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About the  
Listening Fund 
The Listening Fund was an England-wide 
partnership which aimed to make the youth sector 
more accountable to young people. The Listening 
Fund was 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 committed to sharing practice and 
challenges from across the Fund. Collective 
Discovery, the Fund’s learning partner, provided 
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. 

This paper is based on peer learning groups, reports from 
partners, workshops, and interviews for the Shift Podcast. 

It is not a manual; it is designed with the intention of 
helping organisations understand existing practice in 
sharing power, and to synthesise existing literature. 
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This paper begins by exploring the following key questions: 

01	 | 	 What do we mean by sharing power? 

02	 |	 What power is being shared with young people? 

03	 |	� Why share power with young people? 

04	 | 	 �How is power being shared?

05	 |	 �What are we learning about the benefits and the impact of sharing 
power with young people? 

06	 | 	 ��What tensions emerge when sharing power with young people? 

The paper then explains 
how organisations have 
aligned the way they involve 
young people with a clear 
understanding of why they 
are sharing power. 

Being clear 
about what 
power you are 
sharing and why

Considering who you 
will involve 

Creating empowering spaces 
aligned with the purpose 

Purpose 
(What)

p16

People  
(Who)

p18

Process 
(How)

p22
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Purpose: Being clear about what power you are sharing and why

Commitment Have you made a clear organisational commitment to sharing power with young 
people? Is everyone involved committed (board, senior leaders, staff)?

Purpose Are you clear about why you are sharing power? And what difference you expect it 
to make to your organisation and its work?

Power Dynamics Have you considered the power dynamics involved? Between adults and young 
people? Between young people?

Roles and 
Responsibilities 

Are the roles and responsibilities of people involved (young people and adults) 
clear? Is there flexibility for these to adapt and evolve? 

Benefits Can you explain clearly to young people how they will benefit from their 
involvement?

People: Consider who will be involved

Within your 
organisation

Do you have people with the right skills, experience and attitudes? How can you 
strengthen skills, change attitudes and bring in experience if there are gaps?

Which young people Will you choose/select young people or will you openly recruit? How will you 
ensure that you involve a diverse group?

How many young 
people How will you align the number of young people you involve with your resources?

Strengthen wider 
accountability 

How will young people be supported to understand the experiences of the wider group 
of young people? In what other ways is the organisation accountable to young people?

Process: Creating empowering spaces aligned with the purpose

Centre Young People

Have you got the basics right? (youth-centred meeting venues and times, 
appropriate information and groundrules, sufficient time and resources)? 

Is the process/structure inclusive? Have you considered different young people’s 
needs and made appropriate adjustments? 

Are the methods and approaches you plan to use youth-friendly? 

Have you involved young people in the design of the opportunity? 

Are there clear feedback mechanisms for young people?

Support Young People Are you clear about the support you will offer to young people involved in the 
process?

Pay Young People Are you clear about how you will pay or compensate young people for their time 
and investment?

Organisational Readiness Assessment 
The questions below provide a reflective framework for organisations that are thinking 
about sharing power with young people. It can also be used by young people to guide 
their reflections about the quality of an opportunity or initiative. 
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What do we mean by sharing 
power? 

By ‘sharing power’ we mean adults or adult-led 
organisations sharing the authority to make 
decisions with young people. This could mean 
giving young people the responsibility to make 
decisions themselves or making decisions with 
adults (a partnership approach). Sharing power 
is not just about who makes decisions and how, 
but also about creating a culture of mutual 
respect between adults and young people.

Sharing power involves adults recognising young 
people’s assets, understanding what young 
people will bring, and being willing to provide 
additional training and support when young 
people need it (just as when including other 
adults in decision-making). 

What power is being shared with 
young people?

The Listening Fund’s partner 
organisations

The Listening Fund’s partner organisations share 
power with young people in different ways. Some 
give (or share) decision-making power with 
young people when recruiting or in the design 
of youth programmes. Young people have also 
been involved in making decisions about who 
receives funding/support from organisations, and 
some young people have shaped organisations’ 
strategies so that sharing power with young 
people is embedded in everything they do. 

Many partners have looked to involve young 
people in their governance structures. For some 
organisations this has involved setting up a 
shadow youth board or forum, and others have 
also included youth representatives on their 
governance board. These initiatives are at an 
early stage, and this paper summarises some of 
the learning to date.

Listening Fund funders

The funders of the Listening Fund are also 
committed to improving their own listening 
practice and looking for ways to share power 
with young people. Some funders have 
increased the representation of young people 
on their board and involved them in funding 
decisions directly. Others have employed 
young people as funding advisors to their 
programmes or as consultants feeding into 
their funding and wider organisational strategy.

01 02 
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The Listening Fund has appointed ten Young 
Advisors to design a new funding round and 
award £720,000 of grants. 

Esmée Fairbairn Foundation has appointed an 
Involving Young People Collective – made 
up of 12 young people who are designing and 
testing ways for the Foundation to strengthen 
young people’s role in funding decisions and 
involvement in its new strategy. 

Children in Need is exploring different ways to 
involve children in decision-making across the 
organisation. For example, two Youth Advisers 
were recruited into the funding partnerships team 
to ensure youth involvement in decision-making 
on the development of strategic programmes. 

This led to the £1million pound youth social action 
‘We Move’ fund to empower Black children and 
young people through youth social action. 

Blagrave Trust has reformed its governance to 
ensure that it has a youth-centred board. Young 
Advisors have also designed and made funding 
decisions for the Restart Youth and Challenge 
and Change programmes and a key element of 
the Trust’s strategy, Youth-Led Change, was led 
by two young members of staff. 

The National Lottery Community Fund’s Mind Our 
Future grant programme, worth £10.8 million, was 
co-developed with the Youth Voice Wales Team 
with young people actively involved in designing 
the fund, right through to application assessment.

Examples of Sharing Power from Listening Fund funders

We Don’t Settle has created a Youth Steering 
Committee who meet monthly to make 
organisational decisions. Young people also 
make funding decisions about who receives 
their micro grants. 

Kent Refugee Action Network (KRAN) has created 
a Youth Forum where young people come 
together to shape KRAN’s services  
and advocacy. 

KRAN’s Youth Ambassadors provide a link 
between the Youth Forum and the organisation’s 
Board and CEO. KRAN also has a young refugee 
on its trustee board. 

Gendered Intelligence has created a Youth 
Board to ensure that young people are heard and 
understood by the organisation and by its trustees. 
The Youth Board influences the organisation’s 
Board through youth representatives. 

Examples of Sharing Power from Listening Fund partner organisations 

https://www.bbcchildreninneed.co.uk/grants/the-work-we-do/our-focussed-funding/we-move/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0P3TRMliKtc
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Strengthens 
accountability

Improves 
effectiveness 
as decisions 

are informed by 
young people

Builds skills and 
leadership of 
young people 

Brings new 
ideas and 

energy - as well 
as challenge

Demonstrates 
commitment to 
young people’s 

rights

Builds young 
people’s trust in 

institutions

Why?

“Your decision is going to affect my future. So why are 
you making that decision for us?” 

YOUNG PERSON IN BLAGRAVE TRUST VIDEO ON SHARING POWER 

Why share power with young people?

There are a range of motivations for sharing power with young people across the Fund. 

03

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWzzaH5bFX4 
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To strengthen 
accountability, 
organisations 
have introduced…

•	Youth steering committees
•	Youth (advisory) boards
•	(Young) Trustees
•	 Young people into their recruitment processes
•	Young grantmakers 

To build skills 
and leadership 
of young people, 
organisations 
have introduced…

•	Ambassadors
•	Champions
•	Spokespeople
•	Co-leadership 
•	Youth forums
•	Recruitment of young people into staff roles 

To improve 
effectiveness, 
organisations 
have introduced… 

•	Co-production and co-creation
•	Young people into their learning and evaluation 

processes
•	Young consultants
•	Recruitment of young people with similar lived 

experience to the young people that they work with

How is power being shared?

Listening Fund partners have experimented with a range of approaches to involving young people 
more directly in their work. Some organisations have created new roles and structures to strengthen 
accountability - see the examples below. 

04

The Listening Fund has produced practice guides and Shift podcast episodes which cover these 
approaches - see the Listening Fund webpage for further information.

https://thelisteningfund.org/
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What are we learning about the 
benefits and impact of sharing power 
with young people? 

Benefits for young people 
•	� Contributing to improving the lives of other 

young people 

•	� Developing their leadership and sense of 
responsibility 

•	� Gaining knowledge of a sector 

•	� Changing their perceptions about professional 
spaces and/or engaging with adults 

•	� Strengthening skills in inter-generational 
dialogue 

•	 Can involve payment 

Skills and knowledge young people  
can gain 
•	� The kinds of things to take into account when 

making a decision 

•	 How to get more information when needed 

•	� How to think through options and weigh up 
pros and cons 

•	 Skills for negotiating and influencing decisions 

•	 Respecting different perspectives 

•	 Taking collective decisions

Benefits for organisations (partner 
organisations and funders) 
•	� Better understanding young people’s needs 

and potential 

•	 Finding new ways to approach their work 

•	 Getting out of their comfort zone 

•	� Acknowledging young people as individuals of 
equal worth 

•	� Improving services/programmes funding 
strategies and mechanisms 

•	� Diversifying the group of young people who 
consider working for their organisations and 
building more inclusive spaces for all staff 

•	� Strengthening skills in inter-generational 
dialogue

05 
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Examples of wider benefits of sharing power 

Young people have improved organisational 
strategy, culture and practice

The Youth Board at the Mix were instrumental in shifting 
the focus of the organisation’s strategy towards a 
more preventative and peer led approach. They were 
also directly involved in decision-making around The 
Mix’s merger with other organisations. The Involving 
Young People Collective who work with the Esmée 
Fairbairn Foundation has influenced a wide range of 
organisational policies and programmes - including 
addressing the lack of diversity in the environment 
sector and designing a youth-led Creativity Fund. 

More youth-centred programmes and projects 

Listening Fund partners have developed new 
programmes and projects through sharing decision-
making with young people. For example, KRAN’s 
Youth Forum and Youth Ambassadors have made 
decisions that have shaped funding proposals and 
funded programmes. 

More funding allocated based on young people’s 
decisions

Young people have taken funding decisions as part 
of initiatives from Listening Fund funders. 10 Young 
Advisors made decisions which awarded over £720,000 
of grants in the second phase of the Listening Fund. 
Listening Fund partners (including We Don’t Settle and 
the Foyer Federation) also involved young people in 
making funding decisions. 

Young people have built their confidence and 
skills 

Young people who have been engaged in sharing 
power with Carefree Cornwall have seen their 
confidence grow, and young people now chair 
Cornwall’s Corporate Parenting Board twice a year. This 
has led to a direct positive impact on provision of youth 
mental health services in Cornwall.

‘I learned about what happens 
behind the scenes and how to get 
funding for projects – it gave me 
such an insight into all the things 
you have to consider. I’d 100% 
recommend the experience – it’s 
given me new skills and made 
me think about my accountability 
and how I need to explain/justify 
what I think when talking to other 
young people.’  

YOUNG ADVISOR, CHALLENGE AND 
CHANGE, BLAGRAVE TRUST 

‘I think the Involving Young People 
Collective are bringing a new level 
of accountability into our thinking 
across the board. They are often 
holding a mirror up to us at Esmée, 
challenging us to ask ourselves 
why we do things in certain ways 
or make certain decisions.’ 

ESMÉE FAIRBAIRN FOUNDATION
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What tensions emerge when sharing 
power with young people?  

Adult/professional concerns about 
losing control and risks

It can be challenging for professionals to learn 
to let go – to share power and shift professional 
boundaries. Adults may underestimate the 
support that they need to adapt to a process 
where young people are taking decisions. 
It is important to be clear about where the 
boundaries of decision-making power are from 
the outset. 

Sometimes organisations that have concerns 
may decide to start with just including one 
young person on a board or involving young 
people in a narrowly defined set of decisions – 
but this can lead to disappointment and tension 
– because the organisation (and individuals 
involved) are not fully committed to being 
influenced by young people. 

‘It is difficult if there are just one or two 
young people involved in decision-
making with a group of adults – it is 
hard for the young people to challenge 
in that situation – there needs to be 
critical mass.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
YOUTH ORGANISATION

‘Discussions about the risks and 
challenges of sharing power are not 
just for senior managers and then 
they make the decisions – everyone 
(including the young people) need to be 
involved in the discussions about risk – 
it needs to be looked at collectively.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
YOUTH ORGANISATION

‘And I know from my experience on 
boards, that sometimes boards end up 
recruiting one female or the one Asian 
or Black person, and they think they 
done the job. Whereas actually, what 
they’ve done is created a very isolating 
experience. So you need to ensure 
that that representation is sufficient to 
avoid that risk of feeling isolated or risk 
of needing to feel like you agree, need 
to agree with everyone else around the 
table, because they’re obviously right.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT - FUNDER

Young people feeling overwhelmed by 
responsibility 

Some young people feel that they have a 
responsibility to represent other young people 
and can struggle with impostor syndrome. It 
is important to discuss the expectations being 
placed on young people (by themselves and by 
professionals) when power is being shared with 
them and provide a structure of support. 

‘I think it can feel like quite a burden 
for just 10 people to represent all the 
young people in England. And then you 
think – oh well you’re just a kid, literally 
hired because you’re a young person. 
And there is so much responsibility 
to make the right decision. But over 
time you realise that you are strong 
together and you can always talk to 
the facilitators.’

LISTENING FUND YOUNG ADVISOR

06
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‘We have created spaces where we can 
have really honest dialogue. We’ve had 
to grapple with how to push back when 
people want us to be involved internally 
in everything – we’ve had to redefine 
and renegotiate our responsibility in the 
moment as young people.’

CHILDREN IN NEED YOUNG ADVISOR

Time and resources needed to share 
power effectively and equitably vs. 
speed and efficiency 

To effectively share power and to go beyond 
tokenistic engagement with young people takes 
time and resources. The Listening Fund provides 
grants to organisations to support their listening 
practice, but without dedicated funding, 
organisations may find it difficult to invest in 
processes and structures when they could 
otherwise use funding for direct service provision 
or support to young people. Funders may have 
more flexibility about how they use resources, 
but are still conscious of increasing spending 
on their own grantmaking processes or slowing 
those processes down when need is great. 

‘There are clear trade-offs between 
doing things quickly and doing 
them as equitably as possible. We 
intentionally prioritised speed in the 
first iteration of Challenge and Change 
fund due to the pressing need to make 
funding available to young people as 
soon as possible. We learned a range 
of lessons about how moving quickly 
makes it harder to ensure clarity, ease 
and equity.’ 

BLAGRAVE TRUST 

‘There is a question about whether 
people have a full understanding 
of the time and cost required to do 
involved work, with deep participation, 
well? It is not a linear, straightforward 
process. You’re building relationships 
and developing trust, and that requires 
time, patience and investment.’ 

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
YOUTH ORGANISATION 

Finding the right balance of structure 
and flexibility 

Often processes of sharing power evolve, 
and new opportunities to engage and involve 
young people emerge. If the parameters of 
sharing power are too tightly defined then it 
can hamper the ability to respond flexibly, be 
creative or evolve. 

‘There were just no assumptions made 
about what we may need, or what we 
want from the programme […] after 
about a month or so we began to think 
we really know what the role is. That’s 
when we realised that that’s because 
the role was completely shaped by 
us[…]. If the programme had been 
designed fully before we even got 
there, it might probably would have 
been a bit more limited and a bit 
harder to kind of get what we wanted 
out of it.’ 

ESMÉE FAIRBAIRN - INVOLVING YOUNG PEOPLE 
COLLECTIVE MEMBER 
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“Stay flexible. We’ve had to change our ideas about 
the best level of involvement to give young people 
power, and not bring in our preconceptions.”

GENDERED INTELLIGENCE

What have we learned so far about how 
to share power with young people?

Being clear 
about what 
power you are 
sharing and why

Considering who you 
will involve 

Creating empowering spaces 
aligned with the purpose 

Purpose 
(What)

p16

People  
(Who)

p18

Process 
(How)

p22
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Purpose 
(What)

A summary

Be clear about what power you are sharing and why

1.	 Be clear about your commitment to sharing power 

2.	 Be clear about the purpose of sharing power

3.	 Be clear about power dynamics

4.	 Be clear about roles & responsibilities 

5.	 Be clear about benefits for young people 

Create empowering spaces 

1.	 Centre young people in designing the process/structure

2.	 Support young people 

3.	 Pay young people 

Process 
(How)

Consider who will be involved

1.	 Consider who within the organisation will be involved 

2.	 Consider which young people will be involved 

3.	 Consider how many young people will be involved 

4.	� Consider how you will strengthen accountability to 
those not directly involved

People  
(Who)
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Listening Fund experience
On a daily basis decisions are taken by youth 
funders and organisations that affect young 
people. Each organisation has to consider which 
decisions it is most important for young people to 
be involved in, and who gets to decide. 

There is no one right way to share power with 
young people. It is important to understand what 
the range of opportunities could be and choose 
the most appropriate for the organisation and 
young people involved.

There is a need for clarity about why the 
organisation is looking to share power with young 
people. If you are going to involve young people 
then it is critical that the involvement has a clear 
rationale and isn’t simply driven by sentiment 
(‘because it’s a good thing to do; because lots of 
other organisations are doing it; because it will 
look good to funders’, etc). 

The young people who are involved need to 
understand why power is being shared with them 
and what role they are being asked to play. The 
parameters for their role needs to be clear, as 
does how they can expect to benefit, and the 
impact or influence they will have. Being clear 
about the purpose behind sharing power also 
helps to shape expectations and can inform the 
support and scaffolding that is being provided. 

For example, when appointing a young person 
to a trustee board, some organisations think that 
the young person can somehow be, or represent, 
‘the voice of young people’. 

This is unrealistic and unfair on the young person 
involved and, as with any Trustee, they have 
a legal responsibility as a trustee which goes 
beyond representation. 

The roles and responsibilities that young people 
are taking on have to be aligned with the 
resources and support that an organisation can 
provide and with their strengths and experience. 

Bringing clarity

1. �Be clear about your commitment to 
sharing power

Discuss the potential opportunities and tensions 
with openness and give space for people to 
raise their concerns before power starts being 
shared. Once power is meaningfully shared 
with young people, organisations will see their 
organisational culture and practices begin 
to shift. Collective Discovery has developed a 
facilitation guide which includes participatory 
exercises that organisations can use to explore 
questions around sharing power. 

‘If boards are being asked to sign 
off decisions by young people – it 
is important to understand what 
happens if they (the young people and 
the board) have different opinions – 
how will it be resolved?’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
YOUTH ORGANISATION

Be clear about what power you are 
sharing and why

Purpose
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2. �Be clear about the purpose of  
sharing power 

Young people need to understand why they 
are involved, and what their involvement will 
achieve and influence. There needs to be a 
clear articulation of what is being renegotiated, 
disrupted or dismantled in relation to prevailing 
power structures in the process. 

‘‘It has to be a reciprocal relationship 
with young people and the organisation. 
Young people are experts in their 
experience. We have our own expertise. 
And we can learn a lot from each other.’ 

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT - YOUTH 
ORGANISATION

3. Be clear about power dynamics

Consider who has historically had power, how 
it has been exercised and negotiated, and how 
this is shifting or changing with young people’s 
involvement. Be conscious of how power is 
reinforced in both overt and more subtle ways – 
including in dynamics between young people. 

‘How do we create culturally competent 
approaches to sharing power with 
young people that factor in who  
they are as a person?’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
FUNDER & YOUNG PERSON

4. �Be clear about roles and 
responsibilities

Red lines need to be clear: be honest about 
what can and can’t change. Ensuring young 
people understand both the relevance and 
the limitations of their role will help manage 
expectations. For example: will young people be 
given the opportunity to identify issues that they 
themselves believe are relevant, or are adults 
setting the agenda? 

‘When organisations are sharing 
power with young people they have to 
be clear about the balance between 
accountability to young people and 
accountability to their boards or to 
funders. Let young people know what the 
power dynamics are.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
YOUTH ORGANISATION

‘How can funders step aside and let 
young people lead a fund design and 
decision-making processes whilst 
maintaining sufficient oversight to fulfil 
their own legal responsibilities?‘

BLAGRAVE TRUST 

5. �Be clear about benefits for  
young people

Young people need to understand how they/ 
their peers might benefit from involvement in 
decision making – they understand why it is 
relevant and why their views and expertise are 
being sought.
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Consider who will be involvedPeople

Listening Fund experience

Once you are clear about why you want to share 
power with young people, you need to consider 
who is going to be involved before designing an 
(empowering) process or space. 

It is important that the approach that the 
organisation takes to sharing power with 
young people is tailored to the young people 
the organisation is intending to work with, the 
staff and board’s capacity and experience of 
working with young people, and the resources 
you have available. 

It is also important to align the number of young 
people that you would like to involve with the 
resources you have available. The Listening 
Fund partners’ experience is that, in general, it is 
advisable to start with involving a small number 
of young people and learn from the experience 
before further increasing numbers. 

Before sharing power or involving 
young people in decision-making 

Consider who (within the organisation) will 
be involved and their skills and experience

Organisations need to consider whether 
they are ready and able to share power with 
young people. This involves reflecting on the 
experience, skills and attitude of the people 
involved and being honest about culture and 
capacity.

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

•	 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?

Cultural and emotional readiness is as important 
as practical 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. 
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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 
(for example Hudl - the youth development 
agency) to take on the facilitator role, and 
advise them on how to make sure that the 
experience of being involved is positive for 
young people. 

Listening to young people is key to developing 
engaging programmes, and the strong 
relationships and trust that are built through 
engagement are at the heart of sharing 
power. Some Listening Fund grantees were 
founded with a strong focus on sharing power, 
co-creation and listening to young people at 
their centre (for example, Peer Power Youth 
and Sister System). 

From the outset, staff and trustees in these 
organisations have known that this was part 
of the organisation’s approach, and their 
commitment to sharing power has been 
tested at the recruitment stage. Similarly 
grantees who are focused on theatre and 
the creative arts are able to use these 
approaches to involve young people - aided 
by a culture of creativity and openness 
which can help experienced professionals to 
navigate power dynamics. 

On the other hand, organisations that are not 
youth-focused, or where youth involvement is 
siloed within one team, will need to build skills 
and confidence of staff to be able to involve 
young people in a more comprehensive way. 

Consider which young people will be involved 

If an organisation is creating new structures 
and roles to support sharing power with young 
people, then it is important to consider which 
young people you will involve and whether you 
will choose or select them directly or whether 
they will be recruited through an open process. 

Most Listening Fund partner organisations know 
the young people they engage in sharing power 
with. There is often an existing level of trust and 
a solid relationship - between the young people 
and the organisation, and within the wider 
group of young people. This can encourage a 
larger proportion of the young people (beyond 
the most confident) to engage, and enable 
organisations to consider how group dynamics 
might play out. 

There are different challenges for funders or 
organisations that do not have regular face-to-
face contact with the young people they work 
with. Funder relationships with young people 
are usually mediated through the organisations 
that they fund – they don’t have direct 
relationships to draw on. Similarly, some national 
organisations do not have direct contact with 
young people. This means they have to consider 
how to recruit young people, how to ensure the 
group they recruit is diverse, and how to create 
a safe and inclusive space/process, given that 
relationships are starting from scratch. In these 
cases it is particularly important to invest in 
longer meetings and face-to-face opportunities 
including residentials to build relationships. 

With open recruitment processes it is more 
likely that you are going to recruit young people 
who are confident and motivated to engage. If 
the organisation has limited direct experience 
of working with young people, this is an easier 
group of young people to begin to work with, and 
to develop skills and experience with. It can be 
helpful to conduct group as well as individual 
interviews to identify young people who are able 
to work together well. 
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It is important to recognise that many young 
people who face systemic disadvantage will not 
put themselves forward for these opportunities 
without the support of a trusted adult (either 
a caregiver or a youth worker). If you want to 
listen to a specific group of young people you 
may need to be more creative about how 
you engage with them, or commit to a longer 
process of relationship building. 

‘If you are trying to reach beyond the 
superstar youth leaders – you can 
make use of social media – LinkedIn, 
Facebook groups. If you are looking 
for young people who are passionate 
about an issue or have lived 
experience, there may be community 
groups on Facebook for those issues.’ 

YOUTH WORKER 

‘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.’

YOUTH WORKER

Consider how many young people to 
involve

It is really important to consider how many 
young people the organisation/key staff are 
able to support and involve in decision-making. 
Often organisations believe that they must 
involve a significant number of young people - 
maybe 8 or 10 - but it is often better to start with 
a smaller number and build capacity, skills and 
confidence over time. 

If you are working with young people who 
require considerable support, organisations 
need to budget appropriately. For example, 
if the organisation is asking young people to 
travel to a residential meeting, some young 
people may need an adult to travel and stay 
with them. 

Consider how you will strengthen 
accountability to those not directly involved 

It is important that the young people involved 
do not feel the pressure to ‘represent’ a wider 
group of young people without the appropriate 
support and processes. 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. You can read more about the Mix’s 
combining of ‘wide’ and ‘narrow’ listening here.

https://thelisteningfund.org/data-and-dialogue-the-mixs-journey-to-inclusive-listening/
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Many partner organisations have created 
spaces where young people can engage in a 
more flexible way – shifting the focus away from 
formal roles on the organisation’s board (which 
come with responsibilities), to creating youth 
forums or shadow boards that can be more 
flexible. Ultimately, the responsibility for listening 
to young people and being accountable 
to them rests with the organisation, rather 
than with the group of young people who are 
involved in decision-making. 

‘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.’

THE MIX 

‘This is a benefit of not having [the 
Youth Forum] as a closed group. So 
like any of our other youth groups, you 
can show up. There is no commitment. 
New people who turn up experience 
obligation and pressure quite keenly. 
So giving them the space to feel less of 
that has been helpful for some.’

 YOUTH WORKER, GENDERED INTELLIGENCE
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Listening Fund experience

Creating empowering spaces for young 
people is a core element of effective youth 
work. Listening Fund partner organisations 
often employ specialist youth workers or have 
dedicated participation or engagement staff. 

But even for youth workers with experience of 
developing young leaders or co-designing 
services, facilitating collective decision-
making by young people or facilitating spaces 
where adults and children/young people take 
decisions together can be challenging. 

For most funders it is a new experience to 
be directly engaging with young people and 
involving them in decision-making. Although 
some staff in funding organisations do have 
a youth-work background, there is often a 
nervousness about how to navigate power 
dynamics and facilitate conversations. In 
some instances, funders work with specialist 
facilitators or provide additional training 
and support to staff who are facilitating 
decisionmaking by young people.

Create empowering spaces Process

“If I feel that I am needed, I’ll want to invest myself

If I feel wanted, I’ll want to get involved 

If I feel listened to, I’ll want to express myself 

If I have room to spread out, I’ll want to occupy the space.”

QUOTED IN A CANADIAN GUIDE TO YOUTH ENGAGEMENT IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
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How to create an empowering space 

Processes, structures and spaces need to be 
youth-friendly and ideally co-designed by young 
people with adults. It is not effective to simply 
invite young people into ‘adult’ or ‘professional’ 
spaces. It is critical to invest in the skills and 
resources to do the work well and to compensate 
young people for their time and effort.

‘Creating safe and effective structure 
is the work and young people don’t 
always have the capacity to do that 
work. There’s a balance between 
giving the young people enough room 
to move and giving them so much that 
it’s overwhelming.’ 

GENDERED INTELLIGENCE 

Centre young people in designing the 
process/structure

•  �Frame the work as an opportunity (to learn, 
to be involved, to shape services) rather than 
a responsibility (as a representative of young 
people who has to get it ‘right’) 

•  �Consider cultural factors, power dynamics 
and intersectional identities in the design of 
meetings and processes. 

•  �Consider how to make the space inclusive 
and accessible for all. Ask people what they 
need to feel safe and to be able to effectively 
participate. 

•  �Create opportunities for collaboration 
amongst young people and with adults – to 
collectively solve problems and reach goals. 

•  �Support adults to adapt to and positively 
engage with young people – building the 
young people’s confidence and self-esteem. 

•  �Provide opportunities for young people to 
lead and take action. 

•  �Have feedback mechanisms which enable 
people to share what they are learning from 
taking decisions together and so that young 
people can share any concerns they have. 

 

Meetings

•  �Ensure youth-friendly times and venues, or 
have times and venues decided by young 
people and adults together. 

•  �Provide relevant information in advance. 

•  �Create clear ground rules that encourage 
engagement and participation. For example, 
everyone should be respectful; actively 
listening to others and not dominating 
conversations. 

‘Everyone is grateful that more thought 
is going into simplifying board papers 
and making meetings more accessible 
– not just the younger trustees. All 
trustees benefit – it brings clarity and 
supports engagement – improving 
accessibility works across the board.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT - FUNDER
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•  �Ensure there is sufficient time available for 
young people to feel comfortable. 

‘Communication, trust and 
transparency are key to building 
relationships and sharing power.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT -  
YOUTH ORGANISATION

•  �Use methods and approaches that are 
youth-friendly – these should enable young 
people to understand the issues being 
discussed or decided upon and feel able to 
share their opinions, ideas and insights.  

•  �Bring in dedicated facilitators to support the 
process if necessary, even if there are skills 
in-house. This can help to mitigate power 
dynamics and ensure that process design is 
sufficiently considered. 

‘If we are serious about handing power 
over to young people, then we also 
need to recognise that always being in 
the room as a funder and leading the 
work ourselves, even with the best will 
in the world, embeds a certain power 
dynamic. Removing ourselves from the 
conversation to allow young people to 
explore their own ideas is an important 
ingredient of this work.’

BLAGRAVE TRUST

Decision-making and disagreement

•  �Work with a shared vision or purpose for 
the meeting or process as this creates a 
structure within which people can more safely 
disagree. In charity governance the charitable 
objectives can provide a framework for 
discussion, as can an organisational strategy. 

•  �Provide choices or options where possible (as 
a starting point) but allow young people to 
generate new ideas.

•  �Where there is conflict, encourage people to 
challenge on the basis of the argument or 
shared vision, and not the individual.

•  �Make sure there is time to understand different 
points of view if people disagree, rather than 
rushing to consensus or compromise. 

•  �If decisions are taken that not everyone 
agrees with, ensure people understand the 
final choice and thank people for sharing their 
perspectives. 

Examples 

Kent Refugee Action Network (KRAN’s) Youth Forum 
is a space where young people who have engaged 
and built a relationship with KRAN come together 
to discuss the issues that are important to them. It 
is a ‘come and go’ space – sometimes it can take 
time for young refugees and asylum seekers to feel 
confident to be proactive in the space because 
they may want to develop their language skills, or 
they are too stressed to engage. The peer-to-peer 
element encourages engagement – it makes it 
less intimidating and can help overcome language 
barriers. Listening Fund Young Advisors were 
supported by Hudl, who facilitated their meetings 
and provided one-to-one support for advisors 
via regular check-ins. The goal was to establish a 
space which the advisors felt they owned and into 
which funders could be invited when necessary.
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“Once you’ve properly committed to sharing 
power with young people, just get started. 
You will never get it perfect from the outset. 
You can learn as you go with the young 
people involved in the process.”

COLLECTIVE DISCOVERY

Supporting young people involved in 
the process 

•  �Support young people with buddying, 
mentoring, supervision (where appropriate) 
and one-to-one meetings. 

•  �Practically support young people in terms of 
pay, travel and IT to ensure equitable access. 

•  �Provide appropriate training, potentially 
alongside adults involved in the process. 
Relevant training could include safeguarding. 
power & participation, managing conflict, 
collective decision-making and building 
empathy. 

•  �Provide opportunities for young people to 
engage and disengage with decision-making 
processes and spaces – depending on how 
they are feeling and what else they are 
dealing with in their lives. 

‘It takes time – for young people to feel 
nurtured and supported and to take on 
responsibility.’

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT 

Paying young people involved in the 
process 

•  �Being paid (well) allows for proper, deeper 
engagement - especially compared to 
voluntary roles which can be deprioritised 
due to competing demands on young 
people’s time.

•  �The Charity Commission does not usually 
allow trustee roles to be paid. But you can 
apply for exceptions to pay trustees, or you 
can find other forms of compensation e.g. 
training, mentoring, and reverse mentoring. 

For a fuller discussion see 
our Practice Paper ‘Paying 

Young People’ available 
at the Listening Fund 

resources page. 

https://thelisteningfund.org/our-resources/
https://thelisteningfund.org/our-resources/
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Practice Paper: Navigating 
paying young people

Sharing learning and 
practice about why, when 
and how organisations are 
paying the young people 
they work with.

Learning Journey

The Listening Fund’s 
experience of working  
with Young Advisors.

Practice Paper: Young 
people in learning and 
evaluation

Sharing learning and 
practice about why, when 
and how organisations are 
involving young people in 
learning and evaluation. 

Facilitation guide: 
Exploring How to Share 
Power with Young People

Exercises to help you 
explore how to share power 
with young people.

Shift Podcast - Sharing  
Power with Young  
People series

11 episodes featuring 
conversations with 
practitioners about key 
challenges and approaches 
to sharing young people. 

Learning Journeys

6 learning journeys 
documenting the 
experience of Listening 
Fund partners as they 
have strengthened 
listening practice and 
sharing their key learning. 

Quick Guides

Practical guides supporting 
organisations to explore 
listening practice. 

Blogs on Listening Fund 
Partner Practice

Further Resources
These resources can all be found on the Listening Fund’s website, and at  
CollectiveDiscovery.co.uk/ListeningFund

https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/TLF_PayingYoungPeople_Report.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/TLF_PayingYoungPeople_Report.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/TLF_PayingYoungPeople_Report.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/LF_SharingPower_Young-Advisors-.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/LF_SharingPower_Report_03.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/LF_SharingPower_Report_03.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/LF_SharingPower_Report_03.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/LF_SharingPower_Report_03.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/LF_SharingPower_FacilitationGuide.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/LF_SharingPower_FacilitationGuide.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/LF_SharingPower_FacilitationGuide.pdf
https://www.collectivediscovery.co.uk/shift
https://www.collectivediscovery.co.uk/shift
https://www.collectivediscovery.co.uk/shift
https://www.collectivediscovery.co.uk/shift
https://www.collectivediscovery.co.uk/shift
https://thelisteningfund.org/#resources
https://thelisteningfund.org/#resources
https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/LF_SharingPower_Recruitment_Guide.pdf
https://thelisteningfund.org/#resources
http://CollectiveDiscovery.co.uk/ListeningFund

