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In this eBook, I aim to drill down into what I believe to be the most important, but also the most easily 
overlooked or poorly executed element of planning any work with young people, which is the process 
of Consultation.

During my years within the youth sector I have had the privilege of working with some great youth 
workers and witnessing and contributing to some outstanding youth work interventions.

However, I have also witnessed what I can only describe as sadly missed opportunities for both the 
young people and youth workers involved, simply because this foundational stage was not given the 
time and effort it warrants.

Instead, they steam ahead with a great idea they have had for a project and put in time and effort 
planning and developing it, only to find out at the point of delivery that the young people are not as 
interested as they thought and assumed they would be. What a waste of valuable time and energy. 

Now, This doesn't mean that the idea was a bad one, it was just not what that particular group wanted 
to do or needed at that particular time. If only they would have taken the time to ask the group first.

I’ve made a ton of mistakes working with young people over the years including turning up late, losing 
my temper in front of the group, excluding a young person for something I found out later they had not 
done, not having the right information to hand when asked for something, turning up unprepared and 
delivering a half baked session...... and the list goes on.

Introduction

It seems so obvious, however, I am always amazed at how many youth workers neglect 
the importance of consultation. 
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However, each time I made a new mistake, I added it to the checklist of things that needed to happen 
before, during and after every youth session, and my skills improved the more I followed this checklist 
on a consistent basis.

I still make mistakes, or forget certain things (I’m only human), but the more youth activities, projects, 
programmes and interventions I plan and deliver, whether that be as a face to face practitioner, project 
co-ordinator, senior manager, consultant or company director, my knowledge continues to grow and it 
feels good to  know that this can be shared with others and that hopefully youth provision will be 
improved.

What I’m about to  share with you in this eBook is the most important things you need to know about 
consulting young people effectively to create a better engagement experience for everyone involved.

These are the same strategies and techniques I use when planning to engage with a group of young 
people and some of the same strategies of other youth workers who successfully engage with young 
people.

I trust that the information found within this document will help guide those who want to support young 
people to have their voice heard in what goes on around them, participate in the decision making 
processes and express their views on projects, activities and services that are developed for them and 
in turn, has a positive impact on the young people you desire to engage with.

Tony Brown

Whatever your role or remit, I trust that you have a desire to engage more effectively 
with young people, or else you would not be reading the eBook.
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2.    What is Consultation?



7

Consulting Young People Effectively  -  Tony Brown

“Never till now did young men, and almost children, take such a command in human affairs.”
                                                                             - Carlyle.



8

Consulting Young People Effectively  -  Tony Brown

What is Consultation?

The Oxford Dictionary definition of Consultation is; 

In the case of consulting young people about projects and services for them, this would mean a two-
way communication which may include sharing, collection and/or dissemination of information, 
seeking and giving of knowledge and/or opinion and identifying outcomes and expectations.

For consultation to be effective, it is vital that there is a commitment from all parties involved to listen 
to each other, and if needs be, to change, amend or even scrap any plans.

There also  needs to be an adequate amount of information available and sufficient time allocated to 
facilitate the process. 

The consultation process should not be rushed.  

 "To seek information or advice from (someone, especially an expert or professional)"    
                                                    e.g. to consult a solicitor if you desire to make a will.  

 "To have discussions with (someone), typically before undertaking a course of action" 
                                        e.g. patients are entitled to be consulted about their treatment.
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A Consultation Involves
Collecting and preparing the appropriate and correct information

Passing on information and ensuring it is understood by all involved

Ensuring everyone has an appropriate opportunity to contribute and comment

Clarifying opinions and limitations regarding decisions 

Seeking to involve everyone who will be impacted by any decision made.

Listening to and learning from those involved.
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3.    Why Consult Young People?



11

Consulting Young People Effectively  -  Tony Brown

“A reasonable word should be received even from a child or a parrot.”
                                                                              - Sanskrit
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Just imagine, someone coming into your home, having a look around and then making arrangement 
to redecorate your living room without consulting you about it first. How would you feel?  I know I 
wouldn't be too happy about that.

How different it would be if that same person came and asked you the following questions;

Have you considered decorating? if so, What colours do you like? What theme would you choose? 
Have a look through these catalogues and see it anything catches your eye.

Straight away, you feel involved in the process and have an opportunity to express your views and 
opinions on not only the end product but the entire process. 

This is exactly the approach we need to take when working with young people.

Their are many decisions made by adults that impact the lives of young people and unfortunately their 
thoughts and feelings are often not considered. Young people are excluded from the decision making 
process even though the outcomes may have a significant impact on their lives now or in the future.  

Young people’s active involvement is vital in order to ensure that any services developed for them is 
able to meet their wants and needs (which I will cover in more detail later).

The active involvement of young people in the development of any services, projects or 
programme for them is the key to success and can make a lasting impact in the lives of 

all who participate.
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The need to actively seek the voice and views of young people is also acknowledged and promoted in 
law, policy and guidance such as;

When you start by asking young people what they want to do and helping them explore and expand 
on their ideas, you can’t go far wrong.

Young people are the customers of the products and services you provide and there is that old saying 
“The customer is always right.”

Although I don't whole heartedly agree with that statement, as there will always be times when the 
customer is wrong, what I do believe is that the customer always wins.

What do I mean by this?

Well, if a customer does not get the quality of product or service that he/she feels they should receive, 
they may not get a refund, or a credit note, they may not get an apology. They may not even bring 
their dissatisfaction to the attention of the service provider. 

However, they win, because they can take their custom elsewhere.  

 * The Convention on the Rights of the Child

 * The Children’s Act 2004

 * Youth Matters

 * National Youth Agency’s Hear by Right, 2007.
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Why Undertake a Consultation?

 Evaluate and challenge the existing project / service

 Identify unmet need

 Shape the way your service is delivered

 Measure service user satisfaction

 Prioritise resource allocation

 Set targets for the future

 Check out reaction to new ideas or initiatives

 Explore areas for quality improvements

 Check opinions, views and/or attitudes
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4.    What are the benefits of 
consulting young people?
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“Invention is the talent of youth, and judgment of age. ”
                                                                              - Swift
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The Consultation process will help produce new, 

innovative ideas, keeping your service alive and thriving.
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An effective and well facilitated consultation can enhance your relationship with your service users 
and increase your understanding of their wants and needs by providing you with direct feedback from 
them.

This will also enhance the service you offer because you will be able to provide something that meets 
the wants and needs of the young people in the local community, which will mean an increase in the 
level of participation.

If the consultation process is an ongoing cycle (which I recommend it is), this will allow you to be more 
responsive to your users, again, enhancing your services offer.The process will also contribute to the 
development of a wide range of skills within the young people who participate, including responsibility, 
communication, negotiation, debating and decision- making.
  
Investing time and energy in a consultation can give a very high return as the services, activities and 
projects offered will be targeted to meet the wants and needs of the young people, avoiding and 
reducing wastage.

Potential issues and problems can be pinpointed and addressed quickly and directly and the young 
people will have a sense of ownership of the services, activities and projects they contribute to, 
creating a more sustainable offer.

As long as there is transparency and honesty throughout the process, It will create a 
positive relationship between all parties, even if there are limits to what can be 

implemented.
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5.    What are some of the 
challenges?
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“Children have more need of [role] models than of critics.”
                                                                             - Jouberi
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As I said in my introduction, I have made many mistakes in my career working with young people, and 
I have faced many challenges. Although consulting young people has massive returns on investment, 
it also has many challenges.

Consultation Challenges 
Having adequate time to plan and prepare something meaningful.

Making the process accessible to all young people who will be impacted by decisions 
made.

Overcoming the perceptions and stereotypes of both adults and young people.

Avoiding tokenism, and remaining committed to the process, even if the outcome seems 
to be going in a different direction as what you / your organisation would prefer. 

Encouraging young people to express their own personal thoughts, ideas and feelings 
and not just following their friends ideas. 

Encouraging young people who don't currently access the services to participate.

Agreeing the appropriate consultation methods to suit the target group.

Ensuring all policies and procedures are adhered to, such as Health and safety, 
Safeguarding, Data protection, Parental consent etc.
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6.    A Basic Consultation Process
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A Basic Consultation Process:

 Identify what you want to find out about and write out clear objectives

 Decide on an approach and consider how young people will contribute to the process

 Clarify who else should be involved and identify roles

 Identify key partners to promote and deliver the consultation

 Agree and draw out a time line for the entire process

 Identify how, when and where you will access the young people 

 Decide on the consultation method/s you will use

 Gather all the appropriate resources and equipment 

 Do the consultation

 Collect and record the information

 Analyse the information

 Feedback to the young people who participated

 Present your findings and/or recommendations

 Evaluate the process

 Develop an action plan based to the outcome of the consultation
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7.    Roger Hart’s “Ladder for 
Participation”
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RUNG 8 - Youth initiated shared decisions with adults: 
Youth-led activities, in which decision making is shared between youth and 

adults working as equal partners.

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

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

RUNG 5 - Consulted and informed: 
Adult-led activities, in which youth are consulted and informed about how their 

input will be used and the outcomes of adult decisions.

RUNG 4 - Assigned, but informed: 
Adult-led activities, in which youth understand purpose, decision-making 

process, and have a role.

RUNG 3 - Tokenism: 
Adult-led activities, in which youth may be consulted with minimal opportunities 

for feedback.

RUNG 2 - Decoration: 
Adult-led activities, in which youth understand purpose, but have no input in 

how they are planned.

RUNG 1 - Manipulation: 
Adult-led activities, in which youth do as directed without understanding of the 

purpose for the activities.

The quality and levels of youth participation can be measured and assessed using 
Roger Hart’s “Ladder for Participation,” as illustrated in the following diagram.
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8.    The Planning Process
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“Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe.”
                                                                             - Abraham Lincoln
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So, you’ve identified that it is necessary to undertake a consultation with young people, it is now 
essential that you spend some time with your team and any appropriate partners to make a list of the 
aims and objectives of your consultation. 

Spend time discussing what you are going to do with the findings and what decisions the young 
people can influence. Remember that doing a consultation raises expectations within the group, so 
you need to be sure the young people you engage with understand how you plan to use your results.

This gives everyone involved a clear focus from the start, ensuring that you are all on the same page 
avoiding misunderstanding later on.

It’s worth finding out if any other consultation activity is currently being undertaken by any partner 
organisation, as you could use their findings to aid your process.

You also want to be careful of and watch out for consultation overload. I have heard young people say, 
“We’ve been asked this already at school” or “ You asked us this last month, what have you done 
since then?”

Find out if there are any consultations being planned by any other organisations as you should 
maximise the opportunity for joined up work.

 Ask yourself and anyone involved in the consultation:
 What change / outcome is desired?
 What information do you need that you don’t have now?
 What type of report do you want to produce at the end?
 Is there any national/regional/local data or research that could help you?
 Have other similar consultations already taken place recently?
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The Aim, being the overall purpose of the consultation, should be clearly and concisely defined. Write 
out some broad statements of desired outcomes, or the general intentions of the consultation. Try to 
emphasise what you want to accomplish not how you will accomplish it.

Once your aims have been established, you can then move on to mapping out the objectives. This is 
where you will clearly describe how the aims will be accomplished.

Your objectives are secondary to the aims and are the steps you are going to take to achieve your 
desired outcome. You want to ensure that each objective is laser focused, practical and realistic.

When setting objectives, many people use the popular acronym SMART.

I’m sure you have an understanding of this, so I’m not going to go into  any detail, but if you want 
further information just Google “SMART Targets”. 

SMART���������	
��������������������  TARGETS

���������	
��������������������  Specific

���������	
��������������������  Measurable

���������	
��������������������  Achievable

���������	
��������������������  Realistic/Relevant

���������	
��������������������  Time���������	
��������������������  specific.
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When considering your method of consultation, it would be beneficial to ask the young people you are 
already engaged with what they think the best approach would be.

This is almost like doing a Pre-consultation, and although it might seem like overkill, it’s worth it 
because the more your approach can be driven by the wants and needs of young people the more 
effective it will be.

Whatever approach and method you choose, it will need to be the most suitable to  ensure you 
achieve the aims and objectives you have set out.

Although there are a vast spectrum of creative and engaging consultation methods that you can use, 
all of these can be split into two categories; Quantitative and Qualitative.

Quantitative methods focus on numbers rather than on meaning and experience. It provides 
information which is easy to analyse statistically and fairly reliable, however, quantitative methods are 
criticised for not providing an in depth description of the information gathered.

Qualitative methods focus of describing meaning, rather than gathering numbers.   By using case 
studies, interviews and focus groups, this approach provide more in depth and rich data. 

I suggest developing an approach that makes best use of both methods.

You might be considering using flip charts and sticky notes, but the young people might 
believe that by conducting it online or via text message would get better participation 

and thus, better results. 
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You will also want to think about the resources you need to carry out your consultation. Careful 
planning at this stage will help you avoid running into trouble later.

Draw up a basis budget forecasts outlining all the anticipated resources required and related costs. 
This does not have to  be a detailed document, but it just gives you a guide as to  what investment you 
will need to make in the process.

Costs related to  your consultation could include additional staffing, additional stationary, refreshments, 
costs related to  analysing the results and actually implementing any changes following the outcome of 
the consultation.

Depending on your reason for conducting a consultations, you need to ensure that you consult with an 
appropriate number and range of young people to ensure you find out the views of a diverse cross 
section of all who will be impacted by any decisions made.

It is also useful to consider the benefits of hearing the views of any current non-users. These are 
young people who don't current engage with your service. Their lack of engagement may be for a 
number of reasons such as they are unaware of the service and they may be dissatisfied ex-service 
users

It is also beneficial to hear the views of young people who might access your service in the future.

Young people are individuals who have different needs and aspirations and you want to 
hear the voices of as many within your target group as possible.
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When not to do a Consultation:

  When a decision can be made without the need to consult 

  When decisions are subject to strict direction from a higher authority

  When decisions have already been made 

  When a similar process has been recently conducted

  If you don't have enough time and resources to do it properly

  If young people don't have enough information to give adequate responses
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When developing your approach you should consider who else could be involved in the consultation 
process to add value. This will be influenced by the aims and objectives you have already set and also 
the relationships you have with your target group.

If you work closely with other partner organisation, then it is beneficial to have them involved in the 
process. Also, if you have partners who engage with the same target group in a similar capacity, then 
again it would be advantageous to have them contribute to the process.

Having others involved will also help with the promotion of the consultation.

Some partners will be more involved than others, and you may choose to  bring a specific partner in at 
a certain stage of the process.

For example; you may be consulting a group of young people on the impact of youth related crime 
and Anti-Social Behaviour in the local area, and you want to  explore what interventions could be 
developed to reduce this.

You could bring your local Neighbourhood Police team in to  share some Police data with the group 
and give the group an opportunity to understand the issues from a Police perspective.

You can transfer this example to any relevant partners or agencies linked to your aims and objectives.

I recommend arranging a meeting with all the appropriate partners to discuss their involvement and 
agree the level at which they can contribute. Agreeing roles and responsibilities is very important and 
will ensure that individuals are accountable for specific tasks.

Write out a list of tasks and assign named individuals to each task.

 
 

Potential���������	
��������������������  Partners

���������	
��������������������  Local���������	
��������������������  Schools

���������	
��������������������  Substance���������	
��������������������  Misuses���������	
��������������������  services

���������	
��������������������  Emergency���������	
��������������������  services

���������	
��������������������  Sexual���������	
��������������������  Health���������	
��������������������  advisors

���������	
��������������������  Targeted���������	
��������������������  Youth���������	
��������������������  Support���������	
��������������������  services���������	
��������������������  

���������	
��������������������  Parks���������	
��������������������  and���������	
��������������������  Green���������	
��������������������  spaces

���������	
��������������������  Housing���������	
��������������������  providers

���������	
��������������������  Local���������	
��������������������  faith���������	
��������������������  groups

���������	
��������������������  Youth���������	
��������������������  Justice���������	
��������������������  service

���������	
��������������������  Careers���������	
��������������������  Advise���������	
��������������������  services

���������	
��������������������  Employment/Training���������	
��������������������  providers

���������	
��������������������  Local���������	
��������������������  Sport���������	
��������������������  and���������	
��������������������  Leisure���������	
��������������������  services

���������	
��������������������  Mental���������	
��������������������  Health���������	
��������������������  and���������	
��������������������  Well-being���������	
��������������������  services
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Now you have your aims and objectives, your approach and your partners in place, you can begin to 
devise a timeline which will help you to monitor and control all the activity that needs to be done and 
allocate times to them.  A basic table should be produced and populated to achieve this. 

Here’s an example of timeline table:

Date
Week 

Commencin
g 

Task / Action Resources required 
Lead person / 
Origination 

By 
When 

13 Jan

Gather all the appropriate information 
Develop Questionnaires Access to information.  

Jenny Acer / Youth 
Service 3 Feb

13 Jan

Design  / Produce Promotional Material 
Key info inc; dates / 
times of meetings.

Sunny Desh / Media 
Services 27 Jan 

20 Jan Draft invite letter and press release 
Key info / dates / times 

of meeting Vicky Carrie / Admin 27 Jan 

27 Jan Populate Website  
Key info / dates / times 

of meetings. Steve Carr / ITC 3 Feb

3 Feb Mail out invite letters  
Addresses / stationary / 

stamps Vicky Carrie / Admin 10 Feb 

10 Feb Launch and Promote Online Consultation 
Email database / Online 

contacts Steve Carr / ITC 17 Feb

17 Feb
First Consultation meetings @ Youth 

Centre
All consultation 

resources 
Jenny Acer / Youth 

Service n/a

24 Feb
Second Consultation meetings @ Art 

Gallery 
All consultation 

resources 
Sunny Desh / Media 

Services n/a
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If your overall aim is to  simply consult an existing group of young people that you are already engaged 
with, then this step is not all that important to you, however, if you intend to conduct a larger process 
and gather the views of as many young people as possible you will want to  make best use of the 
partners you have on board to ensure your reach is far and wide.

When planning your process, think about your target group and try to identify where this group spend 
their time (If not with you).

School is the obviously place to engage with young people in mass, and many schools will be happy 
to engage in the process as it links into their Citizenship agenda.

You can very easily gather the views of up to 1000 young people in a short space of time if you make 
use of school assemblies. 

Once you have identified where they are, you can then make plans as to how you will reach them and 
how best to gather their views.

Having this knowledge will also help you to choose the appropriate method of consultation to use. 

If you find that the majority of your target group speed their time in a local park or bus station, then 
you will need to adapt your method to suit the environment.

However, conducting a consultation process in an outdoor environment can be more difficult, simply 
because of the number of factors outside of your control, compared to being in a building.
 
It may be that you make use of a team of local detached street based youth workers or Park Rangers 
who are skilled and experienced in working effectively with young people outdoors.

Where���������	
��������������������  to���������	
��������������������  find���������	
��������������������  young���������	
��������������������  people

���������	
��������������������  Schools

���������	
��������������������  Parks���������	
��������������������  and���������	
��������������������  Green���������	
��������������������  spaces

���������	
��������������������  Bus���������	
��������������������  station

���������	
��������������������  Shopping���������	
��������������������  Centres���������	
��������������������  (Malls)

���������	
��������������������  Colleges���������	
��������������������  

���������	
��������������������  faith���������	
��������������������  group���������	
��������������������  meeting

���������	
��������������������  Youth���������	
��������������������  Justice���������	
��������������������  service���������	
��������������������  appointments

���������	
��������������������  Internet���������	
��������������������  Cafes

���������	
��������������������  Gym���������	
��������������������  /���������	
��������������������  Sport���������	
��������������������  and���������	
��������������������  Leisure���������	
��������������������  centres
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9.    11 Consultation Methods You 
Could Use
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“You’ll be amazed at just how much you can learn through a simple conversation 

with a group of young people, if you ask the right questions...”
                                                                             - Tony Brown
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1. Conversation
You will be amazed at just how much you can learn through a simple conversation with a group of 
young people, if you ask the right questions, allow them to answer and listen keenly to what they say. 
When I first meet a young person who attends a youth centre, I like to ask them the following 
questions; What’s your name? How long have you been coming here? What do you like / dislike about 
the project? How could we make it better? Just by asking these simple questions to  a number of 
young people within a centre or project has given me more than enough information to begin 
generating some ideas.

2. Stickers, Post it’s and Flip Chart
What I have found to be really useful, is to pre-print a load of sticker sheets with a varied selection of 
responses related to the consultation topic of and ask the young people to  look thought them and stick 
the ones they would like discus and explore further  on a flip chart sheet. I would also  provide Post it 
notes and pens for them to write their own ideas.

3. Youth Forum
It is so easy to get youth forums wrong simply because of the perception many people have of what a 
youth forum should look like and how it should function. The title paints a picture of a formal meeting 
around a large table with serious people discussing serious matters. However, a youth forum does not 
have to be formal, and it shouldn’t be. I think youth forums work best when they are relaxed, informal 
and enjoyable. It could just be a few group members representing the view of the wider group and 
feeding back on their behalf.

4. Ideas box
A large well signed box, placed within the centre with squares of paper next to it is useful for ongoing 
consultations. Or if it is street based session, it could be an Ideas bag. For maximum impact, place a 
large sign next to or above the box stating ‘We need your ideas’ or ’Tell us what you want’. This gives 
the young people direction and instruction.

Methods
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5. Surveys
You can produce a short questionnaire and print them off for the group to complete, However, we all 
know that most young people spend a lot of time online, so you should make use of online survey 
sites such as www.SurveyMonkeycom. This service offers both a free account and a paid account 
that includes enhanced features. You simply create your survey online and email the link to those you 
want to complete it. You can also post the link on your website and Social media platforms.
You can chose from a range of themes to design your survey and even use their pre-written 
questions. Effective survey questions tend to be short, simple and fee from jargon. Also, avoid using 
questions that are loaded (assumption-filled) or leading (directs the answer). 

6. Social Media
Young people are no  strangers to Social Media. You can post your questions on your Facebook page 
and encourage young people to post a response. If using Twitter, you can make use of the #hashtag 
feature. Place hashtag symbol # before a relevant keyword or phrase (no spaces) in a Tweet to 
categorise those Tweets, then, when someone clicks on a hashtagged word in any message, it shows 
you all other Tweets marked with that keyword. For example, if you choose to use #NewProjects, you 
would tell everyone to Tweet their opinion and include #NewProjects anywhere in the tweet.
REMEMBER: What is posted on Twitter is in the public domain so everyone will be able to see the 
responses.

7. Agree/Disagree/Don’t Know
Place three signs around the room that read “agree”, “disagree”, “don’t know” then read out prepared 
statement or questions and the young people have to move to a sign that best reflects how they feel. 
then a discussion can held about why they have gone there.

Methods

http://www.SurveyMonkeycom
http://www.SurveyMonkeycom
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8. Bead boxes
Have a number of empty jars, boxes or containers labelled with whatever options the group has. The  
young people then vote by placing a bead or token in the container. You can theme your containers to 
tie in with the topic or theme of consultation.

9. Graffiti Wall
Most young people love Graffiti, and will enjoy writing on the wall without be told off for doing so. 
Identify a wall in your centre / project and you can either paint it or hang large sheets of paper on it 
and invite the young people to  write their opinions in the form of graffiti. Be sure to display the topic of 
consultation next to the wall, and also be clear that you only want comments and suggestion related to 
the specific topic.

10. Text Vote
Most young people have mobile phones, and most service providers offer free text messaging. Assign 
a phone and ask young people to text their thoughts, answers, ideas to  the questions posed. one way 
to do this is to send out the questions is staggered phases using Q1, Q2, Q3 etc. Instruct the young 
people to start their reply text message with A1, A2, A3 etc, so you ware able to link the response with 
the right questions.

11. Video Booth
A “Big Brother” style Video diary rooms proves to  be an extremely effective way of capturing thoughts 
and views of young people. You can simply set up a video camera in a small room with a chair for 
young people to  sit on. If you really want to create a great effect, theme your booth to suit the topic or 
theme of consultation using different chairs, mirrors, backdrops posters.
You can either allow young people to express openly their ideas and suggestions to the camera, or 
ask them questions that they answer to the camera.

Methods
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10.   7 Consultation Mistakes to 
Avoid
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“We too were once children.”
                                                                             - Anon
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7 Consultation Mistakes to Avoid.

1.Making the process long and formal. - What ever method you choose to use, keep it 
short and move quickly though the activities, but don’t rush it.

2.Holding the session outside of normal delivery hours – Integrate your consultation 
session into your normal session (get them while they are available)

3. Making a big thing about it. – This links to the above point. Many young people don’t 
want to be seen to be to enthusiastic, so play it down  

4. Not feeding back any progress to the group – Young people want to see things 
happen and see them happen fast, even if it is only small steps

5. Not building a relationship with the group first. – If you are new to the group, get to 
know them first before you try to engage them in the process

6. Making your multiple choice answers too restrictive – multiple choice answers are 
good, but don’t let them limit the young people’s choice of response.

7.  Asking open-ended questions that are not useful – For example “What do you 
want to do?”

Mistake
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11.   7 Things You Can Do to 
Enhance Young People’s 

Involvement
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“The chief art is to make all that [Young People] have to do sport and play.”
                                                                             - Locke
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7 things you can do to enhance young people’s involvement:

1.Involve young people in all stages of planning, managing and evaluating projects.

2.Create opportunities for young people to express their concerns and perspectives on 
issues.

3.Respect young people and talk to them as you would talk to an adult.

4.Avoid interrupting young people when they are talking.

5.Ask young people how you can support them to making things happen.

6.Resist generalising young people’s behaviour, opinions or ideas.

7.Seek young people’s advice on matters.

Enhance
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12.   Incentives for Engagement
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Incentives for engagement

Young people are much more likely to engage in something if they have an incentive. I have heard 
youth workers say that the incentive is the project they are planning, however, that project may not 
happen until weeks after the consultation has taken place so I have found it useful to offer incentives 
for participation in each key stage of the process.

7 incentives that young people love

1.Food (Pizza is always a winner)

3.Cinema Tickets (I try to provide a pass for two, so they can take a friend)

5.Bus, Tram or Train passes (Most young people are dependent on public transport)

7.Mobile phone top up’s (make sure you find out what network they are on first)

9.High street gift cards (or ask the group if they want voucher for a specific store)

11.Prize draws (young people love a competition)

13.Press coverage (Draft an article for your local press office and arrange for a photo 
shoot)

Incentive
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13.   Knowing What is Out of Reach



50

Consulting Young People Effectively  -  Tony Brown

“[Youth] often holds a truth in its feeble fingers, which the grasp of manhood 

cannot retain, and which it is the pride of utmost age to recover.”
                                                                             - Ruskin
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Once you have received the feedback from the group, you are almost ready to progress to  the 
planning stage, however, before you move forward, you need to compile and process your findings.

There may be things that have come out of the consultation that are genuinely out of reach and 
unachievable and you have to filter out those things that you know you are not capable of doing. 

During this stage you need to be very clear with the group that you are not discounting their ideas; you 
are just being truthful with them as to what is in your reach and what is not. 

It is very important to establish from the very beginning of the process with all those involved that it 
was vital to manage the expectations of the young people involved.  

There may be some “Quick wins” that can be implemented straight away, which will reassure the 
young people that something is happening and have an immediate positive impact.

Where there are actions which may take longer to implement, it is important that young people are 
aware of the timeframe and that you keep them updated on every stage and step of progression.

Young people want to see things happen and see them happen fast, even if it’s only a 
small progression, so it is important that from the outset you make the group aware of 

the timescales related to the process.
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14.   Providing Feedback
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“Every child is, to a certain extent, a genius, and every genius is, to a certain extent, a child.”
                                                                             - Schopenhauer.
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A significant part of managing expectations is continually providing feedback throughout the process.
It is important that you feedback your results to everyone who has taken part. This will not only 
encourage young people to  take part in any future consultations, but will also help to raise peoples 
perceptions of how good your service is. 

There are a variety of methods you can use to keep young people informed.

Feedback is an important aspect to consider at the initial stages of consultation and providing open 
feedback should form an integral part of the process.

If you don't feedback, young people will assume that you don’t take any notice of what they have said 
and loose confidence in your service.

As part of the process it is also important to  openly explain if and when things haven’t happened and 
the reasons why. This gives young people a real sense of how things work.

Ways to feedback

 Use school assemblies to give an update and have a questions and answer session.

 Have a progress page of your website and update it regularly.

 Use your Social Media platforms to post regular updates

 Produce and distribute leaflets or a Newsletter.

 Provide updates via Text message to all young people who took part.
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14.   Balancing the Wants and 
Needs of Young People
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There is no doubt that, we in the west live in a consumer-driven society. We are confronted every day 
with media messages from every angle telling us that we need some type of new goods or product to 
improve our lives and make us more likeable or acceptable by society. 

This has caused the line between what we want and what we truly need to become distorted.

Also, our desire for what we want is much greater than the desire for what we need. The want is 
usually impulsive and selfish, but the need is usually suppressed and concealed. The want is usually 
a short term fix, while the need is often deep rooted and difficult to deal with.

If your project can deliver both of these, then it will be successful in many ways. The problem you will 
find is often times people focus primarily on what they want, rather than what they need.

Many times I have seen youth workers who were unable or unwilling to make that distinction between 
a want and a need and make the mistake of continually providing a young person or group’s wants in 
an attempt to win favour with them.

This is often done with the best of intentions and a desire to do  the best for the young people; 
however, it often backfires, creating a sense of entitlement, ingratitude and can be seen to  reward or 
reaffirm negative behaviour.

When undertaking a consultation to aid the planing of a project or programme, 
it is important to strike a balance between delivering what the young people 

Want and what they Need. 
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The WANT / NEED Quadrant

Some years ago, when exploring the theory of balancing Want’s and Needs of young people, I created 
a diagram which I called The Want / Need Quadrant, to help me to better understand how the wants 
and needs of a young person impacts on their engagement and participation in the provision offered. 
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The WANT / NEED Quadrant

Looking at the Quadrant you will see a basic scale comprising of four factors; Low want, High want, 
Low need, High need.

The level of Want is plotted vertically on the scale with the bottom indicating that the project or service 
does not adequately meet the Wants of the young person and the top end indicating that the project or 
service does meet their Wants.

The level of Need is plotted horizontally on the scale with the left side indicating that the project or 
service does not adequately meet the Needs of the young person and the right side indicating that the 
project or service does meet their Needs.

The window is broken up into four squares or quadrants; each quadrant represents the level at which 
the service or provision offered meets the young persons wants and needs. It also gives a basic 
description of the likely response of the young person when offered that service or provision.

Each quadrant is designed to be viewed from the perspective of the young person and not that of the 
service provider.
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Low Want, Low Need; The service or provision offered does not offer anything that the young person 
feels they want or need at that particular time in there life.

Response: It will be very difficult, if not impossible to get that young person to  voluntarily engage in 
that service.
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High Want, Low Need: The service or provision that is on offer is something that the young person 
really wants to do, however, that provision will not supply any of their needs.

Response: The young person  will happily engage when they choose to, however, this could be a 
missed opportunity to begin to address some of the underlying issues.
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Low Want, High Need: The service or provision that is on offer is something that the young person 
does not want to participate in; however, it will support some of their needs.

Response: The Young person may, with enough encouragement, engage voluntarily; however, they 
might need a lot of support to remain engaged. This support could be in the form of a key worker or a 
peer mentor, or simply allowing them to bring a friend along to the initial sessions.
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High Want, High Need: The provision that is on offer is something that the young person really wants 
to do and also includes elements of support directed towards meeting their needs.

Response: It is very likely that the young person will engage voluntarily with very little persuading and 
will remain engaged throughout the length of the project.

THIS IS THE BALANCE YOU WANT TO ACHIEVE. 
I am very aware that this balance is not always achievable, however, the aim is to recognise and 
anticipate all these factors when consulting young people and planning and developing  projects and 
programmes for them.
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15.   Conclusion
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It is indeed possible to run a youth project or programme without consulting young people, however, 
every level of an organisation can benefit from good communications and ongoing consultation with 
it’s customers.

In certain decisions, such as activity planning, opening days and times and other matters that directly 
impact the service users it is essential, but the most successful youth organisations understand and 
ensure that systematic communication and consultation take place on a wider range of subjects.   
These organisations benefit from better decision making, greater customer understanding and 
commitment and improved youth engagement.

Effective and sustainable youth engagement can be achieved by any organisation if the following 
basic requirements are met:

 Senior management are committed to seeking and listening  to the voice of young people
 This commitment is embedded throughout the organisation
 Young people's views are genuinely considered before decisions are taken
 Consultation is both systematic and regular

Any organisation can review the effectiveness of its consultation practices and can take action itself to 
improve its system. However, I believe an organisation will further benefit from calling in a third party 
to:

Assess its current communication and consultation arrangements
Discuss the organisation's needs
Work with the organisation to identify improvements.

It is possible to  cultivate and maintain a youth provision that is fresh and vibrant, responsive to the 
wants and needs of young people and demonstrates effective engagement and participation in all it 
does.
Effective consultation is the key.

Conclusion
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CONTACT
If you have any questions or comments about the eBook, Tony would love to hear from you.

Blog: http://www.youthworktoolbox.com

Twitter: http://twitter.com/Youthwork_Tools

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/youthworktoolbox

Services: http://www.youthworktoolbox.com/hire-tony

Email: Tony@youthworktoolbox.com
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