MY GENERATION 
INITIAL THOUGHTS ON YOUTH PARTICIPATION
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Our way into this

In December 2008 young people in Greece provided the whole world with food for thought in relation to youth participation – as the preceding photograph shows. Yet this was not a peculiarly Greek tragedy. The images which flashed around the globe were familiar to all of us – armadillo-like riot police confronting angry youth in a riot of destruction aimed at established structures – political and corporate. 
Reports explaining the background to these events were also familiar to readers across the globe. Inter-generational mistrust; high levels of youth unemployment; loss of faith in the existing political institutions: all were cited as drivers behind their desperate behaviour. 

Yet only the month before Barrack Obama’s presidential campaign showed how young people can be successfully mobilised by a mainstream political party. The Obama campaign’s innovative use of technology and its effective harnessing of youth networks were identified as key factors in attracting young people. But other factors were equally important – amongst them his status as an ‘outsider’, his skills as a communicator and his ability to empathise with the disengaged – in galvanising so many young voters. 
It seems to me that these two recent events neatly summarise two of My Generation’s key focal points relating to the Youth Participation theme. The first is a shared understanding of ‘the problem’ which can transcend our national boundaries. The second is an insight into what we have learned about successfully tackling this. 

The aim of this paper is to initially explore these points – prior to our workshop on this theme in Patras - with a view to providing a platform for our shared activity.
What’s the problem?

The EU Lisbon Agenda sets out a clear vision for a cohesive inclusive Europe. The vision is one where all communities have a stake in society and the opportunity to share in wealth creation. Yet across the EU, youth unemployment rates remain almost double the overall figure
. 
Despite being the economic drivers of most regions, many European cities have high proportions of young people who have not benefitted from the recent years of economic growth. As the financial situation deteriorates, this phenomenon is likely to worsen. 

The My Generation partners provide ample evidence that across Europe, cities face shared challenges in engaging young people. The baseline statements confirm that although the transition to adulthood is an exciting time it is also a vulnerable one. These baseline statements also illustrate that this transition period has become prolonged in most European societies, which can have positive and negative effects. On the plus side, for those participating in mainstream society, there are widening opportunities. These include chances to travel, to work overseas and to engage in voluntary activities at home or abroad, as part of the transition from study to employment. 

However, for those lacking social capital, this prolonged transition is fraught with risk. Lacking clear pathways into employment and with little stake in wider society, they can be drawn into antisocial activity which may irreversibly damage their future prospects. The baseline statements suggest that young people with particular backgrounds may be more prone to being excluded in this way, including:
· Children of second or third generation workless families


· Children living in peripheral, deprived communities


· Children from migrant communities

· Children facing health problems

These characteristics are not mutually exclusive. Nor are they exhaustive and other factors – such as the poor quality of (often underfunded) support services – are also mentioned by the My Generation cities. What is also clear is that the young people themselves are not the problem. It is our collective failure to harness their talents that lies at the root of this issue – and this must be our starting point in addressing this question of youth participation.  
What have we learned?

Promoting effective youth participation is a challenging – but not impossible – task. Although our partner cities all have a distinctive starting point, a shared range of themes underpins both the baseline reports and the case studies around this theme. Some of the recurring characteristics in successfully encouraging young people to participate are:
· Listening – and placing young people at the centre

There is a clear danger in assuming that the older generation know what young people want. There is also a risk in assuming that they will want what we wanted at their age – even if we can remember that far back!

Consequently, activities which involve young people at the planning and design stage are far more likely to attract them as participants. 


· Risk taking and keeping an open mind

By definition, disaffected young people are unlikely to engage through traditional established approaches. Many will have been turned off by conventional institutional approaches – such as schools – and will also be mistrustful of statutory agencies. 

Trying new ways to connect with them is therefore important. This may be through new processes, alternative venues, innovative media – so long as it breaks new ground. If we want to reach new groups it’s worthwhile remembering the adage: “If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always got.”

The case studies from Valencia, Patras and Riga all provide good examples of this in practice. 


· The use of trusted agencies and individuals

Successful approaches to encouraging youth participation often rely upon the interventions of trusted intermediaries. These might be organisations which are credible amongst young people – most notably youth-focused NGOs and/or community-based agencies. Equally, an approach might utilise a network of young people to act as ambassadors, role-models or mentors in order to establish the connections and encourage others to get actively involved.


· Communication tools and the importance of language

The issue of language and communication is hugely important for our network. One of our own starting points will be to check our shared understanding of ‘Youth Participation’. At the same time this is a critical factor at the local level, as we consider our communication form and function. 

Increasingly, new technologies allow us to engage more creatively with young people – as the Obama campaign showed – with options including social networking sites, texting and gaming technology. 

Equally, the content of our communication is a key factor. As well as acknowledging the linguistic diversity of our cities, engaging young people requires us to use language which is clear and meaningful for them. 



· Recognition of diversity

There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to promoting youth participation. Effective methods must recognise the diversity of the target group and acknowledge that mechanisms to promote participation must reflect this. What works with one group of young people may not work with another. 



· Adopting a proactive approach

Again, by definition, young people who are disengaged and disaffected are unlikely to willingly engage in co-ordinated activity. Waiting for them to visit ‘the project’ will be a long process…

Across the MG partnership, we can see a variety of ways in which lead agencies have actively gone out to engage with the target group. Building that initial connection is often easier in the client’s own environment and Stockholm and Glasgow are only two of the cities where proactivity is a strong feature of the engagement model. In both of these cases we see a multi-agency model where staff can bring complimentary skills. 


· Holistic approach 

The holistic approach has evolved in response to the fragmentation of services identified as a problem in many member states. It brings together the strengths of different players – ideally across all sectors – in order to provide a tailored service to clients. In doing so it acknowledges the unique approach required to engage with young people who may have multiple support needs. 

One again, these features are by no means definitive. Nor are they presented in order of importance, and we will no doubt identify others – and amend some of these – as we take our work forward. 


How can My Generation help take this further?

The timing of My Generation provides us with great opportunities. We are entering a new period which is one of turmoil and uncertainty. The current financial turbulence calls into question many of the established economic and social models. As we have seen from the experience in Greece, this sentiment is particularly prevalent amongst young people. 

We have been here before – for example in 1968 and in 1989 – where the old certainties unravel and it is a time of renewal and optimism…amidst the difficulties. 
This can be seen as a gift; an opportunity to revisit existing structures and to consider how we can more effectively engage young people in the changes ahead. This is a specific issue which the Local Support Groups can consider, particularly in relation to:

· The role of the community in promoting youth participation


· The role of the education sector in promoting youth participation


· The role of employer in promoting youth participation

My Generation gives us a valuable platform to explore and develop these questions, starting in Patras in January 2009. 

I look forward to seeing you there.

Eddy Adams

eddy@eaconsultants.com
January 2009
� Eurostat noted that in August 2008 the unemployment rate for under25s across the EU27 was 14.9% compared to the 7.5% overall rate
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