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The case for meaningful youth 
engagement 
This learning brief is a primer designed for anyone looking to strengthen meaningful youth engagement (MYE) 
in their work—whether by leading it directly, supporting it through research or partnerships, or funding it as part 
of broader digital safety efforts. It aims to help teams in the industry understand what good MYE looks like, 
and how to recognise meaningful practice even when they’re not the ones doing the engagement themselves.  

Why meaningful youth engagement? 
Young people know what it feels like to grow up online. They understand the risks, the gaps, the workarounds, 
and what safety actually looks like in practice. Their perspectives offer a direct window into how digital 
platforms are used, adapted, and experienced on the ground. Engaging them meaningfully in research and 
design leads to sharper insights, better tools, and outcomes that reflect the realities of their digital lives. 

For tech companies, MYE is not a box to check—it’s a way to build safer, more effective, and more responsive 
platforms. Here’s why it matters:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Frameworks and principles of youth engagement 
There are many ways to think about youth engagement, but in this brief we focus on Treseder’s Degrees of 
Participation—a flexible, non-hierarchical framework that reflects the different forms youth engagement can 
take in real-world projects. The framework outlines five types of involvement, and emphasizes that what 
matters most is whether the approach is intentional and appropriate to the context. A summary is included 
below. 

1.​ Assigned but informed – Adults decide the project and youth participate with a clear understanding of 
the purpose and their role. 

2.​ Consulted and informed – Young people are asked for their views, and their input is taken seriously, 
with feedback on how it’s used. 

3.​ Adult-initiated, shared decisions with young people – Adults start the project, but decision-making is 
shared with young people throughout. 

4.​ Youth-initiated and directed – Young people lead the initiative, setting the agenda and making 
decisions independently. 

5.​ Youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults – Youth take the lead but collaborate with adults as equal 
partners in decision-making. 

While this model outlines different forms youth engagement can take, it’s also important to understand what 
makes that engagement meaningful in the first place. The Committee on the Rights of the Child identifies nine 
core requirements that define meaningful participation (see below). These principles apply across all forms of 
engagement and provide a shared standard for what good participation looks like, regardless of the structure 
or format. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Treseders-1997-Degrees-of-Participation-Save-the-Children_fig2_321783095
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Treseders-1997-Degrees-of-Participation-Save-the-Children_fig2_321783095
https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/advanceversions/crc-c-gc-12.pdf


 

Now that we've outlined the key frameworks and principles behind MYE, the next step is to see how these 
ideas are brought to life. This learning brief draws on the innovative online child safety research conducted by 
six of the Tech Coalition Safe Online Research Fund projects seen below. These projects bring key principles 
and models of youth participation into practice in diverse and grounded ways. While the insights come from 
research settings, many of the lessons are applicable across other functions, including design, policy, 
partnerships, and program implementation. 

 

 

ChildSafeNet’s research used a 
mixed-method approach, including a 
cross-sectional online survey of 900 

parents of children aged 6-17, alongside 10 
FGDs with parents and 6 FGDs with 

children aged 13-17, inclusive of queer 
children, children with disabilities, child club 

members and students from community 
schools. Additionally, 10 interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders in child 
protection. The study used participatory 

visual methods, such as mapping 
exercises, to actively engage parents and 

children. 

 

This study on online sexual exploitation and 
abuse of children and young adults with 

intellectual disabilities in Kenya collected 
qualitative data from 88 children (aged 14-22 
with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities), 

48 parents or caregivers, 10 experts, and 
various government and community 

stakeholders. Conducted in schools and 
community settings in Nairobi and Kiambu 

counties, the research focused on urban and 
peri-urban areas with higher connectivity.  

 

 
 

This study, conducted in collaboration with 
Tigo Colombia and Aulas en Paz, used a 

stratified, two-stage cluster sampling 
method to collect data from a 

representative sample of 5,718 students, 
990 parents and caregivers, and 616 

teachers across six regions in Colombia. 
Data was gathered using an adapted 

version of the Global Kids Online 
questionnaire to assess children’s online 

experiences and the role of adults in 
mitigating risks and enhancing 

opportunities. 
 

 
 

Cross-cultural, qualitative, child-centered data 
to inform grooming prevention and response 
was gathered from 604 children aged 8-18 

across seven countries (Australia, Cambodia, 
Colombia, Finland, Kenya, Philippines, and 

South Africa) in both urban and rural settings, 
representing high-, middle-, and low-income 

contexts. The research was conducted in 
partnership with Western Sydney University. 

 

 



 

 
 

A cross-regional study on peer-to-peer 
sexual violence online, social norms, and 
youth-led prevention recommendations 
involved 147 young people aged 13-18 

from Albania, Canada, and Kenya. 
 

 
The DRAGON project, Developing Resistance 

Against Grooming Online: Stories Strengthened 
Safeguards by Swansea University, examines 

interactional dynamics and child 
communicative behaviors during online 

grooming. Its innovative approach combines 
linguistic analysis of grooming chat logs with 

insights from children, lived experience experts 
and child safeguarding practitioners. 

 

 

The Research Fund remains committed to supporting meaningful youth engagement in research. One example 
is the Fund’s continued partnership with Western Sydney University, whose upcoming project on generative AI 
will place youth engagement at the centre of its design and implementation.  

 



 

Turning principles into practice: Meaningful 
youth engagement in action 
Engagement modalities  
The continuum below (first proposed by Davies in 2009) illustrates the range of modalities that engagement 
can take: from less structured, occasional input on the left to more formal and ongoing participation structures 
on the right. While modalities that fall toward the right are often seen as more meaningful, the most 
appropriate modality will always depend on context, purpose, time, and available resources. Each modality has 
its value, and it’s important to consider a mix of approaches depending on the goals of the project and the 
needs of the young people involved. 

 

Individual 
complaints or 
feedback 

Surveys & 
consultations 

One-off events 
or annual 
participation 
events 

Participation 
projects – often 
using arts or 
media 

Peer-led 
activities such 
as training, 
research and 
evaluation 

Youth forum, 
youth advisory 
board or youth 
grant-making 

Young people 
involved in 
governance – 
seats on the 
board 

 

Meaningful youth engagement across the research process  
Drawing on the research projects funded by the Research Fund, we can break down how youth engagement is 
conducted and the roles that young people play across different stages of the research process. A key insight 
is that youth engagement adds value throughout—not just at the point of data collection or dissemination—and 
should ideally be built in from the start rather than added as an afterthought. This section illustrates how that 
plays out in practice, using examples from our grantee projects.  

 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/brain-sciences/sites/brain_sciences/files/headstart_evidence_briefing_participation_models.pdf


 

 

 

 

 



 

Enablers of meaningful youth engagement: 
What to keep front of mind 
This section outlines key considerations identified by grantees as essential to enabling MYE. While often 
overlooked, addressed informally or considered on an ad hoc basis, they are consistently what made 
engagement efforts work in practice. 

Trust and relationships 
Strong, trusted relationships—with young people, their communities, and those who already work with 
them—are foundational to MYE. This was a consistent finding across projects. Royal Roads, for example, faced 
significant challenges engaging youth in Canada due to cold outreach and the absence of prior relationships, 
while youth in Kenya and Albania engaged more openly due to existing partnerships. Los Andes built trust over 
time with schools by showing reliability and responsiveness. Save the Children, Western Sydney University and 
Swansea University relied on local youth-focused organisations and facilitators who already had deep, ongoing 
relationships with the young people involved. They also emphasized the value of giving autonomy to local 
partners to make decisions on behalf of the project.  

→ If companies do not already have trusted relationships with young people or youth communities, the 
single most important step is to partner with organizations that do. Prioritise working with partners who 
bring not just access, but deep understanding, contextual knowledge, and safeguarding experience. 

Diversity and representation 
Most projects were intentional in reaching young people across different genders, age groups, geographies, 
abilities, and social backgrounds. Teams conducted strategic outreach to ensure a mix of perspectives 
(especially from underrepresented groups) and were transparent about the limits of their sample and scope. In 
addition to these common factors, other dimensions of diversity may also be valuable to consider, especially in 
digital safety contexts. For instance, ZanaAfrica included considerations of parental dynamics in their 
sampling strategy. Other dimensions may include: 

●​ Digital access (e.g., whether participants 
have consistent internet connectivity) 

●​ Device type and ownership (e.g., whether 
they use a phone or laptop; whether they 
own or share a device) 

 

●​ Access environments (e.g., whether young 
people access content at school, home, 
internet cafés, or public spaces) 

●​ Family structure and caregiving 
responsibilities (e.g., living with one or both 
parents) 

Planning and adaptability 
Even with a clear plan, MYE requires a high degree of flexibility. Grantees repeatedly emphasised that things 
rarely go exactly as expected, especially when working with diverse youth groups across varied contexts. 

A key part of this adaptability is having multiple engagement modalities ready. At Swansea, the team 
developed multiple versions of facilitation briefs (e.g., Option A, B, C) and adapted their methods depending on 
how young people responded in real time. ZanaAfrica used a wide range of expression tools—cue cards, 
drawing, writing, group discussion. Save the Children and Western Sydney University adjusted workshop 
formats to reflect participants’ literacy levels, cultural norms, physical ability, and language needs.  

→ With young people, you often won’t know what will resonate until you’re in the room. Having a flexible 
toolkit, and being equally comfortable using any part of it, is essential. 

 



 

Closing the loop 
Many grantees reflected on the need to improve follow-through after youth participation. While validation 
workshops were common, long project cycles often meant that young people had moved on before outcomes 
were shared. Save the Children and Western Sydney University raised the challenge of tracking whether and 
how children actually benefited, and how to analyse feedback in real time. 

Several projects noted the lack of visible mechanisms to show how youth input made a difference. Ideas for 
possible solutions included simple, visual repositories that track changes resulting from youth feedback. 
Others highlighted the importance of offering opportunities for ongoing engagement for youth who are 
interested, in addition to one-time consultations (think back to the modalities continuum). 

ZanaAfrica pointed to research fatigue: “We collect data—then what?” They emphasised that unless youth 
recommendations are taken forward by stakeholders, participation can feel extractive. 

→ This is a key opportunity for the tech sector, where youth input can directly inform design, policy, or 
safety features, allowing for quicker, more visible forms of accountability. 

 

 



 

Sources 
This learning brief is based on evidence and interviews from six research projects funded by the Tech Coalition 
Safe Online Research Fund. More information on each grantee’s research is available below.  
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