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From Youth Development to Community Development and Back Again

In recent years grantmakers have developed a strong sense that the landscape of communities needs to change to support young people – that community development and youth development are interconnected. Young people participating in youth programs have taken a step toward full engagement in community/civic life. During the past decade some key trends have emerged in the field of youth development:

· All but a handful of youth development programs have been losing young people as they reach their mid and late teens.

· As highlighted in a Carnegie Task Force report, “A Matter of Time,” (issued in the mid- 90s) young people in youth programs consistently said they didn’t have enough choice and say in activities. They have also lacked a larger voice in the organizations overall.

· Young people want to be involved in activities outside of the “clubhouse” doors and in their communities. While youth organizations have improved in terms of involving young people inside the organizations, they remain weak at involving them in community activities. Even when such groups have done so, the involvement has tended to be in traditional service arenas.

Increasingly over the last decade, youth development programs have been responding to concerns about their programs with:

· A shift from problem solving to preparation of youth – not only academic preparation, but preparation in social skills, civic skills, etc.

· Greater participation of young people in programs and organizations.

· Youth engagement in the community through service projects.

Young People as Change Makers

Current trends show a push toward deep community and civic engagement of young people who act as change makers. A sense has developed among program funders and organizers that youth development depends on investment in youth participation.

CDCs and CBOs inclined to involve young people have realized that this takes care, effort, and special commitments. At the same time, traditional youth organizations have realized that it’s not only necessary to develop activities to involve youth outside of the organization but for the entire organization to develop a more activist bent. Some organizations, which the Hazen Foundation has been funding, have formed with the intent of being effective youth development organizations, CBOs, and social change organizations. These organizations have a more straightforward commitment to engaging young people as change agents. Such an approach appears to be much more effective, and in some communities it’s one of the only ways to spur change. Among such groups are El Puente in New York City and YouthBuild, one of the oldest and largest national organizations of this type.

Questions have remained, however, about the connection between youth participation and community change. The Forum for Youth Investment stepped in four years ago to undertake action research to identify some of the problems impeding youth engagement.  Findings include:

· Traditional youth organizations striving to involve young people in a participatory experience haven’t been measured in terms of the effects of youth involvement on the community.  The focus has been on measuring youth impacts.

· Focused civic involvement hasn’t been the driving force behind the development and sustaining of programs promoting greater youth participation in activities.  The focus, more often, has been youth participation for youth development. 

· Among the programs that have emerged with a change agenda – either community change or larger civic change – a balance needs to be struck between engaging young people because it’s good for their development and engaging them because it’s good for community development or community change.

Moving Toward Systems Change

To indicate an interest in the discussion of what investment should look like inside the major public systems: education, juvenile justice, child welfare, public health, etc., the Forum for Youth Investment chose for its name the term “youth investment” rather than “youth development” (which is associated with traditional CBOs).  Great strides have been made in embedding the core ideas about youth development in public conversations (e.g. the importance of adult relationships, supportive structures, skill-building, engagement, opportunities for contribution).   The Forum recognized that over the past ten to fifteen years, this approach has come to be closely associated with the specific work of community organizations rather than the broader set of arenas in which young people live, learn, work and play.  The term “youth investment” is used to signal the need to work for fundamental shifts in public systems.  This is also true for youth involvement.  Increasingly, youth organizing and youth leadership efforts are focusing on systems change.  Youth organizing groups, for example, have taken on increasingly sophisticated work around youth engagement in the school reform process.  Other types of organizations are following on their path.

Finding the Balance

Groups with the goal of focusing young people around a serious youth action agenda are making progress on the community change front, but may have challenges on the youth development front.  Groups doing youth organizing are more likely to move young people into development work than adult-led community development groups are to move into youth organizing.   But these groups admit to sometimes giving insufficient attention to the personal growth needs of young activists.

There is work to be done on both sides of the continuum between organizations that focus on traditional youth development and those that focus on community development/community change.  There are important questions to be answered such as:

· How to encourage a balanced approach between youth investment, community development, and civic change.

· How to involve young people in meaningful ways – not just through adult-led youth summits and information gathering, and how to support them while they are engaged in community action.

· How to balance different factions of youth action: youth governance, youth organizing, youth advocacy, youth leadership, youth service, youth entrepreneurship, etc.

· How to determine and secure the extra resources and capacity building needed to involve youth in on-the-ground efforts.

In other countries, including Australia, Great Britain, South Africa, and Latin America, the connection between youth and community work has gotten stronger; a fundamental assumption often exists in these countries that it’s a right and a responsibility for youth to be active participants in their communities. The U.S. is behind the curve as far as having fundamental beliefs about youth participation in civic and community life.

Funders and Youth Engagement: Speedboats or Supertankers?

Larger cultural and social change may be needed for young people’s development as community change agents to be seen as a necessary component of their overall development, and for their development to be seen as necessary for community change. While youth organizers and youth organizing funders may appear to be speedboats in a world of supertankers, such ideas are beginning to filter into mainstream organizations and foundations.  Various program officers, for example – in areas such as youth development, education, and child welfare – are recognizing the importance of young people’s engagement in the change process. Foundations and organizations can help to move youth engagement forward by:

· Giving young people a space at the table at the outset of programs, not as an afterthought.

· Developing greater clarity in definitions and about the kind of involvement that’s needed.

· Sponsoring forums for young people themselves to talk about their organizing around systems reform.

· Putting the information gathered to good use in on-the-ground youth programs.

Such efforts and conversations together can help develop young people into both youth leaders and society’s future generation of adult leaders. Bold change is needed for this transformation to occur, and for youth development efforts to reach their full potential.
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