
The voice of youth 
at the table
Lessons learned from amplifying youth voices for  

inclusive democracies by the Power of Dialogue  

Consortium in Burkina Faso, Colombia, El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Tunisia, and Uganda.



2Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

OUR SUMMARY     5

COUNTRY HIGHLIGHTS    8

INTRODUCTION POWER OF DIALOGUE                 10

CONSORTIUM

YOUTH  POLITICAL PARTICIPATION   12

SETTING THE STAGE FOR YOUTH VOICES  14

OUR CASE STUDIES     18

 • Burkina Faso     19

 • Colombia      21

 • El Salvador     23

 • Guatemala     25

 • Tunisia      27

 • Uganda      29

GLOBAL CHALLENGES FOR YOUTH  

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION    31

BEST PRACTICES ACROSS THE WORLD  34

RECOMMENDATIONS AND A WAY FORWARD 39

REFERENCES      43

Content page



3Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

This publication is the product of the Power of Dialogue (PoD) Consortium, consisting of the Netherlands  

Institute for Multiparty Democracy (NIMD), Goree Institute (GORIN), the Centre for Mediterranean and  

International Studies (CEMI), and Akina Mama wa Afrika (AMwA). 

The publication was made possible by funding from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

We are extremely grateful for Consortium partners CEMI and AMwA and the NIMD offices in Burkina Faso, Co-

lombia, El Salvador, Guatemala and Uganda that contributed to this publication by producing case studies with 

lessons learned and recommendations. The publication was authored by Raphael Obonyo, with  

assistance from Roxanne van der Bliek (NIMD), Hanen Kalai (CEMI), Rutger Groothuis (NIMD) and  

Violet Benneker (NIMD). 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



4Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

AMWA  Akina Mama wa Afrika

CEMI   Centre for Mediterranean and International Studies

COVID-19  Coronavirus disease

DFID       Department for International Development

GORIN  Goree Institute

LGBTQIA+  Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual, and others 

NGOs       Non-Governmental Organizations 

NIMD   Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy

PoD   Power of Dialogue

Sida     Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency

UN   United Nations

UNESCO  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

UNFPA  United Nations Population Fund

GLOSSARY



5Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

OUR SUMMARY
Amplifying youth’s voice at the table and enabling youth to play  

a meaningful role in politics is essential for establishing robust and  

inclusive democracies. 

With the global youth population at an all-time high and young people 

spearheading political movements worldwide, their participation is 

more crucial than ever. At the same time, young people are frequently 

excluded and disregarded from decision-making, leading to feelings of 

disregard and alienation. Young people must not only have a seat at the 

table, but their voices should be listened to and engaged in collabora-

tive dialogue. Only then can we bridge the gap between young people 

and decision-makers.

The Power of Dialogue (PoD) partners firmly believe that young people 

want to be involved in politics and can contribute positively to inclusive 

democracy, but they need to be supported and provided with the right 

opportunities. To support this effort, PoD partners have implemented 

several initiatives to promote youth participation in politics. 

This publication utilizes PoD interventions as an example to study global 

trends and best practices for amplifying youth political participation. It 

is a synthesis of seven case studies from six countries and offers a  

global perspective on youth political participation.

We aim to raise interest in this topic and provide the necessary  

knowledge on the gaps, challenges, opportunities, and ideas for 

strengthening youth participation in political processes. From  

Burkina Faso to Colombia, the PoD partners have made a significant 

impact and created opportunities for youth to engage in  

political processes differently. The findings can inform those aspiring  

to work on youth political participation.

 

Through our work, we have identified five key challenges for working  

on youth political participation, including:

 

•  Youth are underrepresented in political institutions and decision- 

making bodies, including political parties, while the necessary  

commitment from political leadership is frequently limited.

•  Young people are among the most vulnerable groups in society  

and growing socio-economic inequalities in many countries have  

exacerbated their challenges. 

•  There needs to be more implementation of existing legislation, 

 mechanisms, and policies to support youth political participation.

•  The high cost of politics is a significant concern for young people in 

many countries, and low economic position is one of the main  

barriers for youth in each of our case studies. 

•  Youth exclusion is often the result of various factors that reinforce 

each other.
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•  Young people are a diverse and heterogeneous group. Amplifying 

young people in politics requires different approaches to different 

groups of young people and an intersectional perspective. 

 Recognizing the diversity of young people through responding to  

 their diverse needs and inclusion measures is essential for 

 meaningful and inclusive political participation.

•  Building partnerships with local (youth-) actors is essential for  

youth political participation. Collaborations contribute to the  

impact and sustainability. 

•  Network-building has a multiplier impact on youth participation, as 

well as the training of trainers. This reinforces peer-to-peer learning 

and spreads participation beyond those participating in interventions. 

•  Young people are best to ask what they need. Young people need to 

be included in the design and implementation of intervention  

preferably from beginning to end - thus creating ownership and  

building the confidence of young people.  

•  Building bridges between young people and current political  

leadership is at the core of our work, but it is important also to  

create safe spaces for young people.  

•  Young people are a dynamic target group, with their realities 

changing daily, especially due to the shrinking democratic space. 

Adaptivity within youth programmes enables us to respond to those 

realities.

•  Young people participate differently in politics, as they are  

more active in informal participation and have different ways of 

communicating. Amplifying young people requires an innovative 

perspective to approach and deliver programmes.    

But how can we develop and implement programmes for youth 

that consider these challenges? 

The PoD partners have achieved remarkable results through a variety 

of interventions - including targeted democracy education for youth 

leaders, dialogue facilitation, and civic engagement platforms. The  

importance of young people in politics is increasingly recognized  

and more young people are becoming politically engaged. We have  

identified several best practices in working on political participation  

of young people:
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A shift in mindset is required from all involved actors to create the new  

generation of political leaders. Youth participation needs to go hand in hand 

with adaptivity and innovative programming, co-creation of programmes,  

advocating for implementation for youth legislation and youth inclusion  

mechanisms, commitment from political leadership and an integrative lens  

to the broad exclusion of youth and its connection to security and  

economic development.

Join us as we explore the importance of youth participation in politics, the  

current challenges, and how we can better include the voices of youth at the  

table to build inclusive and strong democracies. 

CONCLUSION
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Paradox of youth  
engagement

NIMD in Burkina Faso witnessed a new form of 

political engagement among the youth. Since 

the coup d’état in 2022, many young people 

who were previously not politically committed 

find themselves now actively supporting the 

transitional (military-led) government. This 

apparent rejection of electoral democracy 

can be explained by the dissatisfaction of the 

country’s socio-economic development and 

the association of the political system with 

bad governance and corruption. The political 

system itself is now instead perceived as an 

obstacle. This is what makes young people 

distrust the practice of a democratic political 

system, even if democratic values are not 

necessarily rejected. NIMD addresses the

distrust and dissatisfaction with political cafés, 

dialogues and Democracy Schools to keep 

young people engaged, informed and continue 

trust-building.

Addressing the adult-centrism 
bias in public institutions

Public institutions often prioritize the needs, 

perspectives, and interests of adult citizens 

over young people. This contributes  

significantly to the limited political engagement 

of young people in politics in Colombia.  

Another challenge is the homogenization  

of young people as a group, although the  

diversity and related diverse (political)  

needs are high. Both trends result in limited  

attention to issues pertinent to young people. 

To address this issue, NIMD facilitates  

dialogues on multiple levels to open up  

spaces for issues affecting young people and 

trust and supports the development of new 

solutions from young people for more  

inclusive decision-making. 

Co-creation with young people 

In NIMD’s programme in El Salvador, the 

motto is: practice what you preach. The 

young people in NIMD El Salvador’s activities 

were actively invited to provide their input 

on the country programme. They became 

co-managers in implementation by defining 

priority topics and delivery methodologies 

- strengthening the youth’s individual and 

collective self-esteem. Young people thereby 

took on a proactive approach, demonstrating 

an understanding of and appreciation for 

their role, exposing them to future  

leadership roles.

Burkina Faso

COUNTRY HIGHLIGHTS

Colombia El Salvador
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New digital platform to  
engage youth

CEMI’s programme Freesh is an alternative 

media channel and an open space for non- 

engaged youth to express their opinions and 

discuss how they see the future of their  

country. The platform brings together  

different views and opinions and creates a 

safe space. This programme embodies years 

of reflection on the national context and the 

youth’s response to it, seeking to better  

address their needs and engage them  

effectively. The programme hereby aims to 

support new language and initiatives to  

facilitate innovative forms of youth participation.

Superficial mechanisms of  
youth participation

Uganda has youth political structures in place 

on multiple levels. However, like in many other 

contexts, these structures have been 

captured and instrumentalized by political 

patronage, making them superficial and 

tokenistic. Poverty, high levels of 

unemployment, monetized and militarized 

politics, and shrinking democratic space, 

continue to hinder effectiveness of 

meaningful and inclusive youth participation. 

To adress the superficial mechanisms, NIMD 

and AMWA are facilitating policy dialogue 

spaces, building capacity of youth leaders 

and building bridges between generations 

to stimulate the voices of Ugandan young 

people.

Bur kina Tunisia Uganda

Amplifying youth voices in their 
own communities 

Understanding and adapting to the local  

context is important in NIMD Guatemala’s work, 

as we support youth in their own communities. 

For example, the long-standing programme 

Youth +D trains young people on a municipal 

level, involving them in strengthening collec-

tive and grassroots organizations in their local  

communities through a dialogue approach 

with municipality representatives. Local  

advocacy and solutions for youth underscores 

the direct impact on the community.

TunisiaGuatemala

COUNTRY HIGHLIGHTS
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INTRODUCTION  
TO THE POWER  
OF DIALOGUE  
CONSORTIUM
Youth political participation is crucial for inclusive democracy and, therefore, 

one of the priorities of the Power of Dialogue (PoD) Consortium, a global 

partnership of civil society organizations worldwide. This publication utilizes 

the PoD Consortium as an example to study global trends and best 

practices for supporting youth political participation. 

 

This publication combines seven case studies from six countries, namely 

Burkina Faso, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Tunisia and Uganda. 

The publication provides a global perspective on youth political 

participation, informs internal learning for the PoD partners at the mid-term 

point and showcases the PoD partners work on youth political participation. 

The PoD Consortium is a five-year programme (2021-2025) implemented by 

the Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy (NIMD), the Gorée 

Institute (GORIN), the Centre for Mediterranean and International Studies 

(CEMI) and Akina Mama wa Afrika (AMwA). The programme is funded by 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands. It focuses on the 

following countries: Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Senegal, Ethiopia, Uganda, 

Kenya, Mozambique, Sudan, Tunisia, Jordan, Iraq, Guatemala, Colombia and 

Myanmar. This publication is based on case studies from NIMD (Burkina 

Faso, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala and Uganda), CEMI (Tunisia) and 

AMwA (Uganda).  
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The PoD partners support women, youth, and other marginalized groups to 

influence and participate in political processes effectively. 

In particular, youth are placed at the heart of activities and regarded as 

cross-cutting. Young people are supported by enabling them to harness 

relevant knowledge and networks for their participation endeavors, 

facilitating dialogue and ensuring their voices are included in 

policy-making. PoD partners encourage political and civic actors, especially 

political parties, to create an enabling environment for young people in 

politics. From the outset of the programme, PoD partners sought to 

promote participation, by focusing on the political system, political actors, 

and political culture.

Governments and other entities worldwide are making remarkable efforts to 

advance youth participation in politics. The PoD consortium is an example 

of such an entity that has been implementing programmes to bolster youth 

engagement in politics, and significant steps have been taken.
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Governments, international organizations, and researchers are 

increasingly recognizing the necessity and significance of youth 

political participation. With a quarter of the global population, about 

1.8 billion people, between the ages 15 and 35, the world has the 

largest generation of young people it has ever seen. This presents 

immense potential for progress - with each young person comes new 

ideas and new energy. The world's youth are arguably vital to foste-

ring strong democracies, but often remain an untapped resource.  

 

Harnessing youth capabilities in democracy can force systems  

to change for the better and usher in a new dawn. 

The United Nations (UN) is making strides in promoting youth 

participation - participation in decision-making being a key priority 

area of the UN agenda on youth. The UN believes that young people 

are an important resource for development and key agents for change 

and progress. Over the years, the UN has opposed the false narrative 

that young people are a problem. They have been serious about  

strengthening youth voices and ensuring young people's full 

participation and inclusion. The United Nations Security Council 

Resolution 2250 Youth, Peace and Security recognizes youth's 

positive contribution to peace – youth are a unique resource that can 

develop innovative solutions for peace and development. Political 

participation is recognized as one of its five pillars for inclusive peace 

and prosperity. 

Simultaneously, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs established the 

Youth @ Heart strategy, recognizing the important role of young  

people in their development policies and mainstreaming meaningful 

youth participation throughout their foreign policy. 

INTRODUCTION 
YOUTH POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION

“When young people are shut out of the decisions being made 

about their lives … we all lose. 

It’s not enough to listen to young people — we need to integrate 

them into decision-making mechanisms at the local, national 

and international levels.”

United Nations Secretary General António Guterres in a 

message on International Youth Day 12 August 2022. 

https://www.unccd.int/land-and-life/youth/overview#:~:text=Today%2C%20a%20quarter%20of%20the,Young%20people%20are%20invaluable%20assets
https://www.unccd.int/land-and-life/youth/overview#:~:text=Today%2C%20a%20quarter%20of%20the,Young%20people%20are%20invaluable%20assets
https://www.youth4peace.info/UNSCR2250/Introduction
https://www.youth4peace.info/UNSCR2250/Introduction
https://www.youthatheart.nl/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2hKyIgI1uQo
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The European Commission recently launched EU Youth Action Plan 

2022 – 2027, prioritizing youth participation. While the African Union 

is prioritizing youth engagement in the 37th African Union Summit 

based on their ambitions in the Agenda 2063 and the establishment 

of Youth Reference Committee. The latter of which to emphasize the 

crucial role of young people in high-level decision-making. 

These commitments are just a few examples of the initiatives where 

recognition for the pivotal role of youth is continuously growing 

among multilateral institutions and governments. 

 

However, the political integration of young people continues to  

be a challenge in many parts of the world. 

It is challenging for youth to participate in policymaking and have a 

say in decisions that affect their lives as they are often sidelined and 

excluded from participation in politics. Yet young people have much 

to offer if they are able to step up, participate, and take on leadership 

roles. In the long term, the best guarantee of any democracy is citizen 

participation - especially youth participation. What is required is politi-

cal will, a mindset shift, and commitment from governments and other 

actors, including politicians and political parties, civil society, develop-

ment organizations, the private sector, and media actors.  

 

Significant efforts have been made to bolster youth participation in 

politics with several noteworthy achievements documented worldwi-

de, including Nigeria, Bangladesh, Moldova, and Jordan. These accom-

plishments ought to serve as inspiration for others globally. However, 

persistent challenges underscore the importance of ongoing efforts to 

encourage countries to establish an enabling environment for youth 

involvement in politics. 

https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/youth/youth-action-plan_en
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/youth/youth-action-plan_en
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/36204-doc-agenda2063_popular_version_en.pdf
https://au.int/en/pressreleases/20230703/youth-reference-committee-25-african-youth-advocates-selected-strengthening
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-political-participation.pdf
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SETTING THE  
STAGE FOR  
YOUTH VOICES

Before we embark on a journey to explore our documented expe-

riences from around the world, it is crucial to set the stage – and 

understand the role of youth voices in democracy. We shall begin by 

defining youth political participation as a concept. Next, we dive into 

the significance of youth political participation for fostering sustai-

nable democracies and young people’s contribution to democratic 

development. Through practitioners’ experiences and research, we 

aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of youth political 

participation.

Defining Youth Political Participation 

Although there is no absolute consensus about the concept of 

‘youth,’ there are some important definitions. The United Nations 

defines youth as people between the ages of 15 and 24, while the 

African Union Youth Charter recognizes people between 15 and 35 

years as young. Youth can also be recognized as a phase in life 

where individuals consolidate their moral, social, cultural, economic 

and physical autonomy rather than solely a period limited to 

determined age boundaries. Youth definitions are also dependent on 

the country contexts.

Political participation is about having the means and opportunity to 

influence decision-making and engaging in actions to contribute to 

building a better society. There is sufficient evidence from around 

the world to argue that young people have asserted their role, 

influence and importance in governance by championing political 

causes. Youth political participation refers to the involvement of 

young people in political activities, civic life, active citizenship, and 

policy making.  

https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/youth#:~:text=For%20statistical%20purposes%2C%20however%2C%20the,of%2015%20and%2024%20years.
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7789-treaty-0033_-_african_youth_charter_e.pdf
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Youth political participation must also be looked at beyond formal 

participation and conventional approaches. Youth political participation 

has diverse forms. It can be formal – including activities such as voting 

on an election, becoming members of political parties, contesting as a 

candidate; or informal through serving on a local youth council, being 

part of a youth organization or taking part in online political activism, 

boycotts, volunteering or a protest movement. Effective and meaningful 

youth political participation takes several attributes: assignment of 

young people – where youth are informed and assigned but without 

decision-making power, consultation of young people – hearing young 

people’s voices, adult-initiated participation of young people – where 

adults share decisions with youth, youth-led participation – where 

young people have a direct impact on decision making through youth-

led non-governmental organizations (NGOs), student councils and 

other formations, or collaborative participation – where young people 

take part in regular political decision-making processes and share de-

cision-making with adults. Non-participation can be characterized by 

decoration, tokenism or manipulation, where young people are being 

exploited, used or harmed.

We consider youth political participation a broad concept. Youth politi-

cal participation demands an approach that includes formal participati-

on but also extends to informal participation - recognizing the involve-

ment of young people in decision-making processes on multiple levels 

and in different political spaces. Youth political participation should 

also go beyond descriptive participation, by emphasizing meaningful 

participation. Young people should have a seat at the table, but also 

be able to meaningfully engage and have an integrated voice in the 

decision-making process.

Why is the political participation of youth essential?

Young people are critical for strong and inclusive democracies – young 

people’s active contributions can bring democratic values to life. Ac-

cording to the Global Youth Development Index, many countries are 

experiencing a “youth bulge” - a surge in the youth population. A trend 

that holds the promise of a “demographic dividend” as young people 

contribute to economic growth and well-being. At the same time, youth 

are largely excluded from political decision-making processes and rarely 

represented in parliament or decision-making bodies, crucial for the de-

mographic dividend to materialize. Young people under 30 make up less 

than 2% of the members of parliament worldwide. This, despite the fact 

that the policies and laws being adopted will profoundly impact their 

present and future. The underrepresentation of young people hampers 

their ability to influence decision-making processes that influence their 

own lives and perpetuates the necessity for a broader range of perspec-

tives and new ideas in governance.

As active citizens, young people have the right to participate, have a 

voice, advocate and lobby for their rights and needs.1  Moreover, the par-

ticipation of youth in politics is vital for a democracy to be inclusive and 

representative. Akina Mama wa Africa (AMwA) argues that in Uganda 

youth underrepresentation in politics undermines democracy and the 

representativeness of political parties in society. 

https://edoc.coe.int/en/youth-in-europe/10301-meaningful-youth-political-participation-in-europe-concepts-patterns-and-policy-implications-research-study.html
https://www.youthdoit.org/themes/meaningful-youth-participation/flower-of-participation/
https://thecommonwealth.org/news/new-global-youth-development-index-shows-improvement-state-young-people
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/developmenttalk/youth-bulge-a-demographic-dividend-or-a-demographic-bomb-in-developing-countries
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00219096231173392
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00219096231173392
https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-political-participation.pdf
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The cornerstone of democratic governance is inclusive participati-

on in political processes, which includes meaningful involvement of 

young men and women. As they state, “inclusive participation  

determines the dynamics of the structure and distribution of political 

power and the consequent nature of political and economic institutions 

that shape the political and economic trajectory of the society.” 

According to a study by AfroBarometer in 2021, when youth cannot 

achieve more significant involvement in politics and are excluded from 

decision-making, they are likely to feel disenfranchised and seek other 

avenues for political change other than formal political institutions. The 

exclusion of young people can have negative societal 

consequences – threatening political stability, economic development, 

and social cohesion. Youth want to participate in politics, but they face 

significant obstacles to do so in their countries. The burden of these 

negative consequences lies not with young people, rather with their  

systematic exclusion and dissatisfaction of the practice and  

promises from democracy.

We recognize the importance of youth participation for inclusive 

democracy. Young people are not apathetic; youth are passionate and 

interested in politics and political action but lack support and 

opportunities and risk becoming alienated from politics. Youth exclusion 

from political processes undermines youth’s rightful citizenship – full 

participation – inclusive democratic decision-making processes and 

representativeness of democracy. 

Youth’s contribution to democracy 

Youth participation is the solution. With the global population of youth 

at an all-time high and widespread shrinking democratic space, this is 

the consensus of the countries worldwide as they search for new 

solutions to the problems in the world.

The obstacles young people face to participate in politics are 

context-dependent. The obstacles for youth participation per country 

will be showcased through our case studies later on. In general, 

however, young people experience society-broad obstacles such as a 

low socio-economic position (e.g. youth unemployment) and 

socio-cultural barriers such as stereotypes, cultural norms, and 

discrimination of youth. The exclusive political culture, and informal 

political norms, patronage, distrust between generations (inside and 

outside of politics), security challenges for political engagement, 

https://www.afrobarometer.org/publication/ad486-africans-say-governments-arent-doing-enough-help-youth/
https://nimd.org/youth-are-more-than-the-future-they-are-the-present/
https://www.bennettinstitute.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Youth_and_Satisfaction_with_Democracy-lite.pdf
https://www.bennettinstitute.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Youth_and_Satisfaction_with_Democracy-lite.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/focus/open-society-barometer
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and a lack of opportunities for participation create a discouraging 

environment for young people to step into politics. 

Youth political participation has continued to attract considerable  

attention in different spheres. Decision making is more sustainable 

when people of various ages, socio-economic backgrounds, and 

genders are involved. Participation policies and mechanisms aimed at 

facilitating the involvement of those facing difficulty participating —

such as those hindered by poverty, limited education, cultural practices, 

language barriers, discrimination, age and race— cannot achieve 

success unless they actively engage young people. Young people are 

among the underrepresented groups regarding social inclusion. 

The Department for International Development (DFID) has found a 

significant difference between young people who have received  

services and those who have taken an active role in political  

engagement to help their own development and that of their community. 

The latter group has consistently had a more profound impact.

Youth political participation has an intrinsic link with democracy and 

good governance, as shown in Nigeria. Not only is there a link, but –  

to foster good governance, it is crucial to enhance the involvement 

of youth in politics. This effort will not only improve transparency and 

accountability of the system but will also foster economic and political 

development. 

But – to make progress, we need to change our mindset. Youth 

programmes are necessary to create socio-political awareness, give 

young people a sense of responsibility, and better understand 

themselves. When youth are informed, they are more likely to become 

involved.

 

As practitioners, we see young people’s contribution to democracy 

every day in our work. Apart from increased democratic  

representation, better and more sustainable policies are being  

developed, and decisions are made with more inclusive voices at 

the table. As youth populations are rising worldwide working on 

youth political participation is even more relevant. Effective youth 

participation in politics allows democracies to be more inclusive and, 

in turn, more sustainable. 

It is crucial to engage young decision-makers of tomorrow in today’s 

decisions – young people are the future of their country’s 

development.

 1 Participation is one of the guiding principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

2  AMwA, Advancing Gender Transformative Youth Political Participation in Uganda (2023), as 

part of ‘The Voice of Youth at the Table.’

https://www.youthpolicy.org/uploads/2010_Youth_Participation_in_Development_Guide_Eng.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377212724_Youth_Political_Participation_and_Party_Politics_during_the_2023_General_Elections_in_Nigeria
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Youth have demonstrated important contributions to democracy. However, youth need to be 

given more support and opportunities to meaningfully fulfill this engagement. Those supporting 

youth should seek to enhance their understanding of youth engagement in politics worldwide. 

Furthermore, there is a need for more evidence regarding which interventions or activities are 

most effective in addressing or reducing these barriers.

In response, we have explored seven extensive case studies to better understand the context 

and barriers youth face in each country. The case studies showcase examples of each country’s 

interventions and best practices, from Burkina Faso, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Tunisia, 

and Uganda. The latter is based on two highlighted case studies.

The results of these seven country case studies are summarized below. They present historical, 

political, and socio-economic context of each country and highlight our interventions in the 

countries on youth political participation.  

OUR CASE STUDIES 
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Country highlight Burkina Faso  

Paradox of youth engagement

NIMD in Burkina Faso witnessed a new 

form of political participation among 

the youth. Since the coup d’état in 

2022, many young people who were 

previously not politically committed 

find themselves now actively sup-

porting the transitional (military-led) 

government and are overtly critical of 

the state of democracy in their country. 

This apparent rejection of electoral 

democracy can be explained by the 

fact that in the past thirty years since 

formally adopting a democratic system, 

the country’s progress and socio-eco-

nomic development is unsatisfactory. 

The political system itself is now instead 

perceived as an obstacle, whereby 

many young people believe their politi-

cal system encourages bad governance 

and facilitates corruption. This is what 

makes young people distrust the demo-

cratic political system, even if democra-

tic values are not necessarily rejected.

Burkina Faso
Country trends in youth political participation

Approximately 60% of the Burkina Faso population is under 25, with that figure projected to rise 

significantly by 2025. In Burkina Faso, the youth have constitutional right to contest, vote and parti-

cipate in politics. However, there remains an under-representation of youth in politics. For example, 

after the 2020 elections, only 11% of members of parliament were under 40. Some of the barriers to 

youth participation in politics include low levels of trust in politics and political actors, discrimination 

of youth in political parties, lack of political career plans for young people within political parties, 

social-cultural constraints that silence youth (especially young women), regressive political culture, 

and low levels of economic empowerment. There are several government initiatives for young peop-

le’s political participation, including commitments made at the international level and actions taken 

at the national level.

Young people in Burkina Faso have notably been engaged in informal political participation – they 

have been at the forefront of meetings, demonstrations, and election campaigns. For example, in 

2014, Burkina Faso’s youth took to the streets to protest the former-leader’s plan to extend their 

rule. In 2015, young people resisted the coup d’état attempt. After the 30 September 2022 coup 

d’état, Captain Ibrahim Traore was sworn in as the leader of the transitional government, who has 

garnered significant support among young people.

Political parties-initiated programmes have made significant moves to build young people’s capaci-

ty and participation in the party structures. Unfortunately, these programmes have been suspended 

since the coup d’état in 2022. The exclusion from political participation is perceived as a significant 

factor driving young people’s favourable attitude towards the current transitional government. Many 

young individuals see the transitional government as a chance to rebuild the state and initiate deve-

lopment initiatives.

https://www.unicef.org/media/100531/file/Burkina-Faso-2020-COAR.pdf
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Example of interventions

NIMD Burkina Faso is working to support young people by providing 

them with knowledge, skills, and networks that can help them play an 

active role in the country’s political life. Firstly, NIMD Burkina Faso, in 

partnership with Anndal Institute, ran Universités Démocratiques et 

Populaires for youth in politics and civil society and Ecoles Politiques 

for youth in political parties. Secondly, in collaboration with the Anndal 

Institute, it is focusing solely on political youth. Additionally, NIMD Bur-

kina Faso is facilitating exchanges between young people and political 

actors, through Political Cafés at local and regional levels, to strengthen 

collaboration and mutual learning. The main objective is to provide 

young people with democratic education and address their lack of 

training opportunities. The support to the Burkina Faso Coalition for the 

Defence of Women’s Rights has prepared young women and girls for 

careers in politics and civil society by encouraging and enabling their 

commitment to being agents of change through the training and conti-

nuous engagement and connections with other activities afterwards.

NIMD Burkina Faso’s initiatives have helped tackle barriers and improve 

political participation of Burkina’s youth. There are indications that 

political actors are now beginning to promote young executives. NIMD 

Burkina Faso’s work has also helped to start lowering the social barriers 

that prevent young girls from taking part in politics.
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Country highlight Colombia 

Adult-centric public institutions

Public institutions often prioritize the 

needs, perspectives, and interests 

of adult citizens over young people. 

This contributes significantly to the 

limited political engagement of young 

people in politics in Colombia. Another 

challenge is the homogenization of 

young people as a group, although the 

diversity and related diverse (political) 

needs are high. Both trends result in 

limited attention to issues pertinent to 

young people. To address this issue, it 

is necessary to implement institutional 

reforms and invest in inter-generational 

trust-building.

Colombia
Country trends in youth political participation

26% of Colombia’s population are young people between 14 and 28. In this demographic reality, 

the youth hold an enormous potential for creating change. The recent government’s National De-

velopment Plan 2022-2026 focuses among others on youth exclusion and a new social contract, as 

a recognition of this potential. Unfortunately, youth remain underrepresented in politics and decisi-

on-making in Colombia.

Some of the factors hindering youth political participation in Colombia include the dominance of an 

adult-centric perspective within public institutions. Adults are often regarded as possessing greater 

value, visibility, and control within society, including within public institutions, which can marginalize 

the voices and contributions of youth. To build on that, young people have been categorized and 

homogenized, making their differentiated and diverse agendas invisible. Moreover, structural violen-

ce constitutes a barrier for youth in Colombia – structural violence, primarily perpetuated by power-

ful entities, functions as a mechanism of repression and imposition of a single standardized order. 

Structural violence in Colombia is manifested through intimidating practices carried out by armed 

groups and the involvement of young people in the conflict. In addition, young people’s compre-

hensive development in Colombia is faced by deprived access to economic opportunities and high 

numbers of youth unemployment. Systemic barriers to youth entrepreneurship make such initiatives 

scarce and unsuccessful, hindering youth’s development.

In Colombia, youth political participation primarily takes the form of informal engagement, such as 

participating in protests and demonstrations. Youth in Colombia use public spaces as a platform for 

expressing and claiming expanded freedom and participation in decision-making spaces. Over the 

past six years, several examples of youth political activism have emerged, including student protests 

against cuts to education funding in 2018, a nationwide strike against corruption in 2019, and ano-

ther strike against restrictive measures in the relation to COVID-19 in 2021.
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Example of interventions

NIMD Colombia has developed and executed different actions around 

opening spaces for citizen participation, training and knowledge qualifi-

cation processes, and spaces for multi-stakeholder dialogues, applying 

public innovation methodologies, and incorporating differential approa-

ches such as gender and youth perspectives across different sectors. 

Interventions like the Democracy School, multi-stakeholder dialogues 

such as Territorial Dialogue Initiatives, and deliberative democracy me-

thodology in the ‘Minipublic’ have yielded positive and tangible results. 

Multi-stakeholder dialogues have helped open spaces for discussions on 

issues affecting young people. Similarly, Minipublic engages young peo-

ple through deliberative democracy through dialogues on sub-national 

and national levels to establish 30 proposals for youth participation. 

This intervention is valued for its comprehensive approach, which inclu-

des modules led by thematic experts prior to dialogues and proposal 

development, mentoring support, networking opportunities during dia-

logues, and the creation of platforms with educational content. These 

efforts have successfully brought together diverse leaders to enhance 

their knowledge and embrace new, innovative approaches to leadership. 



23Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

Country highlight El Salvador   

Co-creation with young people 

In NIMD’s programme in El Salvador, 

the motto is: practice what you preach. 

The young people in NIMD El Sal-

vador’s activities were actively invited 

to provide their input on the country 

programme. They became co-managers 

in implementation by defining priority 

topics and delivery methodologies - 

strengthening the youth’s individual and 

collective self-esteem. Young people 

thereby took on a proactive approach, 

demonstrating an understanding of and 

appreciation for their role, exposing 

them to future leadership roles.

El Salvador 
Country trends in youth political participation

Democracy is under threat in El Salvador. The country is struggling with institutional weakening and the 

breakdown of rule of law while dealing with the costs of serious human rights violations related to tack-

ling organized crime. Youth seeking to participate in politics find the space increasingly constricted.

Over the years, efforts have been made to create spaces for youth participation. This led to young peo-

ple’s engagements in political participation - including joining political parties, participating in protests 

and demonstrations, and running for political office. Young people are also getting involved in politics 

through participation in local governance structures such as youth councils. However, since 2019, these 

efforts have encountered setbacks due to legal obstacles concerning the registration of youth organiza-

tions and the breakdown of an institutional framework for youth, the ‘Instituto Nacional de Juventud’.

Generally, El Salvador continues to grapple with challenges including maintaining the few spaces of 

democratic representation, safeguarding civic space and the struggle for human rights. More specifical-

ly, participation of youth in politics is extremely low. Although 18 years is the voting age in El Salvador, 

voter turnout has been markedly low among youth. 

Despite previous elections in El Salvador witnessing a surge in young people’s interest in democratic en-

gagement at local and national levels, the 2021 election saw the lowest voter turnout among individuals 

under 30 years of age on record. Challenges to youth political participation in El Salvador encompass 

feelings of exclusion from political processes, a lack of perceived capability for change, limited access 

to political education and leadership development programmes. Thereby constraining their effective 

engagement in political process. Although young people and women are elected, the interests and solu-

tions to the main problems affecting these populations are still absent from the public debate.

Other barriers to youth political participation include human rights violations, especially police and mi-

litary brutality. Since 2022, the State of Emergency has been in effect, under which community leaders 

and human rights defenders have been detained without due process. There are cases of police and 

military harassment, including harassment of youth engaged in democracy work. State restrictions on 

registrations of youth organizations have affected young people’s activities. 
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Example of interventions

Youth political participation is vital for sustainable progress and building 

a strong democracy. That is why NIMD El Salvador, implements projects 

to address barriers to youth empowerment, participation and advocacy. 

For example, NIMD El Salvador has partnered with United Nations Edu-

cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and United Na-

tions Population Fund (UNFPA) to equipped young people with skills, 

knowledge and networks essential for participation in the democratic 

processes and facilitated dialogue processes in local decision-making 

processes. Over 200 young people were trained in the municipalities of 

Jiqulisco and Tecoluca areas, which are areas with high levels of social 

conflict and insecurity and unfavorable conditions for youth partici-

pation. However, they were able to form advocacy groups to promote 

meaningful youth participation. Also, over 40 young people have been 

equipped with knowledge and skills to develop community projects – 

20 of the projects have received seed funding, for implementing initiati-

ves. Most importantly, a good relationship was forged between the two 

municipalities Jiqulisco and Tecoluca, and groups and organizations in 

the municipalities are now working together. The COVID-19 pandemic 

had a major impact on NIMD El Salvador’s programming, as they had 

to resort to using digital platforms. This new approach faced significant 

challenges, especially in the rural areas and places with poor connecti-

vity. Consequently, this left out a large part of the rural population that 

does not have internet. Once the pandemic was over, NIMD El Salvador 

went back to their usual approach.
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Country highlight Guatemala

Strengthening youth in their  

own communities

Understanding and adapting to the 

local context is important in NIMD Gua-

temala’s work. The long-standing pro-

gramme Youth +D trains young people 

on a municipal level, involving them in 

strengthening collective and grassroots 

organizations in their local communities 

through a dialogue approach with mu-

nicipality representatives. Local advoca-

cy for youth participation highlights the 

direct impact on the community.

Guatemala
Country trends in youth political participation

With 61% of its inhabitant under 30, Guatemala’s youth population is considered the largest in Latin 

America. While the youth demographic represents an opportunity in theory, that is not the case in 

practice. Many young people face deprivation, poor opportunities, insecurity, unemployment, and a lack 

of basic services. Youth are marginalized and left out of decision making. Guatemalan young people 

continue to face vulnerability to exploitation, insecurity, and exposure in violent conflict.

The current political climate in Guatemala is challenging for youth and their participation. Young people 

are discouraged from participating in a system that seems resistant to change and accountability. Young 

people’s political participation is hampered because of negative age-related perceptions and mistrust 

between generations, as youth are often instrumentalized or viewed as not capable or experienced 

enough to contribute to plans or proposals. At the institutional level such as local municipalities, there 

is lack of support for young people who want to get involved in politics. Poverty, economic challenges, 

and more recently the COVID-19 pandemic have worsened inequalities that hinder young people’s  

effective engagement in politics. 

Youth perceive political engagement as endangering their lives, as they face the threat of violence from 

prevalent organized gangs in the country. Moreover, discrimination and exclusion of indigenous people 

impede indigenous youth’s participation in politics. Other factors that make youth participation difficult 

in Guatemala include corruption and lack of accountable governance and deterioration of human rights 

situation including limited press freedom. Negative stereotypes, ethnic stigmatization and perceptions in 

society limit acceptance of young people’s ideas and perspectives. 

At the same time, youth are organizing politically, and the 2023 electoral process is evidence for that 

fact. Although young people are largely excluded from political party structures, they have found ways 

to organize in response to local and national events. One example was the demonstrations in 2015, a 

turning point for youth participation and mobilization. More recently, youth have stepped up, protesting 

and leading political activism and agitating the electoral processes.3 The project aims to promote meaningful and effective 

participation of youth between 18 and 29 years especi-

ally young women from vulnerable rural areas, in local 

decision-making processes and peace building.

https://2017-2020.usaid.gov/guatemala/youth
https://nimd.org/guatemala-an-atypical-electoral-process/


26Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

Example of interventions

To increase political participation among youth, NIMD Guatemala has 

partnered with - youth-led - civil society organizations to implement 

different programmes - to push for the inclusion of young people in 

politics. Noteworthy, NIMD Guatemala’s interventions have helped to 

break down barriers that limit political participation and have stimulated 

young people to become more involved in their communities, including 

those in remote areas. NIMD Guatemala prioritizes collaborating with 

the most marginalized groups in decision-making processes, such as 

youth from rural areas, young activists, indigenous youth and youth 

from LGBTQIA+ communities. For example, NIMD’s Democracy Schools 

have empowered young people by provided them with tools to tackle 

barriers to political participation, strengthened their sense of leadership, 

improved their self-esteem and confidence, and contributed to their 

personal development and sense of belonging. NIMD Guatemala’s part-

nership with youth organizations strengthened their position and their 

collective coordination and identity as young people. The interventions 

have promoted political participation among the youth by encouraging 

young people to take on leadership roles and especially become more 

involved in their communities. The Youth +D programme for example 

strengthens youth participation on municipality level by trainings and 

dialogues to develop youth policies on municipality level. Additionally, 

the activities have helped young people to overcome cultural and iden-

tity barriers that impede their political participation.

https://youthdemocracycohort.com/stories/youth-d/
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Country highlight Tunisia  

Freesh tackling new forms  

of youth participation

Freesh is an alternative media channel 

and an open space for non-engaged 

youth to express their opinions and 

discuss topics related to the national 

context and public affairs. This project 

is the essence of years of reflecting on 

the national context and the youth’s 

reaction towards it and thinking about 

how to better respond to their needs 

and how to approach them. We  

eventually understood that a new 

language accompanied new forms of 

youth participation. 

Tunisia
Country trends in youth political participation

Almost 48% of the population is under 30 in Tunisia. Youth participation in politics has been described 

as puzzling, as there has been a decline contrary to the expectations after the 2011 Arab Spring – an 

uprising against economic, social and political exclusion of amongst other young people. Studies show 

that a significantly low number of young people are members of political parties, and many are not 

interested, disengaged, or excluded from political processes including elections. Noteworthy, Tunisian 

youth are politically engaged, but not in the formal politics – voting, joining political parties, or running 

for office. Instead, youth in Tunisia are engaged in informal politics – through civil society organizations 

or protesting. 

According to Friedrich-Ebert Stiftung (FES) study conducted in 2021, 83% of young people have little  

or no interest in politics. Most of them reject voting and involvement in political parties, and instead  

prefer informal forms of political expression and collective action. Some of the obstacles to young 

people’s participation in Tunisia include; relegation of youth and their issues, partisan frameworks, and 

disregard of young people’s needs. At the same time, political parties and their leadership have become 

impervious to change and remain inaccessible to young people – the average age of parliament is about 

52 years. Similarly, government cannot develop policies to meet young people’s needs and support  

institutions in charge of youth affairs with statutes and budgets. Moreover, young people’s low  

economic empowerment has contributed to their disengagement in politics. In some case cultural 

obstacles including dominant social culture and people’s behavior in different spaces impede young 

people’s political participation.

https://mena.fes.de/blog/e/the-tunisian-youth-in-a-whirlwind-of-uncertainty
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Example of interventions

In response to these dynamics, the Centre for Mediterranean and  

International Studies (CEMI) designs and implements programmes to 

strengthen the knowledge and skills of the youth and promote political 

participation. CEMI responded to the changing national context, realizing 

the need to focus on new forms of participation through non-engaged 

youth and non-formal participation. Examples include the Freesh media 

channel, the Tunisia School of Politics, the digital platform Nouabook  

between members of parliament and voters to connect with non- 

engaged youth, and a training programme with the youth council. 

These programmes from CEMI have helped change youth’s negative 

views about politics for those disconnected from public affairs. As well as 

training activities, CEMI has developed a range of engagements such as 

dialogue and debates among young people and with other actors, such 

as Multiparty Dialogue Platform and Youth Collaborative Platform for 

Dialogue amongst young people. Through CEMI’s exchanges and debate 

programmes, youth have developed the confidence to speak out, express 

themselves, and participate in politics while encouraging collaboration 

among young people and together with politicians. At the same time, 

CEMI’s engagements with political parties and civic actors have encou-

raged them to pay keen attention to youth participation and strengthen 

collaborations.

 4 Numbers are retrieved from Census 2014 from the Institut National de la Statistique. 

https://nimd.org/the-tunisia-school-of-politics-a-long-term-commitment-to-defending-democratic-values/
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Country highlight Uganda  

Superficial mechanisms of youth 

participation

Uganda’s political structure incorpo-

rates various mechanisms designed to 

facilitate youth participation. However, 

these mechanisms can be criticized, as 

they often seem superficial and tokenis-

tic. They remain in informal spheres of 

politics or are instrumentalized by po-

werful politicians. Political parties need 

to be more effective in concretizing 

youth participation at a grassroots level. 

Lack of access to information, exclusive 

political culture and high levels of po-

verty continue to hinder involvement of 

the youth in these mechanisms.

Uganda
Country trends in youth political participation

Democracy in Uganda has been ailing. According to the Freedom House report, the National Resistance 

Movement, the ruling party, has continued to retain power, while patronage, intimidation and politicized 

persecutions of opposition leaders prevail. Also, the country’s media faces censorship and the operating 

space for civil society, especially those in areas of human rights and governance, continues to expe-

rien-ce close monitoring and scrutiny by government and state agencies. In such a context, participation 

in democratic and active citizenship, especially for youth, remains a challenge.  

Notably, Uganda has the second youngest population in the world - more than 75% are younger than 

35 years old. However, young people continue to face many barriers as they seek to engage in political 

life. Youth remain underrepresented in political parties and excluded in decision-making processes. 

Youth participation and representation channels have remained hierarchical and infused with patrona-

ge. Youth lack genuine opportunities for meaningful participation, and their inclusion is often used to 

manipulate and suppress dissenting voices. Currently, Uganda’s main political leadership structures are 

occupied by people above 60 years, which can be attributed to the current regime’s 37 years of power. 

The de-cision-making powers of the youth within parties as an overall governance structure are limited. 

While youth may assume leadership roles within youth structures and mainstream leadership and parti-

cipate in party mobilization efforts, their influence in policy and decision-making processes within these 

po-litical parties remains minimal. Also, few resources are devoted to the political and civic education of 

young people, which results in many of them lacking knowledge regarding the political systems. 

More efforts are still required to address systemic and structural challenges, including hindrances such 

as the closure of voter registration a year before the election, monetization of politics, poverty and lack 

of access to information. Other challenges include disregard of youth leadership capabilities, shrinking 

civic space in the country, gender stereotypes that discourage young women from participating in 

politics, and failure by political parties to concretize youth participation at the grassroots level. Moreover, 

young women politicians face additional hurdles on top of the existing and deeply entrenched discri-

mi-nation. Young women encounter resistance both from within their political parties and the public 

becau-se of gender stereotypes and negative cultural norms.  
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Example of interventions

NIMD Uganda and Akina Mama wa Afrika (AMwA) have produced 

re-markable results, especially through targeted training of youth 

leaders and the establishment of platforms for dialogue and civic 

engagement. The latter includes an annual national symposium on 

youth in politics and the creation of the Multiparty Youth Forum that 

brings together both statutory and non-statutory youth representative 

mechanisms and structures. The Uganda Parliamentary Forum on Youth 

Affairs has partnered with NIMD Uganda to organize the annual 

symposium on youth in politics, an intergenerational dialogue on 

democracy, and policy training for youth leaders, among other 

initiatives. Through these interventions, and the Uganda Democracy 

Academy, youth have developed a capacity in leadership and built 

networks. Overall, the interventions have continued to enhance young 

people’s participation in political processes, which strengthens 

democracy. Furthermore, AMwA employs a feminist transformative 

approach in various initiatives, including the African Women Leaders 

Institute and a mentorship programme designed for both young and 

senior women in politics. These interventions have strengthened youth 

leaders’ understanding of feminism, supported young women in their 

quest to create change through engagement in the political spaces, 

and lobbied political parties to develop and enforce gender-responsive 

policies and practices. As a result of the interventions, there is increased 

collective voice and attention to youth political participation in Uganda.

https://nimd.org/kick-off-uganda-democracy-academy-a-great-success/
https://nimd.org/kick-off-uganda-democracy-academy-a-great-success/
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GLOBAL CHALLENGES 
FOR YOUTH POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION

All over the world, there seems to be a lack of data and research on 

youth political participation. Tracking progress is complicated at inter-

national and national levels as data is missing. This makes it difficult to 

engage in evidence-based advocacy and policymaking. As 

international and national development strategies, as well as NGO in-

terventions, should be based on research and reliable information, this 

gap in data and knowledge becomes a critical challenge to planning 

and priority-setting efforts.

By analyzing the case studies, as presented above, we aspire to 

contribute to a better overview of developments in the field of youth 

political participation around the world. This chapter captures key 

challenges in tackling youth participation, arising from country-specific 

contexts and trends identified through the case studies.

Limited political will

Across the world, youth continue to be under-represented in deci-

sion-making bodies, including political parties. Political parties pay 

little attention to young people – and their structures, often based on 

hierarchy, discipline, and in some cases patronage, do not always suit 

young people and can exclude them. This can be explained by the 

adult-centric public institutions, as highlighted in Colombia’s case. Poli-

tical parties have become impervious to change, inaccessible to young 

people, and unreceptive to new ideas, especially ideas from youth, be 

it due to socio-cultural perceptions, stereotypes of youth, regressive 

political culture and distrust between generations. As youth are un-

der-represented in political parties, they are also often largely absent 

from parliament and government. Although Tunisian youth have been 

at the forefront of the social movements and protests, they found 

themselves excluded from strategies, decision-making processes or 

executive meetings. 

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC128858
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC128858
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CEMI’s case showed that the static hierarchical structure of political 

parties hindered young people’s capacity to voice their opinions,  

making political parties not attractive to young people. 

Consequently, the number of youth in political parties in Tunisia has 

even declined in recent years. A similar movement is observed in El 

Salvador’s case, where even a new younger parliament refuses to 

continue efforts from past legislations to organize young people better 

politically and young parliamentarians continued in the same manner 

of their predecessors without addressing the problems of young 

people. Current political leadership is not able or willing to invest 

effectively in youth as a central action for inclusive development. 

 

The under-representation of youth frequently stems from the limited 

political will of current political leadership. To move beyond descriptive 

participation, it is crucial to bridge the gap between young people 

and their political leadership through a holistic approach.

Vulnerability

The growing socio-economic inequalities and insecurity in many  

countries have exacerbated the challenges faced by some of society’s 

most vulnerable groups. This includes youth. Youth unemployment and 

insecurity are recurring themes across the case studies. Vulnerability is 

driving youth to prefer short-term benefits as their future is uncertain 

and insecure. In Tunisia, political parties rarely pay attention to youth 

issues and seem incapable of producing public policies for young 

people, fueling the rift between political parties and young people. 

Governments are often falling short in designing effective  

programmes for youth development and participation, resulting in 

youth frequently feeling overlooked or left behind. On top of that, 

youth are often co-opted when entering politics and youth are often 

exploited for political means, such as being ‘voter machines.’ To build 

on that, the case studies from Colombia and Guatemala showed that 

young people in these countries are vulnerable to exploitation,  

involvement and intimidation in conflicts due to their low socio- 

economic position and growing insecurities in the country.

Implementation gap

Many countries have taken legal and regulatory steps to encourage 

young people to participate in politics. Countries have adopted laws 

and set up institutions and policies to promote youth development 

and political participation. For example, countries have signed and 

ratified relevant treaties, included provisions in their constitutions and 

formulated youth policies. Some have set up youth ministries and  

national youth councils. The international commitments and national 

actions exist as a sign of intention to advance youth political participation. 
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However, there is a challenge when it comes to converting aspirations 

into action and implementation of such commitments – and ensu-

ring meaningful participation of young men and women. Uganda, for 

example, has multiple mechanisms for youth participation within the 

political spheres, but the case study showed that such mechanisms 

remain superficial and within the informal spheres, while failing to be 

translated to grassroots levels. Initiatives and legal frameworks for youth 

participation within El Salvador’s government and institutions have also 

often not been implemented, updated or even withdrawn. El Salvador’s 

case notes that young people were also not consulted or included in 

the development of such efforts. Evidently, implementation of youth 

participation is necessary but requires political will.

High cost of politics

The high cost of politics is a major concern for young people in many 

countries where low levels of economic empowerment have been iden-

tified as one of the main barriers for youth in each case study. Running 

for political office is expensive, a factor that locks many young people 

out of contests. For example, young people in Burkina Faso do not have 

sufficient financial means, given their unstable socio-professional situati-

on and youth unemployment, while politics is dominated by money, and 

financial capacity is a basic criterion for candidate lists of political par-

ties. This gives young people in Burkina Faso an unfavourable position in 

comparison to adults. Uganda’s case also highlights the monetization of 

politics and high nomination fees for candidates. In many cases, there is 

no specific funding for young candidates, while most youth are not able 

to raise the required resources, such as nomination fees and campaign 

funds, to mobilize support.

Broad scope of exclusion 

We have tried to list several factors that contribute to youth exclusion 

around the world. However, it must be stressed that the exclusion of 

youth cannot, unfortunately, be attributed to one lacking measure, 

norm, or practice. Instead, youth exclusion is most often the result of a 

wide variety of different factors that, in turn, reinforce each other even 

beyond the political spheres. For example, young people in Burkina 

Faso face low levels of economic empowerment and social-cultural con-

straints on the position of youth in society at large, including negative 

perceptions of politics and perceptions of young people. Young women 

especially experience stereotypes such as unsuitability for politics. In 

most countries, these include failed government programmes, weak 

political institutions, lack of access to education, youth unemployment, 

poverty, growing security challenges and 

cultural norms. Such dynamics have also 

been observed in the Guatemala’s case, as 

poverty, economic challenges, and, more 

recently, the COVID-19 pandemic have incre-

ased inequalities within society at large and 

specifically experienced by young people. 

As such, it is not easy to address the ques-

tion of youth political participation without 

tackling the underlying factors, including 

youth unemployment, growing insecurity, 

and cultural norms that deny youth the 

power to engage as equal members of 

society. As PoD partners we can not 

address all of these factors, but we believe 

that the inclusion of youth can lead to 

policies adressing their needs better.
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BEST PRACTICES  
ACROSS THE WORLD

The trends discussed above are typical for all six countries and likely 

also shape youth participation in politics in many other countries  

worldwide. They provide a significant challenge for organizations  

that want to support youth to become, or stay, politically active in 

democracies.

What is the best way to develop support programmes for youth that 

take these challenges into account? This chapter is dedicated to 

answering this crucial question. It summarizes the key lessons learned 

in our implementation of youth participation interventions in the dif-

ferent contexts. These can inspire and inform new programmes and 

interventions to support youth political participation across the globe 

– regardless of the specific context. The best practices are lessons that 

are relevant around the world, although each context is different.

Diversity and inclusion

In our experience, ensuring diversity and inclusion in interventions is 

crucial - and works. Each case study reveals that interventions take 

into consideration and engage young people of varied identities and 

different regional backgrounds, races, ethnicities, disabilities, sexual 

orientations and genders. This goes for both the participants in the 

programmes and the facilitators.

In every context, it is important to appreciate that youth are not a  
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homogenous group. It is vital to acknowledge the multitude of diversity 

and intersectionality that exist and build the interventions or programmes 

around them. Colombia’s case warns us that homogenization of young 

people makes their diverse identities and needs invisible, potentially 

leading to some young people falling behind. In the case of Tunisia, 

CEMI emphasized it has developed different and tailor-made training 

programmes for different groups of youth; and NIMD El Salvador,  

where interventions were designed to fit the needs and aspirations  

of diverse young people including LGBTQIA+ youth, young people with 

disabilities and indigenous youth. 

Build a wide variety of partnerships

Organizations that want to support youth political participation need 

partners. One of the priorities of PoD partners is to build and strengthen 

partnerships with other actors in the youth political participation space. 

We have found ways of building partnerships and working together with 

governments and civil society at the local, national, regional, and global 

level. The joint efforts have helped in the realization of a greater positive 

impact in the efforts to ensure young people’s active and meaningful 

participation. This multi-layered and wide scope of strategic 

partnerships from the sub-national to the international level has become 

an effective tool for strengthening interventions in complex working 

environments.

One example is NIMD El Salvador, which implemented a youth and 

peace project, in partnership with UNFPA and UNESCO. They also built 

relationships with two sub-national municipalities, which have helped 

the project to succeed. NIMD Guatemala’s case showed that the part-

nership with local youth organizations and civil society 

strengthened the efforts of these organizations and their ability to 

promote youth participation at a grassroots level. NIMD Uganda, on the 

other hand, partnered with the Uganda Parliamentary Forum on Youth 

Affairs. This partnership resulted in, for instance, the annual Youth in 

Politics symposium, an intergenerational dialogue on democracy, and a 

policy training. 
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Training of trainers and development of networks

Fostering networks and creating ‘multipliers’ can amplify the impact of 

youth programmes. The creation of positive and productive learning 

for facilitators of youth programmes is therefore essential. Equally 

important is the need to effectively engage and work with so-called 

‘multipliers,’ people who are trained to train others. For example, CEMI 

in Tunisia conducts Training of Trainers with their alumni from their Tu-

nisia School of Politics, and this was a clear recommendation from Gua-

temala’s case. As a result, these young people can become trainers in 

their respective organizations. In addition, youth programmes also need 

to effectively engage and build networks with young people who took 

part in earlier interventions or programmes to develop and set out new 

interventions and programmes with them. For example, NIMD Burkina 

Faso continues the engagement with their alumni, building a network 

of politically active youth around them. This is also highly appreciated 

by the young people in Guatemala, as they can share plans and engage 

in enriching dialogues. This strategy maximizes the reach and impact of 

current and future interventions.

Youth inclusion in the design and implementation of activities 

Young people need to be included in the design and implementation 

of every programme and intervention aimed at supporting youth. This 

inclusion increases the quality and ownership of those participating in 

it. In addition - and equally important - it increases the attractiveness of 

the programme for youth. Often, young people do not engage in  

programmes that seek to enhance political participation because  

they find them ‘boring and old school.’

We have made a point of including young people in the design and im-

plementation of their programme. For example, at the inception phase 

of their joint activities, AMwA and NIMD Uganda identified youth as 

key actors of change and as stakeholders who would work with them 

to facilitate change. AMwA together with NIMD Uganda partnered with 

young political leaders and actors such as the National Youth Council, 

Multiparty Youth Forum, and young members of parliament. They were 

involved in the development of the concept note, the design, and plans 

for the engagements. NIMD El Salvador also included young people 

from the conception phase of trainings to enforce a co-creation of 

programmes. The young people were consulted heavily beforehand 

through a questionnaire, interview, and a focus group to validate their 

needs and plan accordingly.
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Create safe spaces for youth

Young people need safe spaces. Democratic spaces allow young people 

to engage with decision-makers, and facilitating this engagement is at 

the core of our work. Democratic space however, is shrinking in  

many countries, hindering the participation of young people and  

increasing insecurity. Youth in conflict or political crisis countries find 

it hard to participate in politics, as they are feeling threatened and 

unable to move or voice their opinions freely. This is at least the case in 

El Salvador and Colombia. Where in El Salvador, the changing political 

context obliged an increased focus on self-care, protection and the  

construction of safe networks among young people and youth  

organizations and ensuring safe spaces to exchange. Having a safe space 

can empower youth by providing them with opportunities to gather and 

participate in different activities but also talk and engage freely.

Adaptivity

The effectiveness of youth programmes is strongly dependent on the 

adaptivity of the organization. Many interventions have, for example, 

turned – planned and unplanned – to utilizing more digital approaches 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, as seen in countries like Colombia, 

Guatemala, and El Salvador. The use of innovative techniques in virtual 

training and the continuous improvement of methodologies and  

approaches demonstrate our commitment to youth participation. 

Nonetheless, it must be stated that while digital adaptivity has many 

benefits, inclusion remains a considerable concern. The unfortunate  

reality is that many people, particularly young individuals in remote  

areas where internet connectivity is lacking access - often find 

themselves left behind. Efforts should be made to ensure no youth is  

left behind as organizations embrace technology. 

Adaptivity is also important as part of adaptive programming cycles, 

which are evidence-based and use lessons learned from ongoing  

programming. Putting in place a robust evaluation system,  

monitoring the changes in the political environment, and making  

subsequent adjustments are critical and allow for a process of  

continuous feedback and strengthening of interventions. 

NIMD Colombia has various evaluation mechanisms in place to identify  

opportunities for improvement of interventions and, in the same  

way, to guarantee the fulfilment of project objectives. As a result, NIMD 

Colombia managed to generate adjustment strategies such as virtual 

sessions, modification of methodologies and their scope, and working 

with organizations specialized in safety and security to standardize 

security protocols.
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This allowed early warnings to be raised for the postponement of 

actions, suspension of actions or restructuring of the action. NIMD 

El Salvador has, for example, developed close working relationships 

with the police at the local level, so they are aware of (potential) 

threats and other security risks. By adapting their interventions  

based on the latest information, they can provide a safe and  

secure environment for youth, even in contexts where the security 

situation can change rapidly. Ultimately, adaptivity is crucial for 

ensuring a safe working environment for both staff and programme 

participants.

Innovation in development and delivery of programmes 

Innovative approaches are especially relevant for youth participation 

in reaching those excluded from formal decision-making. Young  

people have different ways of participating in politics, and working 

with them often requires a different approach. New forms of youth 

participation and youth-friendly language are required to engage 

with youth in politics. For example, NIMD Colombia developed and 

executed different actions around the opening of spaces for citizens’ 

participation, applying public innovation methodologies of delibe-

rative democracy and differential approaches such as gender and 

youth in a cross-cutting manner. Innovation is also crucial for CEMI 

in Tunisia, as young people are increasingly disengaged from politics 

and not interested in politics. To approach those who are not  

interested in public affairs, CEMI changed their approach to  

innovative methods such as digital platforms, social media, and 

podcasts. Innovation is crucial to meet the interests and needs  

of today’s youth.
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Through this publication we, the PoD partners, aim to inform our partner’s and other  

practitioners’ work on youth political participation. The review of the case studies and analysis 

provided informs recommendations outlined below for practitioners working on youth political 

participation and political actors to involve youth in politics. 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

AND A WAY FORWARD 
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Practitioners should: 
•  Advocate for increased research on youth political participation to raise awareness about the risks and 

opportunities associated with young people’s evolving political perspectives and citizenship norms.

•  Develop a simple analytical framework to enable actors to self-assess obstacles to youth political  

participation and opportunities in advancing youth participation at local, regional, and national level.

•  Strengthen programmes that target youth in political parties and political leadership to address the 

challenges that impede political participation and ensure strong political commitment from senior leadership 

of political parties in countries.

•  Facilitate inter-generational dialogue between young and political leadership in politics. This type of  

dialogue is key in unlocking the opportunities for young people, building trust between the generations, 

and stimulating political will from political leadership for youth participation.

•  Facilitate effective engagement and close collaboration with young people and youth organizations in 

strategy and programme development, starting from the inception of programme design.

•  Facilitate building bridges between informal and formal forms of participation of young people.  

Young people are very active in informal spheres but are seemingly unable to make the step to formal 

participation in politics. 

•  Develop strategies for collaboration with other partners including government, civil society, and the  

private sector to promote youth political participation from an integration approach.

•  Utilize existing youth mechanisms in institutions such as national youth policies and national youth 

councils for advocacy on youth political participation.

•  Provide youth with youth-friendly information through targeted education campaigns to enable their 

participation. When young people are informed, they get involved.

•  Develop programmes targeting youth from diverse backgrounds, especially those who are marginalized 

and usually excluded.
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Political actors should: 
•  Promote mechanisms of participatory policy-making and co-decision by young people in key decisions and 

across policy fields, beyond youth affairs.

•  Support the reform of youth councils to ensure adequate funding and formal input into policy and  

decision-making processes.

•  Reduce vulnerability, social inequality and insecurity within the country that impede effective youth  

political participation.

•  Foster a multi-sectoral and an integrated vision for youth development and participation. Youth  

participation is cross-cutting and needs a multi-sectoral and integrated approach.

•  Improve youth participation in party affairs by providing enabling mechanisms and developing  

opportunities such as strengthening leadership academies for young people.

•  Improve young people’s inclusion and representation in the political party structures beyond youth wings, 

such as including youth representatives in decision-making structures. 

• Invest in grassroots activities for youth, trickling down the national policies to local levels.
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A way forward
Youth political participation is critical for the success of any democracy. In this publication, we emphasized 

the importance of breaking down barriers and giving young people opportunities to participate in shaping the 

future of the Democracy.

Young people are demanding their voice be heard through informal forms of participation. A comprehensive 

approach is required to encourage, facilitate, and enable meaningful youth political participation on all levels 

of decision-making. Youth participation needs to go hand in hand with adaptivity and innovative programming, 

co-creation of programmes with youth, advocating for the implementation of youth legislation and inclusion 

mechanisms, commitment from political leadership and an integrative lens concerning the broad exclusion of 

youth and security and economic development. What is certain is that politics needs youth.

Youth political participation is essential for an inclusive and sustainable democracy. What is required is a shift 

in mindset, political will, and a societal-wide. Through collaborative action, we can amplify the voices of 

youth and foster a culture of dialogue, ensuring their meaningful seat at the table.



43Previous/Next pageGlossary Content page

REFERENCES

African Youth Charter: http://www.africa-union.org/root/au/Documents/ 

Treaties/Text/African_Youth_Charter.pdf.  

Akinyetun, Tope Shola. (2021). Youth Political Participation, Good Governance 

and Social Inclusion in Nigeria: Evidence from Nairaland. Canadian Journal of 

Family and Youth, 3 (2). https://doi.org/10.29173/cjfy29648. 

Anstead, N., Banaji, S., Bruter, M., & S. Harrison. (2013). Youth Participation in 

Democratic Life. London School of Economics: https://www.lse.ac.uk/business/

consulting/reports/youth-participation-in-democratic-life. 

Based on: Hart, “Children’s Participation;” Gerison Landsdown, “The Realization 

of Children’s Participation Rights: Critical Reflections,” in A Handbook of Children 

and Young People’s Participation: Perspectives from Theory and Practice, eds 

Barry Percy-Smith and Nigel Thomas (London: Routledge, Taylor and Francis 

Group, 2010), ss. 11–24. 

Boldt, G. M., Bárta, O., & Lavizzari, A. (2021). Meaningful youth political partici-

pation in Europe: concepts, patterns and policy implications - Research study. 

Partnership between the European Commission and the Council of Europe in 

the field of Youth. https://edoc.coe.int/en/youth-in-europe/10301-meaning-

ful-youth-political-participation-in-europe-concepts-patterns-and-policy- 

implications-research-study.html. 

CHOICE Youth & Sexuality. Flower of Participation. https://www.youthdoit.org/

themes/meaningful-youth-participation/flower-of-participation/. 

Edwards, K (2008). Social ınclusion and youth participation: a new deal for  

Australia’s young people? Youth Studies Australia, 27 (2), ss. 11-17.

European Network of Political Foundations. (2023). ENoP Best Practices  

Compilation: Youth Participation. https://www.enop.eu/publications/

enop-best-practices-compilation-youth-participation/. 

Hart, Roger. (1992). Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship:

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/227219

Lin, J. (2012). Youth bulge: A demographic dividend or a demographic bomb in 

developing countries? https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/youth-bul-

ge-a-demographic-dividend-or-a-demographic-bomb-in-developing-countries. 

Resnick, D., and D. Casale. (2011). The Political Participation of Africa’s Youth: 

Turnout, Partisanhip and Protest. https://www.afrobarometer.org/publication/po-

litical-participation-africas-youth-turnout-partisanship-and-protest/

Swedish International Development Cooperation: https://www.sida.se/en/ 

publications/young-peoples-political-participation.

United Nations Development Programme. (2015). Enhancing Youth Political  

Participation Throughout the Electoral Cycle. https://www.undp.org/publicati-

ons/enhancing-youth-political-participation-throughout-electoral-cycle. 

 http://www.africa-union.org/root/au/Documents/ Treaties/Text/African_Youth_Charter.pdf
 http://www.africa-union.org/root/au/Documents/ Treaties/Text/African_Youth_Charter.pdf
https://www.lse.ac.uk/business/consulting/reports/youth-participation-in-democratic-life
https://www.lse.ac.uk/business/consulting/reports/youth-participation-in-democratic-life
https://www.youthdoit.org/themes/meaningful-youth-participation/flower-of-participation/
https://www.youthdoit.org/themes/meaningful-youth-participation/flower-of-participation/
https://www.enop.eu/publications/enop-best-practices-compilation-youth-participation/
https://www.enop.eu/publications/enop-best-practices-compilation-youth-participation/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/youth-bulge-a-demographic-dividend-or-a-demographic-bomb
https://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/youth-bulge-a-demographic-dividend-or-a-demographic-bomb
https://www.sida.se/en/ publications/young-peoples-political-participation
https://www.sida.se/en/ publications/young-peoples-political-participation
https://www.undp.org/publications/enhancing-youth-political-participation-throughout-electoral-cycle
https://www.undp.org/publications/enhancing-youth-political-participation-throughout-electoral-cycle

	Knop 3: 
	Knop 2: 
	Pagina 2: 
	Pagina 3: 
	Pagina 4: 
	Pagina 5: 
	Pagina 6: 
	Pagina 7: 
	Pagina 8: 
	Pagina 9: 
	Pagina 10: 
	Pagina 11: 
	Pagina 12: 
	Pagina 13: 
	Pagina 14: 
	Pagina 15: 
	Pagina 16: 
	Pagina 17: 
	Pagina 18: 
	Pagina 19: 
	Pagina 20: 
	Pagina 21: 
	Pagina 22: 
	Pagina 23: 
	Pagina 24: 
	Pagina 25: 
	Pagina 26: 
	Pagina 27: 
	Pagina 28: 
	Pagina 29: 
	Pagina 30: 
	Pagina 31: 
	Pagina 32: 
	Pagina 33: 
	Pagina 34: 
	Pagina 35: 
	Pagina 36: 
	Pagina 37: 
	Pagina 38: 
	Pagina 39: 
	Pagina 40: 
	Pagina 41: 
	Pagina 42: 
	Pagina 43: 

	Knop 3: 
	Pagina 2: 
	Pagina 3: 
	Pagina 4: 
	Pagina 5: 
	Pagina 6: 
	Pagina 7: 
	Pagina 8: 
	Pagina 9: 
	Pagina 10: 
	Pagina 11: 
	Pagina 12: 
	Pagina 13: 
	Pagina 14: 
	Pagina 15: 
	Pagina 16: 
	Pagina 17: 
	Pagina 18: 
	Pagina 19: 
	Pagina 20: 
	Pagina 21: 
	Pagina 22: 
	Pagina 23: 
	Pagina 24: 
	Pagina 25: 
	Pagina 26: 
	Pagina 27: 
	Pagina 28: 
	Pagina 29: 
	Pagina 30: 
	Pagina 31: 
	Pagina 32: 
	Pagina 33: 
	Pagina 34: 
	Pagina 35: 
	Pagina 36: 
	Pagina 37: 
	Pagina 38: 
	Pagina 39: 
	Pagina 40: 
	Pagina 41: 
	Pagina 42: 
	Pagina 43: 



