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Young people’s role in society
	Summary

We want all young people to have a positive and active role in their communities and wider society, and want your views on how we can achieve this. Many young people already volunteer, and some are involved in formal decision-making in their local areas. We want to build on this and are asking how we can encourage more young people to be active citizens in their communities. Many young people feel they are portrayed unfairly in newspapers, radio and television, with too much focus on the things some young people do that are wrong, not enough on the good things they do, and not enough representation of their viewpoints. Of course Government cannot tell a free media what stories to cover and how, but we want to hear ideas on how unfair negative perceptions of young people could be addressed.


Introduction

1. This paper considers what support we can give to help realise ambitions for all young people to have a positive place in society and to make a difference to the areas in which they live.
2. Two separate but related papers focus specifically on:

(i) what a society that is “positive for youth” would look like; and 

(ii) formal participation by young people in public decision making and democratic engagement, both locally and nationally.  
Background
3. Giving young people direct influence in decision making and enabling them to lead change helps to engage them in a positive relationship with their communities and makes sure that services meet their needs. A separate paper sets out proposals for consultation on how formal participation in decision-making might be supported at national and local level.  


4. More widely, active citizenship enables young people to demonstrate their capacity to make a difference and develop the soft skills sought by employers. Young people have a lot to offer and learn as active members of communities. However, some young people need support to get involved positively in their communities, particularly those under 16 years of age or with limited support from their families or who are living away from home.
 
5. National Citizen Service (NCS) is a programme being piloted in 2011 and 2012 which aims to help address this. It is a personal and social development programme which will bring 16 year olds from different backgrounds together in a challenging residential and home-based programme of team building, problem solving and social action activities.  One aim is that the experience of NCS will stimulate continued community involvement by young people.  Throughout the programme, participants will learn about their local communities, meeting local representatives from local businesses, public services and charities. Using this understanding participants will be supported to design and develop a social action project that will benefit their local communities which they will then deliver. Projects could be supporting children, the environment or the elderly in their communities. 


6. In addition, from April 2011, the Government will support active citizenship by encouraging volunteering for all age groups including young people, by:
 
· ensuring around 5,000 Community Organisers are trained over the lifetime of this Parliament to act as a catalyst for more social action;
· reviewing CRB checks and vetting and barring to remove some of the barriers to volunteering;
· providing funding for Volunteering Social Action Infrastructure – locally-based teams to encourage people to engage in social action;
· providing funding for Volunteering Match Fund to encourage the private sector to fund volunteering projects, with a match funding incentive; and
· providing funding via Sport England and the Arts Council to continue to create opportunities for young people to participate in community activities. 

7. A tiny minority of young people make a destructive contribution, engaging in anti-social rather than constructive patterns of behaviour. Too often this taints adult society’s view and media representation of young people. Consequently the commitment and achievements of the majority are not fully valued or recognised. Previous attempts by central Government directly to redress negative perceptions have focused on support for events celebrating young people’s achievements, specific grants for young people to develop media and other projects that allow them to be presented in a positive light, and a proactive communications strategy promoting good news stories. These interventions were relatively high cost but seem to have had limited tangible impact on perceptions.


What needs to change 
8. We want to stimulate a sea-change in attitudes to young people and help create a society that is ‘positive for youth’. Such a society is one in which young people are encouraged to make the most of their lives, and where young people and adults live alongside each other with mutual appreciation and respect.   Public services, businesses and professionals will support families and communities to help every young person have strong ambitions, good opportunities and supportive relationships to help them access opportunities and realise their ambitions. Those who help young people will recognise that they vary in their aptitudes and skills; develop at different rates; and have diverse experiences in terms of family background, gender, disability, race, faith, or sexual orientation, which can influence their needs. A separate discussion paper is available that sets out in more detail a vision for a society that is ‘positive for youth’.
9. As part of young people’s positive role in society, we want:

· young people having a say in the decisions that affect them to be the norm - not only through formal “youth participation” activity but as active members of their communities;  

· volunteering and making a positive contribution to their communities to be a natural part of young people’s lives both in school and college and beyond; and.

· young people to be respected as valued members of society and recognised for the contribution they make.
10. Evidence suggests that young people in England spend more time with their peers and less with their families and other adults than in other European countries. Strengthening inter-generational links in communities is a challenge. Adults may need encouragement to engage positively with their local young people, especially if perceptions of anti-social activity inhibit their desire to do so. We are interested in identifying successful examples of engaging young people as active citizens in their communities.
11. Statistically, young people are amongst the population groups most likely to volunteer. There is therefore a rich foundation of voluntary commitment by young people on which to build. Some recent initiatives to encourage volunteering and increase its impact were described in paras 5 and 6 above. We are interested in identifying other ways in which young people’s volunteering can be encouraged and recognised.
12. Legislative change will provide some new opportunities to enable local young people and adults to play a more active role in running local services fro young people. The Right to Buy will enable community groups including young people’s groups to identify and nominate assets of community value, including youth centres, ensuring that their communities are given an opportunity to raise funds to buy them should they come up for sale. Similarly, the Right to Challenge will enable youth groups to express an interest in running existing local authority services where they believe they can do so differently or better. Local Referenda will ensure young people are able to influence directly issues that they care about. We are interested in identifying other ways in which young people can be involved directly in delivering services. 

Beyond formal decision-making processes, what are effective ways of engaging young people in the life of their communities?   

How can volunteering by young people be effectively encouraged?

How can young people be involved more directly in the delivery of services? 

13. Negative perceptions of young people, and the perceived role of the media in exacerbating this, continue to be of concern to those working directly with young people and to young people themselves.  Media coverage can have a damaging effect on how young people are viewed and their confidence to contribute in their own communities. Media coverage of young people was highlighted as a major point of concern by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in its concluding observations on the UK’s compliance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

14. In a free society Government’s ability directly to influence media coverage is rightly limited. However we would be interested to gather views on what can be legitimately done in this area. For example, Government Ministers could commit in their public statements to speak positively about young people. It might also be possible to put in place stronger arrangements for representing the voice of young people in media debates, building on the work of the UK Youth Parliament and the British Youth Council. 

What are the most effective ways to counter negative perceptions of young people?

How can young people best be supported to present their achievements and perspectives themselves?

Who are the key players? 
15. The key players are young people themselves and youth organisations; Local Authorities and Government Departments; and the wider communities in within which young people are growing up including community organisations. 
Comments
16. We would welcome comments and views on what needs to be done to enhance young people’s role in society and in particular on the questions below:

Beyond formal decision-making processes, what are effective ways of engaging young people in the life of their communities?   

How can volunteering by young people be effectively encouraged?

How can young people be involved more directly in the delivery of services? 

What are the most effective ways to counter negative perceptions of young people?

How can young people best be supported to present their achievements and perspectives themselves?

    
 These should be sent to Positivefor.Youth@education.gsi.gov.uk.

	Key points made through the consultation
	Government’s position
	Action Government is taking

	The principle that young people’s direct involvement in shaping and making decisions on those issues that impact on their lives leads to better provision and take up was accepted without question. Formal mechanisms were valued and endorsed, but other ways needed to be found to engage young people, including from an earlier age.
	Youth voice is at the heart of our policy for young people who have been actively involved and engaged at every stage of the developing Positive for Youth policy statement. 
	Grant funding of £850,000 from October 2011-March 2013 has been provided to BYC to increase the quality and quantity of youth involvement in formal decision making. 

We will support a new national youth scrutiny group to enable young people to influence Government Ministers’ thinking directly. 

We are making clear that every local area is expected to have a youth decision making body and should offer opportunities for youth scrutiny of policies and services.

	Concern about the negative perceptions of young people and the role of the media in exacerbating the situation. General agreement that projects and activities that brought different generations together played a valuable role in addressing this issue; youth “champions” who spoke positively about young people are also important, as are opportunities to celebrate achievements.
	We share this concern. Through developing a cross Government vision and policy for a society that is positive for youth, we aim to help overturn such perceptions.
	The whole Positive for Youth policy is focused on highlighting young people’s achievements and the valuable contribution they make to their communities. We are working with a range of organisations, including business, to explore ways to bring the generations together for mutual benefit. Through the grant funding for participation, we are encouraging and supporting young people to present themselves positively. 

	To help young people to volunteer and engage in local decision making, the importance of effective advice, guidance and support was seen as critical. It should be easier to find out what opportunities are open to them and organisations need to be creative in how such opportunities are made known. Schools and youth sector organisations should link more effectively here.
	We agree.
	The statement outlines a range of funding streams supporting young people’s volunteering

New DfE grant funding is being used to support and advise organisations on how best to engage and involve young people. It will provide a focal point for guidance and good practice to enable local areas to put in place or improve mechanisms to increase young people’s involvement.


 A Positive for Youth Summit took place on 9 March 2011 bringing together ministers and officials from seven Government departments with experts, professionals and young people to debate the key issues faced by young people and services for young people.


Building on the summit, this paper is part of a series of discussion papers being developed in partnership with experts from the youth sector  This paper and a number of other discussion papers, can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.education.gov.uk/positiveforyouth" \o "http://www.education.gov.uk/positiveforyouth" �www.education.gov.uk/positiveforyouth�.


Through these papers we are promoting a public debate on these issues in order to help shape a new Government policy statement on young people and services for young people. Please note that these are discussion papers and not final statements of Government policy.


We would welcome comments and views on the issues and questions set out in this paper.  


Your comments will help to inform the development of this new policy statement.  Comments should be sent to the � HYPERLINK "mailto:Positivefor.Youth@education.gsi.gov.uk" \o "mailto:Positivefor.Youth@education.gsi.gov.uk" �Positivefor.Youth@education.gsi.gov.uk� email box by 15 September. We regret that we will not be able to respond to every email we receive. 
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