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Youth participation empowers young people by giving them
opportunities to meet community needs through decision-
making and delivering services to the community. Young
people can see that their actions have positive outcomes
and learn skills to support their own and the wider
community’s development.

Participation is a fundamental right. It is one of the guiding
principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that
has been reiterated in many other Conventions and
Declarations. To participate effectively, young people must
be given the proper tools, such as information, opportunities,
education about and access to their civil rights!

What is youth
participation? 



Youth engagement refers to a wider scope of activities, which empower
young people by involving them in their communities.

An example of youth engagement might be a service running, organising
and facilitating a youth group camp. 
 
While youth participation is focused on action taken by young people
themselves, youth engagement also incorporates activities provided to
young people in community settings.

A﻿n example of youth participation might be a service empowering young
people to help facilitate and organise a youth group camp where they share
their skills and support other young people to feedback what they would
like from the camp. Youth participation ensures the camp is a meaningful
and safe experience for them as well as build a sense of personal and
community development.  
 
Youth engagement can also lead to empowerment of young people, and
may be a good stepping stone for young people into youth participation
activities.

Youth engagement
Engagement vs participation?



Youth
participation

“Young people don’t want to be
involved in  service or program

decision making or design” 

myths and assumptions 

“Young people don’t understand the
scope of work, there’s no point”

Young people have the right to voice
concerns and participate in

communities which impact them 

Organisations and services should
support and Provide accessible and

transparent information on work and
decisions thAT IMPACT YOUNG PEOPLE 

“WE LET YOUNG PEOPLE PARTICIPATE,
THEY JUST DON’T WANT TO”

“WHAT IF A YOUNG PERSON IS USED OR
NOT LISTENED TO? HOW CAN THEY
MEANINGFULLY CONTRIBUTE?” 

“I DON’T HAVE THE POWER TO MAKE
DECISIONS TO INVOLVE YOUNG PEOPLE” 

“youth participation can be
triggering or too overwhelming for
my client. I don’t think they should” 

YOUNG PEOPLE DON’T OFTEN
UNDERSTAND OPPORTUNITIES TO

PARTICIPATE, typically DUE TO BEING
LEFT OUT OF IMPORTANT DISCOURSE AND
POWER IMBALANCES IN THEIR PERSONAL

CIRCLES AND COMMUNITY. 

by ENCOURAGING THE ONGOING USE OF
HART’S LADDER ENSURES WE DO NOT

INTENTIONALLY OR UNINTENTIONALLY
EXCLUDE YOUTH PARTICIPATION, and find
ways to SUPPORT and EMPOWER YOUTH! 

all youth workers have a
responsibility to empower the

voice of young people.
Advocacy individually and

systemically can create change!

participation is trauma informed,
supportive and intended to work
around the young people in the

community. Opportunities to
participate can be empowering and

support their career! 



Lived experience work together as part of the Home Stretch WA - Community
of Practice team by bringing expertise in youth advocacy, youth participation

and the integration of relevant lived experience, into the ongoing design,
development and delivery of Home Stretch WA. 

 
Home Stretch WA recognises young people as equal partners in this work

and values their lived experience, alongside the learned experience of
experts and policy makers. We walk together. 

Youth participation in
homestretch wa

Youth advisory groups

Lived experience consultants

Steering & working groups 



“The ladder was simply offered as a schema to help bring a critical perspective to a subject
that at that time altogether lacked one…. The most beneficial quality of the model has

probably been its utility for helping different professional groups and institutions to rethink
how they work with young people: youth workers, television and radio directors, scout

leaders, play workers, street workers, health professionals, and even some school teachers.
Its simplicity of form and clarity of goals enable them to find a language to look at their

current ways of working systemically, and in so doing, come up with something more complex
and useful to their particular context.”

Roger Hart 

Hart’s ladder of youth participation
A “ladder,” where each ascending rung represents increasing levels of youth

agency, control (adult agency), or power, To achieve true youth participation!



Assigned but
informed

consulted and
informed

Adult-intitiated
shared decision

making with youth

Youth
initiated and

directed

Youth initiated
shared decisions

with adults 

Participation as manipulation occurs when youth do not understand the issues motivating a participatory
process or their role in that process

Hart’s ladder of youth participation

When youth are put on public display during an event, performance, or other activity organized for
a specific purpose, but they do not understand the meaning or intent of their involvement.

Manipulation

Tokenism

Decoration
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Instances in which youth are apparently given a voice, but in fact have little or no choice about the
subject or the style of communicating it, and little or no opportunity to formulate their own opinions.

Adult-led activities, in which youth understand purpose, decision-making process, and have a role.

Adult-led activities, in which youth are consulted and informed about how their input will be used and the
outcomes of adult decisions.

Adult-led activities, in which decision-making is shared with youth.

Youth-led activities with little input from adults.

Youth-led activities, in which decision-making is shared between youth and adults working as equal partners.



Hart’s ladder of youth participation

non-participation rungs



Sometimes adults [workers] feel that the end justifies the
means…. If youth have no understanding of the issues
and hence do not understand their actions, then this is
manipulation. Such manipulation under the guise of
participation is hardly an appropriate way to introduce
youth into democratic processes or youth/community
participation.This is NOT Youth Participation! 

Example: Service workers consulting youth in some
hidden manner to create ideas to come up with ‘a youth
design’ for a Home Stretch WA poster. The process of
analysis is not shared with the youth and is usually not
even made transparent to other adults or services. Youth
have no idea how their ideas were used, just asked a list
of vague questions.

 Manipulation1.
youth don’t understand the issues
motivating a participatory process
or their role in that process Youth

Agency

Are solely participants of the activity.
Do not understand the purpose of the activity.
Passively learning.
Expected to follow directions without questions asked.
Are not consulted about the effectiveness of the activity
or asked to assist in evaluation.

  
Do not allow youth to participate in the planning of the
activity.
May not have awareness about how youth could be
contributing.
Are 100% in control of the activity and outcome.
Do not allow youth to participate in the evaluation of
the activity.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 0%



The reason this is described as one rung up from ‘manipulation’
is that adults do not pretend that the cause is inspired by youth
participation. They simply use the youth to bolster their cause in
a relatively indirect way - for “decoration”! 

Example: Occasions where youth are told how to look for a
specific event and have little idea of what the event is about
and no say in the organizing of the occasion. The young people
are there because of the refreshments, or some interesting
performance, or they were simply told to, rather than the cause
or event itself.

2. decoration
when youth are put on public display
during an event, performance, or other
activity organized for a specific purpose,
but they do not understand the meaning or
intent of their involvement.

Youth
Agency

Understand the purpose of the activity.
Passively learning.
Expected to follow directions without questions asked.
Participate without awareness of how they could be
contributing.
Not consulted about the effectiveness of the activity or
asked to assist in evaluation.

Do not allow youth to participate in the planning of the
activity.
May not have awareness about how youth could be
contributing.
100% in control of the activity and the outcome.
Explain the purpose of the activity to youth.
Use youth for the activity but in an indirect way with
no real purpose.
Do not allow youth to participate in the evaluation of
the activity.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 0%



A selective process, sometimes a one speak for all situation. 
Tokenism is a common rung young people experience. Sometimes it
can feel “tickboxing” or disingenuous as there are a lot of controlled
variables, sometimes including what is voiced by the young person!  

Example: How youth are sometimes used on conference panels.
Articulate, charming youth selected by adults to sit on a panel with
little or no substantive preparation on the subject and no consultation
with their peers who, it is implied, they represent. If no explanation is
given to the audience or youth of how they were selected, and which
youth’s perspectives they represent, this is usually sufficient indication
that a project is not truly an example of participation.

3. Tokenism
instances in which youth are apparently
given a voice, but in fact have little or no
choice about the subject or the style of
communicating it, and little or no
opportunity to formulate their own opinions.”

Youth
Agency

Understand the purpose of the activities they are doing.
Are not quite passive, but not active (just awkwardly
vibing).  
Have little power in decision-making.
Have little or no opportunity to formulate their own
opinions and ideas.
* Might be asked to represent all youth without the

opportunity to prepare or consult their peers.

In control of the activity and the outcome.
Might ask youth for minimal input during planning,
implementation, and evaluation, but will not take input
seriously or will only take very surface-level input.
Say they give youth a voice, but youth have little or no
choice about the subject or the style of communicating
it.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 0 - 15%



Hart’s ladder of youth participation

participation rungs



 Adult-led activities, in which youth understand purpose, decision-making
process, and have a role.

Example:  The organisation decides to hold a youth advisory group for
their young people and prepare the session plan and topic. Lived
experience consultants are asked to come up with ways to make the yag
engaging. Each consultant brainstorms ideas to present as they
understand the importance of the yag and consultation process. After
attending the yag, the organisers set a debrief with the consultants, the
outcome of debrief not made known to young people.

4.Assigned
but informed 
when youth (1) “understand the intentions of
the project,” (2) “know who made the decisions
concerning their involvement and why,” (3)
“have a meaningful (rather than ‘decorative’)
role,” and (4) “volunteer for the project after
the project was made clear to them.”

Youth
Agency

Understand the purpose of the activities they are doing.
Youth did not plan the activity; it has been assigned.
Actively participating in what has been assigned.
Have a more meaningful (rather than
decorative/passive) role in the activity.
Might be asked to provide opinions about evaluation,
but it might not be used to inform future activities.

Decide the activities for the young people. 
Considers young people’s interests and learning styles,
makes decisions without youth input.
Allow and encourage youth to be active participants
and aware of the activity's purpose.
Might create space for youth to evaluate or give
feedback on an activity; the feedback might be used
on to make only surface-level changes or might not be
used to inform future activities.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 20 - 40%



Youth act as “consultants for adults in a manner which has great
integrity. The project is designed and run by adults, but youth
understand the process and their opinions are treated seriously.”

Example: After attending the previous youth advisory group the lived
experience consultants ask if they could help co-facilitate the next one.
The decision for their participation and which consultants, still sits with
the organisation. The feedback from the previous debrief is taken
seriously and problem solved by the organisation, the consultants still
provide consultation and are made aware of outcomes and the process,
but still do not have final say or the power to dispute until after. More of
a trial and error process of genuine youth participation stage. 

5.consulted
and informed 
Adult-led activities, in which youth are
consulted and informed about how their input
will be used and the outcomes of adult decisions.

Youth
Agency

Give advice to adults about the activities and projects.
Understand the process and their opinions are treated
seriously by adults.
Might be asked to provide opinions about evaluation
that will be used to inform future activities.

Design activities and projects.
Consider youth advice when planning.
Lead implementation 100%
Might create space for youth to evaluate or give
feedback on an activity that is used to inform future
activities.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 40 - 60%



Participation that constitutes adult-initiated, shared decisions with
youth occurs when adults initiate participatory projects, but they
share decision-making authority or management with youth.

Example: Lived experience consultants and youth within the
organisation consult, collaborate and finalise a youth participation
resource at the request of the organisation to help support youth
workers involve the participation of youth in service and program
design. Youth determine important aspects of youth participation and
make decisions with the adults on when and where the youth
participation resource is rolled out.  

6.Adult initiated shared
decisions with youth
Adult-led activities, in which decision-
making is shared with youth

Youth
Agency

Might determine topics or provide input about decision-
making on adult-determined topics.
Share decision-making power with adults.
Understand the process of planning and implementing
an activity.
Provide input and opinions that are treated seriously by
adults.
Might be asked to provide opinions about evaluation
that will be used to inform future activities.

Take youth input into account.
Plan the activity while being heavily influenced by youth
voice, opinions, interests, and preferences.
Frequently create space for youth input on adult-decided
topics at planning and implementation.
Might create space for youth to evaluate or give
feedback on an activity that is used to inform future
activities.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 60 - 80%



 Youth-led activities with little input from adults. When youth
conceptualize and carry out complex projects by working cooperatively
in small or large groups. While adults may observe and assist the youth,
they do not interfere with the process or play a directive or managerial
role. 

Example: The lived experience consultants request an evaluation of the
youth engagement plan and to have a meeting with the department to
talk through where commitments of the plan have been made within
Home Stretch WA and how youth voices will be supported following the
dismantle of Community of Practice. The community of practice program
managers help facilitate a meeting with the department at the youth
request, however discussion and evaluation is youth led and directed.   

7.Youth initiated
and directed 
Youth-led activities with
little input from adults.

Youth
Agency

Determine idea for activity.
Implement activity.
Evaluate activity.
Work independently from adults, which might result in
missed opportunities as a result of the lack of true
partnership.

Support youth decisions and implementation.
Trust in the leadership of young people.
Are likely not consulted by youth about planning,
implementation, and/or evaluation of the activity.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 80 - 100%



Participation that constitutes youth-initiated, shared decisions with
adults occurs when youth—though primarily teenage/young adults in
this case—share decision-making authority, management, or power
with adult partners and allies. Hart notes, however, that examples of
this form of youth participation are rare: “The reason, I believe, is not
the absence of a desire to be useful on the part of teenagers. It is
rather the absence of caring adults attuned to the particular interests
of young people. We need people who are able to respond to the
subtle indicators of energy and compassion in teenagers.”

Example: Lived experience consultants sitting on the guiding panel as
equal partners to raise any questions or issues and comment on
decision making, in collaboration with youth who were not able to
make the meeting and in Homestretch WA programs. Ensuring there is
a genuine youth voice at high levels of governance.  

8.Youth initiated shared
decision with adults
Youth-led activities, in which decision-making
is shared between youth and adults working as
equal partners.

Youth
Agency

Determine ideas for the activity.
Invite adults to join them in making decisions about the
project.
Implement the activity.
Work together with adults to evaluate activity and make
changes for future projects..

Serve as a resource for youth as they plan an activity.
Are consulted by youth to make decisions in partnership.
Serve as support for youth while they facilitate their
activity.
Work together with youth to evaluate activity and make
changes for future projects.
Trust in the leadership of young people.

Adult
Agency

Youth 
Empowered 100%



Youth
participation

Facts and benefits

Youth are empowered in their
communities and uplift each
others lived experiences in a
safe environment to create

positive changes! 

Create and expand on skills that
youth are interested in and give
them opportunities that a lot
of adults may have not given

them previously. this also
opens doors for them in their

career if they wish! 

Decisions and support are
youth-focused, future-focused
and person centred, rather than
just made because its what the
adults think is right. there is
more of a success rate when

youth are given opportunities
to meaningfully participate! 

Opens opportunities to
creatively solve challenges
and barriers for youth and
youth services! promoting

genuine action towards
accessibility, Inclusitivity and

community participation. 

Builds self determination,
communication And

transparency between youth
and services which creates a

relationship of trust!

appreciating and embedding
understandings from the journeys
that our young people experience
helps us better understand how to

support youth individually and
systemically for future social

change and action!  



The Hart’s Ladder of Youth Participation is a great starting
point in reflecting whether a program, activity or service
has genuine participation of youth. Services and workers
might ask themselves or young people to rate themselves
on the ladder in terms of how they’ve participated in their
experience as a young person with lived (and in some cases
learned) experiences!  The youth and agency points are
helpful breakdowns ofwhat each rung involves on both
sides and whether it is empowering young people! 

youth
participation 
Services and youth workers



Thank you
very much 


