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About the  
Listening Fund 
The Listening Fund is an England-wide partnership 
which aims to make the youth sector more 
accountable to young people. It currently funds youth 
organisations to improve their listening practice

The Listening Fund is supported by the Blagrave Trust, 
Children in Need, the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, 
National Lottery Communities Fund and the Tudor 
Trust. The Listening Fund partners, funders and young 
advisers are committed to sharing practice and 
challenges from across the Fund. 

Collective Discovery, the Fund’s learning partner, 
provides support to facilitate, document and 
share learning both within the Fund and with other 
interested organisations and young people

More information is available about the  
Listening Fund on its website.

https://thelisteningfund.org/
https://thelisteningfund.org/


Practice Papers
Collective Discovery has developed Practice 
Papers to bring together insights and learning 
from practitioners, primarily across the Listening 
Fund. They draw on the experience of organisations 
and individuals, engage with questions raised 
by practitioners and provide guidance intended 
to strengthen and bring greater coherence to 
approaches across the sector. 
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This paper explores the 
following questions:

• �Why is it important to involve young people in learning and 
evaluation processes?

• �What are organisations doing to involve young people in learning 
and evaluation?

• �How can organisations start to involve young people in learning and 
evaluation?

• �What are the challenges or tensions relating to young people’s 
involvement in learning and evaluation?

• �What questions can we explore when involving young people in 
learning and evaluation?

The research process highlighted that the most appropriate or relevant approach 
to developing participatory learning and evaluation processes will be different 
for each organisation. There are useful tools and guides (see the Further Reading 
section on page 21) but it is important to take an exploratory approach – to be 
curious about key questions, including: What is the purpose of involving young 
people? Who will benefit? and what are the challenges and limitations of different 
approaches? The paper draws on knowledge and practice from funders and youth 
organisations working with the Listening Fund. It also draws from a wider group of 
organisations in the UK and international charity sector and UK local government.
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We are always interested in ways to improve our learning products and additional 
questions and case studies we can include. If you have any feedback or further 
resources we can share, please email us at collective@collectivediscovery.co.uk.



Listening to young people    |    A Listening Fund Practice Paper6

Why it is important to involve young 
people in learning and evaluation 
processes?

Learning and evaluation can be powerful 
processes. They inform judgements and 
decision making about impact, accountability 
and effectiveness. They are not value- or power-
neutral processes. They are shaped by who 
decides what impact is, what stories get told, 
and what is deemed significant. This in turn 
impacts who gets to make decisions about 
future resources.

In some instances it may not be appropriate to 
involve young people in learning and evaluation 
processes – for example, where the resources 
and skills aren’t available to do it well or where 
involving young people could be traumatic. 
However, when there is a diversity of voice in 
evaluation, these processes can act as valuable 
listening tools and provide a more intricate 
picture of how change is happening. Increased 
youth participation and thoughtfully designed 
evaluation processes can redress organisational 
power imbalances between young people and 
adult professionals. 

Organisations that involve young 
people in learning and evaluation have 
highlighted the role it can play in:

•  �Increasing trust and strengthening 
relationships: Collaboration through learning 
and effective listening can contribute to 
young people feeling more confidence in, and 
connection with youth organisations  
and professionals.

•  �Supporting authentic narratives of change: 
Learning processes allow for a deeper 
understanding of how change is happening 
and the diversity of young people’s experiences. 
This also supports young people to have control 
of how and if stories are told about their lives.1 

•  �Increased relevance of programmes, support 
and campaigns: Young people are best placed 
to decide what changes/impact and what 
kinds of support would benefit them.2 They are 
experts in their own experience and they can 
support the collection of data that reflects/
explains their experience. 

•  �Strengthened accountability: Evaluation can 
inform decision making and allocation of 
resources. Although learning and evaluation can 
strengthen accountability to funders and young 
people, it is often more responsive to funder 
demands. When young people are involved, there 
is more balance, which means data collection 
becomes more meaningful and useful.3

•  �Reduced likelihood of harm: Young people can 
help to ensure that data is collected in a safe 
and ethical way. This can potentially reduce 
the chance that it will feel extractive or be 
traumatic for young people.

•  �Greater job satisfaction and staff retention: 
Professionals who are able to be involved in 
feedback and evaluation processes with young 
people have greater job satisfaction which can 
feed through into staff retention. 

•  �Opportunity to develop skills and confidence: 
Being involved in these processes can enable 
young people to develop skills and confidence 
in research, analysis and decision-making 
processes. 

•  �Greater innovation: Young people can bring 
different perspectives and fresh ideas and can 
strengthen critical thinking by asking questions 
and challenging the status quo.

1  static.showit.co/file/urRMy20KS_uG7KttsEak3w/145396/weaving_a_collective_tapestry_ecfg_child_and_youth_participation_toolkit.pdf

2  www.invo.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/InvolvingYoungPeople2004.pdf

3  www.participatorymethods.org/resource/children-and-participation-research-monitoring-and-evaluation-children-and-young-people 
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What are organisations doing 
to involve young people in 
learning and evaluation? 

The following case studies explore the 
roles that young people can play in 
learning and evaluation in more detail.
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#iwill campaign: 

How young people led  
a major evaluation.

Photo credit - #iwill movement
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Background
The #iwill Fund4 brings together organisations 
who contribute funding to embed social action 
into the lives of young people. It has created 
a grant programme to support young people 
to make a positive difference on the issues 
that affect their lives, their communities and 
broader society.

The YMCA George Williams College was 
contracted to work with a diverse group of 
young people with experience of youth social 
action to evaluate #iwill5. Enabling young 
people to play this key role is aligned with 
the values of #iwill, but it also ensured the 
evaluation and the knowledge it generated 
reflects young people’s experiences and 
concerns. It demonstrates the value of young 
people having a role beyond being interviewed 
or filling in a survey; in leading the process and 
informing decision-making directly. 

The Approach
Young people were invited to apply to be 
part of an evaluation panel. The members of 
the panel were selected on the basis of their 
applications (by video, voice note or in writing) 
with a view to ensuring a diverse group from 
across the UK. 

Young people were supported to play their 
role as young evaluators and to build their 
relationships as a group through three 
residentials, which balanced skills-building 
and fun activities like kayaking. They covered 
the fundamentals of evaluation, coding 
frameworks, evidence, data collection, interview 
practice, ethics, and safety. The final residential 
focused on data analysis and drawing out key 
insights and recommendations. 

Top Tips

•	� View the process as a learning opportunity 
from the outset. Create spaces for feedback 
and adapt the approach where needed. 

•	� Take the time to build relationships with and 
between young people. 

•	� Build flexibility into the role, as young 
people’s ability to commit time and attention 
may fluctuate (depending on their other 
commitments). 

•	� Invest in dedicated capacity to support 
young people, and time for them to build 
their confidence and understanding of what 
their role entails. 

•	� Make it fun. 

4  www.iwill.org.uk

5  youthimpact.uk/our-projects/youth-voice-iwill
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Hot Chocolate 

How an organisation created a value-
aligned learning and evaluation 
approach that centres young 
people’s needs and experiences. 

Photo credit - Hot Chocolate
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Background
Hot Chocolate Trust is a youth work 
organisation based in Dundee, Scotland. The 
organisation’s work is underpinned by a belief 
that work with young people is best when they 
are part of the process of identifying what is 
important and what resources are needed.

Over the last 20 years the organisation has grown 
in size and grown its funding base. This has led 
to increased expectations around learning and 
evaluation from funders. Hot Chocolate has 
sought to develop an approach that is true to 
its values – wrestling with a tension between 
‘proving’ impact and ensuring youth voice is 
central to the organisation’s story of change. 

The Approach
Hot Chocolate has rejected a system of 
measurement which focuses on what matters 
to people who have power, and simplifies and 
flattens the experiences of young people and 
youth workers.

‘�We set out to make what’s important 
measurable rather than what is  
measurable important.’ 

The approach they have taken instead has 
given young people control of the stories told 
about them, and has strengthened trust and 
relationships. Their approach provides rich 
insights rooted in the diverse stories and lived 
experience of the young people who are engaged. 
The staff see that it has value and reflects the 
organisation’s true strengths and challenges. 

They started with what they already had in place 
– recognising that every day is a chance to learn 
and improve. Every day young people tell them 
what is important to them and what they value 
as good. This feedback is in the form of words, 
body language, silence, and behaviour. Youth 
workers are continuously reflecting on what this 

information tells them about how they need to 
change and adapt to support engagement. Thus, 
monitoring and evaluation and youth work are 
woven together in everyday practice.

One key practice they use is letter writing. Youth 
workers write letters to young people about 
what is significant in their interactions and 
engagement. They reflect back to the young 
person the perspective of the youth worker, 
aiming to capture what the young person is 
saying or showing about their experiences.

‘�If your shoelaces are knotted together,  
you would take the time to unknot them 
then walk freely rather than limping along 
cos you don’t have time.’

The content of these letters are mapped against 
eight outcomes - which have been developed 
with young people - to enable analysis across 
the stories. This enables the organisation to zoom 
out and see what matters to young people and 
what they can do to improve. The analysis is 
supported by a database is called Teckle Data 
(“Teckle” is Dundee slang for good). 

Hot Chocolate have seen that when young 
people are in control of the stories told about their 
experiences, it strengthens trust and relationships. 
The approach provides rich, reportable insights 
rooted in the diverse stories and lived experience 
of the young people who are engaged. Hot 
Chocolate staff have access to high quality 
analysis which they trust because it reflects the 
experiences of the young people they work with. 

Top Tips

•	� Start with your organisational values and the 
needs of young people - not the needs of a 
funder or the organisation. 

•	� It is worth the investment to have a system 
that supports greater insight, creates energy 
and informs improvement. 

6  restlessdevelopment.org/the-development-alternative
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Restless Development

How young people led learning 
and evaluation processes that 
strengthened the accountability of 
international development projects

Photo credit - Restless Development
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Background
Restless Development is a non-profit global 
agency that supports the collective power of 
young leaders to create a better world. Together 
with their partners they launched an initiative 
called ‘The Development Alternative’6 which 
was active from 2019-2022. 

Young people (and wider communities) are not 
always listened to by those who fund, design 
and implement the international development 
projects and programmes that are supposed 
to benefit them. The Development Alternative 
programme was co-created with young 
people and had the dual aim of strengthening 
accountability of project and livelihoods-
focussed programmes, and building the 
leadership skills of the young people involved.  

It involved the following stages:

Learn
Young people collected feedback on projects 
and suggestions for change from their peers and 
the wider community. 

Make Sense
Young people drew out insights and 
recommendations for changes in a collaborative 
process with community members. 

Adapt
Young people used those insights and 
recommendations to encourage those who fund, 
design and implement projects to make changes 
and adaptations based on their feedback. 

Reflect
Young people reflected on their own leadership 
journey and the process through journaling  
and dialogue.

By the end of the programme, young people 
had engaged with 4208 community members, 
and collaboratively identified 105 solutions to 
issues with development projects in Uganda 
and Madagascar.

The programme not only resulted in 
improvements to 58% of problems identified, 
but also caused a shift in community attitudes 
towards young people in recognition of the role 
that they had played. The young people involved 
gained valuable leadership skills and increased 
their confidence. 

Top Tips

•	� Be clear about what will happen to feedback – 
you have to close the feedback loop if you are 
moving away from an extractive approach.

•	� Be clear about what is and isn’t possible – how 
will those in power respond to feedback they 
don’t want to hear, and how will you prepare 
young people for the chance of no change 
happening?

•	� Highlight the value of listening and feedback 
for improving effectiveness – it takes 
investment, but it is worth it. 
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Be clear about the purpose/why you 
want to involve young people and the 
resources and skills you have to do so 

Involving young people in learning and 
evaluation means sharing the power to decide 
what matters in programmes and funding 
that are supposed to benefit them. It needs 
to be linked to a commitment and willingness 
across an organisation to learn and change. 
Organisations need to be clear about what 
the benefits of being involved will be for young 
people, and whether they have the resources 
and skills to build trust, manage expectations 
and keep young people safe. Where young 
people are doing monitoring and evaluation 
work – they must be paid.

Start with a discussion with  
young people 

Have an open conversation at the start of the 
process (that recognises and acknowledges 
some of the potential tensions below) with 
young people about the purposes of learning 
and evaluation, and the practicalities/
parameters of what is possible (budget, 
timelines, expectations, support offered, 
confidentiality). Coming to a shared 
understanding of the values and principles that 
will underpin young people’s involvement can 
help to create a solid foundation to build from. 

Keep it simple and make it fun 

Although learning and evaluation processes 
can be co-designed fully with young people, 
there are some elements that can become 
quite complex: for example, quantitative data 
analysis or technical elements, such as working 
with databases, reviewing funder requirements, 
and aligning them with internal processes. Adult 
professionals need to take the lead in these areas 
and look for opportunities to balance the work 
that young people do with some fun!

Start where you are and do what you can   

You do not have to involve young people in 
everything all at once. Look for opportunities 
that build on existing activities and practices – 
open up conversations (when it is safe to do so) 
to young people where their perspectives will 
strengthen your understanding. 

Involving young people in monitoring 
programmes and activities and learning from 
data can be less resource intensive than 
having young people involved in conducting 
evaluations which might require partnering with 
participatory evaluators. 

How can an organisation start to involve young people 
in learning and evaluation?

Whilst there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ way to involve young people in learning and 
evaluation, we’ve pulled together some ideas about how you can get started. 
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Balancing funder/internal requirements 
with what matters to young people

•  �Often, monitoring and evaluation processes 
are designed to produce information (often 
numbers/quantitative information) that 
funders, government bodies and boards 
want to see. But to understand what is really 
happening for young people, this information 
needs to be complemented by stories of 
change and wider contextual information that 
deepens understanding. 

•  �Sometimes young people and funders/boards 
prioritise different things – if thoughtfully 
unpacked, this difference opens up an 
opportunity for dialogue and greater curiosity. 

•  �It is important to ensure that approaches 
to involving young people are youth-
centred rather the funder-led - the choice 
of language, methods and process is key to 
being able to engage a range of young people 
– simplicity and flexibility are key. 

Recognising and navigating power 
dynamics 

•  �It is important to acknowledge from the outset 
that decisions that are taken may not always 
be informed by what has been learned and the 
evidence that has been collected. 

	� Sometimes this could be for practical reasons 
(e.g. learning shows that young people need 
more support but there isn’t the budget/
staff time) but can also be because there 
are competing priorities. It is important to be 
transparent about why decisions have been 
made and at what point the organisation will 
be able to act on the insight (e.g. in new funding 
bids, in the next recruitment process etc.)

•  �Learning and evaluation processes are not 
value-neutral and objective – the information 
gathered and the stories told can reflect 
how power is shared (or not) in the process. 
It is important to ensure that processes are 
open and transparent and young people are 
encouraged to challenge/raise alternative 
perspectives when conclusions are being 
drawn. Where adult professionals and young 
people are drawing different conclusions, this 
should be seen as an opportunity to learn and 
be curious rather than a conflict to be resolved.  

•  �Recognising multiple perspectives and 
gathering more information/telling more 
stories can help to reduce bias and increase 
confidence in the relevance of any findings. 

What are the challenges or tensions relating to young 
people’s involvement in learning and evaluation?

There will be challenges and tensions that emerge as part of involving young 
people in learning and evaluation. It can be helpful to discuss these at the outset of 
the process with staff and with young people. Examples of these tensions include:
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Consider the ethics and safety of 
involving young people at different 
points in the process

•  �Be respectful of young people’s time and other 
commitments, as you would be with staff and 
board members. Ensure they are benefiting, 
pay them where appropriate, and avoid tight 
deadlines for feedback. 

•  �Depending on the nature of the programme, 
data collected may include information that 
young people do not want shared/disclosed 
to their peers or which could be traumatic for 
young people to hear about: Organisations 
will need to consider confidentiality and how 
to anonymise information if young people are 
involved in analysis. 

•  �There can be safeguarding concerns relating 
to young people collecting data – for example 
if young people disclose to a peer involved in 
data collection an issue that needs action to 
be taken by the organisation. 

•  �If young people’s stories are going to be 
part of what is communicated internally and 
externally then it is critical they have given 
informed consent. 

•  �When considering whether young people 
should be involved in final decision-making 
it is important to reflect on whether the level 
of responsibility is appropriate - especially if 
young people are not being paid, or receive 
only a minimal level of remuneration.

Involving young people has resource 
and time implications 

•  �Involving young people in learning and 
evaluation takes time and resources. Many 
youth organisations do not have dedicated 
funds for learning and evaluation (let alone 
resources to support young people to be 
involved). This can mean that resources and 
staff time that support involvement in learning 
and evaluation reduce what is available for 
other activities.

•  �To involve young people at key stages in 
learning and evaluation will require regular 
meetings and they will need the time to 
understand and feel comfortable participating 
in the process. It is important that this time is 
factored into processes and plans. 

Photo credit - Hot Chocolate
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•  �How would we know if this programme/activity was working or not 
working?

•  �What would be happening – what would we be seeing, hearing?

•  �What would you/young people be feeling?

Defining the  
change that  

they want to see   
(impact &  
outcomes)

Deciding what 
information is 

meaningful, useful  
and ethical for 
understanding  

impact &  
effectiveness

•  �How could we show (with data and stories) that the programme/
activity was working or not?

•  �What information would help us to better understand what is 
happening?

•  �What information should we collect at the outset (as a baseline)?

•  �At what points would we begin to see things changing? 

•  �When should we collect information?

•  �How much information can we use and analyse effectively? 

Deciding 
when and how 
theinformation 
will be collected 

and used

What questions can we explore when involving young 
people in learning and evaluation?

Opportunity Questions that can be explored
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•  �What role can young people play in data collection? What support 
can be offered?

•  �What evidence and information do young people think is important – 
does this differ from the perspective of staff and/or funders?

•  �How can we ensure that the process of data collection is safe and 
that there is informed consent for the young people involved?

•  �Where are there ethical or confidentiality issues relating to involving 
young people collecting information about their peers?

•  �How can young people help organisations to be more innovative in 
data collection e.g. using voice notes, videos etc.?

•  �What approaches can we use to involve young people in making 
sense of the information?

•  �Who is deciding what questions we are exploring using the data? 
What are the questions that matter to young people? What does the 
information tell us? What are the different stories that we can tell?

•  �Where is it possible to draw conclusions or make sense of what the 
information/stories are telling us? Where is it unclear or are there 
different stories or conclusions that could be drawn?

•  �Where do we need more information or different information (either 
to bring clarity or counteract potential bias)?

•  �What needs to adapt or change?

•  �Where are we confident of our findings and where do we need to 
either collect more/different information, or wait until we have more 
information to draw conclusions/make recommendations?

•  �Who are the recommendations for?

Opportunity Questions that can be explored

Collecting  
information  

and data

Analysing the  
data - what are  
the questions?

Generating 
insights & making 
recommendations
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•  �Which decisions will young people be involved in? 

•  �Which will not be taken with young people? How will we explain the 
decision about who is involved?

•  �What needs to adapt or change as a result of our learning 
(strategies, approaches, funding, new ideas to be explored, activities 
or programmes to stop)?

•  �How can we share what has happened with the information they 
shared to build trust and ownership?

•  �How can we ensure that people feel that their involvement in the 
learning and evaluation process has been worthwhile? And that they 
will engage again?

•  �How can we share/communicate what we learned and what 
changed as a result to make it accessible to a range of audiences – 
can we use video, audio, voice notes?

Opportunity Questions that can be explored

Taking decisions 
based on insights and 

recommendations

Ensuring feedback 
to those who have 
been involved and 

communication to a 
wider audience

Conclusion

As with other aspects of sharing power with young people, there is no single best way to 
involve young people in monitoring and evaluation. However, with internal consideration 
of purpose and resources, and a thoughtfully crafted youth-centred process, listening to 
young people in your organisational monitoring, evaluation and learning journey can lead 
to more nuanced insight, ethical communication and practice, and valuable changes 
which will ultimately lead to greater impact.
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including an outline of how to develop questions, 
focus groups and other techniques to collect 
data. Toolkit for Monitoring and Evaluating 
Children’s participation - Save the Children’s 
Resource Centre

Save the Children have produced a toolkit 
to support children’s meaningful and ethical 
participation in research relating to violence 
against children. www.savethechildren.org.uk/
content/dam/global/reports/education-and-
child-protection/so-you-want-to-involve-
children-in-research.pdf

UNICEF have produced a tool on monitoring and 
evaluating children’s participation which has a 
helpful set of ethical requirements and a checklist 
on considerations. www.unicef.org/rosa/
media/4586/file
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