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1. Introduction

Over the past half-century, and particularly since the adoption of the United Nations Convention
of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), there have been both increased attention and shifting policy
orientations towards children and young people globally and in specific nation states.! This
has included an agenda that moves beyond a narrow focus on basic survival, protection, and
remediation to a more holistic focus on the ‘whole child’, promoting young people’s personal
and social development and addressing their connections to the world. Emphasis has also
been placed on recognising young people’s potential for agency and contribution to society, as
well as their right to participation, civic engagement, and influence. This shift is also reflected
in scholarship reconceptualising childhood as more than a period of transition to adulthood.
Rather than viewing children and youth as passively shaped by the socialising influence of, for
example, families and schools, childhood is now seen as a status in itself in which young people
are active contributors to their socialisation and to the world (Wyness, 2012; Archard, 2004;
James and Prout, 1997).

Along with this focus on young people’s rights and potential as contributing members of
society has come significant concern about the extent to which young people are in fact
engaging, and about how best to support their engagement. This is particularly true with
regard to young people who live in circumstances of disadvantage, are frorm marginalised
backgrounds, or may be excluded or alienated from their communities, key institutions, and
society at large. For disadvantaged young people in their teens and early twenties, especially
urban youths and those from ethnic minority backgrounds, such disenfranchisement is often
reinforced by negative media portrayals and punitive policies that treat these young people
as threats to be controlled rather than as young people with the agency and potential to
contribute positively to society.

The current focus on seeking to foster young people’s positive engagement in society is likely
informed by several factors. First, forces of globalisation, urbanisation, economic restructuring,
and important demographic trends - especially increasing diversity and mobility - are changing
the face of communities in many parts of the world, shaping new circumstances to which
young people must respond, and providing new challenges and new opportunities for action.
Second, the youth population is a sizeable component of this demographic picture, particularly
in developing contexts and in many disadvantaged communities in the global north. Third,
debates about the current state of community and democracy are raging in many quarters,
along with arguments about, for example, the role of social capital and social exclusion and
the ways in which state, market, and civil society actors may contribute to (or undermine)
community, address disadvantage, and promote well-being.

Successfully engaging young peoplein the institutions that shape their lives and the communities
in which they live and building their capacity as social actors can be a critical factor in their
positive development as individuals. It can also enhance their role as active citizens and promote
their positive contribution to these same contexts and institutions (Flanagan, 2013; Sherrod,
Torney-Purta, and Flanagan, 2010; Yates and Youniss, 1999; McLaughlin, Irby, and Langman,

1 The UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child was adopted in 1959; the UNCRC was presented for states to sign and ratify 30 years later and has
subsequently been ratified by all member nations with the exception of the United States, which signed the convention but has not ratified it




1994). Effectively engaging young people, however, can be challenging. This is particularly
true of those from disadvantaged backgrounds - those most affected by structural factors
of inequality, disadvantage, and discrimination - regarding their engagement in community
action and participation in political and democratic processes. Such participation concerns
engaging young people as citizens, both civic and political actors with autonomy and capacity
to identify issues and priorities, deliberate and advocate for addressing societal problems, and
contribute to the common good.

Partly in response to these circumstances, a number of policy frameworks have been
developed at both the supranational and national (and in some cases local) levels. These
frameworks argue for the importance of young people’s civic and political engagement,
their active participation in political processes, and the need for policies, services, and
institutions to take young people’s perspectives into account in establishing priorities
and shaping provision. They also seek to promote the engagement of young people in
particular ways. As one policy document states it, the intent is to ‘develop and advocate on
the concept of youth civic engagement, its impact on youth and community development
and its correlation with democratic consolidation and social innovation” (UNESCO, 2014:
14). Beyond such advocacy, policy frameworks may also endorse or establish specific
mechanisms to support greater inclusion and participation of young people.

This report examines some of the central policy frameworks - at the supranational level and at
the national level in three jurisdictions: England, Northern Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland?
- that argue for and seek to promote young people’s civic and political engagement. It provides
a comparative analysis of these frameworks, seeking to tease out common and divergent
assumptions, emphases, and approaches and to draw from this a set of conclusions and their
implications for research, policy, and practice.®* The analysis focuses on the following questions:

* What are the key assumptions behind policy frameworks that are meant to promote
youth engagement? What are the rationales for promoting engagement, what kinds of
‘engagement’ are looked for, and why?

« What are the key historical, contextual, and contemporary trends and considerations
that have shaped the development of these policies, and how do they respond to these
considerations?

« Who are the young people these policy frameworks seek to engage, and how are young
people characterised in these frameworks?

« What are the major strategic approaches to encouraging young people’s engagement?
What are the goals, objectives, and outcomes they seek to accomplish?

*  What roles are the state, supranational bodies, and civil society organisations meant to play
and through what practical strategies (programmes, processes, supports, activities)?

2 National policies in England are often framed more broadly to embrace the entire United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern

Ireland), but because of the nature of devolved government, UK component states often shape their own policies specific to their jurisdiction,
even if Westminster policies are also enacted there. The National Citizens Service, for example, a UK policy to promote citizenship among
secondary-school-aged young people that is part of our review, is being implemented across the UK including Northern Ireland, but Northern

Ireland has developed its own set of policies related to the promotion of youth engagement that are much more central to the implementation of
this policy agenda there. We refer to UK policy that is not specific to component jurisdictions as English policy to highlight this distinction

3 This report is part of a broader study, Engaging urban youth: Community, citizenship, and democracy. The project has received funding from the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Sktodowska-Curie grant agreement No. 661541




1.1 Sources, Methods, and Structure

The analysis took place in 2016-2017 and is based on a review of policy framework documents
and reports from United Nations, European Union, and national government sources in the
three focal countries. This report was written to inform a broader study, Engaging urban youth:
Community, citizenship, and democracy, that includes empirical research focused on three cities
- London, Belfast, and Dublin - including interviews and focus groups with policy professionals,
leaders of youth organisations, front-line youth workers, and young people themselves (see
Chaskin et al., 2018b). We focus on supranational policy frameworks from the UN and EU
because of their role and influence in shaping discourse internationally through advocating
for innovation, and providing models of action for member states. These organisations also
currently place significant emphasis on the issue of youth engagement. The three focal states
provide a useful cross-national comparison. They have a historical relationship with one another
and provide both similarities and differences in terms of governance, policy orientation,
demographics, and connection to the kinds of global trends outlined above. Each country
has also recently developed policy frameworks and mechanisms focused explicitly on youth
engagement, with both similar and divergent intent and focuses.

After a broad scan and summary of relevant policy frameworks relying on web-based research
and informed by key-informant recommendations, we selected up to six policy framework
documents and reports at each level. The selection of policies is by no means comprehensive,
but is meant to be illustrative of the policy ideas and arguments being promoted at the
supranational and national level as described above. The criteria for selection were grounded
in an effort to represent some of the most current and generally recognised policies with an
explicit focus on youth engagement in these contexts.*

These documents provide the basis for a more in-depth content analysis and comparison. This
involved a full reading of each document and a thematic analysis across them. Each document
was uploaded into NVivo, a qualitative software analysis program, and coded in an effort to
identify and facilitate comparison across policy documents and contexts around several key
themes. These themes included:

* The rationale for and expected outcomes of youth engagement strategies
 The influences and circumstances that informed the development of the policy frameworks
» Perspectives on young people represented by the frameworks

» Conceptualisations of citizenship, civic engagement, political engagement, participation,
and democracy and their relationship to young people

+ Strategies and mechanisms invoked to promote engagement

* The relative roles of state and nonstate actors in policy development and implementation.

4 There are a number of other policy frame:

works that focus on youth and include emphasis on young people’s participation in decision making or
the importance of providing opportunities to engage them in civic and/or political action towards promoting active citizenship. Some of these
frameworks were informed by consultation with young people. Some focus on the importance of engagement and consultation within particular
services or institutions (e.g., young people in care, in scf or with the justic tem); others (such as Youth Matters [2005] in England) focus

on youth engagement more broadly; others have

een superseded by more recent policy frameworks




The remainder of this report is organised in two sections. The first gives an overview of
policies that focus explicitly on children and youth and are relevant for understanding
contemporary policy frameworks that seek, at least in substantial part, to promote the
civic and political engagement of young people. It provides brief summaries of the key
contemporary policies at each level that are the focus of our thematic analysis. The next
section provides a comparative analysis of these frameworks, organised thematically. Our
overall aim is to provide an analysis of the content of the selected policies and to highlight
major themes, issues, and challenges that arise from them. While our intent is not to
provide an in-depth critical review per se, we will take the opportunity in the analysis and
conclusion to raise questions and highlight issues of concern that informed the empirical
research which followed this analysis (see Chaskin et al., 2018¢).




2. Overview of Selected
Policy Frameworks

Policies explicitly concerning children and youth began to be developed in many Western
democracies in the 19th 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 transitions).
The development of policy frameworks oriented more holistically towards 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 20th century, although earlier efforts
emphasising citizenship, volunteerism, and civicengagement were advanced inthe voluntary
sector, including the rise and (in some cases international) growth of organisations like the
YMCA and Scouts (Davies, 2009).

In this section, we first provide an overview of selected supranational frameworks from two
sources: the UN and the EU. We then provide an overview of national-level policy for three
selected jurisdictions: the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland, and England.

2.1 Supranational Frameworks: United Nations
and European Union

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.®

The 54 articles of the UNCRC articulate botharange of fundamentalrights and theresponsibilities
of states (and a set of implementation measures) to ensure their achievement. The rights
that are articulated focus on what are sometimes referred to as the ‘four Ps’: protection of
children against discrimination, neglect and exploitation; prevention of harm to them; provision
of assistance for basic needs; and participation by children in decisions that affect them.

2.1.1 UN Policy Frameworks

Following the ratification of the UNCRC, a number of other policy frameworks, reports,
and resolutions have been developed by UN agencies and through UN General Assembly
resolutions (see Figure 1 for a timeline of selected policy frameworks and actions).? For
example, the World Programme of Action for Youth (WPAY) was adopted in 1995 and
identified 10 priority areas to address the challenges faced by young people as the new

5 Limited attention specifically to children’s rights was earlier included in Articles 25 and 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted
by the United Nations in 1948. These Articles refer specifically to children’s right to special care and assistance, social protection, and free and
compulsory education

6 The figures that follow attempt to provide an illustrative map of the progression of policy development at each level. They are not meant to be
comprehensive, and the starting point for each differs based on when policies specifically focused on children and youth, and related to issues of
youth participation and engagement (either directly or by serving as a foundation for later engagement-oriented policies), were first introduced




millennium approached, and it was subsequently updated and expanded in 2010 (United
Nations, 2010). The UN General Assembly also adopted a series of resolutions on policies
and programmes involving youth - 32 between 1978 and 2017 - and UN agencies, including
the United Nations Development Programme and UNESCO, have formulated specific
strategy documents and policy frameworks focused on promoting the well-being and
engagement of young people.”

The UN policy frameworks we include in our analysis are the most recent (2010) World
Programme of Action for Youth, UNESCO’s Operational Strategy on Youth 2014-2021, and
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Youth Strategy 2014-2017, Empowered
Youth, Sustainable Future. Each of these frameworks sets forth a set of principles, priorities,
and outcome objectives for young people in response to current circumstances and the
success or limitations of prior efforts. Priority areas generally cover a range of aspects of young
people’s lives, such as education, employment, health, and gender equality. Each framework
also emphasises the central importance of young people’s participation in and contribution to
civic and political action, as well as the need to actively promote their engagement as full and
effective members of society.

1950 1960 1990 2000 2010 2015
| | | | | | | | | | |
UN Declaration UN Declaration UN Convention World UN General World Programme UNESCO
of Human Rights of the Rights of the Rights Programme Assembly of Action for Youth Operational
(1948) of the Child of the Child of Action Resolution Inter-Parliamentary Strategy on Youth,
(1959) (1989) for Youth A/RES/58/133 Union resolution 2014-2021 (2014)
(1995) (2003) (2010) ‘
Empowered Youth,
Youth Participation Sustainable Future:
in Development UNDP Youth Strategy
(2010) 2014-2017 (2014)

Figure 1: Selected Timeline of UN Policy Frameworks and Resolutions

Even where a policy framework casts a particularly wide net in outlining priorities and identifying
target groups, the focus on youth participation and the rationale for their engagement is
generally argued to be foundational to both the process towards and the likelihood of reaching
other goals. WPAY, for example, identifies 15 different priority areas for action, among which
youth participation is listed tenth. But the document emphasises participation as undergirding
the programme as a whole:

The capacity for progress of our societies is based, among other elements, on their capacity to
incorporate the contribution and responsibility of youth in the building and designing of the future.
In addition to their intellectual contribution and their ability to mobilise support, they bring unique
perspectives that need to be taken into account. Any efforts and proposed actions in the other
priority areas considered in this programme are, in a certain way, conditioned by enabling the
economic, social and political participation of youth, as a matter of critical importance (United
Nations, 2010: 42-43).

7 Alist of UN youth resolutions and hyperlinks to the resolutions themselves are accessible at www.un.org/development/desa/youth/publications/
youth-resolutions.htm




WPAY’s 15 issue areas represent an expansion from the 10 priorities outlined in the initial
framework document published 15 years earlier. The areas include, in order of mention:
education; employment; poverty; health; the environment; drug abuse; leisure time activities;
girls and young women; participation; globalisation; communication technology; HIV/AIDS;
armed conflict; and intergenerational issues. Many of these areas (beyond youth participation
itself) include an explicit focus on young people’s participation, for example, in voluntary
community services, environmental protection, information access, and the promotion of
peace, security, and reconciliation. The document focuses, in particular, on developing national
capacity to address these issues and on the role of the state to ‘increase the quality and quantity
of opportunities available to young people for full, effective and constructive participation in
society’ (United Nations, 2010: 3).

The UNESCO Operational Strategy on Youth 2014-202] broadly focuses on youth well- being
and integration, seeking to ‘create an enabling and rights-based environment where youth
prosper, exercise rights, regain hope and a sense of community, and engage as responsible
social actors and innovators’ (UNESCO, 2014: 5). Participation is central to achieving these
goals, which are to be pursued through support for three ‘complementary and transversal
axes of work’ (UNESCO, 2014: 8). The first axis focuses on engaging young people in the
formulation and review of public policies that affect them, including those focused on
education, employment, social development, democratic representation, scientific innovation,
culture, and sports. The second axis concerns building young people’s skills and capacity
for making a successful transition to adulthood, including a focus on literacy, mastering of
STEM fields (with emphasis on young women), incorporating rights and citizenship education
into state education systems, and promoting quality health education. The third axis focuses
on youth participation and engagement in civic action, democratic processes, and social
innovation. Youth participation is meant to be promoted at various levels (from the local to
the global), promoting youth leadership and enabling young people to ‘to express themselves,
understand their rights and responsibilities and play an active role in democratic processes,
including through [information and communication technology], youth media or forms of
cultural expressions’ (UNESCO, 2014: 14).

The UNDP Youth Strategy 2014-17: Empowered Youth, Sustainable Future outlines three
outcomes, ten principles, and a four-pronged approach to meeting its goals. The outcomes
focus on young people’s economic empowerment, their civic engagement and participation
in political processes and decision-making, and their contribution to ‘resilience building’,
particularly in contexts of conflict or in response to disaster. The guiding principles emphasise
human rights, gender equality, sustainability, national leadership, participation and volunteerism,
fostering innovation and the intergenerational sharing of information, promoting cross-national
cooperation in the global south, and ‘working by, with and for young people’ (UNDP, 2014: 2).
The rationale for promoting youth engagement is both rights-oriented and pragmatic:

When young men and women understand their rights, they can become empowered to engage
in civil society, public service and political processes, at all levels. They need to know the
channels through which they may exercise their civil and political rights and contribute to
decision-making processes that impact their lives. Channels for engagement include formal
political processes such as youth advisory boards at the local level, youth parliaments or
shadow councils at the national level, and engagement with United Nations processes at the
global level, for example (UNDP, 2014: 3).




2.1.2 European Policy Frameworks

In addition to these frameworks, which are global in scope, supranational policy frameworks
have been developed focusing specifically on Europe and the contemporary circumstances
facing young people living in, or migrating to, countries in the European Union. (See Figure 2
for a timeline of selected policy frameworks and actions).

Like those promoted by UN agencies, European policy frameworks focus broadly on young
people’s needs and circumstances, including an emphasis on education, employment, health
(and well-being more broadly), and ‘empowerment’, and emphasise the importance of young
people’s participation in civic and political processes. European frameworks also tend to
emphasise theimportance of efforts to promote socialinclusion, especially in the context of rising
inequality and demographic diversity. Our thematic analysis focuses on three contemporary
frameworks: An EU Strategy for Youth - Investing and Empowering; the Council of Europe’s
Enter!: Access to Social Rights for Young People from Disadvantaged Neighbourhoods; The
European Union’s Erasmus+ Inclusion and Diversity Strategy, and the 2015 Joint Report of the
Council and the Commission on the Implementation of the Renewed Framework for European
Cooperation in the Youth Field (2010-2018).

An EU Strategy for Youth. Investing and Empowering follows on a series of policy discussions
and resolutions, including the 2001 white paper ‘A New Impetus for European Youth'. This paper
emphasised the importance of promoting young people’s participation in ‘active citizenship’,
promoting voluntary activities, and developing a greater understanding of young people,
including increasing information about youth as well as facilitating access to such information
to and for young people themselves. The paper informed a European Parliament declaration, in
2008, to ‘devote more attention to youth empowerment in EU policies’ (European Parliament,
2008). The EU Strategy responds to this agenda by emphasising a dual approach. The first
focuses on investment in policies and opportunities to improve the well-being of young people.
The second emphasises empowerment, focusing on mobilising young people to contribute to
societal advancement and to ‘EU values and goals’ (European Union, 2009: 4). The strategy
emphasises three broad goals: creating opportunities for youth in education and employment,
fostering solidarity and social inclusion, and both improving access and promoting participation
of young people in society more broadly. The emphasis on participation explicitly includes
both civic and political participation, and is informed by a recognition of the difficulty of this
task, particularly with regard to marginalised youth:

Full participation of young people in civic and political life is an increasing challenge, in light of the
gap between youth and the institutions . . . particularly regarding support of youth organisations,
participation in representative democracy or ‘learning to participate’. Policy-makers must adapt
to communicating in ways receptive to young people - including on civic and European issues -
particularly in order to attract unorganised or disadvantaged youth (European Union, 2009: 8).




1990 2000 2010 2020

European Convention A New Impetus for Promoting Young Enter! Access to social Erasmus+ Joint Report of
on the Exercise of European Youth People’s Full rights for young people from Inclusion and  the Council and the
Children’s Rights (European Union, Participation disadvantaged neighborhoods Diversity Strategy Commission on
(Council of Europe, 2001 in Education, (Council of Europe, 2009) (European the Youth Field
1996) Employment and Commission, (2015)
Society (European 2014)

Commission, 2007)
An EU Strategy for Youth:

Investing and Empowering
(European Union, 2009)

Figure 2: Selected Timeline of European Policy Frameworks and Resolutions

The EU Strategy places particular emphasis on the role of voluntary action. This includes
the importance of promoting opportunities for and engaging young people in volunteer
activities that contribute to their personal development and to social cohesion. It also includes
an emphasis on the voluntary sector more broadly and the role that non-governmental
organisations - especially professional youth workers - can play in providing leisure activities
and delivering non-formal education, skill building, and opportunities for engagement that can
contribute to young people’s path to employment, inclusion, and the transition to adulthood.

Like the EU Strategy, the Council of Europe’s Enter/ emphasises the importance of youth work
and non-formal education and places an even more specific emphasis on marginalised youth -
especially those living in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and from ethnic minority backgrounds
and experiencing social exclusion. Explicitly grounded in a human rights framework, Enter!
spearheaded a set of policy recommendations to promote the social inclusion of disadvantaged
youth and their role as ‘active citizens’. These include a focus on foundational aspects of their
living conditions, an emphasis on addressing segregation and discrimination, and investment
in opportunities for young people’s active participation and effective integration in society,
including through consultation and in decision-making processes regarding policies that affect
them. Such consultation could be facilitated through public and youth forums and social media
as well as in non-formal education and youth organisations.

The third policy framework we focus on is the Erasmus+ Inclusion and Diversity Strategy. This
most recent version of the Erasmus+ strategy was updated in response to the economic crisis
of 2008. Again, the principal focus is on ‘disadvantaged’ youth, defined here more broadly to
include those facing a range of ‘exclusion factors and obstacles’ (European Commission, 2014
7). In response, Erasmus+ promotes opportunities for youth participation in cross-national
exchanges with one another through involvement with youth organisations, taking part in
volunteer opportunities across Europe, and initiatives that bring young people from two or
more countries together to work on an effort in response to challenges in participating youths’
communities. It also emphasises the role of professional youth work and youth organisations,
seeking to build their capacity through training and networking opportunities for professional
youth workers, through structured dialogue between youth organisations in the voluntary
sector and policymakers, and through cross-sectoral partnerships.




Finally, we include the 2075 Joint Report of the Council and the Commission on the
Implementation of the Renewed Framework for European Cooperation in the Youth Field
(2010-2018), which provides an evaluation of progress made towards goals set by the EU
and EU member states (including through several of the schemes outlined above) and a set
of recommended actions for 2015-18 in response to this, focusing on issues of employability,
inclusion, and participation.

2.2 National Frameworks: the Republic of Ireland,
Northern Ireland, and England

Policy frameworks for promoting the civic and political engagement of young people and
emphasising their active participation as citizens and in the social, economic, and cultural life of
their communities have also been developed at the national level. We focus on three countries
- the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland, and England - that have had a specific focus on
youth engagem