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This learning journey is based on a longer internal 
report by Sarah Rose of Collective Discovery, following 
evaluative interviews with staff and young people and 
documentation review. Findings have informed Foyer 
Federation’s next steps, and are shared here so that 
others can learn from their experience. 

The Foyer Federation’s 
Learning Journey  
in Listening

The Listening Fund Partner Practice Report
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This is an account of what The Foyer 
Federation did to become more 
accountable to young people, and 
what they learned along the way.

Foyers were designed as an alternative to a hostel, to integrate housing, 
education, training, employment and health support with personal 
development for young people aged 16 – 30 who could not live at home. 
The Foyer Federation, founded over 30 years ago, supports Foyers by 
co-creating and delivering programmes, events, resources, training 
and accreditation, and youth services alongside young people and its 
community of Foyers.

In 2018, the Foyer Federation received funding from the Listening Fund 
to explore and develop the way it is accountable to, shares power with, 
and listens to young people. As this support comes to an end in 2024, 
young people are meaningfully influencing the Foyer Federation’s 
strategy and service in many different ways, and their listening 
practice continues to grow and evolve.

http://www.foyer.net
http://www.foyer.net
http://www.foyer.net
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“When a young person is made homeless, in 
that moment we have an opportunity to stop 
further damage from happening - especially 
with the way the Foyer Federation wants to do 
things. There is such potential to completely 
transform a huge section of society from 
getting to that damaged place. As long as the 
people that fund us continue to believe in it, I 
think we can do incredible things.”

NATHALIE TOLMIE-THOMSON,  
FOYER FEDERATION YOUNG TRUSTEE
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Why the Foyer Federation 
wanted to listen better to 
young people
The structures and hierarchies that often exist in supported housing 
create implicit power imbalances, which can be a barrier to listening. 

The Foyer Federation wanted to address the issue of young people 
in Foyers lacking representation in wider youth voice and influencing 
initiatives - like youth forums, conferences, and youth events. The 
Federation wanted to support young people in Foyers to have their 
ideas, insights and experiences heard by people in power. 

In addition, the organisation has been guided by a philosophy called 
Advantaged Thinking, which is based on the belief that person’s 
strengths, not circumstances, should shape their future and support to 
help young people to grow and flourish.

Listening is foundational to the Advantaged Thinking approach because 
it promotes self awareness, recognition of strengths, understanding of 
others, and necessitates building strong relationships to create long-
term development and positive change.

Since 2019, listening in the Foyer Federation has been driven through a 
focus on supporting youth voice, led by the Network Team. 

Photo credit - Restless Development

https://advantagedthinking.co.uk/
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Understanding their 
starting point through  
a listening audit
In 2019, the Foyer Federation invited a youth involvement expert to 
audit the organisation’s culture and practices. Findings included: 

•  �Young people were lacking opportunities to be heard and affect 
meaningful change within the local Foyers. 

•  �The Foyer Federation’s lack of direct contact with young people made 
listening more challenging with most information and feedback coming 
via Foyers (which could skew the information that was received). The 
local Foyers are the primary relationship holder for young people - so 
the Federation had to maintain a positive relationship with local Foyers 
whilst still playing the role of critical friend to support Foyers to improve 
their practice. 
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How Foyer Federation 
strengthened its listening
The team trialled different ideas for ways to listen to young people. 
Their approach was always experimental - trying new ideas, learning 
from experience and adapting approaches quickly.

Listening was incorporated into strategy. 
The strategy included a Youth Power Pyramid which identified three levels 
of listening for the Foyer Federation - building trust and engagement, 
local listening (through local Foyers), and building a core group of ‘Young 
Influencers’ who had a direct relationship with the Federation. 

Investing in new staff with a listening focus.
In 2022, the Foyer Federation grew from three to nine people, and the Network 
Team (which is responsible for strengthening listening practice) grew from 
one to four people. The new members of staff had extensive experience 
of working with young people, and now deliver workshops, training and 
initiatives to deepen listening. 

Linking young people’s feedback to the accreditation of 
local Foyers. 
When it accredits a Foyer, the Foyer Federation uses a set of indicators and 
principles to collect insights on quality and performance. These insights feed 
into a programme of training and events offered to members. young people 
are now more involved in informing the accreditation process and insight-
gathering.
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Programmes and activities to support listening

The Foyer Federation’s national Big Questions survey. 
The survey goes out to all 3000 young people across the network twice a year. It 
asks about their experiences of the service and concerns in life more broadly. In 
a recent survey, young people said the cost-of-living crisis is a key concern, and 
Foyer Federation sought dedicated funding to respond to this. The survey allows for 
a broader and more diverse group of young people to have a say. Young people 
are becoming more involved in the design and analysis of survey questions.

Foyer Federation listening-informed events and training. 
The Foyer Federation hosts events to exchange learning and ideas, including 
support on how to implement listening-based approaches. The Foyer Federation 
also co-designed a training workshop, called Powering Up Youth, co-designed 
and co-delivered with young people, which explores how Foyers can involve young 
people more in the design, running and evaluation of services. 

Involving young people in governance. 
The Foyer Federation recruited a trustee who could support young people coming 
onto the board and then recruited three young trustees to the board from 2021 to 
2022. The Foyer Federation is also planning to establish a youth advisory board.

Creating different listening opportunities for young people. 
The Foyer Federation now offers a range of ways for young people to work with 
the organisation, depending on the time and interest that they have, spanning:

•  �Coproduction: Involvement in programme development and design of services.

•  �Facilitation and training: Supporting the development and delivery of training.

•  �Funding: Assessing and awarding funding applications.

•  �Communication: Development of communication activities and products. 
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What has changed as a 
result of strengthened 
listening practice?
A stronger network and relationships with young people across the Federation. 

This has increased trust and reciprocity. Feedback from young people has 
supported the team to design better programmes, and learn how to create 
spaces that work for all young people.

More representative and diverse views within Foyer Federation’s governance.

With younger people represented on the Foyer Federation’s board, listening is 
taking place at all levels.

Increased confidence and skills. 

Team members report feeling more confident and equipped to work directly 
with young people and create opportunities for listening. Bringing in new team 
members with different experience has encouraged innovation and creativity. 

“Now there is always a voice in the room 
saying ‘have you asked young people.”

STAFF MEMBER
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Youth voice and listening are embedded in organisational culture. 

Staff are quick to ask whether young people have been consulted with every 
new initiative or decision. The organisation has developed new ways to describe 
and explain how young people can be involved. This has rippled out to Foyers, 
with reports of a shift in culture, mindset and expectations from residents. There 
is a greater focus on sustainability and how the culture can be strengthened by 
policies and procedures that underpin listening. 

�More representative and diverse views within Foyer Federation’s governance. 

With younger people represented on Foyer Federation’s board, listening is 
taking place at all levels.

“It doesn’t feel like an extra thing we do. It is woven 
into everything we do. It is in our hearts.”

STAFF MEMBER
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What lessons can other 
organisations take from 
The Foyer Federation’s 
experience?
Get started. 

Being clear about the organisational commitment and then learning by 
doing has been key to the Foyer Federation’s approach. Where things haven’t 
worked - the organisation has learned and adapted its approach and 
ensured that learning is incorporated into any new initiatives. 

Focus on building relationships and trust. 

Many of the young people living in supported housing have been let down 
by institutions - there has to be time to build relationships and focus on the 
benefits to the young people of their involvement (reciprocity). 

Be mindful of which young people are being heard. 

It is important to consider whether you are hearing from a diverse range of 
young people through listening activities or whether it is the same young 
people engaging every time who are involved. 

Be respectful of young people’s time and other priorities. 

Provide a range of opportunities to get involved and think carefully about 
times, dates and locations for meetings. Be clear about the benefits of their 
involvement. 
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A common framework and language can support coherence and alignment. 

The Advantaged Thinking approach continues to be the glue that brings the 
work together at Foyer Federation and supports engagement with Foyers and 
young people. 

Flexibility and consistency are key.

 The Foyer Federation has benefited from a consistent (and growing) staff team 
and (consistent) funders who have been supportive of their iterative approach. 
Senior leadership’s support and use of time for reflection has supported 
consistency of intention with the ability to learn and adapt. In its work with local 
Foyers, the team has had to flex its support to the individual contexts.

Be clear about the purpose and parameters of discussions. 

young people have a lot of great ideas. This energy is important for the 
design of impactful programmes, but there is also a risk that programmes 
can drift away from their purpose. 

Build skills in facilitation and managing group dynamics. 

Whilst staff can build relationships with young people directly, if you are 
working with a group then the relationships and trust between the group 
is also key to success (and safety). Don’t work with large groups if you 
don’t have the skills and resources to support them well. Making activities 
enjoyable gives people an opportunity to connect and build trust within a 
group. No one wants to sit in a three hour meeting with limited interaction. 

Understand the personal motivations and needs of the young people you are 
working with. 

To design meaningful (and fun) experiences for young people you need to 
understand what matters to them, why they want to get involved and what 
they will need in order to be able to engage fully. As the young people you work 
with move on, you will need to revisit your approaches to adapt to the needs of 
new young people you are working with. 
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What’s next for the  
Foyer Federation?

The organisation is working on new tools and processes that help Foyers 
to attract, hire and retain staff with youth listening experience. It is also 
currently developing a youth influencing and involvement policy which 
will help to define expectations and support accountability. This involves 
defining roles, pathways and feedback. These new tools and policies 
will support existing team members, embed youth listening across the 
organisation and help capture learning.

There are also ambitions to also include new paid roles for young 
people to take on within the network, including:

•  �Consultancy: Training and coaching to support young people to 
deliver consultancy services.

•  �Researchers: Developing and delivering surveys and analysis.

•  �Assessors: Being part of the Foyer accreditation process.

www.foyer.net


