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Northern Ireland Youth Forum
“Almost always, the creative dedicated minority has made
the world better” (Martin Luther King, Jr.)
The Youth Forum believes that young people have an important role to play.
The Youth Forum exists to support young people to affect positive change for
themselves and for their communities; we believe young people should be
invested in; can be part of the solution; want to be empowered and must be
listened to. We believe that one person can make a difference; and that
together we can achieve great things.

Our Mission:
The NIYF is a youth led organisation that lobbies, advocates, promotes and
fights for the rights of young people.
We aim support young people and to help build self-confidence and belief so
that young people can raise and discuss issues of importance to them.
The Youth Forum adopts a rights based approach to much of its work and
supports young people to have the most up to date information with regards to
policy development within this context.
The Youth Forum places equality, diversity and interdependence central to its
ethos.
We believe that all young people should be listened to and respected and we
place understanding and acceptance of cultural and political diversity at the
forefront of our work.

Strategic Plan 2011 - 2014

2

Northern Ireland Youth Forum
“If colour, religion or political opinions do make us different;
misery, oppression, unemployment and exploitation make us
the same.”
Martin Luther King, Jnr

Our Values:
Young person centred – everything we do is aimed at improving the lives of
young people
Youth led – we are entirely youth led and take our direction straight from
young people
Advocating and lobbying on young people’s behalf – we will do all that we
can to represent the views of the young people we work with at all levels of
our work
Adopting rights based approach – the rights of children and young people
are central to everything we do
Needs based - knowing what young people’s needs and issues are based on
work at a grass roots level – it is essential that we know what is important to
young people. We will know this through issue based work and our work in
communities
Equality and acceptance – it is important that we treat everyone as equals
and respect diversity. We believe that everyone’s views and opinions should
be listened to and respected
Transparency; honesty and integrity – the Youth Forum has no ulterior
motives or egotistic agendas. Our work is based solely on the needs of young
people
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Collaboration – we believe that collaboration is important. By working
together we can affect positive change. We expect those we work with to
have the same ethical base as we do.
Providing safe space for young people – the Youth Forum will continue to
provide safe space for young people to engage at local, sub regional and
regional levels. The Youth Forum brings a degree of neutrality, which is highly
valued by young people.
Quality – the work that we do must be to the highest standard as well as
being meaningful and enjoyable for young people.
Meitheal – the principal of supporting people to work together for mutual
benefit

Defining Participation:
Youth Participation in decision-making has been accelerated since the 1985
International Youth Year and since the publication of the UN convention on
the rights of the Child.
In NI the past 5 years has seen a rapid increase in the numbers of
organisations involved in participation as well as developments such as the
Big Deal Programme; Network For Youth and the Proposed Youth Assembly.
The field is a crowded one at this moment though we should remember that
NIYF have been practicing in this area for over 32 years.
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Participation as a Specialist Disciple:
Locally, in Northern Ireland; in GB, in the Republic of Ireland and
internationally there is increased emphasis on involving young people in
decision making.
‘Young People and decision making’ has become a buzz phrase, and sceptics
argue that perhaps it has become more politically driven than evidence based;
i.e. it has become politically correct to participate with young people.
Involving young people in decision-making is not easily accomplished.
Historically it has proved to be one of the oldest challenges of the youth
sector.
The Youth Forum would argue that Participation is a specialised discipline
and is a cornerstone of the broader youth work curriculum.
We believe that young people’s participation has to be delivered and
supported in a very specialist way. In a way that is both meaningful and
enjoyable for young people.
The individual needs and aspirations of young people are the starting point
and only once these issues are addressed can we begin to engage young
people in a process of issue based participative practice.
Champions of Participation:
Throughout its history the Youth Forum has championed the development of
Participation and has worked to improve policy and practice in with a range of
agencies.
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As a leader in the field of Participation, the Youth Forum has cultivated an
active membership of young people, and participative structures, to set the
strategic direction of our work.
For over 3 decades the Youth Forum has led the way in promoting the voice
of young people. We have effectively strengthened the direct voice of young
people in the work that government does.
We have a strong track record in ensuring the effective participation of young
people in their communities, services and structures that are part of their lives.
This has included many years of training young people on their rights;
developing awareness, confidence and skills of young people; lobbying and
advocacy; influencing policy; developing forums for consultation and informing
the debate and practice of participation.
Our Definition:
It is important to define what we mean by ‘participation’, as the term can
cause confusion - particularly for those not familiar with current youth work
terminology.
Many professionals in the Youth Work sector have a good understanding of
what the term means; however, it is important to clarify what is meant by
participation within the context of the work of the Northern Ireland Youth
Forum.

The Northern Ireland Youth Forum defines participation as a situation of

empowerment

– where young people are

proactive

in the decision

making process.
The Youth Forum’s role is to promote the voice of, and support young people
within the decision making process.
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We believe that there are various levels of

decision-making. We believe

that the starting place when supporting young people is in relation to the
cognitive decision making process.

Participation is a process whereby Children and Young People are proactive
in terms of decision making.
It is a process whereby Children and Young People have

influence

power

and

with regards to decisions or issues that affect their lives or that

they care about.
Participation is a

right.

The Youth Forum provides space, support and

opportunities for young people to exercise this right.
We believe that participation happens at a number of levels including:
•

Within one’s own

life

•

Within one’s own

community

•

Sub regionally, regionally and internationally

Identifying our priority areas of work
In developing this strategy the Youth Forum has engaged in a process of
looking backwards; looking forwards; listening and assessing how best we as
an organisation can meet the needs of young people. This strategy has been
developed by Young People.
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We have done this via:
•

A series of consultation and visioning events with our members

•

A series of consultation and visioning events with our Executive
Committee

•

A series of consultation and visioning events with our staff

We have also sought to include the views of others within the Youth /
Voluntary / Community Sector including:
•

Discussions with senior members of the Youth Service

•

Discussions with representatives of statutory organisations

•

Discussions with representatives of voluntary organisations

•

Discussions with community organisations

During the Year from April 2010 – March 2011 the total number of youth
engagements we achieved was 30,060. 17,206 of these were via online and
technology and 12,854 were face-to-face engagements with young people.
This group – young people themselves – both those who are members of the
Youth Forum, and those who are not – are possibly the most important to us.
We have combined their views with those of all of the other stakeholders
outlined above in developing this strategy.
We have divided what we see as our key areas of work into 6 areas – we
have called these Key Priority Areas – KPA’s for short.
Our membership structure as shown below will help show how we represent
the views of young people.
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Executive
Committee ‐
elected by the
membership
Active Member Tier
‐ made up from
young people from
local fora, projects
and organisations

Youth Population ‐
members and non‐
members

Key
Priority
Areas
There are 6 important areas that our work focuses on:
We have identified that in order for the Youth Forum to effectively Promote the
Voice of Young People we should focus on Campaigning; Connecting;
Consulting; Supporting; Peace Building and Corporate Affairs.
These are highlighted in the diagram below and explained further in the pages
that follow. We believe that all of these areas are interlinked and
complementary of each other.
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Campaigning

Supporting

Consulting

Promoting
the Voice
of Young
People
Corporate
Affairs

Connecting

Peace
Building
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Campaigning
One of the Youth Forum’s Key areas of work is supporting young people to
lobby and campaign on issues young people care about.

This is very much in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as
well as other legislation.

Campaigning:
Young people will be provided with opportunities to involve their
organisations / youth panels or as individuals in NIYF local, regional
and international campaign work.

UNCRC:
Article 12:
‘To the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to
express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the
child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the
child;
Article 13:
‘The right to freedom of expression [including] freedom to seek, review and
impart information and ideas of all kind... through any media of the child’s
choice’;
The Youth Forum sees it as a priority that we represent the views of our
membership; as well as advocate for the wider youth population.
We will assess the needs of young people in a variety of ways.
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Each year we will consult widely with young people; through our work in
communities we will listen to and record the views of young people at a grass
roots level. Our Executive Committee will be recruited through an ‘active

membership tier’ which will have strong links back to the community and to
local youth participation structures.
We will also run campaigns in 6 month cycles based on issues of importance
to young people. Our active membership tier will be the catalyst for this work.
A communications strategy will be linked to this work.

Connecting
The Youth Forum believes that ‘connecting’ is an important part of our role;
and that this is four-dimensional’.
We believe that part of our role is to connect….
•

Young people to local participative structures

•

Pockets of good practice (e.g. youth foura) to each other

•

Young people to decision makers

•

Young people to each other

We can do this through our Membership as well as through our work with
young people and organisations who are not members of the Youth Forum.
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Connecting:
Young people who engage with the Youth Forum automatically become
connected to a NI wide network of young people and Youh Forums at
local, sub regional, regional, national and international levels.

Membership
The Youth Forum is a membership organisation.
Any young person aged between the ages of11 – 25 can be a member of the
Youth Forum so long as they reside in the North of Ireland.
We also have and extensive database of organisational members consisting
of organisations across voluntary and statutory sectors and which includes
schools, youth fora, youth clubs etc.
As part of this strategic plan the Youth Forum will implement our model for
regional participation as developed in 2009 and shown below. In doing so we
advocate for a strong partnership between the Youth Forum and local delivery
agents such as and within the voluntary / statutory and community sectors.
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The diagram above details the relationships between young people; local
youth providers; decision makers; the proposed Youth Assembly and the
Youth Forum. We see collaboration as paramount to improving the lives of all
young people.
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We have shown how local young people can connect to local youth forums
and councils; and how these local fora should connect at a sub regional level.
In turn we see it as important that young people have the opportunity to
connect with the Youth Assembly; decision makers and other pockets of good
practice. Crucially – the Youth Forum is the oil that makes this machine work.
We have a role in Campaigning; Connecting; Consulting; Supporting; Peace
Building and Corporate Affairs on a regional basis. Young people are central
to this model; young people are central to the Youth Forum. We are the only
Youth Led Regional Participative Organisation open to all young people.
This model has significant linkage to our Corporate Affairs – specifically
communications. We see it as important that we communicate with young
people ‘where they are at’. We have developed innovative ways of
communicating and sharing good practice such as the use of social media;
YouTube; twitter; Facebook, our website; SMS text etc.
ICT is one way that we can connect young people and projects to each other
on a regional basis.
To support this model of participation we have also established two very
important groups:
Political Youth Champions
This group is made up of Politicians – all of the major parties are included.
The function of this group is to provide a direct link between young people and
decision makers. This group meets twice per year with members of the NI
Youth Forum executive Committee.
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Critical Friends
Similar to the Political Youth Champions Group, our critical friends group is
made up of representatives from across Sectors such as community /
voluntary; private sector; public sector etc.
This group of key advisers / critical friends provide the Executive Committee
with additional support. These individuals are at a senior level within their
sector

and

have

been

of

great

support

to

the

Youth

Forum.

Consulting
The Youth Forum has had many years experience of carrying out
consultations with young people on a wide range of issues.
We believe that consultation is about listening; and crucially, about using this
information to shape policy. We believe that when carried out effectively
consultation can be both effective and meaningful.
Consultation Fatigue
The North of Ireland is perhaps one of the most consulted parts of the world at
the moment; and consultation fatigue is a term often used in describing the
affect of this.
Young people generally value being asked their opinions; but our experience
shows that they get exasperated when they are not told what has happened
to their views. Consultees want to know what change they have effected if
any. Young people need to be informed as to what has happened with their
views. Feedback is therefore crucial in any consultation process. A sense of
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knowledge of where your views have gone equals good feedback; good
feedback makes for good consultation. Two-way dialogue is paramount.
We could document many examples how some groups feel over consulted,
but at the same ignored in relation to provision of services.
We have to ask – are our policy makers listening; and we must insist on
feedback as part of any consultation process.
Consulting:
Through the NIYF’s engagement with young people they will be able to
feed into shaping policy through participation in Consultations
commissioned to the YF by government departments and public bodies.
The Youth Forum will continue to lobby on young people’s behalf in relation to
these issues.
Experts in the field
We have developed expertise in seeking the views of young people using a
range of methodologies. As part and parcel of this work we proactively target
young people who traditionally are overlooked.
We have developed particular expertise in seeking the views of marginalised
young people and groups of young people who tend to be overlooked.
We believe that those who want to consult with young people must provide
adequate resources to enable the process to take place and be meaningful.
Consultation should never be a tick box exercise.
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Support
It would be wrong to presume that all young people are equipped with the
skills and confidence to engage in the decision making process. Therefore the
Youth Forum believes that we have a role in supporting young people to
participate.
Through our work young people can engage in capacity building programmes
which will equip them with the skills and knowledge to engage with local; sub
regional; regional; national and international participative structures.
Through supporting young people we will play a role in developing their
personal and social development; confidence and self esteem; as well as
developing young people’s skills base to allow them to engage in the decision
making process.
We will also provide practical support for Youth Councils; Youth Forum and
Practitioners, playing our own part in raising standards for all.
We have developed an extensive suite of training programmes – both
accredited and non-accredited which can be delivered to young people and
practitioners.
Supporting:
Young people will be afforded with opportunities to engage in further
support and capacity building as delivered by the Youth Forum via our
suite of training.

The Youth Forum will:
•

Support Young People to Participate in local, sub regional, regional,
national and international participative structures
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•

Support practitioners through cascading information and training
throughout the Youth and Community Sectors

•

Support existing and emerging structures

The Youth Forum will also work toward setting standards for participation,
which will benefit young people, organisations and the sector as a whole.

Peace Building
The Northern Ireland Youth Forum are passionate about promoting the voice
of young people and their role in society.
As such the Youth Forum believes that young people are part of the solution
in helping us achieve a cohesive; peaceful; tolerant; shared society.
For over 30 years; spanning much of the years of the Conflict in Ireland, the
Youth Forum has brought together young people from all walks of life.
Through the work of the Youth Forum young people have had the chance to
engage in activity; dialogue and discussion based on social issues – those
issues that make us the same; and in turn also celebrate and respect
diversity.
The Youth Forum provides safe space for young people to explore some of
the ‘harder issues’ and has a track record of facilitating civic action based on
issues including rioting; sectarianism; policing; bonfires; victims etc.
The Youth Forum has developed a range of accredited and non accredited
capacity building and training programmes for young people which impact
upon personal and social development; community relations; aspirations and
goals; civic and political education; community action etc.
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Youth Forum staff constantly engage in critical reflective practice and quality
assurance as a means of continual improvement to ensure that young people
receive a service that is of the highest possible stand and that is enjoyable as
well as meaningful.
The Youth Forum believes that young people have an important role to play.
The Youth Forum exists to support young people to affect positive change for
themselves and for their communities; we believe young people sound be
invested in; can be part of the solution; want to be empowered and must be
listened to. We believe that one person can make a difference; and that
together we can achieve great things.

Corporate Affairs.
As with any organisation it is important that we have a robust strategy in place
in terms of our corporate affairs.
The Youth Forum classifies the following areas as Corporate Affairs:

•

Communications (Internal and External, Including PR and Marketing)

•

Sustainability and long term financial planning

•

Good Governance

•

Human Resources and Staffing

Communications
We believe that as part of our operational plan we need to develop an
overarching communications strategy. This strategy will compliment all of the
other work.
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It should include internal and external communications and embrace new
media and other innovative methods of communication.
We will establish a PR / Communications Sub Committee chaired by our PR
representative on our Executive Committee.

Sustainability and long term financial planning
The Youth Forum will continue to be innovative in the way we seek funding to
develop and sustain the organisation. The cornerstone of this organisation is
based on young people’s basic rights. We will develop a fundraising strategy
and social enterprise to enable us to continue to work for young people, with
young people and be led by young people, now and for many years to come.
Good Governance
The Youth Forum is Youth Led – our Executive Committee is made up of
young people who are elected from within our membership. We will continue
to support the Committee and work with them to ensure that our policies and
procedures are fit for purpose and up-to-date.
Human Resources
Our most valuable asset in implementing this strategy is our staff team. We
will continue to employ a highly skilled team of practitioners who specialise in
our area of work. An experienced professional administration team will
support this team.
We will work to ensure that this team are highly motivated and supported to
deliver work of the highest quality.
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