How Do You View Youth Involvement?
Building a partnership with young people requires an understanding of personal views of young people and a willingness to change those perceptions if necessary. Adults may view young people as objects, recipients, or partners (Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development, 1996). The Ladder of Youth Involvement, pictured below, illustrates the different relationships adults can choose to engage in with youth. Each rung of the ladder fits into one of the above-mentioned views. As one moves closer towards the top, maximum youth involvement is approached, and a youth-adult partnership becomes a reality.
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Ladder of Youth Involvement
9.  Youth initiated and directed

8.  Youth initiated, shared decisions with adults
7.  Youth and adult initiated and directed

6.  Adult initiated, shared decisions with youth

5.  Consulted and informed

4.  Assigned and informed

3.  Tokenism

2.  Decoration

1.  Manipulation 

Understanding how adults view young people will help them to avoid tokenizing young people. Young people can be involved in many ways within Systems of Care, but how they are involved and the level of authentic partnership makes the difference. Involvement can range from manipulation as the lowest level of participation to youth initiated and directed involvement, the highest level of participation. Youth initiated and directed involvement is the level at which youth coordinators and youth should set their goals. At this level, youth are making decisions, setting goals, and developing action strategies with the youth coordinator who is serving as the coach to encourage and empower them, not to lead them.
	View of Youth Involvement
	Outcome
	Steps of the Ladder

	Youth as Partners
	Adults view youth as important contributors, and young people are encouraged to become involved in all aspects of the organization, group, or project. Youth and adults share power and are equal partners in decision-making where both bring strengths, abilities, and expertise to the table.
	9.  Youth initiated and directed
8.  Youth initiated, shared decisions with adults
7.  Youth and adult initiated and directed



	Youth as Recipients
	Adults view youth participation as an experience that will be good for them. It will create an opportunity for young people to learn from the adult experts, which will help them when they can become adult contributors
	6.  Adult initiated, shared decisions with youth
5.  Consulted and informed
4.  Assigned and informed


	Youth as Objects
	Adults know what is best for young people and allow youth to be involved in situations in which the adult controls. Young people’s contributions are insignificant and under utilized. Young people maintain a powerless position.
	3.  Tokenism

2.  Decoration

1.  Manipulation 




In System of Care work, each community may vary in developing their youth involvement movement. The primary goal is to move beyond stages 1-5. Shifting youth involvement to stages 6-9 can be challenging, but is necessary in achieving authentic youth involvement. As youth involvement is maximized, adult’s roles in working with youth are also evolving from being mentors to becoming partners and coaches. It is essential for adults to eliminate opportunities for traditional youth-adult relationships that are based on power imbalances. Both young people and adults need to release assumptions about each other before this partnership can fully occur. Youth and adults should have a mutual understanding of what the partnership will entail and clarification of roles and shared responsibility (Drake, Ling, Fitch & Hughes 2000). Adults, allies, and youth coordinators must be passionate supports to young people. It takes dedication and drive to support a youth-led movement and to help instill or revive that passion in each other and in the community. 
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