
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Children and Youth Services Review

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/childyouth

Re-conceptualising youth participation: A framework to inform action

Helen Cahill, Babak Dadvand⁎

Youth Research Centre, Melbourne Graduate School of Education, University of Melbourne, Level 5, 100 Leicester Street, Carlton, Victoria 3010, Australia

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Citizenship
Conceptual Framework
Participation
Programs
Youth

A B S T R A C T

To date, various participation models have been proposed to assist those who want to involve young people in
program design, delivery and evaluation. These models tend to classify participatory practices, and often use
hierarchical structures which do not account well for the socio-cultural contexts in which participation takes
place. In this paper, we draw upon scholarship in the fields of feminist, post-structural and critical theory, as well
as youth studies, and citizenship research to propose a new framework for conceptualising and planning for
youth participation in programs. The framework directs attention towards the seven inter-connected domains of
purpose, positioning, perspective, power relations, protection, place and process. To illustrate the framework, we
draw on our experience of two youth projects which address HIV prevention in countries within the Asia-Pacific
region. We demonstrate how using the framework helped to strengthen the vision, quality and impact of the
programs.

1. Introduction

The aim of this paper is to contribute to an area of policy, research
and practice that remains heralded, but relatively under-theorised,
namely youth participation in programs. Youth participation is held to
be a marker of quality within interventions involving young people. It is
variously framed as an issue of social justice, a platform for positive
development, a medium for active citizenry, a human right, and a
strategy for nation-building (Zeldin, Krauss, Collura, Lucchesi, &
Sulaiman, 2014). Using the definition of youth as referring to those
between 10 and 24 years of age,1 we propose a framework that can
advance thinking, planning and action in these areas of interest. The
conceptualisation that underpins our proposed framework is informed
by theoretical contributions in diverse fields of scholarship including
feminist, post-structural and critical theory, as well as youth and citi-
zenship studies. Research in these areas has broadened thinking about
ways that opportunities to participate can contribute not only to young
people themselves, but also to the quality, reach and impact of the
projects designed to serve their interests. Our framework is also in-
formed by the empirical experience from participation projects led by
the first author. These projects have provided the opportunity to learn
with and from young people about the complexities, opportunities and
challenges that can emerge within and from youth-led initiatives.

Our discussion about youth participation in programs takes place
against the backdrop of a broader interest in youth participation in
research and policy. Several factors have contributed to the current
level of interest in youth participation around the world. In the context
of many Western democracies, interest in youth participation stems
from, among other things, concerns about youth ‘disengagement’
(Manning & Edwards, 2014), fears of youth ‘radicalisation’ (Harris &
Roose, 2014) and the resurgence of right-wing parties pushing ‘anti-
racial’ sentiments (Akbarzadeh & Roose, 2011). In developing coun-
tries, youth participation has been seen as part of a solution to social,
economic and health-related problems. For example, young people are
held to be key to government responses to the HIV epidemic in the Asia-
Pacific region (Bearinger, Sieving, Ferguson, & Sharma, 2007), while
they are considered as a valuable resource that can be mobilised to
overcome barriers to sustainable development in sub-Saharan Africa
(Ansell, 2016).

These concerns have extended debates about participation as ‘a
right’ of children and young people (United Nations, 1989) to attention
to participation as a ‘remedy’ to the economic, social and political un-
certainties of contemporary societies. Despite acknowledgement of the
significant role of youth participation, policy discourses about youth
tend to remain somewhat contradictory, often constructing young
people simultaneously as both ‘a risk’ to social cohesion and democracy
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(Turnbull & Spence, 2011) and ‘a solution’ to ‘wicked problems’. An
added tension arises because commonly young people are viewed as
not-yet-ready for active participation in civic life, with the period of
‘youth’ often presumed to be principally about “becoming an adult,
becoming a citizen, becoming independent, becoming autonomous,
becoming mature and becoming responsible” (Kelly, 2011, p. 48). This
‘futurity’ discourse values young people for what they will become,
rather than for their present contributions, and sits in tension with a
recognition that young people can, and do act as partners and active
contributors (White, Wyn, & Robards, 2017).

In resistance to some of these deficit discourses, there has recently
been an evolving discussion of ‘the lived dimension’ of participation
(Lister, 2007) which has foregrounded the important role that everyday
spaces and social relationships play in young people's participation
(Dadvand, 2018). Biesta, Lawy, and Kelly (2009, p. 9; emphasis in
original) argue that young people's participation should be understood
as “a process that is situated, that is relational and that is uniquely linked
to young people's individual life-trajectories.” With the acknowl-
edgement about the situated nature of participation, a number of
models have also emerged to seek greater involvement of young people
in programs and services. These models have been useful in classifying
participatory practices. However, they tend to use hierarchical struc-
tures to represent higher or lower states of participation. One con-
sequence of this is that they tend not to engage with the varying pur-
poses and wider socio-cultural contexts in which participation occurs.
In the next section, we review the strengths and limitations of some of
the established models before suggesting a framework which accounts
for the complex, dynamic and contextual nature of participation.

2. Existing models of youth participation

Prior to presenting our proposed model for conceptualising and
advancing youth participation in programs, we acknowledge the con-
tributions made by those who have previously developed frameworks to
guide planning for youth participation. One of the most widely cited
frameworks used to conceptualise children's participation in programs
is Hart's (1992) ‘Ladder of Participation’. Hart borrowed the ladder
metaphor from an earlier typology of adults' citizenship participation
developed by Arnstein (1969). Hart's (1992) ladder depicts participa-
tion across eight hierarchical levels. These ascending levels are re-
presented as the ‘rungs’ of a ladder. The bottom three rungs, which are
labelled as manipulation, decoration and tokenism, are identified as
‘non-participation’. The top five rungs, consisting of ‘assigned but in-
formed’, ‘consulted and informed’, ‘adult-initiated, shared decisions
with children’, ‘child-initiated and directed’, and ‘child-initiated, shared
decisions with adults’, represent the higher and presumably more de-
sirable levels of participation (Fig. 1).

One of the contributions of Hart's model is that it shows how par-
ticipation can occur across a spectrum of agency. However, its linear
structure has limitations in that it implies an inherent hierarchy of
progression from non-participation to full-participation (Malone &
Hartung, 2010). Critiques have argued that the model's presumed
hierarchy disregards the contexts within which participatory activity
occurs (Lightfoot & Sloper, 2001). Use of a contextual lens can shed a
different light on the value of a ‘lower’ forms of participation. For ex-
ample, a contextual focus enables one to see that if youth representative
addresses a major forum, their presentation may be termed ‘tokenism’,
but it can actually be a practice in representation and contribute as a
form of symbolic leadership. This is in part because the formalities of
such a forum provide a context in which the majority listens, be they
adult or youth, whilst a select minority addresses them. The cultural
formality of such an occasion shapes the style of participation that is
possible for both young people and adults.

Mathur, Mehta, and Malhotra (2004) have also questioned the im-
plicit assumption made within the ‘ladder’ model that mid-levels of
participation are less valid and authentic, and note that working

towards the ‘highest’ rungs of participation may be neither possible, nor
even desirable, when considered in relation to the aims and affordances
of a particular program. We concur with this critique. In the experience
of the authors, the mid-level status of ‘assigned but informed’, for ex-
ample, can lead to meaningful participatory practices. For example, in
one of our projects (Cahill, Coffey, & Sanci, 2015) in which young
people are assigned to fulfil roles as ‘simulated patients’, they con-
tribute to the skill development of trainee doctors as they practice ways
to talk with adults about sensitive issues such as sex, drugs and mental
health. Also fulfilling as assigned role, these young people work as
coaches, giving feedback and suggestions to the doctors in order to help
them to improve their communicative style. The data collected from
young people in this venture shows that despite that the roles are as-
signed, young people find the experiences meaningful and empowering.

In a later discussion of his model, Hart (2008) explained that his
proposed framework was designed to stimulate a much-needed ‘dia-
logue’, rather than to prescribe hierarchies or actions, and it has cer-
tainly made this contribution. Indeed, one of the strengths of the model
is that it offers a typology or a language to describe forms of partici-
pation, and can help people to conjure a sense of what can be made
possible in relation to youth participation.

Hart's (1992) ladder of participation continues to be widely used
and has informed the development of other frameworks. Treseder
(1997), for instance, reworked Hart's model by arranging its top five
rungs in a non-hierarchical order and identified five ‘degrees of parti-
cipation’. These degrees of participation recognise the contributing
presence of adults in relation to participatory activity; they include: i)
assigned but informed, ii) consulted and informed, iii) adult-initiated,
shared decisions with children, iv) child initiated, shared decisions with
adults, and v) child initiated and directed. Treseder's model evolves
Hart's contribution by acknowledging that the choice of participatory
methods should occur in response to context, tasks and individuals. This
is useful as it can help planners to see that different degrees of

Fig. 1. Hart (1992) ‘Ladder of Participation’.
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participation may be warranted in different situations, while still en-
gendering participatory opportunities and making valuable contribu-
tions (Fig. 2).

Also responding to Hart's (1992) ladder of participation, Shier
(2001) proposed a model which emphasised the relationship between
participation and ‘empowerment’. In doing so, Shier places a focus on
the effect(s) of participation, rather than just on its modality. Shier's
framework directs attention to the role that surrounding adults and
institutions play in shaping ‘pathways’ to participation. Shier depicts
five levels of participation as including when: i) children are listened to,
ii) children are supported in expressing their views, iii) children's views
are taken into account, iv) children are involved in decision-making
processes, and v) children share power and responsibility for decision-
making. At each level, individuals and/or organisations may demon-
strate different degrees of commitment to the process of ‘empower-
ment’. A commitment to empowerment is described as ranging from
opening, to opportunity to an obligation. An ‘opening’ is described as an
intent towards children's participation, and might occur, for example,
when an organisation makes a policy commitment to build or sustain
participation. ‘Opportunity’ involves provision of the necessary re-
sources to enable engagement, as for example when an organisation
ensures they have skilled facilitators, and a gathering space that permits
interaction between young people. Shier also argues that true com-
mitment to youth participation also requires ‘obligation’, such as when
policy mechanisms require an active response from an organisation in
order to ensure that youth participation is embedded in the program
(Fig. 3).

Shier's framework has been critiqued for focusing on the formal and
structural aspects of participation, and for a hierarchical sequencing

which leaves little room for youth-initiated participation (Malone &
Hartung, 2010). In Shier's model, the hierarchy suggests a progressional
model which relies on adult actors who move from listening and having
children express views, to considering their views, involving them in
decision making and finally, sharing power with them. This adult-
centric focus does not account well for the ways in which listening may
be an overarching strategy, equally relevant to youth actors who may
listen to and learn with adults as well as seek to be listened to. Despite
these critiques, major strengths of Shier's (2001) framework are in its
attention to the relationship between design and effect, and its attention
to the dynamic nature of participation as something that is affected by
multiple influences, including practical, cultural and institutional.

In the continuing heritage of response to these critiques of partici-
pation frameworks, Wong, Zimmerman, and Parker (2010) proposed
their Typology of Youth Participation and Empowerment (TYPE) Pyr-
amid. The TYPE Pyramid draws on developments in youth-adult part-
nership research to distinguish among five types of participation, each
representing different levels of youth-adult involvement. They char-
acterise these five types as i) ‘vessel’, ii) ‘symbolic’, iii) ‘pluralistic’, iv)
‘independent’ and v) ‘autonomous’. Their model, uses the pyramid
shape with arrows to represent “the degrees of empowerment and po-
sitive youth development potential for each participation type” (Wong
et al., 2010, p. 104) (Fig. 4).

The TYPE pyramid addresses some of the limitations of previous
frameworks by focussing on the levels of empowerment and control
experienced by adults or youth. Absent from this model, however, is
robust conceptualisation of the terms ‘control’ and ‘empowerment’. The
model also does not account for the possible co-existence of different
types of participation within the one project, or even within one

Fig. 2. Treseder (1997) degrees of participation.
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participatory event. Potentially, young people may move from one
mode of contribution to another multiple times within one occasion.
For example, young people may be ‘vessel-like’ as they listen to a
keynote address at the start of a forum, then move to a symbolic mode
as they get a turn to address the audience, but later work in more in-
dependent ways as they engage collectively with peers or adults in a
task that they later report back on, whilst others become vessels to their
input.

More recently in the evolution of participation frameworks,
Andersson (2017) has drawn on political theory and empirical ex-
amples from two Swedish municipal and youth policy research projects
to propose the Pedagogical Political Participation Model (3P-M). The
3P-M is based on three observations. First, youth political participation
is contextual and depends on the willingness of decision-makers to
encourage young people's participation. Second, youth participation
needs to be viewed ‘qualitatively’, rather than in terms of ranking or

stages. Third, the pedagogical leadership that guides decision-makers'
communications with young people impacts on the possibility of par-
ticipation. As Fig. 5 shows, the 3P-M model conceptualises a spectrum
from Position A, where the decision-making is done by adults, through
to Position B, where young people exert independent control. This
model has some commonalities with Hart's ladder, as both conjure the
notion that the optimum may be independent youth activity. The 3P-M
schema identifies a shift in the degrees of adult efforts to invest power
with young people from a level where they are simply ‘informed’,
through to escalating levels of input and control as the progression
moves from ‘voiced’, to ‘concerted’ (which involves power-sharing be-
tween adults and youth), to ‘supportive’ (wherein youth hold decision-
making power, but with adult support), and finally to ‘independent’
(where young people make decisions without involvement of adults).

Andersson's (2017) model contributes a focus on the contextual and
dynamic nature of what it takes to produce participation. However, one

Fig. 3. Shier (2001) pathways to participation.
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limitation of this model is that it is primarily concerned with what
Skelton (2010) calls the ‘capital P Politics’, i.e. participation within and
through formal participatory structures and practices. While such par-
ticipation is important, limiting participation to ‘the formal’ and ‘the
procedural’ ignores the lived and everyday dimensions of participation
which are bound to time, place, purpose and people.

3. Conceptualising youth participation: towards a theoretically-
informed approach

As noted, each of the models discussed in the previous section have
a contribution to make for those seeking guidance towards greater in-
volvement of young people. However, these models tend to presume
that participation is inherently good and that the simple provision of
‘voice’ or ‘agency’ will lead to ‘empowerment’; they do not account for
the potential that there may be unintended negative consequences
within participatory projects. Additionally, there is a need for a fra-
mework which focuses on the fluid nature of participation, with its
ongoing responses to context, circumstances and to the shifts in rela-
tional power dynamics that can evolve, ebb and flow within a given
venture. We suggest therefore a framework informed by the critical
insights provided by theorists who have engaged with the concepts of
empowerment, voice, identity, and agency, as well as by researchers
who have addressed the relationship between the methods and the
outcomes of participation.

In order to bridge the gap between theory and practice in partici-
pation research, we propose a framework which draws attention to ‘an
assemblage’ of seven inter-acting domains, each of which invites both
critical thought and practical response. In doing so, we offer ‘a thinking
tool’ (Wacquant, 1989) for use in unpacking and addressing some of the
complexities associated with youth participation. Within our P7 model,
we direct attention to i) purpose, ii) positioning, iii) perspective, iv)

power relations, v) protection, vi) place, and vii) process. Influenced by
Deleuzian thinking about the productive and intra-active nature of the
assemblage, we propose a ‘machine-like’ image be used to capture the
dynamic interaction between each of the 7 domains, and the ways in
which they can draw attention to the dynamic and fluid nature of the
production of participation within programs.

To help illustrate how reflection on these domains can be used when
visioning, planning, enacting or evaluating youth participation, we
draw upon two empirical examples led by the first author of this paper.
Our intent is not to describe the projects in detail or to present data
about their impacts as this has been provided elsewhere (See for ex-
ample Cahill & Coffey, 2013; Cahill, Coffey, & Beadle, 2015; Cahill,
Murphy, & Pose, 2011). Our intent, rather, is to illustrate the ways in
which a thinking-with-theory through the P7 framework can assist
people to engage with the ways in which positioning, power, and pri-
vilege can influence participatory opportunities.

The following figure is used to show the inter-connections between
the proposed domains. It places purpose at the centre of attention. The
purpose of the initiative is understood to orient all other domains. The
intersecting gears in the machine-like image are used to suggest the
ways in which activity in one domain influences what happens in other
domains. For example, if power relations are managed well, diverse
perspectives will be included and valued. Efforts to position people as
contributors and partners will ensure that young people are not just
recipients or instruments of the project, but rather integral to its vi-
sioning, design and fulfilment. The domain of protection is identified to
ensure ongoing attention is given to the social, political and material
safety of participants within and surrounding the project. The ongoing
production of participation is captured in the connective circle entitled
‘process’. Attention on process reminds us that the methods of partici-
pation must be a good fit with its purpose and achieve integrity be-
tween methods and objectives. The domain entitled place is used to
remind us that context always matters, for context carries the cultural
traditions and expectations, as well as the economic, geographic, social
and political histories and circumstances in which the initiative occurs.
A place-based focus can draw attention to the ways in which the locale
itself brings with it a number of barriers and enablers which may affect
what it is possible to produce within a participatory project (Fig. 6).

3.1. Purpose

We have sketched the domain of ‘purpose’ in the centre of the
schema. In doing so, we presume that the ethical, political and

Fig. 4. Wong et al. (2010) typology of youth participation and empowerment pyramid.

Fig. 5. Anderson's (2017) pedagogical political participation model.
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pragmatic purpose of the program should inform its design. A regular
reflection on purpose can strengthen efforts to align the means with the
ends, ensuring that the rhetoric of respect and rights materialises in the
program's practices and strategies as they evolve over time. The cen-
trality of purpose also reminds us that opportunities to participate are
not created simply with participation as an endpoint, but rather as a
means through which to generate social good. Additionally, it conjures
the notion that a sense of purpose can be strongest when collectively
generated and shared with young people themselves. When young
people are co-creators in the framing or in the re-shaping of purpose,
they can share their ethics, vision and values, and contribute the mo-
tivating moral force which drives the program efforts. Thus, asking
questions about purpose is not a purely technical or procedural matter
for the first phase of program design or evolution. Rather, it requires
attention to the ethical parameters and political orientation of the
program, and an explicit engagement with the assumptions, values and
expectations that underpin the venture.

It is common for program goals and objectives to be defined before
young people are invited to participate, which leaves them out of the
consultation and visioning process (Torre & Fine, 2006). This is, in part,
because cultural traditions often preclude recognition of the capacity
that young people have to contribute. In some settings, it is not pre-
sumed to be respectful or culturally appropriate to place young people's
views on a par with those of adults. Nonetheless, if the work to enliven
the purpose is understood as an ongoing endeavour, and central to the
integrity of the program, participants can be invited into an envisioning
or re-visioning effort at later stages in program evolution. This can help
engender ownership and strengthen the relevance, reach and quality of
programs, particularly those programs for ‘vulnerable youth’ who are
typically the least likely to be included in the visioning and design of
programs addressing their needs (Sanders, Munford, Liebenberg, &
Ungar, 2014).

3.1.1. Field example: young people generating vision and purpose
An example of the potential that can be harnessed when young

people from a ‘vulnerable’ group get to establish the vision and set the
key objectives of a project can be seen in the ‘NewGen Leaders’ project.
The first author (Cahill, Beadle, & Coffey, 2013). was commissioned by

Youth Lead, a youth-led organisation representing the communities
affected by HIV in the Asia-Pacific region, to develop an awareness
raising program to tackle HIV. During the early consultation phase, the
participants expressed an intention to build a leadership training course
for young people from the communities most affected by HIV, namely
men who have sex with men, transgender persons, those who inject
drugs or sell sex, and those with an HIV positive status. Their vision was
that these young people could themselves become key as leaders in
mobilising change efforts. This vision was far grander than that of many
projects for HIV affected youth, which typically focus on messaging
about safer sex, or avoidance of sharing syringes. Born of this sense of
purpose, a subsequent process led to the development of a participatory
leadership training short course, which young people then successfully
led for those from their communities of interest (Cahill, 2014; Cahill &
Coffey, 2015). 2 This project exemplified the possibility that can be
generated when young people frame the very purpose of their venture.

3.1.2. Field example: young people re-work an initial purpose
Given that young people are often excluded during the setting of

project goals and objectives, it is also instructive to note ways in which
an initial project purpose or vision can grow as a result of the sub-
sequent participatory contributions of young people. In our second
example, the first author was commissioned in a Peer Outreach project
in Vietnam to provide a training workshop for young intravenous drug
users who were employed to provide syringes and condoms to other
intravenous drug users within their neighbourhood (Cahill, 2011a).
Whilst overall the peer outreach project positioned these youth parti-
cipants from the drug-using community as active agents helping to
interrupt the transmission of HIV, it became evident that the project
had underestimated the capacity of these peer agents to work at de-
fining the overarching purpose and possibility of the program, and in-
deed to expand its capacity to address larger social problems than those
the project had initially sought to tackle.

This became evident within a one-day participatory training

Fig. 6. The P7 Model: A thinking tool for visioning, planning, enacting and evaluating youth participation.

2 The manual to guide provision of the leadership training short course is
available open access on: https://education.unimelb.edu.au/yrc/assets/docs/
yrc-publication-docs/NewGen_July2014_optimised.pdf
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workshop led by the first author. The participants had disclosed early in
the workshop that they were not delivering the ‘educational talks’ to
drug users, something they had been trained to do as part of any ex-
change in which they dispensed syringes and condoms. They reported
that they saw little benefit in providing these talks, and indeed many
had found alternative methods to distribute the goods, such as invol-
ving family members. This disclosure was initially viewed by project
staff as a failing on the part of the peer outreach team. The project leads
had conceived that these educational talks would be a key driver for
health promotion efforts, whereas the target community did not share
their view. However, the ‘disappointment’ in the capacity of these peers
workers shifted radically later in the workshop. This happened when
the participants were asked to demonstrate via role-play what they
believed to be the most valuable contribution they were making within
their peer outreach activities. The role-plays revealed that they were
doing home visits to counsel the families of young drug users, helping
to inform them about the implications of the HIV diagnosis and the
challenges faced when dealing with addiction to heroin. This example
shows how ‘purpose’ can be subsequently re-visited and grown, through
the involvement of young people, even when they have not been in-
cluded in needs analysis or visioning process from the start.

3.1.3. Thinking about purpose
A thinking into the ‘purpose’ domain invites consideration of

questions such as:

o What does the program aim to achieve?
o What opportunities can be constructed to enable young people to
play an active role in shaping or evolving program objectives?

3.2. Positioning

The concept of positioning calls attention to the ways in which
young people are culturally framed and understood in terms of what is
possible or desirable in terms of their contribution. Sociologists of youth
argue that the boundaries that separate different age groups are the
product of distinct social, cultural and historical conditions which
shape the meanings of life stages (Wyn, 2011). Cultural narratives in-
fluence the ways in which young people are positioned and how they
position others. These cultural discourses embody norms and values;
they build an image and an expectation about who young people are,
and who they can be. Foucault (1980) argues that positions and asso-
ciated power relations are held in place through cultural and institu-
tional practices, and through the processes of categorisation that label
and segregate individuals and social groups. Common dividing prac-
tices include keeping youth separate from adults, and having different
expectations for males and females. These practices show up in in-
stitutions such as schools, as well as in communities and homes. Ex-
pectations about who can contribute and in what ways can also show up
in youth projects.

Children and young people develop their sense of self, in part,
through how they are positioned and treated within the social geo-
graphies of their everyday spaces. Therefore, the ways in which young
people are positioned - either as leaders, advocates, investigators and
co-contributors, or dependents, followers and passive recipients - not
only conditions how they perceive themselves, but also affects how they
develop a sense of agency and empowerment in relation to the wider
social world (Jansen, 2010). A thinking through the lens of ‘positioning’
can alert people to the ways in deeper cultural resistance may work
against change efforts in the area of youth participation. That is, it can
draw attention to the ways in which ‘traditions’ can limit ‘imaginations’
for what is possible in relation to children's and young people's parti-
cipation.

3.2.1. Field example: Re-positioning from a source of service to a source of
vision

As seen in the above example from the Peer Outreach project, the
framing of the project purpose can influence how young people are
positioned within the program. When initially positioned as recipients of
training who could then become agents providing syringes and con-
doms, the peer educators were seen to be somewhat patchy in their task
of providing HIV prevention services to the hard-to-reach community
which they represented. However, when the young people were ‘re-
positioned’ as those who had the capacity to inform, set priorities and
innovate, they were able to grow the project vision. The repositioning
from provider of a service to advisor on the very design of that service
revealed that these young people could provide advanced forms of so-
cial support and practical resources.

Positioning was also integral to the very emergence of possibility in
the NewGen Leadership project. In line with vision of building the
leadership skills of their peers, the participants positioned members of
their community as potential ‘leaders’. In doing so, the participants
mirrored the positions that they claimed for themselves as active con-
tributors. This positioning enabled them to recognise each other as
change agents and providers of service rather than mere victims of HIV
or as recipients of aid. They positioned themselves and each other as a
source of solutions, rather than just as the site of ‘problems’ that needed
external intervention.

3.2.2. Thinking about positioning
A thinking about positioning invites reflection about questions such

as:

o How are young people positioned within the wider cultural dis-
courses, and how might this limit what is initially imagined to be
possible?

o How are young people positioned within the program itself, and
how do they in turn position others?

o What processes might work to interrupt limiting assumptions about
the capacity of young people?

3.3. Perspectives

Thinking about ‘perspectives’ encourages programmers to avoid
approaching ‘youth’ as a homogenous social category and instead take
into the account the differences and diversities that exist between in-
dividuals and among groups of young people. This is an important ac-
knowledgement because patterns relating to gender, socio-material
inequity, stigma and social exclusion can play out within participatory
projects, replicating inequities from the surrounding society. In addi-
tion, various cultural traditions and hierarchies surrounding gender,
social class, ethnicity and ability may influence who can be heard, who
can be reached, and who is willing to participate (Savelsberg & Martin-
Giles, 2008).

The political nature of perspective and voice has been stressed by
feminist, post-colonial and critical theorists. Commenting on Spivak's
(1988) seminal essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, Barrett (2004) con-
tends that the important question about voice is not whether the sub-
altern can speak, but if the hegemonic ear can hear anything. Alcoff
(1991/1992, p. 15) also suggests that “rituals of speaking are politically
constituted by power relations of domination, exploitation, and sub-
ordination”. Who is speaking, who is spoken of, and who listens, results
from, and is in itself is an act of political struggle. An understanding
that perspective and voice are embedded in the structures of power
relations prompts us to think about who will listen, and “who can say
what, when and how” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015, p. 15).

These understandings are relevant to youth participation initiatives,
as often it is those who are least advantaged who are the least likely to
be included in participatory opportunities. Research shows evidence of
inequitable patterns of participation among youth with reference to
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factors such as socio-economic status (Black, 2011), gender (Lister,
2003), ethnicity (Bogard & Sherrod, 2008), and disability (Martin &
Franklin, 2010). Educational researchers have also shown how youth
voice initiatives such as Student Representative Councils can endorse a
presumed homogeneity of the middle-class, white view of the world
with dominant students securing positions of influence (e.g. Cook-
Sather, 2007; Fielding, 2004). With this in mind, it is important to
devise processes which actively address ways to reach, recruit and learn
from the perspectives of those who might otherwise remain margin-
alised.

3.3.1. Field example: learning from different perspectives
Typically in HIV response efforts, segregated initiatives are used to

‘reach’ particular groups understood to have particular vulnerabilities.
Thus efforts to reach those who inject drugs may be separate from
projects to reach those who sell sex. However, the vision of the NewGen
Leadership course was that it would recognise all those in the mem-
bership categories most affected by HIV as sharing a common platform,
namely that of combatting stigma, marginalisation and associated
vulnerability. As such, members of each of the communities were re-
cruited to bring diverse perspectives and to construct a conjoint plat-
form informed by these perspectives. Is sympathy with this vision, the
learning activities within the leadership training short course explicitly
focussed on how as leaders the participants could work to include di-
verse views. For example, one learning activity had participants run
simulated focus groups to help develop the skills needed to invite and
honour different contributions and experiences. In this, emphasis was
placed on the skill of listening, that they might all learn how to attend
to others and how to advocate for a diversity of needs.

3.3.2. Thinking about perspectives
The following questions can help stimulate thinking about perspec-

tive when planning for young people's participation:

o Whose perspectives and voices are included, excluded or privileged
in the program?

o What methods are used to invite diverse perspectives?
o Who remains marginalised or is rendered ‘voiceless’ in the process?

3.4. Power relations

Consideration of perspectives heightens attention to relations of
power. A recognition that power is relational invites reflection on how
individuals are positioned in relation to each other (Foucault, 1980). It
can help us acknowledge that not everyone has equal access to the
discourses that allow them to take up certain positions. Some may
adopt more dominant roles, whilst others may be relegated to sub-
servient positions within the social space. This can be manifest in in-
terpersonal relationships as well as within the institutional practices
and structures. Power relations not only play out between adults and
young people, but also between young people themselves. As is evi-
denced in research investigating bullying, young people may form so-
cial clusters and re-enact practices of dominance and exclusion that
exist in their surrounding world based on factors such as gender, class,
ability, ethnicity or religion (Gunter & Thomson, 2007; Ringrose &
Renold, 2010).

3.4.1. Field example: empowerment through social support and equitable
power relations

In the NewGen Leadership project, particular attention was paid to
establishing equitable power relationships through the use of pedago-
gical strategies that fostered respect, self-regard and inclusion.
Awareness of power relations was explicitly taught through commu-
nication exercises in which participants practiced respectful and as-
sertive communication and effective listening to those senior and junior
to them in age or ascribed social or political status. Collective regard

was also fostered through activities which sought to destigmatise those
affected by HIV, positioning them as advocates and advisors for the
rights of others. To advance this positive regard, some of the learning
activities had the participants practice the types of communication
styles that they may need to call upon in order to be heard within
hierarchical settings of institutions. To this effect, some of the learning
activities focused on the meeting etiquette and speech-making skills
that they would need in high level meetings with local officials and
policy makers. There was also a focus on interpersonal skills needed for
work at the grassroots to build points of connection with marginalised
peers, and facilitate local advocacy for access to health, learning and
employment. Throughout the focus was on what might be required to
enact and evoke respectful power relations and practices.

3.4.2. Thinking about power relations
The following questions can provide a starting point for discussions

about power relations in program design, delivery and evaluation:

o How are roles and responsibilities assigned, adopted and enacted in
the program?

o How are relationships managed to ensure equity and respect is en-
acted between all parties?

3.5. Protection

The question of protection intersects with questions about purpose,
positioning, perspective and power relations in youth participation in-
itiatives. The concept of ‘protection’ can be used as a lens through
which to consider vulnerabilities alongside capabilities. This requires
acknowledging that, on the one hand, participation is a ‘right’ which is
in itself in need of protection (Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015). On the
other hand, however, the social and political act of participation can be
experienced as personal, social or political risk depending on the cul-
ture, context, circumstances and methods used. This may be risk that is
incurred in relation to the treatment by other parties within the peer
group, or in relation to the reactions of others who may view partici-
patory initiatives and practices as a threat to the status quo or a dis-
ruption of a preferred social, familial, political or cultural order.

Sometime a focus on the need for ‘protection’ can be used as a
justification for limiting or overly governing the activities of young
people, who are presumed either to be a danger to each other, or at risk
from adults. Whilst attention should be given to ensuring protective
processes and measures, it is important to seek an appropriate balance
between protection and participation, and to interrogate the ways in
which power relations, structures and surrounding physical and social
environments impact on possibilities for engagement (Matthews, 2001).
In doing so, as Lansdown (2010, p. 19) explains, one needs to take into
account a set of factors, “including the capacities of the young people
and children, the levels of risk involved, the levels of support available,
the child's level of understanding of the nature of the risks involved and,
of course, the child's own views.”

3.5.1. Field example: considering the practicalities of legal and social
protection

The need for a focus on protection was important in both of the
projects described thus far. Practical measures were used to attend to
the fact that some of the participants engaged in activities which were
not considered legal. In the Peer Outreach project, a protective ar-
rangement was made with the local police that the peer workers could
conduct their duties free of attention from the law when wearing their
peer educator T-shirts. At these times, they were allowed to carry drug
paraphernalia for the purposes of distribution. A socially protective lens
was also used to choose the location of the training workshop. It was
conducted in a local bar with the understanding that gathering in a
more formal meeting space would lead to discomfort on the part of
participants who were aware of the illegal status and stigma ascribed to
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their activities. These examples demonstrate that engaging with the
concept of ‘protection’ can inform a micro act such as choosing the
location for training, or a symbolic act, such as devising a ‘uniform’ as a
signifier of protected status.

The NewGen Peer Leadership project also demonstrated ways in
which the lens of protection can also be applied at a pedagogical level.
The leadership training course used a trauma-informed sensibility
whilst also presuming high expectations for the capacity to participate,
grow and learn. Ground rules were collectively negotiated to invoke as
sense of shared responsibility for social and emotional protection and
respect for the privacy of each individual. Privacy was also protected in
the pedagogical design, as there was no requirement for participants to
share about their personal biographies or to disclose details of their
gender or sexual identities or HIV status. This attention to privacy was
built on a recognition that often those from the key populations were
only recognised by society in relation to their HIV identities, and that
this had a pathologising effect on how they could be regarded by others.

3.5.2. Thinking about protection
In thinking about protection, it can be useful to reflect on questions

such as:

o What is the balance between practices used to promote protection
and those used to enhance participation?

o What measures are needed to protect young people's political, social
and material access and safety?

o How can young people themselves play an active role in ensuring
the safety of their peers and those affected by their programs?

3.6. Place

The intersection between place and protection is evident in the
above examples which draw attention to the physical and relational
nature of space. Participation occurs within spaces, be they material,
relational, discursive or virtual. Space, as human and social geo-
graphers have argued, is not merely a fixed background or a container
of human activities and interactions. Rather, it is a social and cultural
construction which emerges from and maintains certain practices and
relationships (Lefebvre, 1991). A socially and culturally produced
space, in turn, can have various exclusionary and/or inclusionary im-
plications and can be involved in generating various forms of injustices
(Soja, 2010).

A focus on ‘place’ in program design and implementation can help
draw attention to the ways in which geographic, cultural, material,
relational and structural factors influence what can be made possible in
participation. It can assist with recognition of the ‘geographies of be-
longing’ which condition how young people participate and who they
identify with (Dadvand & Cuervo, in press). Given that young people
occupy physical, virtual and social spaces, it is important to think about
how social and institutional settings can influence the possibility of
participation. At a more physical level, a thinking through the domain
of place may lead programmers to consult with young people about
where they might gather, how they might gain access, and what rela-
tional, material or political ‘terrains’ need to be navigated in order to
congregate and participate. Place-based perspectives can be particu-
larly helpful, for example, in identifying gender vulnerabilities around
travel, or social or cultural norms or hierarchies which might prescribe
who might feel comfortable to attend or speak in particular places, or
transact via oral, written or digital media.

3.6.1. Field example: moving between the shelter of the workshop and the
challenges of the surrounding space

The NewGen Peer Leadership project acknowledged that the
changes which become possible in the protective and transformative
space of the workshop could not be simply replicated within the spaces
of everyday life (Kesby, 2005). It recognised that the transformative

workshop space in which the leadership training was conducted would
not be the same as the everyday space which harboured many threats to
the safety of the participants. Therefore, many of the learning activities
in the course focused on how the participants might move from the
space of possibility within the workshop out to the more limiting spaces
and challenging relationships of the outside world. Overt attention was
also paid to methods the participants could use to generate safe and
supportive social spaces when they themselves provided the NewGen
course for others. Further, a shared virtual (Facebook) space was es-
tablished to build a continuing sense of membership. In this space the
posting of a photograph could build connection, straddling limitations
in shared language across nationalities.

3.6.2. Thinking about place
Key questions that can be asked when considering place in relation

to participation include:

o What are the social, physical and virtual spaces in which partici-
pation can take place?

o How does place or context affect what is possible or desirable in
relation to participation?

o What mediates access to particular spaces and places?
o What strategies might be needed to create reach and access to the
spaces of participation?

3.7. Process

In our proposed model, process is the frame through which to attend
to the alignment between intent and method, or between ends and
means. The term ‘process’ refers to the methods that are used to invite
and sustain interactions throughout the participatory project. Ideally,
participation should be understood and approached as “an ongoing
conversation” (Clark & Moss, 2001, p. 10), rather than a singular event.
The chosen methods can themselves exert a form of governance on the
construction of relationships, knowledge and participatory opportu-
nities (Cahill, 2010). For example, research shows that techniques such
as photovoice (Strack, Magill, & McDonagh, 2004) and dialogic activ-
ities (Colucci & Wright, 2015) can help elicit meaningful and mutually
beneficial encounters among young people. Our own work has de-
monstrated the ways in which drama-based methods can assist young
people to embody and thus express their visions for change, and to
rehearse the strategies needed to advance from vision to action (Cahill,
2011; Cahill & Coffey, 2017).

3.7.1. Field example: use of playful process to build confidence and
connectedness

In both the Peer Outreach project and theNewGen Leadership pro-
ject, playful methods were used to engage the participants and to build
a sense of social connection. For example, in the leadership program, a
‘follow the leader’ game was used to invited discussion of the char-
acteristics of positive role models from their own lives, and con-
sideration of how the participants might see themselves as role models
for those in the courses they went on to lead. In the peer outreach
workshop, a balloon game was used to introduce delight in working
with a partner to keep a collection of the balloons aloft. The game was
then used to invite discussion of the kinds of strategies that could be
used to help the participants maintain effective partnerships with their
target community of peers who inject drugs. The use of games in these
programs also contributed humour, and non-verbal interaction, pro-
viding a sense of bonding as well as light relief from some of the more
serious subject matters.

In both of the field projects a focus on ‘process’ also helped ensure
that learning activities would actually enable action beyond the pro-
tective space of the workshop. Rather than using PowerPoint pre-
sentations or flip charts, which would not be replicated out in the
streets, role-plays were used to discuss and ‘rehearse for life’ and
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practice the micro interactions that were an important part of everyday
life. In this, the processes used played a role in positioning, protection,
power relations and perspective sharing. A focus on process can thus
direct attention to the importance of interactive, dialogic, practical and
playful methods, and the contribution they can make to establishing
more equitable power relations.

3.7.2. Thinking about process
The following questions can be useful when considering the ways in

which process or method might shape participation:

o How will the methods structure and enable participatory exchange,
and critical and creative thought?

o Which methods will best foster practices of inclusion, respect and
support for others?

3.7.3. Approaching participation as an assemblage
Whilst the above description of the P7 model has chiefly treated

each of the domains of our proposed framework separately, the inten-
tion is not to consider them as separate territories, but rather to re-
cognise the intra-connectedness of actions across these domains. We
harness the Deleuzian metaphor of the ‘assemblage’ or machine with its
interactive generative parts to propose a set of thinking tools which
might contribute to planning, analysis and management of youth
‘participation’ projects. In our proposed schema, purpose affects posi-
tioning, which in turn influences power relations. The processes or
methods used shape the shifting and unfolding nature of power relations
in the participatory project, which exist in movements and exchanges
between people. The place of participation, in turn, influences the de-
gree to which people feel protected and empowered to express their
views and to recognise the perspectives of others. A valuing of different
perspectives in itself works to shape what can become possible in the
vision for the purpose and processes of the project.

4. Concluding remarks

This paper has highlighted the contributions of various frameworks
which have been proposed to foster youth participation in programs. It
has noted that each of these models make a valuable contribution as
they provide typologies and a vision for those who advocate for a more
active role for young people in contributing to their society. Despite
their merits, however, existing models and frameworks presume hier-
archies of participation and make little reference to the possibility that
participatory projects can replicate cultural patterns of power and pri-
vilege in the surrounding environment. There can be a presumption of
inherent ‘goodness’, and a lack of critique of taken-for-granted as-
sumptions about voice, participation, agency and empowerment. This
has resulted in models that do not sufficiently address the need for
ongoing attention to the ways in which ethical, practical, cultural,
political and practical complexities can influence participatory oppor-
tunities and structures.

In response to these shortcomings, we proposed the P7 model
through a machine-like metaphor which houses a set of seven inter-
related domains that can be used to inform the visioning, design, lea-
dership and evaluation of youth participation programs. These domains
include purpose, positioning, process, protection, perspective, place
and power relations. Our proposed framework is informed by con-
ceptual contributions from diverse fields of scholarship and traditions
of research, including feminist, post-structural and critical theory as
well as social studies of youth and citizenship. To highlight the applied
potential of our framework, we drew upon two empirical examples
from youth projects addressing HIV prevention. Through use of ex-
amples, we have demonstrated that a ‘thinking through’ these domains
can help shape what becomes possible. It is hoped that those seeking to
build opportunities for participation can benefit from this framework
and its effort to draw attention to the complex social, material and

political influences that mediate the construction, uptake and impact of
participation opportunities for young people.

In conclusion, we note that participation is not a panacea.
Participation produces and as such may or may not produce social
good. It may replicate the patterns of inequality or the status quo, or
may reinscribe discourses which categorise, segregate, and stigmatise.
We argue that if participation is understood as complex assemblage, it
will become more readily evident that what it ‘produces’ is influenced
by broader cultures, discourses, structures, emotions, material condi-
tions and actions. We hope that a thinking through the territories of
purpose, positioning, perspective, power relations, protection, place
and process may assist people to detect and interrupt the constricting
influences of the ‘regimes of truth’ which prescribe what is held to be
possible or desirable (Foucault, 1980). We also hope that a thinking
through these territories may create the space that encourages new
forms of recognition for young people's participation, along with new
possibilities in thinking, being and doing.
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