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ABSTRACT 

At a time of rapid change in the political involvement of young people, the creation of structures 

to facilitate the participation of young people in decision-making processes has been on the 

rise globally (Badham & Wade 2010; Farrow 2015). Youth councils are often created with the 

aim of representing the interests of young people in the community through advocacy, 

lobbying and provision of advice to decision-making bodies. At the same time the landscape 

of youth councils, particularly at a local government level, is varied and often lacking the 

evidence of best practice, an enabling environment and coordination. 

This mixed-methods comparative case study research analysed the current environment and 

context in which youth councils are operating, and the experiences of former and current 

members of youth councils and the professionals that support their work, in the Australian 

state of Victoria and in Estonia. Semi-structured interviews and an online survey across the 

two countries and in two languages were employed from 2016 until 2017 to map the 

experiences and identify youth councils’ successes, gaps and potential for improvement. 

Qualtrics software was used to collect, analyse and code the survey data; data from semi-

structured interviews was coded manually. The coding process identified key nodes and sub-

nodes. 

The results revealed that local level youth councils in Victoria and Estonia share many 

similarities, particularly in their aims, commonly undertaken activities and aspirations; 

however, there are also noticeable differences which can largely be attributed to the relevant 

legislative framework, policies, coordination mechanisms and resourcing for youth councils 

that exist in Estonia but not in Victoria. Through the results of this study, a framework for an 

enabling environment for youth councils was identified and conceptualised, using the Enabling 

Environment Index developed by CIVICUS (2013), the World Alliance for Citizen Participation, 

as a guide. The findings of this research also sought to provide an understanding of how the 

work of local level youth councils can be better supported and organised by policy, 
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organisational and legislative measures to increase the effectiveness and benefits of these 

structures for young people and the community. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1  Background 

Youth participation is defined as “a process where young people, as active citizens, take part 

in, express views on, and have decision-making power about issues that affect them” (Farthing 

2012, p. 73). This particular definition is central to understanding how I have approached youth 

participation in the context of this thesis. Whereas an array of other definitions for youth 

participation exist, it is the combination of conditions outlined in Farthing’s definition, as well 

as its emphasis on the importance of power that many other definitions lack, that makes 

Farthing’s definition worthy for this research. 

This chapter is a preface to understanding the approach that I take to youth participation 

throughout this thesis. It outlines my experiences as a young person in community as well as 

in youth participatory structures. It explains how my lived experience has shaped the way I 

view youth participation and assists in understanding the lens through which this research has 

been undertaken.  

Knowing my story is not complementary but necessary for understanding the choice of 

methodology, research questions and findings of this research. My story is an example of an 

enabling environment for meaningful youth participation and this research attempts to fill a 

gap in the literature about the longitudinal, rather than the immediate, experience of those of 

us whose lives have been significantly shaped by the overwhelmingly positive participation 

experiences gained as a young person. 

1.2  Researcher’s biography as an important impetus for the study 

In order to understand the true meaning of my story, it is necessary to understand the centrality 

of the concept of power in the discourse about youth participation. Farrow (2018) notes that 

youth participation in decision-making is always about the sharing and distribution of power – 
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from and between those that typically control the process to those they seek to engage. Being 

entrusted with power and, on many occasions, actively seeking to be given more power, has 

accompanied every element of my experience described in this chapter. A process where no 

power (such as power to make or influence decisions) is being sought, transferred or shared 

cannot be labelled as youth participation. It is widely agreed that young people are, compared 

to adults, powerless and this stems from their social, economic and political marginalisation – 

most young people are disenfranchised from mainstream society and are not treated equally 

by virtue of their age (Corney 2014). 

Community engagement 

I grew up in a 1990s newly post-Soviet Estonia where people had resisted the Soviet 

occupation for decades and yearned for the end of the illegal invasion to restore a free, 

democratic and independent country. This meant that during my formative years, community 

activism and grassroots democracy was as popular and widespread as ever in the modern 

history of the country. After five decades of living under totalitarian regimes, people were finally 

free to establish community groups and non-government organisations (NGOs), hold free 

elections on all levels – from school student representative councils and village elders to local 

councils and parliament – all to take back power in every aspect of their lives.  

That newly found power and freedom ignited a rediscovered passion and motivation among 

Estonians like my grandmother to become leaders in their local communities. Of course, many 

communities were also active, particularly in preserving cultural traditions such as singing, folk 

dancing or handicraft during the Soviet times. The difference however was that at the time of 

the occupation, all activities were subject to censorship and, consequently, any activism that 

was not considered in line with the policy of the Communist Party was banned. As such, the 

motivation for and the meaning of being ‘active’ and having ‘power’ over something was vastly 

different. 
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Having a trusting grandmother who worked in a position in which a large variety of different 

tasks had to be performed – from dealing with budgets, keeping official records, organising 

events and projects, to human resources management – enabled me to teach myself a 

number of skills. One of those was how to read, interpret and apply legislation and by-laws. 

Being an official legal entity in its own right, the community centre where my grandmother 

worked was required to have all sorts of different policies and procedures. In practice, this was 

one of the weakest professional qualities of my grandmother, which could in part be due to 

her age and limited computer skills. I started reading legislation, policies and procedures of 

other similar organisations for the purpose of contextualising and drafting them for my 

grandmother’s community centre. 

After having produced a number of policies and procedures I realised that I had developed 

many documents, such as an application process for joining community groups, reporting and 

record management requirements and others, and gained valuable skills and experience in 

doing so.  

In order to provide legitimacy for all of the work that I had been doing, I came up with a proposal 

to the local council (which was submitted under my grandmother’s name) to amend the 

constitution that governed the community centre for the purpose of establishing an advisory 

structure – a council – for the community centre. The council would serve in an advisory role 

to the director (my grandmother) on issues such as approving the annual work plan and setting 

the strategic directions of the centre, but also participating in the recruitment process of the 

position of director in the event of a vacancy.  

In 2004, the councillors of Jõelähtme parish endorsed the proposal which established the 

advisory council and subsequently appointed three other local residents as well as myself as 

council officials to serve as the members. During the first meeting, I was elected as the 

chairman. I was 15 years of age at the time. 
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There were a number of other significant experiences during my teenage years that 

intrinsically influenced the power dynamics between myself and the adult-dominated society 

around me. One of these was becoming an editor-in-chief of the local newspaper. 

Formal youth participation 

My first experience with traditional structures of youth participation dates back to 2002. Known 

by my peers at school as an efficient organiser and politically-minded sixth grader, I was 

elected to my school’s student representative council (SRC). I was 12 years old at the time. 

The sixth grade was the earliest opportunity to become involved in the SRC at our school 

according to the rules. The SRC was led by much older students than I was at the time – the 

president was in year 12 and all the other board members were considerably older than me.  

Although being appointed as a member of the SRC was a somewhat measured decision which 

was influenced by the work I was doing in my local community, I had very little idea about what 

I had gotten myself into. Whereas the SRC was to a large degree student-led and independent 

from the school board, the hobby coordinator (youth worker) played a crucial role in the 

everyday work of the SRC. She attended each meeting and often acted as an advisor, 

mediator and messenger between staff, management and the SRC. She was also the 

gatekeeper for funds allocated to the SRC, which in practice meant that she kept the money 

in her office, but it was up to the board of the SRC to decide how to spend it. 

This experience led me to the opportunity to become a member of the youth advisory council 

of the city government of the capital of Estonia. The feelings of achievement, self-actualisation 

and fulfillment resulting from representing other young people and communicating our stories, 

aspirations and vision to decision-makers led to yet another opportunity – to represent my 

school on a national level. It was again by a coincidence that the president of our SRC was 

unwell and I was asked at the last minute to represent my school at the annual general meeting 

(AGM) of the Estonian School Student Councils’ Union (ESCU) – the national peak body of 

school and vocational students, and also the biggest youth organisation in Estonia. 
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Student representatives from all over Estonia gathered for this two-day meeting to discuss 

and adopt policy positions and elect a new board among other business. I immediately knew 

that I was in the right place. I signed up to become a member of the policy committee soon 

after attended my first meeting. When the next AGM was fast approaching, some board 

members were announcing their resignation and I was approached by the board to stand as 

a candidate for vice-chairmanship. It was a big thing to become a vice-chairman of the biggest 

youth organisation in Estonia after only having been associated with it for a short six months. 

The power to effect change 

A further six months later I was elected president of ESCU. The array of extraordinary 

opportunities during these years have been life-changing in many ways – there is arguably no 

other context or situation than youth participation when a 16–17 year old young person gets 

woken up by phone calls from journalists asking for interviews; attends a meeting with the 

Estonian Minister for Education; presents the views of 100,000 members at a parliamentary 

hearing about proposed changes to the national curriculum; and ends their day by conducting 

job interviews to employ adults who in any other situation would have power over us. Yet this 

was what my days looked like as a student leader. The range of topics that I had to deal with 

as president was very broad. Among the youth rights and new curriculum issues was also the 

ever-exciting question of how to change the final exams. 

My career choices, personal and professional values, strengths, weaknesses and the feeling 

of being recognised as fully human are a direct consequence of the achievements, unique 

opportunities and competences acquired through youth participation. I proudly call myself a 

product of youth participation. In addition to my experience in the youth sector in Estonia as 

described in this chapter, I have also had a long and close association with Australia and in 

particularly with the state of Victoria and its youth sector. I first arrived in Australia in 2007 as 

a young backpacker. After my initial departure from Australia in 2018 to pursue further 

professional opportunities in Estonia, I returned to Australia in 2011 with an initial aim to 

undertake tertiary studies in youth work which later also resulted in working in the youth sector 
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in Australia in two local governments in Victoria, undertaking research, creating ongoing 

connections between the youth sectors in Estonia and Australia and contributing to the training 

and teaching of youth work students at Victoria University. 

This story is as much about myself as it is a reflection and acknowledgement of the impact 

that opportunities to influence and lead decisions have had on many young people across the 

world with whom I have crossed paths. More than a decade of representing young people in 

committees and organisations locally, nationally and internationally has led me to seek better 

understanding of youth participation and how the environment for it can be enhanced so that 

more young people can be a part of it. 

1.3 Justification for the study 

There is a growing body of knowledge around the benefits of youth participation, particularly 

across the democratic world and within Western cultures (Forde & Martin 2016; Cushing & 

van Vliet 2017; Collins, Augsberger & Gecker 2016). The evidence overwhelmingly supports 

the importance and multifaceted benefits for young people and society at large of enabling 

and supporting meaningful youth participation.  

There have been various studies on the role, outcomes and impact of local level youth councils 

in countries such as Sweden, Spain, Ireland, United Kingdom, the US, Turkey and elsewhere 

(Forde & Martin 2016; Cushing & van Vliet 2017; Collins, Augsberger & Gecker 2016). These 

have mostly focused on researching youth councils within a single country and to date there 

is little comparative, particularly cross-cultural and cross-continental, research to determine 

the enabling conditions for one of the most common structures through which youth 

participation is implemented – youth councils (Kassman & Vamstad 2019; Gökçe-Kızılkaya & 

Onursal-Beşgülb 2017; Forde & Martin 2016; Cushing & van Vliet 2017; Sant & Davies 2018; 

Matthews 2001; Collins, Augsberger & Gecker 2016). There appears to be even a larger gap 

in the research that builds on the combined experience of similar structures operating in 
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politically similar yet geographically distant environments, such as the case of Estonia and 

Australia. 

The majority of research into youth participation focuses on the individual aspects and 

conditions required for meaningful youth participation to take place. This is widely evidenced 

through a multitude of various models for youth participation that have been developed over 

the years. Very few studies have focused on the structures and identifying an enabling 

environment for youth participation. This study aims to fill that gap by: 

a)  providing a cross-cultural comparison between local level youth participation in Estonia 

and Australia – something that has not been done before 

b)  identifying the enabling environment for local level youth councils as structures, as 

opposed to focusing on individual or participatory processes/activities. 

1.4  Research aim and research question 

This comparative research examined the work of local level youth participatory structures – 

youth councils – in Estonia and in the state of Victoria, Australia, and the political, legislative 

and organisational environments these structures operate in. The research aimed to: 

• outline the similarities and differences in political, legislative and organisational 

environments in which local level youth councils operate in Victoria and Estonia 

• identify gaps in current political, legislative and organisational environments related to the 

work of local level youth councils 

• identify the enabling conditions for local level youth councils. 

As such, this study sought to answer the following question: 

What are the enabling conditions for local level youth councils in the Australian state of 

Victoria and Estonia? 
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1.5 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters: introduction; review of the literature; research 

design; findings and discussion (Australian data); findings and discussion (Estonian data); 

enabling environment; and finally, conclusions and recommendations. 

The first chapter contextualises the research through defining youth participation, providing 

an impetus for the study through presentation of my own experience and through 

demonstrating the need for this study. 

The second chapter provides an overview of the existing body of knowledge through a review 

of literature that relates to the social construction of young people; definitions, relevance, 

structures and policy context for youth participation in Australia and Estonia; emerging ways 

and trends for youth participation; the meaning of an enabling environment; the role of local 

governments; and power and agency. 

In the research design chapter, research aims and questions, the design of this study, 

methodology and processes for data collection and analysis, ethical considerations and 

limitations of the study are discussed. 

In the two findings and discussion chapters, qualitative and quantitative data will be combined 

and presented and discussed separately for Australia and Estonia in order to compare 

processes. 

The enabling environment chapter compares the similarities and differences of the findings 

between the Estonian and Australian data and proposes an enabling environment framework 

for local level youth councils. This framework identifies the dimensions and sub-dimensions 

of the work of youth councils that together form an enabling environment for meaningful youth 

participation to take place within these structures. 
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The conclusions and recommendations chapter outlines the significance of the findings, 

makes recommendations for future research and for decision-makers and practitioners for the 

creation of a more enabling environment in which local level youth councils can reach their full 

potential. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

With the significant decline of the involvement of younger generations in traditional political 

mechanisms and structures, the past two decades has seen a rise in the number of structures, 

organisations, policies and events focusing on young people’s participation and the promotion 

of youth as a specific social category (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015; Forbirg 2005). This trend 

has also resulted in the promotion of young people’s participation in the provision of public 

services in government structures as well as the community sector, particularly at local and 

community levels (Badham & Wade 2010). 

This chapter discusses the social construction of young people, concepts of power and 

agency, and provides an overview of the policy context for youth participation in Estonia and 

Australia. The enabling environment, role of local councils, contemporary concepts and 

approaches and emerging ways for youth participation are explored through a review of the 

literature. The literature discussed in this chapter includes book chapters, journal articles, 

legislation and policy documents but also manuals, essays and research reports by think tanks 

and knowledge centres from around the globe but with a focus on European and Australia 

contexts. 

2.1 Social construction of young people 

Exactly what is meant by ‘youth’ or ‘young person’ is open for discussion, though central to 

the concept is the notion of it being a stage in life between childhood and adulthood. The 

period in life that is defined as ‘youth’ is on one hand a social construction but also a period of 

individual change and development (Hine & Wood 2009). There is little disagreement amongst 

scholars about the existence of multiple layers of the concept of ‘youth’. The meanings 

attributed to constructs like ‘youth’ can also be described as culturally determined impositions 

rather than attributes of the data (Chisholm et al. 2011). However, no legal definition for ‘youth’ 

or ‘young people’ exists at an international level or in many domestic contexts (Farrow 2015). 
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In pre-industrial Europe, there were no clear distinctions made between childhood and other 

pre-adult phases of life. The introduction of the concept of ‘adolescence’ by American 

psychologist G. Stanley Hall in the late 19th century constructed the shift away from childhood 

to the onset of puberty. Hall’s work provided an impetus for emerging notions about young 

people and society in general, reflecting ideological, economic and political changes in 

Western societies at that time (Gillis, Gett, cited in Griffin 2004). 

In general, the significant body of research on young people that has been emerging during 

the last 80 years assumes that young people constitute a separate and significant category of 

people: as non-adults (Wyn & White 1996). Wyn and White (1996, p. 8) further elaborate that 

“a central and recurring theme in these studies is a problematic notion of being a young person 

and the even more problematic notion of becoming an adult”. 

In the last two decades of the 20th century and first two decades of the 21st century, youth as 

a social category has drastically increased in relevance, not just for middle-class young people 

in the global North, but for young people across social classes, nations and racial and ethnic 

groups in the global North and South alike. This phenomenon has not been universal: for 

young people growing up in poor families in some parts of the global South, in particular, who 

remain outside of formal education or labour markets, the identity and concept of youth, as 

understood elsewhere, continue to have limited relevance (Sukarieh & Tannock 2015). 

It is clear from the literature that what is meant by ‘youth’ is largely dependent on cultural and 

historical contexts. The ‘deficit view’ of young people which, although increasingly challenged 

and contradicted lately, seems to be still present in policy and human rights discourses where 

young people, particularly those under the age of majority, are not treated equally with adults. 

Corney (2014) argues that most young people are disenfranchised from mainstream society 

and are not treated equally by virtue of their age. He provides examples such as lack of voting 

rights, compulsory education and different rates of pay to illustrate how society treats young 

people differently from adults (Corney 2014). 
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2.2 Policy context for youth participation in Estonia and Australia 

Estonia and Australia, although having very different histories and being geographically 

distant, have a range of values in common. These shared values include the rule of law, 

democratic governance, respect for fundamental human rights and liberties, citizen 

participation and the empowerment of young people. These common values and similarities 

in agreed goals and visions provide a basis for comparison, despite the geographic distance 

and modest collaboration to date between Australian and Estonian professionals in youth 

fields and other areas. 

For policy purposes, both Estonia and the Australian state of Victoria have defined the age 

range of who is considered a young person. In Estonia, paragraph 3 of the Youth Work Act 

(2010) defines a young person as “a natural person between 7 and 26 years of age”. This 

definition of a young person is used in Estonia to determine the target group for youth 

programs, youth policies and youth work activities. In Victoria, there is no definition of a young 

person in legislation, however, the Youth Sector Code of Ethical Practice defines young 

people as between the ages of 12 and 25 (YACVic 2007) and  Victorian Government in its 

Youth Policy states that the policy “reflects our commitment to engage with young Victorians 

aged 12 to 24 years in a new way and includes principles to guide youth engagement and 

participation. It will be used to influence practice across government to give young people a 

stronger voice in shaping the way services, policies and programs are designed and delivered” 

(State of Victoria DHHS 2016). 

Youth participation is a compulsory element and guiding principle of youth work both in Estonia 

and in some states of Australia, such as the state of Victoria (Youth Work Act 2010 [Estonia]; 

YACVic 2007). Outside of youth work, in the policy arena, the participation of children and 

young people is supported locally, regionally and internationally by various policies and 

programs, international treaties and legislation, most notably by the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). UNCRC Article 12, which outlines the duty 
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of governments to ensure the rights of children to be involved in the decision-making 

processes affecting their life, has been dominating the academic discourse on children and 

young people’s participation (Farrow 2015; Percy-Smith & Thomas 2010). 

Youth and child participation in decision-making processes that directly affect their lives is 

seen as fostering a democratic environment that improves services and outcomes and furthers 

a ‘social justice’ agenda. As such, in recent decades the focus has been on the promotion of 

young people’s participation in the delivery of public services in government, organisations 

and institutions, particularly at local, community levels (Badham & Wade 2010).  

This coincides with the Australian context where local governments are seen as playing a 

crucial, and often dominant, role in the provision of services for young people as well as 

building young people’s civic engagement and leadership. Providing opportunities for young 

people to voice their opinions and concerns, and promoting young people’s positive 

contributions to their communities, are seen as essential (YACVic 2015a).  

Likewise, in the Estonian context, local governments are one of the main actors in the planning 

and delivery of services and activities for young people, including in the areas of youth 

participation and civic engagement (Bart et al. 2013). 

There are similarities in some participation-related trends in Estonia and Australia, such as 

comparable objectives and implementation mechanisms including ratification of the UNCRC 

and other international conventions. Despite participation being the guiding principle of, and 

strongly linked to, youth work activities, there are also some notable differences in the political 

agendas of the national governments in these two countries. In the last two decades the 

Estonian government has consistently increased expenditure towards youth participation and 

civic engagement (Haridus- ja Teadusministeerium 2015). However, in Australia, changing 

policy priorities caused by changes of government cut the national youth engagement budget 

by 80% in the 2015–2016 federal budget and by 100% after that (Australian Youth Affairs 

Coalition 2015). 
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The national government in Estonia has also introduced various legislative measures to 

support youth participation, such as: 

• legislating youth participatory structures in local governments and schools (Bart et al. 

2013; Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act 1998 [Estonia]; Youth Work Act 

2010 [Estonia]) 

• lowering the voting age from 18 years to 16 years of age in local government elections 

(Riigikogu 2015) 

• providing continuous support for youth-led organisations, including youth participatory 

structures in educational institutions, local governments, and at regional and national 

levels (Haridus- ja Teadusministeerium 2015). 

By contrast, in Australia national systems are at odds with state systems. The national peak 

body for youth affairs and the Australian Youth Forum lost their funding in the 2014–2015 

federal budget and as of 2020 are still defunded. However, the Victorian state government 

announced an increase in funding for youth engagement in its 2015–2016 budget and has 

continued that trend in later years. Victoria has also released a new youth policy that aims to 

increase youth participation in policy, program and service design and to build the capacity of 

government and service providers to actively involve young people in decision-making 

(YACVic 2015b, 2018, 2019; Victorian Government 2015 & 2016). 

The Estonian government’s Strategic Plan for the Youth Sector 2014–2020 similarly outlines 

the involvement of young people in the implementation of the policy as a way to ensure the 

quality and impact of the proposed measures. In addition to being one of the three pillars of 

Estonian youth policy, increasing support for young people’s participation is listed as one of 

the four main areas of action within the strategic plan. The plan stresses the need for 

increasing the motivation and opportunity for young people to participate, which should 

consequently contribute to the coherence of society and develop a stronger civil society, 
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prevent radicalisation and minimise young people’s relocation to other countries (Haridus- ja 

Teadusministeerium 2014). 

2.3 Defining youth participation 

In academic literature as well as in political discourse, participation is mostly associated with 

the involvement of young people in decision-making processes at various levels of 

governance and within organisations. The original focus was on young people having a 

representation in political processes and decision-making (Lentin & Ohana 2008; Fleming 

2013). Farthing (2012, p. 73) defines youth participation as “a process where young people, 

as active citizens, take part in, express views on, and have decision-making power about 

issues that affect them.” This definition links participation with democratic society and the 

concept and desire of young people being ‘active citizens’. The meaningful participation of 

young people can also be conceptualised as a practice of “working with” young people, rather 

than “working for” young people (Eureka Strategic Research, cited in ARACY 2012). 

Kirby (cited in Comrie 2010, p. 11) considers the public and private nature of youth 

participation that “focuses on involvement in decision-making within the public sphere 

(government and organisational policy), self-determination in the private sphere (e.g. personal 

decision-making in families) and in its simplest form through integrated daily participatory 

approaches (e.g. encouragement of democratic thought in curriculum)”. Holdsworth (2001) 

further expands on that definition, suggesting that participation is “a way of approaching our 

work, of looking at the ways in which society functions, of perceiving a desirable construction 

of ‘young people’ within that society”. 

In recent decades, definitions that emphasise the process of participation and the importance 

of structures have been dominating the academic literature. However, the tendency to 

interpret youth participation as the involvement of young people through a structured and 

formalised mechanism has been met with some criticism. Bell, Vromen and Collin (2008) 



 

 16 

argue that research demonstrates that young people from diverse backgrounds are unlikely 

to be involved in these types of mechanisms and that informal approaches can be more 

appealing to young people. 

Brodie et al. (2009, pp. 4-5) identify three dimensions of participation: 

• public participation, meaning “engagement of individuals with the various structures and 

institutions of democracy”, such as voting, membership in youth councils, other formal 

organisations and committees 

• social participation as “collective activities that individuals may be involved in as part of 

their everyday lives”; for example, community organisations and volunteering 

• individual participation, which “covers the choices and actions that individuals make as 

part of their daily life and that are statements of the kind of society they want to live in”. 

Brodie et al. (2009) also note emphasise the fluidity of these broad categories of participation 

and their dynamic interactions and overlaps. Another categorisation is offered by Bell, Vromen 

and Collin (2008), who identify that youth participation can be either universal, aimed at 

involving the general youth population in decision-making, or targeted, involving only young 

people from a particular background or with similar experiences. 

2.4 The relevance of youth participation 

The concept of youth participation is closely linked with the principles of democratic 

governance. Hart (1992) notes that a nation is democratic to the extent that its citizens are 

involved, particularly at the community level, and for this reason there should be gradually 

increasing opportunities for children and young people to participate in any aspiring 

democracy, particularly in nations already convinced that they are democratic. However, 

Yakovlev (2003) somewhat widens the discourse and argues that the treatment of its children 

is a litmus test of any government, however it may describe itself. 
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Cleaver (2002) argues that participation can be justified as a means to other outcomes (such 

as skill development or policy outcomes) or as an end, where the process itself is seen as a 

right or to be benefiting someone. He views participation to be a “good thing” for young people, 

and argues that, because of the inherent goodness of participation, the most crucial part is 

getting the methodology right.  

According to Hoffmann-Ekstein (cited in ARACY 2012) the concept of participation exists 

across a continuum comprising service participation, community participation and civic 

participation, with youth participation strongly linked to concepts of social inclusion and social 

capital (Collin, Hoffmann-Ekstein, cited in ARACY 2012). Hine and Wood (2009) further argue 

that opportunities for participation, contribution and engagement enable young people to 

address developmental needs such as sense of mastery, sense of generosity and belonging. 

Lansdown (cited in ARACY 2012) points out that civic and political processes often fail to 

recognise the unique needs of young people. 

Farthing (2012) suggests that four typologies of justifications for participation can be drawn 

from the literature:  

• rights-based, which argues that young people are fully human and possess participation 

rights as citizens, and takes into account the existence of international treaties such as 

the UNCRC 

• empowerment, which suggests that “participation, as a process that requires power 

sharing, can shift the balance of power between the generations and redress young 

people’s marginalisation” (p. 76) 

• efficiency, in which youth participation is viewed as desirable and a source of knowledge 

for practitioners and policy-makers, and which emphasises the views of young people as 

citizen-consumers 

• developmental, which suggests that participation can encourage positive youth 

development, such as learning new social skills (Sinclair & Franklin 2000; Warshak 2003; 
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Cleaver 2002). Although the developmental argument lacks a specific underpinning 

developmental theory, it is supported by a range of theorists, such as Erickson, Kholberg, 

Piaget and Vygotsky (cited in Farthing 2012). 

A more simplified classification is offered by Bell, Vromen and Collin (2008), who argue that 

youth participation strategies are often focused on either youth development or youth 

involvement. Youth development models generally view youth participation as a key strategy 

in enabling the development of skills and competences (Jarrett, Larson, Catalano et al. cited 

in Bell, Vromen & Collin 2008). The youth involvement approach puts less emphasis on 

change in young people themselves but argues that through participation young people are 

able to change policy-making, organisations and society (White & Wyn 2008). Social justice 

outcomes of youth involvement, such as the capacity to strengthen democracy and engage 

young people through civic participation, are emphasised. 

The importance of including young people in political process has also been recently 

demonstrated through the 2011–2012 Arab states popular uprisings and various Occupy 

movements. Bruter and Harrison (2014) agree that participation of young people can be 

identified as a distinct characteristic of many demonstrations and movements, such as the 

Georgian and Ukrainian revolutions in the early years of the 21st century and demonstrations 

leading to the collapse of the Eastern Bloc in 1989–1990.  

Transitioning countries can benefit from fresh ideas and new leadership, which can also assist 

them to overcome authoritarian practices (UNDP 2013). In Tunisia and Egypt, the uprisings in 

2011 also led to an explosion of aspirations and expectations for political and social inclusion 

and engagement of young people in particular. These have been fulfilled to varying degrees 

but have also been the source of considerable disappointment and frustration. Tunisia in 

particular has witnessed a surge in the establishment of youth engagement initiatives; 

however, it has also been faced with many obstacles and shortcomings that have prevented 

effective engagement on policy issues. These shortcomings are largely related to human 
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resource capacity-building: training and expertise have often been identified as inadequate 

(Aldouri & Spencer 2016). 

2.5 Structures for youth participation 

Despite young people under the age of majority generally being regarded as fully human, in 

most countries they do not possess the rights of full citizenship that enable them to fully 

participate in the decision-making structures of their society or benefit directly from 

participation in these structures (Corney 2014). In the last three decades there has been a 

proliferation of youth policy across the globe. This has resulted in an increased focus on 

creating structures such as youth parliaments, youth councils, student councils, youth forums, 

young mayors and others at local, regional and national levels worldwide (Sukarieh & Tannock 

2015). 

In the broadest terms the literature identifies two categories for implementing youth 

participation: formal participation, which means a more structured and usually longer-term 

approach to involving young people in decision-making, typically executed through formal 

policies; and informal participation, which uses mechanisms that have no or a ‘loose’ 

structure, are ‘casual’ in their tone, require limited planning and resources, are quite often 

short-term and are usually not executed through formal policy (Bell, Vromen & Collin 2008). 

These categories are also visibly present in Estonian and Australian contexts; however, formal 

participation appears to be more prevalent and better resourced in Estonia compared to 

Australia. 

At the global level, a number of high-profile youth events have taken place in recent years and 

formal participation structures, such as the Commonwealth Youth Council, have been created 

(Farrow 2015). Nevertheless, it is the involvement of young people in decision-making 

processes at a local level that tends to dominate the academic debate, predominantly because 

it is seen as improving service delivery and outcomes, contributing to a “social justice” agenda 
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and fostering a democratic environment (Brodie et al. 2009; Farrow 2015). According to Collin 

(2008), services and programs are also more likely to be effective and achieve their desired 

outcomes as a result of the involvement of young people. 

Youth participation has been on the agenda for governments in Australia for many decades. 

Irving, Maunders and Sherington (1995) argue that student protests of the 1960s and 70s, 

which also saw a number of school and university participatory mechanisms being established 

in Australia, forced the society and governments to pay more attention to the views and 

opinions of young people. Bessant (1997) further argues that youth participation was a popular 

focus of youth work from this time onwards. 

On the local level, student councils and youth councils are prominent structured mechanisms 

for participation (Perry-Hazan & Nir 2016). They are seen as essential to providing 

opportunities for young people to get involved in public decision-making. Local youth council 

models of operation can vary significantly, as they depend on regulatory frameworks, 

institutional and organisational structures, and demography, politics and local traditions 

(Collins et al., cited in Perry-Hazan & Nir 2016). Studies in Scotland, which shares many 

similarities around the implementation of youth participation with Estonia, have also identified 

that being a member of the local youth council is a pathway into other participatory structures 

locally and nationally (Percy-Smith & Thomas 2010). 

Participatory structures can often be supported by legislation that permits and ensures the 

inclusion of certain groups and organisations in the participation processes (Hickey & Mohan 

2004; Farrow 2015), of which Estonia is a good example. In Estonia, the rights and 

responsibilities of youth participatory structures, such as local youth councils and student 

councils, are set out in five different acts of parliament and in numerous other legislative 

instruments, including in federal government regulations and municipal by-laws. 

These regulations describe the principles for electing members to these structures. They also 

grant them specific rights, such as the right to receive information and support, nominate a 
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representative of the youth or student council to specific committees, make propositions and 

so on (Youth Work Act 2010 [Estonia]; Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act 2010 

[Estonia]; Universities Act 1995 [Estonia]; Institutions of Professional Higher Education Act 

1998 [Estonia]; Vocational Educational Institution Act 2013 [Estonia]). 

In Australia, there are no universal acts of parliament at federal or state level to regulate the 

work of youth participatory structures. However, legislatures in certain jurisdictions, such as 

the State Parliament of New South Wales and the Norfolk Legislative Assembly, have adopted 

legislation to establish specific youth advisory committees (Advocate for Children and Young 

People Act 2014 [NSW]; Youth Advisory Council Act 2000 [NI]; Youth Advisory Council Act 

1989 [NSW]). Unlike in Estonia, where the legislation universally applies to all similar 

participatory structures, the examples of Australian legislation only regulate the work and 

functions of a single youth participatory structure. The functions of these structures are 

somewhat similar in Australia and Estonia, yet Australian legislation lacks the mention of 

foundation democratic principles and there is no requirement for elections to be held to 

establish membership. 

However, youth participatory structures have also attracted some criticism, particularly as 

being seen to privilege a relatively small group of well educated, already empowered young 

people, often missing the needs of disadvantaged and disenfranchised young people, and 

replicating failed adult structures of representative politics (Yamashita & Davies, cited in 

Percy-Smith & Thomas 2010; Cairns 2006; Comrie 2010).  

Participation structures have also been described as “having little impact on public decision-

making” (Kirby & Bryson, cited in Farrow 2015, p. 25) and failing to devise or support structures 

that offer meaningful opportunities for youth-led decision-making and provide feedback (Davis, 

cited in Farrow 2015). The right of young people to participate in the work of student and youth 

councils is also often hindered by the low worth that adults tend to ascribe to children’s 

positions (Perry-Hazan & Nir 2016). 
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Despite the existence of an extensive body of knowledge on the benefits of youth participation 

for young people (Farrow 2015, 2018; Farthing 2012; Perry-Hazan & Nir 2016), their 

communities and society as a whole, there is a lack of systematic comparative research not 

only on youth policy structures but also on the relationship between national structures and 

policies at local levels. To date any comparative analysis of structures, meaning and forms of 

youth participation has been limited by a lack of sufficient and solid data (Loncle et al. 2012). 

2.6 Meaningful versus tokenistic youth participation 

Hart (1992) argues that adults often tend to underestimate the competence of young people 

while at the same time using them in processes to influence some cause. It is important to 

differentiate between meaningful youth political participation and tokenistic, pseudo-

participatory activities, as many activities claiming to foster youth participation do not 

effectively give young people a voice and influence in decision-making (UNDP 2013). Hart 

(1992, p. 9) describes tokenism as “instances in which children are apparently given a voice, 

but in fact have little or no choice about the subject or the style of communicating it, and little 

or no opportunity to formulate their own opinions”. 

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) characterises effective and meaningful 

youth political participation with three attributes: 

• consultative, where young people’s voices are heard in an adult-assigned consultation 

process 

• entailing youth-led participation, where young people have a direct impact on decision-

making within their own youth communities 

• involving youth collaborative participation, where young people effectively take part in 

regular political decision-making processes (UNDP 2013). 

Over the years, a number of frameworks and models have been created to support 

organisations, adults and young people to conceptualise youth participation. In much of the 
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literature and discourse on youth participation, one model has been uniquely influential: Roger 

Hart’s ‘Ladder of Participation’, first published in 1992 but reproduced many times since (Shier 

2011). The ladder provides an eight-level model for children and young people’s participation 

that consists of: 

•  non-participation levels: manipulation, decoration and tokenism 

• participation levels: assigned but informed; consulted and informed; adult-initiated, 

shared decisions with young people; young people initiated and directed; young people 

initiated and shared decisions with adults. 

 

Figure 1:  Roger Hart’s ladder of young people’s participation (Hart 1992) 
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Another model, introduced in 2001 by Harry Shier, sees youth participation as a continuum 

consisting of five levels: (i) young people are listened to; (ii) young people are supported in 

expressing their views; (iii) young people’s views are taken into account; (iv) young people are 

involved in decision-making processes; and (v) young people share power and responsibility 

for decision-making. This model builds on the work of Hart (Shier 2001). 

Lundy’s (2007) influential model stems directly from UNCRC Article 12 as it sees the article 

comprised of four elements:  

• Space: young people must be given the opportunity to express a view 

• Voice: young people must be facilitated to express their views 

• Audience: the view must be listened to 

• Influence: the view must be acted upon, as appropriate.  

This model is grounded on the premise that young people’s participation requires respect for 

children and young people as rights-holders, as well as providing a sense of warmth and a 

shared purpose (Perry-Hazan & Nir 2016). 

Further to the three models mentioned above, many more have been developed over the 

years. Karsten (2012) collated 36 models originating from a range of institutions, academics 

and practitioners, including participation models developed for different spheres, such as 

community organising, citizen engagement, international development, the policy cycle and 

rights-based approaches (Farrow 2015). A majority of the models focus on individual or group 

(but nevertheless person-centric) aspects of youth participation, identifying conditions for 

greater and more meaningful involvement; however, there is a gap in models and frameworks 

for youth participatory structures. Similarly, most of these models are lacking a solid theoretical 

underpinning which makes them vulnerable to critique, particularly within academic discourse. 

Whereas some of the existing participation models can be useful for adults and decision-

makers to evaluate existing participatory practices or to design new ones, they are mostly not 
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useful for young people themselves as they are not intended to be used for guiding the 

everyday work of youth councils. 

2.7 Power and agency 

Many scholars have attempted to define the concepts of power and agency and the 

relationship between these concepts. Giddens (1984, p. 14), in his seminal book The 

Constitution of Society, talks about power as “having a capability to ‘make a difference’ to a 

pre-existing state of affairs or course of events”. He explains that to be an agent is to be able 

to deploy a range of causal powers, including that of influencing those deployed by others 

(Giddens 1984, p. 14). Burridge et al. (2010, p. 26) build on Giddens’ structuration theory and 

define agency as “the individual capacity to take intentional action. The capacity of those 

actions to influence the current state of affairs and structures is a measure of power”. They 

note that “when actors knowingly cause an event, they are said to have acted with agency, 

and Giddens sees all human actors as agents” (Burridge et al. 2010, p. 26). Giddens also 

coined the concept of the duality of structures and links social structures with human actions, 

arguing that human interactions and actions create social structures, and that those social 

structures influence the actions and interactions of humans (Giddens 1983; Burridge et al. 

2010). 

Concepts of power are also changing and evolving and a notion of ‘old power’ versus ‘new 

power’ is emerging in the discourse. Farrow (2018) notes that young people are increasingly 

despondent with democracy, particularly with the traditional forms and structures through 

which democracy, notably representative democracy, is implemented. He further elaborates 

this and offers a possible explanation for this phenomenon in young people:  

Technology provides access to information, opportunities and spaces to 

personalise their lives, immediately voice their opinion, and develop solutions to 

problems with little need for approval from others. At the root of this is the 



 

 26 

abundance of power and control that individuals now have over their own lives and 

their communities. (Farrow 2018, p. 18) 

Farrow makes a distinction between old power values – which are typically characterised by 

traditional models of governance being based on concentrated power that is “closed, 

inaccessible and leader-driven” (Timms & Heimans 2018) and in which involvement of 

decision-making is permitted in ways that are pre-defined and approved by the institution – 

and new power values, which include mobilisation, participation and channelling of people 

(Farrow 2018). Examples of youth social movements that are driven by new power values 

include the #MarchForOurLives movement that “responded to a wave of events and outrage 

in the USA over high school shootings” (Farrow 2018, p. 20); the Indignados Movement in 

Spain; #BlackLivesMatter in the US (Farrow 2018); and #SchoolStrikeforClimate around the 

world.  

Power and agency are central concepts in the youth participation discourse; however, these 

elements are frequently absent from research and practice (Manning & Edwards 2014). 

Bessant (2004) argues that it is common practice in youth participation programs and 

processes to merely pretend to give young people decision-making power; in reality, such 

processes fail to include young people in democracy – a notable example of which is the fact 

that young people under the age of 18 do not have the right to vote. There appears to be 

consensus amongst many researchers that in the absence of addressing the concept of power 

and without the aim of shifting power relationships to benefit young people, no meaningful 

participation can happen. 

2.8 Emerging ways of youth participation 

While traditional youth participatory structures that often replicate adult structures, such as 

youth and student councils, have been in existence for decades, there are a number of trends 

that influence youth participation. 
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One of the emerging discourses around youth participation is the inclusiveness of participation 

opportunities. Pirvulescu et al. (2019, pp. 4–5) define inclusive participation as “ensuring 

that young people from all backgrounds can influence decision-making. This means that taking 

account the social, economic and cultural backgrounds of young people who get involved in 

participation activities and then taking additional affirmative measures to promote the 

participation of those groups who are frequently excluded from getting involved”.  

More than a decade earlier, Couch (2007) made a note that, in Australia, despite the 

enthusiastic championing of the idea of youth participation, most of the work regarding 

participation for young people focused largely on Anglo-Australian young people and there 

were far fewer participation-based projects with other more marginalised young people.  

One of the most notable examples of inclusive participation emerging on the policy agenda 

worldwide is the EU Youth Strategy 2019–2027, which singles out “youth risking 

marginalisation” as a special category and calls on member states to promote the “inclusive 

democratic participation of all young people”. Furthermore, it incorporates inclusion and non-

discrimination as principles and states the intention of promoting “activities and policies that 

are inclusive for all young people, especially those with fewer opportunities and/or whose 

voices may be overlooked” (EU Youth Strategy 2019-2027, cited in Pirvulescu et al. 2019, p. 

3). 

Another theme emerging from the literature about emerging ways and innovative forms of 

youth participation is related to the use and influence of technology. Farrow (2018, p. 22) 

states that “digital opportunities have created new spaces for adolescent and youth rights, 

beyond their political participation”. Some authors see this trend as a distinct feature of the 

new forms of youth participation (Willems, cited in Crowley & Moxon 2017) while “others argue 

that while expanding the means by which young people can participate should always be 

welcome, online participation is not a panacea. The most successful strategies for influencing 
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decision-making at local, regional, national and European levels actively link up offline and 

online participation” (Crowley & Moxon 2017, p. 17). 

The terms ‘eDemocracy’ and ‘eParticipation’ have emerged across the literature to refer to 

participatory processes relying on the use of technology. Maier-Raubler and Neumayer (2008, 

p. 2) describe eDemocracy as “the realisation of political processes, using digital information 

and communication technologies, particularly the Internet”. The International Youth Service of 

the Federal Republic of Germany (IJAB) talks about youth eParticipation as interactive online 

policy-making in action (IJAB 2014). It distinguishes direct eParticipation, where “political 

decisions are influenced directly and structural links to political decision-making processes are 

enabled”, and indirect eParticipation in which initiators of eParticipation processes “reach out 

to internet users and encourage them to support certain issues and positions” (IJAB 2014, 

p. 4). There appears to be a consensus across the literature that the use of technology to 

enable eParticipation of young people can only be successful if online and offline methods are 

used in conjunction (Crowley & Moxon 2017; IJAB 2014; Rupkus & Franzl 2018). 

The principle of co-management was introduced in the youth sector in 1971 by the European 

Youth Centre and in 1972 by the European Youth Foundation (Hansen, cited in Dibou 2015), 

which proclaimed that young people should be taken into account as youth policy-making 

actors (Dibou 2015). Crowley and Moxon (2017) also talk about co-management and co-

productions as forms of youth participation, characterised by young people and adults jointly 

taking decisions about the running of a public organisation or project. In co-management, “a 

group of young people and adults work collaboratively, sharing power to manage and run an 

institution or organisation on an ongoing basis” (Crowley & Moxon 2017, p. 23).  

Co-production, co-creation or co-design refers to young people and adults working 

collaboratively, sharing power to undertake a specific task until that task is complete – for 

example, writing a strategy, conducting research, evaluating a public service, or running a 

project (Crowley & Moxon 2017). In practice, both of these methods or principles have gained 
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popularity in recent decades, including in the youth field. The Victorian Government, for 

example, placed co-design principles at the centre of its youth policy (State of Victoria DHHS 

2016). 

2.9 Role of local government 

In Victoria, the interconnectedness of local government and young people is diverse: “local 

governments promote young people’s health, social inclusion, skill development and 

leadership, and provide young people with opportunities to engage in arts and culture, 

community strengthening and civic life” (YACVic 2016, p. 5). The Victorian government has 

introduced the Local Government Bill 2019, which places a strong emphasis on community 

engagement by local councils. It does not specifically distinguish between youth and citizen 

participation, but it is evident that involving community members in the business of local 

government is a core function of local councils in Victoria (Local Government Bill 2019). This 

argument is supported by the Victorian Government Youth Policy, which states that local 

councils often provide “the most immediate experience of being part of a democratic process 

and provide opportunities for young people to participate in their communities through funding 

for youth workers and support for youth councils” (State of Victoria DHHS 2016, p. 37). 

In Estonia, local governments have more autonomy and responsibility compared to Victorian 

local councils. This autonomy is protected and guaranteed by the European Charter of Local 

Self-Government (1985), the Constitution of the Republic of Estonia (1992) and the Local 

Government Organisation Act [Estonia] (1993), which all grant significant rights to autonomy 

for local governments in Estonia and protections from the unilateral removal of these rights by 

other levels of government.  

Unlike in Estonia, local governments in Victoria are not signatories to international treaties 

protecting the rights of local self-governance, nor are local governments mentioned in the 

Australian Constitution. In Estonian law, one of the functions of rural municipalities and city 
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councils is to “consult with the youth council, in case it exists, upon planning, implementation 

and assessment of youth work” (Youth Work Act 2010 [Estonia]).  

However, local governments in both jurisdictions (Victoria and Estonia) have a similar overall 

purpose, and play a significant role in enabling young people’s participation. Youth Councils 

that are operating within the structure of a local government in both countries often mimic the 

work and composition of elected councils as decision-making and representative bodies of 

local government areas. The core assumption of youth councils in both countries is that they 

should represent the voice of young people to the local council and provide advice to the 

elected council on matters concerning young people. Often youth councils are endorsed by 

the elected council as their advisory committees and they have their own Terms of Reference 

or constitution that guides their work. Local-government affiliated youth councils are an 

example of a formal youth participation as opposed to non-formal or informal youth 

participation where there is no formalised relationship or endorsement by the official council. 

2.10 Enabling environment 

The use of the term ‘enabling environment’ has gained momentum in multiple fields and 

sectors. Whereas there are numerous definitions on what constitutes an enabling environment 

in different fields, there is little research into enabling environments in the context of youth 

participation, and particularly youth participatory structures. 

For example, in early childhood, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) defines an 

enabling environment as one in which “the environment plays a key role in supporting and 

extending children’s development and learning. Within these environments there should be 

opportunities for children and adults to foster relationships, to develop their thinking and ideas, 

to grow emotionally and spiritually, to contribute to the culture of the learning community, and 

of course to develop physically” (Selbie & Wickett 2010, p. 75). The EYFS also states that “the 
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learning environment involves both the people and the space in which children develop and 

learn” (DCSF 2008). 

Save the Children Sweden’s report on capacity building in children’s participation notes that 

an enabling environment not only encourages children to participate but also enables adults 

to change their assessment of the participation capacity of children (Beers, Chau et al. 2006). 

This definition somewhat connects two dimensions that are also present in youth participation 

practice – motivation and encouragement to take part in something; and sharing of power with 

young people by adults to enable participation to be meaningful and change-oriented. 

CIVICUS, the World Alliance for Citizen Participation – a global alliance of civil society 

organisations – in 2013 developed and launched an Enabling Environment Index (EEI), which 

aims to assess the key conditions that shape how civil society operates. It defines civil society 

as “the arena, outside of the family, the state, and the market, which is created by individual 

and collective actions, organisations and institutions to advance shared interests” (CIVICUS 

2013, p. 5).  

As such, all action undertaken by civil society ― whether by individuals, movements or 

organisations ― is affected by the enabling environment. CIVICUS defines an enabling 

environment as “a set of conditions that impact on the capacity of citizens (whether individually 

or in an organised fashion) to participate and engage in the civil society arena in a sustained 

and voluntary manner” (Youth Policy Labs 2015, p. 14). 
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Figure 2:  Enabling Environment Index dimensions and sub-dimensions (CIVICUS 2013) 

Given the similarities in aims and operation of youth councils and civil society organisations, 

the EEI can be contextualised for youth participation and used as a guide to develop local 

level youth participatory structure-specific enabling conditions and domains. The original EEI 

of CIVICUS: 

is made up of 17 sub-domains, representing both the supply side and the demand 

side of the environment. The supply side refers to governance and policy 

measures directly having an impact on action, and is covered in the Governance 

Environment, which includes sub-dimensions such as corruption, the rule of law 

and media freedoms. The demand side relates to the readiness of individuals and 

organisations to take action, and is covered in the Socio-Economic 

Environment, which includes education, communications and equality, and the 

Socio-Cultural Environment, which includes propensity to participate, tolerance 

and trust. (CIVICUS 2013) 
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The Case for Space research project, which sought to understand and strengthen the 

conditions and environment for child and youth development in three focus areas – youth 

participation, child protection and youth livelihoods – applied the EEI to its research design 

and analysis. The project further adapted the CVICUS definition of an enabling environment 

and (for the purpose of their research) defined it as “a set of conditions that impact on the 

capacity of citizens (whether individually or in an organised fashion) to participate and engage” 

(Youth Policy Labs 2015, p. 15). 

2.11 Conclusion 

Young people as a distinct category is a social construction that in most Western cultures has 

historically been viewed as a period in life characterised by transitioning; but young people 

have also been viewed from a deficit perspective. In recent decades, research about young 

people that views them as assets (rather than non-adults who are lacking something or on the 

journey of becoming fully human) has started to proliferate, and concepts such as youth 

participation, the human rights of young people and empowerment have emerged.  

In the literature, youth participation can be seen as a concept, a guiding principle for working 

with young people and a contributor to young people’s development, but also as a policy 

objective for governments as well as a fundamental human right. Youth participation is closely 

associated with principles of democratic governance and thus is practiced predominantly in 

liberal democracies. However, it is not limited to interactions between the public sector and 

young people and, as a concept and principle, it is relevant to various sectors and spheres of 

society. 

Various models have been developed for conceptualising youth participation – the most 

prominent being Hart’s Ladder of Participation, Shier’s Pathways to Participation and Lundy’s 

model. Similarly, some countries, including Australia (and the state of Victoria) and Estonia, 

have created policies and legislation to enable and support youth participation. Central to 
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youth participation are the concepts of power and agency, which are inseparable elements of 

meaningful (not tokenistic) youth participation. Concepts of power are also changing and there 

is a body of knowledge about ‘new power’ values emerging from the literature. 

Traditional methods, structures and processes for implementing youth participation are also 

changing, with advancements in technology and disappointment by young people in traditional 

democratic structures providing the biggest impetus. From an institutional side, local councils 

both in Victoria and Estonia play a crucial role in introducing and enabling youth participation 

to young people and society at large. The review of the literature and the discussion presented 

in this Chapter show how this research is ripe to make a contribution to this field.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This chapter outlines the design of this study and the research methods and processes used 

for data collection and analysis. It will also discuss the benefits of this research, the ethical 

considerations and finally the limitations associated with this study. 

3.1 Introduction 

Whereas the literature suggests that numerous studies have investigated youth councils as 

structures in countries such as Sweden, Spain, Ireland, the UK, the US, Turkey and elsewhere 

(Kassman & Vamstad 2019; Gökçe-Kızılkaya & Onursal-Beşgülb 2017; Forde & Martin 2016; 

Cushing & van Vliet 2017; Sant & Davies 2018; Matthews 2001; Collins, Augsberger & Gecker 

2016), there appears to be a gap in comparative cross-cultural research related to the work of 

youth participatory structures in local governments.  

Furthermore, another gap in the research emerged through literature review: there has been 

little analysis of the combined experience of similar structures operating in politically similar 

yet geographically distant environments, such as the case of Estonia and Australia. Such 

comparisons are needed to improve knowledge about the conditions and environments that 

youth councils as structures need to reach their potential. Through the use of a mixed-methods 

comparative case study approach, this research aims to meet this gap. 

3.2 Research question and aim 

This study sought to answer the following question: 

What are the enabling conditions for local level youth councils in the Australian state of 

Victoria and Estonia? 
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In order to answer this question, the research examined and compared the work of local level 

youth participatory structures – youth councils – in Estonia and in the state of Victoria, 

Australia, and the political, legislative and organisational environments in which these 

structures operate. 

The research aimed to: 

• identify the similarities and differences in political, legislative and organisational 

environments in which local level youth councils operate in Victoria, Australia and Estonia 

• identify gaps in current political, legislative and organisational environments related to the 

work of local level youth councils 

• identify the enabling conditions for local level youth councils. 

3.3 Research design 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach as a comparative case study (Yin 2003) in 

which both qualitative and quantitative approaches were used (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2003; 

Stake 1995, 2005). The research process involved data collection through first conducting 

semi-structured interviews in order to inform the design of the quantitative survey. For the 

purpose of the research design, it was decided to first collect the qualitative data, which in 

combination with the literature provided the opportunity to confirm and complement the initial 

themes, which then informed the survey questions. The choice of the qualitative to quantitative 

sequence also enabled the initial findings from the semi-structured interviews to be confirmed 

with a larger a population sample through distribution of the survey online. 

Creswell (2014) defines mixed methods as an approach to inquiry involving the collection of 

quantitative and qualitative data, integrating the two forms. The core assumption of this type 

of inquiry is that the combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches provides a more 

complete understanding of the research problem than either approach alone. A mixed-

methods approach is considered by many to be a third methodological movement in 
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educational and social research (Johnson et al. 2007), which rejects the “either-or” need to 

choose between quantitative and qualitative approaches (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2003) and, in 

fact, explicitly calls for the integrated use of methods from diverse inquiry traditions. According 

to Creswell (2014) mixed-method approaches have gained momentum in the last two 

decades, predominantly in social research. 

It needs to be acknowledged that mixed-methods research is also subject to ongoing debates 

and criticism from those who are concerned about the purity and legitimacy of the traditional 

stand-alone qualitative and quantitative methodologies (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2009). Similarly, 

there are some concerns in the research community related to case study research that most 

often relates to the presumed need for greater rigor, inability to generalise from case study 

findings and unclear comparative advantage compared to other research methods (Yin 2014). 

This research project was seeking the ‘bigger picture’ knowledge that quantitative research 

surveys with large populations across countries can provide, as well as the rich, in-depth and 

personalised perspectives of young people accessed through open-ended qualitative 

interviewing. The approach also enabled the verification of qualitative interview data with 

larger quantitative survey responses. As Yin describes, “a case study is an empirical inquiry 

that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context when 

the boundaries between the phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (Yin 2014, 

p. 16). The research contextualised Estonian and Australian data as individual case studies. 

This enabled the datasets to be considered in their own ‘real-world context’ as well as being 

a basis for comparison.  

Yin (2014) also notes that a case study inquiry “relies on multiple sources of evidence with 

data needing to converge in triangulating fashion” (p. 17). The semi-structured interviews 

employed in this study, alongside the quantitative research data and literature review, offered 

an opportunity for in-depth empirical investigation and the chance to rely on multiple sources 

and triangulate data. 
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3.4 Data collection 

3.4.1 Semi-structured interviews 

An opportunistic approach was used to determine the number and availability of youth council 

participants, and semi-structured interviews were held with participants associated with the 

work of three local level youth councils: two youth councils from Estonia and one from Victoria. 

The aim of the interviews was to examine the local context and environment for the key people 

associated with these youth councils, as well as the organisational structure, activities, 

challenges and other factors impacting their outcomes, in greater detail and to produce case 

studies. The interviews allowed the researcher to gain a more personalised insight into the 

work of these structures, which was required to identify the enabling environment for local 

level youth councils before confirming these insights with the broader community through the 

use of the survey. 

The interview questions focused on: 

•  What are the factors affecting the work of the youth council? (e.g. political, resources, 

regulatory, internal, other kind of support) 

• How do each of these factors influence the outcomes of the work of the youth council? 

• What is the significance of the relationship with the local council and its officers? 

(e.g. councillors, youth workers, other public servants) 

• What is the significance of the relationship with external stakeholders? (such as peak 

bodies, not-for-profit organisations, mentors, other tiers of government) 

For each of the three youth councils, at least three people were interviewed (including current 

and recent members of the particular youth council and internal stakeholders such as a youth 

worker, councillor, council officer, and mentor that had been associated with the work of the 

youth council). Interviews were conducted in Estonian and English, depending on the location 

and the language of the participants. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and were 
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transcribed by the researcher (Estonian interview transcripts were partially translated to 

English, for comparative coding and inclusion of the interview data from Estonia in the report). 

In Estonia, there were 85 youth councils operating within the structure of a local government 

in 2014 (Haridus- ja Teadusministeerium 2015) but there was no available data about local 

level youth councils in Victoria; this needed to be determined by the researcher during the 

course of this project. It was anticipated, however, that the population size was smaller for 

Victoria due to a number of factors: 

•  there were 79 local government areas in Victoria in 2016 (Municipal Association of Victoria 

n.d.) in comparison with 213 local government areas in Estonia in 2016 (Estonian Ministry 

of Finance n.d.) 

•  there is no legislation nor a peak body in Victoria that coordinates the creation of youth 

council structures – in Estonia the legislation has been in place since 2010 and there is a 

peak body and a national program to coordinate the funding and work for local level youth 

councils.  

Together, these factors imply that the number of local level youth councils operating in Victoria 

should be much smaller than the number of youth councils in Estonia. 

For interviews, conducted during the second half of 2016, the total sample size was 15 

participants, associated with three different local councils / youth councils: one council from 

Victoria and two from Estonia. 

3.4.2 Survey 

The quantitative data collection was done through a de-identified anonymous online survey 

which was conducted in order to identify the environment in which local level youth councils 

operate in Victoria and Estonia. The design of the survey questions was guided by the 

literature review, and the initial responses of people interviewed. The survey was also 

informed by indicators developed by CIVICUS in its Enabling Environment Index (EEI), 
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capturing socio-economic, socio-cultural and governance dimensions (CIVICUS 2013). The 

EEI aims to assess the conditions under which civil society operates. The Index allowed the 

researcher to ask, in which of its 17 dimensions are the necessary conditions for local level 

youth councils most noticeably absent or curiously inefficient? The survey questions also tried 

to identify, through the lens of these dimensions, possible causes and causations (Farrow 

2015). The EEI was modified and then used to identify the most relevant components of the 

enabling environment for local level youth councils. 

The survey was distributed online to all of the known operating local level youth councils in 

Estonia (estimated to have been 85 youth councils at the time of the survey) and in Victoria 

(estimated to have been 38 youth councils). The instructions asked for the survey to be filled 

out by individuals currently or recently associated with the work of a local level youth council. 

Assistance from relevant peak bodies and organisations (such as the Youth Affairs Council of 

Victoria and Estonian National Youth Council) was sought to distribute the survey, in addition 

to approaching each local council directly via email and social media channels.  

The respondents were from two distinct participant groups: the first included young people 

who were current or recent members of youth councils; the second consisted of professionals 

associated with the work of the youth council (such as youth workers, councillors and other 

public servants). These two participant groups are distinguished throughout this thesis as 

‘young people’ and ‘adults’.  

The survey asked participants about the work of the particular youth council they are currently 

or have been associated with (see Appendix 6 for the survey questions). In particular, the 

survey questions focused on: 

a)  the aim and purpose of the youth council 

b)  how the work of the youth council is organised (what is the [legal] basis of their existence; 

what is the structure of the youth council; how are members selected/recruited; frequency 

of meetings) 
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c)  the activities/projects carried out by the youth council (during the past up to two years, 

current/future projects and activities) as well as the impact made by these projects 

d)  factors affecting the work of the youth council (political, resources, regulatory, internal, 

other kinds of support) 

e)  how these factors influence the outcomes of the work of the youth council. 

The questions for both participant groups – members of the youth council (‘young people’) 

and professionals associated with the work of the youth council (‘adults’) were identical. 

However, participants were asked to identify which participant group they belong – this 

enabled the research team to analyse similarities and differences between answers. 

The majority of the questions were closed and did not provide scope for individual 

interpretation – that is, the questions related to the work of the council and experiences gained 

through the youth council as a structure, rather than participants’ personal background, 

individual attributes and other individual characteristics. Only one question openly asked 

individuals about their dreams or visions of what a youth service could be.  

The survey was conducted, and data collected in two languages – Estonian and English – and 

the questions were identical in both languages. The translation was undertaken by the 

researcher, who is an Estonian native speaker and has a full professional proficiency in 

English. 

The total sample size for the survey was 114 participants, of which 62 participants were from 

Estonia and 52 from Victoria. In total, 28 youth councils / local government areas from Estonia 

were represented in the survey, and 23 from Victoria. A further breakdown of the participants’ 

profile and categories is given in chapters 4 and 5. 

3.4.3 Sampling, recruitment and informed consent 

Purposive sampling techniques were used to ensure comparability of cases (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie 2009). Maxwell (1997) defines purposive sampling as where “particular settings, 
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persons, or events are deliberately selected for the important information they can provide 

that cannot be gotten as well from other choices”. Sequential purposive sampling techniques 

were chosen in order to “that are representative or typical of a particular type of case on a 

dimension of interest” and to “achieve comparability across different types of cases on a 

dimension of interest” (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2009, p. 175). This approach was justified in the 

cases of both countries but particularly in the case of collecting Australian data, given the lack 

of a coordinating peak body and overview of the number, location and other information about 

the youth councils. 

Snowballing recruitment was employed, in which the participant sample emerged through a 

process of reference from one person to the next, quickly building and enabling the researcher 

to approach participants with credibility as they were sponsored by a named person 

(Denscombe 1997).  

In particular, youth workers – as representatives of local councils – were responsible for 

recruiting many participants for interviews and surveys. Youth worker involvement in the 

recruitment process was crucial because of their central role in supporting the work of youth 

councils as professionals and their initial access to potential participants. It was communicated 

to the youth workers acting as recruiters that the information about being involved in the 

research had to be made available to all present and former members of the particular youth 

council who met the criteria set out by the researcher.  

Decisions about participants were made in consultation with representatives from the youth 

council pursuant to the principles of youth participation as outlined in the Estonian Youth Work 

Act 2010 and the Code of Ethical Practice for the Victorian Youth Sector (YACVic 2007). 

Consulting with young people in the selection process of participants was also important, to 

mitigate the risk of potential favouritism and the consequent bias in participant selection and 

the data. 
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3.5  Data analysis 

Mixed-methods data analysis involves connecting, combining or integrating qualitative and 

quantitative data analysis strategies. This research used sequential mixed data analysis, 

which includes two separate processes: analysis of qualitative data using thematic analysis, 

and the analysis of quantitative data using descriptive statistics (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2009). 

Using sequential qualitative to quantitative data analysis enabled the researcher to form 

groups of themes through qualitative analysis, followed by confirmatory statistical analysis 

using quantitative data (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2009). 

In the third stage of the data examination process for this study, the results from qualitative 

and quantitative data were combined through comparing in-depth interviews with the results 

of the survey to determine where the data supported, challenged or expanded understandings 

about the environments in which youth councils are enacted. 

3.5.1 Stage 1. Analysis of qualitative data – Thematic analysis 

Qualitative data analysis is predominantly inductive and is listed as one of the major principles 

of qualitative research (Patton 2002). It is an iterative process which includes navigating back-

and-forth between data collection and data analysis. 

Thematic analysis was undertaken in the process of analysing the qualitative data. Fugard 

and Potts (2019) note that thematic analysis is a family of qualitative social research methods 

that formalise, to varying degrees, the process of developing themes. A theme “represents 

some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun & Clarke 2006, 

p. 82). Boyatzis (1998) notes that the purpose of conducting a thematic analysis is to discover 

patterns that relate to frequencies, magnitudes, structures, processes, causes and 

consequences of phenomena and to conduct case-oriented analysis. 

Thematic analyses focused on identifying and describing implicit and explicit themes within 

the data. Those themes were influenced by the literature, policy documents, the researcher’s 
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own experience and also by the emerging data. Codes were then developed to represent the 

identified themes and applied or linked to raw data as summary markers for later analysis 

(Guest, MacQueen & Namey 2012). 

The interview transcripts were organised in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet; this format was 

selected predominantly due to the researcher’s experience and knowledge in the software 

and particularly the filtering function, which allowed easy organisation of the codes and 

themes. 

The interview data was then coded manually according to thematic patterns. Saldaña (2015) 

describes coding as a method that enables the researcher to organise and group similarly 

coded data into categories because they share some characteristics. For the purposes of 

accuracy and validation of the coding process, two interview transcripts were selected for 

preliminary coding and were subsequently coded by the researcher and a research 

supervisor. These selected transcripts were read and re-read, with emergent themes, possible 

codes and sub-codes identified by the researcher and research supervisor (Thomas 2006; 

Creswell & Miller 2010). It is important to note that in the development of codes the literature 

around enabling environments by CIVICUS, along with personal memories from my 

autoethnography, may have subconsciously influenced the process. 

Following the identification and comparison of emergent themes and application of codes and 

sub-codes (Kader 2018), categories of recurrent themes, which were identified as important 

factors by the participants in relation to forming part of the enabling environment for local youth 

councils, were recorded. This process also allowed the researcher to triangulate the data 

through returning to the results of the coding following the completion of the analysis of 

quantitative data, and where common themes between the two datasets occurred, seek a 

more detailed explanation about the phenomena from the qualitative data. 
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3.5.2 Stage 2. Analysis of quantitative data 

Descriptive univariate analysis was conducted to analyse the survey data. Descriptive analysis 

of quantitative data refers to “procedures for summarising data, with the intention of 

discovering trends and patterns, and summarising results for ease of understanding and 

communication” (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2009, p. 257). According to Tashakkori and Teddlie 

(2009), the goal of the descriptive approach is to understand the data, detect patterns and 

relationships, and communicate the results.  

Univariate analysis involves describing a case in terms of a single variable and often involves 

reporting all individual cases (Babbie 2007). Univariate analysis, although limited in its ability 

to enable findings to be generalised onto larger populations, was deemed by the researcher 

to be of sufficient complexity for the purpose of this study as the research aims, question and 

the report of the findings did not aim to make conclusions beyond the data that had been 

analysed.  

Due to the limitations of the study related to sample size and sample bias described in this 

chapter, using inferential statistical analysis would not have been appropriate. 

3.6  Research benefits 

It is anticipated that the results of this research will enable youth councils and local 

governments that facilitate their work to better plan, develop, resource and support the work 

of youth councils. The results may also assist in understanding the landscape of youth councils 

in the respective countries but also in the international context through the presentation of 

multiple cases, common themes and the development of a framework for an enabling 

environment for youth councils.  

For policy-makers, this research may contribute to the body of knowledge around the benefits 

and enabling environment that is required to achieve the fulfillment of a youth council’s 

maximum potential and may inspire and provide impetus for the development of new policies 
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or a legislative framework and support mechanisms to better support the work of youth 

councils. 

3.7  Ethical considerations 

In accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research and 

Victoria University internal policies and procedures, an approval from the Victoria University 

Human Research Ethics Committee (VUHREC) was required prior to carrying out the data 

collection and analysis. Due to some participants in the survey and semi-structured interviews 

being under the age of majority (18 in both countries), this project was considered to be high 

risk by the VUHREC. Ethics approval for this research project was granted by VUHREC on 

1 September 2016 (approval number HRE 16-121). 

Undertaking this study carried some social risk, particularly with the semi-structured 

interviews, related to the potential disclosure of issues in the relationship between youth 

councils and adults. This risk was particularly present for youth councils that are financially 

dependent on a local council. The abovementioned risk were mitigated through conducting 

the semi-structured interviews separately for adult participants and youth representatives and 

not identifying the authors of quotes in this research report. The confidentiality of all 

participants was respected and transparency about the research process assured. 

Given that data collection was undertaken in two languages – Estonian and English – risks 

related to accuracy in translation, transcription of interviews and the use of comparable 

terminology were also present. Given the non-personal nature of the questions asked in the 

survey and in focus groups, this research did not involve major psychological risks to 

participants. 
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3.8  Limitations of the study 

The empirical results reported in this thesis should be considered in the light of some 

limitations. The acknowledgment and discussion of these limitations may benefit future 

research in this area. The main limitations of this study were related to the sample size, sample 

bias and linguistic aspects. 

3.8.1 Limitations related to sampling 

The main challenge that the researcher encountered in the sampling process was the 

unavailability of data about the total population of youth councils. Whereas for Estonia, 

estimates of the total population size were more trustworthy (though not precise), as there had 

been a conscious effort on behalf of the peak body to record information about the total 

number of youth councils, in Victoria there was no reliable data recorded about the total 

population size and the researcher had to use publicly available information in order to make 

an estimate. 

Another limitation was particularly present in the sampling process for quantitative data 

collection. Given the survey distribution methods chosen by the researcher, it was not viable 

or reasonable to limit the number of survey participants associated with the same local 

government area / youth council. Consequently, there were instances where particular local 

government areas were under- or over-represented in the survey data; for example, there was 

only one survey participant per local government area in 14 cases among the Victorian survey 

respondents, but two local governments / youth councils in Victoria were represented by seven 

participants each. For Estonia, 12 local governments were represented in the survey with a 

single participant, whereas one council was represented by 14 and another by four 

participants. Despite this limitation, the population of the survey and interviews ensured the 

representation of a variety of perspectives and voices from a diverse range and number of 

local government areas. 
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The study aimed to capture the voices of all stakeholders – young people as members or 

former members of youth councils and adults that have been connected with a youth council 

in their professional capacity. At times, distinctions between these groups are made in the 

following chapters when presenting or discussing the data but, for the most part, these voices 

are blended and given equal weight and value in this study, while the researcher fully 

acknowledges the limitations of this approach. As such, the findings in this research report 

should not be generalised to the entire population of youth councils in Victoria or Estonia.  

It should also be noted that in the presentation of the findings of this study, the terms 

‘Australian data’, ‘Australian youth councils’ and ‘Australian participants’ are used in lieu of 

‘Victorian data’, ‘Victorian youth councils’ and ‘Victorian participants’, to better contextualise 

this research as a cross-cultural comparison of two countries. ‘Australian’ in the context of this 

study refers to data and participants only from the state of Victoria, and no attempt is made or 

any claim laid that the findings are representative across all Australian states and territories. 

3.8.2 Linguistic and cultural limitations 

Another limitation of the study is related to language. Risks related to biculturalism and 

bilingualism (English and Estonian) were addressed in the design phase of the study and the 

main asset and guarantor of mitigating these risks was the researcher itself, who is fluent in 

both languages and has lived and worked professionally in the youth field in both countries for 

a significant amount of time. However, it was impossible to completely eliminate these risks 

and it is apparent that care should be taken in interpreting the meaning of some data, 

particularly the quotes from interviews with Estonian participants, when trying to locate and 

apply results in an Australia context and in the English language. There is a risk that some 

terms, connotations and meanings did not translate identically from Estonian to English or 

from an Estonian to Australian political/cultural context. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION, AUSTRALIAN DATA 

The purpose of this chapter is to present and discuss the findings from the data that represent 

the perspectives of members of youth councils and stakeholders who have been connected 

to the work of these youth councils, such as youth workers and local councillors. Australian 

data was collected through 52 responses to online surveys and through semi-structured 

interviews with five participants. The findings from the survey supported the data from the 

interviews. The data presented and discussed in this chapter provides an overview of the 

profile of respondents and identifies the factors that make up the enabling environment for 

local level youth councils: (i) aims, activities, objectives and challenges; (ii) governance; and 

(iii) outputs, outcomes and aspirations. The qualitative and quantitative data in this chapter 

has been combined and organised according to the dominant themes emerging from the 

research and the researcher’s own experience. 

4.1 Profile of respondents 

The target group for the survey and semi-structured interviews included multiple eligibility 

criteria: 

• association with local government-affiliated youth council within the state of Victoria as a 

current or former young member, mentor, youth worker, council officer or elected 

councillor within the affiliated municipality 

• association with the youth council had to be recent – no more than three years ago. 

Participants of the online survey were asked to confirm their eligibility to participate before 

starting the survey; ineligible participants who did not meet all of the abovementioned criteria 

were prevented from taking the survey. 



 

 50 

4.1.1 Survey respondents 

Table 1: Total number, gender and age composition of survey participants (Australia) 

Indicator Response rate 
Total number of survey participants 52 
Males 13% (7) 
Females 85% (44) 
Non-binary 2% (1) 
Percentage of young participants (under 26) of the total number of 
participants 

67% 

Age group of the youngest participants 13–14 
Age group of the oldest participants 40–49 
Most popular age categories amongst participants 15–17 (23%) 

18–20 (19%) 
 

An overwhelming majority of survey respondents were female. Women were overrepresented 

in both survey participant categories – former and current young members of youth councils 

and youth workers / other adults in a mentoring capacity. This can be at least partially justified 

with the overall female dominance within supporting professions, such as youth worker, 

community development or social work (WGEA 2019). 

4.1.2 Survey respondents’ affiliation with a local government youth council 

The majority of the survey respondents identified their type of affiliation with a youth council 

as being either a former or current member (61% of all survey respondents). The makeup of 

the other, non-member participant group was dominated by local government youth workers 

(19% of all survey respondents), followed by other council officers (10%). Other affiliations 

included mentors and non-local government youth workers (8%). For the purpose of this 

chapter, participant groups are referred to as young people (members or former members of 

youth councils) and adults (stakeholders supporting/connected to the work of a youth council 

in a non-member capacity). 
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4.1.3 Occupation of survey respondents 

In order to get a better understanding of the background of the survey respondents, 

participants were asked to respond to a question about their occupation. The most popular 

occupation category amongst survey respondents was secondary/tertiary student (57%), 

followed by local government employee (34%). Respondents were able to select multiple 

occupations (e.g. university student who is also a private sector employee). 

Table 2:  Occupation of survey respondents (Australia) 

Occupation Response rate 
Tertiary/secondary student 57% 
Out of which secondary students 29% 
Local government youth worker 25% 
Non-local council employed youth worker 0% 
Local government employee other than youth worker 9% 
Local government employees combined 34% 
Private / NGO sector / other levels of government worker 9% 
Not in employment, education or training 0% 

 

4.1.4 Representation of local governments amongst survey participants 

In 2017, the Australian state of Victoria had 79 local government areas. Prior to the start of 

the survey, a preliminary analysis was conducted to map local governments where, according 

to publicly available data, a youth council, youth advisory council or other similar structure was 

or had been recently operating (within the last two years). As a result, a list was compiled with 

local governments with existing youth participatory structures. The existence of these 

structures was an important prerequisite for participating in the survey and the estimation and 

mapping of potential participants assisted in targeting particular local governments where 

there was likely to be suitable survey participants. Nevertheless, the information about the 

survey was distributed to all local government youth services (through the Youth Affairs 

Council of Victoria as well as through direct email) although with more emphasis on councils 

with known current/past youth councils. In total, survey respondents from Victoria were 

affiliated with youth councils from 23 Victorian local government areas. 
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4.1.5 Profile of the participants of the semi-structured interviews 

In total, five semi-structured interviews were conducted, with all participants in one rural 

municipality in Victoria. Of the five participants, one was an appointed member of the city 

council (Chair of the Panel of Administrators, the equivalent of the role of mayor), one was a 

youth worker, and three participants were members of youth councils. Of the five people 

interviewed, one was male and four identified as female. 

4.2 Aims, objectives, activities and challenges of youth councils 

Understanding the purpose and aims of youth councils, which can be more aspirational than 

active, and comparing them with activities commonly undertaken in practice is crucial in 

understanding the landscape of youth councils. Not only does it provide a basis for comparison 

about the relevance of the activities and outcomes of youth councils in relation to what they 

were established to do, but it also allows the identification of gaps in the existing enabling 

environment. 

4.2.1 Why do youth councils exist? 

Interview participants from both groups highlighted the importance of representing young 

people’s views and concerns to the local council as their primary purpose. It was also 

frequently mentioned that the role of youth councils is to provide advice to decision-makers, 

particularly councillors. 

[The purpose of the youth councils is] to have more connections between the 

younger people of the area and the actual council ‘cause the council seem like this 

big executive thing that you can’t really go near because it’s too much but if we’re 

out there and in the schools and stuff we can gather information about what people 

would like improved or things that they’d like done or just ideas and we can relay 

that back to council. Interview participant (young person) from Australia 
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[The purpose of the youth councils is] to provide advice to council about youth 

issues. That’s fundamentally what it is. it’s a leadership opportunity for young 

people and … yeah … a chance to learn about different processes within local 

government but also local services and issues that young people, their peers, are 

facing … Interview participant (adult) from Australia 

Whereas the aspects of providing advice and representing the voice of young people were 

similarly represented in both participant groups’ answers, political aspects such as lobbying, 

working with the opposition, and getting experience in decision-making and government 

functioning did not emerge as a particularly frequent theme. 

4.2.2 What do youth councils do? 

Youth councils in Victoria undertake a broad range of activities. Survey respondents were 

given a list of nine groups of activities and asked to identify how often their youth council had 

undertaken these activities in the past three years. The most common category of activities, 

as identified by survey respondents, was organising events. This coincides with the common 

perception of the role of youth councils, particularly by other young people: they are often seen 

as event organisers, which could be explained by events being the most visible part of their 

work to the community but, as confirmed by the survey responses, also because this tends to 

be by far the most popular type of activity for youth councils to undertake. 

Organising events was closely followed by the category of representing young people in 

dealings with local government and other organisations and levels of government.  

Of the nine categories of activities provided, respondents identified ‘participating in 

committees of the local council or other organisations’ as the category in which their youth 

council had been least engaged in the past three years. 
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Table 3:  Activities and the frequency of activities undertaken by youth councils in Australia 
(data from survey)  

Activities Often /  
many times 

Sometimes / 
occasionally 

Not at all Don’t know / 
no information 

Consulting with young people  33 13 1 5 
Representing the young people in the area in 
dealings with local/state/federal government 

20 28 1 3 

Representing local young people in other ways  25 23 0 4 

Organising events for young people  37 12 2 1 
Participating in committees of the local council 
or other organisations 

14 24 4 10 

Informed young people in the area through 
newspapers, newsletters, social media etc. 

22 20 7 3 

Advocacy/promoting a youth issue  26 22 1 3 
Initiated/implemented project(s) that benefit 
local young people 

31 17 2 2 

Provided advice and/or made proposals to the 
local council 

16 29 3 4 

  n = 52 

Similarly to the survey respondents, interview participants were asked about activities that 

their youth council had been undertaking in the past three years. This data correlates with the 

survey data and organising events dominated the interview responses in all participant groups: 

Yeah, we did events. We have an informal meeting and a formal meeting. An 

informal is we get together and collaborate and discuss what’s the best way, 

what’s the best approach to get it out in the community, and a lot of people say 

“Ah, you know those cool milkshake bikes, you know, that’s fun, people can hop 

on and make their own, like that’s cool and that’s funky you know”. And I said: 

“Yeah, that’s great and that’s promoting healthy eating”. So, we did that in parks 

and people walked past the park and they would get on, jump on the bike and do 

all this and exercising and they’re getting healthy milkshake and out of it and it 

was laugh and it was fun and you know, just things like that, they can “Oh it tastes 

good so we might actually go and buy them” so I was promoting that, mental 

health, yeah, that’s another one, we have like things down by the river, and I said 

this is a touchy subject, ‘cause a lot of people aren’t OK with coming out with this 

especially youth today so I said we had to be careful with what we want. So we 
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did the whole “It’s OK to say we’re not OK” and what we did, we just did a talk and 

just gave out, you know, pamphlets on local areas where you can access help and 

so therefore they won’t ask for it, we just give that to them so that they can do it in 

their own leisure time. And it was targeted at everyone so no one felt it was 

specifically them targeted that they needed help, if that makes sense so it was 

really come together, and we had music and all that together, so it wasn’t just 

specifically them so people could go off and do so they didn’t feel excluded or 

targeted which is awesome. So, we do lots of fun things to tie things in together 

[with what] needs to be done around here so yeah, that’s just what we do. Interview 

participant (young person) from Australia 

Interview participants predominantly mentioned events that had a purpose of raising 

awareness about specific issues, which suggests that there is usually an underlying reason 

or a cause why youth councils choose to organise so many events. Rather than solely a 

recreational focus or providing something ‘fun’ or ‘relaxing’ to do as the only and main purpose 

for organising an event, they are seen as the most convenient or achievable mechanisms for 

promoting or introducing an idea or a cause. The recreational focus is often also present; 

however, it is not usually the sole aim. 

Some of [the things] they’ve been working on … 2015–16 worked on the 

development of the Youth Summit. They were involved in planning, I guess, a 

forum for young people to come along and, so, the 15–16 youth council were 

involved in that and also doing a survey for the young people in the municipality 

to find out some of the key issues facing young people … then some of the other 

projects they’ve been involved in … the outcomes of the Youth Summit – there 

were three key projects identified: one of which was the Youth Space [inaudible] 

young people involved in sitting on an advisory committee providing 

recommendations and advice to the Lion’s Club to ensure that a Youth Space was 

built with … that was youth friendly … so, yeah … that’s couple of projects. Other 
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things they were involved in various things were … they were invited to events or 

invited to present or speak about youth council, so, last year our Youth Mayor, 

went and spoke to community leadership program about the youth council, her 

experience of being young in the municipality and, I guess, you know, what some 

of her peers are facing and what these community leaders should take into 

account. Then there are things like Children’s Week – the youth council were 

involved in that … so they might be involved in face painting on the Children’s 

Week, which is not necessarily an advocacy role or anything like that but they’ve 

seen more as helping out on a community activity. Last year they were involved in 

Relay for Life which is an event to raise money for cancer sufferers and also 

carers. Yes, so they were involved in lots of different bits and bobs. Interview 

participant (adult) from Australia 

4.2.3 Challenges faced by youth councils 

When undertaking the survey, participants were given a list of 14 challenges and asked to 

indicate whether these have been often, sometimes or not at all a challenge for their youth 

council. The list was based on the literature, the researcher’s own experience and the 17 

indicators for civil society organisations as identified by the CIVICUS Enabling Environment 

Index. These 14 challenge categories represent the vast majority of the types of challenges 

commonly impacting the work of youth councils. Figure 3 demonstrates the challenges faced 

by youth councils based on frequency: often or always a challenge, sometimes a challenge 

and not a challenge. 
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Figure 3:  Challenges faced by youth councils in Australia 

Out of the 14 categories listed, 10 were identified as being always or sometimes a challenge 

by more than half of the respondents. The most frequently identified challenges, in order of 

frequency, that are either always or sometimes a challenge were: 

• making the youth council more visible and better known in the community (often or always 

a challenge = 46% / sometimes a challenge = 48% / often, always and sometimes a 

challenge combined = 94%) 

• getting youth initiative supported by council (13% / 70% / 83%) 

• not enough money (9% / 71% / 80%) 

• funding not guaranteed (14% / 53% / 67%) 

• finding new members (15% / 50% / 65%) 

• lack of rights (13% / 52% / 65%) 
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• relationship between the youth council and the elected council (11% / 51% / 62%) 

• attitudes of young people towards youth council (13% / 42% / 55%) 

• motivating members of youth council (4% / 50% / 54%) 

• attitudes of adults towards youth council (6% / 48% / 54%). 

Only four out of the 14 challenge categories listed in the survey were identified as being 

‘always or often’ or ‘sometimes’ a challenge by fewer than 50% of the respondents. This 

suggests that the overwhelming majority of respondents found the list of challenges to be 

relevant and applicable for their experience. 

The following categories were identified most frequently as ‘not a challenge’: 

• adults controlling the agenda of the youth council (60% of the respondents) 

• retaining the existing members (52%) 

• the diversity of membership – age range, backgrounds and so on (48%) 

• motivating members of youth council (44%) 

• the tenure of membership (42%). 

The most pressing challenges in the work of youth councils appear to be therefore related to 

either the attitudes, visibility and acknowledgment by the community and the council towards 

youth councils; funding (security); lack of rights; and strengthening and sustaining the 

membership of the youth council. 

One interview participant described how the attitudes and visibility in the community can be 

challenge for the youth council: 

A challenge for me was getting everyone together, turning up to meetings where 

we were discussing things – it was just those little things like that. Like in a normal 

workplace I suppose … We did have the challenge of does the community really 

know about us and know what we’re doing and we said: Right! Let’s have a once 

a month, we have this thing called Youth News, and we told them something that 
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we’ve achieved or we’re doing, and something, an event that’s coming up. So the 

community know what we’re doing and it’s good for them that it’s right there, more 

posts on Facebook, and our Facebook page up and going so people from the 

community know what we’re doing, so we defeated that by putting it out there 

more. That was a challenge. People turning up to events but we got there because 

we’ve got advertisement, we fixed that. So just little things like that. Otherwise I 

don’t think we have any major issues at the moment. Interview participant (young 

person) from Australia 

Membership-related challenges were also identified as a frequent challenge by survey 

respondents and interview participants alike. Even though the diversity of membership 

appears to be generally among the main challenges for youth councils in Victoria, it commonly 

emerged as an important theme, particularly in the context of ensuring and furthering diversity. 

One participant emphasised the aspects of representation and diversity during the interview: 

Representation, like ensuring that it’s a representative sample of young people, I 

think it is an ongoing challenge and one that, you know, you’re fighting a few 

different battles to achieve [laughter], like externally there’s the idea that Youth 

Services within local government don’t necessarily target young people who aren’t 

typically engaged, so I think it’s an ongoing challenge to ensure that we have 

representation on the youth council, that they are really cohesive group that work 

really well together. Interview participant (adult) from Australia 

4.3 Governance of youth councils 

In the survey, participants were given a list of 17 statements about governance, including 

about the recruitment of new members, level of democracy and youth participation, and main 

partnerships for youth councils. They were asked to select all statements that applied to their 

youth council/experience. 
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4.3.1 Recruitment of members 

Survey participants were asked about different methods for determining new members of their 

youth council, who had the authority to make membership decisions and whether there was a 

process in place to do so. The most prevalent method for recruiting new members for a youth 

council in Australia involves submitting an expression of interest or application (88% of survey 

respondents). In Australia, only 12% of all of the survey respondents indicated there was a 

democratic process in place for recruiting new members within their youth council. A slightly 

a bigger percentage of respondents (31%) indicated that there were no elections held for the 

youth council. Furthermore, 17% of the respondents claimed that schools and youth 

organisations can delegate or appoint people to become members of the youth council. 

More than one-third (37%) of the respondents indicated that youth workers alone chose the 

members for the youth council. The results also confirm that the practice of the outgoing 

membership choosing incoming members for the youth council is virtually non-existent – only 

2% of the respondents indicated this to be the case. Furthermore, 15% of respondents 

acknowledged that there was no set and timed process in place and new people could join 

the youth council at any time. 

4.3.2 Level of youth participation in everyday governance of youth councils 

One of the aims of the study was to investigate the level of youth participation, as defined 

earlier in this thesis, within the everyday governance of youth councils. The most basic 

indicator for measuring the level of youth participation in youth participatory structures such 

as youth councils is the age composition of membership, and any power imbalance this 

creates as a result.  

More than one-third (37%) of survey respondents indicated that their youth council’s 

membership consisted of adults and young people. This implies this to be a less common yet 

still prevalent practice for youth participatory structures in which young people are not the sole 

members and therefore don’t have full control in voting or directing work.  
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As Hart (1992) notes on his Ladder of Youth Participation, shared decision-making between 

adults and young people is sometimes a necessary strategy and not in itself an automatic 

indication of low levels of youth control/self-governance. But in the context of youth 

participatory structures, which traditionally are set up to represent the voice of young people 

in dealings with decision-makers and the community, age composition can be viewed as 

potentially problematic if it prevents direct representation by young people for young people. 

Regardless of the composition of official membership of youth participatory structures, adults 

play a crucial role in supporting the work of these structures. Some 31% of respondents 

indicated that meetings of their youth council were chaired by an adult, usually a youth worker, 

and 63% of respondents claimed that a young person fulfilled this task.  

When asked about who drove the work of the youth council, only a small number of 

participants agreed that it was the adult / youth worker alone directing the work of the council 

(10%). Less than half (44%) of participants claimed that full control of the work of the council 

lies in the hands of young people. About half of the respondents (54%) suggested that the 

work of the youth council was directed by adults and young people in partnership. 

Three-quarters of the Australian participants indicated the frequency of youth council meetings 

to be at least monthly. Only 6% of respondents outlined the frequency of youth council 

meetings to be less than monthly. 

4.3.3 Main partners for youth council 

As representative and participatory structures tasked with advocating the interests and voices 

of young people in the local area, youth councils collaborate and build relationships with a 

vast array of stakeholders internally (within the local council apparatus) as well as externally 

in the community. Amongst the internal partners, survey respondents and interview 

participants overwhelmingly emphasised the importance of the relationship with the youth 

worker / youth services department. It was evident from the data that youth workers are crucial 
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to the work of youth councils in Australia, even to a degree where it can be predicted that 

many youth councils would likely not exist without the support received from youth workers. 

Similarly, an important partner for youth councils appears to be the elected city/shire council. 

Other areas/departments of the city/shire council were identified as key internal partners . 

These two stakeholders were mentioned by every interview participant and by the 

overwhelming majority of survey respondents. 

In addition to internal stakeholders and partnerships, youth councils collaborate with many 

external organisations and institutions. Key external partners identified (in order of frequency) 

were youth organisations/youth groups, local schools and vocational education providers, 

community organisations, local media, student representative councils, local businesses, and 

lastly state or federal government departments and agencies. 
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Figure 4:  Key partners of youth councils in Australia 

One interview participant elaborated on the most logical partners for youth councils: 

I don’t think there’s any limit on who can be a partner. But I guess logically it would 

be the council and the council officers, particularly our community wellbeing team, 

because that part of council … works in that community sphere and that, I think, 
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is where a youth council most logically sits, in that interface between the 

community and the organisation. And to provide, as I said before, opportunity to 

provide advice but then to provide that advocacy out to a broad section of the 

community. Interview participant (adult) from Australia 

Another interview participant emphasised the importance of youth worker knowledge to the 

work of youth council: 

That’s a tough question ‘cause everyone puts in, don’t they?! I suppose youth 

worker is our main one, I think, we wouldn’t be able to do much without her 

because of her knowledge. Interview participant (young person) from Australia 

Table 4:  The importance of direct or indirect support from policy and decision-making levels 
to the work of youth councils / advisory committees in Australia 

Question Very 
important 

 
Moderately 
important 

 
Neutral 

 
Not 

important 

 
Not sure / 
don’t have 

enough 
information 

 
Total 

Local council youth 
services team / youth 
worker 

82.69% 43 9.62% 5 3.85% 2 0.00% 0 3.85% 2 52 

Other departments and 
areas of the council 

30.77% 16 44.23% 23 19.23% 10 1.92% 1 3.85% 2 52 

CEO / Executive 
leadership of the local 
council 

30.77% 16 32.69% 17 25.00% 13 3.85% 2 7.69% 4 52 

Elected 
councillors/council 

50.00% 26 30.77% 16 15.38% 8 0.00% 0 3.85% 2 52 

State government 34.62% 18 23.08% 12 28.85% 15 1.92% 1 11.54% 6 52 
Federal government 23.08% 12 15.38% 8 40.38% 21 9.62% 5 11.54% 6 52 

 

Support provided by the youth services team of the local council was rated as “very important” 

by an overwhelming majority of Australian respondents to the survey (83%). This is a further 

indication of the strong and dominant role that youth workers play in supporting and often also 

driving the work of youth councils in Australia.  Slightly less important but nevertheless still 

prominent was the importance of support to the youth council from elected councillors, 

followed by the support from the CEO and other departments of the council. 

In terms of internal people, the departments have traditionally, I think, worked in 

isolation, like, you know, in most councils, they kind of focus on whatever they are 
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doing and because I work in Youth Services then I’m solely responsible for young 

people in the municipality … I’ve really tried to bring in people who work within 

council to be involved in the youth council … so for example the media and 

communications coordinator here now every youth council term does a 

presentation about representing council and speaking to the media and that sort 

of things so he provides a bit of training in that space. We also pull in like the 

people from finance to do how to manage a budget effectively and how to plan 

about cause some of the youth councillors … they’re not so into it but others are. 

… Also, councillors as well play a key role. Councillors will, at various events, 

young people probably will come across councillor or have to present to a 

councillor on something so it’s a good way of you know, keeping those people who 

are making decisions, in the loop hopefully it advances the youth council as a 

whole. Interview participant (adult) from Australia 

4.4 Outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils 

In order to compare similarities and differences of aims, objectives and activities with actual 

outputs, outcomes and aspirations of the work of the youth councils, survey respondents were 

asked what they consider to be the main achievements of the youth council. It is important to 

note that the question asked to list what respondents considered to be main achievements, 

rather than all achievements. In the broadest terms, the achievements outlined by 

respondents can be categorised into: (i) connecting with the community; (ii) influencing 

decision-making and political processes; and (iii) development of skills and youth council as a 

structure. 

4.4.1 Connecting with the community 

An overwhelming majority of participants in both groups outlined some event that the youth 

council had organised, either on its own or in partnership with other organisations, as their 

main achievement. This is consistent with answers to the earlier question about the main types 
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of activities carried out by the youth council. Events with a recreational focus such as award 

ceremonies, movie nights, festivals, youth weeks and so on appeared to be the most prevalent 

category of events listed as a main achievement. In most cases, these events also had a 

theme or a social action overlay, such as awareness raising on topics such as anti-bullying, 

mental health, the environment and fundraising. 

Several participants outlined why they considered running successful events as the main 

achievement of the youth council. One survey respondent noted that: 

Creating our annual anti-bullying event is easily our youth council’s biggest 

achievement. For the past 4 years we have organised and run [Municipality name] 

stands for change: zero tolerance for bullying. The event is held at a local school, 

a different one every year, and we are able to have presenters talk about tips and 

experiences as well as have relevant stall holders. We have recently won a contest 

which is going to help us create a DIY workshop for schools so that they can too 

run events much like ours, the prize also included $1000 to help with our cause. 

It is noteworthy that the importance of a youth council’s connectedness to the community was 

stressed frequently, including in answers about achievements. One survey participant gave 

the following example: 

[The main achievement of our youth councils is] promoting the positive influence 

young people have on their community and providing advice to key stakeholders 

about youth issues. Delivering inclusive youth events in the community. 

4.4.2 Influencing decision-making and political processes 

Another category of achievements that dominated responses to the question was initiatives 

for creating a dialogue between decision-makers and young people. Several respondents 

emphasised influencing and consequently changing the public transport timetable, 

concessions or route planning as their youth council’s main achievement. Other policy-related 
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achievements included development of a youth charter, which served as an agreement 

between the council and young people, and providing advice and input to council in relation 

to a youth strategic plan. 

4.4.3 Development of skills and youth council as a structure 

Although strengthening the relationship between the youth council and elected local 

councillors emerged as a theme in survey responses from Australia, it was not mentioned 

frequently. This suggests that it is not very important to emphasise youth councils as an 

independent and standalone structure. 

One youth worker (survey respondent) strongly emphasised individual achievements amongst 

group ones: 

Young people developing their confidence, negotiation skills, event management 

and project organisation skills and passion for community work, politics, law and 

youth/social work. I feel the greatest sense of achievement when young people 

spend years in youth council and eventually begin operating independently 

towards their goals e.g. move on to even bigger better things such as Rotary, legal 

studies at university or applying to be a member of the Senior Council. The way in 

which our youth councillors presented and communicated with politicians at their 

Q&A experience and at Senior Council meetings really highlighted to me how well 

their skills and passions have developed over the duration of their involvement in 

Youth Council. In summary, for me the greatest achievement of Youth Council is 

providing a space for young people to develop their skills, friendships, networks 

and confidence in order become bigger players in the community and implement 

their ideas, passions and projects. Even though it is sad when they move on, I feel 

great pride in each of them as they move as highly competent and conscientious 

young professionals. 
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4.4.4 Additional resources youth councils need to be effective in their work 

Regarding resources, funding was identified by 36% of participants as being insufficient. Youth 

workers in particular emphasised the importance of having a dedicated paid youth worker 

responsible for facilitating the work of the youth council. A number of respondents from rural 

municipalities indicated lack of public transport or distance between different parts of the 

municipality but also to Melbourne and surrounding areas, which results in youth councillors 

missing opportunities such as training and workshops, to be the main area needing additional 

resources. 

Another recurring theme was the need to strengthen relationships with the community and 

schools. This was often seen as crucial to be able to have a bigger impact in the community. 

Lack of funding for resources was followed closely by funding security, and the need to have 

an independent annual budget as opposed to one-off grants to implement projects or organise 

events that need to be applied for separately. 

Amongst other things, several respondents stressed the importance of having greater 

recognition and clearer expectations from the elected council. Some respondents also outlined 

the need for youth council to have their own room or dedicated space. 

4.4.5 Dreams and aspirations 

At the end of the survey, participants were invited to dream. The question asked respondents 

to imagine a situation where the right conditions were in place and describe what the youth 

council could achieve in these circumstances. 

The following common themes emerged: 

• To create more social change. Examples were given, such as to completely eradicating 

bullying. 
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• Greater representation and cooperation on higher levels of government. For example, to 

establish state and federal youth councils that represent youth on state and federal levels 

but with local level input. 

• More regional cooperation between municipalities and youth councils. 

• Greater recognition and higher status of the youth council within the elected council and 

in the community in order to become a valued advisory committee to the council in all 

areas (not just youth work). 

I’d like to Youth Council to have more freedom to assist with the issues of child 

abuse/family violence, homelessness and young people in state care as these are 

areas which frequently emerge in Youth Council discussions. On a selfish level, 

I’d love to have the resources to take Youth Council to Canberra to immerse them 

in [the] Australian political system. 

4.5 Conclusion 

It is evident from the data that youth councils surveyed in Australia share similar views on their 

purpose, aims and objectives and undertake similar activities. They also share common 

challenges. Whereas youth councils see their role as being representatives of the ‘youth 

voice’, in reality they are often restricted by lack of resources, rights, acknowledgement or 

relationships in fulfilling their role of advocacy, lobbying and representation in decision-making 

processes. Instead, youth councils tend resort to fulfilling tasks that are considered ‘low risk’, 

such as organising events. 

Youth councils in Australia also appear to rely heavily on the support and initiative of a youth 

worker, which on one hand provides opportunities for the youth council to grow its capability 

and reach, and be a valuable resource. On the other hand, the heavy involvement and reliance 

of youth workers in the work of youth councils also poses some risk – particularly if a council 

becomes too dependent on the support of youth worker, or if there is a considerable power 
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imbalance in the council, which is likely to result in decreased levels of youth participation and 

self-governance. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION, ESTONIAN DATA 

This chapter will present and discuss the perspectives of Estonian survey respondents and 

interview participants. Similar to the Australian data presented and discussed in the previous 

chapter, the data from Estonia was collected through 62 survey responses and 10 semi-

structured interviews with members of youth councils and stakeholders who have been 

connected to the work of these councils, such as youth workers, members of city government 

and local councillors. The data presented and discussed in this chapter provides an overview 

of the profile of respondents and identifies the factors that make up the enabling environment 

for local level youth councils: (i) aims, activities, objectives and challenges; (ii) governance; 

and (iii) outputs, outcomes and aspirations. The qualitative and quantitative data in this 

chapter has been combined and organised according to the dominant themes emerging from 

the research and the researcher’s own experience. 

5.1 Profile of respondents 

Identical to the Australian cohort, the target group for the survey and semi-structured 

interviews in Estonia had to fulfil the following criteria: 

• association with local government-affiliated youth council in Estonia as a current or former 

young member, mentor, youth worker, council officer or elected councillor within the 

affiliated municipality 

• association with the youth council had to be recent – no more than three years ago. 

Participants of the online survey were asked to confirm their eligibility to participate before 

starting the survey and ineligible participants who did not meet all of the abovementioned 

criteria were prevented from taking the survey. 
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5.1.1 Survey respondents 

Table 5:  Total number, gender and age composition of survey participants (Estonia) 

Indicator Response rate 
Total number of survey participants 62 
Males 24% (15) 
Females 76% (47) 
Percentage of young participants (under 26) of the total number of participants 74% 
Age group of the youngest participants 15–17 
Age group of the oldest participants 50–59 
Most popular age categories amongst participants 18–20 (32%) 

15–17 (19%) 
 

Similar to the Australian respondents, a large majority of the survey respondents in Estonia in 

all participant categories were female. There is no data available about the gender 

composition of youth councils in Estonia, but (much like in Australia) women are likely to be 

overrepresented in the membership of youth councils. 

5.1.2 Survey respondents’ affiliation with a local government youth council 

Former or current members of youth councils formed the largest participant group among 

survey respondents in Estonia (64% of all respondents). Non-member participants were 

dominated by local government youth workers (21% of all survey respondents), followed by 

local government executives (8%). Other affiliations included mentors and non-local 

government employed youth workers (5% of all respondents). 

5.1.3 Occupation of survey respondents 

Respondents were asked about their occupation to provide a better understanding of other 

factors that might influence their responses (e.g. being currently employed by a local council, 

being unemployed). The most popular occupation category amongst survey respondents was 

secondary/tertiary student (46% of all respondents), followed by local government employee 

(23%). Respondents were able to select multiple occupations (e.g. university student and a 

private sector employee). 
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Table 6:  Occupation of survey respondents (Estonia) 

Occupation Response rate 
Tertiary/secondary student 46% 
Out of which secondary students 25% 
Local government youth worker 11% 
Non-local council employed youth worker 13% 
Local government employee other than youth worker 11% 
Local government employees combined 23% 
Private / NGO sector / other levels of government worker 11% 
Not in employment, education or training 1% 

 

5.1.4 Representation of local governments amongst survey participants 

In Estonia, the number of local governments has changed drastically due to recent local 

government amalgamation reforms implemented by the Estonian government. At the end of 

June 2017, which is when data collection was finalised, there were 213 local government 

areas in Estonia. Prior to the start of the survey, a preliminary analysis was conducted to map 

local governments where, according to publicly available data, a youth council, youth advisory 

council or other similar structure was or had been recently operating (within the last two years). 

The Estonian National Youth Council, the peak body for youth councils in Estonia, also 

maintains a database about existing local youth councils in Estonia. Their data was cross-

checked with publicly available data on local government websites. As a result, a list was 

compiled with local governments that had existing youth participatory structures. 

The existence of these structures was an important prerequisite for participating in the survey 

and the estimation and mapping of potential participants assisted in targeting particular local 

governments that were likely to have suitable survey participants. Nevertheless, information 

about the survey was distributed to all local government youth services via the Estonian 

National Youth Council, Estonian Youth Workers Association and Estonian Youth Work 

Centre as well as through direct email, with more emphasis on councils with known 

current/past youth councils. Survey respondents from Estonia were affiliated with 28 individual 

local government areas. 
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5.1.5 Profile of the participants of the semi-structured interviews 

Ten interviews were conducted in two local government areas: three interviews with 

participants from a rural municipality (parish) in Estonia and seven with participants affiliated 

with a metropolitan local government area (city) in Estonia. Of the 10 participants, three were 

elected or appointed members of either city government or city council, two were youth 

workers, and seven were former or current members of youth councils. That is, two 

participants belonged to two categories – they were elected or appointed members of either 

city government or city council and also former members of the youth council. Of the 10 people 

interviewed, six were male and four identified as female. 

5.2 Aims, objectives, activities and challenges of youth councils 

Mapping the purpose and aims of youth councils, which often tend to be more aspirational, 

and comparing them with activities commonly undertaken by youth councils is crucial in 

understanding the landscape of local level youth councils in Estonia. 

5.2.1 Why do youth councils exist? 

Estonian interview participants strongly highlighted the importance of representing young 

people’s views and concerns to the local council as the primary purpose of their youth council. 

It was also frequently mentioned that the role of youth councils is to provide advice to decision-

makers, particularly councillors. 

Estonian interview participants also emphasised the importance of achieving tangible results 

resulting in long-term change; for example, new infrastructure, services or policies. One young 

interview participant from Estonia described the aim of a youth council as follows: 

I think that the aim is to achieve something real in our city every year, for example 

two or three things, something that you can see and feel that has changed in our 

city, that improves the lives of young people. For example, having a new sports 
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ground built or young people can access some new services or there will be new 

legal wall dedicated for graffiti. Something that really changes for the better. 

Interview participant (young person) from Estonia 

The aspects of providing advice and representing the voice of young people were similarly 

represented in all participant groups. Estonian interview participants frequently mentioned 

political aspects such as lobbying, working with the opposition, and getting experience in 

decision-making and government functioning. For example, a decision-maker from a 

metropolitan municipality in Estonia emphasised the following: 

There is a general understanding that youth council will offer the first political 

experience. Young people will be able to understand how things are negotiated, 

agreed, discussed, how decisions are made and what is the structure and system 

of the city government. So, you can say that it will paint a picture of our democracy 

and structure of the city government. In a more philosophical sense, I do believe 

that it is a good experience for understanding how in our world ideas are being 

created, how they are implemented, how you can consolidate different opinions 

together and how to make something of it. Even when these opinions are very 

different from each other, there can even be a clash between them at the start, 

how to then still achieve some kind of result that will be a positive one for everyone. 

It gives the opportunity for people to communicate with each other. And what I 

think is the most important – to listen one another. So that it would not be that 

there is only one opinion and that is the right opinion. And it is the right opinion 

because it is my opinion. And vice versa. And that someone else’s opinion cannot 

be right because it is not my opinion. Of course, this is more idealistic approach, 

as we know. More or less the same experience can happen in the real city council 

as well. But I still think that that experience, I think it will give some [young people] 

in the future opportunities, and they will find a way to make right decisions. 

Including when choosing their own path in life. And whether or not that kind of 
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career suits them in the future and even if they do not have that kind of political 

ambition, then this experience [of being a member of a youth council] will benefit 

them in their life – much like, for example, having a law degree – even if you don’t 

end up working as a lawyer then understanding the legal system and how it works 

will help you a lot, especially when you will work in the public sector. Interview 

participant (adult) from Estonia 

5.2.2  What do youth councils do? 

The scope of activities undertaken by youth councils in Estonia is diverse. Survey respondents 

were given a list of nine groups of activities and asked to identify how often the youth council 

they have been associated with had undertaken these activities in the past three years. The 

most commonly identified category of activities undertaken by a youth council was organising 

events, which coincides with the common perception of the role of a youth council. This was 

closely followed by representing young people in dealings with local government and other 

organisations and levels of government.  

In Estonia, out of the nine categories of activities provided, respondents identified ‘participating 

in committees of the local council or other organisations’ as the category in which their youth 

council had been least engaged in the past three years. 
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Table 7:  Activities and the frequency of activities undertaken by youth councils in Estonia 
(data from survey) 

Activities Often /  
many times 

Sometimes / 
occasionally 

Not at all Don’t know / 
no information 

Consulting with young people  21 33 3 5 
Representing the young people in the area in 
dealings with local/state/federal government 

29 30 0 3 

Representing local young people in other ways  27 30 1 4 

Organising events for young people  38 21 1 2 
Participating in committees of the local council 
or other organisations 

23 27 8 4 

Informed young people in the area through 
newspapers, newsletters, social media etc 

35 24 1 2 

Advocacy/promoting a youth issue  14 32 7 9 
Initiated/implemented project(s) that benefit 
local young people 

31 28 2 1 

Provided advice and/or made proposals to the 
local council 

19 32 4 7 

  n = 62 

Interview participants were asked about the activities that their youth council had undertaken 

in the past three years. There was a strong correlation with the survey data, and organising 

events dominated the interview responses in all participant groups: 

We had a barbecue area for public use near the lake and it was not in a good 

condition. People said that young people go there only to drink, and we heard all 

sorts of excuses why it won’t be fixed up. We went there, in cooperation with one 

company, took some trees down and made a decent barbecue area from the 

woods there and got a media coverage in the big media. That was the opening of 

the youth council so to say … But our big fame came when they wanted to remove 

the Mayor … they had all sorts of silly reasons and then our youth council wrote a 

letter why young people do not agree with it. We went to the city council meeting, 

but we were kicked out and then this was a big news story in the national media. 

We got support letters even from the ministry and umbrella organisations etc. This 

was something that was a big drama but at the same time bonded the youth 

council together very well. Interview participant (young person) from Estonia 
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However, a number of participants were critical of the event-organising focus of youth 

councils: 

The [second] big challenge is that there seems to be a big calling for the youth 

council to organise different events. It took us a little time to understand that if we 

are going to organise events then they have to somehow support our political aims. 

If there is no connection there is simply no point of doing it. If you want to organise 

events then please go and do it – we have millions of youth organisations, cultural 

clubs, whatever, do your events there! [Youth council] is one of a very few places 

where you can have an impact on people’s lives. It doesn’t mean that we did not 

organise events but I know that many other youth councils are organising sporting 

competitions, clean up days, flea markets, whatever. And I know that our youth 

council [that I used to be a member of] now also has this problem. This is not 

needed. And if your main motivation is to be able to organise events then youth 

council is not for you. And this is it. Interview participant (young person) from 

Estonia 

Another young person described the complexity and political sensitivity of some issues that 

youth councils are dealing with and how choosing the right strategy can be complex: 

Initially we had to map the problems. For that we had different events – for 

example a faction at the city council where young people come together and 

discuss what are the problems. We had roundtable discussions where young 

people and politicians discuss together about the problems and where we 

gathered some data. We keep our eyes open, for example what is being covered 

in the media. When we have a problem then we will think [with the youth council] 

how to solve it. Often it means that we will need to sit down with experts. For 

example, I might have no idea what a skater wants. We, I, don’t know what they 

need. So, we just met with these people, who deal with these problems on a daily 
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basis, came up with a solution and if that solution was awesome then we had 

multiple options how to proceed with it. If it was a simple solution, politically quite 

easy to get approved, then we wrote a letter to the responsible member of the city 

government, for example the vice-Mayor or Mayor. But if it was more complex 

politically, for example it involves a bigger group of people, or politically sensitive 

or not acceptable for some political parties … Then we have to try to entice 

politicians, we need to get along with them well, maybe we need to organise some 

actions, draw media’s attention, do some lobbying. Sometimes there are key 

persons we need to convince, such as committee members, some public servants. 

And when they get behind you then it might be much easier to reach that political 

decision. Interview participant (young person) from Estonia 

5.2.3 Challenges faced by youth councils 

Survey participants were presented with a list of 14 challenges and asked to indicate whether 

these had been often, sometimes or not at all a challenge for their youth council. These 

challenges were based on the literature, the researcher’s own experience and the 17 

indicators for civil society organisations as identified by the CIVICUS Enabling Environment 

Index. The categories represent the majority of the types of challenges commonly impacting 

the work of youth councils. Figure 5 demonstrates the challenges faced by Estonian youth 

councils based on frequency: often or always a challenge, sometimes a challenge and not a 

challenge. 
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Figure 5:  Challenges faced by youth councils in Estonia 

Out of the 14 categories listed, 12 were identified as being always or sometimes a challenge 

by more than half of the respondents. The most frequently identified challenges, in order of 

frequency, that are either always or sometimes a challenge were: 

• finding new members (often or always a challenge = 49% / sometimes a challenge = 

41%  / often, always and sometimes a challenge combined = 90% of all respondents) 

• making the youth council more visible and better known in the community (45% / 45% / 

90%) 

• motivating members of youth council (40% / 45% / 85%) 

• attitudes of young people towards youth council (27% / 48% / 75%) 

• retaining the existing members of youth council (26% / 48% / 74%) 

• attitudes of adults towards youth council (24% / 47% / 71%) 
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• lack of rights (13% / 54% / 67%) 

• not enough money (17% / 48% / 65%) 

• funding not guaranteed (20% / 44% / 64%) 

• relationship between the youth council and the elected council (12% / 52% / 64%) 

• diversity of membership (18% / 44% / 62%) 

• getting youth initiative supported by council (7% / 49% / 56%). 

Only two of the 14 challenge categories listed in the survey were identified as being ‘always 

or often’ or ‘sometimes’ a challenge by fewer than 50% of the respondents, which suggests 

that the overwhelming majority of respondents found the list of challenges to be relevant and 

applicable for their experience. 

The following categories were identified most frequently as ‘not a challenge’: 

• adults controlling the agenda of the youth council (75% of all respondents) 

• the tenure of membership (59%) 

• getting youth initiative supported by the council (44%) 

• diversity of membership (38%). 

The most pressing challenges in the work of youth councils appear to be therefore related to 

either finding new or retaining existing members, and the visibility of and attitudes towards the 

youth council. 

Similar themes emerged from the interviews. One respondent explained how motivating 

members can often be challenging: 

I think that the biggest challenge is how to make people to work. So that they 

would attend and want to do things. Because for example I, when I ran for the seat 

at the youth council, I knew that I wanted to contribute a lot, otherwise I would not 

have run for an election. I never do anything half-way. But often some young 
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people are like that – they apply, get elected, it is wonderful but then they do not 

want to do a lot of work. Interview participant (young person) from Estonia 

However, in comparison to the list of challenges provided in the survey, additional themes 

emerged from the interviews: 

I think that an ongoing challenge is really having an understanding how the 

processes of city governance work. I can say that in smaller municipalities it is 

much simpler. In big cities, when I first read the city budget … this was not easy, 

it is a complex document to understand. All these draft motions and those 

documents – there is a lot of information to understand … Youth council would 

benefit from more support from city officials. Interview participant (young person) 

from Estonia 

5.3 Governance of youth councils 

Survey participants were presented with a list of 17 statements relating to governance, 

including about the recruitment of new members, level of democracy and youth participation, 

and main partners for youth councils. Respondents were asked to select all statements that 

applied to their youth council/experience. 

5.3.1 Recruitment of members 

There is an array of methods used in youth councils to recruit, accept and confirm new 

members. The most common categories of methods for determining new members were 

presented to respondents. Statements about who had the authority to make decisions about 

accepting new members and whether there was a process in place to do so were also included 

in the survey. 

Results indicate that the most prevalent method for recruiting new members for youth councils 

in Estonia involves submitting an expression of interest or application (66% of respondents 
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indicated this to be the case). A total of 73% of all of the Estonian respondents indicated that 

there is a democratic process in place for recruiting new members in their youth council, which 

suggest that democratic principles are an important consideration for determining the 

membership of youth councils.  

Although the survey did not ask respondents to justify why this might be important , partial 

justification can be found from the Estonian Youth Work Act, which governs the work of youth 

councils in Estonia and stipulates that “youth council shall be elected democratically by the 

young people of the rural municipality or city pursuant to the procedure established by the 

rural municipality or city council” (Youth Work Act 2010, paragraph 9). 

Only 18% of the Estonian respondents reported that there were no elections for their youth 

council, while 13% claimed that schools and youth organisations can delegate or appoint 

people to become members of the youth council. 

No survey respondents indicated that youth workers alone chose the members for the youth 

council, which suggest that this is not a practice in Estonia. However, when asked about the 

practice of deciding/selecting new members in collaboration with a youth worker, the rate was 

significantly higher at 31%. Some 21% of respondents also indicated that the outgoing 

membership of the youth council selects the new members. Furthermore, 16% of respondents 

acknowledged that there was no process in place and new people could join the council at 

any time. 

5.3.2 Level of youth participation in everyday governance of youth councils 

A total of 82% of survey respondents reported that the membership of their youth council 

consists of young people only. Only a small proportion (10%) of respondents reported that 

their youth council membership consists of adults and young people. This finding is particularly 

interesting given that the Youth Work Act states that only young people can be members of 

youth councils (the same Act defines a young person to be between the ages of seven and 

26). Some explanation can be found through noting that the survey question did not define 
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ages for ‘young person’ and ‘adult’, which might have created some diversity in interpreting 

the question. Similarly, given the role of youth workers in supporting the work of youth councils, 

some respondents might have considered youth workers as members of the youth council. 

Regardless of the composition of official membership of youth participatory structures, adults 

play an important role in supporting the work of these structures. Only 5% of survey 

participants suggested that an adult usually fulfils the task of chairing the meetings of the youth 

council; 90% of respondents claimed this role was undertaken by a young person.  

When asked about who drives the work of the youth council, only a small number of 

participants (10%) agreed that it was the adult / youth worker alone directing the work of the 

council. A majority of respondents claimed that the full control of the work of the council was 

within the hands of young people – 65% agreed with this statement. Less than a third of 

respondents (29%) suggested that youth council work was directed by adults and young 

people in partnership. 

Finally, 62% of survey participants indicated the frequency of youth council meetings to be at 

least monthly; only 16% of Estonian respondents outlined the frequency of meetings to be 

less than monthly. 

5.3.3 Main partners for youth council 

Youth councils in Estonia collaborate and build relationships with a diverse range of 

stakeholders internally (within the local council apparatus) as well as externally in the 

community. The overwhelming majority of respondents identified the three key partners for 

their youth council to be external: the Estonian National Youth Council as the peak body for 

youth councils in Estonia (89%), schools as institutions (82%), and student representative 

councils within schools as another form of youth participatory structure (82%). This suggest 

that youth councils in Estonia are very outward looking and prioritise working with the 

community and external stakeholders. 
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Regarding internal partners, survey respondents and interview participants alike 

overwhelmingly emphasised the importance of the relationship with the elected city or parish 

council. This was followed by the local council youth services department, which was the 

second most commonly mentioned key partner for youth councils in Estonia. It was somewhat 

surprising that the elected council was identified as the key partner more often than the youth 

worker / youth services department. Two possible explanations can be offered: first, youth 

workers might have either been seen by some respondents not as partners but as an integral 

part of the youth council; alternatively, the youth council operates independently, and the role 

of youth worker was not as crucial. In addition, other (non-youth work) departments of city or 

parish councils appear to be very important partners for youth councils. 

According to the survey results, associations of local councils, national government agencies 

and county governments were among the least frequently identified key partners for youth 

councils in Estonia. This suggests that the youth council focus is predominantly local issues 

and participation in regional and national debates, and processes mainly happen indirectly, 

through the peak body for youth councils that represents such councils in dealings with 

national government agencies. 



 

 86 

 

Figure 6:  Key partners of youth councils in Estonia 
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One interview participant elaborated on the importance of their youth council’s relationship 

with the local council: 

Our youth council’s main partner is definitely the youth department of the city 

government who gives us 5000 euros each year. But also city district leaders, 

council officers, deputy chairman of the city council who we have had a lot of 

contacts recently. When you are a member of a youth council then you can 

approach anyone: managers, public servants, they will listen to you and then do 

their best to help us. We do not have any limits or boundaries on who we can 

contact. Interview participant (young person) from Estonia 

Another interview participant added: 

All successive mayors have visited youth council meetings. Also the former 

chairman of the city council and others have attended our meetings. They know 

who we are, they know who to approach when they need young people’s opinion 

or participation. Current mayor also cooperates with us a lot. Youth council 

meetings are held at city hall and there we feel well received. We have not yet met 

with the newly elected city council, although they have asked us to meet the, but 

we will try to meet their new chairman in June … And very often we communicate 

with the public relations manager of the city council who is in constant contact with 

us and the mayor, she is kind of a communication channel between youth council 

and the mayor. Interview participant (adult) from Estonia 
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Table 8:  The importance of direct or indirect support from the policy and decision-making 
levels to the work of youth council/advisory committee in Estonia 

Question Very 
important 

 
Moderately 
important 

 
Neutral 

 
Not 
important 

 
Not 
sure/don’t 
have 
enough 
information 

 
Total 

Parliament, national 
government and ministries 

14.52% 9 30.65% 19 40.32% 25 11.29% 7 3.23% 2 62 

County government / 
associations of local 
councils 

9.68% 6 43.55% 27 33.87% 21 8.06% 5 4.84% 3 62 

Members of the elected city 
or parish council 

38.71% 24 41.94% 26 14.52% 9 3.23% 2 1.61% 1 62 

Executive leadership of the 
city or parish government 

54.84% 34 30.65% 19 11.29% 7 1.61% 1 1.61% 1 62 

Other departments and 
areas of the council 

16.13% 10 64.52% 40 17.74% 11 0.00% 0 1.61% 1 62 

Local council youth services 
team / youth worker 

64.52% 40 25.81% 16 6.45% 4 1.61% 1 1.61% 1 62 

 

Estonian survey respondents indicated the support from the youth services team / youth 

worker to be the most important for them. This was closely followed by the support from the 

executive leadership and members of the elected city or parish council. Support from other 

departments and areas of the council as well as from the county government and national 

government was mentioned less frequently as being “very important” to the youth council. 

5.4 Outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils 

Survey respondents were asked what they considered to be the main achievements of their 

youth council. It is important to note that the question asked what respondents considered to 

be main achievements, rather than all achievements. The achievements outlined by the 

survey respondents can be divided into three categories: (i) connecting with the community; 

(ii) influencing decision-making and political processes; and (iii) development of skills and 

youth council as a structure. 

5.4.1 Connecting with the community 

A vast majority of survey participants in both participant groups indicated some event that the 

youth council had organised either on their own or in partnership with other organisations as 

their main achievement. These findings correlate with answers to the earlier question about 
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the main types of activities carried out by the youth council. Events with a recreational focus 

such as award ceremonies, movie nights, festivals, youth weeks and so on appeared to be 

the most prevalent category of events listed as a main achievement. These events also often 

had a theme or specific purpose, such as fundraising or the celebration of cultural traditions. 

There was little emphasis on connecting with the community amongst survey respondents in 

Estonia. 

5.4.2 Influencing decision-making and political processes 

A popular category of achievements that dominated responses to the survey question in 

Estonia were initiatives for creating a dialogue between decision-makers and young people. 

Some participants indicated that holding events such as a ‘participation café’ where young 

people and leaders of the council, community and sometimes members of parliament come 

together, had become a tradition and one of the main events of the year.  

Other respondents outlined specific achievements related to successful advocacy work: one 

survey respondent noted that a youth councillor was successfully elected to the local council 

and thus strengthened the importance and the position of the youth council within the 

municipality. A few respondents also noted the importance of having a representative in the 

board of the regional or national youth council.  

Other policy-related achievements mentioned include renovation of playgrounds and parks as 

a result of youth council’s advocacy; being allocated a legal wall for street art and graffiti as a 

result of youth council’s advocacy; providing advice and input to council in relation to the youth 

strategic plan; sending letters to the council about the concerns of young people and the youth 

council; and having representation in the membership of official council (sub)committees. 

5.4.3 Development of skills and youth council as a structure 

The strengthening of the relationship between the youth council and elected local councillors 

emerged as a theme; achievements related to the development of youth council as a structure 
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were frequently highlighted by respondents from both groups. This suggests that in Estonia, 

there is considerable emphasis on youth councils as an independent structure, and how they 

operate and organise their work. This data correlates with answers to other questions, where 

it is evident that the role of the youth worker in facilitating the work of youth councils is 

important but not necessarily crucial, as youth councils in general appear to be autonomous 

and youth-led.  

Answers to other survey questions frequently mentioned things like team training and team 

building, implementing democratic elections, cooperating with other youth councils and 

improving the sustainability of the youth council as main achievements. 

5.4.4 Additional resources youth councils need to be effective in their work 

For Estonian youth councils, 30% of respondents identified financial resources as an area 

requiring additional support. Lack of funding was the most dominant aspect followed closely 

by funding security and the need to have an independent annual budget as opposed to one-

off grants to implement projects or organise events that need to be applied for separately. 

Another dominant category of resources that youth councils currently lack in Estonia was 

members, and in particular motivated members. One survey respondent from Estonia 

elaborated: 

From my own experience I can tell that making the work more effective requires 

competent people, well thought-through process and the “right” leader – or in other 

words, strong organisation. More frequent trainings (or refreshers at the start of a 

new membership) can help. Although, organising trainings also requires time 

commitment and dedication from young people (though this itself is not the core 

function of the youth council). In reality, it means that often the necessary trainings 

won’t happen because of the lack of time so perhaps there should be an external 

organisation offering them … Young people would benefit from getting training on 

how to lead an organisation. Young people who become leaders often don’t have 
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prior leadership experience and often they will turn into “that active young person” 

who does everything by themselves without delegating. This is not a principle of 

team work and can divide the youth council. Additionally this is not very helpful for 

the continuity and sustainability which is one of the main concerns amongst youth 

councils every year (as much as I have talked to other young people and observed 

the work of youth councils) …  

Amongst other things, several survey respondents stressed the importance of having greater 

recognition and clearer expectations from the elected council. Some respondents also outlined 

the need for youth council to have their own room. 

5.4.5 Dreams and aspirations 

The last question of the survey invited respondents to dream. The question asked respondents 

to imagine a situation where the right conditions were in place and describe what the youth 

council could potentially achieve in these circumstances. 

The following common themes emerged: 

• Youth council making young people more interested and active in (local) politics. That all 

young people who can would participate in elections. 

• Greater recognition, status by the council and community – to give opinion on every draft 

council motion and by-law and to be represented in all of the official council committees. 

• Youth council to have an equal weight to all other committees. 

• That officials and politicians trust young people more. 

• To reach more young people and to have more young people involved in the work of the 

youth council. 

• Ensuring the continuity and sustainability of youth council – that it would still exist in 10 

years. 
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5.5 Conclusion 

It is evident from the data that youth councils surveyed in Estonia share similar views on their 

purpose, aims and objectives and undertake similar activities. They also share common 

challenges. Estonian youth councils appear to be largely autonomous and youth-led, outward 

looking and democratic. There appears to be much emphasis on the importance of developing 

youth councils as a structure/organisation. Whereas the most common activities undertaken 

by youth councils are organising events, there is also a clear understanding of the youth 

council’s role in influencing decisions and policies to benefit young people. This was 

particularly true in youth councils operating in larger metropolitan cities. 

Lastly, the role of youth workers in Estonia youth councils is supportive rather than leading, 

and youth workers are there to improve the work of youth councils rather than the reason why 

youth councils exist. 
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CHAPTER 6: ENABLING ENVIRONMENT 

This chapter outlines the similarities and differences of data from Australia and Estonia, as 

presented in previous chapters. It will also identify the enabling conditions for local level youth 

councils based on the literature and findings from the data. This chapter has two parts: in the 

first part the similarities and differences between the Australian and Estonian data will be 

presented and discussed according to the themes identified in chapters 4 and 5; in the second 

part, the enabling environment for youth councils will be defined and a framework for enabling 

conditions for youth councils identified, presented and discussed. 

I. COMPARISON OF DATA ACROSS AUSTRALIA AND ESTONIA 

6.1 Aims, objectives, activities and challenges of youth councils 

Table 9 shows the similarities and differences between the qualitative and quantitative data 

collected in Australia and Estonia in the broad category of aims, objectives, activities and 

challenges of youth councils. 

These results are consistent with the literature that distinguishes youth development and youth 

involvement approaches in youth participation strategies. Australian data indicates the 

prevalence of youth development approach in youth councils, which puts the main emphasis 

on the development of skills and competences of young people, whereas Estonian findings 

suggest the prominence of a youth involvement approach, which aims to impact policy-

making, organisations and society (Bell, Vromen & Collin 2008; White & Wyn 2008). 
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Table 9:  Similarities and differences between Australian and Estonian data in the category of 
aims, objectives, activities and challenges of youth councils 

DOMAIN SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES 
1. Aims, objectives, activities and 
challenges 

Australia Estonia 

Aims and 
objectives 

Representing young 
people’s views and 
concerns to the local 
council is seen as the 
primary purpose of youth 
councils in both 
countries. The role of 
youth councils is viewed 
as provision of advice to 
decision-makers, 
particularly to councillors. 

Australian youth councils 
emphasise more 
philosophical aims, such 
as “getting the youth 
voice heard” and “making 
young people more 
visible in the community”. 

Estonian youth councils 
emphasise more often 
the importance of 
achieving tangible 
outcomes resulting in 
long-term change (e.g. 
new infrastructure, 
services or policies).  

Commonly 
undertaken 
activities 

Organising events is the 
most common category 
of activities undertaken, 
followed by representing 
young people in dealings 
with government and 
other organisations. 
Participating in 
committees of the local 
council or other 
organisations was the 
least popular category in 
both countries. 

Events and activities 
organised by the youth 
council in Australia tend 
to be more focused on 
campaigning / raising 
awareness for a 
particular social issue 
(e.g. bullying, domestic 
violence, mental health, 
environment).  

Events organised by 
youth councils in 
Estonia were more 
diverse and ranged 
from world cafés with 
politicians to celebration 
of cultural traditions. 
They also often had a 
theme or a specific 
purpose, such as 
fundraising. 

Challenges Main challenge that is 
common across two 
countries is making the 
youth council more 
visible in the community. 
Lack of rights and the 
relationship between the 
youth council and elected 
council are challenges at 
similar levels in both 
countries. 

Insufficient funding and 
getting youth initiative 
supported by local 
council are considerably 
more prevalent in 
Australia than in Estonia. 

Finding new members, 
and motivating and 
retaining existing 
members is among the 
most common 
challenges in Estonia – 
much more so than in 
Australia. 
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6.2 Governance of youth councils 

Table 10 outlines the main similarities and differences between the qualitative and quantitative 

data collected in Australia and Estonia in the broad category of governance of youth councils. 

The main differences between the data from the two countries in the broad area of governance 

relate to the level of self-governance and existence of a democratic process to select 

members, both of which appear to be more prevalent in Estonia.  

Similarly, there is a variance between the data from both countries around the most important 

partners for youth councils, which in Estonia’s case are more outward-facing than what can 

be concluded from the Australian data.  

Using Giddens’ (1984) description of power, where he talks about power as the existence of 

capability to ‘make a difference’ to a pre-existing state of affairs or course of events, as a 

basis, there are indications of greater levels of power among Estonian respondents in 

comparison to Australian ones, particularly in the areas of recruitment of members and the 

level of control within the governance of youth councils. 
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Table 10:  Similarities and differences between Australian and Estonian data in the category of 
governance of youth councils 

DOMAIN SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES 
2. Governance of youth councils Australia Estonia 
Recruitment of 
members 

The most popular method 
for recruiting new 
members for the youth 
council in both countries 
involves submitting an 
expression of interest or 
application. The decision-
making/selection process 
most commonly involves 
the existing/outgoing 
members and youth 
worker working together. 

More than one-third of 
respondents indicated 
that a youth worker 
alone chose the 
members for the 
youth council. Very 
few youth councils in 
Australia have a 
democratic process in 
place for recruiting 
new members. 

A majority of Estonian 
respondents indicated 
that their youth council 
has a democratic 
process in place for 
recruiting new 
members. Young 
people are always 
involved in the 
decision-making 
process relating to new 
members of youth 
councils. 

Level of youth 
participation in 
governance of 
youth councils 

Most respondents from 
both countries disagreed 
with the statements that 
an adult / youth worker 
alone drives the work of 
the youth council. The 
vast majority of 
participants indicated the 
frequency of youth 
council meetings to be at 
least monthly. 

Half of the 
respondents indicated 
that the membership 
of their youth council 
consists of young 
people and adults 
who are not young 
people. Nearly a third 
of respondents 
indicated that the 
meetings of their 
youth councils are 
chaired by an adult. 

Most respondents in 
Estonia indicated that 
their youth councils 
have only young people 
as members. Almost all 
respondents agreed 
that meetings of their 
youth council are 
chaired by a young 
person. Estonians were 
also more likely to 
claim that the full 
control of the work of 
the council lies in 
young people. 

Main partners for 
youth councils  

Schools, youth workers, 
elected council, council 
departments and youth 
organisations are among 
the main partners for 
youth councils in both 
countries. 
State/county/national 
governments were 
among the least 
important. 

The three most 
important key 
partners identified 
were all internal: 
elected councillors, 
youth workers and 
other council 
departments. 

An overwhelming 
majority of respondents 
identified the three key 
partners for their youth 
council to be external 
(as opposed to partners 
connected to local 
government 
apparatus). The most 
important key partner in 
Estonia’s case was the 
peak body for youth 
councils; such a body 
does not exist in 
Australia. 
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6.3 Outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils 

Table 11 shows the most notable similarities and differences in Australian and Estonian survey 

and interview data in the category of outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils. 

The literature highlights that the models of operation for youth councils depend on regulatory 

frameworks, as well as institutional and organisational structures, and on demography, politics 

and local traditions (Collins et al., cited in Perry-Hazan & Nir 2016). Giddens (1984) identifies 

“rules and resources recursively involved in institutions” as most important aspects of a 

structure (p. 24). It is evident that the existence, strength, status and further development of 

structures are of less importance in the Australian context than in the Estonian context. This 

can be partly explained by the existence of multiple mechanisms as discussed in detail in 

Chapter 2, but most notably the existence of legislation, rights, advocacy and funding 

opportunities independent of the local council that are granted to youth councils in Estonia but 

not in Australia. 
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Table 11:  Similarities and differences between Australian and Estonian data in the category of 
outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils 

DOMAIN SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES 
3. Outputs, outcomes and aspirations of 
youth councils 

Australia Estonia 

Connecting with 
the community 

An overwhelming 
majority of respondents 
in both countries 
outlined some event 
that the youth council 
had organised either on 
their own or in 
partnership with other 
organisations as their 
main achievement. 
Events with a 
recreational focus such 
as award ceremonies, 
movie nights, festivals, 
youth weeks etc. 
appeared to be the 
most prevalent category 
of events. 

Amongst Australian 
respondents, the 
importance of a youth 
council’s connectedness 
to the community was 
stressed more 
frequently. 

Estonian respondents 
mentioned specific 
reasons for organising 
community events, 
such as fundraising 
and celebration of 
cultural traditions, 
which were not 
prevalent among 
Australian participants. 

Influencing 
decision-making 
and political 
processes 

In both countries, this 
category emerged in 
the discussion about 
outcomes and outputs 
of youth councils.  

Achievements in this 
category of outcomes 
were less prevalent in 
Australian respondents’ 
answers compared to 
Estonian respondents. 
Examples included 
influencing and 
consequently changing 
public transport 
timetables, concessions 
or route planning and 
development of a youth 
charter, and providing 
input to the youth 
strategic plan. 

Among Estonian 
respondents this 
category was very 
prevalent. Some 
participants indicated 
that holding events 
such as a 
“participation café” 
where young people 
and leaders of the 
council, community 
and sometimes 
members of parliament 
come together, have 
become a tradition. 
Others outlined 
specific achievements 
related to successful 
advocacy: a youth 
councillor being 
successfully elected to 
the local council; 
having a 
representative in the 
regional or national 
youth council. 
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DOMAIN SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES 
Development of 
skills and youth 
council as a 
structure 

In both countries, this 
category emerged in 
the responses. 

Strengthening of the 
relationship between the 
youth council and 
elected councillors 
emerged as a theme but 
was not mentioned 
frequently. This suggests 
that it is not very 
important to emphasise 
youth councils as an 
independent and 
standalone structure in 
Australia. 

Achievements related 
to the development of 
youth council as a 
structure were 
frequently highlighted 
by respondents. In 
Estonia, there is 
considerable emphasis 
on youth councils as 
independent 
structures, and how 
they operate and 
organise their work.  

Additional 
resources youth 
councils need to 
be effective in 
their work 

Funding was the main 
category identified in 
both countries as 
currently being 
insufficient and 
requiring additional 
resources. In addition, 
funding security and 
having an independent 
budget emerged as 
important themes 
across both countries. 

A number of respondents 
from rural municipalities 
indicated the lack of 
public transport or the 
distance between 
different parts of a 
municipality as a 
resource that is currently 
lacking. There was also 
the importance of having 
greater recognition and 
clearer expectations from 
the elected council.  

Members, and in 
particular motivated 
members, emerged as 
a dominant category of 
resources that youth 
councils currently lack 
in Estonia. 

Dreams and 
aspirations 

Respondents in both 
countries identified 
dreams and aspirations 
that relate to 
improving/strengthening 
the role, work or status 
of youth councils in the 
community and within 
the local council itself. 

Some Australian 
respondents highlighted 
ambitious changes in 
society as their dreams, 
such as to eradicate 
bullying. 

Almost all Estonian 
respondents were 
focused on developing 
and strengthening 
youth councils as 
structures, including 
specific propositions 
such as for the youth 
council to give 
opinions on every draft 
council motion and by-
law and to be 
represented in all 
official council 
committees.  
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II. ENABLING ENVIRONMENT 

6.4 Enabling environment for local level youth councils 

Based on the literature and the findings of this study, the following definition of an enabling 

environment for youth councils was constructed by the researcher: an enabling environment 

for youth councils means the fulfilment of a set of conditions that allow them to be 

independent, youth-led and participatory structures so that they can represent the 

interests of young people through advocacy and give advice to decision-makers on 

matters impacting young people.  

This definition summarises the main purpose of the existence of youth councils as structures 

and highlights the core reasons why an enabling environment needs to be created for these 

structures, ultimately to increase the agency of young people. 

6.4.1 Enabling Environment Index as a guide for developing a Framework for an 
Enabling Environment for Youth Councils 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the Enabling Environment Index (EEI) developed by CIVICUS is 

made up of three domains and 17 sub-dimensions that together describe the aspects of an 

enabling environment in the context of civil society. Youth participatory structures share many 

similarities with civil society organisations: they are usually based on voluntary participation; 

they aim to empower a group in society through better advocacy and representation in 

decision-making processes; they usually follow the principles of democracy in their work and 

in determining their membership; and they encourage and rely on the concept of active 

citizenship – that is, the will of members to contribute for the betterment of others. 

The EEI’s three domains – socio-economic environment, socio-cultural environment and 

governance environment – although connected, have also considerable differences, 

particularly in their focus. The socio-economic dimension combines social processes and 

economic factors that affect the work of youth councils; the socio-cultural dimension 
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emphasises the interconnection of society and culture and its impact on youth councils; and 

the governance environment focuses on the act of governance, power, processes and 

leadership itself. 

In 21st-century societies based on democratic principles, the rule of law and enabling the 

human rights of all people, all three domains are important and must be considered in order 

for an enabling environment for youth councils to be created. However, distinguishing them 

might aid in developing better and more focused strategies and approaches for improvement, 

as often the enabling conditions might be more notably absent in only one or two of the three 

domains. 

There are also some notable differences between independent civil society organisations and 

local level youth councils, which in most cases are affiliated with or incorporated into the 

structures of local government authorities. The latter usually means that they are not fully 

independent bodies, unlike civil society organisations, and thus a few of the indicators outlined 

in the EEI are relevant for the context of the enabling environment for youth councils. For this 

research, there is also a need for the language of the sub-dimensions to be more accurate 

and to reflect the context of youth participation and young people. 

Based on this discussion of the EEI, and on findings from the quantitative and qualitative data 

in this report, the researcher developed a Framework for an Enabling Environment for Youth 

Councils that uses the three dimensions from the EEI and includes nine new sub-dimensions. 

Figure 7 outlines the Framework and the following sections will discuss it in detail. 
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Figure 7:  Framework for an Enabling Environment for Youth Councils 

The proposed Framework does not offer any weighting for the three domains or individual 

sub-dimensions – each sub-dimension needs to be equally present in the enabling 

environment for youth councils. The Framework is intended as a guide in the creation process 

of new youth councils and for evaluating and reorganising the work of existing youth councils. 

It can also be used as a reference point in creating policies, programs, regulatory or rights-

affirming legislative frameworks for youth councils. It is not, intended as a tool for guiding the 

operational aspects and everyday decisions of individual youth councils. 

6.4.2 Dimension: socio-economic environment for youth councils 

The CIVICUS EEI describes the socio-economic environment dimension as one that “provides 

a series of assessments of factors such as education, equity, gender equality and, quite 

importantly to support civic participation in the age of the digital revolution, the development 

of communication technologies” (Fioramonti & Kononykhina 2013, p. 5). 
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The following new sub-dimensions emerged from the interview and survey data across 

Australia and Estonia. 

Representativeness: having a diverse membership of the youth council. Diversity in this 

context can encompass equal or near equal representation of all genders, representation of 

various cultural backgrounds, subcultures and identities, age brackets, geographical coverage 

of the municipality, and schools. 

Resourcing: stability, sufficiency and independence of funding. Resourcing encompasses the 

availability and guarantees for financial resources, such as a dedicated youth council budget, 

human resources, often in the form of training, administrative or mentoring support through 

secretaries, youth worker, lawyers or other advisers; free access to facilities, such as rooms 

to hold meetings or events in; equipment, such as computers, phones, access to databases 

and internet; and transportation needed for the fulfilment of the aims and tasks of the youth 

council. 

Legitimacy: having a mandate to represent other young people. Mandate in this context is to 

be approached very broadly: in the simplest terms it means having a democratic and open 

process in place to select members for the youth council. Democratic can mean organised 

elections where young people vote for their representatives but most often it means either an 

open application process where all young people have the right to express their interest and 

apply to become a member and the process of selection is transparent and youth-led; or a 

process through which youth organisations or student councils delegate their representatives 

to become members of youth councils; or a combination of all of the above. 

6.4.3 Dimension: socio-cultural environment for youth councils 

The CIVICUS EEI describes the socio-cultural environment as one that “examines cultural 

factors reinforcing the capacity of citizens to get involved in the civil society arena, such as 

inter-personal trust and tolerance, inclination to join collective action and solidarity” 

(Fioramonti & Kononykhina, p. 5).  
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The following new sub-dimensions emerged when combining the interview and survey data 

across both countries with the literature. 

Visibility: of the work of the youth council in the community. Visibility in this context means 

the provision of resources and mediums such as official websites, social media and local 

newspapers, but also events and advertising channels through which the work of the youth 

council could be made visible to the entire community. 

Reputation: supporting attitudes of adults and young people towards the youth council that 

understand and acknowledge the role of the youth council as equally important to any other 

committee or advisory council of a similar purpose comprised of adults. 

Sustainability: motivating new and existing members of the youth council. Sustainability 

means ensuring that members are motivated and that there is sufficient interest generated 

and maintained within the youth population of the local community so that there are more 

candidates interested in becoming a member of the youth council than there are places. 

Competition also strengthens representativeness and legitimacy of the youth council. 

6.4.4 Dimension: governance environment for youth councils 

The CIVICUS EEI describes the governance environment as one that “includes fundamental 

capabilities that create the minimum preconditions, or lack thereof, for social and political 

engagement. These include the overall state effectiveness, rule of law, policy dialogue, 

corruption, associational rights and political liberties. It also covers a series of personal rights, 

guarantees against unduly interference from state agencies or private actors, freedom of 

speech, media freedom and, importantly, it assesses the regulatory frameworks for NGOs” 

(Fioramonti & Kononykhina 2013, p. 5). 

The following sub-dimensions emerged as a result of combining the interview and survey data 

across both countries with the literature. 
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Rights: having an official status and rights that are enshrined in statutes. Rights in this context 

relate to rights endorsed in legislation, constitution, terms of reference or equivalent 

documents of official standing. Those rights can relate to the right to self-govern and for young 

people to be able to drive the work of the youth council, be provided with sufficient resources, 

support and information, be represented in other bodies that make decisions impacting young 

people, and to give advice and make suggestions. 

Relationships: with the elected council and council departments. Relationships means 

ongoing, professional, equal and mutually respectful relationships that enable the youth 

council to seek information, gain support and regularly communicate with elected councillors 

and council departments and official in order to best fulfil the aims of the youth council . 

Autonomy: to drive and lead the work of the youth council. Autonomy means having a 

mandate and measures to reduce the inherent power imbalance that exists between young 

people and adults; for example, through transfer of some adult power to young people in order 

for the youth council to be youth-led, fully self-governing, and empowered to drive their own 

work and take responsibility of their actions. 

6.5 Conclusion 

Youth councils in Estonia and Australia share many similarities. There have relatively small 

differences in aims, objectives, activities and challenges – particularly in aims and objectives, 

which appear to be very similar in both countries. The most notable differences between the 

data from Australia and Estonia in this category relates to Estonian respondents identifying 

activities and events that aim to achieve changes in policies and achieving tangible results 

resulting in long-term change – this was generally not present in the Australian data. 

In the category of governance of youth councils, respondents across both countries employed 

similar processes for recruiting members and similar key partners. Australian participants 

identified their main three partners as internal to the council, whereas for Estonian 
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respondents the top three partners were all external to local government. Estonian 

respondents were also more likely than their Australian counterparts to have involvement in 

or control over the work of the youth council and recruitment process of new members, as well 

as acknowledging the existence of democratic process for selection of new members. 

In the third category of outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils, respondents 

across the two countries identified lack of funding and funding security as the common 

challenges for the work of their youth councils. In comparison with the Australian data, in 

Estonia there is more importance on developing youth councils as structures as well as 

influencing political processes. In Australia, connecting with the community appears to be 

more important than in Estonia. 

There have been numerous attempts to define and identify enabling environments in various 

fields of life and professions, but only a few documented cases in areas relating to children or 

youth participation. Based on the example of the CIVICUS EEI, the proposed Framework for 

an Enabling Environment, contextualised in this research for youth councils, can be broadly 

categorised into three domains: socio-economic, socio-cultural and governance. Under these 

dimensions, the youth council framework has nine sub-dimensions that each represent a set 

of conditions required in order to create an enabling environment for local level youth councils. 

These sub-dimensions are representativeness, resources, legitimacy, visibility, reputation, 

sustainability, rights, relationships and autonomy. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The focus of this chapter is to explain the context and importance of this study and to 

summarise the findings. Recommendations relating to organisational and policy 

improvements, in order to create an enabling environment for local level youth councils – 

directed towards local governments and adults within these structures and for state and 

national government – will be provided and suggestions for further research will be made . 

Finally, concluding remarks will be offered. 

7.1 Study context and importance 

The traditional methods, structures and processes for implementing youth participation are 

changing, with advancements in technology, young people’s disappointment in traditional 

democratic structures and old power values providing the biggest impetus.  

The mixed-methods comparative case study in this research analysed the current 

environment and context in which youth councils operate, and the experiences of former and 

current members of youth councils and the professionals that support their work in the 

Australian state of Victoria and in Estonia. Through the results of this study, a Framework for 

an Enabling Environment for Youth Councils was identified and conceptualised, building on 

previous enabling models identified within the literature. 

The findings of this research also sought to provide an understanding of how the work of local 

level youth councils can be better supported and organised by policy, organisational and 

legislative measures to increase the effectiveness and benefits of these structures for young 

people and the community. Very few studies so far have focused on structures and identifying 

the enabling environment for structures, as opposed to individual participation and processes 

in general. This study aimed to fill that gap through providing a cross-cultural comparison 

between local level youth participation in Estonia and Australia and through identifying the 
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enabling environment for local level youth councils as structures, as opposed to focusing on 

individual young people or participatory processes/activities. 

7.2 Research question and methodology 

In order to address the aims of this study the following research question was asked:  

What are the enabling conditions for local level youth councils in the Australian state 

of Victoria and Estonia? 

Semi-structured interviews offered an in-depth empirical investigation, and the mixed-methods 

approach in this study provided the opportunity to rely on multiple sources of evidence and to 

triangulate the data. Employing a survey enabled the researcher to obtain the ‘big picture’ 

knowledge that quantitative research surveys with closed questions of larger populations 

across countries can provide. Thematic analyses focused on identifying and describing implicit 

and explicit themes within the data. Those themes were framed by the literature, policy 

documents and the researcher’s own experience to explain the emerging data. 

The results of the interviews guided the design of the survey questions. Descriptive univariate 

analysis, which refers to “procedures for summarising data, with the intention of discovering 

trends and patterns, and summarising results for ease of understanding and communication” 

(Tashakkori & Teddlie 2009, p. 257), was used. 

The empirical results reported in this thesis should be considered in the light of some 

limitations, described in Chapter 3, which were mainly related to sample size, sample bias and 

language. 

7.3 Summary of main findings 

The findings of this study provide an  overview of the landscape of local level youth councils 

in two countries separately but also in comparison. This knowledge should facilitate a better 



 

 109 

understanding of the importance and potential of these structures, covering adult and young 

people’s perspectives, which will hopefully avoid tokenism and lead to more focus on creating 

better support mechanisms, resources, policies and relationships with youth councils. 

Youth councils in Estonia and Australia share many similarities. There are relatively small 

differences in their aims, objectives, activities and challenges – particularly aims and 

objectives, which appear to be very similar. One notable difference between the data from 

Australia and Estonia relates to Estonian respondents identifying activities and events that 

aim to achieve changes in policies and achieve tangible results resulting in long-term changes 

– this was generally not present in the Australian data. 

In looking at how youth councils are governed, there are similar processes for recruiting 

members. Key collaboration partners in both countries appear to be similar; however, 

Australian participants identified their main partners to be internal, whereas for Estonian 

respondents the top partners were all external to local government. Estonians respondents 

were also more likely to have involvement in or control over the work of the youth council and 

recruitment process of new members, as acknowledged the existence of democratic process 

for selection of new members. 

In the realm of outputs, outcomes and aspirations of youth councils, respondents across the 

two countries identified lack of funding and funding security as the common challenges for the 

work of their youth councils. In comparison with Australia, Estonians put more emphasis on 

developing youth councils as structures and on influencing political processes. In Australia, 

connecting with the community at large appears to be more important than in Estonia. 

An enabling environment for youth councils means the fulfilment of a set of conditions that 

allow them to be independent, youth-led and participatory structures that can represent the 

interests of young people through advocacy and giving advice to decision-makers on matters 

impacting young people. 
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Based on the example of the Enabling Environment Index developed by CIVICUS, an enabling 

environment contextualised for youth councils can be broadly categorised into three domains: 

socio-economic, socio-cultural and governance. The research proposes that under these 

three domains are nine sub-dimensions that represent a set of conditions required in order to 

create an enabling environment for local level youth councils. These sub-dimensions are 

representativeness, resources, legitimacy, visibility, reputation, sustainability, rights, 

relationships and autonomy.  

The Framework for an Enabling Environment for Youth Councils developed as a result of this 

study is intended as a guide in the creation process of new youth councils, when evaluating 

and reorganising the work of existing youth councils or as a reference point in creating policies, 

programs, regulatory or rights-affirming legislative frameworks for youth councils. 

7.4 Recommendations 

This section makes recommendations to policy and decision-makers in local, state and 

national governments, particularly in the context of Victoria, Australia. The six 

recommendations are categorised according to the three domains of the Framework for an 

Enabling Environment for Youth Councils: socio-economic, socio-cultural and governance. 

7.4.1 Socio-economic environment 

Local governments play a crucial role in providing a range of services for young people but 

also in enabling young people’s participation in democracy, which is often one of the first 

positive participation experiences for young people. There are many similarities between the 

roles of local government in Victoria and Estonia. However, there are also notable differences, 

mainly related to Estonian local councils having a much stronger legislative basis and 

autonomy from other levels of government. 
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In the socio-economic environment, which addresses the representativeness, resources and 

legitimacy sub-dimensions from the Framework for an Enabling Environment for Youth 

Councils, the following recommendations are made. 

Recommendation 1: Provision of adequate support and resources to youth councils by 

the local councils in which they operate. Youth councils need a variety of resources in order 

to fulfil their aims and carry out tasks: 

• Sufficient (not token) and stable funding that is not dependant on the persona or attitudes 

of the youth worker or mayor of the day towards the youth council and that enable the 

youth council to make long-term plans and to undertake a broad range of activities. 

• Administrational support. As members of youth councils usually work on a voluntary basis, 

it is important to provide administrative support, such as writing minutes meetings, keeping 

a record of documentation and so on. Specific areas in which administrative support will 

be provided to the youth council should arise as a result of consultation with the youth 

council. There might also be some administrative tasks that adults are willing to assist with 

but that young people might want to carry out themselves to gain experience. 

• Use of council facilities and equipment, such as meeting rooms, office space, computers 

and databases. 

• Training, mentoring and specialist advice from other council departments and officers that 

the youth council needs in order to meaningfully perform their tasks. 

Recommendation 2: A recognition of the role of youth councils and guaranteed rights 

within policy and legal framework, particularly to exist and to receive adequate resources 

and access information within the Local Government Act. In Estonia, the Youth Work Act 2010 

includes provisions that recognise the role, democratic principles and rights of the youth 

council as well as the obligation for local councils to consult with the youth council in particular 

questions. As is evident from the data, this has contributed to the situation where youth 

councils in Estonia are more independent, value the importance of strengthening youth 
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councils as structures and are more likely to see their role as influencing decisions and policies 

than their Victorian counterparts. Legislating youth councils in Estonia eliminated the 

opportunity to use as an excuse the fact that youth councils had no legal basis for existence, 

which was commonly encountered before 2010. Legislating youth councils in Victorian law 

would help to raise the status and importance of these structures in the community and within 

local councils. 

Recommendation 3: Provision of funding opportunities for youth councils that are 

independent of local governments. Sufficiency and stability of funding emerged as a 

significant challenge from the data. Funding is often insufficient and can be dependent on 

multiple factors, such as the youth-friendliness of the management of the council of the day 

and the funding priorities of the council, but also the positioning and reputation of the youth 

services department within the council. This can create serious limitations and risks for youth 

councils. Having the opportunity to access funding provided by state or national governments 

would create added opportunities, including for stability and security of funding for youth 

councils. 

7.4.2 Socio-cultural environment 

State and national governments (note: Estonia does not have state governments) can play an 

important role in identifying and agreeing on policy priorities, creating a legislative framework 

and allocating funding through programs and grants. Through that they can also impact the 

work of the local councils and youth councils operating within the context of local councils. In 

the socio-cultural domain, which deals with the capacity of citizens to get involved in the civil 

society arena, in order to aid the creation of visibility, reputation and sustainability, the 

following recommendation is made. 

Recommendation 4: State or national governments to provide support for the 

establishment of a peak body (umbrella organisation) tasked with coordinating the 

collaboration and advocacy efforts of youth councils in Victoria. The existence of such 
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a peak body (the Estonian National Youth Council) has made a significant impact in the 

landscape of youth councils in Estonia. The survey and interview data clearly evidenced 

advocacy outcomes that can be attributed to the work of the peak body. The peak body was 

also identified as the single most important partner for youth councils in Estonia. On the other 

hand, Victorian participants highlighted lack of cooperation between youth councils and lack 

of cooperation and the absence of representation on state level as a significant challenge (as 

well as a dream and aspiration). Therefore, the Victorian government could provide adequate 

funding and other support to establish a relevant peak body for local level youth councils be. 

7.4.3 Governance environment 

Enabling meaningful youth participation, which is the purpose that local level youth councils 

have been created to fulfil, is intrinsically connected to concepts of power and agency. In order 

for youth councils to be empowered, some of the real power vested in local councils as 

authorities created under the law – and adults as a result of their personal agency, knowledge, 

experience and privileges arising from their official position – needs to be shared with youth 

councils. It can be argued that there is a correlation between the extent of power being shared 

with youth councils, and the motivation of the members of youth councils, with the outputs and 

outcomes of youth councils. 

Sharing of power needs to be genuine and as unconditional as possible. For example, it is 

reasonable for adults to expect that decision-making power is shared with (and in some cases 

delegated to) the youth council provided that it is exercised according to limits and rules set 

by law. That means that as long as power is exercised according to existing legal and 

regulatory norms and conventions around good governance, this shared or delegated power 

will not be retracted, even in instances where adults would have acted differently. 

In the governance environment domain of the Framework for an Enabling Environment for 

Youth Councils, which covers the sub-dimensions of rights, relationships and autonomy, the 

following recommendations are made. 
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Recommendation 5: Decision-makers and adults supporting the work of the youth 

council to address and conceptualise the questions of power and sharing of power: 

how much power are you willing to share with the youth council (meaning that you commit to 

making decisions jointly without using age, official position or agency as an advantage) and 

how much and which of your powers are you willing to delegate to the youth council (meaning 

that you will give them full control and the right to self-decide certain things). Power imbalance 

can also be present through smaller and often unconscious actions such as adults dominating 

or chairing the meetings of youth councils, or the requirement for an adult to have a final say 

over whatever has been decided by the youth council in order for the decision to be 

implemented. 

Recommendation 6: Ensuring that there is a comprehensive and officially endorsed 

written agreement that sets out the rules and division of responsibilities around the 

governance, recruitment, decision-making and representation processes and powers, but also 

the rights to receive funds and use other resources, to access information and advice relevant 

to the work of the youth council and the responsibilities of each party, including young people. 

This agreement should be mutual and not written by adults. It usually takes the form of a 

constitution or terms of reference. 

7.5 Recommendations for further research 

There is a clear need for further case study research – particularly cross-cultural case study 

research – to strengthen the evidence base for youth participation, especially youth councils 

as structures. At the same time, quantitative research with larger populations is also needed 

in order to generalise findings and get a stronger sense of prevalence of these issues.  

This study and its research design have the potential to be replicated in other contexts and 

countries; however, caution should be exercised when generalising the results of this study 
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onto larger populations, due to sample bias and sample size limitations as discussed in 

Chapter 3. 

For future research in this area, consideration should be given to identifying population size 

with greater precision and increasing the sample size for surveys and interviews to enhance 

comparability and representativeness. There is a need to study more the potential of youth 

councils as structures and how they could evolve, taking into account current changes in 

society, particularly the disappointment and distrust of young people across many countries 

towards traditional democratic processes and structures. The emergence of new power values 

and issue-based youth movements and the relationship and potential impact of these 

phenomena on the work of youth councils also requires further investigation.  

Finally, power relationships, including power imbalance and the practice of sharing and 

delegating power by adults or local councils with youth councils is an under-researched area, 

but crucial to understanding these structures and how to create a truly enabling environment 

for the youth councils. 

7.6 Conclusion 

Youth councils in Victoria and Estonia are widespread and have been in existence for a couple 

of decades. They have been created for a similar purpose, often colloquially and 

philosophically summarised as ‘providing young people a voice’ or ‘representing young people 

in dealings with the government’. In practice, they often aspire to and have a potential for 

much more than merely a voice.  

Having a voice is not an end in itself but rather a tool for achieving change in policy, processes, 

service delivery and even attitude. Or to put it in other words, having a voice is to shift the 

power imbalance from those who have power (usually institutions and adults) in favour of 

those who do not (in this instance young people). 
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While young people are not a homogenous group with identical needs and aspirations, they 

do share many things in common due to their position and status in society but also their 

similar experiences and circumstances. Youth councils, being representative and 

participatory, are seen as structures that bring forward the opinions of young people, but also 

need to be wary of not monopolising youth voice. Adults and the power structures,(e.g. local 

councils) they operate within need to address the question of power and how much they are 

willing to share or delegate to young people if they are serious about empowerment and 

creating an enabling environment for youth councils. 

The Framework for an Enabling Environment for Youth Councils developed as a result of this 

study can serve as a guide to understand and evaluate the work and needs of youth councils 

as collective structures – whether to strengthen an existing or create a new youth council; or 

to plan, develop or evaluate policy measures that can better support the work of these 

structures.  

Many existing models and frameworks for youth participation lack a focus on established 

structures and concentrate rather on the role of individuals or groups of young people in the 

participation process. The Framework presented in this thesis focuses on the importance of 

youth councils as structures and emphasises dimensions that are particularly relevant in the 

context of youth councils. 

Finally, I would like to note that youth councils, as well as young people, are an enormous and 

valuable resource that need to be taken more seriously and treated as equal partners to adults 

– this is a practice that in many cases is still not happening. Youth workers play a crucial role 

in accompanying young people and youth councils along this journey and often enable change 

– but to achieve a real shift, all adults in positions of power need to be on board and policies, 

legislation and funding need to be addressed. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Participant information sheet in English 

Explanatory note: At the time of data collection I was enrolled in a PhD course. I later 

converted my enrolment into a Master of Applied Research. 
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet in Estonian 
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Appendix 3: Participant consent form in English 
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Appendix 4: Participant consent form in Estonian 
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Appendix 5: Sample interview questions 

1.  How are you connected to the youth council? Since when? 

• How did you become involved in the work of a youth council? 

2.  What is/was your role within the youth council or local government? 

3.  What is the main aim of the youth council? Why does the youth council exist? 

4.  How important is it that the youth council is formed democratically and representing the 

interests of all young people in the area, not just the interest of its members? 

5.  Thinking back of your time in your current/former position within the youth council/local 

government, what were the main issues that the youth council dealt with? 

• Out of these issues, which one of these were you personally involved in? 

6.  What do you consider to be the main achievements of the work of the youth council so 

far? Why? 

7.  Which institutions, organisations, local government departments would you consider to be 

the key partners of the youth council? Why? 

• What is the youth council’s relationship like with these partners? 

• What would happen if any of these relationships weren’t there? 

• Which stakeholder would you like the youth council to establish/further strengthen its 

partnership with the most? Why? 

8.  Which individual council officers (such as the youth worker, councillors, mayor) would you 

consider to be the key contact persons/mentors for your youth council? Why? 

• What is the youth council’s relationship like with them? 

• What would happen if any of these relationships weren’t there? 

9.  How good partner has the youth council been to the ‘official’ city council? 

10.  What kind of support and resources has the youth council received from its key partners 

in recent years? 

• In your opinion, has that support been sufficient for the youth council? 

11. What kind of support or resources is the youth council currently lacking? 
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• How is that affecting the work of the youth council? 

12.  How is the work of the youth council currently supported by local government policies/local 

laws/motions/strategies? 

• What has been the impact of that support/lack of support to the outcomes of the work 

of the youth council? 

• What could the local government do more in that regard? 

13.  Do you consider county/state and federal governments to have any role in resourcing, 

legislating and creating policies for local level youth councils? 

• If so, what do you consider their role to be? 

14. What are the main challenges in the work of the youth council? 
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Appendix 6: Survey questions in English 

Have you been affiliated (as a member, mentor, youth worker, council officer, 
councillor or other stakeholder) with a youth council/youth advisory committee within 
a Victorian local government sometime during the past three years? 

o Yes 

o No 

What is your gender? 

o Male 

o Female 

o Intersex 

o Non-binary 

o Other: ________________________________________________ 

o Prefer not to disclose 

What is your age? 

o 7–10 

o 11–12 

o 13–14 

o 15–17 

o 18–20 

o 21–23 

o 24–26 

o 27–30 

o 31–39 
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o 40–49 

o 50–59 

o 60–69 

o 70 or above 

Which of the following describe your current occupation? 

▢ School student 

▢ University student 

▢ TAFE student 

▢ Local council youth worker 

▢ Local council employee other than youth worker 

▢ Non-local council employed youth worker 

▢ Local councillor 

▢ Not studying nor working 

▢ Private sector employee 

▢ Private sector executive 

▢ Public servant (federal/state government) 

▢ Not-for profit sector employee or executive 
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Which Victorian local council/municipality is the youth council/advisory committee 
affiliated with? 

▢   Alpine Shire 

▢   Ararat Rural City 

▢   Ballarat City 

▢   Banyule City 

▢   Bass Coast Shire 

▢   Baw Baw Shire 

▢   Bayside City 

▢   Benalla Rural City 

▢   Boroondara City 

▢   Brimbank City 

▢   Buloke Shire 

▢   Campaspe Shire 

▢   Cardinia Shire 

▢   Casey City 

▢   Central Goldfields Shire 

▢   Colac Otway Shire 

▢   Corangamite Shire 
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▢   Darebin City 

▢   East Gippsland Shire 

▢   Frankston City 

▢   Gannawarra Shire 

▢   Glen Eira City 

▢   Glenelg Shire 

▢   Golden Plains Shire 

▢   Greater Bendigo City 

▢   Greater Dandenong City 

▢   Greater Geelong City 

▢   Greater Shepparton City 

▢   Hepburn Shire 

▢   Hindmarsh Shire 

▢   Hobsons Bay City 

▢   Horsham Rural City 

▢   Hume City 

▢   Indigo Shire 

▢   Kingston City 
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▢   Knox City 

▢   Latrobe City 

▢   Loddon Shire 

▢   Macedon Ranges Shire 

▢   Manningham City 

▢   Mansfield Shire 

▢   Maribyrnong City 

▢   Maroondah City 

▢   Melbourne City 

▢   Melton City 

▢   Mildura Rural City 

▢   Mitchell Shire 

▢   Moira Shire 

▢   Monash City 

▢   Moonee Valley City 

▢   Moorabool Shire 

▢   Moreland City 

▢   Mornington Peninsula Shire 
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▢   Mount Alexander Shire 

▢   Moyne Shire 

▢   Murrindindi Shire 

▢   Nillumbik Shire 

▢   Northern Grampians Shire 

▢   Port Phillip City 

▢   Pyrenees Shire 

▢   Borough of Queenscliffe 

▢   South Gippsland Shire 

▢   Southern Grampians Shire 

▢   Stonnington City 

▢   Strathbogie Shire 

▢   Surf Coast Shire 

▢   Swan Hill Rural City 

▢   Towong Shire 

▢   Wangaratta Rural City 

▢   Warrnambool City 

▢   Wellington Shire 
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▢   West Wimmera Shire 

▢   Whitehorse City 

▢   Whittlesea City 

▢   Wodonga City 

▢   Wyndham City 

▢   Yarra City 

▢   Yarra Ranges Shire 

▢   Yarriambiack Shire 

What is the official name of the youth council/advisory committee? 

________________________________________________________________ 

Which of the following best describes your affiliation with that youth council? 

o I am a current member of the youth council 

o I am a former member of the youth council 

o I am a youth worker that has a relationship with the youth council 

o I am a current or former councillor of the local government 

o I am a current or former council officer (other than youth worker) 

o Other: please specify ________________________________________________ 

How long has the youth council/advisory committee been operating? 

o Less than a year 

o 1 year 
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o 2 years 

o 3 years 

o 4 years 

o 5–6 years 

o 7–8 years 

o 9–10 years 

o Other: ________________________________________________ 

o Not sure 

How many members does the youth council/advisory committee currently have? 

o 2–4 

o 5–7 

o 8–10 

o 11–13 

o 14–16 

o 17–20 

o 21–25 

o Other: please specify ________________________________________________ 

o Not sure 

What is the minimum age of becoming a member of the youth council/advisory 
committee? 

o No minimum age limit 

o 7 or younger 

o 8 
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o 9 

o 10 

o 11 

o 12 

o 13 

o 14 

o 15 

o 16 

o 17 

o 18 

o 19 

o 20 

o 21 

o Other 

o Not sure 

What is the maximum age of becoming a member of the youth council/advisory 
committee? 

o 14 or younger 

o 15 

o 16 

o 17 

o 18 

o 19 
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o 20 

o 21 

o 22 

o 23 

o 24 

o 25 

o 26 

o 27 or above 

o Other 

o No maximum age limit 

o Not sure 

What is the key role of the youth council/advisory committee? Why does it exist? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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How would you rate the partnership between the youth council/advisory committee 
and the local council? 1 – non-existing; 9 – extremely strong 

 

 

o 1 

o 2 

o 3 

o 4 

o 5 

o 6 

o 7 

o 8 

o 9 
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To your knowledge, which of the following activities and how often has the youth 
council undertaken in the past three years? 

 Often/many 
times Sometimes/occasionally Not at 

all 

Don’t 
know/no 

information 

Consulting with 
young people  o  o  o  o  

Representing the 
young people in the 
area in dealings with 

local/state/federal 
government  

o  o  o  o  

Representing local 
young people in 

other ways  o  o  o  o  

Organising events for 
young people  o  o  o  o  

Participating in 
committees of the 

local council or other 
organisations  

o  o  o  o  

Informed young 
people in the area 

through newspapers, 
newsletters, social 

media etc.  
o  o  o  o  

Advocacy/promoting 
a youth issue  o  o  o  o  

Initiated/implemented 
project(s) that benefit 
local young people  o  o  o  o  

Provided advice 
and/or made 

proposals to the local 
council  

o  o  o  o  

Other (please 
specify):  o  o  o  o  
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Please select all statements that are correct and relevant to your youth 
council/advisory committee. 

▢ There is a democratic election process in place to determine the new members of the 
youth council 

▢ There is no election process to join the youth council 

▢ New members are determined through an application/expression of interest process 

▢ Youth worker chooses the members of the youth council 

▢ Youth council and youth worker choose the members of the youth council together 

▢ Existing members of the youth council alone choose the new members of the youth 
council 

▢ Everyone can join the youth council at any time – there is no set process for becoming a 
member 

▢ Schools/SRCs/youth organisations delegate or appoint members to the youth council 

Please select all statements that are correct and relevant to your youth 
council/advisory committee. Hint: Hold down Control key (or Command key on 
MacBooks) to select multiple answers. 

▢ Youth council/advisory committee consists of young people only 

▢ Youth council/advisory committee’s membership consists of both – adults and young 
people 

▢ Youth council/advisory committee usually meets at least monthly 

▢ The meetings of the youth council/advisory committee are usually held less frequently 
than once a month 

▢ Youth council meetings are chaired by a young person (young people) 
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▢ Youth council meetings are chaired by an adult (youth worker, councillor, council officer 
etc) 

▢ Young people are the ones driving/directing the work of the youth council 

▢ Adult(s) drive/direct the work of the youth council 

▢ Young people and adults equally drive/direct the work of the youth council 

Which of the following do you consider to be challenges for the work of the youth 
council/youth advisory committee? 

 
 

Not a 
challenge 

Sometimes a 
challenge 

Often or 
always a 
challenge 

Don’t have 
enough 

information 

Getting youth 
initiative supported 

by council  o  o  o  o  

The diversity of 
membership (age 

range, backgrounds 
etc)  

o  o  o  o  

Not enough money  o  o  o  o  

Funding not 
guaranteed/ongoing  o  o  o  o  

Finding new 
members  o  o  o  o  

Retaining existing 
members  o  o  o  o  

Motivating 
members  o  o  o  o  

The tenure of 
membership  o  o  o  o  

Making the youth 
council more visible 
and better known in 

the community  
o  o  o  o  
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Attitudes of adults 
towards youth 

council  o  o  o  o  

Attitudes of young 
people towards 
youth council  o  o  o  o  

Lack of rights and 
powers for the 
youth council  o  o  o  o  

Relationship 
between the youth 
council and elected 

council  
o  o  o  o  

Adults controlling 
the agenda of the 

youth council  o  o  o  o  

Other (please 
specify):  o  o  o  o  

What additional resources does the youth council need to be more effective in its 
work? 

________________________________________________________________ 

Please describe what do you consider to be the main achievements of the youth 
council/advisory committee. 

________________________________________________________________ 
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How important is the direct or indirect support from the following policy and decision-
making levels to the work of the youth council/advisory committee? 

 Very 
important 

Moderately 
important Neutral Not 

important 

Not 
sure/don’t 

have 
enough 

information 

Local council 
youth services 

team/youth 
worker  

o  o  o  o  o  

Other 
departments and 

areas of the 
council  

o  o  o  o  o  

CEO/Executive 
leadership of the 

local council  o  o  o  o  o  

Elected 
councillors/council  o  o  o  o  o  

State government  o  o  o  o  o  

Federal 
government  o  o  o  o  o  

Other (please 
list):  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Which of the following institutions do you consider to be the key partners for the 
youth council? 

▢ Local council departments (please list if applicable:) 
 
________________________________________________ 

▢ Local council (the elected city/shire council) 

▢ State or federal government departments/agencies (please list if applicable):  
 
________________________________________________ 
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▢ Local schools/TAFEs 

▢ Student Representative Councils (SRC) 

▢ Youth organisations and youth groups in the area 

▢ Youth Services providers in the area 

▢ Other community organisations 

▢ Local businesses 

▢ Local media 

▢ Other (please specify): 

Please take a moment to dream. What could the youth council potentially achieve and 
implement, if the conditions were right? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 




