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Abstract 

The importance of involving children and young people in decisions that affect them is now almost 

universally acknowledged, however, that acknowledgement has not necessarily translated into effective 

practice. A number of questions are still being raised about how young people’s involvement in decision-

making should be done, whether all children and young people get the chance to participate, and 

whether it actually makes a difference. Using a two-phase research design, this thesis explored the 

views of youth participation from adults and young people involved in non-governmental organisations 

in Aotearoa New Zealand, including the rationale for youth participation, the methods used, the barriers 

and enablers, and the effects of participation. The first phase involved secondary data analysis of 

quantitative and qualitative survey data using descriptive statistical and thematic analysis. The second 

phase involved semi-structured interviews with adults and focus groups with young people involved in 

organisations identified as exemplifying best practice in youth participation and an abductive approach 

to thematic analysis of these data. 

The findings demonstrate that youth participation is effective when it achieves the outcomes sought 

by both the organisation and the young people. Thus the rationale for youth participation from both the 

perspective of the organisation and the young people matters and should determine both the form of 

participation as well as other features of youth participation efforts, such as the supports provided. One 

size does not fit all when it comes to youth participation. Different groups of young people and different 

individuals have different reasons to get involved, experience different barriers, benefit from different 

kinds of support, and prefer different methods of participation. So too do organisations. In order to 

identify these differences, organisations need to be flexible and have a good understanding of the young 

people they are working with to be able to consider their perspective and be responsive to their needs. 

This means the quality of relationships between staff and young people are critical. Participation should 

not be limited to formal or traditional forms. Informal participation can be part of the organisational culture 

and effective in its own right. Although further research is required to understand the generalisability of 

the findings, they have important implications for youth participation practice.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Over the last few years the New Zealand Government has increased its focus on the participation of 

children and young people in decision making. This began with a focus on engagement with those in 

the care of what used to be known as the Child, Youth and Family Service within the Ministry of Social 

Development during the 2015 review of the care and protection system (Fitzmaurice, 2017). The 2015 

review led to an overhaul of the system and the creation of new bodies and mechanisms to support 

youth voice including the establishment of Voyce Whakarongo Mai, an independent organisation to 

advocate for children in care, and the use of co-design and other participatory practices in the newly 

created Oranga Tamariki, the Ministry for Children (Lambert, 2017). 

More recently, in 2019 the New Zealand Government adopted its first Child and Youth Wellbeing 

Strategy in which one of the Government’s six priorities is that “children and young people are involved 

and empowered” (Department of Prime Minister in Cabinet, 2019, p. 1). The strategy document further 

defines this as: “[children and young people] have their voices, perspectives, and opinions listened to 

and taken into account” (p. 1). This strategy is beginning to be operationalised including through the 

Youth Plan 2020-2022 - Turning Voice into Action (Ministry for Youth Development – Te Manatu 

Whakahiato Taiohi, 2020a) in July 2020 which, as its name suggests, has a strong focus on youth voice.   

United Nations is also about to commence its sixth periodic review of New Zealand’s compliance with 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCROC) with the New Zealand 

Government’s report on its compliance with UNCROC due to be submitted in June 2021. Article 12 of 

UNCROC contains what is often described as the right to participation – children’s right to express their 

views freely in all matters affecting them (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 1989).  

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child has described this right as one of the 

fundamental values of UNCROC and one of its four general principles, meaning that is not only a right 

in itself, but that it should also be considered in the interpretation and implementation of all other rights 

(United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2014).   

Turning to the non-governmental organisation (NGO) sector, in 2018 and 2019 Ara Taiohi, the peak 

body for youth development in New Zealand, led a long overdue review of the Youth Development 

Strategy Aotearoa originally developed in 2002 which included commissioning an evidence review of 

the youth development ecosystem by the Centre for Social Impact (2018) and a review of research on 



2 
 

youth development by Deane et al. (2019). The review resulted in the development of Mana Taiohi, a 

new principle-based framework for youth work in Aotearoa New Zealand (Ara Taiohi, 2020a).  One of 

the eight principles of Mana Taiohi focusses on the right to participation: “[a]cknowledging mana 

[authority or status], whai wāhitanga [participation] recognises young people as valued contributors to 

society, giving them space to participate, assume agency and take responsibility” (Ara Taiohi, 2020b).  

The inclusion of this principle in what is effectively the guiding document for the youth sector both 

recognises the importance of youth participation, and gives a high-level directive to NGOs working with 

and for young people that youth participation is an essential part of ethical youth work. However, Mana 

Taiohi is largely silent as to what this actually means in practice. 

NGOs also have a role in holding the government to account to ensure it meets its obligations to 

involve young people both domestically and under international law. For example, the Children’s Rights 

Alliance Aotearoa New Zealand (the Alliance), has a formal role as the country focal point for civil society 

participation in the United Nations periodic review of New Zealand’s compliance with UNCROC and, 

together with other bodies, monitors the application of UNCROC by the Government (Office of the 

Children's Commissioner, 2019). If NGOs like the Alliance are to fulfil their role in holding the 

Government to account effectively and with integrity, including in relation to children’s right to 

participation, arguably they must also “walk the talk” and ensure young people participate in their own 

work.   

 Children and young people are also becoming increasingly active in advocating for themselves and 

the changes that they wish to see in the world. For example, in 2016 Generation Zero, a youth-led 

climate organisation, began calls for zero carbon legislation developing their own Zero Carbon Act policy 

blueprint (Generation Zero, 2018) which contributed to the Climate Change Response (Zero Carbon) 

Amendment Act 2019 and in 2019 a group of young people launched the Make it 16 campaign to change 

the voting age including filing a claim in the High Court (Make it 16, 2020). Of note both of these 

examples of high profile, politically active young people involve youth organising themselves rather than 

joining existing organisations which leads to questions about why this is and in particular, whether it 

suggests NGOs are not involving young people ways that interests them.  
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Significance of the Study 

Unlike other jurisdictions, such as the United Kingdom and Ireland where a number of studies of 

youth participation in the NGO sector have taken place (Molyneux et al., 2010; Roe & McEvoy, 2011; 

Wellings, 2009), no statistics are available in relation to youth participation in NGOs in Aotearoa New 

Zealand and there is minimal published literature with only two articles identified in my review of the 

literature. The first reported on the involvement of an organisation’s youth advisory group in a service 

evaluation project  (Gaffney et al., 2013) and the second, was an explanation of the principle of 

whai wāhitanga [participation] in Mana Taiohi written by those involved in its development (Finlay-

Robinson et al., 2019).  Despite this, grey literature such as organisational websites and social media 

contain numerous examples of young people participating in the work of NGOs; for example, Youthline’s 

Youth Advisory Groups (Youthline, 2017), the Voyce National Youth Council (Voyce Whakaronga Mai, 

2020), and the Youth Homelessness Collective (2018). 

One of the most consistent themes in the research literature in other jurisdictions is whether youth 

participation actually makes a difference, or is simply tokenism. Commentators identify a gap between 

rhetoric and reality (Bo'sher, 2006; Cairns, 2006; Graham et al., 2006; Wheeler, 2010) and question 

whether young people are simply “consulted but not heard” (Robinson, 2010, p. 323). Questions are 

also asked about which young people are involved (Kelleher et al., 2014; Nairn et al., 2006) and whether 

youth participation is truly a vehicle for empowering young people or simply developing them into “good” 

citizens (Laitinen, 2018). The literature, including these tensions, is discussed in more depth in Chapter 

Two. 

Given the increasing focus on youth participation in Aotearoa New Zealand and the questions being 

asked overseas, there is a need to better understand what is occurring in this country as well as learning 

from those that are doing youth participation well to ensure that this increased focus results in 

meaningful engagement. For some NGOs, getting youth participation right could also be essential to 

their ongoing existence. As Elliott and Earl (2018) have argued, if membership based NGOs cannot 

attract young people as new members they simply will not survive. 

My Interest in this Research 

My interest in youth participation in NGOs began with the 2017 adoption of a new strategic plan by 

the youth legal services organisation where I worked which made placing young people at the centre of 
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our work a strategic priority (YouthLaw Aotearoa Inc, 2018). This priority came in part from an 

organisational commitment to UNCROC and, in particular, to children’s rights to participation and 

freedom of expression. There was also a desire to ensure that the services provided actually met the 

needs of the young people the organisation served which required a deep understanding of those needs.   

Since YouthLaw adopted its strategic plan in 2017, the board and staff have begun to explore different 

ways of involving young people in YouthLaw’s work and sought to learn from others in the youth sector 

in Aotearoa New Zealand in order to improve YouthLaw’s practice. These efforts to learn from what 

others are doing in the youth sector led to me choosing this topic for my thesis research.  Although I left 

my role at YouthLaw shortly prior to completing this thesis, my involvement in the organisation was a 

key part of the personal context in which I undertook this work. I also continue to hold a related role as 

the Chairperson of the Children’s Rights Alliance Aotearoa New Zealand which, as outlined above, is 

an NGO with a specific role in holding the Government to account in relation to its compliance with 

UNCROC and has its own commitment to UNCROC. This role forms another key part of my personal 

context for this research. 

Research Aims and Objectives 

My research explores youth participation in NGO members of Ara Taiohi, the peak body for youth 

development in Aotearoa New Zealand. In particular, it explores the following research questions: 

1. What is the rationale for youth participation (from the perspective of the organisation and the 

young people)?  

2. How do young people participate?  

3. What are the challenges or barriers to youth participation?  

4. What supports or enables good youth participation? 

5. What are the effects of youth participation?  

My aims in addressing these research questions were first to learn from other NGOs who involve 

young people in their organisations in order to improve how young people were involved at YouthLaw, 

and then to share this knowledge to improve practice across the sector. I used a two-phase mixed 

methods exploratory sequential research design with an emphasis on qualitative analysis. The first 

phase involved secondary data analysis of data collected from an online questionnaire carried out in 

2018 by Ara Taiohi. The second phase involved thematic analysis of qualitative data I obtained through 
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semi-structured interviews of adult participants and focus groups with young people from four participant 

organisations that had been identified as best practice exemplars by respondents of the Ara Taiohi 

online questionnaire. 

Definition of Key Terms 

In this section I define key terms used throughout my thesis.  

Youth and Young People 

The term “youth” is often understood as the period of transition from dependence in childhood to 

independence in adulthood which varies between individuals, cultures and over time, and depends on 

a range of socioeconomic factors (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 

2017; Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015). For practical reasons including the ability to compare data, this 

term is frequently defined by age although not always the same ages. For example, the United Nations 

defines “young people” as those between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four (United Nations 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, N.D.) whereas the Oranga Tamariki Act 1989 defines a 

“young person” as a person aged from fourteen to either seventeen or eighteen (depending upon the 

offence with which they have been charged). For the purposes of this research, I have adopted the 

definitions used by the New Zealand Ministry for Youth Development and define both “youth” and “young 

people” as those between the ages of 12 and 24 (Ministry for Youth Development – Te Manatu 

Whakahiato Taiohi, 2020b). I chose this definition as it is both more inclusive and the commonly 

accepted definition in the youth sector in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Youth Participation 

Definitions of youth participation vary significantly. Many include an evaluative aspect meaning an 

activity is not considered participation unless it reaches a certain threshold or level. For example, 

Checkoway (2011) defines youth participation as a process through which young people are actively 

engaged and have real influence in the institutions and decisions that affect them in contrast to situations 

where young people have a passive presence or token roles in adult agencies. Others argue that there 

is a need to move beyond adult-defined or formal methods of participation and develop new measures 

or definitions that link more closely to young people’s “lived experiences” (Wood, 2010).   

For the purposes of this research, I define the term youth participation both inclusively and 

purposefully as any form of involvement in the work of an NGO except where it relates to the young 
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person as a client of the organisation.  This definition allows consideration of all activities an organisation 

or a young person consider to be participation, but excludes those where the participant is simply a 

service user.    

NGO 

Although formulating a precise definition of an NGO can be difficult (Lewis, 2010), for the purposes 

of this research I have defined the term NGO as a “for purpose” organisation that is governed and 

managed independently from the New Zealand government. NGOs may receive government funding, 

for example, through a service delivery contract, but they exercise independent decision making at both 

strategic and operational levels. All schools and local government bodies fall outside this definition of 

an NGO and accordingly, forms of youth participation such as youth councils are outside the scope of 

my research. 

Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter Two contains a review of the key literature in relation to youth participation. It discusses the 

varying rationales for youth participation, how young people participate, the factors affecting youth 

participation, and some of the ethical considerations. Chapter Three sets out my methodology for this 

research including my positioning as a researcher and my research design. Chapters Four and Five 

discuss the two phases of my research, secondary data analysis of online questionnaire data then semi-

structured interviews and focus groups. These chapters also present and briefly discuss my findings in 

each phase. Chapter Six brings together and discusses my findings in the context of the literature then 

sets out my conclusions and recommendations including limitations of my research, my key insights, 

implications for policy and practice, and recommendations for further research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Overview   

This chapter discusses the literature in relation to youth participation with a focus on the literature 

relating to my research questions and is therefore structured around those questions. I begin by 

reviewing the different rationales given for youth participation due to my personal view, albeit one shared 

by others such as the well-recognised children’s participation theorist Harry Shier (Wheeler, 2010), that 

it is necessary to “know your why” – or what your intended outcome is, before you can consider how to 

achieve it. I then consider the literature in relation to methods and models of youth participation, 

challenges and barriers, how to support or enable participation, before concluding with a discussion of 

literature relating to the effects of participation. Given the limited literature in relation to youth 

participation in NGOs particularly in New Zealand, I discuss the literature in relation to youth participation 

in other contexts such as government decision-making and political participation more generally, as well 

as considering literature from other jurisdictions.   

 Rationales for Youth Participation 

Although various rationales are given for youth participation they are often put into broad groups with 

a focus on the rationale from the organisational or adult perspective: rights-based or legalistic 

arguments, arguments based on democracy and active citizenship, those based on developmental 

benefits, and those based on service improvements (Checkoway, 2011; Head, 2011; Tisdall, 2015).  

Less attention seems to be paid to why young people participate; however, interestingly some literature 

suggests that young people do not place value on the same things as adults. 

The Right to Participate 

Much of the literature on youth participation relies on the participation rights contained in UNCROC, 

and Article 12 in particular. Article 12 provides that children have the right to freely express their views 

in relation to matters that affect them (Bolstad, 2011; Cairns, 2006; Carnegie UK Trust, 2008; 

Checkoway, 2011; Fitzmaurice, 2016; Harris, 2006; Head, 2011; Percy-Smith, 2010; Roholt & Mueller, 

2013; Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015); however, Article 12 has a number of limitations. First, it contains 

the qualification that a child’s views must be “given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity 

of the child” which Hartas and Lindsay (2011) argue suggests that children’s voices may be heard but 

not listened to. Secondly, it is questionable who decides what matters affect the child (Hartas & Lindsay, 

2011); adults maintain the right to make the final decision on the basis of what they consider to be in the 
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best interests of the child (Wheeler, 2010). Finally, the rights contained in UNCROC only apply up to the 

age of eighteen. 

More generally, under New Zealand law it is well established that international law is not directly 

enforceable unless it has been incorporated into domestic legislation ("C v Holland," 2012). There is 

only one piece of legislation in New Zealand that has incorporated UNCROC, the Oranga Tamariki Act 

1989 (as amended by the Children, Young Persons, and Their Families (Oranga Tamariki) Legislation 

Act 2017), and this is only as one of eight factors to be considered when placing the well-being of a child 

or young person at the centre of decision-making as required by section 5(1)(b) of the Act.  Even the 

Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy does not explicitly refer to UNCROC  (Department of Prime Minister 

in Cabinet, 2019).  

Furthermore, these international instruments are only binding on state parties, not NGOs. However, 

the argument can be made that they create a moral obligation and that it would be inconsistent for any 

NGO that has a watchdog role to act in a way that would not align with international rights instruments, 

including by failing to recognise children’s right to participation. Where NGOs are funded by the 

Government, there is also an argument that their compliance with UNCROC is assisting the state in 

fulfilling its international commitment to children’s rights (Lundy & McEvoy, 2012). 

More general rights-based arguments are also made. These include Cairns (2006) describing 

participation as a fundamental right of citizenship and Villa-Torres and Svanemyr (2015) conceptualising 

participation as both a civil and political right (for example, participation in elections) and an economic, 

cultural and social right (for example, participation in the design and implementation of social policies).   

Democracy and Active Citizenship 

It is argued that increased levels of youth participation provides indirect benefits for society as a 

whole through contributions to citizenship, developing respect for human rights, mutual responsibility 

and enhancing democracy (Ara Taiohi, 2011; Head, 2011). However, concerns have been raised that 

only certain groups of young people become involved and these restrictions further exclude those that 

are more vulnerable or marginalised (Gazit & Perry-Hazan, 2020; Head, 2011). This issue is explored 

further below. 

Others caution that if youth participation is seen as a form of preparation for adulthood and adult 

forms of political participation, this can force children and young people to act as “little adults” rather 
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than being themselves (Kallio & Hakli, 2011), thus creating opportunities for children to practice "good" 

citizenship rather than their voices actually being heard and acted upon (Crowley, 2015; Laitinen, 2018), 

and even training them to act and think as neoliberal subjects (Bersaglio et al., 2015). Indeed, Hartung 

(2017) argues that much of what is called youth participation today is part of a wider neoliberal project 

that both idealises responsible and rational young citizens, and downplays the role of systemic inequality 

therefore “reinforcing rather than overcoming children and young people’s subjugation” (p. xii). Similarly, 

in Shier’s 2010 study of the thinking of adults involved in children’s participation he found that of fifteen 

tensions identified, eight were “between participation as social control and participation as 

empowerment” (Shier, 2010a, p. 26). These tensions are also a theme in mainstream literature with the 

argument being that when the space, agenda, participants, methods, budget, and objectives remain in 

the control of the powerful group “participation” is really just an indirect form of governance or “soft 

policing” (Shier, 2010a, p. 32).  

Personal and Social Development 

Another common rationale is that youth participation supports the personal and social development 

of participating young people through the acquisition of knowledge and skills, improved capacity, 

confidence, self-efficacy and self-esteem, greater initiative, teamwork, networks and social capital 

(Carnegie UK Trust, 2008; Checkoway, 2011; Graham et al., 2006; Head, 2011; Horwath et al., 2011; 

Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015). Horwath et al. (2011) also argue these benefits may be as important 

as the actual outcomes of participation particularly for socially excluded, marginalised and vulnerable 

children. However, at least one study has found that young people themselves did not place much 

weight on the development benefits identified in the literature or by their facilitator (Graham et al., 2006) 

which raises the question of who they are important to. 

Service Improvement  

There has been increasing recognition that often services for youth are not as effective as they should 

be (Collins et al., 2017), and clients or customers will be well served only if their needs and views are 

understood (Head, 2011). It is argued that by enabling service providers to better understand young 

people’s needs, youth participation can make programmes more cost effective (Head, 2011), meaningful 

(Bulanda et al., 2013), accountable (Hartas & Lindsay, 2011), and more likely to meet the practical and 
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personal needs of young people (Collins et al., 2017). Whether this actually occurs is another question 

I return to further on. 

Barber (2009) concludes that the process of bringing young people, as consumers, closer to the 

provider is now part of mainstream activity and could be the key driver for youth participation in some 

jurisdictions. Indeed, this seems to have been the primary driver for children’s participation in the review 

of New Zealand’s care and protection system where they were included as part of the “voice of 

experience” in order to “understand children and their context” in a process delivered in partnership with 

a human-centred design agency (Fitzmaurice, 2017, p. 45). This co-design process has been criticised 

by some in the youth sector who describe the method as “inherently limited, adult-dominated and 

typically manipulative” (Finlay-Robinson et al., 2019, p. 48) and refer to cynicism about the process 

expressed by one of the young people who had been involved.  

This rationale, sometimes described as a ‘”consumerist” approach, can be contrasted with rights-

based and development rationales. For example, Brady (2017) suggests the consumerist approach is 

developed “by the state” with an emphasis on drawing in ideas to inform rational decision making by 

services. He contrasts this with the democratic model which is developed by service users and is 

concerned with the redistribution of power and involvement in decision-making. Concerns are also 

raised that children and young people’s authentic experiences may only be seen as valuable if they are 

in line with what is politically strategic (Hartung, 2017), and that children’s participation can be abused 

when their role is limited to providing testimony of their experiences before adults proceed with 

“deliberation and important business” (Reddy, 2000, p. 45). 

Young People’s Rationale for Participation 

There is significantly less literature in relation to why young people themselves choose to participate 

with few sources even mentioning this, other than to note, sometimes almost in passing, that young 

people do want to participate. Studies that do consider young people’s rationale, or more often the 

benefits of participation from the perspective of the young people themselves, surface a number of 

common themes: reciprocity or giving back in return for the help they received (Body & Hogg, 2019; 

Gaffney et al., 2013); helping others and supporting their peers or making a difference (Body & Hogg, 

2019; Graham et al., 2006); and opportunity to learn and develop or try new things (Hill, 2006).  In Hill’s 

2006 article reviewing the evidence about children’s expressed views on methods used to obtain their 
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views he concluded that sometimes young people’s decision to participate or not involved a cost-benefit 

analysis where participation can be attractive as an alternative to class, but less so as an alternative to 

leisure time (Hill, 2006). 

Although motivations and benefits are not the same thing, they can overlap given some young people 

participate in order to achieve a particular benefit or outcome (Gaffney et al., 2013; Hill, 2006). In a case 

study of a youth advisory group in rural Australia, researchers found the most common benefits identified 

by the young people were having the chance to give back to the community; being part of a productive 

group “rather than sitting at home” (Graham et al., 2006, p. 240); working with young people they would 

not otherwise have met; attending conferences outside the region; and being able to create something 

practical. Of particular interest, the young people’s views of the benefits did not focus on the things the 

adult facilitator had identified as being of significant benefit; the significance of the issues upon which 

they were consulted, having their voices heard, and skill development (Graham et al., 2006).   

 Another study involved qualitative interviews with ten young people who had been involved in youth 

participation projects ten years earlier. The researchers found that the young people identified a number 

of lasting impacts: an improved ability to form and maintain relationships, feeling more confident to act 

positively in given situations and engage in challenging tasks, feeling uniquely supported and invested 

in, ongoing participation in volunteering, and an increased sense of political engagement (Body & Hogg, 

2019). As both of these studies involved very few young people, limited conclusions can be drawn.  

However, they provide interesting context for this research and raise possible differences in rationale 

and emphasis between organisations and the young people themselves. 

What is Youth Participation? 

Methods of Youth Participation 

Participation can mean many things. At a practical level, it can include seeking and sharing 

information, expressing ideas, having a say in decisions, goal setting, co-design, resource allocation, 

policy or programme development, analysis, advocacy, programme implementation and evaluation 

(Bulanda et al., 2013; Checkoway, 2011; Dunlop et al., 2018; Percy-Smith, 2010; United Nations 

Children’s Fund, 2001). A study in relation to the “best” ways of obtaining children’s views which involved 

a literature review, eighteen focus groups and a questionnaire concluded that: 
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[T]here is no one ‘best’ method from young people’s points of view. Many young people recognize 

that different methods suit different people and purposes, so that ideally they should be offered a 

choice and range of methods (Lightfoot and Sloper, 2002b). Some prefer certain methods that others 

dislike, while most are able to see pros and cons in most methods, just as many research design 

textbooks do (Hill, 2006, p. 76). 

Non-participants were usually more critical of methods like youth forums, school councils and one-

off events than participants and raised concerns that views were only obtained from a small number of 

young people and in relation to the method of selection (Hill, 2006). Hill also makes the point that it is 

important not to confuse positive experience with effectiveness, giving the example that “one-off 

consultation events are very popular, but they are expensive and often appear to have very little impact” 

(Hill, 2006, p. 74). 

More generally, as White (2012) and Bersaglio et al. (2015) have argued, participation is often framed 

in such a way that the only legitimate forms of participation are those defined by government such as 

youth forums and other official activities whereas those who act outside this framework by attending 

protests or engaging in other forms of activism are not considered to be bona fide participants and even 

a threat to the security and stability of society. Beals and Wood (2012) make a similar point arguing that 

although “adults want young people to be active agents”, they “also want to define and regulate this 

agency, the parameters that surround it, and the outcomes that could be achieved” (p. 210). 

This is seen as problematic by many writers, for example Percy-Smith (2010), who concludes that 

for many young people formal participation opportunities are not connected with their everyday lives 

meaning they do not feel empowered despite these opportunities. He argues it is necessary to rethink 

children’s participation to move away from formal processes and focus more on the multitude of 

possibilities for participation in everyday life (Percy-Smith, 2010). Farthing (2010) makes a similar 

argument discussing how young people themselves conceptualise participation and are developing their 

own new and innovative ways to participate. 

In Aotearoa New Zealand it is also important to consider the cultural dimension of participation and 

as Keelan (2014) asks, “whether in a mātauranga Māori [Māori knowledge] or tikanga Māori [Māori 

customs and practices] context participation is different” (Keelan, 2014, p. 53). One difference identified 

by Keelan (2014) is that for taiohi Māori [Māori youth], the whānau [family] expectation is that 
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participation is a community activity where young people are not expected to take responsibility for 

whānau outcomes but do have the right and associated responsibility to contribute to them like any other 

member of the whānau. Keelan (2014) also cites an article containing a number of quotes from the 

1800s in relation to traditional practices at hui [meetings] and in whānau Māori [Māori families] that she 

concludes make it clear that “children’s input at hui was listened to, taken into account; they were 

supported to make their point of view known, involved, and therefore shared power” (Keelan, 2014, p. 

53). This suggests that while cultural context is important, for example the understanding that taiohi 

Māori [Māori youth] must be considered in the context of their whānau [family], that does not mean that 

child and youth participation in Māori culture was, or is, less emphasised or less important than in 

Western cultures.   

Youth Participation Models and Typologies 

Over time a range of different models or typologies of youth participation (and non-participation) have 

also been developed, with the modern starting point being Hart’s 8-rung Ladder of Participation (Hart, 

1992; Head, 2011). The first three rungs of the ladder are categorised as “non-participation” which are 

to be avoided and include “manipulation”, “decoration”, and “tokenism”. The following five rungs describe 

increasing “degrees of participation” from “assigned but informed”, “consulted and informed”, “adult-

initiated shared decisions with children”, “child-directed and initiated”, and finally “child-initiated, shared 

decisions with adults” (Hart, 1992, p. 8). Hart argues that that “child-initiated and directed” should be the 

top rung on the basis that the highest degree of citizenship is when we not only feel we can initiate 

change, but also recognise the rights of others to have a voice and involve them (Hart, 2008). 

Subsequent writers have criticised what they see as the hierarchical nature of Hart’s ladder which 

has been interpreted as suggesting that going up the rungs of the ladder means qualitatively better 

forms of participation (Wong et al., 2010).  This is seen as obscuring the possibility that participation at 

a lower rung done well can be more effective than participation at the top rung done badly, that different 

levels may be appropriate for different projects (Horwath et al., 2011), and failing to recognise that young 

people’s capacity to participate does not evolve in a linear manner, rather young people tend to “to and 

fro” in their participation due to a range of factors and circumstances (Graham et al., 2006; Horwath et 

al., 2011).  



14 
 

Concerns have also been raised that Hart’s model can place a disproportionate burden on young 

people and that it fails to take account of the findings in youth-adult participation research demonstrating 

how adult involvement contributes to positive youth development (Wong et al., 2010).  Others have also 

argued that Hart’s ladder focuses on power and control over project management but tends to ignore 

every-day, informal participation and the diversity of young people’s lives, meaning that a more nuanced 

situational approach is required (Head, 2011).  Hart himself has also identified the limitations of his 

model including that its emphasis on individual agency may not be appropriate to many cultures and 

that there are better ways to talk about how children can work meaningfully with others (Hart, 2008). 

Some of these critiques have also led to new iterations of Hart’s ladder including turning it into a rope 

ladder to denote increased flexibility and adaptability (Krishna et al., 2018), and what could be described 

as a jungle gym in which rungs can be climbed up and down, backward, and sideward, denoting 

alternatives to a smoother process of climbing rungs on a ladder (Ergler, 2017).    

Shier created an additional tool for practitioners building on Hart’s ladder by removing the levels of 

non-participation (the lowest three rungs on Hart’s ladder), slightly reframing the five levels of 

participation, then identifying the three stages of commitment that can be applied at each level of 

participation, “openings”, “opportunities”, and “obligations” (Shier, 2001, p. 110), as well as questions 

that can be asked at each level to determine a reader’s current position, encourage reflection, and 

identify the steps that they can take to increase the level of participation. For those with a rights-based 

orientation, Shier’s Pathways to Participation also usefully highlights the level required to be consistent 

with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. A modified version of Shier’s Pathways 

to Participation is depicted in Figure 2.1.  

Others have developed their own less-hierarchical models including Treseder’s (1997) degrees of 

participation and the empowerment pyramid developed by Wong et al. (2010). Treseder argues youth-

driven participation may be inappropriate in some cases and his model reframes Hart’s degrees of 

participation as five unique but equal forms of participation in non-linear modes “assigned, but informed”, 

“adult-initiated, shared decisions with children”, “child-initiated and directed”, “child-initiated, shared 

decisions with adults”, and “consulted and informed” (Treseder et al., 1997). These five forms of 

participation are organised in a circular arrangement with no clear start or end point making it clear that 

none is superior. 
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Figure 2.1 

Modified Version of Shier’s (2001) Pathways to Participation 

 

 

Note. This figure depicts a modified version of Shier’s (2001) pathways to participation in which the questions have 

been simplified and replaced with the concepts to be explored at each level and stage.  

 

Wong et al.’s empowerment pyramid takes a different approach and depicts five types of participation 

that delineate various levels of youth–adult involvement in an inverted V schematic where the side 

labelled as “adult control” moves from adults having total control through where they have most control, 

to the apex of youth-adult control and the other side labelled “youth control” moves up from youth having 

most control through adults giving youth most control to the same apex of shared control (Wong et al., 

2010, p. 105).  Wong et al. (2010) argue that shared control is preferable to both adult control and youth 

control because the evidence suggests that this provides greater empowerment and potential for 

positive youth development. A modified version of Wong et al.’s TYPE Pyramid is depicted in Figure 

2.2. 
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Figure 2.2 

Modified Version of Wong et al.’s (2010) TYPE pyramid 

 

 

Note. This figure depicts a modified version of Wong et al.’s (2010) TYPE pyramid using arrow boxes to 

demonstrate the increasing levels of participation and line arrows to depict increasing empowerment at each level.  

 

Additional models have also been developed which incorporate the cultural context in which 

participation is occurring, including the Ladder of Indigenous Participation developed by Burford et al. 

(2012) and the Pacifika Youth Participation Guide developed by Le Va (2016). The Ladder of Indigenous 

Participation drew from the original ladder developed by Arnstein (1969) and describes different levels 

of indigenous participation in educational initiatives using curriculum content and involvement in decision 

making as indicators of the depth of participation (Burford et al., 2012). It begins with a level -1 

“denigration” before moving up through level 0: “neglect”, level 1: “acknowledgement - learning about”, 

level 2: “engagement - learning from”, level 3: “interculturality – learning together”, and level 4: “full 

partnership – learning as one”.  See Table 2.2 for a simplified version of Burford et al.’s (2012) Ladder 

of Indigenous Participation that includes the meaning of each level. 
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Table 2.2 

Burford et al.’s (2012) Ladder of Indigenous Participation 

Level Meaning 

Level -1: Denigration  Formal curriculum explicitly denigrates indigenous knowledge. 

 Indigenous people are not involved in decision-making. 

Level 0: Neglect  Formal curriculum does not explicitly denigrate indigenous 

knowledge, but is still devalued and made invisible by omission.   

 Indigenous people not involved in decision-making. 

Level 1: 

Acknowledgement – 

“Learning About” 

 Formal curriculum includes outsiders’ descriptions of indigenous 

knowledge in a way that assumes homogeneity or reinforces 

discourses of traditionalism.  

 Indigenous people’s involvement in decision-making very limited 

or non-existent. 

Level 2: Engagement – 

“Learning From” 

 Formal curriculum emphasises the merits of indigenous 

knowledge, but non-indigenous approaches still dominate.   

 Indigenous people may be involved in decision-making in a limited 

way. 

Level 3: Interculturality 

“Learning Together” 

 Formal curriculum acknowledges the inherent quality of different 

knowledge systems.   

 Decision-making is collaborative with an awareness of learning 

together towards shared goals but the divide between indigenous 

and non-indigenous continues. 

Level 4: Full Partnership  There is a sense of unity and that new knowledge and 

opportunities have been generated through problem-based, 

change-oriented learning.   

 Decision-making is fully collaborative and incorporates local 

stakeholders. 

 

Le Va’s Pasifika Youth Participation Guide (Le Va, 2016) is less a typology and more a guide for how 

to do youth participation however I have included it because it is particularly relevant in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, given the youthful Pasifika population particularly in Auckland (Stats NZ Tatauranga Aotearoa, 

2010). It includes a diagram that sets out the elements that will enable effective participation by Pasifika 

youth using a circular shape emphasising the interconnection between each element: absolute inclusion 

(effective processes, sufficient resources and mutually clear communication), radical acceptance 

(organisational readiness, nurturing the va [the space between you and another person], and pastoral 
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care) and full participation (shared power, provide meaningful roles, and mutual trust) together with the 

values that must sit under any participation activity (Le Va, 2016). See Figure 2.3. 

 

Figure 2.3 

Le Va’s (2016) Pacifika Youth Participation Guide 

                                 

Note: This diagram is taken from Le Va’s (2016) Pacifika Youth Participation Guide and is reproduced with the 

permission of the copyright holder (see Appendix A). 

 

Finally, E Tipu E Rea – A Framework for Taiohi Māori Development was developed by Keelan et al 

(2002) for the Ministry of Māori Development. Although E Tipu E Rea is not a model for, or typology of, 

youth participation I have included it because it is the foundational document for youth participation for 

taiohi Māori [Māori youth] in Aotearoa New Zealand. E Tipu E Rea draws from a whakatauki [proverb] 

from Tā Apirana Ngata to set out four elements of youth participation for taiohi Māori [Māori youth]; 

ensure that programmes are relevant to the time and place of young people who will participate, access 

a range or resources including non-Māori resources, ensure that there are opportunities for young 

people to engage in activities that affirm their cultural identity, and care for the young people’s spiritual 

needs (Keelan, 2014). 
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Although I have outlined a number of models, there are also many more (Shier, 2010b; Westhorp, 

1987; Wierenga, 2003) and I chose to focus on those that are most commonly referred to or that are 

particularly relevant given the context of my research. This demonstrates that there is certainly no 

shortage of models for youth participation, perhaps because although the idea that a simple model can 

guide our practice is very attractive, reality is much more complex leaving the various models open to 

criticism and leading to the creation additional models to fill perceived gaps. Or as Shier (2010a) himself 

concluded, these models “are inadequate to conceptualise the complex and multidimensional reality of 

children and young people’s participation in society” and “styles of engagement as unique and diverse 

as the children and young people themselves”. This is not so much a fault of the models themselves, 

rather it reflects the reality that no single theory can give us a perfect or all-purpose point of view as 

Morgan (2006) has argued in another context.   

Barriers and Challenges to Participation  

A range of interrelated barriers or challenges to effective participation are identified in the literature 

including staff attitudes, tokenism, organisational barriers, young people’s lack of motivation (often the 

result of previous experiences), limited financial or social resources, feeling intimidated, discomfort with 

formal environments, difficulty understanding the language used, limits on information sharing due to 

confidentiality concerns, young people feeling ineffective or like decisions do not matter, and not having 

the appropriately skilled people involved (Collins et al., 2017; Gaffney et al., 2013; Horwath et al., 2011; 

The Werry Centre for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Workforce Development, 2009). I discuss 

four of these challenges in more detail below. I have deliberately termed them challenges because my 

view is that, although they can all be challenging issues to address, whether they become barriers will 

depend on what the organisation does. 

The Role of Adults 

Many writers identify tensions between what adults want youth to consider and what the young people 

are actually interested in (Graham et al., 2006; Percy-Smith, 2010), arguing that young people should 

have participation opportunities in relation to issues that are of concern to them rather than being 

involved without having taken part in setting the agenda (Bo'sher, 2006; Hartas & Lindsay, 2011).  

Concerns are also raised about adults asking young people to participate in processes that require them 

to develop adult-centric skills such as formal writing and speaking (Henley, 2015). This sort of approach 
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is sometimes described as “adultising” and can involve adults not accepting young people as they are, 

or only doing so if they mimic “responsible” adult values and behaviour (Barber, 2009). A related concern 

is that participation often occurs in adult spaces and timeframes due to organisational constraints rather 

than considering the needs of the participating children and young people (Fitzmaurice, 2017). 

Others raise concerns that the views of young people may be filtered by adult opinions (Fitzmaurice, 

2017), and that young people are not involved in the assessment of issues or decision-making in 

response (Percy-Smith, 2010; Reddy, 2000). Concerns are also expressed in relation to the 

intergenerational power differential between adults and young people and the need to address this in 

designing any participation process (Percy-Smith, 2010), as well adult scepticism about children’s 

capacity to have a meaningful input into decision-making (Lundy, 2007) and even outright hostility (Gazit 

& Perry-Hazan, 2020). On the other hand, there is also a substantial amount of literature in relation to 

the value of adult support and guidance for youth outcomes (Augsberger et al., 2018; Augsberger et al., 

2019; Graham et al., 2006; Wong et al., 2010; Zeldin et al., 2013). For example, Augsberger et al. (2018) 

reviewed the literature on youth-adult partnerships before concluding that adults have key roles in 

supporting the success of youth initiatives and that research shows that developmental outcomes for 

young people are stronger when adults are involved. 

Young People’s Reluctance to Participate 

It is increasingly being recognised that young people’s views on participation are changing, with many 

young people failing to see the relevance of state-based democratic politics or finding meaning in 

traditional forms of affiliation and participation (Farthing, 2010; Harris et al., 2010; Henn et al., 2018).  

Those commenting on this issue are often careful to make it clear that the problem is not one of apathetic 

youth, rather it is a question of young people changing the form or nature of their participation in 

response to not feeling heard in traditional contexts. For example, Henn et al. (2018) argue that although 

British youth are voting in declining numbers, they are actively participating in non-parliamentary actions 

such as protests, youth-led occupations, and political consumerism and Harris et al. (2010) conclude 

that it is not surprising that young people’s participation in formal politics is declining when politicians 

demonstrably do not listen to their concerns.   

Laitinen (2018) reviewed research on young people’s participation in civil society organisations, an 

alternative name for NGOs, and concluded that young people are now less engaged in established 
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organisations including not joining as members and choosing short-term involvement rather than long-

term commitments. Similarly, the Youth Participatory Politics Survey found that although 90% of youth 

were not organisational members, nearly three quarters were still involved in some sort of political or 

civic activity. They concluded that the organisations are at least partly to blame for this based on their 

analysis of over 1000 websites of social movement organisations which found that the organisations’ 

web presences generally do a poor job of providing opportunities for engagement and that less than half 

of the websites were youth-orientated (Elliott & Earl, 2018). Social movement organisations are often 

also adult dominated and tend to minimise the leadership and participation available to young people 

which can lead to youth forming their own organisations or participating outside organisations (Elliott 

and Earl, 2018). Arguably organisations now need a dual strategy to both address the marginalisation 

of young people and revitalise their interest in participation, as well as to connect with the ways that they 

are now choosing to engage (Siurala, 2000 cited in Harris et al., 2010).  

Which Young People?  

Some authors raise the concern that focusing on the differences between children and adults tends 

to underplay the diversity within a child population (Wyness, 2009). As James (2007) goes on to argue, 

uncritically clumping children together and assuming they speak with one voice, irrespective of class or 

culture, risks further disempowering them rather than giving them greater audibility and visibility. When 

this happens in the context of a participation structure, the risk is that the participants in that structure 

are wrongly assumed to be the voice of all children (Fitzmaurice, 2017; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012).  

Another common theme in much of the literature is the bias towards the inclusion of certain groups 

of young people (Bo'sher, 2006; Kelleher et al., 2014; Nairn et al., 2006). One area of concern is that 

participating young people are most likely to be middle-class, well educated, articulate, and not 

representative of those most in need (Kelleher et al., 2014). This further disadvantages those who are 

marginalised because of age, ability or personal circumstances (Augsberger et al., 2018; Gazit & Perry-

Hazan, 2020; Horwath et al., 2011). However, Nairn et al. (2006) notes that, as well as focus on this 

group of “achievers”, attention is also directed to those on the other end of the spectrum, described as 

“troublemakers”, which misses out the majority of young people who fit into the “the excluded middle” 

(Nairn et al., 2006, p. 249), and results in a polarised view of young people. The lack of attention on 

those in the middle is also an issue in relation to young people’s motivation to participate where less 
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attention is paid to those “ordinary” young people who are neither deeply apathetic, nor engaged in high 

profile alternative ways (Harris et al., 2010).  

Even amongst those who are included, concerns are raised that some children’s views carry more 

weight either because they were more confident in group discussions, or the adults were more inclined 

to take their views seriously (Hill, 2006). A related concern is that some children are only invited to 

participate in certain topics: for example, children and young people with disabilities being consulted 

about issues around disability but not “mainstream” issues that also affect them (Tisdall, 2015).  

Ethical Considerations 

A number of ethical issues are identified in the literature with the primary issue being finding the 

balance between the protection of young people, especially those who have experienced trauma and 

may be further harmed through participation, and respecting their rights as social actors to participate 

and be heard on matters that affect them (Daley, 2015; Fitzmaurice, 2017). However, both Daley (2015) 

and Fitzmaurice (2017) argue that this balance can be found through carefully developing the 

methodology.  

Ethical issues also arise due to the inherent power imbalance when adults seek to facilitate young 

people’s participation as well as when outsiders, who are often university-educated and relatively 

privileged, seek to facilitate insider knowledge where the insiders are marginalised or at risk (Driskell et 

al., 2009). Additional issues arise where the intention is to involve young people who have previously 

received services from the organisation who may feel obliged to participate in return for the benefit that 

they have received rather than doing so on a purely voluntary basis, as well as young people 

participating due to many young people’s tendency to agree to what they are asked to do (Gaffney et 

al., 2013). Again, the counter to these concerns is that ethical issues would also arise if these young 

people were excluded from participation so the focus should be on addressing the issues, rather than 

taking the easy option and not involving the young people. 

How to Support Participation  

A common theme in the literature is that participation should be a long-term process with 

comprehensive systems that integrate and embed a culture of participation into the organisation 

(Fitzmaurice, 2016; Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015; Wheeler, 2010). This includes transforming any 
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aspects of the organisation’s culture that may work against effective participation (Bolstad, 2011) and 

building dialogue and trust between children and adults (Johnson, 2017).   

The idea that people and relationships are important is also a consistent thread with the three key 

ingredients cited by the young people interviewed by  Body and Hogg (2019) being the ability of staff 

and volunteers to build positive relationships with young people; having a voice and feeling respected 

by staff, volunteers and other young participants; and the opportunity to experience new things. Horwath 

et al. (2011) reached a similar conclusion, describing the facilitator as one of the key components that 

determines the type of participation that occurs, and arguing that facilitators need certain attributes 

including good communication and inter-personal skills. 

Molyneux et al. (2010) concluded it is important to support both the young people and adults working 

with them which means that changes need to be made to the organisation’s processes, and time needs 

to be allowed for all involved to learn and adapt.  He then created a basic structure or framework by 

grouping what needs to be done to support effective participation into two main groups: organisational 

issues and support for young people.  Driskell et al. (2009) developed a more detailed framework based 

on the idea that spaces of participation are created or constrained by organisational practices in five key 

interrelated dimensions: the expression of values regarding young people’s participation; giving form to 

normative space through organisational structure, programming, staffing and budget priorities; everyday 

processes or mechanisms by which young people participate in decision making and management; 

actual space that young people can claim as their own; and individual and group interactions between 

adults and youth, and between young people (Driskell et al., 2009). Although the absence of one or 

other does not mean that the organisation is not using participatory practices, sustaining youth 

participation requires activity in all five dimensions. For example, if a commitment to meaningful youth 

participation is absent from statements made by the organisational leaders, the organisation’s website, 

or its promotional literature participatory practice can become an afterthought, whereas without 

appropriate structures, such as dedicated staff and budget allocations, any public statements may ring 

empty and efforts to operationalise participation could go adrift (Driskell et al., 2009). 

Effect of Youth Participation   

A number of practitioners and academics have identified a gap between rhetoric and reality (Bo'sher, 

2006; Cairns, 2006; Graham et al., 2006; Wheeler, 2010) or at the least a lack of evidence of the 
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effectiveness of youth participation (Crowley, 2015). There certainly are some instances when young 

people have had an influence over decision makers  (Bulanda et al., 2013; Collins et al., 2017; Johnson, 

2017); for example, Bulanda et al. (2013) reported on an evaluation audit of a participatory action after-

school youth leadership programme for disadvantaged urban youth in the United States where feedback 

from young people enabled the provider to improve their services such that youth engagement in a 

programme increased from 79% to 99%. However, many other studies show little evidence of impact 

suggesting young people may be consulted but they are not heard (Crowley, 2015; Johnson, 2017; 

Lavis & Hewson, 2011; Robinson, 2010). Research into the impacts of children’s participation on public 

decision making found that it was hard to discern any resulting changes to policy or practice in a Welsh 

case study (Crowley, 2015), and a review of a series of studies of children’s views of health professionals 

found that the studies simply continue to repeat the same themes and messages without any change 

(Robinson, 2010).   

Lack of impact matters because if young people do not see any change from their efforts they may 

be unwilling to participate in democratic processes for many years to come (Crowley, 2015). For 

example, a young person who participated in a study on promoting the participation of young people by 

Horwath et al. (2011), which involved young people from Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece and the UK 

explained: “participation is not only about ladders it is more like a game of snakes and ladders: if it feels 

right you go up, if it's wrong you go down” (Horwath et al., 2011, p. 160). Another young man involved 

in the same study reflected on his past experiences of participation and said “I blame myself for being 

ignored” (Horwath et al., 2011, p. 160), with the authors explaining that self-blaming behaviour is 

common to young people who have experienced violence. Young people in a reference group in the 

United Kingdom have also spoken about “the pain of not being understood” (Lavis & Hewson, 2011, p. 

16). This suggests that ineffective participation may also cause direct harm to the young people 

themselves.   

As Villa-Torres and Svanemyr (2015) have argued, these concerns about the gap between rhetoric 

and reality are why it is important to evaluate youth participation. The question then becomes what to 

evaluate.  Crowley (2015) cites unpublished work by Kirby et al. who identified three main dimensions 

of change in participation work where there are measurable impacts: impact on services, policies and 

institutions; impact on social and power relations; and impact on children's personal development and 
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well-being before drawing the conclusion that the objectives of children's participation will influence how 

its outcomes are considered. For example, in that study those involved did not expect child participation 

to result in changes to policies or services, rather they were looking for benefits for the children or young 

people and changes in social and power relations with impacts on policies or services being considered 

"too difficult" to evidence and in some way "laughable" (Crowley, 2015, p. 611). 

Villa-Torres and Svanemyr (2015) also conclude that the rationale for youth participation will 

determine what we see as success and how we seek to measure it. For example, whether the focus is 

on impact indicators (if youth participation resulted in improved outcomes) or process indicators (the 

degree to which young people participated) where those using a rights-based rationale focussing more 

on the latter. However, others argue that if participation is simply about process and has no impact, then 

it is questionable whether it truly gives effect to the right to participate (Cairns, 2006; Crowley, 2015; 

Lundy, 2007; Wheeler, 2010) and Villa-Torres and Svanemyr (2015) go on acknowledge that it is 

essential to monitor both.   

Villa-Torres and Svanemyr (2015) review different youth participation evaluation frameworks which 

also demonstrate how the rationale can determine what we see as effectiveness and therefore what is 

measured. Their review included an evaluation framework developed by the Western Australian Centre 

for Health Promotion Research for a peer-based youth programme for youth at risk in which youth 

participation is assessed by two dimensions using a series of indicators: youth involvement – meaning 

the role young people have in influencing programme design and implementation together with genuine 

leadership opportunities, and youth ownership of the programme – referring to the balance of power 

between adults and young people (Western Australian Centre for Health Promotion Research cited in 

Villa-Torres and Svanemyr, 2015). Given the focus on influence and ownership, this framework suggests 

the rationales for youth participation were to improve the programme and to empower young people. 

An evaluation framework where the rationale appears more focussed on personal development is 

that developed by Bohnert et al. (cited in Villa-Torres and Svanemyr, 2015) which contained variables 

to predict youth participation, qualities of the participation, type of youth engagement, and the outcomes 

for participating young people (academic, psychological, social or behavioural). There are also a number 

of other frameworks and approaches to evaluation including those measuring adult attitudes (Lofquist 

and Miller cited in Villa-Torres and Svanemyr, 2015), and the extent to which youth are active agents in 
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their communities (Miller et al. cited in Villa-Torres and Svanemyr, 2015) which both appear to reflect 

the rationale or desired outcome for the projects, as well as a range of participatory processes such as 

participatory action research, youth participatory evaluation, photovoice, and community youth mapping 

(Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015).   

Reflections on the Literature 

The literature discussed in this chapter makes it clear that youth participation can have a number of 

different rationales which can be contrasted or even come into direct conflict. For example, arguments 

based on youth participation as preparation for adult democratic participation can be contrasted with 

rights based or empowerment rationales and the consumerist approach to participation can be 

contrasted with both a democratic or rights based rationale. These contrasts can bring what may be 

implicit value judgments behind different rationales to the forefront and help reveal how the rationale for 

youth participation is likely to have an impact on both the method and outcome of participation. As Cairns 

(2006) has argued, the debate about the purpose of participation is particularly relevant when 

considering the relationship between the rhetoric and the reality of children’s participation. To put this 

another way, what is seen as effective participation will depend on what effect you are trying to achieve.  

Accordingly, in this study I was interested to explore any connections between rationale for participation, 

the form of participation used, and the effects it had for both the organisation and the young people. 

It is also notable that much of the literature focussed on the rationale for youth participation from the 

organisational or adult perspective and little consideration appeared to be given to why young people 

participate. This is perhaps because much of the literature is directed to an adult audience, particularly 

the grey literature such as guides to participation, which often aim to persuade readers of the benefits 

of effective youth participation in order to increase its occurrence. Where the literature does consider 

both perspectives, it raises the question of whether young people participate for the reasons adults think 

they do, or to receive the benefits adults think are important. These issues led me to want to explore the 

rationale for participation from both adult and youth perspectives.   

The literature also identified a number of challenges to youth participation including the role of adults 

which could be both a barrier (if negative) or a supporting factor (if positive); young people’s reluctance 

to engage due to both prior negative experiences and organisations not engaging in a way that is 

attractive to them; issues of diversity and representation; and ethical challenges, such as the conflict 
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inherent in seeking to protect young people from participation by not allowing them to have their say.  

As discussed above, I chose to describe these as challenges rather than barriers because although all 

are challenging, whether they become barriers depends on how they are approached. As such, there 

appeared to be an interrelationship between the challenges and supports or enablers which created 

another area for exploration in this research.   

The issues and themes I identified in my literature review also influenced the methodology I chose to 

use in my research, and the specific issues to be explored in the interviews and focus groups I 

conducted. For example, the limited literature from the perspective of young people, differences in views 

between adults and young people, and concerns about the role of adults, reinforced my desire to hear 

the perspectives of young people and to ensure that my research was conducted in a way that minimised 

or eliminated barriers for the young people. Similarly, concerns in the literature that adults should not 

dictate what young people work on and about how young people are recruited led me to want to explore 

these issues in the interviews and focus groups. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Position as a Researcher 

I see myself as a practitioner researcher. Practice research can be viewed as a form of insider 

research which brings particular ethical and practical challenges (Fouché, 2015).  More specifically, 

although my research is not being conducted within my own organisation, it relates to the sector in which 

I work, involves organisations and individuals that I either have or am developing professional 

relationships with, and relates to issues that I was also dealing with in my own work. Accordingly, it is 

important to recognise that my personal and professional experience in relation to youth participation 

and connections within the youth sector will influence my interpretation of the data.   

This recognition fits well with my epistemological positioning as a critical realist. Critical realism is a 

form of realism that recognises the reality of the natural order and the events and discourses of the 

social world (Bryman, 2016) but holds that we will only be able to understand the social world if we 

identify the structures that generate those events and discourses (Bhaskar, 1989). As Hoddy (2019) 

explains it, critical realism both “maintains that the world is real in the sense of it existing independently 

of our perceptions and beliefs, and that our understanding of it is socially constructed” (Hoddy, 2019, p. 

113) [emphasis added].   

Critical realist researchers begin with the experienced results of something, such as a social problem, 

and then work their way backward to try to explain why that is the case or what must have caused it to 

happen (Hoddy, 2019). As a result, critical realist research is necessarily inclusive and can and should 

usually incorporate both quantitative and qualitative data (Edwards et al., 2014) meaning mixed methods 

are particularly appropriate. Critical realism is also oriented to transformative change (Edwards et al., 

2014), and therefore this approach is well aligned with my overall aim in this research of improving youth 

participation practice in NGOs in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Research Design 

As noted in the introduction, my research questions were focused on exploring organisation’s and 

young people’s rationales for youth participation, methods of participation, challenges and barriers, 

factors that enable good participation, and the effects of youth participation. To address these questions, 

I employed an exploratory sequential mixed methods design in two phases, beginning with secondary 

data analysis of questionnaire data followed by semi-structured interviews and focus groups (see Figure 
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3.1).  I chose to undertake mixed methods because as Bryman (2016) outlines, a more complete picture 

can be obtained by including both quantitative and qualitative methods. In particular, the quantitative 

data provided an initial picture or context and the qualitative data enabled exploration of the research 

questions in much greater depth.   

 

Figure 3.1 

Overview of research methodology 

 

 

The secondary data analysis of the questionnaire data in Phase One involved both quantitative data 

(scale and closed questions) and qualitative data (open-ended questions) collected from members of 

Ara Taiohi, the peak body for youth development in Aotearoa New Zealand. These data were used in 

two ways. Firstly, the qualitative data obtained during this phase was used to inform the development 

of the interview and focus group schedules in the second phase. Second, the quantitative and qualitative 

data in Phase One were analysed using descriptive statistical analysis and thematic analysis 

(respectively) to provide an initial, broad brush picture of youth participation in NGOs in this country 

including the forms of youth participation used in respondent organisations, the challenges being 

experienced by those organisations, and the effects of youth participation. 

In Phase Two qualitative data was obtained from the semi-structured interviews with adults involved 

in youth participation and focus groups with the participating young people from four organisations that 

had been identified as best practice exemplars in the questionnaire analysed during Phase One.  

Qualitative data collection through the semi-structured interviews and focus groups was the main data 

collection approach due to its utility in answering the research questions. For example, qualitative 

research is well suited to consider questions of motivation such as my first research question regarding 
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the rationale for participation and the data obtained in Phase One did not address two out of five of the 

sub-questions. These data were analysed using thematic analysis. 

Both sets of findings are brought together with the literature in the discussion and conclusion. The 

comparison between the findings in each phase was interesting because it allowed for comparison 

between a general group of NGOs and a specific group that had been identified as best practice 

exemplars. 

Ethical Issues  

Prior to commencing my research, I sought and obtained approval from the University of Auckland 

Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC). The letter of approval is attached as Appendix B. 

Details of the ethical issues I identified together with how these issues were managed will be discussed 

as they relate to each chapter. 

Thematic Analysis 

As set out above, I used thematic analysis in both phases of this research. Subject to the exceptions 

explained in Chapters Four and Five, my approach to thematic analysis followed the six phase process 

initially described by Braun and Clarke (2006) and later refined in subsequent writing (Braun et al., 2019; 

Terry et al., 2017) in combination with elements of the “describe, compare, relate” formula developed 

by Bazeley (2009, p. 10). I chose to add aspects of Bazeley’s formula because of its emphasis on 

comparing differences across different groups, which in this case was between the young people and 

adults. A summary of this combined approach is set out in Table 3.1. 

I chose this approach to data analysis because it allowed me to be a storyteller, actively engaged in 

interpreting data through the lens of my own knowledge and identity (Braun et al., 2019), and was 

therefore consistent with my positioning as a critical realist. Data were coded working abductively from 

the data. Consistently with a critical realist approach, I used abductive reasoning because the goal of 

the research was to begin to explore the experience of youth participation in Aotearoa New Zealand 

from the perspective of those involved in it and I wished to be led by the data rather than the 

predominantly overseas literature. However, as noted above, I also brought my own context and 

theoretical lens to the analysis which, as Terry et al. (2017) argues, is inevitable for any researcher. 
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Table 3.1 

Thematic Analysis Process 

Phase Description of the process 

1. Familiarization: Transcribed, read, and re-read the data then recorded very early and provisional 

analytic ideas in note form.  

2. Generating 

initial codes: 

Systematically coded interesting features of the data across the entire data set, 

collating data relevant to each code in chunks of text.   

3. Searching for 

themes: 

Collated codes (and associated data) into potential themes by gathering all data 

relevant to each potential theme then examining and combining them into bigger or 

more meaningful patterns to identify a central organising concept. 

4. Reviewing 

themes: 

Checked possible themes in relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire 

data set (Level 2). I also considered whether the story told through the themes 

answered the research question.  

5. Defining and 

naming themes: 

Undertook further analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall 

story the analysis told, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.  This 

included describing and recording the characteristics and boundaries of each 

theme, comparing differences across different groups including between the adult 

and youth participants, and relating each theme to each other and asking questions.  

Any divergent views or “outliers” were also identified and examined. 

6. Producing the 

report: 

Selected and finalised extracts as examples for each theme and related them to the 

research question and literature before producing a scholarly report of my analysis.   

 

 

I coded the data using both semantic codes capturing explicit meaning at the surface level of the data 

and latent codes capturing implicit meaning, such as ideas, meanings, concepts, and assumptions as 

differentiated by Terry et al. (2017). As is common, during the early stages of coding my analysis was 

primarily semantic but later rounds moved towards a more latent orientation which brought in elements 

of my knowledge of the theory and literature. This mix of semantic and latent coding also reflected the 

research questions which included both consideration of the experience of youth participation as well 

as the motivations for youth participation which required deeper analysis.  It also reflects my positioning 

as a critical realist sitting in the middle of the continuum between experiential and critical approaches.  
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Chapter Four: Secondary Data Analysis of Ara Taiohi Questionnaire Data 

Introduction 

As outlined in Chapter One, Ara Taiohi is the peak body for youth development in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Its primary purposes are to connect the youth sector; raise the standards in the sector through 

information and research, education and training, and improving accountability; and championing youth 

development by providing effective leadership and cohesive voice (Ara Taiohi, 2016). Ara Taiohi 

recognised that although participation is a fundamental human right, getting a say in the decisions that 

affect them was not something that all young people in Aotearoa New Zealand had the chance to do so 

they decided to use an online questionnaire to map youth participation around Aotearoa New Zealand 

in preparation for the 2018 conference for youth health and development Involve. This 2018 

questionnaire, and the fact that the resulting data had not been analysed (due to organisational capacity 

limitations) when I began work on my thesis in 2019, presented me with an opportunity to explore my 

area of interest at the same time as providing a service to Ara Taiohi. This chapter outlines the method 

used to analyse the data obtained through the 2018 questionnaire, and reports on my findings.  Although 

I provide a summary of my findings at the end of the chapter, they are discussed together with the 

findings in Phase Two in Chapter Six. 

Method 

Questionnaire Design  

In the first quarter of 2018, Ara Taiohi carried out a self-administered online questionnaire using 

Survey Monkey software. The questionnaire focused on the extent to which young people participated 

in the respondents’ organisations and included questions in relation to the organisation itself, the young 

people participating, the method of participation, the benefits as a result of participation, and the 

challenges of involving young people well.  

Nine questions were closed-ended and required participants to select from a series of predefined 

responses. These questions covered topics such as the method of participation, who is responsible for 

managing youth participation, the context and location the organisation works in, whether the 

respondent works directly with young people, how much of their time is spent with young people on 

participation, and the ages of the young people they work with or are involved in youth participation.  
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There were also four open questions from which qualitative data was obtained. These questions 

related to the benefits and challenges of youth participation, how Ara Taiohi could better support its 

member organisations and a final open question seeking any final comments. There were also a series 

of questions where the responses contained identifying information about the respondent or other 

individuals or organisations including questions relating to recommendations of best practice 

organisation exemplars, sharing of resources, and participation in ongoing work on youth participation.  

These questions and the responses to them were removed as explained below. 

Administration  

Ara Taiohi staff members emailed the questionnaire to all of its members and shared it on social 

media. The questionnaire was accompanied by a short introduction explaining the reason Ara Taiohi 

had decided to conduct it. Although the questionnaire was not specifically targeted at adults, Ara Taiohi’s 

members are a mix of organisations that work with young people and youth workers themselves and 

therefore, it is likely that the respondents were adults or young people who were also youth workers 

themselves. 

Data Access and Preparation 

Members of Ara Taiohi’s leadership team, my supervisor and I identified our mutual interest in youth 

participation research and the mutually beneficial opportunity afforded by focusing my research (in part) 

on data already collected but not yet analysed. Ara Taiohi then agreed for my supervisor and I to access 

and analyse the data obtained through their 2018 online questionnaire and this agreement was recorded 

in a Statement of Collaboration. The Statement of Collaboration records the terms of access to and 

storage of the survey data including preparation of the data and the rights and responsibilities of each 

party. It also addresses some of the ethical issues arising from practitioner research including the 

potential impact of negative findings on the existing relationship between the research team and Ara 

Taiohi by setting out the process to be followed before any findings are published. 

As set out above, the questionnaire was not anonymous. I accordance with the ethical protocol 

approved by UAHPEC, an Ara Taiohi staff member with access to the data removed all identifying 

information including participants’ names and contact details prior to giving the research team access 

to the secondary data in order to maintain confidentiality. The data was stored in an excel spreadsheet 

with the data obtained from each participant automatically numbered.   
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Data Analysis 

The quantitative data were analysed in two stages. First, I undertook initial analysis of the qualitative 

data to determine whether any changes should be made to the indicative interview and focus group 

schedules as discussed in further detail in Chapter 5. I then analysed a subset of closed and open-

ended questions that were most relevant to my research questions. This included descriptive statistical 

analysis of quantitative data obtained in response to four of the closed-ended questions reporting on the 

frequency and distribution of each variable. For three of these questions, data were analysed in order 

to describe the organisations represented in the survey and, for the fourth, data were analysed because 

it produced data that related to my research question regarding the method of youth participation used. 

As set out above, there were four open-ended questions. I analysed the data obtained in response 

to two of these questions: 

1. “What have been the benefits for your organisation that have happened as a result of 

involving young people in this way?” 

2. “What challenges have you faced in involving young people well?” 

I analysed these data because the first produced data that addressed my research questions in 

relation to the rationale for, and effect of, youth participation and the second produced data in relation 

to my research question regarding the challenges or barriers to youth participation. Most of the 

responses to the open-ended questions were one to two sentences or phrases, although some (four to 

five for each question) were approximately a paragraph in length. I used the approach to thematic 

analysis described in Chapter Three to analyse these data with the exception that I did not develop 

thematic maps and it was not possible to undertake sub-group analysis because the sub-groups 

overlapped. Respondents frequently mentioned more than one theme within their answers and where 

this occurred each theme was coded.  

Respondents 

Sixty one people responded to the survey. Five were outside the scope of this research because their 

responses identified they operated within government. I removed these cases from the dataset before 

analysis, leaving 56 respondents. Respondents were not asked about their personal characteristics; 

however, as discussed above, it is likely that were adults or young people who were also youth workers 

themselves. 
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Findings 

I present my findings from descriptive statistical analysis of the quantitative data first followed by my 

findings from thematic analysis of the qualitative data. My findings from the thematic analysis are 

illustrated by quotations from respondents. Quotes are provided verbatim, except to change 

capitalisation where the quotation appears in a sentence using square brackets.  

Descriptive Statistical Analysis 

Just under 20% of respondents indicated that their organisation worked nationally, 11.5% were 

Auckland based, 12.5% were in Wellington, 10% were in Northland, approximately 17% in the South 

Island, and the other groups were spread across the remainder of the country. The most frequent 

operating contexts (each selected by 20-30% of respondents) were adventure-based learning, 

mentoring, schools, volunteering, and youth health. Between 10% and 19% of respondents selected 

alternative education, camps, community centre, faith-based, iwi [tribal], outdoor education, social 

space, sports & recreation, youth justice or other.  Between five and nine percent of respondents 

selected arts, (dis)ability, ethnic, NEET, Pasifika, rainbow, rural or statutory contexts.   

Respondents were asked about the age ranges of the young people they worked with or that were 

involved in youth participation in their organisations. The results are depicted in Figure 4.1. The majority 

of respondents selected multiple age ranges with the most frequently selected age ranges being 15-16 

and 17-18. It was not possible to determine what the age range was for those participating in decision 

making as compared with service users because there was a single question in relation to ages of both 

groups. 

Respondents were also asked how young people are leading or participating in decision-making in 

their organisation. Many respondents selected more than one method. The results are depicted in 

Figure 4.2.  Those who selected “[o]ther (please specify)” were able fill out a text box to describe the 

method.  The methods described included co-design, evaluation, partnership in decision-making 

processes, and board membership which included representation on a parent organisation. 
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Figure 4.1 

Age Ranges of Young People 

 

 

Figure 4.2 

How young people are participating in decision-making 

 

 

 

Challenges of Participation 

The first of the two open-ended questions analysed related to the challenges respondents had faced 

in involving young people well. The challenges identified primarily related to those experienced by the 

adults or organisations themselves rather than the challenges young people faced in participating.   
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Young People’s Lack of Motivation. A significant proportion of the respondents commented on 

young people’s lack of motivation, commitment or accountability. For example, one stated “they commit 

to something and back out last minute without any real consequences. Don't realize how much effort 

has been put into something”. Another commented on how the lack of commitment from some young 

people “makes it difficult to work within timeframes and makes it harder for the other youth to pick up 

the slack when they are also busy”. In contrast, other respondents acknowledged that young people 

also have busy lives including school and work commitments and it was these other commitments that 

made it hard for young people to participate: “[o]ur youth are really busy so sometimes it is like herding 

cats trying to get them all together and working together”.  

Others raised concerns about young people’s ability to work together and distractibility: “[s]ome 

young people are not able to work together positively. We have had to provide a lot of supervision for 

some groups of young people. Also young people are very easily distracted by technology.” Another 

also mentioned young people’s limitations – in that case a lack of knowledge – but they also 

acknowledged that it was “nothing that cant be resolved with time and mentoring”.   

Young People’s Reluctance to Engage. Some of the respondents described how young people’s 

previous experiences have created barriers or challenges including a “perception of not being listen too”.  

One explained: “[y]oung people may have felt pressure to open up before or had a negative experience 

in doing so with another person or organisation. This may make them reluctant to engage with our 

services”. Another commented that young people were “[o]ften whakamā [shy, bashful], what do I have 

to offer?”. The respondent did not say whether this was due to previous experiences of participation or 

related to their self-confidence more generally and the survey context meant that it was not possible to 

ask follow up questions of clarification. 

Diversity / Representation. One of the respondents raised the difficulty in finding “a group that is 

both diverse and yet representative”. Another placed the blame for lack of diversity on the young people 

that were already involved in the organisation: 

We have a few young people who hold all the power and they only include their friends. When this is 

challenged they become very aggressive. They are not interested in "tokenism" which for them also 

includes diversity. They're white, straight, wealthy, older, privileged, and actively exclude minority 

voices.   
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Negative Adult Attitudes. Some respondents described the negative attitudes to youth participation 

held by others elsewhere in the organisation as a barrier: “most departments do not value what we are 

doing with young people and therefore our work in the youth participation space is in a silo and not 

valued or applied in other business units”. Another respondent just made the more general comment: 

“[m]any adults do not respect what youth have to say.” In addition to the direct responses that identified 

adult attitudes as a barrier, some of the responses that raised other challenges may have suggested 

that the respondent’s attitude was a barrier to participation. 

Practical Challenges. Many of the respondents described practical challenges to youth participation 

including the time, resources and skills required, which can be difficult to find in the resource limited 

NGO sector. For example, one respondent commented: “it takes a lot of time and staff resource to do it 

well. Need to bud up trust. Management/Board want it done quickly, but this is a never ending process” 

and another stated quite bluntly “we busy we need more money!”. Transport and logistics were also 

identified as possible barriers. However, in some cases, it seemed that some of the practical barriers 

were created by adults for example: “[t]he timing of adult meetings during the school day”.   

Benefits of Participation 

The second of the two open-ended questions analysed related to the benefits of participation. The 

key themes in relation to benefits for the organisation are discussed first, then those relating to the 

benefits for the participating young people. 

Increased Organisational Effectiveness. Respondents described how involving young people 

resulted in the organisation and its staff having an increased awareness and understanding, gave them 

new ideas for programmes, and meant that they could better focus on young people’s needs, ultimately 

making their work more effective. For example, one respondent explained that their “staff are more 

aware of what is happening in the community. They have a direct connection with youth and what they 

want”. Others commented that their organisation had “been able to change or shift our focus for young 

people to the needs” and that young people’s “insights and feedback help to ensure we remain relevant, 

and that what we design / deliver is fit-for-purpose”.   

A related benefit was “[h]aving a stronger external voice and profile as a result of young women 

identifying key issues for young women and speaking out”. Some respondents also described how 
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having young people had resulted in increased volunteer retention and engagement including in relation 

to specific decisions. For example:  

More buy in from the young people and as a result they want to give back due to the aroha and voice 

they have been given. Also when the decision is made, it comes back on all of us rather than just a 

few individuals. Whanaungatanga [sense of kinship or connection] rather than individualisation.  

Professional / Personal Development for Young People. Many of the respondents described how 

being involved in the organisation had led to personal and professional development for the young 

people, including increases in confidence and the development of new skills. One commented: “[y]outh 

feel valued, heard and empowered to speak up and make changes that affect them and thier peers, 

they gain leadership and many other skills that build their confidence for progression into employment”.  

Another explained how giving young people a say had led to improvements in their behaviour: “[g]iving 

youth a say, and making their voice heard. Has shown a huge difference In their behavior, being able 

to lead and organize events in their community”.  

One respondent also described a more personal benefit for the young people of simply having “a 

safe space where they feel confident to talk about the challenges they face.” However, it was unclear 

whether this comment related to the young people participating in decision-making or as service users. 

Team / Staff Satisfaction and Development. Some respondents also commented on how youth 

participation benefitted those working in the organisation both personally and professionally. For 

example, one commented: “[o]ur team get a buzz out of having good relationships with the young people 

we serve, and can see the difference for them first hand” and another said “I learn MASSES from them”.  

Summary of Findings 

The respondents represented both national organisations and those working in geographic regions 

across the country as well as in a diverse range of operating contexts. The young people respondents’ 

organisations worked with ranged from under twelves to young people in their early twenties peaking in 

the 15-18 age range.  However, it was not possible to distinguish between the ages of the young people 

involved in youth participation and the wider group of young people the organisations worked with due 

to the way the question was asked. The methods of participation listed in the question were a 

combination of youth-leadership and group-based methods and although respondents could select 

“other” and indicate other methods, the limited range of methods listed may have influenced respondents 
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and accordingly it is not possible to draw conclusions about whether the methods listed represented the 

full range of methods used by respondents.  

Although negative attitudes towards youth held by other adults was recognised as a challenge to 

youth participation by some respondents, other themes identified through the thematic analysis situated 

some of the difficulties with the young people themselves. This appeared to be a slightly adult centric 

approach and I question whether it presents the full picture. For example, there could be many reasons 

for what respondents described as young people’s lack of commitment that present the real challenge 

such as having other school, family or work commitments, or the cost and time required to travel to the 

organisation’s premises. Young people’s reluctance to engage, could also be an explanation for what is 

seen as a lack of commitment and, as one respondent recognised, this reluctance could be because 

the young people do not think they have anything to offer or have been put off by not being listened to 

by adults in the past situating the difficulty back with adults (although not necessarily the same group of 

adults). Responses associated with the practical challenges theme highlight organisational resourcing 

issues that are systemic in nature but also point to adult-centric thinking in terms of scheduling barriers.  

The benefits described by respondents were generally adult or organisation centric perhaps due to 

the question focussing on “the benefits for your organisation”, although some benefits for the young 

people were also identified. The most commonly identified benefit related to organisational effectiveness 

with respondents describing how increased awareness and understanding of young people’s needs 

enabled organisations to focus on young people’s needs, ensure what they developed was “fit for 

purpose”, and obtain related benefits such as increased volunteer retention and young people having a 

sense of collective responsibility. Responses also described benefits for staff in terms of their learning 

and development as well as their sense of satisfaction through seeing differences for young people first 

hand. The main benefit identified for young people related to personal and professional development 

including through learning new skills and increasing in confidence. Although this benefit is frequently 

identified in the literature (Carnegie UK Trust, 2008; Checkoway, 2011; Graham et al., 2006; Head, 

2011; Horwath et al., 2011; Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015), at least one study has suggested it is less 

important to young people themselves (Graham et al., 2006).  The opportunity to ask follow up questions 

in Phase Two, as well as to hear the perspectives of both adults and young people, will enable deeper 

exploration of these issues. 
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Chapter Five: Semi-Structured Interviews and Focus Groups 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the method used in Phase Two of my study, thematic analysis of interview and 

focus group data, and reports on my findings.  Although I provide a summary of my findings at the end 

of the chapter, they are discussed together with the findings in Phase One in Chapter Six. In this phase 

of my research I was able to explore youth participation in Aotearoa New Zealand in greater depth by 

hearing directly from both adults and young people who were involved in youth participation in this 

country.  These adults and young people were involved in organisations that had been identified as 

“best practice exemplars”, meaning it was also an opportunity to learn from those who were doing youth 

participation well which aligned well with my overall aim of learning from others in order to improve my 

practice and that of others in the sector.  

Methods 

Choice of Method 

I chose semi-structured interviews for the adult participants due to some of the advantages Bryman 

(2016) identifies including that the openness and flexibility of this method allowed me to explore the 

participants’ own perspectives and experiences in depth as well as to gain insight into what they see as 

relevant and important. I also wished to be able to explore adult and youth participants on the same 

issues or themes and using semi-structured rather than structured interviews made it easy to develop 

similar schedules for the interviews and focus groups.   

I chose to use focus groups for the youth participants because they can assist in reducing the risk of 

a power imbalance between the adult researcher and youth participants by allowing the participants to 

take over much of the direction of the session from the researcher (Bryman, 2016). A review of the 

evidence in relation to children and young people’s preferences regarding ways to participate in research 

also found that usually most express a preference for group modes of communication (Hill, 2006).  This 

method also allowed me to explore the young people’s responses to the very open initial prompts or 

questions. This was important because using simple or open questions with children can result in simple 

responses that can easily be misinterpreted by an adult (Wheeler, 2010). Finally, it offered me the 

opportunity to elicit a variety of views in relation to a particular issue and observe the extent to which 

participants agreed with, added to or qualified each other’s (and their own) comments as the discussion 
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evolved, an advantage identified by Bryman (2016). Having a range of views from young people was 

particularly important to me because of the apparent bias in literature towards the perspectives of adults 

and as the questionnaire data considered in Phase One was likely to have mostly come from adults for 

the reasons outlined in Chapter Four. 

Design of Interview and Focus Group Schedules 

I developed indicative schedules for the interviews and focus groups having regard to my research 

questions, and drawing from the issues identified in my literature review. For example, the issues raised 

in relation to diversity and representation led to me to include specific questions about which young 

people were involved and whether there were any specific barriers or challenges for some groups. 

Following approval by UAHPEC I made some minor changes.  I then reviewed the questions and 

prompts in the indicative schedules against the themes I identified in my secondary data analysis of the 

questionnaire data because the bulk of the literature identified in the literature review used to develop 

the schedules was from other jurisdictions, whereas analysis of the questionnaire data gave an 

opportunity to consider data from Aotearoa New Zealand to determine whether there were any context 

specific issues that would not be captured by the indicative schedule. My overall assessment was that 

the openness of the questions and prompts in the indicative schedules were sufficiently comprehensive 

and as a result I only made minimal changes. Minor amendments were also made after the first interview 

to simplify some of the questions and reduce duplication. 

The interview schedule consisted of indicative questions grouped into topics before concluding with 

a final wrap up question asking if the participant had anything else to say. The topics included the 

organisational context and structure, the organisation’s rationale for youth participation, participation 

levels and methods, which young people are involved, adult attitudes, barriers to participation including 

what the organisation has done to reduce them, and the effect of participation – both positive and 

negative. The interview schedule is attached as Appendix C. 

The topics explored in the focus groups with young people were aligned with those asked of adults 

so that data could be obtained in relation to both adults and young people’s perspectives on the same 

issues. However, some of the topics were combined and there were fewer questions or prompts in the 

focus group schedule because the focus groups involved multiple participants and the time available 

was limited. For example, the organisational context and general questions topics were combined into 
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a single introductory topic with only five questions for the focus group schedule as compared with fifteen 

questions in the interview schedule. In some cases, I also simplified the wording in the focus group 

schedule to ensure they could be easily understood by the participants taking into account their age and 

experience. The focus group schedule is attached as Appendix D. 

Recruitment 

Potential participant organisations included the organisations nominated by participants in Ara 

Taiohi’s 2018 questionnaire as organisations demonstrating exemplary practice in youth participation 

as well as other organisations that responded to the 2018 questionnaire that Ara Taiohi identified as 

demonstrating exemplary practice. Ara Taiohi staff made an initial approach to these organisations using 

an invitation I had developed. If an organisation expressed interest, Ara Taiohi staff then passed on their 

contact details and the research team assessed potential participant organisations to determine whether 

there was the potential for any conflict of interest, in which case the relevant organisation would be 

excluded from participation in the study as per the ethical protocol approved by UAHPEC. No potential 

conflicts were identified. I then sent the organisational information sheet and consent form to the contact 

person for each potential participant organisation.  

Once organisational consent was obtained, an invitation to participate to potential adult participants 

was circulated, then when potential participants indicated their interest they were given the adult 

participant information sheet (PIS) and consent form. Information about the research process was also 

provided to potential youth participants prior to them giving consent through the youth PIS and consent 

form then a verbal presentation.  

Procedure 

I arranged suitable times for the interviews with adult participants directly with each participant. Three 

of the interviews took place at the organisation’s offices and the fourth took place via videoconference.  

Each interview began with an informal discussion with the adult participant in relation to matters of 

common interest in order to begin to develop rapport before commencing the formal interview beginning 

with reviewing the context for the research and confirming key aspects of the research ethics. The 

interviews lasted between 49 minutes and one hour and 34 minutes with an average length of one hour 

and eight minutes.    
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All focus groups took place at either the organisation’s premises or a familiar venue arranged by the 

organisation for the convenience of the young people and to ensure that the environment was 

comfortable for them. Prior to commencing each of the focus groups I went through the information set 

out in the PIS that had previously been provided to all participants and potential participants had the 

opportunity to ask questions which I responded to. The focus group discussion commenced once the 

consent forms were signed and collected. Food (chips and pizza) was provided at all focus groups.  At 

the conclusion of the focus group, I thanked the participants and gave a small koha [gift] to each 

participant as a small token of appreciation.   

Participant Characteristics 

Four organisations were involved in the research. I conducted a one on one interview with an adult 

from each organisation and a focus group with between four and six young people from three out of the 

four organisations. In the fourth organisation, it was not possible to conduct a focus group because the 

young people had been participating in a fixed term project which had concluded by the time that the 

interview took place. However, the staff member interviewed was aged 24 and therefore fell within the 

definition of a young person herself.   

I did not record data in relation to the demographic characteristics of the individual youth participants 

because I felt that doing so would be inappropriately intrusive in the context of the focus group and I did 

not want to further complicate the consent form by including additional questions. However, based on 

my discussions with the participant organisations and statements made by participants during the focus 

groups, my understanding is that the youth participants were a diverse group aged between 16 and 25 

including young people with a range of gender identities, both able-bodied young people and young 

people with a range of disabilities (physical and intellectual, visible and invisible) with ethnic diversity 

across the participants.   

Participant organisations included national and regional organisations, youth-led organisations and 

those led by adults with a traditional structure of a board and CEO, organisations whose focus was on 

all young people and those focussing on specific groups including young people with disabilities and 

rainbow young people. I have deliberately described the participant organisations collectively rather than 

including specific profiles of each participant organisations to reduce identifiability.   
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Data preparation 

I personally transcribed the audio-recorded interviews and focus groups verbatim then I sent the draft 

interview transcripts to the adult participants for their review and editing. None made any changes to the 

transcript. I also gave adult participants the opportunity to withdraw their data within one month of the 

interview. I did not give these opportunities to the focus group participants because the nature of the 

focus group process meant that it would be difficult to amend or remove individual comments from the 

group discussion. This was made clear in the PIS and consent form. 

Data analysis 

All data were analysed using thematic analysis as described in Chapter Three. The data from both 

the interviews and focus groups were analysed together but analysis also considered similarities and 

differences between the adults and young people and between organisations.   

Findings 

My findings in relation to the interview and focus group data are structured by headings reflecting 

each of the research questions with the themes identified in the data in relation to each sub-question 

shown using headings in bold text. The questions relating to the motivation for youth participation and 

the effects of youth participation consider the perspectives of the young people and organisations 

separately. For example, the themes identified regarding why young people participate are discussed 

first followed by those relating to why organisations involve young people. Anonymised quotes are used 

to explain each theme with quotes from young people identified by the notation “[youth participant]” and 

those from adults identified by “[adult participant]” except where the age of the participant is already 

stated in the surrounding text. 

Rationale for Participation  

The first research question focussed on the rationale for youth participation from the perspective of 

both the organisation and the young people themselves. That is, why do organisations involve young 

people and why do the young people themselves get involved.   

I Don’t Do It Because of What I Get Out of It. Some of the young people were very adamant that 

their motivation to participate was not linked to getting something from the organisation. For example, 

one young person said: “I don't want to be paid for this, like, I want to be here, like, I don't know, that I'm 
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a good enough person to do something and not expect so much back kind of thing”. Another contrasted 

their own intrinsic motivation with the idea that other young people were just looking to “pad their CVs”.   

Making a Difference and Helping Others. Many participants, including both adults and young 

people, talked about young people’s motivation coming from seeing a gap and wanting to make things 

better for themselves and for others with one describing it as turning a negative into a positive:  

I was like, actually, that's not good enough and something needs to be done about it. So I think it's 

like a real sticking point for a lot of young people. It's like, a way to turn a sort of sense of 

powerlessness into like, community and like making things better. [youth participant] 

Young people also explained that their own experiences of being supported by the organisation led 

them to want to give something back and support the staff in the organisation by “help[ing] them take 

care of us” as well as to help other young people like themselves, “we're the ones who are going to 

going to be bringing in the next lot and teaching and caring for the next lot and doing the same things 

that have been done for us, giving back and paying it forward”. 

Loneliness Brings Them In and the Organisation Motivates Them to Stay.  Many young people 

spoke about how their feelings of loneliness and isolation and looking for a way to make connections 

brought them into the organisation. Some young people commented that these feelings were particularly 

prevalent in the rainbow community, “I think that has to do with being part of, from a marginalized 

community and often not experiencing that in other settings so looking for something that you do feel 

you can be just completely yourself and find people that you can connect with on a similar ground”.  One 

of the young people from the disability community also commented that it “gave me an opportunity to 

get out of the house” which suggests a similar motivation. 

Young people also talked about their positive experiences in the organisation. They contrasted this 

with life outside and explained this motivated them to be or stay involved. For instance, “to be able to 

come somewhere and not be judged, to have, like, actually be understood which has never happened 

to me before, then that’s a place I want to spend a lot of my time so I started volunteering”. A young 

person with a disability also explained “[t]hey make disabilities feel beautiful by being a part of something 

where there's no discrimination or judgment to anything you can go in and just be weird.” This young 

person did not expressly connect this feeling with why she was involved in the organisation but it seemed 
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clear that it meant a lot to her and I interpreted it as affecting her motivation to be involved in the 

organisation. 

Youth Participation is Part of the Organisation’s History and Identity. When both adults and 

young people from youth-led organisations were asked why the organisation involves young people 

some initially struggled to answer. When they did respond, many spoke about how youth participation 

was so ingrained in the identity and history of the organisation that it was hard to consider it as a separate 

practice or to give a specific rationale for it, it just seemed obvious. For example, one adult explained: 

“it is so deeply embedded that it’s not a thing that we do, it is who we are” and another explained “that 

was just I guess the norm from the beginning”. In my view, their difficulty in articulating the reasons for 

participation do not mean there were not reasons for it, rather that the reasons were so much a part of 

the organisation that they did not think about them separately. 

Making the Organisation More Effective. A common reason for organisations to involve young 

people was ensuring that that the organisation was effective. Participants spoke about both adults’ 

limited knowledge about what will work for young people and young people’s expertise in their own lives 

with one adult giving the analogy: “if I’m out here like I’m going to build the most accessible skate park 

ever, they’d be like why, you don’t even go to the skate park…”.   

Participants also described how it was not just a question of involving any young people but young 

people from the community or group that the organisation is working with and for:  

But originally the main purpose of the youth engagement group, us as members, is to advise 

[Organisation 2] and their board on the projects that they're delivering to the community - if it is 

actually wanted and needed for the disability community. [youth participant] 

Involving young people was also seen to increase engagement by other young people in the 

organisation’s services with one adult explaining “young people are more engaging to other young 

people to be fair”. Many of the young people made similar comments with one saying: “if we're actually 

involved in things we're going to be more, more likely to see it through to the end, more excited to see 

it through to the end, more excited to go to the events, more excited to bring more people in”. 

Supporting Young People to Develop Professionally and Personally. Only one of the adult 

participants explicitly mentioned youth development as a rationale for youth participation saying “we call 

it a volunteer programme but really it’s a youth development programme”. However, another adult 
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participant mentioned creating a new method of youth participation (a youth advisory group) as “a bit of 

a development opportunity for young people who were interested in going on to the Board so they could 

get a bit of governance experience”. The way that the other adult participants spoke about how they 

worked with young people, and the importance of supporting young people to develop their skills and 

experience, also suggested that youth development was an important, if unstated rationale.   

A staff member from one organisation who was also a young person also raised the ethical issue that  

young people are providing unpaid labour which means that organisations should give them something 

in return:  

[I]t is unpaid labour. And it needs to be paired with some value for the young person and I know that 

that’s like kind of probably how some organisations maintain young people by giving them some 

value while they are having this burst of energy, um, and I think that value doesn’t have to be 

monetary that’s not what I’m advocating for, but it needs to be like, maybe tailored learning 

opportunities maybe like the opportunity to do things that will build their confidence or make them 

feel some sort of sense of purpose.    

This suggests that even if the purpose of youth participation is not youth development, to be ethical 

it should still have this effect.  

Giving the Power Back. When asked why her organisation involved young people, one of the adults 

spoke about giving young people the opportunity to speak they don’t get elsewhere in their lives:   

Because a lot of the time they don’t have the chance to voice what they want and especially in 

disability it’s a lot different because you are told what to do for a lot of the time, like your whole life 

pretty much. So when someone’s asking you what do you want to do it’s a bit different.  And because 

it’s a very powerful, in disability, there is a lot of power taken from you, so they have some of that 

power back in a respectful way “yeah, that’s a great idea” it’s a lot better. 

 Although only one of the adult participants specifically mentioned this rationale, it is sufficiently 

unique that I have identified it as a separate theme. 

Methods of Participation 

The participant organisations involved young people in a range of ways including young people being 

on the board, volunteering as office interns, delivering training and workshops, running a radio show, 

creating content for resources and/or workshops (both through co-design and youth-led projects), 
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running a drop-in centre, and facilitating groups of other young people. Some organisations also had 

deliberate strategies to employ young people as staff members or formal structures such as a youth 

engagement group that advised both their board and staff members. I identified two main themes in 

relation to the variety of ways youth participate in these organisations. 

Importance of Giving Young People Options for Participation. Three out of the four organisations 

offered a range of ways for young people to be involved in the organisation as well as development 

pathways through the organisation with increasing levels of commitment and responsibility. Many of the 

young people spoke about being involved in a range of activities and young people also spoke about 

how their involvement had developed over time starting with being a service user to casually helping 

out. For example, going from helping in the kitchen at a hui to speaking on a one-off panel, then starting 

to deliver workshops and getting involved in content creation. Others spoke of moving from volunteering 

to a board role. Participants commented that having options is important because it means that how 

young people participate can reflect the time that they have available as well as their individual skills 

and interests. It also means that young people do not have to make a high level commitment right away. 

Although the fourth organisation did not appear to offer a range of options, the participant from this 

organisation did talk about how one of their learnings was to do so in the future saying she would: “have 

this option of like yes I want to be a volunteer for just one day or I want to volunteer for ongoing, because 

I think for a lot of people like one day can be like enough” [adult participant].    

The Value of Informal Participation. As well as more formal structures or methods of participation, 

both adults and young people also placed a lot of value on more informal or casual opportunities for 

young people to participate. One young person said: “what at least I value the most from my time here 

is sometimes like the staff like comes out to the drop-in centre where a few of us are usually hanging 

out...And like they, they talk about their job a bit and they sometimes ask for our opinions”. The adult 

from the same organisation described how these informal opportunities were not accidental: 

[W]e have this drop-in centre space and we use it, like we could have had the meeting down in the 

boardroom but we had it out there and we create a space that young people want to be in so they 

are there so we can leverage that when we are doing those kinds of like brainstorming things.   

Another powerful instance of how the value of the drop-in centre was that the staff noticed the young 

people coming into the drop-in centre were falling asleep on the couches and asked why. Once one of 
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the young people that ran the centre told them it was because the young people had to stay awake all 

night to keep safe on the street, the organisation then successfully sought funding to create a new staff 

role focussed on addressing the young people’s housing needs. This drop-in centre is a good example 

of how what may appear casual or informal can be quite deliberate and have significant impact. 

Challenges and/or Barriers to Youth Participation 

Negative Adult Attitudes Can Inhibit Participation. Both the adults and young people talked about 

experiencing negative adult attitudes towards young people and youth participation but the adults were 

particularly strong in their criticism. For example: “I get a lot of backlash from a lot of the older people in 

the disability community because they are like what do they know, what’s so important about what they 

have to say?” [adult participant]. Similarly, an adult working in a youth-led organisation explained:  

We got an email from some random person in the community who addressed one of the adult 

advisors directly so instead of going to like the Co-Chairs of the Board or like myself as the Executive 

Director, the authority within the organisation, they were like in the email do you have any adult 

advisors anymore? So we don’t call them adult advisors, like I said, it’s an executive advisor, um, are 

there any adults involved any more at all like, and that’s I think just so telling of the attitude out there.   

It is possible that the adults in the organisation have a more negative view because they actively 

protect the young people from other adults they perceive as being tokenistic or not supportive of youth 

participation. For example, when one adult was asked about what the young people were involved in 

they explained:  

I think sometimes it's something we have to be aware of, is whether the organisation, whether they 

can provide that safe space for a young person to participate because young people from 

[Organisation 3] will be really used to being heard and valued and being able to just have their say, 

in a quite equal level. Often that's not the case outside and a lot of opportunities where they want a 

young person they don't actually want, they just want to tick a box, they don’t actually care about 

what that person has to say or give them the same like, equality, yeah.  

As a result, even the perception of negative adult attitudes can be a barrier to participation by limiting 

the opportunities the adults in the organisation are prepared to make available to the young people.  

Many of the young people were quite insightful when discussing tensions between adults and young 

people with one observing that they thought lack of communication was the issue:  
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I think that's where rifts start to come in more specifically with the older generation, because either 

they don't understand the language, they don't understand the motivation behind it. And I do think 

that comes from lack of communication with the older generation as well.  

Sometimes it’s Just the Practical Stuff. A number of practical barriers were identified most notably 

travel, time requirements, other commitments, and limited resources. Distance and travel including both 

the associated time and cost were identified as barriers in all interviews and focus groups. The nature 

of the barrier differed slightly between organisations for example, transport anywhere presents an 

additional barrier for some young people with disabilities: “[a] lot of the time they will have to use mobility 

taxis.  A lot of our young people in South Auckland don’t have their own transport …If I have too many 

power chairs and they won’t fit and so they have to wait and do double trips and it’s just really crap 

actually” [adult participant]. In another organisation, the cost and time associated with travel was also a 

barrier to volunteering as it was very difficult for those not in Wellington, where the head office is based, 

to be involved in the organisation’s governance.  

Adults spoke of the time youth participation takes and the challenge this presented them given their 

time constraints, with one stating “it does take you longer than it would if you were doing it just yourself”.  

Young people also spoke of time as a barrier to them participating in the organisation “just in personal 

life working too much, studying too much, not having enough time for myself or to sort of do things that 

I really want to do”. One adult participant also talked about young people’s lack of knowledge as a 

barrier:  

[O]r in some cases they may not understand what all the different systems and agencies and all of 

the stuff that you kind of need to understand to, to access, you need to understand and access what 

the issue is if that makes sense.  

What’s the Real Barrier? It was clear that many challenges are interrelated and the perspective 

taken can affect what is seen as the barrier. For example, one adult participant explained, “it’s a real 

balancing act with like the skills we need and the services we need to deliver, with the time and being 

able to invest in the young person and help them develop and learn” and if the organisation had more 

resources they could have more staff who have more time to work with young people and to develop 

both the young people’s skills and knowledge. Similarly, travel is not a barrier if the organisation has the 
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funding to pay the costs of mobility taxis or travel from other centres so it is questionable whether the 

barrier is the need for travel or having limited resources. 

In some cases, the question also arose as to whether the stated barrier was actually the barrier.  For 

example, whether the barriers are really practicality and young people’s lack of knowledge or the adult’s 

attitude and their lack of time to support the young person to participate are the problem:  

[T]here might be like a piece of advocacy work that I’m doing with like a government agency where 

I’m like it would be great to have a young person involved in that so I can go and talk to them in the 

centre about it but it’s not like it’s really practical for them to come with me to these meetings or in 

some cases they may not understand what all the different systems and agencies and all of the stuff 

that you kind of need to understand to, to access, you need to understand and access what the issue 

is if that makes sense. [adult participant] 

Different Communities and Individuals Have Different Barriers. Although there are some 

common challenges or barriers, many of the participants spoke about specific barriers for particular 

young people or groups of young people. For example, one participant described how for rainbow young 

people not being out in their identity can be a barrier to participation. Another described how this could 

be more of an issue for Pacifica rainbow young people who are “probably less likely to be able to be 

open about that because of cultural and religious reasons and barriers” [adult participant]. Another 

challenge identified for rainbow young people related to their mental health with one adult commenting: 

“most people do have mental health challenges in the programme”.  

Other participants spoke about the differing barriers for young people with disabilities depending on 

their disabilities. For example, for neuro diverse young people, having to fill out a form to apply to join 

the group could create a barrier, whereas needing to pay for and arrange mobility taxis to get to meetings 

was as a barrier for young people who use wheelchairs and do not have their own transport. 

Ensuring Diversity and Representation. Ensuring that the young people participating in the 

organisation are diverse and representative can be challenging. For example, one adult participant 

identified the risk of just choosing existing leaders:  

[I]n the disability sector it’s really easy to pick out shiny people because they are very elevated 

because if you are achieving you are a great young person but we didn’t want everyone who was 
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great and achieving because what about the other people who might just want to join and they haven’t 

come into their greatness yet?  
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Supports or Enablers of Positive Youth Participation 

The overarching theme in relation to supporting and enabling youth participation was that the 

organisations had created a culture that supported and enabled youth participation. This is discussed 

first, followed by three sub-themes. 

Organisation Creates a Culture That Supports and Enables Participation. The young people all 

talked about the environment created by the organisation and how comfortable and accepted it made 

them feel, often in contrast to how they were treated outside the organisation. One of the young people 

with disabilities described this contrast:  

Because we've had that kind of crap all of our lives, you know, from being from doctors to people like, 

oh you have a disability, okay, you're stupid.  But then when you come to [Organisation 2] and it's 

like, you're a real person.  We’ll treat you like a real person. And it’s like thank you.   

Both adults and young people discussed various organisational practices that together create a 

culture of participation. This includes embedding youth participation into the formal structures and 

constitutional documents of the organisation requiring youth participation: “there’s roles that are formally 

for youth and they’ve been designed in a way that is youth-led and youth run” [adult participant]. 

Leadership was seen by some as an important part of setting the culture:  

I guess that’s there a culture of kind of encouraging each other as well which in some cases I think 

you have to take responsibility as a leader for cultivating that and demonstrating it by asking those 

questions of other people and seeking feedback on your own practice as well [adult participant] 

Both adults and young people also talked about various other steps taken by the organisation 

including allocating resources to youth participation, providing pathways through the organisation so 

that young people can develop, and taking active steps to address any barriers to participation such as 

developing new mechanisms to support participation of different groups. 

Importance of Positive Relationships with Staff. Many of the young people talked about how much 

they valued their relationships with the staff, describing how easy it is to talk to them because the staff 

had a good understanding of their lives, experiences and even the terminology they use: “we can sort 

of relax into being ourselves and just, not have to translate because they already know”. Adults also 

talked about how having strong relationships meant that the staff were better able to support the young 
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people and youth participation: “[b]ecause of the relationships and the culture we have at [Organisation 

3] they were able to come back and tell me that then I was able to support them”.   

Young people participating in the youth-led organisation specifically commented on how the “adults” 

understood them because they were not much older. However, relationships were also important to the 

young people participating in the organisation that was not youth-led. These young people talked about 

having a strong connection with the adult leaders of the organisation and how safe this made them feel: 

“we've just grown up with her. And it's like having that type of connection, like um, yeah, it’s just, you 

feel safe. You feel safe”. They also described how the relationship developed which seemed to be the 

result of deliberate steps taken by the adult “she actually came into the office a couple times and would 

come in mingle with us. And it was just like, oh, OK. And then we got to know her a lot more”.  

The young people from one of the youth-led organisations also described how much they appreciated 

how the adults in their organisation interacted with them including communicating honestly and openly 

even when the answer isn’t what they are looking for:  

[I]f they don't know the right thing to do is, if they don't know the answer to the question, they will tell 

us that. Yeah and they're, they're honest with us about, hey, I'm really busy right now and I can't do 

this however here’s somebody else who might be able to do it. Or can you wait until a bit later?  

The Value of Flexibility and Responsiveness. Both adults and young people described how the 

organisation was both flexible and responsive in various ways, most of which appeared to be quite 

deliberate organisational practices. It began with staff being open-minded and accepting: “when you are 

open-minded and have that emotional training, where you accept people for who they are then it makes 

things more mentally accessible” [youth participant] as well as allowing the young people to choose how 

they will be involved: “[t]hey get to tick what things they're interested in” [adult participant] and then 

tailoring participation to young people’s interests & skills:  

We have a very big focus in our volunteer programme on appealing to people's strengths and making 

it a meaningful experience in something that they want to do or learn, or with the skills that they come 

with or want to build on [adult participant]. 

One of the adult participants also described how they quite consciously do not require a high level of 

commitment: “we keep it very open. So it's really about meeting people where they're at, what they want 
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and can reasonably contribute” [adult participant]. A youth participant described how their organisation 

also made it OK to step back as long as you let people know:  

[I]f I'm like, oh, I'm really like actually bogged down with work with university or like my mental health 

is kind of trash at the moment, as long as you communicate it to someone, obviously because being 

conscientious, people aren't going to freak out and get like really angry at you for not meeting, you 

know, not being like, oh, you promised or you said you're going to do this thing. 

Adult and youth participants also described the organisations as being responsive to the young 

people’s needs, feedback and ideas. This included providing or accessing support that responds to 

young people’s needs, for example, the organisation working with young people with disabilities 

provided transport for their young people and got rid of a lengthy application form when it became clear 

that this was a barrier. One young person explained:  

Every single thing that I can think of I'm just like [Organisation 3] has always been there for me and 

has always tried to help and like if they haven't been able to, have the resources to help, they've 

always tried to help, like, resourced outwards.  

It also included being willing to change in response to feedback: “if there's anything that can be 

improved or worked on, as soon as like, [Organisation 3] as a whole gets notified of that thing there are 

steps put in place to improve it or change things” [youth participant] and implementing young people’s 

ideas: “that was another initiative of theirs and it was like OK, cool, let’s find someone to do that with” 

[adult participant]. 

Staff Actively Support Young People and Youth Participation. Both adults and young people 

talked about how the staff actively support the young people participating in the organisation both at a 

personal level and by providing them with practical support including arranging venues, financial support 

for travel costs, and the professional support they need to do their jobs well, for example, training, 

mentoring or supervision and opportunities to develop their careers. They also described how adults in 

the organisation actively supported youth participation including advocating for young people when they 

feel they have not been heard in other contexts and redirecting adults from outside the organisation to 

talk to the young people:  

[I]t’s really cool because the staff will then point that person who said, no, I want to talk to a staff 

member, the staff member will point that person towards one of the interns because they know the 
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interns know those things. And then that person has to go talk to him, which is a big like…  [youth 

participant] 

One of the adults also gave the example of making space for young people by turning down an 

opportunity and putting forward young people to take it instead: “I said, well, actually no because I'm not 

within the bracket of a young person” [adult participant]. These actions by the adults in the organisation 

appeared to be very validating for the young people at a personal level as well as being a concrete and 

visible example of how the organisation valued youth participation. Some of the young people also 

described how the adults in the organisation frequently told them how important their work is to the 

organisation. Although it was not stated out loud, my impression was that being told this made the young 

people feel proud of themselves and their contributions.  

The young people were also clear about how valuable support from the adults in the organisation in 

relation to their work was to them. For example, one young person said:  

[O]ur executive advisors are invaluable. I don't think we would be able to do the work that we do 

without them. Just having that experience to like kind of backup and support and help us make 

informed decisions with stuff that we really have no experience about if you're coming in like very 

fresh or just you haven't had the opportunity to, like, I have not worked in law for 30 years, you know, 

that sort of thing.  

The Effect of Youth Participation 

The final research question explored what effect youth participation has had on both the participating 

young people and the organisation itself. The effects on the young people are discussed first followed 

by the effects on the organisation. 

Developing Interpersonal Connections – Friendship and Belonging. All of the young people 

talked about the interpersonal connections that they had developed with both their peers and the adults 

in the organisation and how these connections had been mutually beneficial. For example, one young 

person explained: “[w]e all found that we had our voices together and I think we’ve just boosted each 

other up somehow”. For some being able to develop these connections was life changing: “[i]t's really 

remarkable to see just how much people's lives, lives change after they come in these doors, after they 

meet up with people that understand them” [youth participant]. The benefits of making interpersonal 

connections also extended to finding role models who have been through similar experiences and had 
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come through the other side because: “it gives us a lot of sense of calm and like things will be okay, 

eventually, one day” [youth participant]. This feeling was particularly important as some have not felt 

that way anywhere else: “I think people feel special here and they feel included and sometimes that was 

probably for some kids like the first time in their life where they feel special, they feel valued” [youth 

participant].  

Personal and Professional Development. Many of the young people spoke about how they had 

developed as people in the time that they had been involved in the organisation. They experienced 

increasing confidence: “now I'm able to actually go out and do workshops and do talks and stuff, which 

is something I never thought I'd ever do”, developed a sense of self as well as their ability to relate to 

other people: “I think [Organisation 3] formed a lot of how I interact with other people just being like, 

open and non-judgmental”. 

Many of the young people also talked about their experiences of negative mental health prior to their 

involvement in the organisation and how the organisation had helped them move forward and heal: “it's 

not traditional counselling or therapy. It's healing through activism and through community and through 

friendship”. They also described the skills they had developed through involvement in the organisation 

and how it had opened their eyes to new opportunities:  

I just feel like I've developed so many skills like over this time and like actually through working with 

[Organisation 3] have realized how much I love teaching, which opened up a whole lot of like, I have 

a stupid amount of, I have like six jobs that are all teaching at the moment. And I love all of them. 

Young people also described how their involvement had given them opportunities to do things they 

would not otherwise have imagined: “[i]t also brings us together to do, like activities that we never thought 

we'd ever be a part of like traveling. So um like, [name of conference redacted], I never thought I’d ever 

be part of anything like that.” For some this included paid opportunities: “it's not only supporting us, in 

like, you know, getting more involved in different activities it's also like, here's, like an opportunity for 

you to like, support yourself and make money while also like, benefiting like our mental health system.” 

Impact on the Nature of the Organisation Itself.  Some of the young people talked about how they 

felt that their involvement had an effect on the structure of the organisation itself commenting that if they 

didn’t have young people involved the organisation would be quite different. For example, one said it 

would be more hierarchical because: “for a lot of older people as well that's the only way they really 
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know how to run an organisation”. Another connected the inclusion of young people to other forms of 

diversity commenting that “actually having like Māori voices and like younger voices as well, we're able 

to, like overcome that in a certain way”. 

Increased Effectiveness. Both adults and young people talked about how youth participation meant 

that the adults in the organisation had a better understanding of both young people’s needs: “the staff 

here isn’t out of touch with what we actually need because they talk to us through like almost every step 

of what they're doing”. For the organisation that was not youth-led, it demonstrated what young people 

have to offer: “we showed the adults what you're capable of”, and the value of participation: “I think as 

a service, our Board and other members on the team have realised how important it is and how much 

of an impact we can make and are yet to make” [adult participant]. 

Both adults and young people described how that increased understanding meant that the 

organisation’s services are more effective: “it works because it's designed, again like I said at the start, 

it is designed by young people who know what is going to be effective for them” [adult participant]. One 

adult also explained how it made their advocacy more effective because being able to describe the lived 

experience of those they work with to the Government meant that officials were “way more aware and 

responsive I think to what the reality is” [adult participant]. 

Youth and adults described how young people being involved has also led to the creation of new 

activities of services, ensures the content of resources is relevant to users and increases the capacity 

and reach of the organisation when resources are limited: “there's no way we could do something like 

that without all those volunteers” [adult participant]. The young people also explained that they felt that 

having young people involved also created a more inclusive environment and increased engagement 

by other young people: “I think is what helps other people, like other young people sign up as well. I feel 

like it's, we’re able to connect a little bit easier.…it shows relatability just by the people that are there.” 

One of the young people with an invisible disability also described the value of young people being able 

to connect to others with similar identities or experiences recalling: “I remember talking to some that 

weren’t visibly different like me and they were like coming up to me and saying should I be here kind of 

thing” and how she was then able to reassure them that it was a place for them. 

Youth Participation is Everything. When I asked both adults and young people from youth-led 

organisations what effect youth participation had on the organisation the question didn’t really seem to 
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make sense to them and I had to rephrase it a couple of times. One young person responded quite 

simply: “I don’t think that youth participation has had an effect, it is youth participation” which seemed to 

sum up how many of them felt. Similarly, one of the adults said “I think it’s contributed basically to the 

success of [Organisation 3] and where we are able to be but yes, it's kind of, it's weird because 

everything has been with young people” [adult participant].  

But How Do We Know? When asked about how they assess youth participation and its effects, only 

one of the adult participants described any formal evaluation of their youth participation work. Another 

adult participant explained: 

It is something that is on our radar in terms of having the facilitators evaluate, like do evaluations, I 

guess informally we probably don’t do that either, like we don’t really ask the interns or the young 

people who are here, do you feel involved or is there a way that we could make you better feel 

involved but I guess it’s more, I guess it’s more informal than that like we have relationships with 

them, they share what they want.  Like even doing something formal like that feels really weird. I 

don’t think that that would feel right for us.   

During the focus group with young people from this organisation they had a discussion about how 

the organisation does ask for feedback and that they felt that if they gave feedback it would be acted 

on.  For example, one said: 

Like they were like, okay, is there anything we can do better and then like so if we ever do have 

anything that they could do better and so they will like take that and then they will do it. Like, almost 

straightaway. 

Asking for feedback may not be formal evaluation but it was clear that the young people felt that they 

could share any concerns with the adults. Another confirmed: “if we figured something out negative, we 

just go to them straight away and be like, okay, this is what I'm worried about, is there a way that we 

can fix this and they will instantly try their hardest to fix it, especially if it's brought up multiple times”.   

Summary of Findings 

The importance of difference was a common thread running through the data in relation to all five 

research questions.  That is, although there are some commonalities, the rationale, method, challenges, 

supports, and effect of youth participation all seem to be connected to the needs and preferences of the 

young people involved and the organisational context. For example, some young people described how 
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their feelings of loneliness and the desire to make connections brought them in to the organisation as 

well as how those feelings were particularly prevalent in the rainbow community. Participants described 

a range of methods of youth participation and how this enabled the young people the opportunity to 

choose the method that best suited them and reflected their differences, whether those differences 

related to their skills and interests, or simply the time that they have available. Some common challenges 

or barriers were discussed such as the impact of negative adult attitudes and practical challenges 

including travel, time commitments, and limited resources; but participants also identified specific 

challenges for different groups and individuals such as those linked to sexual or cultural identity and the 

nature of a young person’s disability. Participants also described how the organisations had created a 

culture of participation which contained some key features reflecting a focus on needs of the young 

people including positive relationships between young people and staff who understood the young 

people’s lives and experiences as members of a marginalised community as well as the level of flexibility 

and responsiveness in the organisation which created a direct connection between the supports 

provided and the young people’s needs. 

Another common thread was the interconnected nature of each of these aspects of youth 

participation. For example, the relationship between the rationale for participation, the form it takes, and 

supports provided when young people whose loneliness and desire to make connections motivated 

them to participate could participate in various ways that included social interaction with their peers and 

their participation was facilitated through positive relationships with members of staff who understood 

them and actively supported their participation. The findings in this phase and those in Phase One are 

compared and discussed in greater depth in the context of the literature in Chapter Six. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 

Introduction 

My rationale for undertaking this research originated from the increasing focus on youth participation 

here in Aotearoa New Zealand by the Government, across the NGO sector, and in my own professional 

context. When this increased focus was combined with both limited availability of literature about youth 

participation in New Zealand, and the number of questions being asked overseas, it led me to want to 

better understand what is being done in this country and to learn from those who do youth participation 

well. My aim was firstly to learn from other NGOs who involve young people in decision-making in their 

organisations in order to improve how young people were involved in the organisation where I worked, 

and then to share this knowledge to improve practice across the sector. In order to achieve this aim, I 

explored a series of research questions regarding the rationale for youth participation, how young people 

participate, the challenges or barriers, supports or enablers, and the effect of youth participation using 

a two-phase mixed methods research design. In this final chapter I bring together and discuss my 

findings from the two phases of my research, outline the limitations of my research, then set out my key 

insights, implications for policy and practice, recommendations for further research before setting out 

my final conclusions.  

Discussion of Findings in Relation to Research Questions 

Rationale for Participation 

The interview and focus group participants discussed the rationale for participation from both the 

organisational or adult perspective, and from the perspective of the young people themselves. The 

themes from the organisational perspective were generally consistent with the literature with three of 

four themes frequently appearing whereas two of the three themes regarding rationales from the young 

people’s perspective did not appear in the literature. There may be two reasons for this; firstly, what 

appears to be bias in the literature towards the perspectives of adults as discussed in Chapter Two, and 

second, the motivations of the young people in this study may differ from those in the mainstream as 

discussed further below.  

Research reviews and empirical articles highlight various drivers of organisational efforts including 

the development of personal and professional skills by young people through new experiences  

(Carnegie UK Trust, 2008; Checkoway, 2011; Graham et al., 2006; Head, 2011; Horwath et al., 2011; 
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Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015), and the desire to make organisations more effective (Bulanda et al., 

2013; Collins et al., 2017; Hartas & Lindsay, 2011; Head, 2011). These rationales also came through 

the interviews with organisational staff as did the idea of empowerment, where literature highlights the 

potential for empowerment of participating young people through the development of a sense of agency 

(Wong et al., 2010).  

Adults interviewed in this study also spoke about youth participation being a part of the organisation’s 

identity. This came through from participants from youth-led organisations who seemed to struggle to 

articulate why young people were involved with one simply saying “it’s not a thing that we do, who we 

are”. This idea may not be prominent in the existing literature because it predominantly relates to adult-

led organisations where youth participation is less likely to be core to organisational identity.  However, 

Fitzmaurice’s (2016) participation ecosystem, in which a culture of participation is embedded into the 

organisation, and the framework for youth participation across different dimensions of the organisation 

developed by Driskell et al. (2009), both raise similar ideas in the context of how to support meaningful 

participation.  

Also unique to this research was the idea that loneliness brings young people in and the organisation 

motivates them to stay and how some young people were adamant that they did not participate to get 

anything out of doing so. The uniqueness of these two themes suggests the motivations of the young 

people in this study, who were all members of groups that could be described as marginalised, may 

differ from those in the “mainstream”. This possibility was recognised by the young people themselves 

with one young person explaining they thought their motivation to find somewhere they could be 

themselves and find people they connected with was related to being part of a marginalised community. 

The idea that the young people did not participate to get something out of it is less obviously connected 

to the identity of the young people in this study. However, I found it striking how adamant some of the 

young people were to make this point including one young person who explicitly contrasted their own 

motivation with those who get involved in organisations to “pad their CVs”. This led me to question 

whether having been marginalised by mainstream society, these young people may have had a 

corresponding desire to reject the motivations of the mainstream.  

The young people also spoke of giving back to an organisation that had helped them and the desire 

to make a difference or help others. This motivation is more apparent in the literature. For example, 
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Gaffney et al. (2013) described young people in a youth advisory group feeling an obligation to give 

something back in exchange for the help that they had received and Graham et al. (2006) found that 

giving something to the community was one of the most commonly stated benefits of participation in 

interviews with young people.  

Another interesting feature of the findings in relation to the rationale for participation was the contrast 

between the organisations’ rationale of supporting young people’s personal and professional 

development versus the young people’s explicit statements that they did not do it because of what they 

got out of it. Graham et al. (2006) similarly found that young people themselves did not place much 

weight on the development benefits identified in the literature or by their facilitator. However, this does 

not mean that there is anything wrong with the organisations having this objective and indeed ethical 

issues may arise if young people do not get anything out of participation, as discussed in Chapter Five.   

Methods of Participation 

The findings from both phases of the research revealed that organisations use a range of methods 

to enable youth participation. However, the findings from the Phase Two interviews and focus groups 

that it is important to give young people options and that there is value in informal participation are more 

important than the type of method. Participants in this study described how having a range of options 

meant that young people can choose a method that reflected the time that they have available, their 

individual skills and interests, as well as allowing for their participation to change over time. After 

reviewing the literature and asking young people themselves how they wanted to participate, Hill (2006) 

also concluded that different methods suit different people and purposes, meaning that the ideal is that 

young people are offered a choice and range of methods. Horwath et al. (2011)’s review also highlighted 

that young people are more likely to stay engaged if there are a variety of options for participation. The 

drop-in centre discussed in Chapter Five is a good example of how informal participation can be valued 

by young people as well as being effective in creating change. Many writers have also argued that there 

should be greater focus on every day or informal participation that links more closely with young people’s 

lived experiences (Harris et al., 2010; Percy-Smith, 2010; Wood, 2010) and allows a much wider range 

of young people to participate (Wood, 2012).    
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Challenges and/or Barriers 

Three common themes were identified in both phases in relation to the challenges or barriers to 

participation all of which also appeared in the literature: negative adult attitudes, practical barriers, and 

ensuring diversity and representation. This level of consistency suggests that these themes represent 

challenges or barriers that will be experienced in most, if not all, all organisations undertaking youth 

participation meaning that organisations should plan for how to deal with them. 

Participants in both phases of this study commented on the impact of negative adult attitudes 

including a lack of respect for young people’s views and adults just wanting to tick a box rather than 

listening to what young people have to say. These issues are also raised by many commentators 

(Augsberger et al., 2018; Barber, 2009; Gazit & Perry-Hazan, 2020; Lundy, 2007). Lundy (2007) warns 

of the danger that adults will decide that children are not sufficiently mature to express a view and argues 

that this flies in the face of research that indicates both that children are more capable than they are 

given credit for and that their capacity increases in proportion to the opportunities they are given.  

The practical challenges of participation such as transport, timing of meetings, the cost of 

participation, and having limited resources, were raised by participants in both phases and appear 

throughout the literature particularly in guides on how to do participation well (Gaffney et al., 2013; 

Kelleher et al., 2014; NSW Advocate for Children and Young People, 2015; The Werry Centre for Child 

and Adolescent Mental Health Workforce Development, 2009). Participants in both phases also talked 

about the challenge of finding a group that is diverse and representative. This is echoed in the literature 

where a common theme is the concern that participating young people are more likely to be middle class 

and well educated rather than being representative of those most in need (Augsberger et al., 2018; 

Bo'sher, 2006; Gazit & Perry-Hazan, 2020; Kelleher et al., 2014; Nairn et al., 2006).   

As mentioned in Chapter Four, the respondents’ focus on young people’s lack of motivation and 

young people’s reluctance to engage centres the difficulties with the young people and leads to the 

concern that this could obscure the underlying issues affecting young people’s participation. In Chapter 

Five similar examples of where a situation could be interpreted in different ways led me to question 

whether stated challenges are always the real or only ones. For example, an adult participant described 

the balancing act required to ensure the skills the organisation needs for the services they deliver are 

enabled along with time to invest in the young person to help them to learn those skills. The barrier here 
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could be seen as either the lack of skills on the part of the young person or the lack of time (or motivation) 

on the part of the adult or organisation to teach and develop young people’s skills. These questions are 

not just interesting questions of interpretation because how an organisation labels a challenge or barrier 

may determine what they do to address it. For example, whether organisations increase staff capacity 

so that they have time to support and teach the young people or just decide to recruit a more 

knowledgeable group (who may be older and more privileged thus raising issues of diversity and 

representation).      

My final finding in Chapter Five was the recognition that different communities and individuals 

experience different barriers. I partly prompted this finding by asking whether different groups have 

particular barriers. That said, participants gave numerous concrete examples of differing barriers for 

different groups, sub-groups and individuals. For example, not being out was identified as a barrier for 

some rainbow young people, with additional cultural or religious barriers being identified for some sub-

groups. Other studies with marginalised groups have also identified specific barriers for the young 

people in those groups. For example, a study by Gazit and Perry-Hazan (2020) involving at-risk youth 

found that a series of unique barriers hindered the youth’s participation in collective decision making 

including lack of family support, having to provide for their families which meant they had limited 

discretionary time, and an inclination to engage in high risk behaviours. A study involving young people 

who had experienced violence by Horwath et al. (2011) also identified that they faced additional 

challenges to those from less vulnerable groups such as lack of self-esteem as well as needing time to 

develop relationships and learn to trust adults. 

Supports and/or Enablers 

My main finding in Chapter Five was that the exemplar organisations had created a supportive 

culture. The concept of a culture that supports participation shares many commonalities what 

Fitzmaurice (2016) called a “participation ecosystem” in which children and young people are supported 

to form stable relationships with trusted adults who can make participation happen, adults view children 

and young people as social actors, participation is an ongoing process rather than a one-off event, 

systems and process are in place to integrate participation into decision-making mechanisms, and adults 

value the unique contributions young people can bring. It also echoes the argument by Driskell et al. 

(2009) that meaningful participation requires activity across all dimensions of the organisation. 
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Within this, there are three important subsidiary findings. The first, the importance of staff and 

volunteers being able to build positive relationships with staff, reflected both one of the elements of the 

participation ecosystem (Fitzmaurice, 2016), and one of the three key ingredients of youth participation 

that has a lasting impact identified by the young people interviewed in research by  Body and Hogg 

(2019). The second, the value of staff actively supporting young people and youth participation, is also 

consistent with findings in other research. For example, in a study by Horwath et al. (2011) which 

involved young people from Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece and the UK, the young people all indicated that 

the values, beliefs and approach of the facilitator have a significant influence on whether participation is 

effective with one commenting that ease of participation is dependent on the lead worker and their 

willingness (or otherwise) to share power.    

The third, the value of flexibility and responsiveness, did not come through as clearly in the literature. 

However, it shares some commonality with the ideas discussed above that young people should be able 

to choose from a range of options in terms of the method of participation and that different young people 

have different barriers and therefore require different supports. The importance of adults responding to 

young people is also discussed by Lundy (2007) who argues they should be told what decision was 

made, how their views were considered, and why action proceeded (or would proceed) in a certain way.  

Effects and/or Benefits 

Two common themes in relation to the benefits of participation were identified in both phases and 

echoed in the literature in relation to why organisations do youth participation: increased organisational 

effectiveness and personal and/or professional development for the young people. As with the common 

challenges discussed above, this consistency suggests these benefits may be common (at least where 

organisations do youth participation well).   

Respondents in Phase One described having a better understanding of what is happening in the 

community and a direct connection with what the young people want enabling their services to be “fit for 

purpose”. Participants in Phase Two made similar comments describing how increased understanding 

meant that the organisation’s services are more effective and giving various examples such as more 

effective advocacy, new services, and increased engagement by other young people. This mirrors what 

Head (2011) describes as the “efficiency and better services” (p. 543) rationale meaning the argument 

that understanding the views and interests of service users is necessary to improve those services and 
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should also improve the efficiency of those services. However, as noted in the literature review, although 

some other studies have shown that youth participation has resulted in service improvements (Bulanda 

et al., 2013; Collins et al., 2017), there is also a lot of scepticism about whether these benefits actually 

occur in many cases (Crowley, 2015; Johnson, 2017; Lavis & Hewson, 2011; Robinson, 2010). 

Respondents also talked about the how young people participating had increased in confidence and 

developed new skills including the ability to lead. Youth participants in Phase Two described increases 

in confidence, learning new skills, and new opportunities including paid employment. These benefits 

broadly reflect the rationale Head (2011) labels “developmental benefits” (p. 544) and the impacts 

identified by young people in studies by Body and Hogg (2019) and Graham et al. (2006). The 

questionnaire respondents in Phase One also spoke about staff satisfaction and development.  Though 

not identified in my review of the literature on youth participation, this aligns with literature on job 

satisfaction for youth development professionals. For example, Petty (2005) discusses how youth 

workers get satisfaction from seeing and being part of youth success, and knowing that they have had 

a positive impact on young people.   

A number of other ideas also came through in Chapter Five. In particular, a key benefit for the young 

people in this study was the development of interpersonal connections.  This is less evident in the 

literature but at least one other study with a marginalised group, children in care, identified similar 

benefits. That study involved focus groups with children who had been involved in Children in Care 

Councils and found that the young people identified a number of psychosocial benefits including the 

sense of identity and agency derived from meeting other young people in care, sharing experiences and 

providing peer support (Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012). I question whether this benefit may have been 

particularly prevalent in my research because the groups of young people involved had been 

marginalised.   

Some of the other ideas that came through in the discussion of the effects of participation including 

those relating to impacts on the nature of the organisation itself as well as and the idea that for these 

organisations “youth participation is everything”, represented outliers from the existing literature. These 

ideas, and the fact that they do not appear in the literature, may reflect the specific context of the relevant 

organisations i.e. that they were youth-led organisations. Accordingly, there are some parallels with the 
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discussion above regarding where the rationale for participation is connected to the organisation’s 

identity.  

My final finding, the need to question whether there is evidence of these effects with only one of the 

research participants indicating that their organisation undertakes evaluation, is broadly consistent with 

the literature including the conclusion by Villa-Torres and Svanemyr (2015) that there are few attempts 

to systematically evaluate youth participation and the scepticism in relation to whether claimed benefits 

actually exist expressed by other writers (Crowley, 2015; Johnson, 2017; Lavis & Hewson, 2011; 

Robinson, 2010).  

Limitations of this Research 

The limitations of Phase One, secondary data analysis of Ara Taiohi questionnaire data, include that 

it involved a convenience sample, an available dataset drawn from the members of Ara Taiohi rather 

than the wider pool of NGOs, meaning it is difficult to determine how generalisable the findings are to 

NGOs who did not complete the survey. Another limitation was that some of the respondents did not fit 

the research criteria relating to the context in which participation occurred i.e. in an NGO. I removed 

these cases from the dataset where they could be identified by respondents’ responses before 

undertaking analysis, but it is possible that some other cases that did not fit within the research criteria 

could not be identified and remained in the dataset. A final limitation resulted simply from this method.  

That is, it was not possible to probe or explore any of the respondents’ answers meaning that it was 

often difficult to know whether I had understood or interpreted them correctly. At times it was also unclear 

whether respondents were talking about young people involved in programmes as service users or youth 

participation as defined for the purposes of this research. Despite these limitations, these data were of 

significant value in the context of an exploratory study. 

The limitations of Phase Two included the limited sample size. In addition, the organisations were 

not representative of the wider pool of NGOs that involve young people in their work firstly because they 

had been identified as best practice exemplars. Three out of four were also youth-led organisations and 

a different three out of four worked with marginalised groups of young people. As a result, it is hard to 

determine the extent to which these findings can be generalised to the wider pool of NGOs undertaking 

youth participation. However, insights from data relating to these organisations still raise important 

questions for practice and further research. An analogy can perhaps be drawn with the approach used 
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in human-centred design of deliberately talking to “extreme users” on the basis that an idea that suits 

an extreme user will nearly certainly work for the majority of others (IDEO.org, 2015).  

A final limitation relating to the two phases of this research is that the respondents in Phase One and 

participants in Phase Two were asked questions in different ways which may have influenced the 

responses and limits the extent to which findings can be compared. For example, in Phase One 

respondents were asked about the benefits of participation for their organisation rather than the more 

open questions in Phase Two which used the term “effects” and asked about the effects more generally. 

Key Insights and Implications for Practice 

The Why Matters 

My first key insight was that both young people and organisations’ rationales for youth participation 

matter and should determine both the form of participation, various features such as the supports 

provided, and what is considered successful or effective participation. For example, for many of the 

young people in this study their motivation to participate in the organisation was linked to feelings of 

loneliness and the desire to connect with others that understood them. The organisations they were part 

of created a welcoming and inclusive environment, supported positive relationships between the staff 

and the young people as well as between the young people themselves, and were flexible and 

responsive to the young people’s needs. As a result, the young people appeared to have found what 

they were looking for making this participation effective.   

Another example is that one of the reasons that organisations involved young people in their work 

was to make their services more effective. In these best practice exemplars young people were involved 

in the development and delivery of services including as facilitators of peer support groups, running a 

drop-in centre, and creating new resources. The self-reported effects of this were that the organisation 

understood the young people’s needs and, in turn, were able to provide services that meet those needs. 

Again, the participation was effective because it achieved the desired outcome. 

It is also important to recognise that the organisations and young people themselves may have quite 

different rationales. Where this occurs it is necessary to be clear what these rationales are and, provided 

that they are not in conflict, to then ensure that participation is done in a way that reflects both the 

organisational rationale and the young people’s rationale. In some cases an activity or support may fulfil 

more than one objective. For example, the organisation’s rationale may be personal and professional 
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development for the young people whereas the young people may simply be seeking connection and 

not be interested in developmental benefits. A participation programme that involves young people 

working together with their peers in a way that teaches them new skills could meet both objectives. 

The implication of this for practice is that organisations seeking to involve young people in their work 

should start by identifying why they want to involve young people as well as asking the young people 

what would motivate or interest them. These objectives or rationales should then guide the form the 

youth participation will take and supports to be provided, as well as determining how effectiveness is 

measured.  

One Size Does Not Fit All 

A second key insight is that one size does not fit all when it comes to youth participation with different 

groups of young people and different individual young people having different reasons to get involved, 

experiencing different barriers, benefitting from different kinds of support, and preferring different 

methods of participation. This reflects the simple reality that all young people are not the same but rather 

have diverse lives, experiences, and identities.   

As discussed above, the rationale for many young people in this study appeared to be related to their 

identity as members of marginalised groups. There were also examples of the specific barriers faced by 

some young people including the barriers for rainbow young people connected to not being out and 

challenges in relation to their mental health. Disabled young people also experienced specific barriers 

depending upon the nature of their disability such as having to fill out a form creating a barrier for neuro 

diverse young people whereas inaccessible venues or having to pay for mobility taxis create a barrier 

for young people in a wheelchair.   

The way the best practice exemplar organisations worked, including the supports they provided, 

reflected these differing rationales and barriers. For example, a rainbow young person described how 

the organisation had a system where it was OK to step back because your mental health was “trash” 

and an adult from the organisation working with young people with disabilities described how the 

organisation didn’t use lengthy application forms and provided transport for their young people. The 

organisations also offered a range of options for participation and allowed the young people to choose 

what they were interested in then tailored their participation to the young people’s interests & skills.   
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One size doesn’t fit all when it comes to organisations either. Different organisations will undertake 

youth participation for different reasons meaning that different methods of participation are appropriate 

and that effectiveness will be measured in different ways. I discuss two examples of this in the section 

above.  

An implication for practice is that organisations should not assume that what will work for some young 

people will work for all. Similarly, what works for one organisation will not work for all. This leads on to 

the following insights and implications for practice.   

Getting to Know You 

In order to identify young people’s motivations, their barriers or challenges, and which supports they 

may need, the organisation needs to have a good understanding of the young people they are working 

with and see things from their perspective. Having a positive, non-judgmental culture and strong 

relationships between staff and the young people are important part of developing this understanding. 

Both adult and youth participants in these best practice organisations described the strength of their 

relationships including how the young people felt understood and safe and how the strength of their 

relationships meant that the young people were comfortable telling staff what they needed or when there 

was a problem so staff were able to respond accordingly. 

It is also notable that a majority of the organisations that had been identified as best practice 

exemplars participating in this study were youth-led organisations (three out of four) or worked with 

marginalised groups (a different three out of four). It is unclear whether this was purely coincidental or 

whether there is something about both youth-led organisations and organisations that work with 

marginalised groups that makes them better at youth participation. For the youth-led organisations, this 

may be that they intuitively understand the experiences of the young people they work with because 

they are, or very recently were, young people themselves. For organisations that work with marginalised 

groups, it may be that they already understand issues around accessibility and inclusion in a way that 

“mainstream” organisations do not. These hypotheses would need to be explored in further research. 

For the purposes of the present study, my observation is that a common feature of the best practice 

exemplars is that the staff appear to have a deep understanding the young people they work with.   

Various examples of how challenges or barriers can have hidden causes and be seen in multiple 

ways are also discussed above including whether a young person’s reluctance to engage is seen as a 
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lack of commitment and the barrier in itself, or the focus is on what is behind it such as not having the 

money for transport to get to a meeting, or deeper issues like not feeling like they have anything to 

contribute due to a lack of confidence or self-esteem. Making sure that we have identified what the real 

challenges are is an important part of ensuring effective participation because different approaches or 

support are required to address these deeper issues.  

The implication for practice here is that organisations need to get to know the young people they 

want to work with so that they understand the barriers they may experience, what sort of support they 

may need to address these barriers, and how they want to be involved. This means focussing on 

developing the relationships between key team members and the young people, as well as between the 

young people themselves then using the understanding they develop to figure out what the real 

challenges or barriers are both for the organisation and for the young people.  

Importance of Flexibility and Responsiveness 

It is also important that the organisation is flexible and responsive to the young people it is working 

with so that youth participation is tailored to these young people, the support provided addresses any 

barriers they are experiencing, and results in change where appropriate. For example, in this study 

participants described how organisations were flexible allowing young people to choose how they 

wanted to participate and could step back if they needed to with one adult participant describing their 

approach as “meeting people where they're at, what they want, and can reasonably contribute”.  

Participants also described how the organisations responded to the young people’s needs by providing 

or accessing support for them and were willing to change in response to feedback as well as to 

implement ideas from the young people.   

The implication for practice is that organisations should tailor their youth participation programme to 

the young people involved in it and be responsive to their needs and concerns so that the programme 

addresses them. Organisations also need to be responsive to the young people’s ideas and input about 

the wider work of the organisation to ensure that their participation is meaningful. This does not always 

mean doing what the young people have suggested, but if not, the organisation needs to explain this to 

the young people.   
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Don’t Just Focus on Formal Participation 

My final key insight is that informal forms of participation may seem less meaningful but they can be 

very effective. For example, young people hanging out in a drop-in centre and having chats with the 

staff about things they are working on could easily be dismissed as non-participation. However, in my 

view the drop-in centre in this study enabled the organisation to address barriers like young people’s 

lack of time or mental health challenges, met the young people’s desire for connection, made them feel 

like they had made a difference, helped to create a culture of participation, normalised young people 

being involved in planning and decision-making, brought more young people in as service users, and 

increased staff understanding of young people’s needs leading to the development of new programmes 

to address those needs. As a result, it appeared to be very effective – possibly more so than traditional 

formal mechanisms.  

The implication for practice is that organisations need to be creative and keep an open mind about 

the form youth participation should take rather than defaulting to standard, formal mechanisms like a 

youth advisory group because informal or everyday participation can have a range of positives either as 

an alternative to or to complement other common forms of participation. The key factors will be what the 

purpose of participation is and what form of participation will best suited to the young people and the 

organisation itself. 

Further Research 

My findings give rise to a range of opportunities for further research including exploring the similarities 

and differences between organisations identified as best practice exemplars and the wider pool of 

organisations undertaking youth participation using the same methods for both groups to enable 

meaningful comparisons and gain a better understanding about what is different about best practice 

exemplars. This could include exploring the insights generated in this study. For example, the insights I 

have generated in this study focus on the importance of difference or the idea that one size does not fit 

all with the implication that if organisations do not tailor the forms of participation and supports provided 

youth participation is less likely to be effective. This could be explored by looking at the extent to which 

organisations of all types that do and do not tailor participation and then how effective those 

organisations youth participation efforts are.  
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It would also be valuable to explore other sources of data such as both publically available and private 

documentation including annual reports, funding applications, project reports, media coverage, and 

existing evaluation documentation (if any) in order to provide an alternative source of data in relation to 

the effectiveness of youth participation rather than relying solely upon self-reporting by those involved. 

For example, these other sources of data could provide additional evidence of how young people’s input 

has resulted in actual change through the development of new services or products. 

As discussed above, I also found it striking how the organisations identified as best practice 

exemplars and involved in this study were youth-led organisations (three out of four) and/or worked with 

marginalised groups (a different three out of four). This leads me to hypothesise that both organisations 

working with marginalised youth and youth-led organisations are more effective at youth participation 

due to their greater understanding of the young people they work with and the issues around 

accessibility. It would be interesting to explore this hypothesis and any similarities and differences 

between organisations working with marginalised groups, youth-led organisations, and mainstream 

organisations as well as whether there is any connection between the type of organisation and how 

effective its youth participation practices are.   

Conclusion 

This thesis offers an in-depth exploration of youth participation in NGOs in Aotearoa New Zealand 

and provides organisations who want to involve young people in their work and decision-making in their 

organisations with some guidance for practice drawn from my insights in relation to organisations that 

have been identified as doing youth participation well. I conclude that although there are some 

commonalities, the rationale, method, challenges, supports, and effect of youth participation are all 

connected to the specific group of young people involved, the individuals in that group, and the 

organisation in which participation is occurring. Different young people get involved for different reasons, 

prefer different methods of participation, experience different challenges or barriers, need different 

supports or enablers, and experience different effects from participation and it is important to recognise 

this if we are do youth participation well. Similarly, organisations have different reasons for youth 

participation, have different challenges, and will see success in different ways. To put it simply, one size 

does not fit all. 
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This means that organisations need to start by identifying both why they want to involve young people 

and why young people want to involve themselves. Then organisations should use this information to 

guide all of the decisions that follow including the method of participation, supports to be provided, and 

how effectiveness will be determined. Organisations also need to get to know the young people they 

work with to understand their rationales, needs and preferences and ensure their youth participation 

programme responds accordingly. Finally, they should be flexible and keep an open mind including 

considering the potential value of informal methods of participation always focussing on the purpose of 

participation and being responsive to young people’s needs and preferences.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Consent to use Figure 2.3 
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Appendix B: Letter of Approval from UAHPEC 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Schedule 
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