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This is Young Voices A model of youth democratic engagement

The work here shines a light on the young people who have 
volunteered their time to shape and influence what the Young 
Voices- EU Youth Dialogue1 space has become, they have 
made this contribution over a number of years. It also high-
lights how the EU Youth Dialogue process, established in 
2010 has allowed the Young Voices model to evolve, with a 
non-prescriptive approach, giving NYCI the scope to use inno-
vative and dynamic methods and develop a youth led space.

This report also reflects the work of NYCI who have led out 
on the engagement of young people in the process on behalf 
of the National Working Group on Structured Dialogue2 who 
have supported and nurtured the evolution of the Young 
Voices space. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child sets 
out the right of the child and young person to have a voice 
on all issues that have an impact on their lives. 

Foreword
The National Youth Council of Ireland 
(NYCI) are very pleased to publish this 
report – This is Young Voices - A model 
of youth democratic participation. 

1  The Young Voices - EU Youth Dialogue process will be referred to as 
Young Voices for the remainder of the document.

2  The National Working group on Structured Dialogue is the group that 
has oversight on the Young Voices process. It includes: NYCI, Léargas, 
Maynooth University and the Department of Children, Equality, 
Disability, Integration and Youth.
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This report reveals the Young Voices approach as one that 
builds on the participation objectives outlined in the EU and 
National Participation Strategies, by supporting young people 
to take ownership of and occupy participative roles as deci-
sion-makers. In the process, Young Voices explicitly recog-
nises and channels the expertise and commitment of young 
people who are looking for a place to develop, practice and 
engage their activism and political skills in a strategic way. 
Young Voices welcomes, understands and facilitates young 
people as co-producers of policy processes and outcomes. 

The young people participating in Young Voices are from a 
diverse group, it’s a space that builds inclusion into the foun-
dation of its approach and fosters inclusion through a wide 
collaborative network that it feeds into and is in turn fed by 
this diversity.

This report is informed by research, which was conducted 
online during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
We did not know of the journey that lay ahead of us, at that 
time. However, this report provides us with an important 
reflective moment, a chance to share the vision of the Young 
Voices participants and, to continue to reflect on the model 
as something that is both flexible and enduring4. 

We recognise the important work of the stakeholders who 
shape this space. We are committed to continue working 
together to enhance the potential for young people to shape 
decision making spaces.

Young Voices is a model that actively engages with young 
people’s capacity to influence decision making spaces under 
the framework provided via Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures 
National Policy framework for children and young people 
(BOBF)3 and the EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027, which aims 
to “Engage, Connect, Empower” young people. 

In planning for this report, we were mindful of the inten-
tion set out in the National Strategy for the Participation of 
Children and Young People in Decision-Making 2015-2020, in 
which it is acknowledged that time must be given to support 
the evolving capacities of young people. We therefore set out 
to hear from young people who had been on a journey with 
Young Voices at a key stage in their own development and who 
could reflect on how their capacity had evolved through the 
process of engagement with Young Voices.

Participants in the Young Voices programme showcase here 
how their involvement over time in this space has supported 
the development of strong interpersonal skills, practical skills 
on inclusion, confidence in engaging in political decision 
making and a real commitment to participating in the politi-
cal process as a democratic opportunity and responsibility. 

3  Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014. Better Outcomes, 
Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children and 
Young People, 2014-2020, Dublin: Government Publications.

4  See Appendix 1 on how Young Voices adapted to the online context 
under COVID-19.

https://europa.eu/youth/strategy_en


In the summer of 2020, the Young Voices 
programme at the National Youth Council of 
Ireland, with oversight from the National Working 
Group on Structured Dialogue5, undertook 
a qualitative evaluation of the Young Voices 
programme. This publication is the result of 
that evaluation.

As part of the evaluation process, a representative sample of 
young people and youth educators or youth policy makers were 
consulted. This evaluation was instigated to better understand 
how young people experienced Young Voices and its impact 
on society and policy from their perspective. The evaluation 
sought to gain an understanding on what the space meant 
to participants, and the ways in which the young people felt 
engaged with discussions undertaken. It was also important 
to identify, the ways in which they felt they had made specific 
contributions to decision making spaces within the period of 
their involvement with Young Voices. 

The evaluation was an opportunity to consider how the Young 
Voices programme could be further supported and developed. 

During the evaluation, happening under Covid 19 restrictions, 
30 participants were interviewed online for periods ranging 
from 40-120 minutes. Subsequently, 35 hours of data was 
coded from these interviews. Interviewees were selected to 
ensure a diversity of perspectives and to reflect the diversity 
of identities who attend Young Voices. These interviews gave us 
invaluable and rich insight into the Young Voices programme 
which we are keen to share with you.

Introduction

5 See footnote  2
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Exploration, Consultation, 
Implementation

Young Voices typically meets three of four 
times a year in full plenary where large groups 
of up to 100 young people gather centrally in 
Dublin. Alongside these are a variety of other 
supplementary and complementary forms of 
engagement such as: 

Online surveys: 
 
Surveys are presented online as a means of extend the reach of 
a consultation to a broader group of young people.

National Implementation Project (NIP): 
 
For each Cycle of the EU Youth Dialogue there is an invitation for 
participants to continue the journey towards implementation of a 
proposal that has emerged from recommendations. The NIP was 
a Young Voices response to the potential constraints of closing off 
a process of the development of an idea in line with the end of a 
particular cycle of EU Youth Dialogue.

Capacity Building: 
 
The development and delivery of specific training in areas such 
as activism, change making, creative advocacy, training of youth 
facilitators, digital creativity. Further training has included capac-
ity building opportunities for youth workers/leaders and youth 
empowerment, youth participation deck of cards resource. New 
Tool for Youth Empowerment & Youth Participation! - National 
Youth Council of Ireland

Outreach workshops: 
 
Introducing the Young Voices Model, supporting groups to engage in 
the EU Youth Dialogue process.

Focus Groups: 
 
Consultation sessions with specific groups who may be ‘hard to 
reach’, particularly impacted by the theme or have a special interest 
in the theme.

https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/new-tool-for-youth-empowerment-youth-participation/
https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/new-tool-for-youth-empowerment-youth-participation/
https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/new-tool-for-youth-empowerment-youth-participation/
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The EU Youth 
Conference
A key part of the Young Voices process involves 
facilitating youth delegates to attend the EU Youth 
Conferences along with DCEDIY8 representatives where 
they bring forward policy issues, and where their expe-
riences and analysis are combined with analysis from 
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 
young people and ultimately, proposing actions that 
might have a positive outcome for young people at EU 
and National level.

Seminars, speeches, submissions: 
 
Young Voices has periodic requests and invitations to 
contribute within other relevant arenas. While the focus 
is on presenting to the BOBF6 Advisory Council and the 
Children and Young People’s National Policy Consortium7, 
there have been significant contributions made both 
at national and European level whereby Young Voices 
representatives carry the voice of young people in key 
political/policy arenas. Examples include: The All-Island 
Dialogue on Brexit, the British Irish Parliamentary 
Assembly, UNICEF, the Children’s Rights Alliance, Social 
Justice Ireland, the European Parliament’s European 
Youth Event etc. 

Research: 
 
A critical element in the ongoing success of Young 
Voices has been the integration of a research dimension 
which brings an evidence base to the deliberations and 
informs decision making when it comes to proposals and 
recommendations.

6  See footnote 3

7  The Children and Young People’s Policy Consortium was established in 2014 as part of the implementation 
structures outlined in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures. The Consortium has oversight of and also drives 
cross-Government implementation of Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures and its supporting strategies. In 
addition, it reports annually to Government on progress achieved. 8  Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth. 

http://www.britishirish.org/
http://www.britishirish.org/
http://www.britishirish.org/
http://www.britishirish.org/
https://www.unicef.org/
https://www.childrensrights.ie/
https://www.socialjustice.ie/
https://www.socialjustice.ie/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ireland/en/youth-outreach/european-youth-event-2021
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ireland/en/youth-outreach/european-youth-event-2021
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Young Voices is a programme that creates 
opportunities for young people from age 
sixteen to thirty years who have an interest 
in change making. It brings young people 
into the policy-making process at a national 
and European level in Ireland and Europe. 

The programme is advertised through the 
NYCI communication channels, with an 
invitation to register for plenary meetings 
taking place three of four times per year. 
Every six months, nominations for the EU 
Youth Conference are invited and three 
young people are selected to represent 
Ireland as delegates at this event.

Participation rates in Young Voices have 
been growing steadily since 2010, with 
relatively consistent rates of participation 
since 2016 and a dip in 2020, the year of 
COVID-199. For this evaluation, the majority 
of participants selected were over 1810 and 
had engaged with the programme for a 
period of time i.e., 3-5 + years. In selecting 
participants, the intention was to understand 
the different experiences of engagement 
with the programme and the impact that 
engagement had over time. 

9  Participation rates for the engagement with Young Voices have varied across the different years with ini-
tial growth and then, a more consistent engagement. The records show 562 engaged in 2014/2015, 296 
engaged in 2016, 662 in 2017, 562 in 2018, 550 in 2019 and 450 in 2020. The participation numbers show 
some anomalies due to the bespoke nature of how ‘Young Voices’ responds to working with young people i.e., 
both in one-to-one engagement, and with different kinds of group engagements. There is evidence of a dip 
in engagement during COVID-19, particularly in the early stages i.e., March-June 2020.

10  lthough the intention was to interview several young people under 18, as the evaluation process went online 
in the early stages of COVID-19, the recruitment of young people under 18 proved challenging. Although the 
project delivery has had consistent engagement with both under and over 18s according to registration data 
consulted.

A summary of the key findings 
from the report
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Key points

Young Voices is a space to grow and 
develop capacity to influence. 

The programme facilitates qualityof opportunities and 
experiences at a personal, community and societal 
level. This impacts at both an individual level in terms of 
personal growth, and also builds capacity to influence in 
wider social and political contexts. 

Young Voices is a place where key 
skills are fostered and developed. 

Supporting skills development through the programme 
is a key strategy in building the capacity of young people 
for meaningful participation in decision-making space. 
This approach is acknowledged by participants who see 
their own skill development as a result. The model also 
recognises the expertise of young people and the skills 
and commitment they bring to the process.

21
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Young Voices strives to achieve long-
term outcomes; 

Understanding the role of voice in addressing inequality 
and taking action is a core part of the Young Voices process. 

The programme creates key platforms and opportunities 
to meet with decision-makers, building confidence in the 
process and instilling a capacity for long-term engage-
ment in change-making. 

Young Voices actively targets and 
supports diverse participation. 

Participants identified the specific ways in which the 
programme has facilitated inclusion and, also how the 
programme has supported a deeper understanding on 
how to develop and practice an inclusive approach.

3 4
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Young Voices is facilitated by the 
connection with Europe and European 
spaces of participation. 

Importantly, the European policy arena is in dialogue 
with the national policy context and theses policy spaces 
complement each other in supporting youth democratic 
engagement. 

Young Voices is a model of youth 
democratic participation. 

A clear outcome of the research was that the Young 
Voices model of participation leveraged decision-making 
outcomes11 and engagement opportunities for young 
people at both a national and EU level. The programme is 
a formative space for understanding policy and supports 
young people to see themselves as co-designers of policy 
process and outcomes. 

11  The specific engagement experiences with national and EU policy documents are outlined in the section ‘Key 
Findings from This Evaluation’ under ‘A model of youth democratic engagement’.

65
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Participants were asked to think of the Young 
Voices space in five years’ time, acknowledging 
the commitment of participants over time and 
the extent to which they have shaped the space. 
A question was posed on shaping the programme 
into the future and what recommendations they 
would make.

Recommendations 
from this evaluation: 
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A place at the table: 
 
Young people see themselves as having a key role in policy-mak-
ing and therefore, need channels and platforms to facilitate this 
as at a national level, linked to existing and emerging platforms 
of representation. For example, their strategic engagement with 
Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures was an acknowledgment of their 
expertise and right to be consulted on policies directly affecting 
them. As work commences in 2021 on a successor strategy to Better 
Outcomes, Brighter Futures, Young Voices should be consulted on 
the framework development and the strategies coming out of the 
framework on participation and youth work.

Maintain status within BOBF12:
 
A related recommendation is that the EU Youth Dialogue process 
remains in the implementation infrastructure of the new Better 
Outcomes, Brighter Futures framework to ensure a meaningful 
dialogue between Young Voices and policy-makers - namely The 
Children and Young People’s Policy Consortium13 and the BOBF 
Advisory Council. 

Value the contributions at national and EU levels:
 
The relationship between the Irish and European policy arena, 
realised through the EU Youth Dialogue forum, is considered by 
the youth participants as a vital mechanism to represent youth 
issues, and as space to build connectivity and wider social and 
political capital. The value of the EU Youth Dialogue space should 
be formally recognised as a successful model of youth democratic 
engagement within the Irish context.

Resourcing the evolution of Young Voices:
 
Young people participating in this evaluation see Young Voices as 
a unique platform to facilitate the youth voice. Dedicated long-
term funding and a dedicated programme to support Young 
Voices to continue to build a youth-led space, would support an 
evolution to an independent youth-led space over time, offering 
a unique and dedicated forum to consult with the expertise of 
young people. It would also allow the programme to continue to 
build specific capacities and skills amongst participants to influence 
decision-making structures. 

12  See footnote 3

13  The Children and Young People’s Policy Consortium was established in 2014 as part of the implementation 
structures outlined in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures.  The Consortium has oversight of and also drives 
cross-Government implementation of Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures and its supporting strategies. In addi-
tion, it reports annually to Government on progress achieved.



This is Young Voices A model of youth democratic engagementA summary of the key findings from the report

Outreach to youth groups:
 
For young people who might not be accessing the Young Voices space, 
outreach has always been a part of the approach, specifically in a relation-
ship-building context. Participants see the potential for this to be built on 
and enhanced, with further potential to equip the youth-led dimension 
of the programme. This corresponds with a commitment to continuing 
to build a responsive inclusion practice. 

Supporting the amplification of Young Voices
 
Some young people are keen to see the method of delivery diversify i.e., 
host a Young Voices Podcast; host a Young Voices communication platform 
where Young Voices could keep connected outside of the meeting context 
and continue to build on the collective aspect of the programme. 

Model of effective practice for participation:

The participation strategies within the Young Voices space are seen by 
participants as a key strength of the programme. It is a space that recog-
nises the necessity of consulting with the specific expertise of young 
people and understands them as having a key political role to play. The 
model should be adapted by other networks and fora, particularly in 
terms of a democratic participation model, as a framework for youth work 
engagement and for broader participation objectives.

Model of effective practice for inclusion:
 
Coming to understand the lived experience of inclusion was cited by many 
of the young people consulted as a feature of their engagement with the 
programme. This model of inclusive engagement should be adapted by 
other networks and fora, committed to targeting the inclusion of those 
who are vulnerable or affected by discrimination, including intersectional 
discrimination14. 

The need for dedicated youth participation spaces 
that progress policy issues for minority ethnic 
young people:

 
While participation in Young Voices was empowering for the young people 
from minority ethnic identities consulted as part of the evaluation, the 
need for dedicated youth policy spaces to support progression on policy 
issues for minority ethnic groups was also identified. The No Shame/Good 
Nuck Mental Health campaign developed by Involve Meath, a Traveller 
specific youth organisation15, following engagement with Young Voices, 
is an example of what is possible by creating space for such initiatives. 
This corresponds with recommendations on advocacy and leadership 
identified in Make Minority a Priority

12  Discrimination that takes place on the basis of several personal grounds or characteristics/identities, which 
operate and interact with each other at the same time in such a way as to be inseparable. 

15  Involve: National Association of Travellers’ Centres is the largest provider of youth services to Young 
Travellers in Ireland. It promotes the participation and inclusion of the Traveller Community in Irish Society. 
Irish Travellers are indigenous Irish people, but are a distinctive group within the general population, and 
ethnically different due to a shared history, traditions, culture and language, among many other elements. 

https://www.youth.ie/documents/makeminorityapriority-complete-research-final-0/
https://eige.europa.eu/thesaurus/terms/1262
https://eige.europa.eu/thesaurus/terms/1262
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who identify as LGBTI, and young people from areas of 
socio-economic disadvantage. Of the twenty-three young 
people interviewed, one was under 18, twenty-one were 
aged between 18-28, with one participant aged 33. Of the 
youth workers/youth policy interviewees, all were over 30, 
except for one. Eleven of the youth participants identified 
as female, while twelve identified as male.

Who was interviewed

Using a qualitative research approach, the evaluation 
adopted a purposive sampling approach to select partic-
ipants for the evaluation of Young Voices. The criteria for 
selection included participants who had engaged over 
time with the understanding that young people’s capacity 
is considered to evolve over time16. 

The purposive sample includes young people and youth 
workers/youth educators who represent minority ethnic 
communities, including the Traveller community, young 
people who identify as differently abled, young people 

How the evaluation was undertaken: 
the methodological approach

16  National Strategy on Children and Young Peoples Participation in Decision Making, 2015-2020 (Department 
of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015).

https://assets.gov.ie/24462/48a6f98a921446ad85829585389e57de.pdf
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The aim of the evaluation was to explore 
the following research questions: 

 What ways did young people feel 
connected to the programme?

 What did they gain from the 
experience of participation?

 What ways did they feel they had made 
specific contributions within the period 
of their involvement with Young Voices? 

Interviews were undertaken with an understanding of the importance 
of including diverse voices and involving the participation of seldom-
heard young people to get their insights into their contribution to the 
‘Young Voices’ programme. This also importantly acknowledges the 
diversity that is present in the Young Voices space.

How the process was conducted

A team of three evaluators conducted online interviews 
with participants lasting from 40-120 minutes. A combi-
nation of process and outcome-oriented questions were 
utilised to determine why and how people had engaged 
with the programme, and to understand whether the 
programme was effective at achieving its intended 
outcomes. Questions included those on personal 
well-being and development across engagement in the 
programme; civic engagement prior to and subsequent 
to Young Voices; engagement with networks and relation-
ship building through the programme; participation in 
the space and experiences with inclusion or exclusion; 
questions were also asked about overall experiences with 
engagement in the programme. Questions were asked 
to clarify aspects that were raised during discussion or to 
deepen the discussion further. The recorded interviews 
were transcribed, and the data organised into the most 
prominent themes that emerged. These themes were 
used as headings in our findings section.

1

2

3
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Reflections on the evaluation process.

The evaluation process had to switch to an online context 
due to COVID-19, which provided some challenges in 
terms of how the evaluation was conducted from a partic-
ipation point of view17. The hope is that the evaluation 
has identified experiences, insights, and challenges that 
the Young Voices programme could learn from and that 
might be of interest to other youth participation contexts. 

Ethics.

Participants were assured of anonymity and the eval-
uation team worked hard to ensure this. It was impor-
tant to acknowledge the different lived experiences for 
young people from diverse and intersecting identities, 
i.e., minority ethnic identity, gender identity, LGBTI iden-
tity, and socio-economic status. To ensure anonymity, 
a pseudonym is used when quoting the interviewees in 
this report. Everyone gave written permission to take 
part in the research and those under 18 also had written 
permission from a parent or guardian. 

17  In March 2020, at the design stage of the evaluation, the intention had been to meet with a group of participants to support the design of the questions and approach to the research. However, public health advice at the time 
didn’t allow for this engagement. Importantly, at the early stages of COVID-19, much of the work that transferred to the online context with young people involved holding space and identifying needs as a response to the pan-
demic context.
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Young Voices is a programme that 
offers ongoing opportunities for young 
people 16 to 30 who have an interest in 
change making. Young Voices consults 
with young people in Ireland and makes 
policy submissions within the national and 
EU contexts, overseen by the National 
Working Group on EU Youth Dialogue18. 
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, and sends 
delegates to the EU Youth Conference, 
where analysis and ideas are combined 
with young people from across the EU 
to influence policy at European level. 
The commitment is to explore the issues, 
consult as many young people as possible 
and ultimately to propose actions that 
might have a positive outcome for young 
people at EU and National level. 

18 See footnote  2

The Young Voices Model

https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/
http://
http://
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As part of this evaluation process, participants were asked how they would explain the 
space to others, particularly to someone who had never been before or someone who 
might be curious about it. 

For some young people, political engagement is a key and vital element of the space: 

The Young Voices Model

I used to be reactive to youth issues like I used to say, ‘Oh God, 
this bad thing has happened’ while now I’m proactive about it like 
[another participant], who I went to a youth conference with, he 
didn’t just react to the rumour of the abolishment of the DCYA, 
he started a big petition about it and that’s what Young Voices 
does as well.

It doesn’t just kind of educate you on youth issues. 
It makes you more proactive about them19.

(Female youth participant, aged 22).

Young Voices has consistently been a safe 
space for debate and input on matters 
related to youth within Ireland and the 
EU. It has made me realise that my voice 
matters when it comes to discussing poli-
cies and youth issues. Not only this, but 
they have facilitated these conversations 
with policymakers and government offi-
cials. I was kind of surprised about how 
interested they were at the beginning, but 
they wanted our inputs.

It made me think differently 
about my future.

It made me feel as if I had a greater stake 
in policies and potentially implementing 
policies at a national level on an EU level.

(Male youth participant, aged 27).

19  In 2020, at the formation of a new government the department name was changed to the Department of 
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth. Initially, the new department had removed ‘youth’ from 
its remit, until following lobbying by the youth sector, the Youth Sector Oversight Group(a representative 
group of youth sector organisations convened by the Department) and directly by participants of Young 
Voices, ‘youth’ was reinstalled. 

https://www.change.org/p/secure-the-retention-of-the-dcya-department-of-children-youth-affairs?fbclid=IwAR0G0F7wmTKRsaSoX4YmTgBHpJWbPbAKyyBk0UPXDNaK6NtDkvlr0_ssi3E
https://www.change.org/p/secure-the-retention-of-the-dcya-department-of-children-youth-affairs?fbclid=IwAR0G0F7wmTKRsaSoX4YmTgBHpJWbPbAKyyBk0UPXDNaK6NtDkvlr0_ssi3E
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For one young person, the relevance of Young Voices across an Irish and 
European policy arena, particularly in a youth work context, is a key strength:

It’s a platform for young people to be heard on a national 
level and a European level in youth work. 

It’s about recognising the link between what 
happens on a local level, how that fits into 
the national. 

And then how the national can fit into what’s happening 
across Europe.

(Male youth participant, aged 22). 

I think more young people need to be political but to understand 
that every young person is being political in whatever they’re 
doing. And I think Young Voices kind of gives that opportunity for 
young people to realise, buying those shoes or acting that way is 
being political, you don’t have to have to vote or go to a protest 
to be political. 

I think that’s the experience, it’s the enjoyment, 
it’s the learning.

 And you’re not throwing it down anybody’s neck. It’s not a religion. 
It’s not a court. It’s an experience and I think it’s a very positive 
experience.

Male youth participant, aged 33). 
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And for another young person, who joined Young Voices at 16, the non-hier-
archical nature of the Young Voices structure is key to what makes it possi-
ble, and he recalls being asked to represent Ireland at the European Youth 
Conference in Estonia: 

One youth policy contributor points out the 
democratic nature of how the space is facilitated:

It’s about people. It’s not about this idea of climbing to the top 
because, it’s Young Voices. There is no top, I’m here five years and I 
still can’t see it and I don’t really understand that there is no struc-
ture. That time that I went to Estonia, my mom came out to come 
along with me. And I was 16 and Ireland was the only country that 
sent somebody under the age of 18 under the age of 20 I’d say. Like 
it just blew my mind. I got angry because I couldn’t believe I was the 
only person I just thought, ‘Oh my god, there’s so many problems 
with this system’. Yeah, and super grateful. 

I’m just so grateful for the personal affirmation that 
I got out of that, and it was amazing.

(Male youth participant, aged 20)

It’s extremely democratic, I think. And if 
they walk into the room and they want to 
talk with something completely different. 
That will happen, they will still be facilitated. 
I just think there’s nothing that I’ve seen 
really on the scale of democracy for young 
people here in the way that I’ve seen it with 
Young Voices, and I know that there were 
similar kinds of networks around different 
European countries as well and they take 
different inspirations from each other, 

but I have a feeling that Young 
Voices is probably one of the more 
consistent ones in that approach, 
over the last seven years.

(Youth sector representative)
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This section presents the substantive findings from the evaluation 
process. Six key themes were highlighted that concern the 
participants in Young Voices interviewed for this report:

Key findings from this evaluation

 A space to grow and develop 
capacity to influence.

1

A place where skills are 
fostered and developed.

2

 A programme that actively 
targets and supports diverse 
participation.

4

Building towards long term 
outcomes.

3 A model of youth democratic 
participation.

6

 The connection with Europe 
and European spaces of 
participation.

5
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The design of a programme and the environment 
and culture within which it exists can have 
a direct influence on the quality of a young 
person’s development, learning and wellbeing. 
The responses here suggest the specific ways 
in which Young Voices has facilitated personal 
development opportunities for young people. 
It also reveals the wider impact at community and 
societal level, where young people step into their 
capacity and power to influence outcomes. 

Self-development and personal growth

A common theme surfacing in the interviews was 
an acknowledgement of the space as a place where 
individuals recognised a process of personal 
development and a space to foster key skills in 
this area, as well as a growing appreciation of a 
responsibility to engage with wider social and polit-
ical issues. One youth educator here speaks about 
witnessing young people’s development in the 
space and how the connection with the European 
policy space has supported this.

A space to grow and develop 
capacity to influence

There’s been a number of young people 
and they’ve got a huge amount out of it, 
and they’ve learned to grow, especially the 
ones that went to Europe as well.

(Youth educator).
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While for another young person, participation in Young 
Voices allowed him to develop his confidence over 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 confi-
dence. Yeah, because I think from attending 
youth conferences to standing up in Young 
Voices and speaking on behalf of 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). 

And finally, one young person reflects on what the 
space has meant to him:

You know, it’s one of those things that you 
don’t realize how important something is in 
your life until you actually speak about it, 
you know, and it’s such a core part of what 
I’ve experienced. 

Well, it is my youth work 
experience and I think it’s 
a unique one and I’m so 
grateful for it.

(Male youth participant, aged 20).

For one young person, she speaks about her own confidence building, linked to 
involvement in the Young Voices space. 

Going to them and being involved…. Not fixed me but you know like it really 
helps with speaking to new people and becoming more confident in that. I’m 
a treasurer at [an NGO], there is a level of skill and, you know, kind of knowl-
edge required that I would have gotten from attending Young Voices.

(Female youth participant, aged 22).
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Capacity to influence community and society

One young person from a minority ethnic background, identified that Young Voices 
gave her a bigger platform outside her immediate religious community context20 which 
helped her to see herself as having a voice that was important in other contexts. In 
this quote, she identifies her capacity to influence as outside the limitations of 
one context:

And another young person shows how it opened 
him up to his role in having capacity to influencing 
issues that affected a wide range of young people:

Policymakers, or TDs21, like I’m not afraid 
anymore to contact them and stand up 
for what I believe in. For example, you 
might have heard the Department of 
Children, Youth Affairs could potentially be 
changed22. So, a couple years ago, I would 
have just given out about it and said, like 
‘I’m really annoyed!’ but now we have been 
getting together with a group of people in 
Young Voices that we’ve met, and we’ve been 
getting a petition together that has 3000 
signatures and trying to get onto NYCI. And 
trying to get on to their reps for a minister 
for Children, Youth Affairs. 

So, I guess that lack of fear for 
contacting them and to feel now 
that my voice matters or counts!

(Male youth participant, aged 27).

20  The importance of religious faith and community as a source of strength and support in young people’s lives 
has been identified, along with the tension that can exist in negotiating different value systems, in the lives of 
some young people from minority ethnic backgrounds in Ireland. How do I get the balance in my head? (Mc 
Crea & Mahon, 2017).

21  TDs are the elected members of the lower house of the Irish parliament i.e., Dáil Éireann. 

22  See footnote 19

Young Voices took me out of the church, and they brought me into the commu-
nity. If not for Young Voices I probably would still be stuck in that little building 
in my church, 

but Young Voices came, and they invited me into the space 
and they said, ‘we see something inside of you. 

That thing is still developing, is still evolving, we’re not seeing that little seed 
we are seeing a massive tree. We want to harness that tree. You can still do 
what you’re doing in a church ... We’re going to send you to the EU Youth 
Conference, and we believe in you, Ireland can have you represent them 
as a voice.’ And because they did that, I see myself beyond the four walls of 
the church.

(Female youth participant, aged 27).

http://www.intercultural.ie/sites/intercultural.ie/files/how-do-i-get-the-balance-in-my-head.pdf
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And finally, one young person who is differently abled speaks about how his confi-
dence has grown in the process and his understanding of his responsibility to advocate 
for others who are also left behind:

It did give me a sense of sense of confidence. In relation to being heard and 
what I say does make a difference and it counts because it feels like people 
with disabilities are ghosts in society. And unfortunately, that’s still true. 
But being a part of something like Young Voices and the National Youth 
Council, because

it’s something that I’m passionate about, it makes 
a bigger impact than just me and I suppose that’s what 
I’m all about. 

Like, if I can advance myself. Great. And that’s why I want to do it. But if I can 
do that while bringing other people with me, I will. Especially if they might 
be in in similar situations as myself.

(Male youth participant, aged 23).

A young person from a minority ethnic background sees 
the space as important as a platform for youth voice, 
and the necessity of spaces which actively support youth 
engagement:

Well, I thank you guys for making something like 
that, because if it wasn’t for you guys. I will actu-
ally never speak up on media about the issues 
that young people are affected by, and I think it’s 
a really great thing you create, because 

it is important for our voices to be 
heard and having hope that things 
will change. 

So yeah, thanks. 

(Female youth participant, aged 20).
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The range of reflections on key skills 
developed was broad and it included 
youth educators and young people 
identifying the specific benefits of the 
training. The Young Voices team have 
implemented a focused approach to 
training in recent years, specifically 
offering facilitation, advocacy, 
social media and technical skills and 
mentoring training both for in person 
and online contexts23. 

Supporting skills development in 
this way is seen as a key strategy in 
building the capacity of young people 
for meaningful participation in decision 
making space. The Young Voices 
approach highlighted here showcases 
a deliberative democratic intention in 
the work24.

A place where key skills are 
fostered and developed

23  A list of the training delivered through Young Voices is available at Appendix 2. 24  In the Spaces and Participation For All Report, we investigated the ways in which the young people felt con-
nected 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 also looked at Young 
Voices as an intentional space, promoting a deliberate democratic approach. This specifically identifies po-
litical skills as not exclusive to a voting context, and as an essential element of building a robust democratic 
society and affecting social change. 

https://www.youth.ie/documents/space-and-participation-for-all-report-draft/
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For youth participants, the specific youth work skills of empowerment 
and the culture of facilitation created, made the Young Voices forum a vital 
and relevant space to engage with. One young person reflects on this: 

Young Voices is 15 to 30 and I just remember, there’s a differ-
ent style, but a lot of it comes down to what I encounter with 
Dermot25, which was that sort of the sweet spot between being 
holistic and facilitating people and also enabling people, empow-
ering 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 33). 

A youth work approach

Building a youth leadership model that can provide a 
space for young people to grow in confidence in skills 
over time has been a core strategy of Young Voices. As 
identified by the youth educator below, involved at facil-
itating at some residential training weekends, it is based 
on a youth work model and takes time:

It’s about that constant work with people 
and building those skills and having a team 
that started to do that. And then you need to 
be with them in such a way that they’re there 
for the long haul. And some people have 
been consistent, and some young people 
come back. We have tried to do a youth lead-
ership piece with the young people, where 
they will take on the facilitation skills. 

In reality that is youth work, 
and it takes a long time.

(Youth educator). 

25  Dermot O’Brien is the facilitator of Young Voices but also acts as a youth worker/youth educator in other spaces. His name is referenced by participants throughout the document.



This is Young Voices A model of youth democratic engagementKey findings from this evaluation

Public speaking would have been something 
I was really afraid of. And I remember going 
in and somebody or a few people from the 
group would have to get up and present, ….it 
used to terrify me. 

And then as I went to more 
meetings, I became more 
comfortable with this and it kind 
of became natural and normal 
to talk about what we’ve been 
discussing and stuff. 

So that was a big skill.

(Female youth participant, age 20).

Another two young people, saw the specific benefits of skills learned in 
Young Voices, not just for themselves, but also, impacting on their work 
outside the space:

I witnessed such good facilitating and I asked Dermot26 for advice 
as well where he got his tips and stuff as well, from nearly day 
one and it’s just made me better at getting other people’s voices 
out of them. 

Not only my own voice developed, but I was able 
to develop the voices of people around me.

 And that wouldn’t have been possible without Young Voices.

(Female youth participant, aged 22).

Where I’ve implemented change is with the facilitation training. 
I got the chance to facilitate a group myself in [ a regional town] last 
September, which was amazing and such an amazing opportunity 
and I have a meeting tonight with Jigsaw27, for the mental health 
consultation, where Jean Marie28 recommended me to co-facili-
tate as well.

I wouldn’t have gotten that opportunity if I hadn’t 
been for Young Voices and so yeah, they definitely 
helped a lot in terms of my own personal life and 
making change and implementing change.

(Female youth participant, aged 20).

A dedicated skills development focus

We asked young people to reflect on specific skills that 
they felt had improved, developed or enhanced in the 
Young Voices space. Facilitation and public speaking were 
two of the skills highlighted.

26  See footnote 25

27  Jigsaw is a national mental health support service, online and in person, to young people in Ireland between the ages of 12 to 25.

28  Jean Marie Cullen is co-ordinator of the Young Voices programme in Ireland. 

https://jigsaw.ie/
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Two more young people spoke about the specific benefits of being 
in a dedicated training space:

One of the events we had in Wicklow was a ‘Change Makers Academy’. We had 
a two-night retreat in Wicklow. 

It was more like we were challenged and inspired to be 
change makers in our little spaces. 

I still remember that event, and it stood out for me because I remember them 
saying to us that ‘you are the change in the community, you are the change 
in your space. You don’t have to be the Taoiseach30. You don’t have to be a 
Councilor to start creating that change. You can put the change in your little 
space’ those words actually are still with me for me that was really, really big. 
Because I constantly remind myself that, ‘you’re a change maker and you can 
create change wherever you are, with whatever you have’.

(Female youth participant, aged 27).

My favorite memory that would have come out of it would be an Glencree 
where we went and it was training to be a facilitator and it was amazing and 

I really, really hope if I ever see Young Voices doing any kind 
of training and like that ever again like I will always try to 
be involved because it was so amazing. 

And I didn’t know anyone going and then I left feeling very included like 
everyone kind of made a difference, made a positive change.

(Female youth participant, aged 21). 

The benefit of dedicated training 
opportunities

Some participants highlighted the benefit of having a 
dedicated training space to focus on specific skill devel-
opment outside the normal Young Voices consultation 
context29. 

I really enjoyed the ‘Creative Advocacy’ 
event, and it was really good. It was how to 
kind of promote and raise awareness about 
Young Voices to social media and to create a 
forum and that was really enjoyable, espe-
cially because it wouldn’t really have been 
done before.

(Female youth participant, aged 21).

29  The full list of training events is attached at Appendix 2.

30  The Taoiseach is the Prime Minister of Ireland. 
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I have done my Masters in Youth and Community Work and I got a job, and, in 
that job, I wanted to get young people more involved also in their local area, 
as well as in a county level and international level, and so I encouraged my 
youth organisation to bring young people to the structured dialogue event ... 
So, I went to the consultation, it was during the Irish presidency. So, I was 
invited to be the Irish representative of the Irish presidency, the only time 
I got to do that version of the consultation and structured dialogue, and it 
was hosted in Ireland, so I didn’t even go into the glitz and glam of the rest 
of the countries but 

it really reeled me in for a whole load of experience that 
I had later on. 

And that was in 2012.

(A male youth participant aged 33). 

Recognising the specific expertise and commitment 
of young people

As a model, Young Voices explicitly recognises and channels the expertise and 
commitment of young people who are looking for a place to engage their 
activism and political skills in a strategic way. 

I am an activist; I would consider myself an 
activist and I was looking for more ways 
to be an active citizen. Particularly around 
youth issues. And I guess I honestly didn’t 
know that this was available to me. So, it 
was sparked by going to Nicaragua and 
coming back and wanting to keep involved. 

But what kept me there was the 
content of what was in Young 
Voices and the people.

(Male youth participant, aged 27).
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For another young person, the Young Voices model was 
a  space where she felt like her voice was valued and 
necessary:

The main thing was the fishbowl, and I was sick of 
going around the same circles. So, I said, I’ll go to 
Young Voices. 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).
And finally, another young person recognises the ways in which his own capacity was 
fostered and encouraged in the Young Voices space:

I was always ambitious even before I joined Young Voices, but I think it defi-
nitely showed that and I had the tools and the opportunity, and I suppose 
I have the encouragement. You know, I was picked for that, that again, maybe 
I am good at this and that then led me to enter the fields that I did. 

So yeah, I’d say that’s funny, I think it was mostly about 
encouragement from my perspective, I think.

(Male youth participant, aged 28).
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Building towards 
long-term outcomes

The theme of building confidence in recognising 
individual voice as key to participation, and how 
this is linked to the role of changemaking was a 
strong feature of the interviews. Understanding the 
role of voice in addressing inequality and taking 
action is a core part of the Young Voices process. 
Linking ‘voices in the field’31, informs and supports 
effective policy development and implementation– 
that is connecting young people and practitioners 
with politicians and organisations involved in youth 
policy making.

Developing capacity to speak up and 
speak out

Here are some of the reflections on linking individual experiences to 
wider social change process through the power of speaking up and 
speaking out: 

I can’t remember how old I was, but I went, and I just always 
remember the feeling afterwards because I always feel 
really, really happy and proud of myself after every event 
and not only for attending. But even, you know, for being 
there and you know for speaking in front of people you don’t 
even know. 

And there’s a feeling afterwards of 
contribution and trying to make change. 

(Female youth participant, aged 21).

31  The ‘voices in the field’ reference is taken from the Aontas Strategic Plan 
2019-2022: A Vision for Educational Equality

https://www.aontas.com/assets/resources/Strat%20Plan/AONTAS%20STRAT%20PLAN-FINAL.pdf
https://www.aontas.com/assets/resources/Strat%20Plan/AONTAS%20STRAT%20PLAN-FINAL.pdf
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I definitely think it was my voice. 

I began to be able to use my voice. Rather than hiding away 
or not being strategic with my voice.

 I think I definitely learned that practice and I think it was definitely because 
of the experience in Young Voices. So, I then went to my first General Assembly 
for the European Youth Forum and I’m from a working-class community with 
working class parents and every young person was wearing a suit from all of 
the different countries. And I felt completely outside my comfort zone … well, 
once my voice came out, other people began to agree with my statements and 
you know ‘he’s a person to be listened to, he knows what he’s talking about’. 
And I think asking the why questions and being the individual, not knowing. 
And just saying ‘why?’ makes everybody think ‘why?’ rather than this is the 
reason why we’ve been doing it because we’ve been doing it for so long.

(Male youth participant, aged 33).

Young Voices has guided me in my progression 
from being an activist to also learning to become 
an advocate and I feel that’s a really, really impor-
tant part of the Young Voices project. I came in 
feeling like an activist and just angry about 
everything, but outside of the circle, whereas 
ever since, I feel much more like I have a stake 
in what they’re talking about, or the issues 
that come up. 

So, what changed for me is it gave me 
confidence. 

(Male youth participant, aged 27).

For one young person who comes from an area of socio-economic disadvantage, he 
identifies a particular moment where he became aware of the power of his voice to 
influence others:
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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 policymak-
ers. 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)

It’s also put me in places to be able to talk to people of power so 
through Young Voices and NYCI, I got to go to the last EU youth 
dialogue in Croatia to talk about the Youth Goals33. Valerie 
Duffy34 got me to go to Cop 2535 in Spain last year as a climate 
activist and that’s through my work with Young Voices. I was 
at the Energy Forum in Dublin, which I also got through this. 

There are many opportunities like that. I’ve 
been to Brussels for I think maybe three 
conferences. And all of those things honestly, 
started somewhere with Young Voices.

(Male youth participant, aged 27).

The effect of being in the room with 
policy makers

The opportunity to directly engage with policy makers has been a 
strategic focus for many young people in building confidence in using 
their voice, reflecting again the commitment of young people to affect-
ing change, something that the Young Voices programme explicitly 
recognises and channels.32 

Three youth participants reflect on the importance of being in spaces 
with policy makers:

32  See previous section on ‘Recognising the specific expertise and commitment of young people’.

33  See the section ‘Two effective practice examples’ and specifically ‘Dean and the EU Youth Goals’ for an expla-
nation on the EU Youth Goals.

34  Valerie Duffy is a member of the Global Youth Work and Development Education team at NYCI.

35  Cop 25 is the UN Climate Change Conference. 

https://unfccc.int/cop25
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The big factor for me was the discussions that we would have on 
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 disa-
bility, 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. 

The phrase I like to use is chasing progress, so 
you always know that it’s kind of progressing 
somewhere, and like it’s given me experiences, 
that I’ve never had before.

 (Male youth participant, aged 23).

One young person who is differently abled, spoke about the impact of 
having an opportunity to meet directly with policy makers had had on his 
confidence and his voice and on his understanding of the long game of 
policy making:

Yeah, cause you start to see the impact it makes especially when 
you have the staff of DCYA36 asking what we think as young people 
on the piece of work that they’re hoping to do in the future.

I think they come, they listen but they also hear 
what you have to say 

and take that on board going back because they recognise that a 
lot of the young people that will be at the Young Voices will also be 
young people that will be at their local youth clubs that’ll be using the 
different funding streams or programmes that they’re developing. 

(Male youth participant, aged 22). 

36  The Department of Children and Youth Affairs was established in 2011 to bring together the key areas of 
policy and provision for children and young people. The Department was reformed as the Department of 
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth in 2020.
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I’m studying government and political science, 
so I’m very interested in how policy works and 
implementation. And I think that definitely 
did come from Young Voices. Like I wouldn’t 
have known so much about Better Outcomes, 
Brighter Futures (BOBF)37 if it wasn’t for 
Young Voices, 

that got me so engaged in those 
policies and I probably wouldn’t 
have gone in the direction I went. 

I probably would have gone studying history 
and geography, this put me on this path.

(Female youth participant, aged 22).

I wanted to be a youth worker, and I only knew one version of 
youth work at the time, which was your regional or local base 
youth service. 

With Young Voices, it showed me a world of youth 
work, international, youth work policy. 

And for a couple years there I wanted to go into youth policy and 
work in Brussels. I didn’t end up doing it for other reasons, but I am 
now an international trainer as well and that door wouldn’t have 
open for me unless I had an international experience that Young 
Voices gave me. 

(Male youth participant, aged 33).

A strategic influence on career choices

The formative nature of the space in influencing education and career choices was 
something that a number of participants reflected on. The impact over time of being 
in an environment which has a policy focus and that is also an arena where knowledge 
and skills develop amongst the participants was clear. The young people below give 
specific examples of how this helped them to make important choices in their lives.

37  See footnote 3
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It would be interesting to sort of track the alumni, 
if you like. To see where they are. 

And you know what roads have been travelled and because I think 
that Young Voices is a little bit like dropping a pebble in water and 
the ripples go out and after a certain point, you don’t see them. You 
know and I think that there are lots of different kinds of ripples that 
have been generated by something like Young Voices and it can be 
very interesting to see where they are now in terms of the individ-
uals, but also some of the ideas. 

(Youth sector representative)

And finally, a youth policy maker suggests an opportunity to track the Young 
Voices alumni, both in terms of current roles and how they are influencing 
other spaces: 

Young Voices changed my path and so that I became aware of what 
I liked and what interested me and before I joined Young Voices I 
was very interested in math’s and I was really introverted but now 

I’ve become a lot more interested in social justice 
and I decided to do politics, international relations 
and social justice, 

which I think if I hadn’t been involved with Young Voices and gotten 
the opportunities I’ve had, I don’t think I would have realised that 
that’s what I wanted to do.

(Female youth participant, aged 20).
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Particular attention is given to the inclusion and engagement of diverse voices in 
decision-making processes in both the EU Youth Strategy38 and in the National 
Strategy for the Participation of Children and Young People in Decision-Making 
2015-202039. We asked young people to give us practical examples of their 
experiences with inclusion and engagement within the Young Voices space.

A programme that actively 
targets and facilitates 
diverse participation

38  The EU Youth Strategy of which EU Youth Dialogue is a part, has a particular focus on engagement towards a 
meaningful civic, economic, social, cultural and political participation of young people.

39  Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015. National Strategy on Children and Young Peoples 
Participation in Decision Making, 2015-2020, Dublin: Government Publications. 

https://europa.eu/youth/strategy/engage_en
https://assets.gov.ie/24462/48a6f98a921446ad85829585389e57de.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/24462/48a6f98a921446ad85829585389e57de.pdf
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Practical steps to inclusion

For some, a sense of belonging was fostered by how their particular circumstances were 
considered in making the space inclusive or in the way the Young Voices space was set up. 

One young person from a minority ethnic background spoke about the practical support 
in ensuring her participation at a European event: 

They make it practical. Actually, on two occasions I was given the opportunity 
to represent Ireland at the youth conference in Bulgaria and Estonia, they had 
to apply for a visa for me because I didn’t have a passport to travel. They took 
on the burden of going the extra mile and those little things for me actually 
means a lot. To make that change, you know, to be that change even when you 
don’t believe in yourself. They’re telling it to you in their words and their actions. 

And I didn’t feel like I was different from any other Irish 
person cause I’m not Irish by birth. 

I’m still holding a Nigerian passport. You know, and that was one of my biggest 
fears joining. These are the little actions. And I felt that equal opportunity. 
I didn’t feel like I was treated any differently from any Irish born person.

(Female youth participant, aged 27). 

Young Voices is a safe place to have 
your voice heard. 

So, say, for the Young Paperless and Powerful 
group they could go into that safe space, be 
heard, hear other people, hear what they 
have to say. I think gives them confidence, 
then in tougher spaces that they might have 
had to go into.

(Youth educator)40.

Setting up the space as a safe place to share experiences 
was identified by one youth educator as something that 
inherently allowed young people with specific vulnerabil-
ities to claim their place in Young Voices:

40  Young Powerful and Paperless is a campaigning group of young people organised through the Migrant Rights Centre Ireland.
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Another two interviewees, spoke about an atmosphere within the Young Voices 
space and what that allowed, the first is a youth educator and the second a 
young person:

And I think a lot of the young people that I’m working with, you 
know, a lot of them are from minority backgrounds and they may 
not always have a positive experience when they’re raising their 
voice or sharing their opinions or experiences. 

And I think that the atmosphere that is in the Young 
Voices events is just a respect for everyone. 

And I think that that really has a really positive impact on them. I 
know some of the girls have had negative experiences in schools. 
Where they’re in the minority and they feel that they’re treated 
differently. So, I think to be in a space where they are treated equally 
and respected, and their voices and opinions are actively sought 
out, you know, I think that we can’t underestimate that. I can’t 
underestimate. 

(Youth worker).

Everyone was focused on the conversation they were 
having. so, nobody was looking at you as you walked 
into the room and as there were loads of other things 
happening. 

You could just go in and sit down at a table, 
and it was just really inclusive. 

(Female youth participant, aged 20).
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I would really tie the presence of young refu-
gees and asylum seekers at Young Voices to the 
Second Level Students Union (ISSU) picking up 
that issue, and then running regional events 
for about two years on that issue. 

So, like, it’s very good at 
highlighting minority issues to 
other young people. 

(Male youth participant, aged 23).

So, for me, it was just absolutely mind opening meeting 
people, I would have never ever interacted with in my 
social bubble. 

I was talking to someone. I asked. “Oh, where are you from?”, and she goes, “oh, 
I’m from Kenya” and she was getting really awkward because she thought I was 
trying to ask, ‘so where are you really from?’ Like it never occurred to me that 
that’s something she went through like, I didn’t think about her nationality. It was 
just like, ‘Oh, another person. I’m going to have to chat with’ whatever but I’m like 
‘she must have gone through every day, like people being like, ‘you’re not really 
Irish’ because she instantly assumed I was demanding her country of origin, but 
like, it just never connected in my head that that was an issue for people. So that 
was I think that was in 2017 and that was the moment it clicked. 

I was like, this has changed everything in my mind set. 

(Female youth participant, aged 21).

Gaining deeper insight into inclusion

For others, the presence of people whose circumstances 
were very different to their own, led to specific outcomes 
and in some cases, raised a new level of understanding 
and awareness on inclusion:
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The Young Voices team developed an intentional strategy in 2018 to 
target engagement with young people with intellectual disabilities. This 
was a commitment to overcoming obstacles to participation for young 
people who otherwise might not get an opportunity to participate in 
dialogue about policy at national or EU level. 

The Young Voices team worked to ensure the young people attending 
could engage in creative and meaningful ways and collaboration with 
organisations working with young people with intellectual disabilities 
ensured attendance at the consultation and national implementa-
tion events. 

One of the participants in this evaluation commented on the impact 
this engagement had within Young Voices and sense of participation 
within the programme: 

Looking around the room it’s really good to see the diver-
sity change and a lot more faces and different experiences 
in the room because you hear about different experiences 
completely. Having people with Down Syndrome and hearing 
their experiences and some of them because they’re working 
with us feel more confident presenting the work, they do for us. 

Some of them come quite shy, and then when 
the leave they’re giving everybody high fives. 

(Male youth participant, aged 22).

41  Irish Travellers are indigenous Irish people, but are a distinctive group within the general population, and 
ethnically different due to a shared history, traditions, culture and language, among many other elements. 

Young Voices is unique because it has 
a really diverse group of people. So, 
I got to see things from a different 
perspective that I may not normally 
have got the chance to. 

At the very first event I met a Traveller41, but I’ve 
never since so I only mentioned that because she 
was one of the first persons I spoke to there and 
she was a Traveller. I know there just wasn’t many 
of them in UCD or not that I had got to meet, and 
I thought it was really refreshing, really unique 
and we were talking about Youth Goals, and she 
said something, I can’t even remember what it 
was, but it was more about putting myself in 
her perspective for the first time, of having to 
consider how a Traveller lived In Ireland. 

(Male youth participant, aged 27).
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What I’ve learned is how to speak well and how to contribute stuff 
and also how to listen as well, like how to give other people a chance 
to talk, and just make sure that people are included. 

You notice the quiet people and how to encourage 
them to speak up as well. 

Which I suppose comes from facilitating as well.

(Female youth participant, aged 20).

And finally, a youth educator recognises the role of 
allyship in Young Voices:

That has just been profound in terms of people taking up other 
people’s issues you know. 

So young people becoming allies because of what 
they hear from other young people sitting around 
the table. 

(Youth educator).

Young people being given facilitation roles within the Young Voices 
space has supported individuals with gaining an insight into how to 
practice inclusion:

For another young person, from a minority ethnic background herself, the 
space opened her eyes to young people from a similar ethnic and cultural 
background to her but whose life circumstances were very different:

I feel like some of us that are not necessarily Irish leave the whole 
learning about others to people who are not foreign because 
we assume that we know so much. Say for example, I’m North 
African right and I’ve met so many people within Young Voices 
that were black African and there’s so many things that I thought 
I understood, and that I thought we had similarly. We don’t. I 
would have assumed that I had just as much social disadvantages 
as someone else but really there’s a lot of things that I didn’t see 
as privilege, that I do enjoy the privilege. 

I learned, so many things that I didn’t know about 
Direct Provision42. Before I joined Young Voices and 
I didn’t know how a lot of the system worked in 
that sense. 

Because I had a lot of friends from a lot of different countries, but 
you just never got around to those conversations within friend 
groups. Yeah. You need to be put in that environment and be 
asked those questions. 

(Female youth participant, aged 18).

42  People who arrive in Ireland seeking asylum or “international protection” (asylum seekers) are offered 
accommodation by the State in residential institutions, under a reception system known as ‘Direct Provision’. 
The vast majority of the centres are managed on a for-profit basis by private contractors. 

https://nascireland.org/campaigns/asylum-process-direct-provision
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Even expanding someone’s friends obviously whatever ethnicity, 
and whether Irish or other, a lot of us usually kind of gravitate 
towards people similar to us. Which ends up with like gated friend 
groups and I feel like being in the environment, meeting a very 
diverse group of people. Not even just to know. But just friendships, 
things that eradicate racial bias in the future or, you know, and 
having assumptions about people or judging any group of people 
and community. 

I just think it’s a very rare opportunity to get to 
a young person at that age and show them, those 
kinds of things. 

(Female youth participant, aged 18).

Another young person who identifies as LGBTI, saw the specific 
benefits of being engaged with other young people, outside 
her own ‘bubble’ and the opportunity it gave her to think about 
other people’s life experiences and challenges inherent in 
those experiences: 

I think I’ve become a lot more open minded because like 
the thing was, I was a rural young person in [a youth organ-
isation]. It’s a lot of lower middle class white Irish people 
and those were only the people I was interacting with all 
the time. 

And then I was at Young Voices, and I never 
considered the issues of young people in the 
inner city. 

I’ve never considered the issues of refugees, I was like, 
‘oh, their rights are important’, but never actually heard 
someone’s personal story directed at me, talking to these 
people, or people who have had the experience of moving 
all across the world and meeting people who are so many 
different nationalities. From the LGBT community with 
different abilities like it was just amazing. Like, it’s so easy 
to get trapped in your own bubble. 

(Female youth participant, aged 22).

Being in a space that promotes and values different 
perspectives

A number of young people spoke about developing skills by being in a space 
with people with very different perspectives or life experiences and being 
facilitated to have discussions on issues of common interest, even if that was 
not always apparent at the start of the conversation: 

A young woman from a minority ethnic background spoke about being in a 
space where she had opportunity to talk to others who were not in her social 
circle or friendship groups: 
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Like I’m autistic as well. So, I’m always think-
ing of autism, autism. When you go to Young 
Voices, there’s people with so many other 
different conditions and you realise all of our 
voices together are stronger at this consulta-
tion we might all have different conditions, 
but we’re all fighting to have our voice heard. 
So, like, really, for me, it was just absolutely 
mind opening, meeting people, I would have 
never ever interacted with in my social bubble 
I suppose. 

That was the massive difference 
for me that I think it made me a 
better person all in all because it 
made me realise there’s so much 
more to Irish society than just 
what I’ve experienced. 

(Female youth participant, aged 27).

I don’t know how we managed to get the balance right, but there was 
always a lot of fun. You know, a lot of fun, where you didn’t feel like 
you needed to become somebody else like you could speak openly. 

But we also did a lot of work that you felt was 
meaningful. 

So, I can come back again, like, not only did I meet new people. 
I heard it was also challenging, like, you know, because you were 
meeting, different people from different perspective. And again, 
like I said, I had been part of a lot of like youth participation before 
Young Voices, but I would always remember that I really enjoyed 
myself in Young Voices because of that it was not just people coming 
from the same interests. Even some people coming in who were not 
super activists still had something to say. 

And looking at it from those perspective was also 
a breath of fresh air. 

(Female youth participant, aged 27).

For one young person with autism, she found the collec-
tive space really important in understanding the diver-
sity of identities and issues in Irish society and her place 
within that.

And another young person from a minority ethnic background conveyed 
the value of the space in getting the balance right and the value of hearing 
other perspectives:
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Working strategically with the Making Links programme

The National Youth Council of Ireland’s Equality and Intercultural 
programme’s Making Links Network brings together minority 
ethnic youth group leaders with little or no engagement with, or 
access to, the mainstream youth work sector in Ireland. 

In 2018 Young Voices partnered with the Making Links project 
as part of a commitment to ensuring that Young Voices was 
engaging the most marginalised young people.

The strategy involved initial meetings between the Young Voices team and 
a key group of youth leaders/youth workers from Making Links to access 
their needs to engage with the process. 

This group of youth workers and youth leaders went on to engage the young 
people they work with by bringing them in larger numbers to minority ethnic 
only events under the Young Voices programme. 

This ensured that the groups specific issues were voiced and included in 
consultation reports. Having built trust with Making Links and the young 
people, they continue to engage at the Young Voices events, as well as in 
their own youth work settings. In order to support advocacy, leadership and 
participation for minority ethnic young people, the importance of resourcing 
dedicated minority-ethnic youth groups is an issue that has been highlighted 
in Make Minority a Priority (NYCI, 2017).

https://www.youth.ie/articles/making-links/
https://www.youth.ie/documents/makeminorityapriority-complete-research-final-0/
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The acknowledgement of the necessary 
role of a youth voice at a European policy 
level has facilitated the emergence of 
Young Voices through the EU Youth 
Dialogue process. Importantly though, 
the European policy arena is actively in 
dialogue with the national policy context. 
The interaction of these two spaces, 
informed by a youth participation impetus, 
is generative of outcomes for young 

people and they complement each other in 
supporting youth democratic engagement. 
In both this section and the section that 
follows (A model of youth democratic 
participation), participants evidence the 
specific ways in which they have shaped 
this space and contribute to it.43 

The connection with Europe 
and European spaces of youth 
democratic engagement

43  In the Spaces and Participation For All report, we investigated the ways in which the young people identified the benefits of participating in democratic life in Europe through the Young Voices space, and how this has opened up 
opportunities for greater connectivity, networking and for the acquisition of specific skills and social and political capital. 

https://www.youth.ie/documents/space-and-participation-for-all-report-draft/
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While a youth participant highlighted the value of having access to an interna-
tional space for work at the national level:

And finally, a youth educator speaks about the drive by young people 
to be selected to participate in the EU Youth conferences: 

I think being involved in an international level kind of 
raises questions that we haven’t asked ourselves yet. 

And we adapt the questions to fit the lived reality. I think that chal-
lenges the people in office and the young people who are creating 
those questions and creating that atmosphere to be able to answer 
on an  international level. 

(Male youth participant, aged 33). 

I actually think it’s a huge motivator for a lot of young 
people and that sort of hope that they get to Europe 
and yet, it’s not so bad if they don’t get there. 

They seem to accept that there’s only three places and it’s worth trying. 
And in fact, I remember reading one application, because as I say, 
I would often be involved in that and he had applied the year before, 
and then applied the next year. And you could see the growth in him 
between the first application and then the second application. He was 
selected the second time. Yeah, so, it’s a real positive incentive.’ 

(Youth educator).

Recognising the necessity of a youth 
voice in the European policy arena

A youth policy advocate offered a reminder of where 
the initial stimulus for a youth voice in European policy 
came from:

The impetus on a European level to really 
have the voice of young people heard is The 
Lisbon Treaty44. That entered into force in 
2009 and specifically, it was saying that you 
should encourage participation of young 
people in the democratic life of Europe45. 

(Youth policy maker). 

44  The Lisbon Treaty was signed into law in December 2007. Its intention 
was to make the EU more democratic, more efficient and better able to 
address global problems, such as climate change, with one voice. 

45  Article 165 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union. 

https://europa.eu/european-union/law/treaties_en
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But when we gave a structured dialogue workshop 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 up. 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).

I think then it was being in the European Commission and having 
people in suits and ties like grey hair and only knowing one meth-
odology 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).

Actively contributing to the EU Youth Dialogue 
process

For young people contributing to the EU Youth Dialogue space, it has 
opened up a new platform and field of engagement for them and one 
where they are choosing to step into responsibility for shaping policy 
outcomes and influence other spaces, both in Ireland and in Europe.

For one young person, he found that the participative model experienced 
in Young Voices was transferrable to the European Commission space. He 
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:
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For the participants of Young Voices, opportunity to engage 
in the decision-making process is a key driver of their 
commitment and consistent engagement with Young Voices. 
A clear insight from the evaluation was that the Young Voices 
model leveraged decision making outcomes and opportunities 
for young people, in both a national and EU context. In this 
way, young people are co-designers of policy processes and 
outcomes and take ownership of their roles. National policy 
instruments like BOBF46 were mentioned as well as European 
wide campaigns like Vote at 16 and Youthcheck47.

Young Voices as a formative space for 
understanding policy

One youth educator who has been involved with Young Voices 
over a number of years observed the programme as a space 
for young people to develop an insight into and engagement 
with the process of policy development.

The young people wouldn’t be there if they didn’t 
think they were affecting policy - 

young people aren’t going to come 
just to shoot the breeze. 

It’s a little bit more like a model United Nations, 
it gives people an understanding of the policy 
space ... it’s hugely formative. 

(Youth Educator).

A model of youth 
democratic participation

46  See footnote  3

47  See the section ‘Youth led campaigns’ for an insight into these campaigns.
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Reaching out and engaging young people has to be thought through 
carefully so that you could deliver, and you could show them what 
their participation actually means. That also requires resources, 
because this is a thing with youth engagement in general, young 
people get engaged, and if they don’t see that their opinions are 
being taken into consideration or they’re not getting feedback on 
why it didn’t happen or like, follow a process, then you as a young 
person, you tend to get disappointed and you don’t see the point 
of participating in the future. So, when we talk about this process 
being youth dialogue, contributing to building active citizenship, 

we also need to ensure that young people have 
a good experience out of this process, 

and it contributes to them wanting to participate in the future. 

(Youth policy maker).

 I think Young Voices does a good job of teach-
ing that because the structured dialogue 
process, you know, that’s what’s great about 
it. You can be completely ignorant. And 
Dermot’s48 slides are very simple to follow, 
and he’ll show you the structure and how it 
goes to the European Commission, and you 
learn about the bureaucracy of things. Yes, 
and things like that. So, and I guess it makes 
it more tangible, adds some context to it. 

You can see it working. 

(Male youth participant, aged 28).

Another youth policy maker highlighted the importance of resourcing youth 
engagement as a key part of contributing to active citizenship:

One young person identified the Young Voices space 
as one that educates and informs on policy: 

48  See footnote 25
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And I think that definitely did come from 
Young Voices. Like I wouldn’t have known so 
much about Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures, 
if it wasn’t for Young Voices, or even like the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Children. 
So, I went to knowing so much about BOBF. 

(Female youth participant, aged 22).

The formation of youth policy at a European level is something that has a 
corresponding resonance in the Irish policy arena. The Vote at 1650 campaign 
is another example of Young Voices participant’s being committed to a 
process over time and seeing the process of policy development: 

Vote at 16 is a really good example of how Young Voices is on an 
international level here. You’re seeing Austria having a Vote at 16, 
you’re seeing Scotland having a Vote at 16, and there’s other exam-
ples of good research that Ireland has used in their campaign for 
Vote at 16, and how beneficial it could be, 

so I think that’s a really positive step, even though 
we haven’t gotten it yet. 

I think it will be another referendum in Ireland. And it will be pushed 
again with more voice, especially with the Climate Justice/Strikers 
youth who will then come into the conversation on having a vote 
at 16, these things all take time. 

(Male youth participant, aged 33).

For the youth participants, coming to understand the role 
of BOBF49 as a key policy document in the Irish context 
was raised by a number of contributors, as well as under-
standing the wider policy framework on children and 
young people:

I would also say I learned about BOBF, which was something that I 
would never have, and I learned a lot more about the NYCI. And to 
be honest, at the beginning as well. I learned about the Department 
of Children and Youth Affairs, which was probably a relatively new 
department at the time, 

and I definitely didn’t think it was much to do with 
me or I would have much to do with it. 

(Male youth participant, aged 27).

49  See footnote 3

50  See the section ‘Youth led campaigns’ for an insight into the Vote at 16 campaign. 
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Youth participants as co-designers of 
policy process and outcomes

Here, youth participants speak about Youth Check51, an 
impact assessment tool designed by young people in 
Young Voices. It was designed to consider the impact on 
young people and children of any new policy or legisla-
tion that is relevant to them. There is a great sense of 
ownership with this process that sees young people as 
co-designers of policy processes. This action also helped 
with a broader understanding of policy negotiations, that 
is both an explicit and implicitly part of the Young Voices 
programme:

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 Check which brought 
us to government presentations. 

It’s like looking at a project from its basis, working 
with young people, actually bringing it on to policy 
and eventually getting policymakers to accept it52. 

So yeah, it’s taught me a lot in terms of strategies and stuff.

(Female youth participant, aged 27). 

 And I think another good example is Youth 
Check which is a Belgian initiative. That is 
a real good opportunity to kind of get the 
politicians to check themselves and to see 
if they’re really having young people in the 
same conversation as having an adult over 
the age of 18 and in the policy development. 

I think there’s a greater impetus 
for Youth Check to be embedded in 
the other ministries. 

(Male youth participant, aged 33).

We did a Youth Check project just for young people involved in 
Young Voices and a lot of things that we had to do with that was 
contacting MEPs and talk to MEPs and some people even went 
over to Brussels, so seeing how you implement a policy or how you 
see some change, and how you actually go about that process. So, 
learning about how governance works and how system change 
works or potentially works. 

It made me think differently about my future. 

It made me feel as if I had a greater stake in policies and potentially 
implementing policies at a national level on an EU level. 

(Male youth participant, aged 27).

51  See the section ‘Youth led campaigns’ for an insight into the Youth Check campaign. 52  Youth Check has not yet been implemented in Ireland, but young people have had direct consultation with 
policy makers through the Young Peoples Policy Consortium at the Department of the Taoiseach (Prime 
Minister), and in hosting an international seminar. This is detailed in the Youth Check Report. 

https://www.youth.ie/documents/youth-check-report-for-web-final-june-2018/
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Another young person spoke about the power of witness-
ing outcomes from his involvement in co-designing the 
European Youth Goals53 as part of the EU Youth Strategy.

And finally, one young person spoke about coming to understand structured 
dialogue as a process that he felt a sense of ownership over, that he felt that 
he was shaping outcomes in this process:

Like as it was an 18-month process, but ulti-
mately 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).
When I came to Young Voices, and I mean that is the best way possi-
ble. It made it be ours. It was our process; structured dialogue 
actually became something that I would tell people about because 

I felt a certain ownership over it. 

(Male youth participant, aged 20).

53  See the section on ‘Two effective practice examples’ and specifically, ‘Dean and the EU Youth Goals.’
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Young Voices as a model for youth participation

The issue of Young Voices as a specific model for youth participation, one that 
could be modelled in other contexts was highlighted by a number of participants, 
including a youth policy interviewee.

One young person spoke about having a space like 
Young Voices to centralise voices on common issues 
of concern and build a stronger collective voice:

I think democracy is never done. And I think that while there can be 
a familiarity with some of the models and approaches that are out 
there for the young people coming through It’s new to them you 
know, it’s a first connection in lots of ways maybe for many of them. 
And for me I think it is really important that it can be opened, made 
more accessible. I think Young Voices has been a fantastic model. 

And I think it will grow legs and it will grow bigger 
and it will do all of the different things that it does 

and I think it would be really interesting to see maybe how some 
other networks could be supported to model some of their own 
democratic participation projects that they have for young people 
along the same lines and see where it might take them on a journey 
as well because 

I think there’s huge possibilities to use it as a model 
and a framework for youth work and for youth 
democracy.

(Youth sector representative).

I think Young Voices has a really strong role to 
play and reminding people that we’re all young 
people. And all young people should be work-
ing together to say things like, ‘keep the DCYA’, 
‘more funding for education’, things like, that, 
and I think like people get so lost … that they 
forget that we’re all young people missing out 
on something by us not fighting together. 

But yeah, because like that is what 
Young Voices is about, its young 
people being heard and being 
heard together, even if we all have 
different opinions. 

(Female youth participant, aged 22).
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Youth Led 
Campaigns

Two youth centred campaigns feature in 
this research and they are brought into 
focus here to give more context and back 
ground to both campaigns. 
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The Vote at 16 Campaign 

Extending voting rights to young people of 16 
and 17 years old in local, national and regional 
elections, is a recurring recommendation from 
the Young Voices EU Youth Dialogue process. 
Young Voices has engaged in this campaign 
at a European level through the European 
Youth Forum’s campaign and at a national level 
through the NYCI vote@16 campaign Vote at 
16 - National Youth Council of Ireland. 

In 2012 the EU Youth Dialogue consultation included 
a Vote@16 Seminar in Ireland. Young people from this 
presented to the first Constitutional Convention, who 
voted to support the introduction of voting rights for 16- 
and 17-year-olds. The Government accepted this recom-
mendation and up until December 2014 committed to 
bringing forward a referendum to allow 16- and 17-year-
old citizens to vote. However, in 2015 the Government 
reneged on this commitment. While disappointed, Young 
Voices remained committed to this issue, exploring the 
issue through a consultation on Youth Empowerment 
and Political Participation, including a RedC poll of 400 
young people. More recently young people from Young 
Voices lobbied the Seanad54 members, engaged in social 
and news media and attended the Seanad debate on 
the Electoral (Amendment) (Voting at 16) Bill, which 
would have allowed over 126,000 young people to vote 
in local and European Parliament elections year’s local 
and European elections. Only narrowly defeated by 18 to 
15 votes, Young Voices continue to engage on this issue. 

54  Seanad Éireann is the upper house of the Irish parliament. 

https://www.youth.ie/get-involved/campaigns/vote-at-16/
https://www.youth.ie/get-involved/campaigns/vote-at-16/
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Vote at 16 is part of a wider European and international 
trend, with many countries extending the franchise. Most 
recently Malta55 and Scotland successfully extended the 
vote to those aged 16 and over. In 2020 at the EU Youth 
Conference, Young Voices was represented among the 
200 young people from 40 European countries and 
along with European political levels and ministry repre-
sentatives, recommended that “the age at which active 
and passive voting is permitted should be lowered to 16 
years in all European countries and for the elections for 
the European Parliament. That is the only way to better 
involve young people in decision-making processes. That 
must go hand in hand with more intensive political educa-
tion so that young people understand the political system 
and are motivated to get involved.” 

55  In Malta, 16- and 17-year-olds are eligible to vote at National and European parliament elections since 2018. They were granted the right for local council elections back in 2014. In Scotland, the voting age was reduced from 18 
to 16 in 2015, granting 16-year-olds eligibility to vote in the Scottish Parliament and for Scottish local government elections. 

https://www.eu2020.de/eu2020-en/news/article/eu-youth-conference-berlin-giffey/2408068
https://www.eu2020.de/eu2020-en/news/article/eu-youth-conference-berlin-giffey/2408068
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Youth Check

A group of young people, from the Young Voices, 
led the Youth Check project. Supported by the 
National Youth Council of Ireland, the young 
people considered the recommendations from 
the consultation process and explored ways of 
implementing these at a national level. They 
decided to explore the potential for a ‘Youth 
Check’ in Ireland. 

A youth check is an impact assessment tool designed for 
policy makers and government to consider the impact of 
any new policy or legislation that is relevant to them. A 
core group of people took responsibility for undertaking 
research, connecting with other Youth Councils in Europe 
and applying for Erasmus+ funding to host an interna-
tional seminar in Ireland. Input came from young people 
from three other EU countries where Youth Check was in 
place or being considered. Through the connections they 
had made at the EU Youth Conferences and European 
Youth Forum events, the young people engaged with 
Youth Councils from France, Austria and Belgium, who 
had experience of advocating for or implementing a 
Youth Check in their own country. 

They brought young people and policy makers together, 
inviting guests from decision-making structures in 
Ireland and met in the (then) Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs with the Policy Innovation Unit and the 
Minister. The project produced a youth friendly report, 
and the young people went on to present to the Policy 
Consortium on Children and Young People. More recent 
engagement has been with the Youth Check Competence 
Centre, an organisation with responsibility for implement-
ing a Youth Check system in Germany. 

https://www.youth.ie/documents/youth-check-report-for-web-final-june-2018/
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Examples of good practice within the Young Voices 
programme are highlighted here, illustrated 
by reflections from Involve Meath56, a Traveller 
specific youth organisation and from Dean57, 
a Young Voices participant and his experiences 
with the European Youth Goals. 

56  Involve is a dedicated youth work organisation targeting young people from the Traveller Community in Ireland. The Trav-
eller community is an Irish Ethnic Minority group. 

57  We have anonymised the participants identity here.
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Involve Meath;  
Traveller Youth 
Organisation

Involve Meath started engaging with 
the Young Voices programme in 2013. 
This case study explores the ways in 
which participants in Involve Meath felt 
engaged in the Young Voices process, 
what emerged from this process and also, 
some of the challenges to engagement. 
Initial engagement for Involve Meath 
had been through NYCI events and this 
encouraged participation in Young Voices. 
The relationship slowly developed and 
Jean Marie Cullen58, and Kay McCabe, 
manager at Involve Meath got to know 
each other. 

Kay Mc Cabe, speaks about the lack of 
participation in local structures prior to 
engagement and how this changed after 
engagement with Young Voices: 

Now, at this stage, we weren’t even taking 
part locally… but, seeing how important it 
was to have lesser heard voices included in a 
structured dialogue situation for young people. 
I then joined my local Comhairle59 committee, 
so I’m part of the steering committee and we 
decided that Involve Meath 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.

Engagement with Young Voices led to Involve Meath model-
ling a culturally specific mental health project (the KA360) 
for the Traveller Community. This was entering into new 
and brave territory for Involve Meath and in terms of creat-
ing a specific platform for minority voices and informing 
and shaping policy outcomes. 

58  See footnote 28

59  Comhairle na Nóg are child and youth councils in the 31 local authorities of the country, which give children and young people the opportunity to be involved in the development of local services and policies.

60  KA3 projects are part of the European Erasmus programme administered through Léargas in Ireland. 

http://www.comhairlenanog.ie/who-we-are/
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A few weeks later I went to this Léargas61 
event, and they were talking about KA3’s and 
I didn›t actually even know at the time that 
Young Voices was a KA3, I knew it was youth 
dialogue. I knew all those words and I was kind 
of like ‘Oh, that›s where NYCI get their money 
to do this!’. So, we applied for our own KA3. 
The structured dialogue project we did, did 
affect policy. We actually got included in the 
HSE62 document around teens and suicide in 
the Travelling Community. So that was huge. 
And it was the first time ever I really could say 
to them, you know, ‘this is what we said we’d 
do, and we actually did it.’ And I remember 
reading an evaluation the following year, and 
I took it as such a compliment, because us and 
you guys (NYCI) were the only people who had 
done a KA3 that year. And I was kind of like ‘oh 
my god like NYCI are the nationals, you know, 
a national service and like we›re Involve Meath 
and we›re tiny’, so I took that as a compliment. 
The fact that we got approved to do our mental 
health project. 

This is what we said we’d do,  
and we actually did it.

Importantly though, Kay identifies that despite the capacity 
for Young Voices to engage young people from Involve 
Meath, and the strategic outcomes that this generated, 
the young people looked to Kay for their own dedicated 

space to bring mental health into focus as they did not feel 
comfortable to discuss this outside of their own cultural 
context, with a concern that it would not be understood. 

So, without the initial going to Young Voices in 
2013, the project (KA3) in 2017 wouldn’t have 
happened, and now the ‘No Shame Campaign’ 
in 2020 wouldn’t be here. 

You know what I mean? You guys have 
had quite a big impact on us. 

The mental health project we did for young 
Travellers, that wouldn›t have happened, 
unless we had done Young Voices, without 
a doubt. But the KA3 Project came from the 
young people at Involve Meath 
wanting to model something 
for themselves based on their 
experiences with Young Voices. 
The young people identified 
that mental health was an 
area that they didn’t feel 
comfortable to talk about 
with the larger Young Voices 
group. As young Travellers, 
they needed their own space 
as they felt that ‘what puts 
pressure on us and stressing 
us isn’t necessarily the 
same thing that puts stress 
on settled people.

61  Léargas is the National Agency for Erasmus + in Ireland. Léargas are also a key partner in the National 
Working Group on EU Youth Dialogue, overseeing Young Voices.

62  The Health Service Executive provides Ireland’s public health services in hospitals and communities across 
the country.

No Shame/Good Nuck-Traveller Youth Mental Health Campaign 



This is Young Voices A model of youth democratic engagement

No Shame/Good Nuck-Traveller 
Youth Mental Health Campaign63

Involve Youth Meath launched the Good Nuck Mental 
Health campaign in Dublin in 2019. The impetus was: 
“To give young people the space and opportunity 
to talk”, Kay McCabe, a youth work coordinator with 
Involve Meath. It was clear that, from the onset of the 
first meeting, the group didn’t know what shape the 
project was going to take, “Sometimes these amazing 
young people actually don’t know how amazing they 
are and it’s our job as youth workers to highlight that.”

The group organised meetings, online 
surveys and events in five counties: Meath, 
Galway, Mayo, Donegal and Dublin. The 
project took 18 months to develop with 
help from many different organisations 
who work directly with Travellers. 423 
people took part, 367 of which were 
from the Traveller community. They also 
held the first National Traveller Youth 
Conference in Ireland. Pa Reilly, a mental 
health worker with Pavee Point64, praised 
the youths on their hard work and resil-
ience, saying, “Issues such as homeless-
ness and discrimination can cause us to 
think negatively and get stuck in a rut. It’s 
initiatives and projects like this that show 
the way forward.” Kay presented the hard 
facts of the growing crisis in the Traveller 
community. “Suicide rates are seven times 
higher and that’s a stark figure. Through 

attending things like the National Youth 
Council of Ireland (NYCI) Young Voices that 
our young people decided they wanted to 
have their Young Voices heard,” says Kay, 
who was grateful for the input and support 
from NYCI and Jigsaw65 from the beginning. 

So, what were the issues stopping our 
young people? “Well, the dirty word shame 
came up too many times and for differ-
ent reasons,” Kay says, adding, “There’s 
a shame in not being able to cope. I’d be 
seen as weak. I can’t ask for help. Shame 
that it will cause your family shame.” With 
the launch of this campaign, Kay says, “It’s 
now time to say it’s okay; there’s no shame 
in not being okay, that there’s no shame 
in looking for help. Hopefully you will help 
us spread the word.” “This project is about 
informing policy and how young peoples’ 
voices can be heard to the policymakers.” 

63 This is an excerpt from an article, originally published by the Travellers Voice 
Magazine and is reprinted here with their permission.  The related photo is also 
reprinted with their kind permission.

64  Pavee Point is a national Traveller rights organisation.

65  See footnote 27
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Dean and the EU Youth 
Goals: A Young Voices 
participant

This case study shows the outcome of 
one young person’s engagement with 
the Young Voices programme and 
his role in co-designing the EU Youth 
Goals, and in engineering outcomes 
in the EU Youth Strategy.

How did you get involved with 
Young Voices?

I was doing a PLC in Liberties for 
community and youth work66 and 
Dermot67 taught us social justice 
principles. And as part of that we went 
to One World Week68. It was being at 
One World Week and getting to see that 
young people were being listened to, I 
just went to that first one and then just 
kept coming back.

Do you think being involved 
in Young Voices has changed 
anything for you?

It’s shown me the channels in youth 
work where young people can influence 
policy and bigger decisions. But even 
then, coming from a working-class area 
shows that, just because you are from a 
working-class area doesn’t mean that you 
can’t travel to different parts of Europe 
and have your voice heard as well. 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. Or when we’ve 
done stuff like a manifesto for politicians 
on different issues like transport, you get 
to hear how it works in Dublin compared 
to how it works in rural Ireland as well. I 
think it’s achieving personal development 
and political education for young people 
and helping them to develop their critical 
awareness because they are able to 
look at something critically and see what 
works and doesn’t work with it. 

How do you think Young Voices 
supports youth voice? 

Being able to present and facilitate 
for their personal development and 
then learning about how politics works 
through being involved and learning 
about the process of trying to contact 
government ministers and then actually 
sitting with a government minister you 

66  The Post-Leaving Certificate programme in Ireland at Liberties College, Dublin is what is known as a QQI 
accredited course. The Leaving Certificate is the most common way of matriculating for university in Ireland. 

67  See footnote 25

68  One World Week is an event hosted annually by NYCI. It’s a week of youth-led awareness raising, education 
and action that takes place throughout Ireland every year. Young people and those who work with young 
people learn about local, national and global justice issues and take action to bring about positive change.

https://www.qqi.ie/
https://www.qqi.ie/
https://www.oneworldweek.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/one-world-week/


This is Young Voices A model of youth democratic engagementTwo effective practice examples

learn about how politics works. Even when we looked 
at the SDG’s69 or the EU Youth Goals, we looked at what 
parts are good or what parts could be improved upon 
or what mightn’t be as attainable as the UN or EU might 
have thought when developing it.

The European Youth Conference and 
the European Youth Goals

I was part of the European Youth Conference. The year I 
was at them, they were developing Youth Goals, so there 
were 11 of them. And they are a youth work version of 
the SDG’s really and they were being put into the EU 
Youth Strategy. So, in Bulgaria we were deciding on what 
goals would be within them. Then in September we were 
sitting with the minister from the national government 
and Europe on how it will be implemented. So, we 
ended up talking to Zappone70 at the conference and 
then I was talking to her at the airport, on the plane and 
then in Dublin airport as well. And then we were in the 
Dail71 for lunch with her, to talk to her about how we 
thought Ireland could implement youth goals for the 
rest of Europe.

For more insights into Dean’s experience of this 
process and the outcomes, see the interview with 
Pia Jennings of Léargas72 Discussing Youth Dialogue 
with Jean Marie and Dean from NYCI›s Young Voices

The European 
Youth Goals
The European Youth Goals came about 
through the EU Youth Dialogue process.

They are the outcome of the sixth cycle of the EU 
Youth Dialogue – Youth in Europe: What’s next? which 
took place in 2017/2018. There are 11 youth goals, 
which were chosen by young people from across 
Europe. The 11 European Youth Goals identify 
cross-sectoral areas that affect young people’s lives 
and where they feel that change is needed. 

The 11 Goals emerged cover a diverse range of 
thematic areas such as connecting young people to 
the EU, mental health and wellbeing, gender equality, 
rural youth and quality employment. The Goals repre-
sent the concerns and issues of priority for young 
people from across Europe. 50,000 young people, 
including young people from Ireland, participated 
in a collaborative consultation with policy makers. 

69  The SDGs are the Sustainable Development Goals, a set of global goals to end extreme poverty, fight in-
equality, and address climate change.

70  Minister Katherine Zappone served as Minister for Children and Youth Affairs in Ireland from May 2016 to 
June 2020.

71  The Dáil is the lower house of the Irish parliament. 

72  See footnote 61

https://youtu.be/DgUlVn69mDU
https://youtu.be/DgUlVn69mDU
https://youtu.be/DgUlVn69mDU
https://youtu.be/DgUlVn69mDU
https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/one-world-week/sdgs-and-youth/
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Appendix 1
Young Voices Online:  
Responding to Covid 19

The Young Voices model is one that understands the need 
to be flexible and adapt to circumstances as they arise. 

When Covid 19 became a reality, impacting across the 
youth sector in 2020, the team took a brief step back, before 
moving forward with dedicated training and mentoring 
spaces for young people engaged in Young Voices.
 
Young Voices goes online.
Young Voices – EU Youth Dialogue goes online - National 
Youth Council of Ireland 

During this time Young Voices:  

•  Developed a resource to support young people and youth 
workers/parents/guardians “Young Voices goes online”. 

•  Carried out 4 check-in events with young people during the 
COVID-19 restrictions.

•  Facilitated event to engage Young Voices in a consultation on 
mental health by Erasmus+ project: Promoting Positive Mental 
Health in the European Youth Sector NUI Galway.

•  Young Voices engaged in national media re effect of COVID-19 
pandemic for the Irish Times, RTE news, and several national radio 
stations. 

•  Nominated young people from Young Voices to the advisory group 
on the DCEDIY survey on Young People and COVID 19 “How’s your 
Head?”. 

•  Established an online mentoring programme with young people 
over 10 sessions with 6 young people, these young people 
went on to facilitate 2 Young Voices EU Youth Dialogue, Young 
Changemaker October Events exploring:

• Understanding the big picture by exploring the concepts of 
social justice and equality. Consultation on EU Youth Goal 
#9 “Space and Participation for All” as part of the EU Youth 
Dialogue process.

• Activism/ Change making 101; what does it mean to commit to 
change? What is the journey for change? What does it mean to 
be an activist/change maker? What does transformation mean?

•  Activism/ change making strategies and tools; exploring 
strategic and critical thinking, power analysis, mapping, and 
framing.

• Consulted with 175 young people as part of the EU Youth 
Dialogue cycle exploring “Space and Participation for All”. The 
methodologies used in Youth Dialogue consultations were:

https://www.youth.ie/documents/young-voices-eu-youth-dialogue-goes-online/
https://www.youth.ie/documents/young-voices-eu-youth-dialogue-goes-online/
https://www.youth.ie/documents/young-voices-eu-youth-dialogue-goes-online/
https://www.youth.ie/documents/young-voices-eu-youth-dialogue-goes-online/
https://aran.library.nuigalway.ie/handle/10379/16288
https://aran.library.nuigalway.ie/handle/10379/16288
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/91f4b-hows-your-head-young-voices-during-covid-19-september-2020/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/91f4b-hows-your-head-young-voices-during-covid-19-september-2020/
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Training for youth workers: 

- An online training course with youth workers 
and youth leaders to engage the young people 
they work with in the Youth Dialogue process and 
elevate the youth voice. 

Three online national Youth Dialogue events using the 
following methods:

• Mentimeter app was used to get immediate 
feedback from young people.

• Breakout rooms were used in Zoom with smaller 
groups of young people to discuss individual 
guiding questions. 

• Padlet app was used to gather information from 
young people on individual guiding questions. 

In-depth qualitative interviews with young people:

• In-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews 
were conducted by the National Youth Council of 
Ireland on the theme of ‘space and participation for 
all’ with 23 young people who had participated in 
Youth Dialogue in Ireland in recent years.

Participatory visual methods: 

• A film/photography competition called “Space & 
Participation for All “was run by the National Youth 
Council of Ireland as part of the participatory visual 
methods.

• Young people and youth organisations were asked 
to create a photograph or a film that portrays their 
experience of youth participation. The main themes 
from the films/photographs were included as part 
of the responses to the guiding questions. 

• Young Voices presented to the Children and Young 
People’s Policy Consortium73. 

• Facilitated 6 young people to join the delegation 
from Ireland to the EU Youth Conference hosted by 
the German and Portuguese EU Presidencies in Oct 
2020 and March 2021. 

• Hosted a Young Voices online event with young 
people and decision makers– EU Youth Dialogue 
Consultation “Space for Democracy and 
Participation “event that attracted 110 participants 
online in January 2021. 

73 See footnote 9

https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/film-photography-competition-space-participation-for-all/
https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/film-photography-competition-space-participation-for-all/
https://www.youth.ie/programmes/projects-initiatives/young-voices/film-photography-competition-space-participation-for-all/
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Appendix 2

A focused training approach:

An important feature in the ongoing growth 
and development of the Young Voices model 
is the dedicated approach to training and skill 
development. This is an intentional strategy 
in creating an environment that engages a 
diverse variety of young people and builds 
their capacity for meaningful participation in 
decision making spaces.

Examples of bespoke training and workshops 
include: 

•  Creative Advocacy training, social media content.

•  Training of Youth Facilitators residential training.

•  Ideas to Action workshop.

•  Youth Led and peer education at a local, national and 
international level.

•  Change Makers Academy exploring their influence as 
young people and change makers during a residential.

•  Creative Youth Arts through developing animation videos, 
film editing.

•  Online engagement-Building capacity to host online.

•  Filmmaking and Film Editing Training.

https://www.youth.ie/event/young-voices-creative-advocacy-training/
https://www.youth.ie/event/young-voices-creative-advocacy-training/
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