
“Youth engagement is…on the surface…misleadingly straightforward – get more young people 

involved.  [But,] in actual practice, for organizations, youth engagement is a complex and labor-

intensive effort.  At the organizational level, in order to be successful, youth engagement 

requires clarity of purpose, deliberate positioning within the organizational structures, strategic 

actions, cross-organizational commitment and collaboration, a spirit of ongoing learning among 

youth, adults and the organization as a whole, a reward system that supports innovation and risk 

taking, and ongoing evaluation of results” (Wendy Wheeler. Youth Engagement Discussion Brief; 

Innovation Center for Community & Youth Development).  

 According to K. Pittman, S. Martin, and A. Williams (2007), there is a continuum of youth 

engagement, consisting of 4 levels.  

 The first level of youth engagement is Intervention – where young people are engaged in 

direct services that are based on addressing individual problems through treatment  

 The second level of youth engagement is Development – where young people are 

engaged in opportunities that foster growth and skills development; provided with 

supports and access to caring adults and safe space; and given the opportunity to practice 

working in partnership with adults.  

 The third level of youth engagement is Collective Empowerment - where young people 

are engaged in skills development and have authentic youth leadership opportunities 

within programming; given the opportunity to deepen their understanding of cultural self 

and community issues; and, engaged in decision making, problem solving, addressing 

community issues.  

 The fourth level of youth engagement is Systemic Change – where youth are also 

engaged in skill development and youth leadership. But, the primary difference is that 

youth are involved as a change strategy. Youth are engaged in political education and 



awareness; building skills and capacity for power analysis and action; engaged in 

advocacy and negotiation; and in direct mobilizing and coalition building). In this fourth 

level, young people begin to build a collective identity as social change agents, and may 

start to build a membership base. Critical to this level is that youth are a part of the core 

staff and governing body. 

I really like this model of youth engagement because there is a progression of youth engagement 

from young people as recipients of services to developing skills in young people to empowering 

young people to be agents of change.  This model doesn’t imply that one strategy is better than 

the other but it is clear that movement from one end of the continuum to the other better allows 

for the utilization of youth assets and a two-way partnership between young people and the 

community. If you are interested Kretzmann and McKnight (1993), in their book Building 

Communities from the Inside Out, provide numerous examples of successful two-way 

partnerships between young people and various community constituents, including local 

associations, public institutions, private sector, and other individuals within the community. 

 As you assess where your program is at on the continuum or how you might want to 

engage young people, the most important thing to remember is that you choose the strategy that 

best meets the needs and interests of young people and what you or your organization have the 

capacity to do. 

 

 

 

 



INTERVENTION 

Youth as recipients of services 

Young people are engaged in 

direct services that are based 

on addressing individual 

problems through treatment 

 

  



DEVELOPMENT 

Young people are developing 

skills 

Youth are engaged in 

opportunities that foster growth 

and skills development, and are 

provided with supports and 

access to caring adults and safe 

space; and given the 

opportunity to practice 

working in partnership with 

adults. 
 



COLLECTIVE 

EMPOWERMENT 

Young people are developing 

skills and have authentic 

leadership opportunities 

Youth are engaged in 

opportunities that deepen their 

understanding of cultural self 

and community issues; and, 

engaged in decision making, 

problem solving, and 

addressing community issues. 
 

  



SYSTEMIC CHANGE 

Young people are developing 

skills and youth leadership 

The primary difference here is 

youth are involved as a change 

strategy. Youth are engaged in 

political education and 

awareness; building skills and 

capacity for power analysis 

and action; engaged in 

advocacy and negotiation; and 

in direct mobilizing and 

coalition building 
 


