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The mission of Honoring Emancipated Youth (HEY)  

ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ {ŀƴ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ 

support so that Bay Area youth emancipating,  

ƻǊ άŀƎƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ŎŀǊŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴƧƻȅ  

a healthy transition to adulthood. 

 

HEY identifies and raises awareness around challenges 

affecting local transitional aged foster youth by bringing 

together a diversity of expert voices and experiences, 

including those of former foster youth, service providers, 

and other supporters, in finding solutions. 
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This HEY Guide is designed to support agencies and staff who would like to engage and empower young people as 

they transition into adulthood and leadership roles.  The model, practices and tools presented in this step-by-step 

Guide will provide a framework to support the growth and empowerment of youth and staff while preparing the 

agency culture for youth leadership. 

I9¸Ωǎ 9ƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ !ŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ aƻŘŜƭ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƴƻƴ-traditional youth leaders.  HEY 

defines non-traditional leaders as youth who did not have exposure to a leadership position during early 

adolescence.  While they may have participated in some leadership activities, they never acted in a defined 

leadership role. HEY was inspired to develop this model to support our youth team comprised of current and 

former foster youth who were interested in lending their voice to create change.  HEY found that while these 

youth had experienced plenty of life experiences, many did not have opportunities to participate in traditional 

youth leadership activities growing up.  The effects of their lack of exposure to leadership positions made them 

less willing to step into traditional leadership roles.  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ōȅ 

training, empowering and supporting them to become advocates and leaders.  While this model is focused on 

developing youth through youth boards, the theories, models and activities described can be used to support all 

youth.  

!ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ I9¸Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ȅƻǳǘƘ Ǝŀin access to a community dedicated to improving the lives 

of foster youth.  Through our work with emancipated foster youth we have collected a series of best practices 

proven to be successful while working with non-traditional leaders.  We introduce our collection of best practice 

theories, methods and a tool in this Guide to demonstrate how HEY empowers young people.  

To learn more about HEY and the other tools and products we provide for supporters of former foster youth and 

other transitional age youth in the Bay Area, please visit our website at www.heysf.org.   

HEY is especially proud of the community support we have received throughout the process of creating this guide.  

Thank you to Sara Razavi, Kordnie J. Lee, KaǘŜ YŀƭǎǘŜƛƴΣ {ƘŀǾƻƴǘŜΩ YŜŀǘƻƴΣ /ƭŀǳŘƛŀ aŜƴŘŜȊΣ !ǊȅŜŜǘŜȅ ²ŜƭōŜŎƪΣ 

Nicole Hudley, Dana Mandolesi, Chio Saetern, Erika White, Steven Adams, Lincka Anderson, Dylan Ruggles, Lanette 

Scott, Felicia Martinez, Ann Ridge, Robert Beach, Israel Toro, Kathleen Casela, Serenity Enriquez, Rocheall Pierre, 

Claudia Rodriguez, Denise Brown, Linda Campbell, Paula Young, Capt. Melvin Jolly, Ozone House, Jason Wyman 

and Nicole Avant.  

 

Leslie Brown M.P.A. 
Program Coordinator, Honoring Emancipated Youth (HEY) 

 

 

 

http://www.heysf.org/
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LEADING ASSUMPTIONS AND GUIDING PRINCIPALS 

Primary Assumption: If you are reading this, you believe or are learning to believe in the power of youth voice. 

HEY sees the reader of this Guide as interested in learning more about models to best engage youth and young 

adults. 

GUIDING PRINCIPALS 

We believe in the POWER of youth.  

We believe EVERYONE has the capacity to lead. 

We believe that youth CAN create change. 

We believe that one way to make a difference in society is by empowering youth.  

We believe that youth voice should be encouraged and respected.  

We believe that youth are strong advocates for other youth.  

We believe that youth deserve opportunities to act as leaders. 

We believe that youth deserve the chance to grow and have a future. 

We believe that the best way to empower youth is to work with them. 

We believe youth input is powerful and needed. 

We believe that advocacy for youth should be done with the support and input of youth. 

We believe that youth and adults may have different, but equally valuable expertise. 

We believe that youth are experts regarding their own experiences. 

We believe that given the right space, tools, and training; all youth can excel. 
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STEP 1: TRANSITIONING AGENCIES FROM YOUTH-SERVING TO YOUTH-LED  

In order to empower and support non-traditional leaders, interested agencies should work to transition from 

youth-serving to youth-led.  Youth-serving agencies provide services, programs and adult centered guidance for 

young people as they navigate individual programs and agencies.  The focus of youth-serving agencies is to ensure 

that individual youth are successful in one particular service or program. The present structures of youth serving 

agencies create environments focused on individual achievement and program success.  This means that youth in 

these programs may leave without being equipped with training and skills that will assist them transition into 

healthy adulthood.  

To ensure that youth gain transferable skills that prepare them for adulthood, agencies should transition from 

youth-serving to youth-led.  Youth-led agencies provide opportunities for youth to explore leadership and adult 

centered activities through training, coaching and professional development.  The focus of youth-led agencies is to 

empower young people through the use of strategic efforts that work to build the capacities of both the individual 

and agency.   

YOUTH-SERVING AGENCIES  YOUTH-LED AGENCIES  

Youth act as receivers of programs, services, tools and 

resources  

¸ƻǳǘƘ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜŘ ŀǎ ά{ǳŎŎŜǎǎ {ǘƻǊȅέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ 

program benefits  

 Youth receive pre-packaged issues and topics  

Youth do not receive formal education or training about 

advocacy movements and systemic change  

Youth act as developers, facilitators and evaluators of 

programs and services 

Youth act as agency representatives and can speak to 

the benefits of ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ  describe its 

impact on the community  

Youth have opportunities to research multiple issues 

and select final projects 

Youth receive strategic education and training about 

advocacy and its impact on larger systemic issues and 

social systems 

 

To assist agencies to transition from youth-serving to youth-led they must begin to empower youth.  Youth 

empowerment recognizes that youth may be oppressed and marginalize and that they often lose power and 

control over their own lives on the basis their age, culture, disabilities, economic status, gender, or sexual 

orientation.  !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aŎ²ƘƛǊǘŜǊ άǘo empower a youth connotes a re-attainment or restoration of power and 

control.έ ΨEmpowerment is the process by which people, organizations, or groups who are powerless (a) become 

aware of the power dynamics at work in their life context, (b) develop the skills and capacity for gaining some 

reasonable control over their lives, (c) exercise this control without infringing upon the rights of others, and (d) 

support the empowerment of others in their community.έ
i
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BENEFITS  

The benefits of youth-led agencies are that they continuously work to develop strategies that provide 

opportunities for youth to share power and influence practice.  Youth-led agencies employ/appoint youth into 

leadership positions where they develop, evaluate and guide the policies and programs that support youth in 

programming.  This means that youth-led agencies gain expert knowledge of systems, services and practices that 

are created for youth by youth.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BENEFITS FOR YOUTH  BENEFITS FOR ADULTS  

Develop Active Voice  

Participate in Leadership Opportunities  

Gain Increased Self Esteem and Self Image  

Have Opportunity to Build Stronger Networks with 

Peers  and Adults  

Greater Understanding of Organization/Program 

Gain from Genuine Youth Voice  

Experience Increased Level of Youth Ownership and 

Participation 

Access to Consistent Youth Review of 

Organization/Program  

Stronger Youth/Adult Partnerships  

Greater Understanding of Youth Needs  

Youth-Led Agency 

 

Safe and Supportive 

Environment  

Opportunities to Share Views, 

Ideas and Opinions 

Access to Education and 

Training  
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BARRIERS  

Transitioning power to youth is one of the largest barriers that agencies face when transitioning from youth-
serving to youth-led.  This barrier is deeply rooted in a traditional organizational culture that does not share equal 
power between youth and adults.  άtƻǿŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜd as the ability to influence and make decisions that 
impact the lives of self and others.  Power is not a bad thing in and of itself, but it can be used in ways that benefit 
some people and hinder others.  It is so built into the fabric of our lives that it can be hard to see.  Who has 
ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜΣέ ƘƛŘŘŜƴΣ ƻǊ ǳƴǎŜŜƴΦέ

ii
  Power can also be 

expressed in subtle or informal ways that create barriers within the transition process.  Therefore in order for 
agencies to be successful while transitioning from youth-serving to youth-led, they must be mindful of the agencȅΩǎ 
power structures. The following sections will highlight best practices on how to address these barriers and will 
provide concrete strategies on how build the capacity of your agency while working to become youth led.  

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BARRIERS FOR YOUTH  BARRIERS FOR ADULTS  

Feelings of powerlessness (Adult Activity) 

Never trained on leadership concepts roles όL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ 

the lingo/concept) 

Accustomed to adult lead programming (Always 

Planned for Me)  

[ŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘ ό¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘύ 

No experience working with youth leaders  ό²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

have time)  

Fear of youth in power (Lack of Control, I worked hard 

ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƘŜǊŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ŀƴȅ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴ) 
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STEP 2:  IDENTIFYING VISION, MISSION AND BENEFITS FOR YOUTH BOARD  

To begin the transition process in shifting from youth serving to youth-led, agencies should develop and articulate 

a clear vision and mission for their youth board.  The youth board will be used to introduce genuine youth voice 

into the culture of the agency.  Therefore, this step requires that a team begin by reviewing the vision of the 

agency.  ¢ƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ ōƻŀǊŘΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΦ  LŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇed a 

vision statement, the youth board should adopt a vision statement that describes what society would look life 

after the work of your team/agency has been completed.  In addition, the agency should develop a mission 

statement for the youth board which describes how the work will impact the vision and support the mission of the 

agency.  The mission will be used to guide the work and activities of the youth board as well as develop a strong 

connection to the overall work of the agency.   

 

Youth-led agencies are successful because youth and adults work together to achieve the vision and mission.  

These agencies require a partnership to provide benefits for the youth as well as the agency.  The benefits for 

youth should include leadership opportunities, professional development, coaching and mentoring, peer support, 

and civic engagement.  The benefits for agencies include genuine youth voice, access to trained and developed 

youth leaders and opportunities to assist youth to transition into healthy adulthood, among other opportunities.  

Further conversations about how to ensure each of these benefits will assist agencies to determine the staff, 

financial and overall internal capacity needed to support the youth board.  

 

GUIDING QUESTIONS  

1. Developing a Vision ς What would the world look like if the issue/barrier was resolved?  

2. Developing a Mission ς What role is this team going to play in achieving the vision?  Describe the root 

cause/s the agency/youth board was developed to address.   

3. Weighing the Benefits ς Develop a list of the benefits for the agency and a list of the benefits for the 

youth.  Determining Benefits of Youth Board:  

 What is the benefit of the youth board for the youth?  

 What is the benefit of the youth board for the agency/program?  

 What type of work will they do?  

 Is the function of the youth board determined by a funder or any other governing body? 

 How will youth board work/recommendations be disseminated throughout the agency 

and community?  
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STEP 3:  DETERMINING THE FOUNDATION: PARTICIPATION & STRUCTURE  

PARTICIPATION  

Youth boards vary greatly amongst agencies for a myriad of reasons, many of which are based on readiness and 

capacity.  Awareness of readiness and capacity allow agencies to determine the participation for youth boards. 

Hart developed a ƳƻŘŜƭ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨIŀǊǘΩǎ [ŀŘŘŜǊΩ as a way for agencies to access and determine the level of youth 

participation/leadership.  The model has eight levels of participation.  The bottom three rungs describe youth 

involvement that is not true participation/leadership whereas the top five rungs describe true 

participation/leadership.
xi
  The closer agencies move toward true-participation/leadership the more they will 

inspire and encourage a youth-led agency.  In contrast, if agencies remain closer to non-true participation then 

they will remain a youth-serving agency.  tƭŜŀǎŜ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ IŀǊǘΩǎ [ŀŘŘŜǊ ōŜƭƻǿΦ  

True Participation  

8) Young people-initiated, shared decisions with adults.  This happens when projects or programs are initiated by young people 
and decision-making is shared between young people and adults.  These projects empower young people while at the same 
time enabling them to access and learn from the life experience and expertise of adults.  This rung of the ladder can be 
embodied by youth/adult partnerships.  

7) Young people-initiated and directed.  This step is when young people initiate and direct a project or program.  Adults are 
involved only in a supportive role.  This rung of the ladder can be embodied by youth-led activism. 

6) Adult-initiated, shared decisions with young people.  Occurs when projects or programs are initiated by adults but the 
decision-making is shared with the young people.  This rung of the ladder can be embodied by participatory action research. 

5) Consulted and informed.  This happens when young people give advice on projects or programs designed and run by adults.  
The young people are informed about how their input will be used and the outcomes of the decisions made by adults.  This 
rung of the ladder can be embodied by youth advisory councils.  

4) Assigned but informed.  This is where young people are assigned a specific role and informed about how and why they are 
being involved.  This rung of the ladder can be embodied by community youth boards. 

iii
 

Not True Participation  

3) Tokenism.  When young people appear to be given a voice, but in fact have little or no choice about what they do or how 
they participate.  This rung of the ladder reflects adultism. 

2) Decoration.  Happens when young people are used to help or "bolster" a cause in a relatively indirect way, although adults 
do not pretend that the cause is inspired by young people.  This rung of the ladder reflects adultism. 

1) Manipulation.  Happens where adults use young people to support causes and pretend that the causes are inspired by young 
people.  This rung of the ladder reflects adultism. 

As an agency determines the level of participation for youth on their boards they should consider their internal 
capacity.  As the youth board moves closer towards true participation/leadership it requires that agency staff, 
resources and supports are fully vested and involved in the empowerment process.  Therefore, agencies should be 
ŀǿŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƳƻǾŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ IŀǊǘΩǎ ƭŀŘŘŜǊ ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎΦ 

                                                                 

 

http://www.freechild.org/yapartnerships.htm
http://www.freechild.org/youth_activism_2.htm
http://www.freechild.org/PAR.htm
http://www.freechild.org/SIYI/statenatlnonprofits.htm
http://www.freechild.org/SIYI/localgov.htm
http://www.freechild.org/adultism.htm
http://www.freechild.org/adultism.htm
http://www.freechild.org/adultism.htm
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STRUCTURE  

The structure of the youth board determines how the team functions within the agency.  HEY has developed these 

three youth empowerment board structures.  Agencies should review these structures to determine which will 

work best within their agency. Staff should begin the process by imagining how the youth board could be used to 

enhance/support the agencies current program/services.  

ACTION BOARD  

The action board structure functions by providing opportunities for youth to identify issues, topics, barriers, and 

resources that they want to explore to create a change in the agency and/or community.  Board members 

participate in group brainstorming, training, and strategic planning meetings that prepare them for action.  Youth 

board members within this structure can rotate between permanent to drop-in members.  This board includes 

both short and long term positions that vary in responsibility dependent upon the actions determined by project or 

activity.  

ADVOCACY BOARD  

The advocacy board structure functions by providing opportunities for youth to influence policy, programming and 

services through an identified position of power.  Board members are typically supported through trainings, team 

building, coaching and mentoring. Youth board members within this structure can include permanent or drop-in 

members.  This board includes both short and long term positions that vary in responsibility dependent upon the 

actions determined by project or activity. 

INTERNSHIP  

The internship structure functions by providing opportunities for youth to work within the agency on various 

projects or activities under the guidance of a supportive adult.  Board members are typically supported on an 

individual basis using coaching and mentoring strategies to support their continued growth.  Youth board members 

within this structure receive customized training to prepare them to take on pre-determined leadership roles.  This 

is a long-term position that will require concrete goals and objectives, staff support and self motivation.  

The aforementioned board structured can be used independently or in combination.  We recommend that agency 

staff use this section to discuss the youth board with a larger group of stakeholders.  Once staff have determined 

which structure the agency can support they should begin to incorporate the youth board into the agency.  
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STEP 4: INCORPORATING YOUTH BOARD INTO AGENCY  

CHALLENGING THE CULTURE 

Assisting an agency to transition from youth-serving to youth-led requires that staff challenge the existing culture 

to become inclusive and supportive of youth leadership.  Agencies must address and acknowledge the various 

practices and power dynamics that may impact the youth leadership process.  This includes reviewing programs 

and policies to ensure that the language supports the ȅƻǳǘƘ ōƻŀǊŘΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪΦ  In addition, agencies 

should develop methods of project incorporation to determine how youth board projects, programs and 

recommendations will be communicated and implemented within the agency.  

 A large part of challenging the organizational culture is around educating the agency about the importance of 

incorporating youth voice and describing the benefits of a youth-led agency.  In addition, this step is about 

continuously evaluating the culture to ensure that youth are included in leadership and feel that their involvement 

influences the overall agency.   

AWARENESS OF ADULTISIM  

One negative practice of which agencies should be mindful when incorporating a youth board into an agency is 

adultism.  Adultism is an embedded societal practice and accused as the number one deterrent to youth 

empowerment.  Educated youth workers must be aware of this behavior in order to acknowledge and work to 

eliminate adultism.  Addressing and challenging adultism is important because it encourages youth workers to 

level the playing field between themselves and the youth in their programs.  ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ 

for understanding and challenging adultism.  The various ways we were disrespected and mistreated have, over 

time, robbed us of huge amounts of our human power, access to our feelings, confidence in our thinking and 

ability to act, and enjoyment of living.  The pain we experience as young people helps condition us, to play one of 

two roles as we get older: to accept further mistreatment as women, as people of color, as workers, etc., or to flip 

to the other side of the relationship and act in oppressive ways toward others who are in relatively less powerful 

positions than ours.έ WƻƘƴ .Ŝƭƭ
iv
  The practice of acknowledging and addressing adultism will assist agencies to 

ensure that the strategies they develop provide support for youth. Once staff is able to understand the 

disempowering nature of the practice of adultism then they can begin to correct their negative behaviors and 

begin to share power and empower youth in their programs.  
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STEP 5: PREPARING STAFF TO SUPPORT YOUTH BOARD  - HEYΩ{ 9ath²9wa9b¢ aODEL 

I9¸Ωǎ 9ƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ aƻŘŜƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳǘƘ-serving to youth-led by incorporating 

three core components of positive youth development: youth worker development, youth empowerment, and 

youth advocacy.  These components work simultaneously to empower youth to take on leadership and prepare 

agencies to develop and support youth leaders.  

 

Youth Worker Development 

+ 

Youth Empowerment 

+ 

Youth Advocacy 

= 

Positive Youth Development 
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THREE COMPONENTS OF THE EMPOWERMENT MODEL  

YOUTH WORKER DEVELOPMENT  

The Youth Worker component functions by educating agencies about the importance of having trained and 

knowledgeable staff that supervise and support youth.  We define a youth worker as anyone who works for or on 

behalf of youth. This component was developed to enhance the skills of Youth Workers/staff by introducing them 

to theories, best practices and strategies that will assist them to support and empower youth.   

YOUTH EMPOWERMENT  

The empowerment component functions by assisting agencies to create a culture that provides opportunities for 

youth to strategically develop skills that will assist them to transition into agency leadership.  This component was 

developed to provide strategic opportunities for youth to gradually take on leadership in a safe and supportive 

environment.  

YOUTH ADVOCACY  

The advocacy component functions by assisting agencies to ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ άƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǾƻƛŎŜέ ƛǎ 

integrated and supported within the agency.  This component was developed to strategically incorporate youth 

into decision-making bodies by providing opportunities for them to shape policies, programs and services.  

 

YOUTH WORKER DEVELOPMENT YOUTH EMPOWERMENT YOUTH ADVOCACY 

 Views youth as active program 

contributors 

 Assists youth to develop new skills 

and talents  

 Targets all youth with knowledge 

of youth needs  

 Continuously works for shared 

and equal power between youth 

and adults 

 Involves community members ς 

youth and adults inside and 

outside organization can be used 

as experts v 

 Focuses on positive outcomes ς 

use strength based approach   

 Provides opportunities to practice 

leadership skills 

 Encourages and promotes voice 

and choice 

 Encourages team building/ 

cooperative learning 

 Incorporates community response 

(systemic change) ς community 

resources pooled to promote the 

best outcomes for youth 

 Introduces participants to the 

concept of self and community 

perspectives  

 Encourages participants to 

research and discuss larger 

community issues  

 Provides opportunities to work on 

projects that impact the 

community  

 Identifies opportunities for 

participants to share thoughts and 

ideas   

 Encourages participants to 

network throughout the 

community  
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YOUTH WORKER DEVELOPMENT  

The HEY Empowerment Model assists agencies in transitioning from youth-serving to youth-led by training staff to 

act as the key facilitators and guides throughout the process .  This component functions by educating agencies 

about the importance of having trained and knowledgeable staff that supervise and support youth.  This 

component was developed to remind agencies that it is imperative to continuously enhance the skills of youth 

workers (staff) by introducing them to theories, best practices and strategies that will assist them to support and 

empower youth.   

Youth Workers should begin this process by 

reviewing and comparing the tasks and 

responsibilities within a youth-serving 

agency versus a youth-led agency.  A large 

part of transitioning from youth serving to 

youth led is being mindful of what behaviors 

and activities must change in order to 

support the empowerment process.  

Task ς Youth-serving Agency  

Focus of Problems ς Focused on prevention  

Reactive ς Crisis based  

Target specific youth ς Program not flexible enough to 

meet individual needs  

Youth as Recipients ς No youth voice 

Programs ς Organizations attempt to resolve 

άǇǊƻōƭŜƳκƛǎǎǳŜέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ  

Professional Providers ς Adult staff as experts  

Task ς Youth-led Agency  

Focus on Positive Outcomes ς Focus on Youth 

Development 

Proactive ς Pre-planning  

Targets All Youth ς Knowledge of youth needs  

Values Youth as Active Participants ς Youth engaged in 

development, implementation and evaluation  

Understands Community Response (Systemic Change) ς 

Encourages community resources pooled to promote 

the best outcomes for youth  
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YOUTH WORKER BEST PRACTICES  

COACHING AND MENTORING 

 Lƴ I9¸Ωǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǿŜ identified coaching and mentoring as the two key strategies that work to  support youth 

throughout the empowerment process so that they  can develop as leaders. These 2 strategies provide youth 

workers methods to cultivate and encourage leadership while empowering youth. 

 

COACHING  

 

 

VS 

MENTORING 

Youth Worker ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜέ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊ  

Youth initiates learning process  

Youth gain skills through trial and error, critical 

thinking, research and Q&A  

Youth Workers support via inquiry, reflective 

question  

Youth Worker functions as role model  

Youth Worker initiates learning process  

Youth gain skills through experiential learning, 

dialogue, observation  

Youth Workers support via advise, concrete 

examples/resources  

 

To empower young people, Youth Workers should utilize both coaching and mentoring.  

Mentoring equips youth with an adult supporter that encourages growth by acting as a positive role model.  

Through these relationships, youth gain skills through experiential learning, observation and dialogue.  Mentoring 

assists youth to develop and strengthen transferable skills that will empower them to become leaders.  

 Coaching is slightly different than mentoring in coaching works to empower young people by providing an 

άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜέ ƘŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ  The coaching model provides young people with the opportunity to reach their own 

conclusions.  As a coach, Youth Workers take the back seat, and allow youth to lead the process.  
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YOUTH EMPOWERMENT  

In addition to understanding new tasks and responsibilities within a youth-led agency, Youth Workers must also be 

charged with educating themselves about youth empowerment.  Youth empowerment refers to the process of 

transferring power and authority to 

another.
vi
  The empowerment 

component of the model functions by 

assisting agencies to create a culture 

that provides opportunities for youth to 

strategically develop skills that will assist 

them to transition into agency 

leadership.  This component was 

developed to provide opportunities for 

youth to gradually take on leadership in 

a safe and supportive environment.  

Empowering youth should be a strategic 

process in which adults and youth 

collaborate together toward similar and 

mutually beneficial goals.  Throughout 

this process, adults should support 

youth in building skills to assist them to slowly take on power roles.
vii

  To ensure youth empowerment, agencies 

must be prepared for youth and adults to begin to act as equal partners.   

TRADITIONAL ROLE FOR YOUTH WORKERS EMPOWERMENT ROLES FOR YOUTH WORKERS 

Adults are sole decision makers and developers of youth 

programming.  Youth are systematically mistreated and 

disrespected, while adults act as agents of oppression. 

Manifestations of the oppression include:  

Adults advocate for and support young people when they 

struggle.  Allies provide the necessary training and coaching to 

prepare young people for leadership roles               

Manifestations of empowerment include:   

 Denying of youth voice/ tokenism   

 Denying of power/ decision-making   

 Lack of youth rights/top down approach   

 Youth are denied access to pertinent 

information or are given misinformation  

 Organizational policies and practices 

support ing  and encouraging systematic 

invalidation ɀ youth seen as part of large 

group , as opposed to an individual   

 Enjoying working with youth  

 Encouraging and supporting genuine youth 

voice (youth centered/youth led)  

 Willing to share power  

 Practicing active listening  

 Knowledge of adolescent development  

 Encouraging team building/cooperative 

learning  

 Culturally aware and astute   
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YOUTH EMPOWERMENT BEST PRACTICES & CHALLENGES 

SUPPORTING PRAISE VS. ENCOURAGEMENT  

One of the most impactful ways to empower youth is by providing them with useful feedback that they can 

incorporate to improve their leadership skills. While giving this feedback youth workers must be mindful of using 

words of encouragement rather than praising statements.. While this is a controversial topic amongst youth 

workers, HEY believes that one of the most straightforward ways to empower youth is to encourage rather than 

praise their accomplishments. Praise ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻǊ ǿƻǊƪ 

ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ άƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƭŜŀǎŜέ ŀƴŘ 

therein gives the power and authority over the youǘƘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ 

that praise is often manifested is during youth check-ins where youth workers review the work of a young person 

and give the standard feedback of; very good, good job, nice, great work etc.  

On the other hand encouragement empowers the youth to improve and grow personally, rather than to please 

their management or co-workers. A way to encourage youth is by asking reflective questions that provide youth 

with the opportunity to reflect on their work in a meaningful way. Some examples encouragement questions are; 

how did you put together this project, how do you feel you did on this project, what do you feel you did really well 

etc.  

ASSET BASED YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

Asset-based youth development is a theoretical approach that is a combination of ideas, assumptions and 

techniques that emerged from social work.  Its underlying principal is that all people have strengths which are 

often untapped or unrecognized.  When inherent ability and knowledge are recognized motivation is fostered, 

which encourages growth.  HEY extrapolates the practice of asset-based youth development as a technique that 

encourages youth workers not to focus on what is άǿǊƻƴƎ ƻǊ ōŀŘέ ōǳǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǿƘŀt is άƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ǊƛƎƘǘέΦ
viii

  HEY 

does not support Youth Workers to ignore concerns or fabricate strengths but rather work to identify youth 

strengths that could be cultivated and developed over time.
ix
  The role of Youth Workers within this practice is to 

assist youth to recognize and further develop their assets.  Youth Workers should continuously strive to connect 

youth to internal and external resources and opportunities that support their development.  
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YOUTH ADVOCACY  

HEY defines youth advocacy as the ability to express original ideas, thoughts and opinions while acting on behalf of 

self or others to influence the outcome of a 

decision. We use youth advocacy as a method for 

youth to develop and practice their individual 

voice while learning to advocate for larger 

systems and practices. Furthermore we use this 

component to strategically incorporate youth into 

decision-making bodies throughout the agency by 

providing opportunities for them to shape 

policies, programs and services.  The advocacy 

component functions to assist Youth Workers to 

develop systems that ensure genuine youth voice s integrated and supported within the agency.  Youth Workers 

should begin their education by reviewing the best practices below that will support youth to develop voice and 

advocate within their agency.  

YOUTH ADVOCACY SUPPORTIVE PRACTICES  

YOUTH VOICE AND CHOICE  

Youth voice and choice provides youth with opportunities to engage in planning, development, implementation 

and evaluation.  The idea behind youth voice and choice is that youth have to have access to meaningful decision-

making opportunities. According to research conducted by High/Scope, youth voice and choice requires that youth 

have access to information, training and materials that support them to develop projects, products and 

presentations. The High Scope Choice Continuum describes how when youth do not have enough choice then they 

become disinterested in your program or project.  When youth have too much choice they end up frustrated 

because the project is too large.  The role of Youth Workers in this practice is to be heavily involved in all projects 

in order to ensure youth have meaningful choice.  Meaningful choice occurs when youth have options that are 

challenging and significant.  Workers should assist youth to develop significant projects using coaching and 

mentoring strategies of support.  

     

Not Enough Choice     Meaningful    Too much 
(Leads to lack of     choices within    choice 

Interest)    supportive     (leads to   
     environment    frustration)

x
 

HEY EYAB Member Aryeetey Welbeck  




























