Sharing power " Quick suide
with young
people equitably
and inclusively

This quick guide forms part of a series developed by

Collective Discovery, the learning partner for the Listening

Eund. The Listening Fund is an England-wide partnership

which aims to make the youth sector more accountable

to young people. Each guide provides an insight into how

commitments to sharing power are being put into practice T.he .
within Listening Fund partner organisations. They draw on Listening

. : : : Fund
peer learning group discussions and partner practice.



In this guide you will find some information and
guidance to help your organisation navigate how
to take an equitable and inclusive approach to
sharing power with young people.

Why does equity and inclusion
matter when sharing power?

When you are working to strengthen listening practice and
accountability, it is important to consider which young
people you are going to involve and how you can ensure
that you are creating a process which supports young
people to feel comfortable and safe.

Your approach needs to be tailored to the young
people that you are working with - in terms of their
needs as individuals, and as part of a collective.

If you do not consider this from the outset, then
the young people involved could feel unsafe

or that their involvement is tokenistic.




Key terms and what they
look like in practice.

Key term - Equality

Equality is about sameness — everyone gets the same support or
opportunity - it assumes a level playing field. Treating everyone
equally can perpetuate existing disparities.

<@> What can this look like in practice

Ignoring barriers and differences: Offering identical access to
opportunities for young people without considering whether
some might face challenges like financial constraints, lack of
transportation, or language barriers.

Many Listening Fund partners pay young people who are involved in
decision-making processes, having recognised that financial constraints
could otherwise prevent some young people from participating.

Open recruitment processes for opportunities appear to be fair as
everyone has an equal chance to apply. But often young people

who lack confidence or are from disadvantaged and minoritised
communities may not consider applying. So it could be ‘fairer’ or more
equitable to complement open processes by encouraging individuals
or groups to apply.
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Key term - Equity

Equity is about fairness — support and opportunities are adjusted
to address systemic disadvantages or individual needs, ensuring
meaningful participation for all.

What can this look like in practice

Removing barriers and acknowledging difference: Offering additional
support (e.g. transportation assistance, or interpreters) and payment
to young people from disadvantaged or marginalised groups to
ensure they can take up opportunities with as much ease as other
young people.

For example, when holding residential sessions (which are often over
weekends) an organisation could make additional funding available in
case any young people need someone to accompany them (because
of health needs or for religious or cultural reasons).

Or smaller adjustments can look like sharing agendas for sessions in
advance (to reduce onxiety) or making sure there are regular breaks to
reduce overwhelm and/or allow the processing time that some young
people might need.

“We've got lots of girls that suffer from anxiety. A key thing for
managing anxiety is just feeling like you know what'’s going to
happen. There has to be a framework for every meeting and
clear ground rules.”

Listening Fund Partner
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Key term - Inclusion

Inclusion is about creating opportunities — where young people,
regardless of their backgrounds and abilities are able to engage fully
and meaningfully.

<@> What can this look like in practice

Creating safe and supportive spaces: To be able to participate
meaningfully young people need spaces and processes where their
needs and comfort have been considered.

Often when organisations add a ‘young trustee’ to their board of
trustees they do not consider how they may need to shift their
approach to be more inclusive. This could involve revisiting when and
where board meetings are held and how papers are presented -
often what works for young people works for other (older adult) board
members too.

“We've worked to involve young people [in decision-making]
who are struggling with their mental health, or at school or
with their families. Some young people, for different reasons,
find it difficult to be in group spaces and to get their voice
heard in a ‘big’ conversation. Often when you speak to them
one on one — they have lots of ideas about what we should
do and what we should change.”

Listening Fund Partner
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Offering a range of ways to be involved: Being inclusive can also involve
letting children and young people follow their interests and consider

the areas they want to get involved in rather than having a prescribed
role or programme. Sometimes what young people are interested in
may be surprising - for example some Listening Fund funders have
been challenged by the young people working with them about their
investment policies.

Listening Fund partner Gendered Intelligence provided a range of
ways in which young trans and gender diverse young people could
feed into their position on schools guidance. They held a dedicated
online meeting but also gathered views via one to one and face to
face discussions.

Listening Fund partner Prime Theatre had a group of young ‘Prime
Ministers’ which represented every age group they worked with (from
6 years old). They found that the children and young people wanted
to be involved in different decisions depending on their age, and now
they have a smaller group of young people mostly aged over 14 who
they can actively involve in more significant decision making whilst
continuing to listen to the younger people they work with through
their existing groups.

“If you work with young people, | would encourage you to
consider what reasonable adjustments can be implemented
as universal design: regular breaks, quiet time, and flexibility
are appreciated by everyone, even if disabled young people
often need them more.”

Listening Fund Young Advisor
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Key term - Diversity

Diversity is about ensuring that young people from a wide range
of backgrounds, experience and identities are included. It goes
beyond representation and seeks to reflect the richness of young
people’s experience.

@> What can this look like in practice

Encouraging diversity of perspectives: Organisations often want

to involve a diverse group of young people. However, if diversity is
viewed only in terms of certain aspects of young people’s identity or
experience then this can lead young people to feel their involvement is
tokenistic or they can feel the pressure to ‘represent’ a wider group.

Diverse groups can take longer to build relationships and trust but they
can also have richer discussions and make connections between them
that can highlight systemic and shared challenges. It can also broaden
young people’s experience to connect with young people with different
backgrounds and identities.

Listening Fund partner, the ADHD Foundation, hosts the National
Youth Neurodiversity Council - this includes young people who

have experience of autism, dyslexia, ADHD, dyspraxia, Tourette’s

and dyscalculia. The young people involved are able to learn from
each other’s perspectives and advocate together for neurodivergent
young people.

When Listening Fund Young Advisors reflected on their experience,
one of the things that they most appreciated was the opportunity
to learn from a diverse group of peers and the bond that they had
created, despite their differences.
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“Often, if you don’'t work with young people, or if you
work with young people in a universal setting, you just
see young people and that's it. And actually, within the
community of young people, there’s communities of
communities of communities of communities. You're
constantly adapting to find ways that work for each of
the individuals, that then hopefully kind of broadens
approaches and ways that we work with each other so
that everyone can meaningfully participate.”

Listening Fund partner

“The two members (of our youth board), who are
wheelchair users [said it] has really been eye opening
for some of the other board members who'd never
really thought about very simple things, like, there’s
only two wheelchair spaces at the theatre, or if there
isn’t a drop curb then their fellow board members can't
get somewhere. Equally, one of the board members is
of Muslim heritage and the experiences that she’s had
and racism that she’s experienced because of that has
been very enlightening for all of us.”

Listening Fund partner
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Key term - Representation

Representation is about ensuring that young people’s perspectives,
experiences, and insights are included in decision-making processes,
policies, and discussions that affect them.

<@> What can this look like in practice

Creating structures and roles involving youth representatives: This
approach provides a practical way to involve some young people
directly in decision-making and enables more consistent engagement
that build relationships and trust. However, having one person or a
group of people ‘represent’ a wider group can have some drawbacks. It
is important to:

« Recognise that young people’s views or experiences are diverse.

« Make sure that the experience of all young people is not generalised
from the experience of a few young people.

- Consider who is not represented in those who have been included (race,
gender, socioeconomic status etc.)

« Support ‘representatives’ who have concerns about their own
legitimacy to navigate the responsibility that they feel.

« Create a range of opportunities for participation and involvement.

« Clarify how structures and roles relate to the organisation’s
accountability to young people more broadly, and its responsibility to
act in their best interests.

A common example of the challenges of ‘representation’ is when
a young trustee is asked to ‘represent’ or speak on behalf of young
people as a whole.
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Key term - Accountability

Accountability is about taking ownership of decisions and
consequences — which means organisations (particularly power
holders) taking ownership of decisions and their consequences for
young people.

What can this look like in practice

Transparency: Transparency is a prerequisite for accountability and so
young people need access to the right kinds of information in order to
hold organisations accountable.

Closing the feedback loop: If you are going to involve young people
more in your work (for example, in recruitment, strategy development,
co-creation of programmes) - then it is critical that young people know
what has happened as a result of their involvement.

Navigating accountability: Often, when organisations create
structures and roles for involving young people in decision-making,
the young people question their own legitimacy to influence decisions
on behalf of a wider group of young people. It is important that
organisations help young people to navigate these questions rather
than passing the organisation’s responsibility to be accountable to the
young people involved.

The Involving Young People Collective who work with Esmée Fairbairn
Foundation have created a set of values that underpin co-production
between young people and organisations. These can act as a
framework for accountability.
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https://esmeefairbairn.org.uk/latest-news/values-co-production-between-young-people-organisations/

When working with young people as a group you will also need to help
them to negotiate how they will be accountable to each other - either
through a set of values or through a group agreement.

Listening Fund Partners Peer Power and the UK Youth Climate Coalition
both use consensus-based decision-making processes in order to
share power and distribute accountability in a structured way.

In Listening Fund peer learning group discussions, practitioners talked
about the value of combining narrow listening (to a small group of
young people through defined structures and roles) with broad listening
(listening to a wider group of young people through open spaces,

or learning and evaluation processes including data collection). For
example, young people who work with the Mix have access to the insight
and data from the Mix’s digital services, which reach over 6 million
young people a year, when they are making decisions. More about the

Mix’s ‘wide” and ‘narrow’ listening here.

“Accountability has been a really big challenge for the
Alliance.... People felt, and still feel an enormous pressure to
make sure that their networks were represented, to make
sure that young people who didn’'t have the opportunity...
were represented and to build something that was
accountable to the field.”

Alliance for Youth Organising

“Leveraging data allows us to bridge this gap and listen to the
voices of those who are often unheard. Drawing our insights
from large samples also increases our confidence that the
insights we are generating reflect young people in general.”

Listening Fund partner
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Key term - Responsibility

Responsibility is about a youth sector organisation’s obligation to
act — in ways that prioritise the well-being, rights, and development of
young people.

What can this look like in practice

Organisational responsibilities associated with sharing power:
Organisations need to ensure that they are providing opportunities that
are meaningful, safe and underpinned by the principle of reciprocity.
There need to be clear benefits for young people of their involvement.

Young people’s responsibility: As with accountability, young people
may feel a wider sense of responsibility to other young people.
Organisations need to support young people who may feel weighed
down by this sense of responsibility and encourage them to see their
involvement as an opportunity to support the organisation to be
more responsive to young people’s needs. Listening Fund Partner Little
Green Pig programmed a youth takeover of the Brighton Festival - this
included a Q&A session with a local author. The Youth Board member
who was going to ask the questions felt a sense of responsibility to
share the opportunity with other young people and so questions were
collected from children in Little Green Pig’s clubs.

“The Youth Forum is an open group. So like any of our other
youth groups, you can show up. There is no commitment.
New people who turn up can experience obligation and
pressure quite keenly. So giving them the space to feel less
of that has been helpful for some.”

Listening Fund partner
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Does your organisation have o
listening culture and practice
informed by an understanding
of equity and inclusion?

Organisations need to consider whether they are ready and able to share
power with young people and which young people can be effectively

and safely involved. This involves reflecting on the experience, skills and
attitude of the people involved and being honest about culture and
capacity. This involves practical readiness - with the resources, skills,
experience to do this - and also cultural or emotional readiness. For
example, it is not appropriate to bring a young person into a board setting
as a trustee if the board culture is not supportive, inclusive and equitable.

Examples of reflective questions:

» Does the organisation have a commitment to equity, diversity and inclusion
- which has been put into practice through staff and board training?

« Does the organisation have a culture of listening to staff and acting on their
feedback?

- Does the organisation have staff and trustees who are able to create and/or
participate in empowering spaces for young people?

- If you are working with young people who have experienced trauma, have
staff been trained in trauma-informed approaches and do you have access
to counselling and/or supervision?

» Does the board chair have the skills to ensure that a young person taking up
a trustee position will be able to contribute and participate alongside their
peer trustees?

+ Are the organisation’s staff and trustees open to challenge and willing to
change?
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s your organisation willing to
learn and adapt its approach
to sharing power?

While it's important to plan ahead to reduce barriers for young
people engaging with your work, it's equally crucial to remain
flexible and adapt your approach as needed. Keep in mind that
every young person is an individual.

It's also important to stay supportive of young people who may
wish to take a break from, or change the level of engagement
with your organisation. It is easy to assume that all young
people want to progress or increase their level of engagement
or responsibility with an organisation, but their interest and
ability to engage may fluctuate.
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Which young people are you going
to listen to and share power with?

Process —
What People -
and How? Who?

It is important to align the number of young people that you directly involve

in decision-making with the resources you have available. The Listening Fund
partners’ experience is that, in general, it is better to start with involving a small
number of young people and learn from the experience before further increasing
numbers. This push to have a large group of young people involved is often
because of a desire to ensure that the group is big enough to represent a diverse
set of views. But often it is better to work with a small group and complement this
with gathering feedback from a wider group. The young people that you share
power with will depend on your organisation’s mission and charitable objectives.
Many organisations are focused on particular groups of young people and the
structural and systemic barriers that they face.
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Other organisations are open to all young people living within a particular place.
These organisations usually involve children and young people who they already
know and have a relationship with. When organisations know the children and
young people, they are more able to identify which young people are ready and
willing to become more involved. Knowing and understanding the individual
young people can also help to create inclusive spaces and often the young
people involved know or feel connected to each other via their engagement with
the service/ organisation.

It is different for national organisations and funders who do not have regular
contact with young people. Their process often begins with an open recruitment
process and a desire to ensure that the group or individuals they work with

are, in some way, diverse or representative. The young people do not know the
organisation and its staff and do not know each other. When recruiting young
people through an open recruitment process, it is likely that the young people
that respond will be confident and self-motivated (or supported by parents,
carers or other adults to apply). This can result in a group of applicants who
are not very representative. However, if your organisation doesn’t have the
experience or capacity needed to work well with young people who need more
support, working with more self-confident young people is a better option.

Many funders have recognised that they do not have the skills and knowledge
in-house to create and hold space for young people - particularly when they are
making decisions. They have contracted external organisations to take on the
facilitator role and to help design their process of involving young people. Even in
youth-focused organisations, youth engagement can be siloed within one team,
so it is important to build the skills and confidence of staff to be able to involve
young people in a more comprehensive way.

Conclusion

Organisations need to consider how their commitments to equity and inclusion
inform their approach to sharing power with young people. Young people are
not a homogenous group and young people have a range of experiences,
backgrounds and identities. Actively involving young people in discussions with
the organisation around key terms like diversity, inclusion, representation and
accountability can be helpful and enlightening for everybody involved.
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For inspiration

Listen to this podcast on Which young people are we involving' featuring Listening
Fund partners Little Green Pig, Sister System, Gendered Intelligence, and the Civic

Power Fund.

Explore the ‘Speak Out Toolkit’ from the National Youth Agency, which explores
identity, belonging, diversity and community.

Check out this paper from the Listening Fund on Sharing Power with young people.

Read this blog from a Listening Fund Adviser on the importance of disabled youth
spaces.

Read this blog from the Mix shared their experience of combining involving young
people (narrow listening) with data and insight (wide listening).

Read this blog from the ADHD Foundation about the benefits and challenges of
listening to young neurodiverse people.

Read this blog from Kent Refugee Action Network on their experience of working
with ambassadors.

For more information on engaging young people as trustees or in youth
structures, have a look at other guick guides from the Listening Fund series.



https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/aefb209a5a12b0a618c6f29d8fd3a9e32f8a6d18/view
https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/aefb209a5a12b0a618c6f29d8fd3a9e32f8a6d18/view
https://nya.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Speak-Out-Toolkit-2019-FINAL.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/TLF_SharingPower_Report.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/youth-spaces-vs-disabled-youth-spaces/
https://thelisteningfund.org/data-and-dialogue-the-mixs-journey-to-inclusive-listening/
https://thelisteningfund.org/the-benefits-and-challenges-of-listening-to-young-neurodiverse-people/
https://thelisteningfund.org/listening-with-youth-ambassadors-at-kran/
https://thelisteningfund.org/our-resources/

