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Youth Engagement in Community Change:  
The Double Arrow 

FACT The American dream is based on the assumption that all  young people can 
succeed if they work hard and have the support of their families and 
communities.

FACT American neighborhoods vary enormously in the quality and quantity of services, 
opportunities and supports available to help families support their youth. 

FACT This variation from neighborhood to neighborhood is not random.  Families that 
have the fewest individual resources live in neighborhoods with the fewest 
collective resources. Low-income young people, immigrant youth and young 
people of color are disproportionately affected. 

FACT The effect of this “opportunities gap” is cumulative. Neighborhoods with weak 
schools also often have weak civic and social organizations, weak businesses and 
weak economies.  As a result, young people often lack adequate opportunities 
and supports where they live, learn, work and play. Sometimes they literally lack 
places to live, learn, work and play. 

FACT Better individual programs and services in these neighborhoods are necessary 
but not enough.  Young people do not grow up in programs, they grow up in 
communities.  Programs can help a few young people beat the odds, but more is 
needed to help youth and community members change the odds for the majority 
of young people in their community. 

FACT Young people want to be engaged as change-makers in their lives, their families 
and their communities.  They are disproportionately involved in and affected by 
the problems that beset communities – drugs, violence, poor education, lack of 
jobs – and they must be part of the solution.  

FACT Change happens fastest when youth 
and community development are 
seen as two sides of the same coin 
and  young people are afforded the 
tools, training and trust to apply 
their creativity and energy to affect 
meaningful change in their own 
lives and in the future of their 
neighborhoods and communities. 

The “Double Arrow”

Youth
Contributing to 

Communities

Communities
Contributing
to Youth
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Youth engagement as a 
strategy for community 
change 

Youth Engagement 101
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Youth Engagement as a 
Strategy for Organizational 
Change

 
Intervention    Development    Collective Empowerment    Systemic Change 

 
YOUTH 

SERVICES 
APPROACH 

 
 Defines young 
people as clients 

 Provides services 
to address 
individual 
problems and 
pathologies of 
young people 

 Programming 
defined around 
treatment and 
prevention 

 

 
 

 
YOUTH 

DEVELOPMENT 
 

 Provides services and 
support, access to 
caring adults and safe 
spaces 

 Provides opportunities 
for the growth and 
development of young 
people 

 Meets young people 
where they are 

 Builds young people�’s 
individual 
competencies 

 Provides age 
appropriate support 

 Emphasizes positive 
self identity 

 Supports youth-adult 
partnerships 

 
YOUTH LEADERSHIP 

 
Includes components of 

youth development 
approach plus: 

 
 Builds in authentic 

youth leadership 
opportunities within 
programming and 
organization 

 Helps young people 
deepen historical and 
cultural understanding 
of their experiences 
and community issues 

 Builds skills and 
capacities of young 
people to be decision 
makers and problem 
solvers 

 Youth participate in 
community projects 

 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 

 
Includes components of 
youth development & 
youth leadership plus: 

 
 Engages young people 

in political education 
and awareness 

 Builds skills and 
capacity for power 
analysis and action 
around issues young 
people identify 

 Begins to help young 
people build collective 
identity of young 
people as social change 
agents 

 Engages young people 
in advocacy and 
negotiation 

 
YOUTH ORGANIZING 

 
Includes 

components  
of youth 

development, youth 
leadership and civic 
engagement plus: 

 
 Builds a membership 

base 

 Involves youth as part 
of core staff and 
governing body 

 Engages in direct action 
and mobilizing 

 Engages in alliances 
and coalitions 

Listen, Inc. An Emerging Model for Working with Youth: Community Organizing + Youth Development = Youth Organizing.
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Eight Principles of Youth Engagement
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Capacity:

         Three Strengths, 
      Eight Principles

Opportunity

CapacityMotivation

Foundation

Youth 
Action

Motivation:

Opportunity:
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Principle 1: Design an Outreach Strategy

Effective youth engagement 
strategies must have strong and 
continuous outreach strategies. -

-
-

-

-

-

Key Ideas
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Principle 2: Create a “Home Base” 

Effective youth engagement 
strategies create a “home base” 
for young people.  

-

-
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Key Ideas
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  Principle 3:  Convey an Intentional Philosophy

Effective youth engagement 
efforts are driven by an intentional 
philosophy about change 
that young people and adults 
understand and own. 
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Principle 4:  Identify Core Issues 

Effective youth engagement 

points for action.

-

-

-
-

-

-
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-

Key Ideas
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Principle 5: Create Youth/Adult Teams 

Effective youth engagement 
strategies have at their core a 
youth and adult team. 

-

-
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Effective youth engagement 
strategies are intentional about 
building youth and adult capacity.

Skills

-

-

-

 
Awareness.

-

-

-

Key Ideas

Principle 6: Build Youth and Adult Capacity 
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Principle 7: Provide Individual Supports

Effective youth engagement 
strategies balance the need for 
individual supports with the goal 
of community change.  
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Effective youth engagement 
strategies create opportunities for 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Key Ideas

Core Principles for Engaging Young People in Community Change

Forum for Youth Investment



July 2007

Spotlight

-

-

-

1. 

2. 

Core Principles for Engaging Young People in Community Change



About the Oasis Center & Community Impact 
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Assisting Youth in Crisis:

-

Providing Community-Based 

Supports:

Promoting Youth Leadership: 

-

-
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Every Child, Every Promise: Investing in Our Young 

People

Forum Focus, 

2(3). 

Forum Focus, 2(2). -

Finding Out What Matters for 

Youth:  Testing Key Links in a Community Action Framework for Youth Devel-

opment.  

Youth Action: 

Youth Contributing to Communities, Communities Supporting Youth. 

An Emerging Model for Working with Youth:  Community Orga-

nizing + Youth Development = Youth Organizing.

Building Effective Youth Coun-

cils:  A Practical Guide to Engaging Youth in Policy Making. 

Youth Acts:  Community Impacts:  Stories of Youth Engage-

ment with Realy Results. 
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RELATED RESOURCES  
From the Forum and Oasis/Community IMPACT 
Building Effective Youth Councils:  A Practical Guide to Engaging Youth in 
Policy Making 
This guide is designed to help state and localities to create or strengthen their own 

youth councils.  It is a synthesis of theory and practice.  This guide provides a general 

framework for thinking about youth councils, explaining the principles of youth action 

and the importance of youth engagement.  It also incorporates advice and lessons from 

people “in the field” who have started or currently staff youth councils across the 

country.   

College Access:  From the Inside Out 
A resource from Oasis/Community IMPACT of Nashville. The Forum's partners in 

Nashville and Austin have both demonstrated the amazing roles that youth 

mobilizers — young people trained and supported to use the Youth IMPACT! 

approach — can play in moving the high school reform/college access messages 

in their schools, communities and local governments. This innovative report and 

recommendations on college access is written from the perspective of students going through the 

challenges of getting adequate support for their pursuit of higher  

education.  www.forumfyi.org/Files/CollegeAccessReport.pdf

Youth Development Series Guide
The Guide documents are described in this guide. We cannot emphasize enough that this guide does 

not represent all of the best thinking in community youth development. We encourage you to go 

directly to the organizations represented by the U.S. members of the ILG (see list in the guide) and to 

browse the Web sites and resources of some of the project contributors and Forum members (see list 

in the guide). For a glimpse of the work and thinking of many of these organizations (as well as 

others), you may find Youth Action: Annotated Bibliography and Key Resources a useful place to 

start. www.forumfyi.org/Files/YDCC_Guide.pdf

Youth Action:  Youth Contributing to Communities, Communities 
Supporting Youth
Youth Action provides the fullest treatment of the question, "What is youth 

action and how can it be supported?" This volume explores the converging 

trends in youth development, civic engagement and community 

development, identifies common themes and important differences 

between the strands of youth action, introduces the concept of creating 

action pathways for youth, and offers recommendations for planning and 

policy. www.forumfyi.org/Files/YouthAction.pdf

Youth Acts, Community Impacts:  Stories of Youth 
Engagement with Real Results 

Youth Acts, Community Impacts forces the question of whether or not we have 

powerful examples of community impacts that are the result of youth acts. In 

response to this challenge, Youth Acts, Community Impacts offers eight case 

studies — and a number of short profiles — documenting efforts in the United 

States and around the world, all connecting the dots between youth action and 

meaningful community change. The publication begins with reflections on why it is 

often so hard, especially in the United States, for young people to find the space 

needed to make a difference in their communities. And it offers detailed and 

abbreviated case studies of successful efforts — in the United States and abroad 

— in order to understand better how and why some youth acts do yield positive 

community impacts.  www.forumfyi.org/Files/YouthActsCommunityImpacts.pdf



RELATED RESOURCES  
From the Forum and Oasis/Community IMPACT 
Building Effective Youth Councils:  A Pr
Policy Making 
This guide is designed to help state and localities to create or strengthen their own 

youth councils.  It is a synthesis of theory 

framework for thinking about youth councils, explaining the principles of youth action 


