
• Youth service is about creating opportunities for young people to discuss
matters of controversy and to share in the formation of public opinion
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What are our thoughts so far?
Are we prepared to change?

Are we prepared to engage with young people in controversial
discussions and decisions?

What are my core beliefs about the ability of young people to

contribute to the organisation and society. (T his question will be
explored further later on in the document).
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Three models of participation are presented below. The presentation is
very simplistic and does not contain any critic of the models. For a fuller
description of the three models presented as well as a number of other
models please see The Big Deal and Participation Report (2011). This is
available from www.thebigdealni.com
We would suggest that, rather than taking the models as a destination or
goal, you take the information and use it to discuss what elements you find
find helpful.
We can learn from the models of participation but we should not be limited
by them.

“Too many change efforts fail when an
innovation that has worked well in one area of
the organisation is rolled out through the entire
organisation. This attempt to replicate success
actually destroys local initiative. It denies the
creativity of everyone except a small group. All
living systems change all the time, in new and
surprising ways, discovering greater effectiveness,
better solutions. They are not acting from some
master plan.”

www.thebigdealni.com
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Question – What can we learn from these models that
will influence our approach to participation?
Hart’s Ladder (1992) is a hierarchical model. Using it can help organisations to identify
non-participation practices. It encourages people to climb off the lower levels of nonparticipation and think of ways to genuinely engage young people in the higher levels
of participation.
Harry Shier (2001), “Pathways to Participation”
There is a hierarchal feel to Shier’s model of participation. however youth participation
is presented as a process rather than a specific event or project. Shier’s “Pathways to
Participation” model is useful in assessing organisational readiness and commitment to
youth participation beyond individual projects.
Philip Treseder’s (1997), model recognizes different levels of involvement, presenting
them as a non-hierarchical and context-speciﬁc model. Each or any level of
participation could be the most appropriate level at any given time based on the needs
and abilities of the young people.

Hart’s ladder

Treseder’s Model of Participation

8. Youth-initiated, shared decision with adults
7. Youth-initiated and directed

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.

6. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth
5. Consulted and informed
4. Assigned but informed
3. Tokenism
2. Decoration
1. Manipulation

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

5 Degrees
of
Participation

Consulted and Informed
Youth initiated and directed
The project is designed and
Young people have the initial
run by adults, but young
idea and decide how the
people are consulted. They
project is to be carried out.
have a full understanding of
Adults are available to assist
the process and their
when necessary but do not
Youth initiated,
opinions are taken
take charge
shared decisions with adults
seriously.
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

The language used in the three models has been taken from the National Youth Council
of Ireland’s Youth Participation Resource Pack ‘Why Don’t We?’ (2007).
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Harry Sheir - Pathways to Participation
Young People
are taking the
lead in making
decisions and
are sharing
responsibilities
with adults

Are you ready to
share some of your
adult power with
young people?

Is there a procedure
that enables young
people to join in the
decision
making process?

Are you ready
to let young
people join in
your decision
making process?

Young
people’s
views are
taken into
account

Is there a procedure
that enables young
people and adults to
share power and
responsibility for
decisions?

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

Are you ready to let
young people join
in your decision
making process?

Young People
are involved
in decision
making
processes

Is it a policy
requirement that
young people’s views
must be given due
weight in decision
making?

Does your decision
making process
enable you to take
young people’s
views into account?

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 and
adults share power
and responsibility for
decisions?

Are you ready
to support young
people in expressing
their views?

Young people
are supported
in expressing
their views

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?

Adapted from Shier, H, Pathways to participation: Openings, opportunities and obligations’
Children and Society, vol 15, no 2, pp107-117 (2001).
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What does turning up the volume on youth
participation look like for your setting?
F ill in the spaces provided
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The benefits of participation reach from the individual young person to
their community and to wider society. The National Council for Voluntary
Youth Sector states:
Participation of all citizens is essential to a healthy democratic society. This
obviously includes the participation of young people. http://www.ncvys.
org.uk
Each group can reflect themselves on benefits for the young people, the
workers, the wider community and the organisation.
Here are some of the things others have experienced as the benefits of
young people’s increased participation.

Benefits for young people
•

Opportunity for young people to use and enhance their skills and
knowledge.

•

Young people and adults have the opportunity to develop more
meaningful relationships.

•

Improves youth work programmes because the young people are part of
shaping them.

•

The voice of young people is heard.

•

Young people experience real engagement.
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Benefits for the organisation
•

There is a greater chance that the work of the organisation meets the
needs of young people because they were involved in the decision
making.

•

Leads to better decisions.

•

The organisation can become more accountable to young people.

•

It’s an opportunity to challenge ‘status quo’ approaches to work with
young people.

•

Young people have more of a sense of belonging in the organisation.

Benefits for the wider community
•

Young people could become more involved in their community with a
greater sense of being a valuable active member of the the community.

•

Adults may gain more insights into the positive contribution young
people can make to society.

•

It stengthens the experience and understanding of participative
democracy.

•

It is important that the community hears what young people have to say
as they will at times have differernt insigts.

Benefits for youth workers
•

More authentic relationahip with young people.

•

More satisfaction that the work is in partnership with young people.

•

Greater sense of achieving and creating together with young people
(creators not consumers).
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Developing a culture of participation is more than just
a series of exercises. The exercises included here are to
support the user to build a culture of participation as
outlined in the introduction.
The exercises are to be used in the
way that best suits your group. You
may choose to leave one or more out
or change the order in which they
are presented.
When using the exercises you may
wish to focus only on your own
youth setting or consider the ideas
and concepts in a wider context.

Exercises that relate to
the organisation – can
be applied to the youth
setting, the youth sector,
the wider community.

Recording all the
information from the
exercises:
•

Record and share what you are
learning as well as recording and
celebrating the journey.

•

Use photographs to capture each
stage of your progress.

•

You might use a video recorder
or facebook page?
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Your work
What is our understanding of the
work we do with young people in
our setting?

Ask each group to take 25 minutes
to discuss and then create an image
to describe:

Purpose
To enable young people and adults
in the youth work setting to
examine their views of youth work
and gain an understanding of each
others views.

• What is the purpose of youth
work?

Time
Approximately 45 minutes.
Resources
Large card, Arts and crafts
materials, Scissors, Glue
Any other items that will be helpful
in creating a picture
Instructions
Split the group into groups of 3 or 4
maximum. It is up to you whether
you want to mix the groups of
young people and adults.
Give each group a selection of
materials.

• What do young people get out of
it?
• What do workers get from it?
• What does the wider community
get from it?
When the groups have had enough
time to discuss their views on youth
work and create an image, invite
them to come back together in the
large group and share their images.
What does your image say about
the view your group has about the
purpose of youth work?
Some questions to reflect on:
• What does each picture have in
common?
• Are there any differences?
• What do they tell us about our
view of youth work?
Based on your discussion draw up
statements about what they believe
youth work is about.
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Working in Partnership
How do the partners view one another?
Purpose
Power is always rooted in a
relationship. Youth work has at
its core, the relationship between
the young person and the youth
worker.

There are two common
assumptions about young people:

In this context it is therefore
important to examine how the
partners view one another.
This exercise gives participants
the opportunity to reflect on their
beliefs about each other.

We can add to that statement by
saying:

It is important to create the
right atmosphere to enable this
exploration to take place. You may
wish to set guidelines with the
group.

If the group struggle to discuss
these statements alone you can add
in supplimentary questions such as:

• young people can do nothing
• young people can do everything
(Wierenga, 2003)

• adults can do everything
• adults can do nothing

Time
Approximately 45 minutes

• What do you believe that adults
are really good at?
• What do you believe that adults
don’t do very well?

Resources
The statements below written out
on flip chart paper
Flip chart paper and Markers

• What do you believe that young
people are really good at?
• What do you believe that young
people need help with?

Instructions
Write the following statements on
flip chart paper big enough for a
group of 3 -5 people to see it.
In small groups of between 3
and 5 people discuss these two
statements.
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Young people
can do
everything

Young people
can do
nothing

How do these views impact on the
ability of adults and young people
to share power?
This exercise can lead to the group
creating their own set of guidelines
as to how they are going to build
and sustain good relationships in
relation to working in partnership in
the organisation.
Any exercises that relate to the
individual young people within the
organisation – spread out to the
youth setting, the youth sector, the
wider community.
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Building good youth-adult partnerships
Each group has to form their own norms of how they are going to
work together. However there are some key elements that will be
important to all groups:
Get the people with the most power in the organisation to
commit to young people’s participation in the organisation.
What does this look like for us?

Share the power when making decisions.
What does this look like for us?
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Provide training and support so that young people and adults
can develop and build on their skills.
What does this look like for us?

Understand and respect each others expectations and way of
communicating.
What does this look like for us?

Are there other things that you would like to include when
thinking of how you are going to work together?
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Building good youth-adult partnerships
Give each person, or small group, a page and answer the
question:
What 3 changes do you want to make in order to bring about a
culture of participation in your organisation?
Share and discuss.

Change is not always easy for people but some questions to
consider are:

Do you want to change?

What does it mean for us to have to change?

What does change mean to you?

PARTNERS IN POWER

Power and Privilige are important concepts to consider when exploring participation
because understanding your own power and the power and privilege held by others
has a real impact on how decisions are made and who makes them.

What is power?
A definition of “power” is “the ability to control or to influence people or events”
(Oxford dictionary 2005).
Power may be thought about as a ‘thing’, one person ‘giving’ power as a ‘thing’ to
another. We find ourselves saying, ‘that person ‘has’ power’. It may be unhelpful
to think of participation as a process by which adults, who ‘have’ power, empower
young people by ‘giving’ them some of the power.
A more helpful way of thinking about power is in terms of relationship with one
person or group having power ‘over’ another. In this way power moves and shifts
according to the relationahip, therefore, in discovering where the power lies at any
one time, it may be necessary to look at the nature of the relationship. So how do
we recognise where the power lies in a relationship? There is usually power on both
sides, sometimes one pulling against the other, the challenge is to bring about a
balance of power and therefore, equality within the relationship creating a fair way
to make decisions. It is recognised that knowledge is a source of power, so, rather
than holding on to knowledge for fear of losing power, making a “conscious attempt
to help people to gain for themselves, the knowledge, feelings and skills necessary to
meet their own and others’ developmental needs”, (Smith, 1982) a skill in itself, is a
step towards equity and balance of power.
Failure to provide opportunities for young people to gain knowledge and skills for
themselves and therefore, to think and to act in an un-coerced way is, “in effect,
limiting people’s social development and so maintaining the power structure.”
(Smith, 1982) Some would suggest that this attempt to balance power is not a neutral
move and that, “as soon as they try to enable a growth in people’s power to make
and carry through decisions they are challenging the distribution of power and,
therefore, acting politically.” (Smith, 1982) Decision making can never be seen as
neutral, therefore it is important to create an environment where each person or
group experiences freedom, respect and openness to make decisions un-coerced and
outside the influence and power of others.

What is privilege?
Privilege is a special advantage or right that a person is born into or acquires during
their lifetime. Privilege is not available to everyone in society. Privilege and power
are closely related: Privilege often gives a person or group power over others.
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What gives us power?

Purpose:
To explore the meaning of power
and how it influences our groups
Resources:
Flip chart paper
Post-it notes
Pens
Markers
Time:
45 minutes
Instructions:
Write the word power at the top of a
flip-chart page.
Ask the group what the word
“power” means to them, record
their responses.
Encourage participants to take a
moment to really think about this
question before answering.

After the brainstorm, share the
definition, ‘power is the ability to
control or to influence people or
events’ (Oxford dictionary 2005)
and compare it to the ideas on
power that the group has come up
with.
Give participants Post-it notes and
write answers to the question on
each.
What gives you power?
Ask participants to read what they
have written and stick their post-its
to a wall.
Group the responses by similarities.
Once everyone has shared, explain
‘external’ (power from outside of
yourself e.g. roles such as leader,
team captain) and ‘internal’
(finding power within yourself e.g.
self-confidence, assertiveness and
self-belief) sources of power.
Break into small groups of 3/5.
Looking at what was written on
the Post-its, use the following
questions, or create your own, for
discussion:
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•

Where do people get power
from, external or internal
sources?

•

What are some examples
of power that comes from
external sources and from
internal sources?

•

Do some people get power from
both internal and external
sources? Explain.

•

In what situations and
contexts are you most aware of
your own power?

Findings:
Gathering again in a large group
look at everything that was written
and discussed about external and
internal power and answer the
question - What gives us power?
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What gives us privilege?
Purpose
To explore the meaning of privilege
and how it affects our groups.
Resources
Flip chart paper
A4 paper
Pens
Markers
Time
45 minutes
Instructions:
In a large group ask, “What does the
word ‘privilege’ mean?”
Record the answers on flip chart.
On a flip chart create a working
definition for the word “privilege”
making sure that all participants
have a chance to share their
thoughts.

Privilege web
Write the word ‘Privilege’ in the
centre of a flip chart page and circle it.
Ask the group to suggest ways that
we have privilege in our society.
(e.g. speaking the English language,
having a reasonable amount of
money to live on, being white, being
male, living in the western world,
being educated etc), Write these
around the word on the flip chart.
Give a sheet of paper to every
participant and explain that they
are going to create their own
personal ‘Privilege Web’.
Write the word “privilege” in the
middle, circle the word, and then
create a web of responses or other
ideas around it.
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Ask participants to share their webs
if they feel comfortable doing so.
You may also feel more comfortable
collecting all the webs and giving
a five-minute break during which
the group leaves the room while
you post the webs anonymously on
the wall for a “gallery walk” giving
the participants a chance to walk
quietly around the room and view
everyone’s webs. (If you choose to do
the “gallery walk,” let participants
know ahead of time.)

Once everyone who wants to has
shared, discuss the following
questions with the group:
•

In what situations and contexts
are you most aware of your own
privilege?

•

Whether consciously or
unconsciously, how have you
used your privilege, both as an
individual and as a member of
various groups?

•

How do you acknowledge that
you have privilege or that you
don’t have privilege?

•

What is the difference between
privilege and power?

This leads us onto exploring
specifically who has power within
the organisation.
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Owning the power within your organisation.
Purpose
To explore who makes the decisions
in a group and where the power lies
within the group.
Time
Approximately 1hr
Resources
A4 pages with groups written
on them (young people, leaders,
management, connunity/others)
flip chart paper
markers.
Instructions
Stick a word on each wall of the
room.
•
Young people
•
Leaders
•
Management
•
Community/others

The group (management, young
people, leaders etc) stand in the
middle of the room.
A question is called out and each
person decides who makes that
decision and moves to stand at that
wall.
Examples:
•

Who decides what time the
group meets?

•

Who decides on the activities
of the group?

•

Who decises on the rules of the
group?

•

Who is responsible for staff
recruitment?

•

Who is responsible for finance
decisions?
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Discussion follows (example
questions for discussion)
Answer as honestly as you can

When all the questions have been
asked and discussed, record the
findings on paper:

•

•

Divide into small groups

•

Each group draws a large circle
on a flip chart

•

Inside the circle represents
all the power within the
organisation.

•

List the roles within the
organisation.

•

Discuss and make an
assessment as to who has what
percentage of power to make
decisions.

•

Share your findings with the
bigger group.

•

Do the same with privilege on
the flip charts and share with
the bigger group

•

•
•
•

Why did you move to that
position?
Did you move freely or were
you influenced by someone
else in the group?
How do you know these people
make this decision?
How do you feel about the way
decisions are made?
Would you change this or not?

Once the discussion comes to an
end everyone gathers again in the
centre of the room and the next
question is called. Each person
decides who they think makes that
decision and moves to that wall
followed by a discussion.

Within the organisation how do you
see power and privilege being used?
Record three thing you want to
remember from this discussion.
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Participation Audit

WHERE WE ARE
Each group has their own starting
point. Take time to carry out a
review of participation in your
organisation.
This exercise is not about proving
what you do or don’t do. Rather it
can be helpful for getting a fuller
picture of what currently happens
and examining what is possible
within your organisation.
Purpose
To help the group establish their
starting point for moving forward
with creating or building on a
culture of participation.

What decisions
are made in the
organisation?

Time
1hr 15 minutes
Resources
The template for the Audit grid
Flip Chart paper
Markers
Instructions
You can choose to do this as a mixed
group of children, young people
and adults or you can work in
seperate groups and then assess if
there is a difference in opinion and
experience.

Who currently is
involved in making
the decisions?

What do children
and young people
currently have a
say in?
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What connection do children and young people have with the key decision makers?
...for example the management committee, the Director of the organisation?

What are the ways in which young people have a say?

What are the opportunities for children and young people making decisions?

What will help children and young people to get involved in decision making
in the different settings?
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Please consider the following questions:
How will we know that what we are doing is making a
difference to building a culture of participation?

O
G
O
T
T
N
A
W
E
W
E
R
E
H
W
What do we want to see in our organisation in terms of:
•

Attitudes of young people, staff, volunteers management
community?

•

Skills of young people, staff, volunteers management
community?

•

Knowledge of young people, staff, volunteers management
community?
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•

Action by young people, staff, volunteers management
community?

•

Policies within the organisation
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Seven pointers for practice
What will help children and young
people to get involved in decision
making in the different settings?
Wierenga (2003) offer seven
pointers that support young
people’s engagement. These
pointers go across different
settings, for example you can see
how they can be applied to decision
making at a committee, in the daily
running of a club or programme
etc.
Seven Pointers for Practice
1

Storytelling: talking things
through together (about what is
going on, the task at hand, about
how we fit)

2

Listening and being heard

3

Discovering and affirming
strengths (capacities)

4

Resourcing and equipping
people to do the task well

5

Refining structures and
processes

6

Honouring each other through
formal relationships

7

Nurturing informal
relationships: group bonding
and cohesion.

Purpose
To help the group establish pointers
that will help young people get
involved in decision-making.
Time
Approximately 45 mins
Resources
A list of the seven pointers.
Paper and pens to record your own
views
Instructions
Have each of the pointers written
up separately on a flip chart.
Break into small groups of 2 or 3.
Each small group will work on a
pointer.

d
Listening and being hear
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Discuss what this pointer means
for your group.
For example story telling could
involve people sharing why an issue
is important to them.
Listening and being heard is
connected with story telling, but
it brings another dimension. By
listening and being heard we begin
to understand where the other
person is coming from.
Record one or two key points from
your discussion on the flip chart
and move to the next pointer
adding to what the original group
wrote.
Give 10 minutes for the first pointer
and 2-3 minutes for the other
pointers.
By the end of the exercise make
sure that the whole group has had
the opportunity to look at all seven
pointers.
As a whole group agree and record
the pointers for practice and some
practical examples that will help and
support young people’s participation
in your organisation.
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After going through the exercises, including the Audit, a starting point will
have been established.
Knowing where you are in terms of young poeple’s participation, the values
and beliefs that underpin your practice, having an understanding of what
helps and supports organisations to be more participative in their practice,
then it is time to create a plan for the next steps.
Questions to reflect on
Three exercises that will help to reflect on
the progress of your undertaking are:
1. Young people – Meaning,
Connectedness, Control, the three
question test
2. Personal reflection sheet for
practitioners
3. Criteria for change
• What do we do well in relation to
young people’s participation?
• What do we want to improve?
Give each person, or small group, a
page and answer the question:
What 3 changes do you want to make
in order to bring about a culture of
participation in your organisation?
Share and discuss.
• What steps do we need to take in
order to improve?
• What support will we need along the
way?
• Where will we get that support from?
• How will we know it is making a
difference?
• Is there any voices that are not being
heard while we are moving forward?

Presented opposite is a model by
Wierenga (2003), with three themes
represented as interconnecting
circles. This model is a good signpost to
examine and assess the meaningfulness
and progress of building a culture of
participation within your organisation.

The three themes are:
MEANING

Meaning or purpose involves establishing
significant connections between young
people’s own stories of ‘What makes them
tick’ and the mission at hand. (Wierenga,
2003).

CONTROL

Growing in leadership and decision
making is a risky process, and it involves
stretching the boundaries of what
individuals know they can do. (Wierenga,
2003).

CONNECTEDNESS

When charting unknown territory,
the surrounding relationships need to
provide security, and a sense of doing this
together. (Wierenga, 2003).

PARTNERS IN POWER

Wierenga (2003) also suggests that
groups might use the reflective tool to
‘critically explore’ the questions:
Where are we strongest?
Where are we weakest?
McCready (2011) suggests that young
people use the three themes of Meaning,
Control and Connectedness, and apply
them to a simple three question test
when considering whether or not to
become involved in an initiative.

Something to
think about...
when you have

MEANING + CONTROL +
CONNECTEDNESS =

Meaningful engagement

The three question test:
1. Does it have meaning for me?
Is it:

3. Is anyone listening?

• Something I want to do?

Is there connectedness?
• Will I/we be working with others?

• Something I believe in?

• Is it part of something bigger?

• Something that matters to me?

• Will there be a group experience?

• About what is happening around me?

• Will I get a sense of those who went
before me through this process?

2. Will I have control?

• Will I be made aware of those who may
come behind me?

Will I actually see things happening?
Are there sufficent resources to do it
effectively?
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Personal Reflection Sheet
Building a culture of participation is a dynamic process with the young
people and workers working together to create something new. This
requires an organisation to develop or indeed, use their capacity to be a
‘learning organisation’.
According to Peter Senge (1994), learning organisations are:

“… where people continually expand their capacity
to create the results they truly desire, where new and
expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where
collective aspiration is set free, and where people are
continually learning to see the whole together.”
Some questions that might help to get you thinking are:
•

What do I do to encourage young people’s participation within this
organisation?

•

What do I do that blocks a culture of participation within this
organisation?

•

What committment/skills/attitudes will I bring to developing and
supporting a culture of participation?

•

Is this process an inclusive process, are their any voices that are
excluded from our organisation?

•

What help and support do I need to help me with this?

•

Where can I access this support?

After a few months, or an agreed period of time, you may find it useful to
reflect on the following:
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Criteria for Measuring Change
Throughout the document it has been repeated that Partners in Power is
not just a series of exercises to be worked through.
It is important to ask some questions about the sustainability of the
changes which have been initiated.
Margaret Wheatley (2009) suggests that if we focus on the proper questions
and indicators,

“We will have supported people’s innate capacity to deal
with changing conditions because we will have learned
how to engage them.”
Presented below are some questions based on Wheatley’s ‘Real Criteria for
Measuring Change’ (2009).
• Is it obvious that young people are at the core of the work of the
organisation?
• Are people in the organisation more committed to being there now
than at the beginning of this effort?
• At the end of this process, do people feel more prepared for the next
wave of change?
• Did we develop capacity or just stage an event?
• Do people feel that their creativity and expertise contributed to the
changes?
Partners in Power will, hopefully, support organisations in writing their
own story in terms of creating or building on, a culture of participation.
Things do not need to turn out perfectly.
Partners in Power is about recognizing young people’s citizenship
now, not just for the future, and hopefully will draw out experiences
and conversations that affirm what organisations do well, as well as
challenging them to work alongside young people to help create a more
participative democracy.

PARTNERS IN POWER

That which matters
most must never be at
the mercy of that which
matters least. (Goethe)
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There are many terms that are connected with the participation. The range of terms
and the breadth of understanding of those terms in itself can act as a barrier for youth
workers meaningfully exploring how they can be more participative in their practice.
Presented below is some explanation of each of the terms. They are not a definitive list
or a precise definition but hopefully they will be a helpful starting point.
Participation

The Collins English Dictionary defines participation as “the act of
taking part in, becoming actively involved in, or sharing in something”.
Participation in its broadest sense is based on an ideology of ‘ideal types’
of inclusion, citizenship and democracy in the everyday lives of people.
For young people, participation is a necessary component of their social
economic and cultural transition into adulthood. (McCready 2011)

Decision
Making

Young people in decision making is about young people having the capacity
to make decisions and control outcomes. (Wierenga 2003)

Participative
Democracy

Participative democracy is understood to mean the involvement of young
people in public decision making about the policies and programmes of
public bodies. (YSSPG 2009)
Participative democracy is also about young people celebrating difference,
and encouraging them to develop their own identities and relationships.
During this process
they will be challenging and speaking out against poverty and inequality,
exclusion and discrimination, all of which can act as barriers.

Informed
participation

Gathering knowledge that leads to a set of higher goals towards changing
the political culture (in the UK) “For people to think of themselves as active
citizens, willing able and equipped to have an influence… p18 big deal doc

Political
literacy

Understanding the language in politics. “compound of knowledge skills
and attitudes”. (Crick 1998)

Political
Education

Encouraging young people to develop critiques of structures and social
justice and social change

Social justice

“Social Justice is about every one of us having the chances and opportunities to make the most of our lives and use our talents to the full.”1
Definition from the Welsh Assembly Government: at:
http://wales.gov.uk/topics/socialjustice/?lang=en

Social change

Social change is the structural transformation of political, social and
economic systems and institutions to create a more equitable and just
society.
Social change organisations are characterized by activism, cooperation,
persistence, and dedication of their members.
Opposite: Status quo; charity; business as usual; temporary solutions
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