
Evidence Brief
Best Practices for Youth-Led Program Planning & Implementation & 
Examples of Positive Change from Youth-Led Models

How Did We Compile This Evidence? 
We searched YouthREX’s Library for Youth Work, and searched in online databases using the 
following key terms: “youth-led,” “peer-to-peer,” “youth engagement,” “committee,” and “positive 
outcomes.” We then used the “related articles” function on Google Scholar to find additional 
articles. 

Definitions of Key Terms 
Within the literature, we found a variety of terms were used to describe similar concepts; below, we 
have briefly described the ones we thought were most relevant, and that appeared in the evidence 
we summarize in the rest of this brief: 

1) Youth participation: this term is not just about traditional ways of participating in
democracy (e.g. voting); rather, it means that youth have “the right, the means, the space,
and the opportunity and where necessary the support to participate in and influence
decisions and engaging in actions and activities so as to contribute to building a better
society” (Council of Europe, 2015, p. 5).

2) Youth civic engagement: this term is closely related to participation (and is sometimes used
interchangeably); civic engagement describes an individual or group of young people
working towards improving their communities or the broader society, that allows space and
time for reflection on their actions, and that is directed by youth (Shaw, Brady, McGrath,
Brennan & Dolan, 2014).

3) Youth-led: this concept has gained global attention in recent years, and it emphasizes the
importance of giving youth real decision-making power so they can meaningfully contribute
to civic society (Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014). Using Hart’s (1992) Ladder of
Youth Voice, Damiani-Taraba et al. (2018) define ‘youth-led’ as projects that are initiated by
youth who then share decision-making power with adults.
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4) Youth-adult partnership: while ‘youth-led’ projects (as defined above) may perhaps be an
ideal form of youth involvement, this concept has been criticized for over simplifying the
complexities of power dynamics between youth and adults (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018). It
may also not allow for engagement of all youth, as many youth require a balance of guidance
and freedom from adults in order to participate. As such, ‘youth-adult partnership’ has
emerged as a model that allows for youth and adults to work together towards shared goals
(Ramey, Lawford & Rose-Krasnor, 2017; Ulrich, 2017; Pereira, 2007). Successful youth-adult
partnerships rely on two key components: “youth voice in decision making and supportive
adult relationships” (Zeldin, Krauss, Collura, Lucchesi & Sulaiman, 2014, p. 337).

Summary of Evidence 
A. Nine Promising Practices

1) Programmers should be careful not to treat youth as tokens or decorations; rather, youth
should be engaged as partners, with the power to contribute to decision-making
processes throughout program cycles – for example, throughout program design,
implementation, and evaluation (Martínez, Loyola & Cumsille, 2017; Weybright, Trauntvein &
Deen, 2017; Ulrich, 2017; Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Council of Europe,
2008; Pereira, 2007; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005; Camino & Zeldin, 2002). By giving youth
power, adults are explicitly valuing the skills and experiences that youth contribute.
However, youth should also know that adults are there to support them when necessary
(Zeldin, Gauley, Krauss, Kornbluh & Collura, 2017).

2) Although genuinely sharing power with youth is important, equal decision-making may
sometimes not be possible, especially if youth don’t have the technical skills required to do
the work, if they will only be involved for a short period of time, or if the adult staff are
financially responsible. In these situations, adults should be transparent with youth about
the limitations to sharing power, and other ways youth can meaningfully be involved
(Council of Europe, 2008; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005). Moreover, “scaffolding” –
gradually increasing the level of responsibility and leadership youth take on – is an
important way to ensure they can participate effectively in decision-making (Ulrich, 2017;
Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Mitra, Lewis & Sanders, 2013; Pereira, 2007).

3) Before jumping into a youth-led project, it may be helpful for organizations to evaluate the
current level of youth leadership and engagement in their settings, and plan how to
increase these opportunities. Without this forethought, the organization may not be ready
to support youth, even if they agree to participate (Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005). A major
area to assess is attitudes that adult staff may have about youth (Camino & Zeldin, 2002),
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and their capacity to shift from traditional roles of ‘teacher,’ or ‘program leader,’ to a 
more collaborative, supportive or facilitating role (Ulrich, 2017; Blanchet-Cohen, 
Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Mitra, Lewis & Sanders, 2013). If it seems that staff hold implicit or 
explicit biases against having youth in positions of power, or if they are unsure about how to 
foster youth-adult partnerships, training can be used to challenge stereotypes and 
encourage respectful collaboration. 

4) Recognize the barriers to participation that youth with intersecting identities may face,
and provide support to address challenges that arise – for example, provide food,
transportation, flexible meeting times, stipends, etc. (Ontario Centre of Excellence for Child
and Youth Mental Health, 2016). Also, remember that this project is not the only interest or
commitment youth have; match the level and intensity of their responsibilities in your
project with their life circumstances (Council of Europe, 2008; Pereira, 2007; Marx,
Finger & Mahler, 2005; mindyourmind, n.d.).

5) Opportunities that youth are provided through their participation should help youth build
skills and capacities (Weybright, Trauntvein & Deen, 2017; Heath & Moreau, 2017; Ontario
Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2016; Council of Europe, 2008).
Formal training can also be provided, as needed, to make sure youth have the skills they
need to participate – for example, communication or technical skills, etc. (Marx, Finger &
Mahler, 2005; Jans & De Backer, 2002).

6) Whenever possible, offer youth mentorship opportunities to enhance their skill-building
(Weybright, Trauntvein & Deen, 2017; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005; mindyourmind, n.d.).
Youth should feel connected and supported (Jans & De Backer, 2002); they should have
access not just to physical space and resources, but also to caring adults and communities
that they can count on (Martínez, Loyola & Cumsille, 2017).

7) To be most meaningful, youth participation should involve a challenge for youth to work
on that is interesting to them and directly relates to their everyday lives (Weybright,
Trauntvein & Deen, 2017; Council of Europe, 2008; Jans & De Backer, 2002).

8) Recognize that youth will not participate in the program forever; as youth “age out” or
move on to other opportunities, it’s important to actively recruit new youth and perhaps to
develop new, more challenging roles for youth who have been involved longer (Marx, Finger
& Mahler, 2005).

9) Ensure that reflection and evaluation are built into any youth-led program or initiative so
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that important information about the impact and effectiveness of youth involvement can 
help improve the program (Ulrich, 2017; Pereira, 2007; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005; 
mindyourmind, n.d.). 

B. Nine Examples of Positive Change
When youth are involved in programming in the various ways described above, research shows that
this programming can:

1) Enhance youth’s problem-solving skills (Weybright, Trauntvein & Deen, 2017; Heath &
Moreau, 2017; Akiva, Cortina & Smith, 2014; Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson, Shaw, 2014; Shaw,
Brady, McGrath, Brennan & Dolan, 2014), independence, sense of purpose, social
competence, and mastery (Council of Europe, 2008; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005;
Norman, 2001; Zeldin, McDaniel, Topitzes & Calvert, 2000).

2) Build youth leadership capacity and strengthen their sense of ownership in organizations
and programs (Weybright, Trauntvein & Deen, 2017; Shaw, Brady, McGrath, Brennan &
Dolan, 2014; Council of Europe, 2008; Pereira, 2007; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005).

3) Help adults recognize youth capacity and appreciate young people’s perspectives
(Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Council of Europe, 2008; Marx, Finger & Mahler,
2005; Pittman, Irby, Tolman, Yohalem & Ferber, 2003).

4) Promote successful youth development (Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Shaw,
Brady, McGrath, Brennan & Dolan, 2014; Council of Europe, 2008) by shifting the focus
from adults trying to solve youth’s problems to giving youth opportunities to make
contributions and build skills (Pittman, Irby, Tolman, Yohalem & Ferber, 2003).

5) Prepare youth to become active citizens as they approach adulthood by giving them
opportunities to practice skills (Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Shaw, Brady,
McGrath, Brennan & Dolan, 2014; Hart, 1992) and to develop positive beliefs about their
ability to make a difference, and compassion and empathy (Akiva, Cortina & Smith, 2014;
Zeldin, McDaniel, Topitzes & Calvert, 2000; Giles Jr. & Eyler, 1994).

6) Help youth gain confidence (Weybright, Trauntvein & Deen, 2017; Blanchet-Cohen,
Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Shaw, Brady, McGrath, Brennan & Dolan, 2014; Council of Europe,
2008; Larson & Hansen, 2005; Mitra, 2004; Dworkin, Larson & Hansen, 2003) and
develop meaningful relationships. Support them in improving skills and gaining
knowledge – as well as, at times, changing their attitudes and approaches to challenges
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(Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005; Rajani, 2000) – and in experiencing a sense of 
empowerment (Blanchet-Cohen, Manolson & Shaw, 2014; Christens & Peterson, 2012). 

7) Allow youth to contribute to their communities through civic engagement, thereby
fostering resilience (Council of Europe, 2008; Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005; Blum, 1998),
as well as building self-esteem, and developing a sense of self (identity development),
optimism, and social support (Ramey, Lawford & Rose-Krasnor, 2017; Shaw, Brady,
McGrath, Brennan & Dolan, 2014). Moreover, youth participating in voluntary work and civic
engagement is associated with lower educational dropout rates (Mahoney, 2000) and
youth doing better in school (Shaw, Brady, McGrath, Brennan & Dolan, 2014; Barber,
Eccles & Stone, 2001).

8) Increase youth’s openness to learning, taking initiative, being creative, participating in
critical dialogue (Marx, Finger & Mahler, 2005), and generating critical consciousness
(Ginwright, Noguera & Cammarota, 2006).

9) Help young people get a better understanding of how democracy works, and help them
envision how they would like it to work (Council of Europe, 2008).
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