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A B S T R A C T

Over the past decade and more, there has been a significant emphasis in western societies on policy processes to engage youth in civic and political life. Concerns
about the extent to which marginalized urban young people in particular have become disengaged from civic and political life has been a common, and contested,
theme in youth policy. Currently, there is a dearth of literature exploring how policy provisions have been translated into practice on the ground. In this paper, we
draw on semi-structured interviews with 66 policymakers, public officials, and youth work practitioners in London, Belfast, and Dublin to explore the strategies used
to engage urban youth and to identify the key challenges associated with these efforts. The strategies used in youth engagement efforts include youth work,
deliberative forums, volunteerism, arts, sports and media, non-formal education and technology and social media. Challenges associated with youth civic and
political engagement include youth alienation from their communities and institutions, capacity and resource limitations, ritual rather than real engagement and
challenges of inclusion.

1. Introduction

Since the publication of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1990) there has been an increasing policy
focus on the participation of young people in civic and political life,
driven by beliefs regarding the fundamental right to such participation
and concerns regarding declining levels of political and civic engage-
ment across society in general and among younger generations in
particular (Flanagan & Christens, 2011; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Henn
& Foard, 2014; Shaw, Brady, McGrath, Brennan, & Dolan, 2014). Of
particular concern is the alienation of marginalized or disadvantaged
youth – those most affected by structural factors of inequality, dis-
advantage, and discrimination – from civic and political life. Because
the civic attitudes, beliefs, and skills developed during adolescence and
young adulthood have been found to influence ongoing civic partici-
pation across the lifecourse (Finlay, Wray-Lake, & Flanagan, 2010),
proponents of youth participation argue that young people should be
given opportunities to identify issues and priorities, deliberate and
advocate for addressing societal problems, and contribute to the
common good (Chaskin, McGregor, & Brady, 2018a). They further
argue that encouraging the participation of young people in the com-
munities and contexts in which they live and building their capacity as
social actors can support their positive development as individuals,
enhance their future role as citizens, and help to ensure better re-
sponsiveness to their needs (Flanagan, 2013; Sherrod, Torney-Purta, &

Flanagan, 2010; Yates and Youniss, 1999). Furthermore, there is a risk
that the interests of young people will not be taken seriously by elected
politicians if they disengage from politics and voting (Barrett & Pachi,
2019; Henn, Oldfield, & Hart, 2018; Shephard & Patrikios, 2013).

At the supranational level, an explicit focus on the importance of
young people’s participation and citizenship rights was first articulated
in the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959,
which led, 30 years later, to the UNCRC, entailing a formal commitment
on the part of member states to establish mechanisms and report on
progress towards ensuring a set of codified rights of children and young
people. In the decades since this declaration, a number of youth-or-
iented policy frameworks developed by UN agencies and at the
European Union, in particular, have identified youth civic and political
engagement as important goals (Chaskin et al., 2018a). There has been
a similar focus at the national level in some states, particularly in
Europe, including the Republic of Ireland, Britain, and Northern Ireland
(ibid.). Within these policy frameworks, the strategies emphasized to
promote youth civic and political engagement include a range of tra-
ditional approaches, such as youth work and volunteerism, alongside
somewhat newer policy innovations, such as dedicated youth parlia-
ments and youth councils, that are designed to allow young people to
influence decision-making at all levels of governance, from the local to
the supranational. These strategies aim to build youth leadership ca-
pacity, highlight issues of importance to young people, and provide
them with experience engaging with democratic processes. A
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prominent stated concern of many policies is to ensure that the struc-
tures and processes are representative of different groups of youth,
including vulnerable and marginalized groups (Chaskin et al., 2018a).

While there has been an increased policy focus on youth civic en-
gagement over the past decade in particular, some scholars suggest
there is a need for research to map the various mechanisms used to
advance youth engagement (Shephard & Patrikios, 2013). Although
research has contributed valuable insights regarding specific policy
provisions such as youth parliaments (Shephard & Patrikios, 2013;
Turkie, 2010) and citizenship programs (de St Croix, 2011; Mills &
Waite, 2017), there has been a dearth of research exploring the nature
of the broader field of youth civic engagement, and in particular, the
perspectives of those working with marginalized youth. This paper aims
to address this gap, by identifying the primary strategies used in youth
civic and political engagement in three cities and exploring the chal-
lenges associated with policy and practice in this domain. The findings
are based on an in-depth qualitative study of the perspectives of 66
policy professionals, NGO leaders, and front-line practitioners in Du-
blin, Belfast, and London. In the analysis, we outline the key strategies
and explore the challenges related to the promotion of youth civic and
political engagement in these contexts, with a particular focus on the
engagement of marginalized urban youth and on community rather
than school-based interventions. Young people’s perspectives were also
researched as part of the study and are reported elsewhere (Chaskin,
McGregor, & Brady, 2018b, in review).

1.1. Promoting youth civic and political engagement

We define youth civic engagement as referring to the participation of
young people in activities that address the concerns, interests, and
common good of a community (be it geographical, social, or cultural),
while we use political engagement as focused on participation with po-
litical institutions, processes, and decision-making (Barrett & Pachi,
2019)—though we recognize that in practical terms (and as perceived
by social actors, including young people themselves) this distinction is
somewhat artificial, as “civic” engagement (e.g., through community
improvement or service learning projects) may well embrace a political
dimension, and vice versa (Authors, in review).

It is well established in the research literature that parents, schools,
youth organizations, politicians and policymakers all have a significant
role to play in promoting youth civic and political engagement (Barrett
& Pachi, 2019; Flanagan, 2013; Silke, Brady, Boylan, & Dolan, 2018).
Youth organizations provide young people with opportunities to ac-
quire relevant and meaningful experiences of participation and to build
their civic skills, and involving young people in activities such as youth
clubs, school councils and youth parliaments has been found to increase
social capital and political literacy (Brady, Conway, Canavan, & Koviac,
2012; Sloam, 2007). Young people are more likely to become civically
engaged when they are in settings such as schools, workplaces, and
community organizations where they are asked to meaningfully parti-
cipate, because their friends are participating, or because they learn
about issues that concern them (Flanagan, 2013; Flanagan & Levine,
2010). Some youth are motivated for volunteer activities (whether
political or not) for instrumental reasons (such as gaining experience to
include on their CV); others because they identify as people who help
people; and yet others because of personal experiences or issues that
catalyze their engagement (Ballard, Malin, Porter, Colby, and Damon
(2015). Stoneman (2002) argues that it takes a deliberate, consistent
effort to organize any group of people into any form of civic activity.

Policies explicitly concerning children and youth began to be de-
veloped in many Western democracies in the nineteenth century. For
the most part, these initially focused on specific issues (e.g., education),
responded to specific problems (e.g., child labour or domestic abuse) or
attended to specific periods of a child’s life (e.g., school-to-work tran-
sitions). The development of policy frameworks oriented more holi-
stically toward child and youth well-being and the importance of young

people’s connection to and participation in civic and political life began
to emerge in the middle of the twentieth century, although earlier ef-
forts emphasising citizenship, volunteerism, and civic engagement were
advanced in the voluntary sector, including the rise and (in some cases
international) growth of organisations like the YMCA and Scouts
(Davies, 2009).

The political representation of children can take many forms, in-
cluding children’s voices being heard through consultations organized
by government agencies, the establishment of youth councils and youth
parliaments, youth wings of political parties and giving young people
the right to vote in elections. Wall and Dar (2011: 609) argue that
young people are owed political representation, which can be under-
stood as “the right to have one’s lived experience of difference make a
difference to the political whole.” In recent years, there have been
significant moves to provide young people with political representation,
as seen in the growth of youth parliaments, with some form of youth
parliament structure found in more than 30 countries worldwide (Wall
& Dar, 2011). Structures such as youth parliaments and councils aim to
improve political literacy among young people and carve out a role for
them in political deliberation, and they represent “a symbolic gesture
on behalf of political elites that ‘young people matter’” (Milliken, 2001;
Shephard & Patrikios, 2013: 756).

Contemporary policy and practice regarding youth civic and poli-
tical engagement has been critiqued on a range of grounds. Some
scholars have argued that the perceived ‘crisis’ in youth citizenship
behaviour should be seen as part of a broader set of challenges relating
to democracy, citizenship and participation in globalised digital socie-
ties. The rapid change and increased complexity of late modern society
has shaped the way that young people think about and experience
democracy (Collin, 2015; Farthing, 2010); they no longer rely to the
same degree on traditional social institutions and look to “new solida-
rities” such as internet based social media platforms for identity and
belonging (Farthing, 2010; Moran, Brady, Forkan, & Coen, 2018). In-
deed, there is significant evidence that young people are more likely to
choose alternative forms of political engagement, such as online cam-
paigning or participation in demonstrations, over voting or joining
political parties (Henn & Foard, 2014; Melo & Stockemer, 2014;
Mycock & Tonge, 2011; Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 2002; Sloam,
2012). Thus, several scholars argue that young people are not disin-
terested in politics, they just engage differently, favoring an ‘actua-
lizing’ form of citizenship over the ‘dutiful’ citizenship of previous
generations (Bennet, Wells, & Freelon, 2011).

It is also argued that the ‘youth disengagement’ paradigm that un-
derpins youth policy orientations fails to accept that young people’s
rejection of traditional political forms ‘may be a legitimate response to
faulty institutions themselves’ (Farthing, 2010, p. 185). There is a
strongly held view that, rather than being apolitical or disengaged,
young people are understandably frustrated and cynical as a con-
sequence of four decades of neoliberal policies which have portrayed
youth as a threat to democracy and public order (Davies, 2019; Pickard,
2019). Farthing (2010, p. 185) points out that, while on the one hand,
politicians are introducing measures to educate and train ‘future citi-
zens’, young people are simultaneously excluded from political parti-
cipation by laws denying young people under 18 the right to vote and
legislation designed to prevent ‘loitering’ and curb the liberties of
young people. Civic engagement policies are criticised for placing re-
sponsibility on young people to become involved in politics ‘rather than
on polity to inspire, motivate, enable, mobilise and engage young
people’ (Pickard, 2019).

Although framed in terms of ‘voice’, empowerment and social in-
clusion, youth policies relating to participation and civic engagement,
such as the UNCRC, enshrine primarily adult-centric agendas and en-
deavor to make young people fit into and inform government policy
agendas (Garasia, Begum-Ali, & Farthing, 2015; Spyrou, 2016). Ap-
proaches such as youth or student councils, youth parliaments, and
mock elections have been critiqued on the basis that they “mimic adult
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conceptions of the political” and “aim to prepare young people for fu-
ture adult roles in a democratic society” (Wood, 2012: 339). Further-
more, critics argue that these structures have failed to live up to their
promise of influencing public decision-making and challenging the
status-quo (Collin, 2015; Kirby & Bryson, 2002; Lister, 2007). Shephard
and Patrikios (2013: 767), for example, concluded from a review of
youth parliaments across the EU that these forums are primarily fo-
cused on socializing young people in the workings of a democratic
polity, but “rarely translate youth preferences and grievances into
tangible and applicable policy outcomes.” The creation of separate
political institutions for children and youth risks “sequestering children
into a disempowered political realm, and thus perpetuating their his-
torical exclusion from power” (Wall & Dar, 2011: 607). Youth parlia-
ments have also been criticized for not being representative of all youth
(Turkie, 2010) and for being elitist (Milliken, 2001).

Critics have also argued that, in setting the agenda for what ‘good’
citizenship looks like, policies implicitly or explicitly deny or devalue
other forms of citizenship (Couldry, 2010). Youth civic and political
engagement is defined and evaluated using top down adult-driven in-
dicators and young people’s views of what constitutes political parti-
cipation are rarely considered (Farthing, 2010, p. 185). Placing the
policy focus on formalized structures for participation has meant that
youth engagement and participation occurring outside of the ‘policy
gaze’ in the context of young people’s everyday environments and in-
teractions can be devalued or overlooked (Nolas, 2014; Percy-Smith,
2010). For example, Wood (2012) found that high-school children in
New Zealand engaged in “everyday” forms of political action within
their schools and communities and showed both agency and re-
sourcefulness within these spaces. Furthermore, while the policy
rhetoric emphasizes participation and empowerment, youth work in
England, a space where youth citizenship behavior was traditionally
nurtured and practiced, has been radically reshaped by neoliberal po-
licies of managerialism, accountability, privatization and competitive-
ness (Davies, 2019; Taylor, Connaughton, de St Croix, Davies, & Grace,
2018). Garasia et al. (2015) argue that the emancipatory, social
/community developmental and citizenship pedagogies that previously
underpinned youth work have diminished, to be replaced by a focus on
controlling and regulating individual young people (Furlong, 2013), as
evidenced by their study which found that some young people at-
tending youth clubs in London reported being actively discouraged
from being political. Further, critics suggest that opportunities for or-
ganic or informal civic and political engagement processes in commu-
nities have been supressed in favour of ‘top down’ large scale policy
models such as the National Citizen Service and Youth Parliament
(Davies, 2019; Mills & Waite, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018).

A final issue with regard to youth civic engagement is differential
access to opportunities among social groups. Research has found that
youth coming from families with higher socioeconomic status tend to
have higher overall levels of both civic and political participation (Hart,
Atkins, & Ford, 1998; Kallio & Häkli, 2011), while able-bodied young
people and those in employment are more likely to participate than
young people who are unemployed or have disabilities (Hart & Atkins,
2002). There is also evidence that youth from immigrant and ethnic
minority backgrounds participate less in civic activities than their non-
immigrant, ethnic-majority peers (Levinson, 2010). Studies have found
that young people, especially those from low-income backgrounds, can
be reluctant to engage in collective activity because they sense that
their participation is not valued in society (Chaskin et al., 2018a; Hart,
2009; Milbourne, 2009; Collin, 2015).

1.2. Methods

This paper draws on data collected from a European Union funded
study of urban youth which focused on policies, organizational en-
vironments, and strategies to engage marginalized young people in
London, Belfast and Dublin. The study explored the perspectives of

policy professionals, NGO leaders, and front-line practitioners seeking
to promote youth civic and political engagement in three cities –
Dublin, Belfast, and London – through government policy, program
development, and a range of strategies working with youth. In addition,
28 focus groups were undertaken with young people aged 14–25 years
in the three cities to explore their ideas about citizenship, civic and
political action, their role in society, and their perspectives on efforts to
promote their civic and political engagement. In this paper, we focus
specifically on the perspectives of policy professionals, NGO leaders,
and front-line practitioners on the strategies and challenges to engaging
marginalized urban youth.

The study commenced with a review and comparative analysis of
the major legislation and policy framework documents at supranational
and national levels that outline the aims and mechanisms for youths’
civic and political engagement activities (see Chaskin et al., 2018a). A
small advisory group was formed in each of the three cities, composed
of representatives from the academic, statutory, and voluntary youth
sectors. The advisory groups supported the research team with aspects
of the research design, provided guidance in relation to the local con-
texts, and responded to emerging findings and analysis.

In order to inform our sampling strategy, an inventory of organi-
zations that engage youth in civic and political life in each city and
those that work at a national level to support and promote youth en-
gagement was developed. Information was drawn from consultation
with advisory groups, resource directories, and a systematic review of
websites. Representatives of these organizations (including policy-
makers and other public officials, leaders of youth organizations, youth
workers, and youth activists) were asked to take part in semi-structured
interviews. Snowball sampling techniques were then used, whereby key
informants were asked for additional recommendations of people it
would be important to talk with, to extend our sample. A total of 66
formal interviews were conducted across the three cities (see Table 1).

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted with all 66
participants. Interviews were guided by an open-ended schedule that
allowed for the emergence of new issues while also asking a core set of
common questions across interviews. Questions explored informants’
perspectives on a range of topics, including the importance, potential,
and limitations of particular strategic orientations to promoting en-
gagement, particularly for marginalized youth.

All interviews were digitally audio-recorded, transcribed, and coded
thematically using the NVivo software package for qualitative data
analysis. Following a close reading of all transcripts for the purposes of
familiarization, coding was undertaken by three members of the re-
search team using a modified grounded theory approach (Strauss &
Corbin, 1994), in which a set of deductive thematic categories were
established, followed by an inductive approach to identify sub-themes.
For example, some of the categories used in the first phase of analysis
included strategies and mechanisms to support youth engagement and
challenges, risks, and barriers. Open coding was subsequently under-
taken within each category in order to label emerging ideas and con-
cepts. Codes were then grouped together to identify significant broader
patterns of meaning or potential themes. According to Braun and Clarke
(2006, p. 82), ‘a theme captures something important about the data in
relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned
response or meaning within the data set’. For example, under the ca-
tegory of ‘strategies and mechanisms’, examples of themes were ‘youth

Table 1
Key informant interview sample.

Dublin Belfast London Total

Policy professionals 4 7 7 18
Front-line practitioners 10 8 16 34
NGO leaders 4 5 5 14
Total 18 20 27 66
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work’, ‘technology and social media’ and ‘arts’. The next phase of
coding involved coding within each theme to identify sub-themes. For
example, under ‘youth work’, sub-themes included rationale, benefits
and challenges. The data-set was re-read at this stage in order to as-
certain whether the emerging themes and sub-themes were sufficiently
accurate and comprehensive. Each theme was further refined and some
were discarded or merged with others. When agreement was reached
among the research team regarding the final set of themes and sub-
themes, the findings were written up, using quotes to illustrate the
points made.

1.3. Strategies for youth engagement

The findings of our study showed that orientations towards enga-
ging young people were put into practice through a wide array of
strategies across the three cities. We focus here on six specific strategies
that were engaged, sometimes in isolation, sometimes in combination.
These are: engaging in youth work, establishing deliberative forums,
promoting volunteerism, engaging young people in arts, sport and
media, supporting non-formal education and training, and leveraging
technology and social media to promote engagement. We first examine
the nature of each of these strategies and the perceived benefits asso-
ciated with them as suggested by our respondents, followed by a focus
on the challenges and critiques identified by stakeholders in relation to
youth civic engagement.

1.3.1. Youth work
Youth work emerged across all the stakeholder interviews as a

foundation for much civic engagement activity for young people. Youth
work in the three cities is generally understood as informal education
activity that takes place in youth clubs, community centres or on the
streets and involves ‘open-ended engagement with young people in peer
group settings, that starts from their starting points rather than from
pre-defined outcomes or agendas, and works with them for as long as
they choose to participate (in contrast to programmatic, time-limited,
or evangelical youth projects)’ (de St Croix, 2018, p. 418). The purpose
of youth work was commonly described by respondents as promoting
personal and social development and social inclusion for young people,
and as facilitating a sense of identity and belonging. For respondents
working more centrally in the critical youth work tradition, youth work
is also importantly about working with young people to understand the
structural and political forces that shape their everyday experiences and
opportunities, and to develop their interest and skills in seeking to
promote social change through, for example, community action or
political mobilization (Davies, 2019).

The relationship between the youth worker and the young person
was emphasized as pivotal to the approach of youth work. Many re-
spondents, primarily youth workers across the three cities, emphasized
that before civic engagement work can happen, they must build a re-
lationship with the young person and also address their personal, social,
or emotional development. Where the relationship is perceived by the
young person as genuine and meaningful, there is a greater likelihood
of that young person engaging and linking in with other activities. In
order to allow relational youth work to develop, respondents empha-
sized the need for open-access, youth-friendly spaces – such as youth
clubs, community centers and youth cafes – that provide the opportu-
nity for young people to connect with peers and supportive adults in
their communities, in their own time, and on their own terms. To be
effective mechanisms supporting the meaningful engagement of young
people in civic and political life – embracing their role as active, em-
powered, contributing citizens – activities in these spaces need at some
point to provide more than recreation or shelter for unstructured leisure
time, promoting critical reflection and discussion and opportunities for
social action around issues that young people most care about. To this
end, many youth workers spoke of their efforts to engage young people
in critical discourse, to hone their interests and understanding of civic

and political life and their place within it, and to facilitate them in
undertaking projects, campaigns, and various kinds of social action. For
example, a youth worker in Dublin described how young people’s
participation in a leadership program delivered in a youth work setting
led to their becoming more politically engaged:

From that then those young people were able to see that a lot of the
problems they were facing were quite similar and that the answers
weren’t in the community. And that happened organically. And from
that then they tried to mobilize and talk with local community
leaders, which they did do. Now they have managed to get some
small changes in that community, some small changes around what
services were being provided, and also they were able to access
funding for particular projects.

Several youth workers noted the importance of detached youth
work, which involves active outreach with young people in public
spaces. Although street engagement is difficult, time-intensive, and
requires workers to have the flexibility, skills, capacity, and patience to
persist and build trust among neighborhood youth, it was noted by
several respondents as necessary for engaging the most marginalized
youth.

The model of relational youth work described here can be seen to
represent the ‘ideal’ form of youth work; it must be acknowledged that
youth work has become more targeted and subject to funding restric-
tions in recent years, reducing opportunities for youth workers to en-
gage in this type of open-ended informal engagement (see Davies, 2019;
Garasia et al., 2015). These challenges will be dealt with later in the
paper.

1.3.2. Deliberative forums and opportunities
Across the three cities there has been a significant emphasis on es-

tablishing structures and processes to engage young people in delib-
eration and decision-making at different levels. These structures, which
we refer to collectively as “deliberative forums,” include national youth
parliaments, local youth councils, youth advisory boards, and one-off
consultative events. In terms of deliberative forums, national level
structures are in operation in all three cities but with some notable
differences. Every local authority in the UK is entitled to have a young
person elected by other young people to represent them in the UK
Youth Parliament (UKYP), which has 364 elected representatives aged
11–18 years. In Ireland, Dáil na nÓg is the National Youth Parliament of
Ireland for 12–17-year-olds. Two hundred young people are elected to
Dáil na nÓg through their local Comhairle na nÓg (youth councils).
Although in Northern Ireland, a national youth parliament has not yet
been established by government, a National Youth Congress was es-
tablished by the Northern Ireland Youth Forum (an NGO) to provide a
democratic structure for young people until the Youth Assembly is
formally established.

Each of the three cities also hosts a broad range of local youth
councils or forums to give young people the opportunity to have a voice
in relation to local services and policies. In addition to establishing
structures to support young people’s involvement in deliberation and
policy advising, government departments and local authorities fre-
quently also undertake one-off consultations with young people to in-
form policy. Such processes are mostly adult-led, but respondents in
London and Belfast in particular spoke of the increased use of more
participatory, youth-oriented methodologies. For example, in London
and Belfast, young people with specific experience have been recruited
and trained as “young advisers” to undertake consultations with gov-
ernment agencies, NGOs, and other young people on particular issues,
and a number of examples were provided across the three sites of “co-
designing” services with young people.

Respondents articulated a range of reasons for the establishment
and continued existence of these deliberative mechanisms. Across the
three cities, respondents highlighted a commitment to the realization of
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young people’s rights to democratic participation and to have their
opinions heard and taken into account. Deliberative forums and con-
sultative structures were also seen as important for communicating to
young people that they have a role to play in civic and political issues,
and for inspiring them to realize that they have the capacity to bring
about change in society. The point was frequently made that many
young people see politics as something for older people and that the
youth participatory structures offer the potential to awaken an interest
in and the capacity for civic and political engagement in young people.
There was also a widely shared view that youth engagement with de-
liberative forums and consultative process builds the skills and capacity
of young people to engage further with civic and political issues and
facilitates young people to see themselves in a new light, which can
have the effect of shaping their behavior into the future. A number of
interviewees expressed the view that youth representative structures
are more inclusive of difference than adult political structures and may
represent a new way of doing politics that focuses on issues of relevance
rather than on party politics.

The availability of a variety of youth structures was also seen as
offering a mechanism through which young people can influence the
provision of policy and services at local and national levels. In all three
cities, examples were given of disadvantaged young people who were in
conflict with the police having the opportunity to come face to face
with them and move towards a more constructive relationship.
Examples were also given of young people successfully influencing the
provision of playgrounds, youth services, and transport services.
Engaging with other young people through local councils was also seen
as sensitizing young people to issues affecting other young people that
may have been outside of their own experience. One government offi-
cial in Dublin gave examples of how national strategies and legislation
in relation to obesity and data protection were greatly enriched by in-
sights gleaned through consultation with children and young people:

What the teenagers were able to share with us is now heavily in-
forming the guidance that the Law Reform Commission is giving to the
government on the development of legislation as to what should con-
stitute criminal behavior online. And if we hadn’t gotten the views of
teenagers, none of that stuff would have come up in the way it has.

While positive views were expressed in relation to deliberative
forums, many respondents were highly critical of the often ritual nature
of engagement and the challenges of inclusion associated with these
strategies. These views are addressed later in the paper.

1.3.3. Volunteerism
Volunteering was noted as a major strategy to engage young people

in their communities – sometimes through the activities promoted in
the context of community-based youth work, sometimes through
structured programs like the National Citizen Service in the UK, and
sometimes through activities promoted by schools or in their commu-
nities. Although the term volunteering was used by a number of inter-
viewees, more often respondents spoke of social action. Indeed, one
youth work respondent in London argued that the term volunteering has
been replaced by social action as a result of its usage in government
funding schemes. Some found the use of the term to be essentially a
matter of strategic compliance (to be in line with the rhetoric of fun-
ders), and others thought it was less accurate than “volunteering” since
social action is more generally invoked in the vernacular to suggest
action with a political, systems-changing orientation. But many re-
spondents, particularly in Belfast and London, used the term “social
action projects” to describe any of a range of youth activities in the
community that is conceived, planned, and implemented by young
people themselves. One interviewee from a London NGO viewed social
action projects as a way to help young people to feel that they are
contributing to and being an active citizen in their own community.
Going through the process of shaping a social action project, including
identifying a need, reflecting on it, and undertaking action, was seen to
allow young people to experience fully what it means to be an active

citizen in their own communities and to be acknowledged for doing so.
The young people were also seen to benefit in terms of skills and per-
sonal development. As an NGO representative from London noted:

And there is just a great sense of well-being when they complete
that, and ninety-nine times out of a hundred you have got the chair of
the residents’ association or the local community police officer or the
school coming over saying, What a fantastic job and thank you, and all
the rest of it…. They also get all of the additional skills that come with
identifying issues, planning a project, talking to strategic partners,
getting the support, delivering the program, and evaluating it at the
end. So in effect you have almost got a mini-project-management ex-
perience piece that goes alongside their personal development.

In London, at least, the use of the term social action entered the
discourse as a result of its central place in the UK National Citizen
Service (NCS). Since its establishment in 2011, the NCS has provided
the most wide-reaching (and most generously funded) of the key me-
chanisms though which youth civic engagement is promoted in
England.1 The program is a three-week, government-funded initiative
universally available to 15–17 year old youths (though not universally
taken advantage of), who take part in a residential program for two
weeks, followed by designing and implementing a social action project
in their communities. As with all the strategies addressed in this paper,
both positive and negative views were expressed in relation to the NCS.
As will be discussed later in the paper, the key concern was that the
generously funded top-down NCS ‘brand’ emerged on the policy land-
scape at a time of significant retrenchment in local authority youth
work services, appealed to the more middle class young person and
promoted ‘safe’ forms of volunteering (Davies, 2019, p. 227; Mills &
Waite, 2017).

1.3.4. Arts, Sports, media
The mechanisms we have focused on so far provide fairly direct

means of engaging young people in civic and political life, even if their
potential to do so is not always realized. There are also somewhat more
indirect methods, using recreational and cultural activities to engage
young people in this way. As with youth work, where a focus on re-
creation or personal development may not lead to more active civic or
political action on the part of young people, the same is often true in the
context of sport, arts, and media programs. Delivery of these programs,
as well as the many opportunities volunteering and social action de-
scribed above, and the others to be outlined below, are primarily im-
plemented through community and youth organizations in the volun-
tary sector. But there were also a number of examples provided that
suggest how they can be used as a starting point for engaging young
people more broadly. Youth workers in Belfast and Dublin, for example,
described how football was used as a means to engage young people in
activities they are interested in but from which a sense of belonging and
commitment to their community can develop (and, in Belfast, where
young people’s participation across the sectarian divide to participate in
sport is hoped to create a broader, post-conflict sense of community).
Similarly, arts activities – graphic arts, drama, music, photography and
video – were used, sometimes to powerful effect, in civic engagement
work with young people. A Belfast youth worker, for example, de-
scribed how young people used a variety of creative methods to share
their views with policy makers during a consultation event:

Thinking of really creative ways down to simple artwork and dif-
ferent ways to portray messages that were really important and really
strong messages, but done in the way that young people want to do
them. So we use ideas like messages in a bottle, we used bunting where
young people had wrote some really powerful messages about how they
were feeling, how they were treated in services, issues for young
people, but this was all done colorfully; they did like maps and

1 The NCS is also operative in Northern Ireland, but much less expansively,
and many of our respondents were unaware of its activities there.
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journeys.

1.3.5. Non-formal education
With regard to education for youth civic engagement in the non-

formal sector, interviewees identified a broad range of education and
training programs that have been developed to educate young people
about politics. These include local-level training aimed at young people
who are new to civic engagement, focusing on developing young peo-
ple’s understanding of the system, building competencies and devel-
oping leadership skills, and engaging in social analysis. They also in-
clude training at an advanced level for young people with experience
and ambitions to become further involved in politics. A youth worker in
Belfast, for example, outlined the nature of education and training
provided for young people who have been elected to the Belfast Youth
Forum.

It is really education for social justice, so when they come in we do a
lot around equality, human rights, UNCRC, how to use those instru-
ments to actually create change where you live. Campaigning and
lobbying training [on] how to engage with decision-makers, how to
lobby them when you meet them in a committee.

1.3.6. Technology and social media
In addition to the kinds of direct, face-to-face strategies so far de-

scribed, some organizations also use social media and other forms of
communications technology in a wide variety of ways for the purposes
of promoting youth engagement. Some of the larger youth organiza-
tions, in London in particular, used sophisticated, tailored, online
campaigns to engage young people, including encouraging them to
vote. One organization had also developed games and quizzes to engage
young people on social network platforms, such as Tinder, that are
popular with young people and to encourage them to see that the issues
they are interested in are political issues. In Belfast, examples were
given of how social media can be used to create tailored pathways
through which young people could communicate with politicians.2 A
youth worker there described one of these efforts to connect young
people directly with their political representatives:

If you go into a youth group that night and they were really pas-
sionate about something … what you used to be able to do was say to
them that here is this mechanism, just put in your post code and up will
pop your local councilors and a format of a letter is already there, you
just need to populate the letter with what your issue is. And the young
people push the button, done immediately, nice and easy, doesn’t be-
come a whole big furore, and then all of a sudden maybe the local
councilor might respond and say, “I will come out and meet your group
the following week.” Fantastic.

There were also examples given of youth organizations using social
media to communicate with young people regarding activities and
services, but also as an important channel to disseminate information
on issues. Many respondents in the three cities also cited the use of
social media and technology to gather feedback from young people for
research, evaluation, or consultation purposes.

1.4. Challenges and critiques

Efforts to promote the civic and political engagement of young
people, the strategies they use, and the resources they draw on face a
number of significant challenges. We focus in this section on four major
challenges and critiques noted as significant across the three cities: (1)
the tendency of young people to be alienated from systems and the
public sphere; (2) capacity and resource limitations; (3) the tendency
toward ritual engagement; and (4) the challenges of inclusion.

1.4.1. Alienation
A major challenge raised by respondents concerned the general state

of alienation among young people, particularly those from dis-
advantaged and marginalized backgrounds. Much of the commentary
about this focused on the lack of a sense of belonging – indeed, a sense
of exclusion – among many marginalized young people. At the com-
munity level, challenges noted across cities reflect the dynamics of
disadvantage common in many urban communities: poverty, crime,
drugs, gangs, health and mental health issues, and higher levels of in-
volvement in criminal, child protection, and social welfare systems than
in more affluent communities. In London, racial tensions and dis-
crimination were also noted, and exacerbated in communities with
larger Muslim populations, by the discourse around and policies cur-
rently governing state responses to extremism and fears of radicaliza-
tion among youth. All of these factors are seen to contribute to the
alienation and disenfranchisement of many – though by no means all –
young people from these communities. As a staff member at a London
NGO put it, referring primarily to ethnic minority and Muslim youth:

So I would say the first stage is general disengagement with their
local community in general about politics in that regard, and that is
quite obvious; when you don’t feel part of something, you are not going
to actively engage with it.

For youth from disadvantaged backgrounds in general, respondents
noted this tendency towards disengagement in response to a sense of
alienation, particularly from the government and the arms of the state
that are most present in their lives. Many practitioners argued that
young people have lost faith in the political system in general – “a sense
that the government isn’t listening,” as one respondent put it – and in
politicians in particular, creating additional barriers to political en-
gagement. Respondents in Northern Ireland, especially youth workers
in both Republican and Loyalist communities, noted that the continued
presence of paramilitary organizations contributes to the distrust many
young people have of the state and state institutions. Tensions between
young people and the police – and the challenges of the police being in
many ways the principal point of contact between disadvantaged young
people and the state – was mentioned by respondents across cities,
especially by front-line practitioners. The multiple pressures on these
young people given the individual, family, and community circum-
stances in which they live, was most commonly identified as a major
challenge for promoting their engagement. As a practitioner working
with so-called “NEET” youth (those not in employment, education, or
training) in Belfast put it:

The nature of the young people we are talking about, core NEET
young people, if you get them coming back the second time, the third
time, you are lucky. They have very chaotic lives; it is not like we have
young people competing.

1.4.2. Capacity, resource limitations and restrictive funding regimes
The most frequently raised challenge, particularly among front-line

practitioners and leaders of NGOs, concerned resource limitations. On
the surface, the key concern relates to financial resources, particularly
in light of significant budget cuts in the wake of the Great Recession,
but the re-shaping of youth services as a consequence of neoliberal
policies over the past decade in particular was also seen to have ne-
gative consequences for the capacity of the youth sector to facilitate
youth civic and political engagement. Hardest hit by these reforms,
respondents across cities noted, were youth services, and particularly
more informal programs and organizations like community-based youth
clubs. The contraction of funding for youth services across the three
cities led to the need for organizations to compete with one another for
scarce resources, and has obvious implications for the broader capacity
of these organizations to do their work in terms of staffing, space,
programming, and numbers of young people they can reach, engage,
and work with over time. This is particularly important in the context of
working with marginalized youth, who often face a range of challenges
both as individuals and in their homes, communities, schools, and other

2 This work had been undertaken by an organisation called Public
Achievement in Northern Ireland, which is no longer in operation due to
funding cuts.
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institutions with which they interact, such as the criminal justice and
child welfare systems. As a youth worker in Dublin explained:

The trouble is we can’t compete with the realness of the world out
there and drug dealing and so much action going on; we can’t be that
real all the time. We can’t generate enough realness; it just takes too
much organization, too many limitations on us, whether it be health
and safety, whether it be child protection, resources, whatever it might
be, to be that real all the time. You are trying all the time to be real, but
to get substantial realness into their lives is a resource issue essentially.

Beyond the challenges created by shrinking financial resources, the
constraints placed on implementing organizations by the specific terms
governing their use of funding was also noted. The lack of certainty
about funding and the tendency towards short-term (generally one to
three years) support was noted as problematic. Some concern was also
raised about ill-considered factors that determine resource allocation
based on government priorities or bureaucratic exigencies. Across ci-
ties, allegations of misguided funding focused primarily on a lack of
appreciation for the foundational importance of youth work to engage
and respond to the needs and circumstances of marginalized youth. In
London, several respondents connected this with not just the re-
trenchment of funding for the youth service generally and for local
youth clubs and activities in particular, but with the massive investment
the national government has made in the National Citizen Service.
Similar concerns about misguided funding priorities, but focused on a
different policy, were expressed in London by respondents working
with Muslim youth and focused on issues of social cohesion and in-
clusion. As one explained:

So one community that the government has put a fair amount of
funding in to engage with is the Muslim community, but a large amount
of that has been to do with the Prevent strategy.3 And for certain
people, that has rubbed them up the wrong way, obviously; relating
[the] Muslim community to terrorism and using it as a way of funding
organizations has annoyed certain people in certain communities.

Beyond the level, availability, and allocation of funding, a number
of respondents also pointed to challenges grounded in how funding is
provided, and the processes, rules guiding, and constraints and re-
quirements placed on organizations that receive funding. Much of this
critique centered on increasingly onerous reporting requirements, ill-
suited performance metrics, and narrow targeting of particular groups
of young people – in particular those at risk of engagement with the
criminal justice system (especially in London and Dublin) and work-
force engagement among NEETs (especially in Belfast) at the expense of
universal support for all youth, particularly those in disadvantaged
communities. Challenges were also noted relating to the perceived
constraints placed on youth-serving organizations that wish to engage
young people in more activist and explicitly political ways out of fears
that their funding would be placed at risk or some other sanctions
would be forthcoming.

Beyond targeting, several front-line youth workers and leaders of
youth-focused NGOs across the three cities spoke critically of the in-
creasing embrace of narrowly focused outcome measures and

monitoring. Those expressing concerns on this front (principally, and
unsurprisingly, youth workers across cities) lamented the violence this
orientation does to the mission and promise of relational youth work
and its capacity to engage young people, promote their meaningful
participation, and develop in them the knowledge, inclination, and
critical analytic skills to be effective and active citizens. As one argued:

I think the dilemma at the moment is that as soon as things get
rendered programmatic, we very quickly lose the spirit that I am trying
to suggest is so important. So what I feel has been lost and isn’t re-
cognized within the devastation of the youth service across England
particularly but in the UK, is the loss of a distinctive space where there
is a young-person-centered, process-led engagement between worker
and young person which is voluntary, it is creative, but it doesn’t be-
lieve that it can guarantee where it is going to end up. It believes in that
process.

Resource issues were also raised with regard to engaging young
people via social media and technology. Developing an effective social
media strategy was described as “resource intensive,” requiring a con-
siderable investment of time and money which many youth organiza-
tions do not have. Many respondents argued that the “skill-set” of the
workforce in the youth sector, as well as in schools, councils, and
government departments, is poor in this regard compared to private
industry. One interviewee in a Belfast NGO said that given that her
organization struggled to access up-to-date hardware, moving into the
world of developing online content was unlikely.

At the moment our laptops are totally out of date…. We find it
difficult even to get that sort of stuff funded let alone looking at new
technologies. We don’t have an iPad in the whole organization.

Finally, a number of respondents, particularly front-line workers
and NGO leaders, also raised issues of challenges presented by capacity
limitations in the workforce. Part of this challenge concerns the need in
general for greater support for youth worker training and for youth
work as a profession.

1.4.3. Ritual engagement
In critiquing current policy and practice many respondents noted

the ways in which “top-down” or paternalistic orientations to engage-
ment contributed to the kinds of alienation we described above and
reproduced, or erected additional, barriers to effective participation
among young people, especially the most marginalized. Part of this
critique concerns the extent to which youth engagement efforts, parti-
cularly those focused on engaging youth in deliberative processes
connected to government – such as youth advisory boards, youth
councils, youth parliaments, and the like – are more ritual than real
engagement, limited to advisory functions rather than actual decision-
making. Respondents levelling this critique often referred to such ef-
forts as “ticking a box,” putting in place a deliberative forum or enga-
ging groups of young people to consult on a particular policy issue in
order to be able to claim youth input. A challenge noted by re-
spondents, especially those on the front line, is that even when young
people get engaged to some extent, the lack of follow-up, feedback, and
evidence that their input was listened to and acted on leads often to a
return to disengagement, and to further (and reinforced) disillusion-
ment, as a youth worker in Dublin pointed out:

And young people aren’t stupid, even the young people who might
be marginalized who come into these processes… then in a year or two
they are saying, “What ever happened to them things I went to?” We
don’t really know. Did anything change? Well I can’t really see any-
thing. It is like we have set up all these systems to let people think they
are participating in the bigger project, but I don't know if we are.

In this context, critics argue, “youth engagement” is often less about
promoting civic and political participation and promoting and taking
into account youth “voice” on critical issues that affect them, and more
about incorporating young people – particularly those from dis-
advantaged backgrounds – into systems and institutions in ways that
conform to a state-sponsored notion of the “good citizen.” That said,

3 The Prevent strategy is a government effort to address the challenges of
terrorism and radicalization, particularly among Muslim youth, that has been
rolled out in two major iterations. The first iteration, the Prevent strand within
the Countering International Terrorism strategy (HM Government, 2006), was
developed under a Labour government and placed significant emphasis on
preventing radicalisation by attending to issues of structural disadvantage,
promoting integration and cohesion, and empowering local communities to
address the potential development of extremist ideologies among their popu-
lations. The second iteration, The Prevent Strategy (2011), while accepting the
importance of integration, focuses more on challenging extremist ideology and
promoting the embrace of “mainstream British values” seen as central to social
cohesion and citizenship: “democracy, rule of law, equality of opportunity,
freedom of speech and the rights of all men and women to live free from per-
secution of any kind” (HM Government, 2011: 34)
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respondents also noted how in response to particular social issues about
which young people were particularly concerned, or which affected
them in particularly direct ways – marriage equality in the Republic of
Ireland, for example, or impending cuts to youth services across the
three cities – young people have worked collectively to mobilize peers,
protest, and engage in political advocacy that clearly broke the bounds
of these kinds of constraints, as a youth worker in London noted:

Some of the youth councils were really involved in protesting about
local and national cuts to youth services, and I thought that was en-
couraging, because sometimes those structures have seemed a bit safe
and youth workers feeling really nervous to touch on any challenging
issues. So it was good to see that, but a lot are pretty much just getting
the most engaged people at school to come and do some civic en-
gagement stuff.

1.4.4. Challenges of inclusion
As suggested by the quote above, another significant challenge

noted by a majority of respondents concerned the challenge of en-
couraging, and sustaining, the participation of young people who are
most marginalized – those who are “hard to reach” or “seldom heard,”
as it was often put. Young people experiencing specific types of ad-
versity – such as disability, or homelessness, or engagement in care or
justice systems – present yet additional hurdles to engagement. This
challenge was recognized as a universal challenge for all efforts that
seek to promote the civic and political engagement of young people, but
was most frequently invoked with reference to the major deliberative
forums, such as youth councils, assemblies, and parliaments. Most re-
spondents argued that, while providing an important opportunity for
the young people who participate, and contributing in significant ways
to their development, knowledge, access, and broader engagement,
they often failed to engage young people beyond those from relatively
well-off and majority (middle-class, white) backgrounds and those who,
regardless of class or ethnicity, are more confident and accomplished
young people – doing well in school, already interested in civic and
political issues, already engaged in a range of activities in their schools
and communities. A London youth worker’s comments are typical:

There are lots of initiatives, really good ones in the UK like UK
Youth Parliament…. And those tend to attract, again, very socialized
young people who either want to be in politics or are definitely going to
go to university, et cetera. I think those young people get it, and long
may that continue, because it is a great way for young people to have a
voice. What I really felt was lacking was the facility for young people
who didn’t connect with that whole world to effect positive change and
feel like they could be agents in that change, which wasn’t really the
case before.

Many respondents noted the challenges to recruiting marginalized
young people given the nature and multiplexity of challenges that they
often face, as noted above. As a youth worker in Dublin explained:

It is easy for young people who are doing really well in education,
with a good solid family background, with enough money and resources
to do what they want…. It is very difficult for the child who is hungry to
do it; it is very difficult for the child who has come from a house where
the stresses are there because there is not enough money and they are
worried about paying the bills.

Several respondents also noted the challenges that more margin-
alized youth may face in the context of engagement opportunities that
are dominated by more privileged, confident, or accomplished young
people. As another Dublin youth worker explained:

We find a lot of our young people won’t engage with them, and
okay, they are fine, but we find they are much more middle-class, af-
fluent young persons that are engaging in that, more educated young
people who have that capacity. Again it is back to the expectations.
Take a lot of the young people out of this community and they shrink,
they are not able to…. Some are, of course, and some will go through
the system, and some of the young people that were at the workshops
are very good, but by and large they are very insular, and it is to do with

that feeling of inadequacy, lack of confidence, lack of expectation, lack
of opportunity, all them things.

In seeking to engage a broader, more diverse body of young people,
youth parliaments, youth councils, and government bodies often reach
out to other organizations who work more directly with marginalized
youth for their help in recruitment. This includes organizations working
in particularly challenged working-class communities as well as those
working with particular groups of young people, such as young people
in care, those with disabilities, LGBTQ youth, young offenders, ethnic
minorities (including, for example, asylum seekers), and young people
experiencing homelessness. Youth workers in these organizations play a
key role in supporting young people to engage with deliberative forums
and opportunities, such as parliaments, councils and consultation pro-
cesses. Such participation and civic engagement was seen to take sig-
nificant time and resourcing, as described by this respondent from a
Belfast NGO:

I think there is certainly maybe a lack of insight into the level of
preparation and what was involved in actually getting young people to
that stage and to do it in a meaningful way, it is not simply bringing
young people together in the room around a bit of pizza and asking
them what is your experience of the service. That that is a process and it
is about building relationships and trust and encouraging young people
to look at their role in society within their community and within their
situation.

1.5. Discussion

There has been much public commentary regarding the changing
nature of civic and political engagement among young people over
recent decades. A number of supranational and national policies are
concerned with the potential contribution that promoting young peo-
ple’s engagement can make both to the well-being of young people
themselves and to society at large (Chaskin et al., 2018a). Promoting
youth civic and political engagement is an explicit policy goal in the
three jurisdictions that are the focus of our analysis and there is sig-
nificant action on the ground, by both state and non-state actors,
seeking to engage young people in various ways, through different
kinds of strategies. This paper is concerned with how a range of policy
professionals, front-line practitioners, and leaders of youth-focused
NGOs in three cities – Belfast, Dublin, and London – describe the dif-
ferent strategies pursued and assess the challenges they face with re-
gard to practice in this domain.

The findings indicate that a diverse range of strategies is indeed
being employed to connect with young people and encourage their
engagement in civic and political life. Checkoway and Aldana (2013)
argue that forms of engagement should change from generation to
generation, to reflect the changing and increasingly diverse nature of
society. The nature of the civic engagement activities suggests that
traditional approaches such as youth work are being used alongside
other approaches such as social action, social media and arts. Young
people are being provided with specialist training to enhance their
competence as political actors. It could be argued that these ap-
proaches, which emphasise youth leadership, ownership and creativity
are somewhat consistent with an ‘actualising’ form of citizenship, in
contrast to earlier models of ‘dutiful’ citizenship based on one-way
communication managed by authorities (Bennet et al., 2011). For ex-
ample, the use of drama, media and art to facilitate young people to
represent the reality of their experiences to those in positions of power
can be seen as reflecting a move away from a normative citizenship
agenda, whereby young people are taught what constitutes appropriate
citizenship values and behaviour, towards an approach which allows
them to shape what citizenship means in contemporary society (Bynner,
2001; Hart, 2009). Similarly, volunteering, which is arguably based on
top down conceptions of how young people should engage is more
likely to be tethered to broader forms of social action, which could be
seen as giving young people autonomy and choice with regard to the
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issues they focus on and how they address them.
The question that arises, however is whether these initiatives are

mechanisms for the genuine sharing of power with young people or
merely represent a deceptive shift towards new ‘child friendly’ me-
chanisms for fitting young people into government policy agendas
(Malone & Hartung, 2009, p. 34). For example, as noted above, several
practitioners argue that the term ‘social action’ became popular as a
result of its usage in the NCS in the UK, which has been critiqued for
promoting ‘safe’ forms of volunteering that are acceptable to the gov-
ernment and closing down opportunities for spontaneous and locally
specific youth action. Davies (2019, p.7) asserts that ‘by incorporating
more winnable members of the generation into safe ‘establishment’
decision-making structures and roles, the government’s approach could
even be interpreted as diverting young people from a genuinely in-
dependent exercise of power’. Some respondents in this study took a
positive outlook on these new developments and some were quite ne-
gative, with the majority somewhere on the middle ground, recognizing
both possibilities and limitations.

While a diversity of approaches is used in youth civic and political
engagement, a key theme that emerges from the findings relates to the
perceived ongoing importance of youth work as a key mechanism for
civic and political engagement among marginalized youth. Many of the
strategies described – including social media and technology, art, sport
and volunteer (or “social action”) opportunities generally take place
within a community or youth work setting. Youth work emerged as the
foundational strategy across the three cities, often the first step for
young people becoming involved civically and the fulcrum around
which young people are connected with other opportunities for civic
and political engagement. Access to facilities and relationships that
afford a sense of belonging and independence from the adult-dominated
and rule-oriented contexts of school and work, for example, were seen
by most respondents as an important foundation for shaping young
people’s identity and orientation to the wider world, and for their po-
tential broader engagement in community and society. These findings
reflect those of previous research, which has shown that youth spaces,
such as youth clubs and centers, can play a foundational role in youth
civic engagement by providing young people with social and recrea-
tional outlets, opportunities for non-formal learning, and arenas in
which relationships with others can be developed and maintained
(Bright, 2015; Furlong, 2013; Moran et al., 2018). The findings also
make it clear that considerable youth work resources are required to
support marginalized young people to participate effectively in delib-
erative forums and other processes. This is time- and labor-intensive
work, requiring significant investment to build trust and make con-
nections with young people and move from relationship building to
effective engagement.

Although policy frameworks at both supranational and national
levels recognize the importance of youth work in connecting with
young people from the most disadvantaged backgrounds (Chaskin et al.,
2018a), the findings of this study highlight that widespread cutbacks in
funding to youth services over recent years alongside bureaucratic
constraints on permitted activities has greatly undermined youth work
capacity to engage in this foundational work. In Ireland, for example,
there were eight successive years of cuts to youth work services during
the period of austerity, amounting to a 31 percent reduction in funding
to youth services between 2008 and 2014 (Council, 2016). Likewise, an
estimated £387 million in funding was cut from youth services between
2010 and 2016 across the UK (Unison, , 2017). Although funding was
an issue in all three cities, the view that the youth sector in the UK has
been “devastated” by recent cutbacks and restructuring was particu-
larly prominent. Staff at youth-serving organizations spoke of sig-
nificant challenges they faced in terms of staffing, space, programming,
and numbers of young people they can reach, engage, and work with
over time. In addition, increasingly restrictive funding schemes are
rendering it difficult for youth workers to engage creatively and openly
with young people in their communities. In order to engage young

people, youth workers must “compete with the realness of the world out
there,” as one respondent described it – which includes poverty, drugs,
violence, technology – and find themselves struggling to do so in the
context of decreasing resources. The views expressed in this study re-
flect a broad consensus in the literature that developments in the
funding, monitoring and evaluation of youth work pose a threat to the
nature and long-term survival of grassroots youth work practice in the
UK in particular (Bright, 2015; Davies, 2013, 2019; de St Croix, 2018;
Taylor et al., 2018).

The significant reduction in funding for youth work has occurred
alongside the proliferation of structured forums or processes for youth
participation in public life, which have been a prominent policy re-
sponse in the area of youth civic engagement over the past decade in
particular. Shephard and Patriokis (2013) point out that, during periods
of systemic crisis or austerity, structures such as youth parliaments can
assume a more prominent position as legitimation mechanisms for
these policies. de St Croix (2015) has argued that the National Citi-
zenship Service was introduced at a time of significant cuts to year-
round youth work provision for all young people. Nolas (2014, p. 27)
notes that youth policy has tended to favor “structured” programs over
these more “messy” informal youth work approaches, while de St Croix
(2018, p. 418) argues that youth work’s ‘emphasis on and celebration of
the informal and the open-ended’ brings it ‘into conflict with cultures of
managerial accountability and performativity’. Couldry (2010) argues
that that the way in which society is organised allows some types of
‘voice’ to emerge as possible and others not; ‘Voice’ can be suppressed
by practices which exclude it or undermine forms for its expression.
Some respondents in this study viewed the emergence of these more
formalized structures at a time of retrenchment in grassroots civic and
political work with young people in communities as detrimental to ef-
forts to genuinely hear the voices of young people, particularly those
who are marginalized.

However, these more formalised approaches to youth civic and
political engagement, such as youth parliaments, councils and con-
sultations, were welcomed by many, who valued the expansion of op-
portunities for young people to participate in deliberation about issues
that are important to them, to have their perspectives taken into ac-
count by decision-makers, and to contribute to address issues in their
communities. Examples were given of how young people had achieved
meaningful participation via local youth councils, youth parliaments
and consultation processes. Others questioned the value and meaning of
these formal structures for marginalized youth, focusing their critique
on the ritualized nature of these processes and their relative exclusivity.
Three key criticisms on this point were most clearly identified: that such
efforts are often organized and shaped by adults rather than young
people; that the format for these efforts was modeled on formal, nor-
mative, adult-focused deliberative processes that reproduce the alie-
nation of young people from the systems upon which they are modeled;
and that decision-makers participating in them – particularly politicians
– often don’t take them seriously. Many of the youth workers we spoke
with also felt that deliberative forums carry an implicit agenda of
conformity and social control, particularly for disadvantaged youth,
and that they have found it difficult to include marginalized young
people in these forums. On balance, the findings indicate that these
more structured engagement processes may lack meaning for many
marginalized youth, reflecting previous arguments that many young
people do not feel empowered despite the existence of formal structures
for participation, which can be abstracted from their everyday lives and
concerns (Nolas, 2014; Percy-Smith, 2010; Pickard, 2019). These per-
spectives are shared, to some extent at least, by young people them-
selves (Authors, in review). While acknowledging the benefits of such
participation opportunities for some young people, the majority of
frontline workers favored informal mechanisms providing flexibility
and fluidity for young people to engage at their pace and around what
they most care about to more formal mechanisms for engagement
modelled on adult organizations and processes.
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2. Conclusion

This paper has provided a ‘mapping’ of the strategies used to engage
marginalized young people in civic and political action in London,
Belfast and Dublin and explore the key challenges associated with this
work. We identified six key mechanisms adopted to promote the social
and political engagement of young people – youth work, deliberative
forums, volunteering, art, sport and media, non-formal education and
technology and social media. The significant alienation and disen-
franchisement of many young people, significant resource constraints
and restrictive funding schemes, issues with ‘top-down’ or paternalistic
approaches to engagement and difficulties ensuring the inclusion of
young people who are hardest to reach were among the challenges
identified. Among the range of traditional and novel approaches to
youth engagement, youth work was seen to be a foundational approach,
often providing a starting point or secure base from which trust and
further engagement could be built. While respondents recognize the
benefits associated with policy innovations such as youth parliaments,
councils and other deliberative forums, many felt that these more for-
malised opportunities can be limited in their capacity to engage the
most marginalized youth in a meaningful way.
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