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 Youth Participation and Inclusive Decision-Making in South Africa 
 
“Our youth are not failing the system; the system is failing our youth. Ironically, the very youth 

who are being treated the worst are the young people who are going to lead us out of this 
nightmare.” — Rachel Jackson 

 
By Dr Paul Kariuki, Nyasha Mpani and Yanga Malotana 
 

1  Introduction 
 

The quest for youth’s inclusion in the South African political landscape continues to be a matter 
of concern but also a point of priority in the country. Youth’s political participation and access 
to opportunity to socioeconomic development remains an important call not just in South 
Africa, but Africa as a whole because youth have been acknowledged for their creative skills 
and innovative ideas. Young people in South Africa, as proven through historical evidence, 
have significantly contributed to achieving democracy in the country. This was through 
political activism through joining liberation movements, participating and being part of student 
formations, getting involved with combating social ills etc. However, young people have 
deemed this democracy as unfriendly to the youth, which has discouraged many young people 
from participating in democratic processes. This is due to poor youth representation in political 
formations, governance, strategic positions within municipalities and government institutions, 
private sector and civil society. Their attempts to rectify this have failed due to political 
interference and manipulation, which has led to the current concerning position of young 
people in South Africa. 

 
The Democracy Development Program annually hosts the Youth Indaba Conference which is 
a gathering of young people from all walks of life. The desire of the event is to develop and 
nurture a cadre of young people who possess a sense of identity based on common values, a 
shared history and culture. Furthermore, the events seeks to promote the development of young 
people to take charge of their future as active citizens and play a significant role in promoting 
democratic values in their own communities. The theme for 2022’s event was Repositioning 
Youth Political Participation in Advancing Socioeconomic Challenges in South Africa. 

 
This research paper is based on the outcomes of the conversations and youth engagements of 
this event. This paper aims to investigate the degree in which inclusive political participation 
accommodates young people in South Africa. Sub-questions engaged with in this study 
include: 

1. Why youth participation in decision making processes is important? 
2. What political process can help to better facilitate that participation process? 
3. How can young people be adequately represented in political institutions, processes and 

decision making? 
This paper contributes to the advantage of youth political participation and engagement 
discourse by investigating the reasons for youth exclusion in South Africa and providing data 
directly from the youth on their personal experiences of this exclusion – and how they desire 
to be included. 

 
2  – Literature Review 

 

Youth participation in community is an essential approach towards enabling communities and 
countries to be able to develop and reach their zenith. Young people who have been for years 
been seen as recipients of change or development are now demanding their space and are 
becoming more and more important stakeholders and pertinent participants in the 
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implementation and management of development programs. The youth are now seen as key 
drivers of change and one can only ignore their demands or influence at their own peril. 
Engaging the youth in politics, economy, climate change, community development, peace and 
security initiatives is of greater importance currently as it places this constituency which is the 
majority at the centre of decision making. Youth participation or involvement in affairs of 
communities or society has been a major focus recently especially with regional and local 
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leaders trying to partner with foreign and domestic development practitioners to see if they can 
build youth capacity that will empower them to identify the benefits and opportunities that can 
bring meaningful change inside and outside the country and community. To achieve 
meaningful development in society it is now critical to include the youth in all these sectors 
not as pawns but as decision makers with equal voices as others. 

 
1.1 Defining Youth Participation 

 
Youth participation denotes to the practice of including young people in organizations and 
decisions that impact their lives. (Checkoway and Guiterrez, 2006) argue that youth 
participation, is the involvement of youth in meaningful/development activities inside their 
communities or countries. 

 
1.2 Youth Participation in Africa 

 
The youth are the largest demographic which according to various studies is not included in 
the decision making table. Young people have been demanding to be part and parcel of the 
country’s politics, be drivers of the country’s economy and to be agency of change. Those in 
leadership have not made it easy to pave way for the youth to actively participate in these 
sectors. A number of youth led organisations lately have been calling and demanding for youth 
involvement in issues to do with governance, peace and security, the economy, transitional 
justice, climate change etc. With the transformation of the OAU to AU in the 2000s, there has 
been a dramatic shift when it comes to youth participation and development agenda. 
Organisations such as the African Union have begun to give the much needed attention to these 
issues even at policy level as well. The African Union which is a continental body that South 
Africa is part of has also started to push for youth participation in a number of areas. Through 
its African Union, Agenda 2063, the AU wishes to create a better Africa by addressing 
challenges and opportunities vital to the future of the youth. Agenda 2063, according to Shawa 
(2018) emphasises that a peaceful and prosperous Africa can only be attained if the continent 
invests in its youth. The African Union’s Agenda 2063 aspiration number six details the outline 
on youth participation and guarantees the following: 

(1). Youth, be actively involved in all decision making processes; 
(2). Africa be an inclusive continent with no-one left behind or excluded through 
discrimination or gender, politics, religion, ethnicity, locality, age or other factors; 
(3). African youth be socially, economically and politically empowered; 
(4). An Africa where youth talent and potential will be fully developed rewarded and 
protected for the benefit of society; 
(5). Young Africans will contribute significantly to innovation and entrepreneurship, 
and their creativity and energy will be the driving for political, social, cultural and 
economic transformation; and 
(6). Africa’s youth will be guaranteed full access to education, training, skills and 
technology, to health services, jobs and economic opportunities, recreational and 
cultural activities as well as to financial means to allow them to realise their full 
potential.1 

It is through this framework, that member states such as South Africa, are expected to push for 
youth participation in all spheres of the country’s development agenda. Any development that 

 
 

1 https://mwnation.com/agenda-2063-and 
youths/#:~:text=In%20summary%2C%20Agenda%202063%20aims%20to%20create%20a,will%20contribute%2 
0to%20a%20peaceful%20and%20prosperous%20Africa. 
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does not see the youth as agency of development but sees them as recipients of development is 
bound to fail. It is critical that Africa and South Africa in particular involves its young people 
for the continent and country to have a positive change. Youth participation therefore entails 
having young people embracing the aspirations of Agenda 2063 and driving for the realisation 
and fulfilment of this agenda so as to have real development. 

 
1.3 Challenges affecting Youth Participation 

 
The continent is faced with a number of challenges ranging from wars, coups, unemployment, 
etc. and these have affected youth participation in Africa in different ways. Some of the 
challenges that affect youth participation are explained below; 
Lack of Opportunity; 
Young people are not being given an opportunity to take up spaces and leadership/economic 
opportunities. The African youth are stuck in what Mo Ibrahim Foundation (2019) calls 
“waithood” as opportunities are not being given to them. While in other countries quota system 
has been put in place so as to reserve some leadership seats for the young people, the general 
sentiment amongst the youth in Africa is that they are not being given opportunities to become 
part of politics and as most liberation movements who are in charge of the country affairs are 
of the view that liberation war credentials are keys to one getting into the country’s political 
leadership. Youth should be at all levels of decision making and it is crucial that youth are 
sufficiently supported and afforded an opportunity to fully participate in politics and decision 
making. 
Furthermore, when it comes to topical issues that are affecting the continent, such as peace 
and security, economy etc. the terrain has not yet been made smooth for youth to participate. 
Youth participation is also lagging when it comes to climate issues as they are yet to be engaged 
in matters to deal with climate change. Youth strongly believe that they are not part of the 
conflict resolution mechanisms which are being designed to foster regional peace in areas such 
as Sudan and Mozambique where there is violence and insurgency. They are not being given 
an opportunity to come and sit at the peace table and this has been seen as one of the challenges 
affecting youth participation. 
Lack of protection; 
More so, youth participation is facing challenges due to the fact that the youths are not being 
protected as they are still being made targets in all armed conflicts. This lack of protection has 
made some of the youth to be made prey in terrorism. In addition, youth participation is also 
affected by the fact that in most armed conflict situations youth are not being prioritised but 
they continue to be on the peripheries of such issues which seriously matter and affect them. 
Involve youth in frameworks that also seeks to silencing the guns in Africa is also crucial. 
Gender: 
Gender which most literature has identified as a key predictor of youth participation. Literature 
from (Grasso 2013; Inglehart & Norris 2000; Kenworthy & Malami 1999; Lijphart 1997; 
Logan & Bratton 2006; Roberts et al. 2012; Sossou 2011), have indicated that because of the 
patriarchal nature of most societies, political participation is mostly perceived as a male terrain. 
In countries such as Canada, scholars such as Cross and Young (2008) observed that gender 
has a solid influence resulting in more young Canadian men being more persuaded than women 
to follow and participate in politics. Consequently, Henn and Foard (2014) argue that 
statistically there is a substantial gender gap where young men are more interested than women 
to participate in politics. The toxicity in some political terrains in Africa results in some female 
youths, deciding not to participate in politics because of the violent and toxicity nature of it 
which has made it ugly and not so pleasant for females to want to participate. 
Educational Level; 



5  

education is also a crucial factor that hinders or influences youth participation in a number of 
spheres. Educational level is just referring to the uppermost level of schooling that an individual 
has reached. It has been noted by a number of scholars such as (Armingeon & Schädel 2015; 
Bynner & Ashford 1994; Gallego 2007 2009; Kuenzi & Lambright 2010; Quintelier 2007; 
Stolle & Hooghe 2011) that the higher or better-educated individuals are more likely to be 
interested in participating or being active in politics etc. It is imperative to note that educational 
levels are extremely substantial in the magnitude, intensity and form of participation. With 
increase in education comes increase participation. 
Social Cultural Practices; 
Scholars such as Esser and de Vreese (2007) also argue that youth participation is also affected 
or influenced by one’s social cultural practices. Kottak (2002) argues that social cultural 
practices relate to a how specific community looks at their values, customs, beliefs and their 
traditions. The socio-cultural perspectives encompass both social and cultural elements of 
society. Society and culture within which a single youth finds him/her in is guaranteed to act 
as a stimulus to which he or she participates in. The two scholars reiterate that youth 
participation is influenced by one’s religiousness or religious attachment. They observe that 
religion is a strong predictor of youth turnout or participation in issues to do with politics, social 
reproduction, economy etc. 
Access to information; 
Another challenge to youth participation is information accessibility. World Bank (2009) 
defines access to information as the aptitude to access informative channels. Lack of access or 
access to information contributes to youth participation or to their lack of participation. It has 
been observed that while we live in a global village where information is assumed to be easily 
accessible, the youth are still struggling to get access to information and lack of it causes limited 
if not lack of youth participation. Hallett (1999) emphasises that numerous young people feel 
marginalized from the processes of power and their capability to make a difference as they are 
not equipped with enough information. Young people do have kin interest on a number issues 
which are pertinent to them such as: education, employment, the environment, politics, peace 
and security, economy etc. but struggle to meaningfully participate because of lack of 
information. 
Mechanisms used to enhance youth participation; 
To enhance youth participation, a number of mechanisms are being put in place by several 
Africa governments. For instance, in countries such as Uganda, Namibia and Ghana the 
respective countries have created the office of senior presidential aide in charge of youth affairs 
so as to bring the youth to the table. Creation of such an office in the office of the President is 
meant to facilitate intergenerational dialogue and to make the youth to be present at the highest 
decision making table. In addition, quota system is also one of the mechanisms that has now 
been adopted by many countries so as to enhance youth participation in politics, business, 
economy etc. The purpose of the quota system is to act as an incentive of hiring more youth 
into these spaces that have seen them being side-lined for a very long time. In Africa, countries 
such as Rwanda, Uganda and Kenya have been on the fore front of adopting the quota 
system. Furthermore, another mechanisms that has been put in place to enhance youth 
participation is the establishment of national youth councils. The role of these national youth 
council is to represent, advocate/lobby, awareness raising and to carry out capacity building 
for youths so as to get them involved in spheres of society 
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3  - Methodology 
 

The study used an open-ended questionnaire to collect its data. The instrument was self- 
administered. This method was deemed appropriate for the study because the respondents were 
all in one place, attending a conference, thereby making it possible to collect data all at once, 
saving time and the costs of collecting data. Moreover, the tool allows greater anonymity for 
the respondents, who complete the instrument at their convenience. Against this background, 
the instrument aimed to capture respondents' views about including young people in socio- 
economic development. Moreover, it also captured the challenges experienced and how the 
government of South Africa and the various social partners can work together to facilitate the 
meaningful inclusion of young people in development initiatives in South Africa. 
The respondents were given oral instructions on how to complete it. Respondents were 
instructed not to write their names on the questionnaires to ensure the anonymity and 
confidentiality of their responses. When a survey is anonymized, it ensures that respondents 
can provide detailed and honest feedback on any topic without fear of being known and their 
answers made known to third parties. All respondents agreed to participate in the research 
voluntarily. 

 
Completed questionnaires were collected once the delegates finished filling in the required 
information. A total of 125 questionnaires were completed and returned to the researchers. Data 
collected was captured on a spreadsheet in preparation for analysis. Open-ended qualitative 
responses were coded and then analyzed thematically. Quantitative data that comprised 
demographic details were analyzed using MS Excel software. The processed data was stored 
in a password-controlled file, only accessible to the researchers. 

 
3.1 Findings 

 
This section presents key findings from the data collected from the respondents. The findings 
are presented according to themes. 

 
Theme 1: The Extent Young People Are Involved in Political and Local Economic 
Development Decision-Making Processes in KwaZulu Natal 

 
The involvement of young people in political and local economic development decision- 
making processes has been a long-standing discourse in South Africa. Most of the young people 
in the country feel marginalized and excluded from the decision-making processes. The 
majority of the respondents (55%) indicated that young people are involved to a great extent in 
political and local economic development processes while 30% of the respondent reported that 
young people are represented to some extent as shown in Figure 1 below. Only 15% of the 
respondents reported the non-involvement of young people in these processes. 
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Figure 1: The Extent of Involvement of the Youth in Political and Local Economic Development 
Decision-Making Processes 

 
Theme 2: Factors influencing meaningful inclusion of young people in South Africa 
The exclusion from the political and socio-economic development decision-making processes 
experienced by young people is a product of a combination of factors. According to the 
respondents, the factors that have contributed to their exclusion include: 

• Lack of relevant skills to participate in the economy actively 
 

“We as young people lack critical skills to engage in our economy [meaning South 
Africa] effectively and confidently…” 

 
• Growing poverty and income inequalities in society 

 
“Young people continue to experience the devastating effects of poverty and insufficient 
money to afford a decent living….most of us [meaning young people] are unable even 
to afford basic necessities leave alone paying for our education…” 

 
• Negative public perceptions about young people and their capabilities 

 
“The society we live in today has a negative perception about young people and their 
capabilities….very few people and organizations are willing to give young people a 
chance to thrive and express their talents, as a result, we [young people] do not get 
invited and included in various decision-making process in our own parties [meaning 
political parties] and community governance structures [meaning ward committees] 
where community development decisions are discussed…” 

 
• Patriarchy and other societal norms that “box” young people in certain 

classifications that limit their upward mobility in careers and professional 
development 

“Patriarchy is a huge challenge for most of us [meaning young people] because our 
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decision 

elders do not easily accept that we have useful contributions to make to political 
 
making processes” 

• Underdevelopment in society especially in the townships 
 

“Our communities in townships are severely underdeveloped to inspire any young 
person to believe that tomorrow will be better…politicians have taken advantage of us 
for so long…it is time we mobilize ourselves as youth and get an opportunity to 
influence political decisions that affect us …” 

 
• “Bad politics” in the country 

 
“Sometimes we as young people are victims of bad politics in the country, that has kept 
us mark-timing in many areas of our lives…and when you add their [meaning 
politicians] lies, [meaning empty promises], the situation gets complicated…we are 
often left on our own to chat our path to success in life, which is very challenging 
without support from politicians and lawmakers” 

 
Theme 3: Why is young people’s participation in the decision-making process important 
in South Africa? 
According to the respondents, participation in decision-making process is important because: 

• It gives them an opportunity to influence policy decisions 
 

“Young people need an opportunity to influence policy decisions and such 
processes…we have a vision and know what we need as young people…” 

 
• It gives them a platform to engage with policymakers and lawmakers 

 
“Young people have been overlooked for so long by politicians and lawmakers, they 
need to allow us to engage them and listen to our ideas so that they we can co-formulate 
policies that capture our aspirations….” 

 
 

• It gives them an opportunity to own their voice in determining their future 
 

“Every young person has a voice that needs to be heard and respected…often we have 
people speaking on our behalf…that needs to change…” 

 
• It boosts their confidence as emerging leaders with the potential to influence socio- 

economic development in the country 

“When young people have a platform to share their views and aspirations, their 
confidence is boosted and they gain the courage to stand up for their ideas in 
public…this confidence boost is important for their leadership growth and 
development…” 

 
Theme 4: Changing the narrative: What Needs to Shift to Ensure Meaningful Inclusion 
of Young People in Development Initiatives in South Africa 
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Given the prolonged perception in society that young people cannot make meaningful 
contributions to politics and economic decision-making processes, the societal narrative needs 
to be changed. The respondents reported the following aspects must be considered to influence 
a change in the narrative. They are: 

• Equip young people with entrepreneurial skills 

“The government must be intentional in improving the education system in the country so 
that young people can be equipped with the relevant skills so that they can be employable 
and competitive in the labor market” 

 
• Establish entrepreneurial academies in townships 

“The government must build entrepreneurial academies in the township so that young 
people in the community have options in addition to formal education institutions…these 
academies should focus on critical skills that will make young people employable…” 

 
• Target job creation initiatives toward youth employment 

“The government must target job initiatives that absorb the large numbers of unemployed 
youth…tackling youth unemployment in the country [meaning South Africa] must be 
intentional…and a whole-society approach must be adopted to solve the challenge…” 

 
• Intensify efforts to reform the entire education system so it is responsive to the 

current socio-economic conditions 

 
“The government and all stakeholders involved in the education sector in the country 
must design policies that would redirect our education system in such a way that is 
responsive to the current socio-economic conditions…they must not forget to include 
young people in those decision-making and policy formulation processes…” 

 
• Deal with stereotypes and involve young people in policy-making development and 

decision-making processes 
 

“The government and all stakeholders must confront their own stereotypes about 
young people and intentionally include them in decision-making and policy formulation 
processes…we are capable of providing useful input in those processes…we must be 
trusted…” 

 
• Mind-set change - Encourage young people to be employment creators 

“Young people must confront their own self-imposed limitations and begin to embrace 
a possibility mentality that says, “we can create our own jobs”…this possibility 
mentality is important in addressing youth unemployment in the country…” 

 
• Community initiatives initiated and led by young people must be supported by 

local governance structures 

“The initiatives started by young people in communities must be supported by the 
local governance structures for them to thrive…this is important for boosting 
confidence in a society that young people are problem solvers and community builders 
as social entrepreneurs…” 
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• Improve labor legislation to allow young people to get opportunities in the 
economy 

“Labour laws in our country are not youth-friendly…they prohibit their [meaning 
young people] from progressing upwards in the labor market and to an extent deny us 
opportunities to make inroads into the mainstream economy…” 

• Promote and embrace bottom-up engagements between young people and all 
social partners 

“The government and all social partners [meaning civil society, labor unions, and 
political parties] must create opportunities that allow input from young people in all 
decision-making and policy formulation processes…” 

 
Theme 5: Political processes that can help to better facilitate that participation process 

• Create internal processes within organizations that provide spaces for young 
people to participate in decision-making processes 

 
“The government and its social partners including political parties have a 
responsibility of ensuring that their internal governance structures allow input from 
young people to influence decision-making processes…” 

 
• Allocate resources toward youth development (CSI funds) and allow young people 

to determine the projects that should be invested in 
 

“The government and political parties should allocate resources to promote youth 
development projects and they should allow young people to determine the projects that 
they want to invest their energies to…” 

 
• Improve public-private partnerships in all sectors of the economy 

 
“The government must allow the public-private partnerships to thrive and influence our 
economy…at the sametime, such partnerships are critical in addressing youth 
unemployment in the country…” 

 
• Develop innovative development programs that create opportunities for young 

people 
 

“Political parties should work together in designing and co-creating innovative 
development programs with young people…examples of such programs include 
learnerships and internships that respond to young people’s needs and aspirations” 

 
• Ongoing evaluation of government youth development programs aimed at 

promoting the creation of jobs for their efficacy and suitability (responsiveness) 
 

“The government must first and foremost evaluate the efficacy of the current youth 
programs and assess whether they have succeeded in creating sustainable job 
opportunities before they come up with new initiatives…” 

 
• Establish youth development centers in all wards and resource them 
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“The government must establish youth development centers in communities to enable 
youth leadership in community development to thrive and harness young people’s 
capabilities to make decisions and own them and implement them as they deem them 
fit….and ensure the centers are well equipped with relevant resources to support young 
people’s initiatives”. 

 
 
4  - Conclusions & Recommendations 

 

The main barriers to youth participation are social, economic and institutional in nature. First, 
the prevailing societal attitude towards young people is often that they are troubled and 
troubling, which gives justification to “act upon them without their agreement” (Checkoway, 
2011). Youth agendas set by adults who hold this opinion might focus on young people’s 
shortcomings and problems rather than invest in youth’s potential as a positive source of 
change. Discrimination based on other factors, such as gender, disability, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, religion or even age, can also be a barrier to participation. Second, income 
inequality restricts participation. Voluntary non-remunerated engagement of young people 
requires time, but time always has opportunity costs. When engaging civically, young people 
forego the opportunity of pursuing a paid activity. Not all young people can afford this, 
resulting in the involuntary exclusion of poorer young people, which distorts the 
representativeness of the active youth. Financial constraints also endanger the sustainability of 
youth associations. Third, employees of public institutions can lack the will or the knowledge 
to involve young people in processes effectively. Furthermore, there can be conflicts with the 
organisational culture (e.g. a very formal setting not apt for young people) and procedures (e.g. 
the final steps of policy design and planning may be behind closed doors). 

 
Enabling the youth to take an effective role in their socio-economy is a vital objective that 
should be of priority to the South African government. The growth of a country relies on long- 
term stability and continuous growth and development that cannot be achieved without 
empowering youth (UN 2015). What is clear from the feedback is that youth in South Africa 
have the desire to bring positive impact in their societies, they have the desire of leaving a 
legacy of their dreams and hard work. Literature has proven that one of the biggest 
misconceptions is that youth are apathetic to political engagement. However, young people are 
not making use of obvious avenues to participate in democracy such as voting or joining 
political parties – young people are in favour of new forms and channels of political 
engagement (OECD 2019: 7). These recommendations are formulated from an empathetic 
stance that meets young people where they are at. 

 
4.1 – Engaging in youth policy-making processes is imperative 

 
Youth participation policy-making processes is an action-oriented process involving young 
people in institutions, initiatives and decisions and affording them control over resources that 
affect their lives (World Bank 1994). Having young people at the forefront of policy making 
is important for skills development, self-perception as a citizen as well as overall policy design 
and implementation. Connecting with peers through active engagement allows young people 
to build social capital, an important competency for joint actions which allow achieving 
objectives usually beyond a single individual’s reach (OECD, 2014). Second, young people 
who feel that their views and needs are being included and respected develop a positive sense 
of self-awareness and identity, which increases resilience and well-being (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2012). Through participation, 
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young people learn to process information and build decision-making abilities. It also allows 
young people to understand better how government bodies work and increases public 
transparency and thus accountability. An improved understanding of the political and 
administrative machinery helps to create trust in public authorities (OECD, 2011). Third, policy 
makers can improve programme design and implementation by incorporating information 
provided by young people. Furthermore, participation increases the ownership of policies and 
initiatives, which is an important factor for their success. 

 
 
4.2 – Youth participation and inclusive decision making needs to be consultative, youth-led 
and collaborative 
Effective and meaningful youth political participation is made up of three attributes: 

- Consultative; 
- Youth-led: an opportunity for young people to have direct impact on decision-making 

within their own communities 
- Collaborative: where young people can effectively take part in regular political 

decision-making processes 
Promoting youth participation needs to be geared towards achieving levels relative to those of 
the rest of the South African population. South African youth are South Africa with nearly two- 
thirds of the population being younger than the age of 35, without their participation, South 
Africa’s democracy is at risk of being illegitimate. The support of young people’s participation 
needs to be inclusive in political processes and democratic practices. 
This can be done through three measures that cover a wider enabling environment and 
individual capacity building. An enabling environment includes legal frameworks, policies and 
plans for young people’s participation in a broad range of processes. It also concludes young 
people’s participation in a broad range of processes and areas such as electoral, parliamentary 
processes, public administration and local governance at local and national levels. Individual 
capacity building involves the promotion of young people’s skills and capacities to participate 
actively in democratic practices. Civic education plays a vital role in ensuring that this capacity 
is fulfilled. 

 
4.3 – Promoting and supporting unconventional political participation among young people 

 
Research has revealed that youth are no less committed to political processes than the older 
generation, however, they perceive a lack of genuine opportunities to take part in political life 
and feel alienated from formal public institutions (Henn & Foard 2014). What has happened 
rather is political engagement shifting toward alternative realms: activist movements and 
protests or boycotts – which are still valid channels of political expression. The big change is 
that some of these movements have occurred online. The sharing of views and information 
allows young people to express their views and formulate demands for action and change 
outside of official structures and oversight. Authentic youth participation must be youth centred 
not youth focused and not limited to one topic (Sinclair, 2004). Youth-centred participation is 
rooted in their realities and follows the pursuit of youth’s visions and concerns. Youth-centred 
participation should be transparent, informative, voluntary, respectful, relevant, inclusive and 
accountable. The topics important to young people are as heterogeneous as young people 
themselves. Although the topics important to youth can be limitless, key issues include national 
youth policies, poverty-reduction strategies, education strategies, adolescent sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) strategy, employment strategy, rights framework and gender policy. 
The course and results of participation are strongly influenced by the characteristics of the 
young people taking part in it. An important ex ante question is whether the individuals 
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participating are representing themselves or speaking on behalf of all young people. The 
selection process (elected to participate, self-selected or selected by adults) and the necessary 
skills and resources for participation can give a first answer to that question (Sinclair, 2004). 
Youth participation has to be carefully planned and numerous factors have to be considered, as 
youth participation is affected by “race, gender, age, income, education, national origin, family 
and community context, rural or urban residence, residential segregation, religious tradition, 
cultural beliefs, mass media, television watching, social science, professional practice, civic 
knowledge, extracurricular activities, community service, public policies, legal constraints, 
institutional barriers, school disparities, parental and teacher encouragement, adult attitudes, 
and other factors” (Checkoway, 2011). In youth-centred participation, adults still can play 
various roles, e.g. in engaging young people, mentoring, facilitating, coaching and building 
support for young people’s work by “providing connections to sources of institutional, 
community, and political power” (UNICEF, 2011). 
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