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The Mix’s Learning
Journey in Listening

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
The Mix’s next steps, and are shared here so that
others can learn from their experience.
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This is an account of what The Mix
did to become more accountable
to young people, and what they
learned along the way.

The Mix is a national charity for young people in the UK. It reaches
over six million young people each year, providing a range of digital
platforms for advice and support. It has a turnover of £2.5 million

a yeadr and employs 36 staff and has 250 volunteers. It connects
young people to experts and peers to talk about a range of issues.

The Mix received five years of funding from the Listening Fund

(in two phases) to support strengthening its capacity and
commitment to listening to young people as a core element of its
work. This story documents the learning journey that the Mix has
been on with the support of the Listening Fund and its other funders.
Now, as the Listening Fund support comes to an end, young people
are meaningfully involved in governance, strategy, communications
and programming at the Mix.



http://www.themix.org.uk 
http://www.themix.org.uk 
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The Mix’s listening
activity in 2024

In 2024, The Mix involved around:

Young people in youth
voice groups and youth
governance roles.

Young people
for one-off
opportunities.

Young people in
listening activities in
some capacity.

The Mix currently has 10 youth voice staff leads, a Head of Youth Voice and one

additional full time youth voice staff role.

The Mix interacts with young people virtually (on the phone, via online
website, messaging and social media) on any and every issue. The
Mix does not have day-to-day interactions with a core group of young
people as a local service provider would have, and so has to build
trusting relationships with young people from scratch. In addition,
whereas many youth organisations focus on a particular group of
young people or particular issues that they face, the Mix is a service for
all young people on any and every issue, which can make it harder to
create a sense of belonging/have young people identify with The Mix.
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Why The Mix wanted to
listen better to young people

There has always been a clear rationale for The Mix to involve young
people in their work: the organisation needs to know what young
people are thinking and feeling and what they care about in order to
engage them in their services, set priorities, and allocate resources.

During strategic discussions in 2016 and 2017, trustees and senior
leadership at The Mix recognised a need to involve young people more
proactively in their work. From the outset, The Mix sought to involve
young people in the process and draw on the learning from other
organisations to inform their practice. The Young Trustees Movement
provided useful early guidance — encouraging The Mix to look beyond
just involving young people in governance and to consider all their
contact points with young people. A plan was developed which
included establishing and investing in a youth participation team with
specidalist skills to support organisational change.

“It dawned on us.. we were out of touch with what
‘ ‘ young people wanted. We quickly came up with an
idea: what about if we tried to move in a direction
to develop ourselves as a charity for young people
run by young people? We didn’t know where we

were going or where we would get to.. we knew it
wdads a journey and it wouldn't happen overnight.”

THE MIX'S BOARD CHAIR
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How The Mix strengthened
its listening

To support and lead the new commitment to involving young people,
a new team was created.

The newly recruited leader of the team was able to draw on her previous
experience and research on youth participation to define a set of
principles (used as reflective questions) to guide their work:

« Is the work/involvement meaningful to young people?

« Is it tailored to the organisation and its culture?

+ Are we working in partnership and are young people engaged from the start?
+ Are we clear on the expectations?

« Does it promote equity and reduce barriers?

+ Does it meet the needs of young people with multiple options and choices?

« Does it reach all areas of the organisation?

« Is it supported through the right training and resources?
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The team has been integral to the development of the integration of youth
participation across the organisation. The key milestones of this work can be
seen below:

T

2019 2021 2023
Strategy Process
initiated with the
Single Session with +  Youth Panel Annual Planning Annual Survey Scaled back to focus Youth Advisory
Youth Panel (6) Session Process Involvement of on our youth Board
focusing on the *  Annual Survey Annual Survey departmental govemnance strategy Younlg Trustees
question: "What are Launch of the Youth Voice Sharing of data
the biggest worries In 2019 we Reps Project Groups in Young Trustees and research
young people face submitted a plan for lead by our Annual Planning Plans submitted (equitable
today” wider youth Youth Panel Strong covid to develop our knowledge)
involvement - but focus Youth Advisory Involvement of
notin enough time to In 2020 we first Board departmental
execute it. started talking about Limited youth voice
youth governance. invalvement in groups
Annual Planning Ongoing
involvement from
the YAB
throughout the
year

Listening Fund support (and involvement in the Listening Fund’s learning
activities) gave time for the team to understand the best way to progress

youth voice within The Mix and to build commitment within the organisation by
demonstrating the benefits of youth involvement. The peer learning groups, in
particular, provided an opportunity for reflection with and learning from other
organisations’ practice.

Integrating listening within organisational culture and practices

Since 2018 the team started working with frameworks to visualise how youth
voice is integrated within the organisational structure. The progression in the
Mix's approach can be seen below in these frameworks from different years.



The Mix’s Learning Journey | Partner Practice Report

Opportunity Network
(300)

2021/2022 Youth Framework
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Their Youth Voice Strategy now articulates how youth voice supports
the organisation’s goals and how it is integrated within organisational
culture and practices.

Itincludes:

Embedding youth voice in staff roles and upskilling staff with regular
training and support.

Gathering data about what young people care about through youth voice
surveys.

Providing a wide range of engagement opportunities for young people
through an online noticeboard which is updated weekly.

Encouraging a range of different approaches to engaging young people —
ensuring that all opportunities are fun and meaningful for young people.

Understanding which young people are involved, and which groups of
young people are under-represented.

Prioritising regular reflection, learning and documenting impact to improve
practice and reflect back stories of success to the organisation as a whole.

“They seem ahead of the curve in giving lots of
opportunities. Offering that level of opportunities
is such a positive thing and | wish more
organisations got it and did it.”
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Involving young people in organisational governance and
strategy development

In 2022, having built internal support and gained experience of involving
young people in The Mix’s work, efforts were refocused on bringing young
people into organisational governance. There were two elements to

this — establishing the Youth Advisory Board, and a young trustee on the
organisation’s board. Power sharing principles were developed to underpin
the new arrangements.

The Youth Advisory Board has set its own scope. It meets before each full
board meeting and receives the same board papers — feeding in directly
through a submission to the board or through the Chair of the Youth
Advisory Board who attends board meetings.

In 2023, the Youth Advisory Board took the lead in The Mix’s strategy process
— leading to a strategy which is owned by the organisation but different

to what would have emerged without their involvement. Young people’s
leadership has led to a shift in the service towards a more preventive
approach, working to help young people to develop the skills they need to
navigate lifestyle challenges and less of a focus on crisis. This has led to
greater emphasis on The Mix's community and their peer support offer.
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What has changedasa
result of strengthened
listening practice?

For young people

Improved experience of participation
Over time, the opportunities for engagement have become more structured,
supported and meaningful.

Increased confidence and skills
Young people have fed back that they have benefited directly from the
opportunities provided by the Mix and feel more empowered.

Increased opportunities
Young people have shared that their experience, confidence and skills have
helped them to move onto better educational and work opportunities.

“The journey as a volunteer with the Mix has provided me with

‘ ‘ transferable skills and experience, which | find very useful as | pursue
an apprenticeship in Public Policy. Personally, it has equipped me
with various skills, including stakeholder management, organising,
public speaking, leading campaigns, engaging the audience and
content creation. It is my ambition that | will continue to be involved
with the Mix to make a difference in young people’s lives. My short-
term aim is to be involved in the Mix Youth Board or any other role
providing a youth advocacy platform.”

YOUNG AMBASSADOR
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For the Mix

Improved organisational culture and processes to support listening practice

There is a strong culture of youth participation across all staff teams. Staff are
keen to meaningfully involve young people in their work and they are seeking
support from the youth participation team at a rate which exceeds resources.
Youth participation is now embedded in job descriptions, inductions and
training as well as in programme and governance frameworks.

Increased staff satisfaction

Staff report greater job satisfaction linked to their engagement with young
people and organisational commitment to youth voice.

Increased impact and effectiveness of the Mix programmes

The involvement of young people has supported the organisation to remain
relevant to their core audience. The youth-led market research group has
been important to the Mix's marketing and its ability to extend its reach to
new audiences.

Enhanced reputation as a youth participation leader

The Mix recently won an award for their social content co-developed with
young people and has received multiple requests to work with corporates.
Funders have indicated that they have confidence in the Mix’s work in this area.

“We have changed the direction of the charity
because of what young people have said and we
have genuinely listened and respected that.”
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Be clear about the purpose of your listening and make an organisational
commitment

+ Senior leadership support is critical.

« Dedicated resources, skills and experience are needed to back up any
organisational commitment.

« Manage expectations (of young people and of staff).

« Start slow and build on the learning from your experience.

Ensure that processes are in place to underpin a shift in culture

« Develop a clear strategy and plan — make this visual, understand
connections and specify roles and responsibilities.

« Embed organisational commitment to listening in job descriptions and
appraisals.

« Agree organisational values and principles to underpin the cultural shift.
« Invest in dedicated staff time and supporting skills building.
+ Provide a range of opportunities for young people.

« Focus on quality rather than quantity of opportunities for involvement.

Keep learning and adapting

« Monitor diversity of young people involved and target recruitment to
address under-representation.

« Build cross-organisational support by demonstrating value and impact.

+ Regularly reflect and review feedback to stay on track and look for new
opportunities.
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What's next for the Mix?

The Mix is looking to consolidate and deepen its listening

and participation work and focus on specific areas for
improvement. These include: supporting teams to take
decisions around youth voice, involving more boys and young
men, reviewing internal procedures to ensure they align with
youth voice commitments (including paying young people)
and strengthening mentoring between board and youth
advisory board members.

www.themix.org.uk
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