
Creating youth 
structures in 
organisations 

A Listening Fund 
Quick Guide

This guide was written by Jen Bowie as part of a 
series by Collective Discovery, the learning partner 
for the Listening Fund. The Listening Fund is an 
England-wide partnership which aims to make the 
youth sector more accountable to young people. 
The guides are based on insights from Listening 
Fund member organisations, and wider expertise.



What do we mean by 
youth structure? And 
why do organisations 
create them?
A ‘youth structure’ is any group of young people brought together by an 
organisation for the purpose of listening to young people. They include 
youth boards, youth advisory panels, youth councils and youth 
steering committees. These structures can come in many shapes 
and sizes, and can provide a platform for young people to share 
their experiences, opinions and concerns. 

Increasingly organisations are also seeking to establish and 
use such structures as a mechanism to shift power to young 
people within their organisation, through creating space 
for young people to be able to influence an organisation’s 
decisions and meaningfully engage in key processes, such 
as strategy development & governance. 

A youth structure is different from when an 
organisation works with individual young people 
by creating dedicated roles as it involves a group 
of young people engaging collectively with an 
organisation. For more information on Listening 
to young people by creating dedicated roles 
check out the dedicated quick guide. 

A youth structure may also provide 
opportunities for closer working with a 
more diverse and representative group 
of young people. 
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Here are some benefits of creating 
youth structures, as shared by Listening 
Fund partners and our networks: 

•  �Greater accountability to young people and communities, 
where young people can push organisations to deliver on their 
commitments. We often see this happening around social  
justice issues.

•  �Creating a safe space for young people to come together and  
be themselves, sharing common lived experiences and learning 
from difference.

•  �Providing learning and skills-building opportunities for young 
people and exposure to new places, people and opportunities.

•  �Giving staff, leadership teams and trustees a platform to engage 
directly with young people whom the organisation works with.

•  �Enabling direct input of young people into the organisation 
outside of specific projects, improving long-term effectiveness of 
services, and greater impact for policy & campaigning work.

•  �Positive impacts on staff wellbeing and motivation, due to 
engagement with young people and increased confidence that 
the organisation delivers for young people and their communities.
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When considering setting up a new youth structure 
within your organisation, you may want to use the 
points above to discuss your expectations. 

How else could your organisation benefit? Could there 
be any negative consequences? Is your organisation 
ready for change?



What should we think 
about when working 
with a youth structure? 
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There is not one structure that works for all organisations, and there are 
many factors which may inform the decisions for how the youth structure 
may work. For example, the availability of staff and young people or the key 
moments and activities for your organisation. You may have an existing 
group of young people you are working with to co-design the youth 
structure, or you may be starting from scratch. 

As the youth structure gets established, it’s important to keep reminding 
staff, partners and young people themselves of the purpose of the group. 
This can help manage expectations about which activities the group should 
prioritise. If you find that over time requests (e.g. from media teams, senior 
leadership or funders) shift the focus of the group, it could be useful to 
revisit the questions on the next page.

It is also important to be clear with young 
people about the scope and feasibility for the 
organisation to support their initiatives. This is 
particularly important when young people 
have been brought together because of 
their community work or activism. 

“It’s looking at those individual 
young people and understanding 
what their strengths are and what 
their interests are, where they 
want to go.” 

Kerry, ADHD Foundation 
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Questions to consider when thinking 
about creating a new structure to 
support listening

Is there clarity about the purpose of the youth structure?  
Does everyone across your organisation and the young 
people involved have the same understanding? (Or is there  
a risk of the young people being pulled in many directions?)

How often will you be bringing young people together 
and how long will they stay part of the group? How will 
you manage turnover? 

What areas of your organisation’s work do you want 
them to contribute to? (Are you open to new ideas from 
young people?)

How will the young people benefit from participating? 
This could include mentorship, training, CV support, 
references and payment. 

Which young people are going to be part of your youth 
structure? Are they service-users or a new group? How  
many young people can you support safely and effectively? 
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What skills and support will young people need to succeed 
in their new role? How can you adapt your ways of working 
to make it easier?

Do you have the systems and processes in place to manage 
additional risk and safeguarding concerns that may arise 
with a new youth structure? (And how does this apply to 
their engagement with external partners or events?)

Do you have the staff capacity and expertise to meet 
the individual needs of the young people involved? (If 
not, do you have access to the training and support to 
gain new skills?) 

How can you make sure the spaces you are inviting 
young people into, or hosting them in, are accessible 
and welcoming? (And don’t further entrench power 
imbalances!)

How can you set up a structure that supports the group to 
function well whilst also creating space for creativity and 
flexibility? 

Questions to consider when thinking 
about creating a new structure to 
support listening
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Whilst each organisation and group of young people are unique, there 
are some common challenges that Listening Fund partners and our 
networks have faced in establishing youth structures. Here are eight 
challenges we came across, and some of the approaches we took. 

Potential challenges 
and approaches 

Challenge Approach

The young people in the group are viewed ‘as 
one’ which ignores the unique experiences and 
expertise of individuals that make up the group. 
This can lead to young people feeling unheard, 
or excluded if they are not part of the majority 
group. 

Encourage staff to engage with young people 
as individuals, and get to know their skills 
and experience and how they would like to 
contribute. Engage with young people as 
individuals, such as regular 1-2-1 check ins 
outside group meetings. 

A young person can feel pressure to represent 
the interests of a whole demographic, 
negating the intersectional and differing 
experiences of individuals within this group.
Young people can also feel the pressure to 
speak to or comment on issues outside their 
experience or expertise, as they become the ‘go 
to’ group for youth voice.

Invest time in understanding the issues and 
experiences the young people in your group 
are confident and comfortable, speaking to.
Consider bringing together young people who 
are members of other existing groups such 
as youth clubs, and provide them with the 
appropriate safeguarding support to conduct 
wider consultations safely. 
Where needed, consult alternative groups and 
organisations for input.

Once a group is established this can lead to an 
increase in requests and opportunities. 
This can lead to the group becoming ‘over 
consulted’ by the organisation’s partners, 
local authorities and funders. This can result 
in frustration, especially where young people 
witness little change in their communities. 

Develop a set of criteria to help you ‘gatekeep’ 
requests from external partners and suggest 
alternatives, such as using existing research or 
engaging young people in validation exercises. 
Where appropriate, work with young people 
to make joint decisions on the activities they 
participate in. 
Ensure the outcomes of consultations are 
clearly communicated to participants. 
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Challenge Approach

Young people may find it challenging to 
navigate a shift in their role from activist or 
community worker to being formally linked to an 
organisation, which may result in restrictions on 
their public speaking or social media presence.
This can be specifically challenging if group 
members want to take action collectively, on an 
issue in conflict with the organisation’s position.

Support young people to understand how your 
organisation assesses risk and makes decisions. 
Be clear and honest about any limitations 
or restrictions on their communications or 
personal campaigning, as a result of them being 
in the new role. 
Work with leadership and communications 
colleagues to manage the balance between 
supporting youth voice and managing 
organisational positions.

New youth structures may not have enough 
buy-in from leadership for their ideas to be taken 
seriously, especially on areas such as strategy or 
policy, resulting in young people feeling unheard 
and disengaging. 

This can also result in a lack of commitment to 
the staffing and resources needed to support the 
group, after the initial launch.

Work with leadership teams to clarify what areas 
of work they value input from young people on 
(and what is off limits!) Communicate clearly 
with young people the purpose and scope of the 
group. 

Document the groups activities, and the role 
of staff in supporting these to support internal 
advocacy for staffing and resources. It’s easy for 
the behind the scenes work to go unnoticed!

It can be challenging to sustain the momentum 
and sustainability of a youth structure, 
especially when activities are conditional 
on specific project funding or the group is 
associated with a specific campaign or piece of 
work. 

Challenges can also appear during 
organisational ‘quiet periods’ to find meaningful 
opportunities for the group. 

Establish a smaller, more financially sustainable 
‘core’ youth structure that can be supported 
long-term. Plan ahead for the close of big 
initiatives, and include the youth structure in the 
design of new ones. 

Communicate clearly with young people about 
the organisation’s key moments or events, and 
use ‘quieter’ moments to focus on skills-building 
and learning.

A breakdown in the group dynamics and 
personal relationships of the young people 
you are working with. There could also be a 
breakdown in the relationship between young 
people and staff or facilitators. This can lead to 
conflict, frustration and ultimately young people 
leaving the group. 

Invest in informal activities to strengthen 
relationships. Support young people and staff 
to co-create a group agreement and hold each 
other accountable for behaviour. 

Support young people to develop skills in non-
hierarchical decision making and non-violent 
communication.

Over time there can be an imbalance in the 
contribution of different members of the group, 
due to differing personal circumstances. This 
can lead to the most active members, who often 
have the most personal privilege, having their 
voice heard over other members. This results in 
key perspectives being missed. 

The imbalance in workload can also lead to 
frustration between members. In some cases 
staff may be disappointed if young people 
appear not to be committed to their role, 
especially if there has been significant support/
flexibility provided.

Encourage practices such as ‘check-ins’ during 
group meetings for individuals to understand 
and empathise each other's circumstances. 

Be conscious of how you place value on the 
activities young people participate in (for 
example, speaking in parliament is not ‘better’ 
than sharing a post on social media or being the 
one that always remembers birthdays). 

Communicate clearly with all staff to have 
realistic expectations of young people, to 
understand that participation may ebb and flow 
over time.



For inspiration

Listen to this podcast episode, featuring 
Listening Fund partners sharing their experience 
on creating new structures.

Watch this video from The Mix introducing their 
Youth Panel. 

Check out this blog from Collective Discovery 
on how to set up a great Youth Board, and read 
these 5 top tips from Little Green Pig. 

Read this guide developed by Plan International 
to help set up youth advisory panels.

 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/0pzKJl09kbBEs4LvImRFEx?si=7fe3533b6cd54859&nd=1&dlsi=76570ef4f9354532
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GWbVlophFZ8
https://thelisteningfund.org/how-do-you-set-up-a-great-youth-board/
https://thelisteningfund.org/five-tips-for-setting-up-a-youth-advisory-board/&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1707572830856484&usg=AOvVaw0IPYaj1g8jT13C5DFdCDuu
https://www.yhp.astrazeneca.com/content/dam/young-health/Resources/Publications/FreshPerspective-settingUpAYouthAdvisoryPanel.pdf

