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INTRODUCTION

This report  was compiled from the initial findings from an evaluation of the Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue 
process in Ireland to accompany a presentation by young people, from Young Voices, to the Children and Young 
People’s policy consortium.  The fuller and final evaluation will be available later in 2020.  The focus of the current 
EU Youth Dialogue cycle is Youth Goal #9 “Space and Participation for All” under the title “Europe for YOUth - 
YOUth for Europe: Space for Democracy and Participation”. 

Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue process gives young people aged 15 to 30 and youth work 

organisations an opportunity to influence National and EU decisions affecting their lives.  By 

using dynamic and innovative approaches in our engagement with young people and youth 

work organisations we fulfil the objectives of the EU Youth Dialogue.  Encouraging participation, 

promoting equal participation, including diverse youth voices, strengthening young people’s 

political engagement competencies and sense of belonging and ultimately their capacity to be 

changemakers.

Youth Participation as a Strategic Priority 

Young Voices is implemented by the National Youth Council of Ireland in partnership with the Department of 
Children and Young People (DCDEIY) and the National Working Group on EU Youth Dialogue. It represents a 
strategic commitment to the principles of youth participation outlined in both national and European strategies. 
 
Prioritising Youth Participation The EU Youth Strategy 
In November 2018, a new EU Youth Strategy was adopted by the Youth Ministers in the Council of the European 
Union 2019-2027. The Strategy focuses on three main dimensions under the titles connect, engage and empower 
and encourages a cross-sectorial cooperation in respect to issues concerning young people. The Strategy 
includes specific annexes on the EU Youth Dialogue (formerly known as Structured Dialogue) and the EU Youth 
Goals. 
The focus of the current EU Youth Dialogue cycle is Youth Goal #9 “Space and Participation for All” under the title 
“Europe for YOUth - YOUth for Europe: Space for Democracy and Participation”. 

https://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/youth-strategy_en
http://www.youthgoals.eu/
http://www.youthgoals.eu/
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According to the European Steering Group:

Throughout this process, we will look for concrete recommendations on how to implement this 

Youth Goal at the European, national, regional and local levels. During the implementation phase 

of the cycle, these recommendations will be put into practice.

Democracy, pluralism and active citizenship are fundamental values of the European Union. 

They include the values of freedom of expression and tolerance  and aim for the inclusion of all 

European citizens. But democracy is not to be taken for granted and needs to be preserved and 

fostered constantly, especially in challenging times such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Young people’s active and critical citizenship, their sense of initiative and creative power are 

essential for a vibrant European democracy. Youth work organisations, cultures and youth 

movements have a formative influence on political and societal developments as we can see, for 

example, through their demand for climate action.  In order to make this positive contribution, 

young people need spaces where they can practice day-to-day democratic principles (such 

as openness, acceptance of other people’s opinions, critical thinking, recognition of diversity, 

negotiation of solution, reflection of own experiences), can develop a sense of self-efficacy, act 

on their own initiative and co-create all aspects of their life (i.e. family, leisure time, education, 

employment and entrepreneurship, environment, health, culture, mobility, digital sphere, 

politics, society)1

The National Youth Strategy

The National Youth Strategy, 2015-2020 has its basis in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures and, in particular, its 
youth-specific commitments. The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people aged 10-24 
years to realise their maximum potential with regard to the five national outcomes outlined in Better Outcomes, 
Brighter Futures (DCYA, 2015)
.
The goal of the National Youth Strategy “Being connected, respected and contributing” is to ensure that children 
and young people have a voice in their individual and collective everyday lives across the five national outcome 
areas set out in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children and Young 
People, 2014-2020 (BOBF) (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014), namely:

•  to be active and healthy
•  to be achieving in all areas of learning and development
•  to be safe and protected from harm
•  to enjoy economic security and opportunity
•  to be connected, respected and contributing

The National Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision Making (2015-2020) is guided and 
influenced by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The 
goal of the strategy is to ensure that children and young people will have a voice in their individual and collective 
everyday lives across the five national outcome areas.

The model of youth participation established by the Young Voices Programme, through a youth work process,  
offers ongoing opportunities for young people from age fifteen to thirty years who identify themselves as having 
an interest in change making. 

1 From (EXPLANATORY NOTE, current 8th cycle of the EU Youth Dialogue, Trio Presidency Germany-Portugal-Slove-
nia).
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It builds on the participation objectives outlined in the EU and National Strategies,  by supporting 

young people to take ownership of and occupy participative roles as decision-makers, in the 

process, acknowledging them as a key political constituency.

Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue was first constituted in 2010 and it is an evolving model of youth participation 
with a dynamic approach to how it engages young people.  Over the years, it has grown and adapted its model 
in an ongoing way, always with the objective of promoting young people’s capacity to engage in decision making 
spaces and producing submissions to decision makers through EU structures, the EU Youth Dialogue process, 
the Council of the EU youth working parties and the council of ministers;  and also national structures within the 
framework provided via Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures National Policy framework for children and young people 
(BOBF) (2014). 

Young Voices as an Evolving Process

A key part of the Young Voices process involves facilitating youth delegates  to attend the EU Youth Conferences 
along with DCYA representatives where they bring forward policy issues, and where their experiences and 
analysis are combined with young people from across the EU to influence policy at European level.

Within the flow of the 18-month cycle of the EU Presidency, Young Voices works on thematic areas that are 
impacting on young people across the EU.  Young Voices explores the emerging issues by consulting  as many 
young people as possible and ultimately, proposing actions that might have a positive outcome for young people 
at EU and National level.
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An important feature in the ongoing growth and development of the Young Voices model is the innovative 
approach to how we respond to, and inform the challenge of supporting the engagement of a diverse variety of 
young people. Young Voices2 offers group meetings, online consultations, facilitates workshops and dialogue 
with policy makers, hosts international seminars, delivers tailored residential training courses, offers one to one 
mentoring support and sends delegates to national and European events.  For more details of methodologies, 
external platforms and demographics, see  Appendix 1.

The EU Youth Dialogue Process

Young Voices is part of the European Structured Dialogue process that gives young people aged 15 to 30 and 
youth work organisations an opportunity to influence EU decisions affecting their lives. The EU Structured 
Dialogue process with young people is managed on behalf of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs by 
the National Youth Council of Ireland. It is overseen by the National Working Group which includes officials from 
the DCYA, Leargas, youth researchers and experts from the National Youth Council of Ireland. The Structured 
Dialogue Working Group is a national participation and consultation structure for young people.

It builds on the achievements of past dialogue processes (Structured Dialogue), with the aim of including more 
decision-makers and young people in the dialogue activities. Particular attention is given to the inclusion of 
young people with fewer opportunities in decision-making processes and in the implementation of the EU Youth 
Strategy.  See Appendix 2 for more information on the planned approach to inclusion in the Young Voices model.
It is a flagship youth participation mechanism at EU level aiming to bring youth voice to EU policy making. It 
serves as a forum for continuous joint reflection and consultation on the priorities, implementation, and follow-up 
of European cooperation in the field of youth.

The EU Youth Dialogue process is an instrument to ensure that the opinion of young people is 

taken into account in defining youth-related policies of the European Union. More particularly, it 

is concerned with young people’s relationship with democratic life in Europe understanding that 

youth political participation should not be considered exclusively in the context of elections and 

electoral turnout.  Youth political participation requires a deliberative approach. 

To achieve this, the EU Youth Dialogue process brings together young people and policymakers 

across the EU to jointly discuss and feed into youth policy at national and European level.  In 

Ireland the Young Voices project, ensures that the participation of young people at a national, 

regional and local level are included in the structured dialogue process.

The EU Youth Dialogue process  is divided into 18-month cycles, involving 3 Presidency 

Countries, holding the Presidency of the Council of the European Union for 6 months each.  Each 

cycle of structured dialogue focuses on an overall thematic priority agreed by the EU Youth 

Council of Ministers.

It is a flagship youth participation mechanism at EU level aiming to bring youth voice to EU policy making. It 
serves as a forum for continuous joint reflection and consultation on the priorities, implementation, and follow-up 
of European cooperation in the field of youth.

2 For more information see the Young Voices page: https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voic-
es/

https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/
https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/
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For more information 
on the process in 
Ireland see 
youth.ie/youngvoices

The EU Dialogue Cycle

Objectives of the EU Youth Dialogue

The specific objectives of the EU Youth Dialogue are to:

 a) encourage the participation of young people in democratic life in Europe in line with Article 165 
Treaty on the Functioning of European Union (TFEU);
 b) promote equal participation between young women and men;
 c) include diverse voices and to ensure openness to all young people to contribute to policy-
shaping;
 d) bring about positive change in youth policy at local, regional, national and European level;
 e) strengthen young people’s’ citizenship competencies and sense of belonging to the society and 
the European Union3 (National Youth Council Ireland, 2020) (National Youth Council Ireland, 2020).

3 See the EU Youth Strategy (2019-2027) available here.

https://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/youth-strategy_en
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1.1 The Focus of This Evaluation
1.1.1 The research participants

This report represents the preliminary findings of the first evaluation of Young Voices.

In this evaluation, we draw from the experiences of 30 participants in the Young Voices programme.  The voices 
of 23 young people and 7 youth youth workers and/or people who had a policy steering role within the youth 
sector offer powerful insights into their experiences of engaging with the Young Voices programme.  

For the most part, the young people interviewed had participated in Young Voices for a period of between 3-5 
years.  All of the young people consulted were over the age of 18, with the exception of one.  Importantly, many 
of those participating had joined Young Voices when they were under the age of 18.  

We purposely selected participants who had engaged over time with the understanding that 

‘Consideration needs to be given to the notion of the evolving capacities of children and young 

people’ (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015, p. 23).  We therefore wanted to 

ascertain the ways in which the young people felt connected to their role as decision makers, and 

the ways in which they felt they had made specific contributions to decision making spaces within 

the period of their involvement with Young Voices. 

We interviewed 11 young people who identified as female, while 12 identified as male.

Across the research sample, we interviewed with an understanding of the importance of including diverse 
voices and including the participation of seldom-heard young people in analysis on their contribution to decision 
making.  Thus our research sample includes young people and youth workers/youth educators from minority 
ethnic communities, including the Traveller community, young people who identify as differently abled, young 
people who identify as LGBTI, and young people from areas of socio-economic disadvantage.

This report documents the perspectives of participants in the young voices programme and the current and 
potential role of spaces to build civic participation in their lives. It is based on an exploratory, qualitative research 
design whose principal aims were:

•  To identify the range of experiences of participants in the Young Voices space.
•  To identify what role this has played in supporting youth voice and/or participation.
•  To analyse the lessons that might be learned, by identifying strengths of Young Voices as

well as recognising areas for improvement and places where the programme can grow
more.
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1.2 The Main Initial Findings
The findings highlight Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue as a civic building space, creating opportunity to build 
confidence in individual voice and to work as part of a group, building collective identity to inform decision 
making outcomes. 

Young Voices is an important example of a deliberative mechanism available to youth to help 

them learn about and influence democratic processes.  

The youth work process is the key tool of engagement that has facilitated this to happen.

The contributions also presents Young Voices as an important container, which creates opportunity for young 
people as their political identity and attitudes becomes less formed by ‘social ties to family, neighbourhood, 
school and work, and more by the manner in which they participate in social networks, that they co-create’ 
(European Youth Forum, 2015, p. 4).  It presents a space to enhance political engagement by coming into 
relationship with political processes. Importantly, in the context of wider change and political events evolving in 
real time in the world around them, youth participants identified Young Voices as an important place to channel 
some of the overwhelm of coming into relationship with political issues.  What the young people have shown 
us in this research is that access to safe and supported spaces, to share experiences with others from diverse 
backgrounds, helps in the negotiation of a sense of civic participation and personal agency and responsibility in 
this regard.

Importantly too, the findings here evidence that supporting youth participation in public 

deliberation prior to decision-making, can increase the legitimacy of political decisions and 

address problems endogenous to the vote-centred democratic process (European Youth Forum, 

2015).

1.2.1 On Being Positioned in a Space of Dialogue with Decision Makers

Understanding that, in line with the National Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-
making 2015-2020 (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015), if participation is to be effective, meaningful 
and sustainable, it needs to be accepted as a process and not a one-off event (p. 23) ; the process work involved 
in the Young Voices space has seen a commitment to building the capacity, skills and confidence of young 
people to enter into spaces of negotiation over time.  This has created context for them to be in spaces with 
youth policy decision makers and to see themselves as being involved in negotiated outcomes.
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One young person, who identifies as LGBTI, spoke on the value of getting access to political spaces and being a 
part of the Vote at 164 campaign:

Joining Young Voices gave me the opportunity to network to do public speaking. So, I got 

involved in, you know, Vote at 16.  Yet that gave me access to the Senate, so I can actually see the 

debates and actually see the voting the disappointing vote, but it was good, all the same to feel 

like you can do something (Male youth participant, age 28). 

For another young person from a minority ethnic background, having access to spaces with youth decision 
makers helped him to understand his own capacity to contribute to spaces of negotiation:

The name, Young Voices itself actually talks about what represents the voice of the younger 

people in the nation or what has happened. So, Young Voices is having a kind of dialogue with 

youth decision makers, you know. So, for me, it changed in a sense of how I was able to see what 

can I do. What can my voice be? (Male youth participant, age 26). 

A young woman from a minority ethnic background spoke about the importance of having access to a space with 
policy makers:

When I encountered young voices. I was at that stage in my life where my participation as a 

young person needed to evolve, therefore I wanted my next step to be speaking directly with 

policymakers. So that’s why I enjoy those structures better. It was that whole idea of sharing the 

space with policymakers, that I was very interested in that, rather than just sitting, and talking 

with other young people, because I had done that a lot more. (Female youth participant aged  

27).

One young person spoke about the power of being in a room with European and Irish policy makers discussing 
Brexit negotiations:
4 Refer to the NYCI website for  more information on the Vote at 16  campaign programme.

https://www.youth.ie/get-involved/campaigns/vote-at-16/
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Minister Helen McEntee was on this panel as well. And in a kind of Q&A panel on stage with us 

and before that panel, each of the youth reps got a 20 minute meeting with Michelle Barnier, as 

a group, to talk specifically about what our main worries or issues were as young people with 

Brexit. That was at such a critical time that was May 2018 in Dundalk, that was direct access, as 

direct as it gets to the highest level of decision makers and on such a generation defining event 

like Brexit. Taking a step back, reflecting on something and saying, like, ‘yeah, that was where 

we did the hard work’ or like ‘that was where our voice was heard most’. I think that was a really 

good one. (Male youth participant aged 25).

One young person who is differently abled spoke about how impactful it was for him to know that Young Voices 
offered him a space to impact policy directly:

The big factor for me was the discussions that we would have, have an impact on a governmental 

level.  And that’s huge. I suppose, from my point of view and in the situation as somebody who 

has a disability, I suppose, I feel like this has grown from my involvement with Young Voices and 

I’ve become aware that I am in a position that I can speak up for those that can’t speak up for 

themselves. (Male youth participant aged 23).

1.2.2 On Building a Political Consciousness, Capacity and a Political 
Constituency

Creating a space where young people are facilitated to be in processes of negotiation and connection with 
others, has allowed specific skill, knowledge and confidence to emerge in young people.  It has importantly 
allowed them to see themselves as political constituents. Working through the Young Voices model, and 
experiencing the insights along the way, became key motivators for the young people’s ongoing engagement 
over time in Young Voices. Importantly too, it shines a light on the necessity of democratising political 
participation where the tools and fora of participation facilitate empowerment and feels relevant to the lives of 
young people.  

Youth participation with deliberative elements, if inclusive and performed in genuine 

collaboration with decision makers, can influence policy outcomes and curb political tokenism. 

(European Youth Forum, 2015, p.103).

One young woman from a minority ethnic background, spoke about a process over time in which she became 
more informed on developing strategies in this context:

So, it’s like real capacity and social capital building in that way. And yes, confidence to really take 

a project from one end to another, like, I mean, for me, one of my biggest memories of young 

voices is how much we structured the projects.  Youth Check5 which brought us to government 

presentations.  It’s like looking at a project from it basis, working with young people, actually 

bringing it on to policy and eventually getting policymakers to accept it.  So yeah, it’s taught me a 

lot in terms of strategies and stuff (Female youth participant, aged 27). 

5 Youth Check is an impact assessment tool designed by young people in Young Voices to consider the impact on 
young people and children of any new Policy or Legislation that is relevant to them. 2018 report is available here.

http://here.
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One young person spoke about the power of witnessing outcomes from his involvement in drafting the European 
Youth Goals as part of the EU Youth Strategy. 

Like as it was an 18-month process, but ultimately what it came down to was 10 people in a 

room per goal with all this data, from 18 months drafting the goal.  So to be able to look through 

that document and to realize that that conversation fed into this process and I think the most 

rewarding part is to know that sentences that I’ve written are an appendix to a European Union 

document, and that that those sentences are things that they got directly informed from the Young 

Voices spaces. (Male youth participant, aged 23). 

One young person spoke about his specific experience of feeling empowered through engagement with the 
Young Voices model.

Dermot’s style is like nothing I have ever seen in youth work, youth empowerment, political 

participation.  Young Voices is 15 to 30 and I just remember, there’s a different style, but a lot of 

it comes down to what I encounter with Dermot, which was that sort of the sweet spot between 

being holistic and facilitating people and also enabling people, empowering people that ‘we’re 

not going to dilute it and there’s nothing, there’s no holds barred, when we look at the world, we 

look at the world that we experience as young people. We’re not going to limit ourselves’ (Male 

youth participant, aged 20). 

One young person, who is differently abled spoke about becoming educated on a range of issues in the Young 
Voices space:
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I think it’s important because it allows you to formulate opinions – and I mean there have 

definitely been issues that I’ve been educated on because I was there – and mightn’t necessarily 

otherwise have been exposed to, and it does it at an early age.  So, you’re then more informed as 

you go forward, and I think the earlier we engage -and as I said earlier, like we’re the generation 

that has to take over!  And so, if we can influence it in any way, what is being implemented 

now... or at least understand it, then that’s more beneficial to society as a whole. (Male youth 

participant, aged 23).

Another young person from a minority ethnic background spoke about an awakening to politics through Young 
Voices which helped her see herself as having a role in representing other young people whose voices were not 
being heard:

I always had this mentality that politics is a dirty game. Yeah so, I never wanted to be in politics, 

because I just grew up thinking it’s kind of messy.  It is too much stress and hassle.  But at 

the same time, deep down, there’s something in me that wants to be a voice of people who 

cannot speak for themselves.  There was something inside of me that wants to shine a light in a 

particular place.  But when I joined Young Voices, I didn’t know I was doing politics.  It didn’t feel 

like politics.  But I was doing politics.  Because I was being a voice so a group of young people 

who may not have access to that platform at that time …. I was speaking for them, their thoughts.  

I was airing out their opinions, I was wearing their shoes, that’s what it was.  That’s what I was 

doing. (Female youth participant, aged 27).

Finally, one young person from an area of socio-economic disadvantage spoke about coming to understand 
political process through his involvement:
   

Learning how politics works through being involved in the processes and trying to contact 

government ministers and then actually sitting with the government minister, you learn how 

politics actually works.  We’ve looked at the SDGs6, the EU Youth Goals7; you looked at what’s 

good about them and what part needs improving upon or, mightn’t be as attainable as the EU 

might have thought. (Male youth participant, aged  22). 

6 In 2015, world leaders agreed to 17 Global Goals (officially known as the Sustainable Development Goals or SDGs). 
These challenging goals are in place from 2015 – 203.
7 The aim of the 6th cycle of the EU Youth Dialogue - Youth in Europe: What’s next? which took place in 2017/2018 
– was to collect voices of young people and contribute together to creating the EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027. As a result, 
eleven European Youth Goals were developed.

https://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/youth-strategy/youthgoals_en
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1.2.3 On Personal Empowerment and Developing Personal Power: 

Recognising the skills and capacity of young people, and also recognising the challenges of being a young 
person and coming into relationship with identity, purpose and place in the world.  Young people are significantly 
impacted by having a space and process over time through which they can develop ideas and counter ideas, 
helping them to navigate their own journeys of self-understanding and discovery.  

One young person who identifies as LGBTI speaks about the time span of his involvement and his growing sense 
of confidence and voice through this time:

I definitely remember at the very start of Young Voices. I wasn’t as confident as what I am.  I think 

it can be a scale as well, in some ways, how you kind of utilize your confidence. Yeah, because I 

think from attending youth conferences to, you know, standing up in Young Voices and speaking 

on behalf, something you believe in I think just even to have that space.  It really does give you 

just a little bit of a stretch in your comfort zone to grow a bit more with your confidence. Do you 

know what I mean? (Male youth participant, aged 25). 

One young man from a minority ethnic background, spoke about coming into relationship with belonging and 
identity through the process:

I will say the one of the ‘woke moments’, seeing that I can actually make a difference. You know, 

if you are somebody that society sees you as immigrant or migrants and even though you’re Irish, 

you know, like I’m Irish. But physically people automatically might think I’m from here (outside 

Ireland). So sometimes even if you’re an immigrant that got your citizenship you are sometimes 

scared to talk about political things because sometimes, we feel like, okay, “if I say things about 

this/ against this. This can take away. It could be. Things can happen” so you become silent. So, 

for me on that space …. Seeing younger people actually saying it with no fear, I was in a space 

like well that I was safe to talk about it and it was safe to hear about it. To actually let my voice be 

heard and balance when I got more confidence into actually doing that and yeah. (Male youth 

participant, aged 26). 
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For a young man who is differently abled, being supported to participate in the EU Youth Conference programme 
as one of the Irish representatives was a uniquely positive step in his own personal development and sense of 
independence:

So that was huge.  Absolutely huge for me from an independence point of view.  It gave me a 

massive sense of independence. And to be able to give my parents a break from taking care of 

me for my entire life, I mean, I can’t overstate how big that was. Yes it was only three days, but it 

was, it was amazing.  And that’s why I say. I’m incredibly grateful to Jean Marie and Dermot for 

following through on it and for working with me on it because they were constantly keeping me 

up to date on different things.  (Male youth participant, aged 23).

1.2.4 On Building Connection with a European Space

The benefits of participation of young people in democratic life in Europe through the Young Voices space 
has raised issues of wider connectivity. This is evident in terms of participants reflecting individual capacity to 
represent youth issues and importantly understanding a connection to the space because of common issues, 
even where these are represented differently by different countries.   It has also worked as an important space to 
build connectivity and wider social and political capital.

One young person from a minority ethnic background spoke about a sense of building social capital over time 
through involvement in the European space:

Connection with people, whether it was at home. Or abroad. I think through Young Voices and not just 

event at home but through Young Voices participation, which led me to take part in so many things 

at the European level.  And I’ve made connections in all different European countries and even today 

in terms of my work in terms of my advocacy in terms of my personal life. I still contact those same 

people. So, I mean it’s a lifelong (social) capital building if you want to put it that way  (Female youth 

participant, aged 27). 
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For one young person who identifies as LGBTI, the European youth representation piece was key. 

And I suppose, of course going international for me was a bit more rare because I actually don’t 

like traveling that much. But when we gave like a structured dialogue workshop for the NYCI 

crew in Strasbourg and we actually filled up the room and we’re telling them all about how 

NYCI works in Ireland and what Young Voices is and why it’s so important because a lot of youth 

representation abroad is so structured like you have to get elected to all the missions to get 

somewhere while we were explaining in Ireland. ‘Oh no. Anyone can feed into this. It doesn’t 

matter, your background, your experience’. So, having those conversations in Strasbourg and 

talking to other young people and presenting exactly what we did in Ireland was probably one of 

my best memories. (Female youth participant, aged  22).

While for another young person, he came to understand the EU Youth Dialogue purpose through his engagement 
with the European space:

From the start of Young Voices you hear about this Structured Dialogue thing, and I had an idea 

of the format of it, but then I attended the youth conferences, and understood that whether the 

issue be youth participation in general or political participation overall, it was very good to see 

that we’re not just fighting this from Ireland, and in this day and age with the kind of power that 

the EU has and what youth work has on offer, it was encouraging to see that we weren’t all going 

different directions and that there was some unity, despite being very unique and tailored to 

Ireland.(Male youth participant, aged 22). 

Finally, one young person who identifies as LGBTI spoke about how working in the European space allowed him 
to build connection and social capital over time:

On a personal level, I hadn’t really travelled much I’d only travelled between Ireland and the UK,I 

was brought up in the UK And then young voices took me to Luxembourg and I don’t think I’d 

been to places like this and the next EU Youth Conference going to Amsterdam and so definitely 

on a personal level it’s broadened my horizons about meeting, different people from all over 

Europe and we’re still in touch with these people. You know through social media and it’s funny. 

We’re all in kind of the same fields, whether it’s a kind of gone down through academia, who will 

still doing the same stuff in law and Policy (Male youth participant, aged 28). 

1.2.5 On Working in a Forum that Supports Disagreement

In terms of the journey toward understanding the value of their role in society, this was markedly enhanced by 
having a safe and supported place in which the young people could discuss issues of personal importance.  
Where they could share, deliberate and debate with others who had similar experiences but importantly too, 
where different opinions were expressed and allowed.  Disagreeing is uncomfortable, but when supported, it 
can be the source of innovation; it can support individuals to really reflect on their opinions, to evaluate their 
approach and ideally truly hear another perspective.  Providing young people with the opportunity to learn and 
practice how to address conflict in the collective decision-making process is key to a deliberative democratic 
approach.  

One young person with an LGBTI identity speaks about learning to appreciate the value of multiple perspectives 
on an issue:
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I think I might have just felt a bit self-centered in terms of, like, okay, it’s my opinion. And yours is 

valued, it doesn’t matter at this time.  And I think, you know, with the course that I’ve learned and 

the education I’ve received under the kind of space that was awarded to me by Young Voices, 

you know it’s kind of helped me realize that, you know, although my opinion is valued and it is, it 

is important. It’s not just the only opinion. Do you know what I mean? Yeah. I think that’s a really 

good learning curve that is valid for people in young voices. Yeah (Male youth participant, aged 

25).

One young person from a minority ethnic background, spoke about seeing the space as a place to hear different 
perspectives and understand that process as important in itself:

Like, I think one thing I learned is about the value of different perspectives. Very quickly and how 

challenging it can be and how enriching it can be as well (Female youth participant, aged 27). 

Another young person, from an area of socio-economic disadvantage, he speaks about the value of being in a 
supported space with people from different backgrounds:
 

I have learned to do a lot of negotiating especially when you are working in groups and it could 

be a mixed group of people coming from rural Ireland or people living in Dublin and if an issue 

of mental health or transport comes up, it’s two very different experiences in both areas and both 

people are trying to get across their points on it but then, because some people don’t see both 

sides they could think it’s not right in the way it’s seen in rural Ireland or the city and vice versa.  

I think by doing the round table group work you get to hear a lot about both sides of an issue 

(Male youth participant, aged 22). 

Another young person spoke on the value of a space in civil society where people’s differences are harnessed to 
create something to benefit society.

There’s a lot of division happens when people get involved in party politics and it is a shame. I 

mean, you know, I think that it’s great that I found Young Voices.  But when I was looking to what 

I was going to end up doing next, to be civically engaged as a young person, it was this sort 

of them and us, where you’re either on this side, or you’re on that side of the conversation and 

Young Voices was a place where everyone was at the same table there was people from different 
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backgrounds, but there was no agenda.  The agenda was creating something. (Male youth 

participant, aged 20). 

1.2.6 On Young Voices as a Model for other Participative Processes

Being involved in the Young Voices participative process over time has supported young people to transfer some 
of these participative practices into other fora.  In building confidence and capacity in understanding the tools of 
participation, it has impacted democratic spaces outside the EU Youth Dialogue context. 

For one youth work manager of a Traveller specific project, it helped her to change how she negotiated with local 
democratic structures for the young people she represented:

From doing NYCI and seeing how important it was to have lesser heard voices included in a 

structured dialogue situation for young people.  I then joined my local Comhairle committee so 

I’m part of the steering committee and then we decided that [the project] would be invited as 

an organization, rather than, you know, waiting for the schools to invite our young people.  So, 

then we sent our young people to represent us to the Comhairle.  And that all came about from 

the confidence we grew from the Young Voices.  So, you know what I mean, it was, it was a huge 

impact.  It was, it was really important. (Youth work manager). 

One young person who identifies as LGBTI spoke about a growing interest within himself in influencing other 
spaces:

Through Young Voices, I’m interested in my Students Union in college. And I actually got more 

interested. I didn’t really like the political side of this.  The Students Union, for some reason, I just didn’t 

think that the politics worked in college. I always thought that the presidents and the people who are 

elected, I think they’re really only elected by, you know, we recognize them on the ballot paper and 

I didn’t trust the way it works, to be honest with you.  So, I was like okay, ‘But how can I actually get 
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involved?’ actually, being elected.  So, I became a student rep and I was lucky enough to be elected 

class rep two years consecutively. (Male youth participant, aged 25). 

For one young person, who became the youth representative of the working group of structured dialogue and 
the representative for the National Youth Council of Ireland to  the European Youth Forum.  He found that the 
participative model experienced in Young Voices was transferrable to the European Commission space:

And I was blown away by Young Voices, it was a free-flowing conversation with multiple methodologies 

and voices were being heard in different ways.  So, everybody was getting an opportunity to be heard 

and respected.  

I think then it was being in the European Commission and having people in suits and ties like grey hair 

and only knowing one methodology which is a roundtable discussion with a microphone and them 

being told to do a walking debate.   And I think...it was changing the mindset of them.  It really inspired 

me.  And because we as young people were making sure that that change was happening… And it 

really kind of changed the dynamic, put them outside their comfort zone.  Even though we are walking 

into the European Commission completely outside our comfort zones and there was a bit of a balancing 

act there with the facilitation. (Youth male participant, aged 33). 

1.2.7 On Being a Channel to Support the Emergence of a Youth Voice

The EU Youth Dialogue process has served as a container for the emergence of a strong youth voice within 
a youth polity context, coterminous with the emergence of cause-oriented participation in certain issues of 
interest e.g. Climate Justice, as a global movement. While many of the participants of Young Voices were already 
politically engaged (though not all), many of the young people spoke about the need for a place to channel and 
contain the energy, momentum and process that affect them.   While the Internet offers a significant potential to 
mobilise youth in issue-oriented campaigns, the young people here spoke about Young Voices as a container to 
help them to target responses in issues of concern to them.  Importantly, having a physical space was important 
to them in channeling their voice.  

One young LGBTI person spoke about his frustration and finding a channel for this frustration:

I think it was finding my people, people who were interested, the same way as me which is 

always a thing. Before I did the Masters, I would watch the news and I would be really angry.  

And then I would look to years back when I was living with my parents, and I’d be like “how are 

you watching this and not pissed off about it?” I think with Young Voices it can put that energy to 

good use. Whereas 19-year-old me was very like … ’queer oppressed boy, the world is shit.’  I 

suppose you can channel it; young people who are passionate about something. Yeah. (Male 

youth participant, aged 28).  
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For another young person from a minority ethnic background, she connected with the space as important to 
connect with other people and to connect with other issues and supporting her in an orientation toward action.

But I wanted to use my platform like Instagram or something, to speak up on what has been 

happening, like racism and everything.  But speaking up is one thing but action is another as 

well. I think like when it comes to speaking up, I need to be talking to people, not just my social 

media and then when it comes to doing something.  At least I’m doing something to help the 

situation. like obviously I live in Galway, it’s going to be different for me.  But being there (at 

Young Voices) hearing other issues that I’ve never heard before, I was like, ‘Wow’, so I think, 

yeah, speaking up is really more common to me now. Yeah, yeah. (Female youth participant, 

aged 18). 

1.2.8 On Bringing Forward Minority Voices

Several young people identified the space as a place where they felt welcome and confident to contribute.  
Supporting young people from minority identities to influence decision making spaces is critical to participative 
democracy and requires inclusive and innovative models of participation.  Such spaces of participation must be 
representative of all voices, particularly where it has been acknowledged that ‘ effort is needed by the political 
structure to bring marginalised youth back into the mainstream political process’ (European Youth Forum, 2015, 
p. 94).

One young woman from a minority ethnic background felt at home in the space, as soon as she walked in:

When I came in, I saw my age group.  So fellow girls. I saw afro hair. I saw black skin. So, it was 

like, I came in, I didn’t feel like I was with older people.  It didn’t feel like I was younger people. 

I just saw my age. And I saw my gender so that made me feel comfortable and I wanted to be 

part of it.  And so, a third thing would be that actually there was a genuine sense of concern for 

the young people that is involved.  So, it wasn’t about - you come, share your ideas we pass your 

ideas on and then you can get out. it wasn’t that.  It was more than what you have to offer, they 

cared about you as a person. (Female youth participant, age 27). 
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One young person who had recently come out as LGBT from a rural location was looking for a space to 
contribute her voice to issues that affected her and other young people:

I had just come out as an LGBT person and I was kind of looking at getting more involved in kind 

of youth voice issues. You know, it was absolutely brilliant making my voice heard. No one was 

putting words in my mouth. And it just felt like a very kind of professional, essentially, it didn’t feel 

like ‘welcome young people’, it was like, ‘you are people, you are people now and we will listen 

to you now.’ So, it was brilliant. (Female youth participant aged 22).

One young person who identifies as Afro-Irish, found the space allowed him to process his sense of identity and 
connection.

Before 2016 I was more teaching dance and letting children, young people know more about hip 

hop and even have a social life.  And then we came back from 2016 my art started involvement 

with racism, migration, mental health.  How can young people especially the Afro Irish or Afro 

Europeans be heard? because I’ve always felt, Afro-Irish, people can say they are Irish.  But 

when you see them, you don’t see them as Irish.  They don’t even proclaim themselves to be 

Irish citizens because some of them are born here, but when you ask them. “Oh, where are you 

from?”, “I’m a Nigerian I’m Ghanaian”.  But your identity, your nationality and country you’re born 

in is Irish, but they don’t claim because they don’t feel involved.  And this is for me joining [Young 

Voices], that is the improvement of what I got from it and it’s kind of like elevating me and that’s 

why for me, I’m more focused and more kind of advocating on that level to use that voice and use 

that platform to get the Afro Europeans and Afro-Irish people to actually accept the identity as 

Irish because they are not accepting it and the society also doesn’t see them or accept them as 

that.(Black Irish male youth participant, aged 26).
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Recommendations

 1. Youth participation needs to be understood as taking place in three interrelat-

ed areas i.e. personal, community/collective and organisational.
 2. For youth participation to be effective, meaningful, and sustainable, it needs 

to be accepted as a process that requires time to support the development of personal and 

collective empowerment processes. 

 3. The time and support commitment happens through a youth work approach.  

This value based practice supports relationship building with young people to create a mutual 

learning space.  

 4. Youth work is a critical consciousness builder that supports engagement with 

democratic processes. This requires ongoing resource support.

 5. Youth participation models need ongoing commitment in terms of time and 
resources in order to explicitly recognise the evolving capacities of young people and their 

right to influence matters affecting them.

 6. The tools and methods of youth participation must be relevant to the lives of 
young people.  In addition, these tools and methods should be informed and shaped directly 

by young people.

 7. Youth participation models require an ongoing flexibility and adaptability to 

stay relevant and informed to the lives of young people.

 8. Young Voices-EU Youth Dialogue, and as a model of youth participation, needs to 

be linked to existing and emerging platforms of representation.  For example, the es-

tablishment of Youth Assemblies called for in the programme for government.  

 9. In addition, time and resources are required to build specific capacities and skills 

to support developing organisational knowledge and insight on how to influence decision 
making structures.
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 10. Supporting young people from minority identities to influence decision making 

spaces is critical to participative democracy and requires inclusive and innovative models 

of participation.  This includes bespoke and targeted training and skills development.

 11. Where Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue process has supported the emergence of 

youth as a political constituency, this needs ongoing support to ensure that it continues to grow 

and to enable involvement of children and young people with fewer opportunities, 

including those who are vulnerable or affected by discrimination, including multiple 

discrimination.

 12. The development of a youth political constituency through the Young Voices - 

EU Youth Dialogue process highlights the importance of affording young people equal 
opportunity to participate in public deliberation prior to decision-making.   This 

approach is key to  increasing the legitimacy of political decisions and addressing problems 

endogenous to the vote-centred democratic process.

 13. The Young Voices model follows a deliberative democracy approach which 

supports young people to surface disagreements so that people holding conflicting stances 

understand each other’s reasons for the purpose of decision-making.  Participative democratic 

approaches can provide young people with the opportunity to learn and practice how to 

address conflict in the collective decision-making process.

 14. While the Internet offers a significant potential to mobilise youth in issue-oriented 

campaigns, e.g. climate justice, racial justice, having a physical space to engage with and 

build strategy and work as part of a collective is key to channeling youth voice. 

 15. There must be explicit recognition that identifies young people as essential and 
necessary voices in decision making processes. The Young Voices model provides meaningful 

and varied opportunities for young people to develop their skills and confidence as they make 

their own decisions and choices to participate in decision making processes. 
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Appendices
Appendix 1

Methodologies
An important feature in the ongoing growth and development of the Young Voices model is the innovative 
approach to how we respond to, and inform the challenge of supporting the engagement of a diverse variety of 
young people. 

Examples of bespoke training and workshops include:
• Ideas to Action workshop
•  Youth-Led and peer education at a local, national and International level 
•  Roundtable speed dating with decision makers from DCYA and Voluntary and Community sector 

stakeholders. 
•  Stall at Young Social Innovators
•  Yo Fest @ European Youth Event organised by young people from European Youth Forum with the 

European Parliament to support the mobilisation of young people to make change in Europe.
•  Change Makers Academy exploring their influence as young people and change makers during a 

residential.
•  Training of Youth Facilitators residential training
•  Workshops in collaboration with NYCI Making Links project  
• Creative Youth Arts through developing animation videos, film editing,  Creative Advocacy training, social 

media content.
•  Instagram takeover
•  Youth led EU Seminar 
•  Online engagement-Building capacity to host online

External opportunities 
As the visibility and impact of Young Voices increased over time there were an increasing number of invitations 
to present, speak and contribute to other processes often arising out of invitations from networks within NYCI or 
DCYA.

Examples of young people representing Young Voices in other arenas:
  Leargas annual Forum
  Social Justice Ireland Annual Conference
  British Irish Parliamentary Assembly
  All Island Civic Dialogue on Brexit
  Children’s Rights Alliance European Seminar on child poverty
  BOBF Advisory Council presentation
  NYCI AGM presentation
  Launch of National Youth Strategy speech
  National Centre for Guidance in Education annual conference presentation and workshop
  Circular Economy Seminar participation
  Climate Justice fund collaboration and promotion
  Facilitation at Jigsaw/HSE Youth Speak We Listen event
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Appendix 2

The Importance of Inclusion in Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue
In terms of the young people who were involved in the consultations, we are mindful of the importance and 
value of engaging with a range of young people that reflected the current picture of youth in Ireland. The 
communication channels available to NYCI in the youth work sector, through programmes such as the NYCI 
Equality and Intercultural programme and the pre-existing positive profile of Young Voices ensures that our 
invitations to participate are met with enthusiasm across a wide spectrum of young people in Ireland. Included 
in the consultation reports are the voices of young Travellers, young people from minority ethnic backgrounds, 
LGBTI+ young people, rural young people, young people with intellectual and physical disabilities, deaf young 
people, young students, young people in care, young refugees and asylum seekers, young people from areas of 
socio-economic disadvantage, undocumented young people and, overall, a diverse and dynamic range of young 
people living in the Ireland of today. 

Example of demographics from most recent consultation process: 
https://www.youth.ie/documents/creating-opportunities-for-youth/ 

Breakdown of young people who participated in Youth Dialogue consultations: 

Gender  
In terms of gender, as can be seen in Figure 1 below, 141 (43.3%) young people who took part in consultations 
were male, 182 (55.8%) were female and 3 (0.9%) identified as ‘other gender.’

Figure 1: Gender of participants
 

Figure 1: Gender of Participants.

Female 55.8%

Other Gender 0.9%

Male 43.3%

https://www.youth.ie/documents/creating-opportunities-for-youth/ 
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Age
With regard to age, 39 (11.9%) young people were under 16 years of age, 118 (36.2%) were aged 16 – 18 years, 
129 (39.6%) were aged 19 – 25 years and 40 (12.3%) were aged 26 – 30 years (see Figure 2 below).
 
Figure 2: Age of participants
 

Figure 2: Age of Participants.

16- 18 years (36.2%)

19- 25 years (39.6%)

26- 30 years (12.3%)

under 16 years (11.9%)

Ethnicity
Overall, 208 (63.8%) young people were from the majority ethnic group, 105 (32.2%) were from minority ethnic 
backgrounds and 13 (4%) did not disclose or were not asked (see Figure 3 below). 

Employment and education status 

In respect of employment and education status, 134 (41.1%) young people were in education, 69 (21.2%) young 
people were in work and 123 (37.7%) young people did not disclose or were not asked (see Figure 4 below). 

Figure 4: Employment and education status of participants  

Other demographic information 

Other demographic information gathered found: 
● 3.7% of young people identified as having a disability; 
● 8% of young people were from a minority religion group; 
● 8.9% of young people identified as homosexual, bisexual or ticked ‘other’.” 
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Figure 3: Ethnicity of Participants.

Majority Ethnic Group (63.8%)

Minority Ethnic Group (32.2%)

Undisclosed 4%

Figure 4: Employment and Education Status of Participants

In work (21.2%)

Undisclosed (37.7%)

In education (41.1%)
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