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The flower of participation is a tool 
that uses the metaphor of a bloom-
ing flower to describe the different 

forms of MYp and how MYp can 
grow and flourish.





What is Meaningful Youth  
ParticiPation (MYP)?
Young people are diverse rights holders on their own, 
and meaningful youth participation is a right of all young 
people by the Convention of the Rights of the Child . 
MYP means that young people can participate on equal 
terms with adults, or work independently, in organiza-
tions as well as in all stages of programming and pol-
icy-making: design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. For this reason, mechanisms have to be in 
place for young people to have an active role, in which 
their voices are heard and respected. When participa-
tion of young people is truly meaningful, it benefits the 
young people, the program, policy or organization, and 
society as a whole. 

the floWer of ParticiPation
The Flower of Participation is a tool that uses the met-
aphor of a blooming flower to describe how MYP can 
grow and flourish. It can be used to distinguish between 
different forms of youth participation and to explore 
whether they are meaningful or not. The tool describes 
the core elements of Meaningful Youth Participation (the 
roots), the different forms of Meaningful Youth Partici-
pation (the leaves and petals of the flower), non-mean-
ingful forms of youth participation (the insects) and the 
preconditions for MYP (the water and the sun). All these 
different aspects of MYP are discussed below.

the air: inclusivitY
Inclusivity, like the air we breathe, is everywhere and 
therefore should be integrated in all the elements of 
Meaningful Youth Participation. We can’t survive with-
out it! Young people are not a homogenous group: they 
are, in fact, very diverse. And so, we need to be aware 
of the importance of MYP happening in an inclusive 

inTroducTion

the flower of Participation, developed by choice for Youth and sexuality and 
Youact, is a tool that can be used to explain the concept of Meaningful Youth 
Participation (MYP). it can also be used to reflect on the current status of MYP 

in an organization and on the organization’s ambitions regarding MYP. it can also 
be used by young people to understand their position within an organization and 

advocate for their right to meaningfully participate.

manner. For all young people. It is important to be inclu-
sive of young people with diverse sexual orientations, 
gender identities and gender expressions, young people 
living with disabilities, young people living with HIV, 
young people from rural and urban areas, young women 
and girls, young people from different socio-economic 
backgrounds. When a young person is par-ticipating 
in a program, activity or organization, they should rep-
resent the voice of different groups of young people.  
 
the soil: coMMitMent froM 
Young PeoPle
MYP is all about young people. For this reason, the 
young people involved have a crucial role. Without the 
commitment of young people to an organization or pro-
gram, MYP is simply not possible. And so commitment 
from young people is represented by the soil in which 
the Flower grows. Young people should be committed 
to actively participating, and willing to grasp the oppor-
tunities that are offered to them. 

the roots: the core eleMents 
of MYP
The roots of a flower are essential in allowing a flower to 
survive and flourish. They enable the flower to retrieve 
water and nutrients from the soil and to keep itself 
upright. The more roots the flower has, the stronger its 
foundations. 
This metaphor also applies to MYP. There are five core 
elements of MYP, and the stronger and more present 
the core elements are, the more MYP can flourish.  
The five core elements of MYP are:
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Freedom oF choice
The core element Freedom of choice is about the 
extent to which a young person can decide if they 
participate, or not, in a program/activity/organi-
zation. 

inFormation
The core element Information refers to the extent 
to which young people get and/or have access to 
comprehensive information about the goals, differ-
ent elements and timeline of the program, activity 
or organization, and their role within it. It also links 
to information about the different possibilities/
opportunities that young people have within the 
pro-gram/activity/organization.

decision-making power
The core element Decision-making power is about  
the extent to which a young person can make deci-
sions about (parts of) the program or activity or 
within the organization.  

Voice
The core element Voice represents the extent to 
which a young person can voice their views and 
opinions, and the extent to which other people lis-
ten to and respect these views and opinions and 
integrate them into the program, activity or orga-
nization.

responsibility
The core element Responsibility represents the 
extent to which young people have the opportunity 
to act independently within a program, activity or 
organization that they participate in.

Meaningful Youth ParticiPation 
versus non-Meaningful Youth 
ParticiPation
There are different forms of youth participation.  
Some forms are meaningful, some are not. In general, 
participation is more meaningful when the core ele-
ments are in place. The Flower of Participation describes 
two forms of Non-Meaningful Youth Participation (the 
insects) and six forms of Meaningful Youth Participation 
(the leaves and the petals). 

Let’s look for a moment at Non-Meaningful Youth Par-
ticipation (Non-MYP). Young people may be involved 
in programs, activities or organizations, however their 
participation cannot be considered meaningful, because 
the core elements are missing. It’s important to distin-
guish between non-MYP and MYP, because it is often 
the case that young people participate in a program, 
activity, or organization, but in ways that are dismiss-
ing their voice and freedom of choice, and does not 
give them any decision-making power, responsibility 
or information. Many people think that simply involving 
young people means that they are meaningfully partic-
ipating. This isn’t the case. 
Without the core ele-ments, opportunities for participa-
tion that are meant to be empowering for young people 
can have the opposite effect and can actually end up 
being disempowering. 

The different forms of non-MYP and MYP are explained 
below. The accompanying graphs rate the presence of 
the different core elements. We distinguish between 
five levels: not at all present (--); present to a low extent 
(-); somewhat present (+/-); present to a high extent (+); 
and present to a very high extent (++). 

Note that different scenarios as presented below are not 
set in stone and that slight differences might occur in 
reality. 

insects: non-Meaningful Youth  
ParticiPation
In order for an insect to survive, it needs to eat. What 
does it eat? Yes, you’ve got it: plants and flowers. The 
insects in the Flower of Participation destroy Meaningful 
Youth Participation, because they separate Meaningful 
Youth Participation (leaves and petals) from the core 
elements (roots).

In the Flower of Participation, the insects represent 
forms of Non-Meaningful Youth Participation. These 
forms of Non-Meaningful Youth Participation can make 
it seem like young people are participating meaningfully, 
when in fact they are only superficially included. There 
are two forms of Non-Meaningful Youth Participation: 
manipulation and tokenism.
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manipulation
We speak of manipulation when young people are used 
to support a cause. At the same time, the initiators pre-
tend that this cause was inspired by these young people 
and/or that these young people are supporting it. Young 
people are used as decoration, to make the cause seem 
more attractive. The young people that participate in 
such a program or activity are not in control of the activ-
ity, they cannot give their opinion on the activity or the 
cause, and don’t enjoy any responsibility. They may be 
aware of the goal of their participation, but even this is 
not always the case.  

some examples of manipulation:
 – An orphan living with HIV shakes the hand of a 
major donor in order to make him invest in a program  
targeting orphans who are HIV+.

 – A teacher calls in a class of students to sing the 
national anthem when a group of international donors 
visit the school.

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

Note that different scenarios as presented in the graphs are not set in stone and that slight differences might occur in reality.

ManipulaTion
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tokenism
Tokenism is when young people are invited to partici-
pate, but only in a superficial manner because in reality, 
young people do not have a voice and their opinions are 
not listened to or respected. There is no space for them 
to participate on an equal footing, and they don’t carry 
any decision-making power or responsibility. However, 
in contrast to manipulation, young people do enjoy some 
freedom of choice. This form of Non-Meaningful Youth 
Participation occurs often, since by inviting young peo-
ple, it may give the impression to others that young 
people are being meaningfully engaged. However, when 
looking at the graph, the core elements of Meaningful 
Youth Participation are hardly present. 

some examples of tokenism:
 – A young person is invited to join a meeting to rep-
resent ‘the youth voice’, but is not allowed to say 
anything.

 – When young people are invited by adults to partic-
ipate in a shared decision-making process, but are 
constantly overruled by adults when they express 
their opinion.

 – When a young person is invited to make a state-
ment during a conference, but their draft speech is 
changed to make sure it represents the adult cause.

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

TokeniSM
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leaves and Petals: different forMs of MYP
Having discussed the two forms of Non-Meaningful Youth Participation, 
let’s now turn to the more exciting part: forms of Meaningful Youth Par-
ticipation. There are six forms of Meaningful Youth Participation, and all of 
the different forms include more or less all five core elements (the roots) 
that have been discussed above. Note that the form of MYP to best fit 
a program, activity or organization depends on several factors. Due to 
financial restraints or lack of organizational capacity it could be that young 
people will only be meaningfully involved within a certain youth program 
or activity. Other factors that can influence the choice for a certain form of 
MYP are the goal of the program or activity, availability of young people or 
knowledge of young people. 

However, CHOICE aims for the inclusion of as many core elements of 
MYP as possible. Therefore, although all forms of MYP that are presented 
below are actually meaningful, we distinguish between two levels of 
Meaningful Youth Participation: the leaves and the petals of the Flower  
of Participation. 

Although the leaves do not represent the beauty of a blooming flower, they 
represent the preliminary steps towards it and therefore serve an important 
function. This is also the case for the two forms of Meaningful Youth Par-
ticipation that are represented by the leaves of the flower, which will be 
explained below. Young people are meaningfully included, and enjoy some 
of the core elements, however, there is still room to grow and to establish 
‘higher’ levels of MYP.

These ‘higher levels’ of MYP are represented in the petals of the flower. 
In these four forms of MYP, young people enjoy most of the core ele-
ments of MYP. The petals are all highly meaningful; the best form of  
MYP is dependent on the goal(s), design, and resources of the  
program or activity. 
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young people are appointed a role  
and inFormed
In this form of youth participation, someone asks young 
people to do a task, and the young people can decide if 
they want to participate or not. Moreover, young people 
are informed about the goals of the program, activity 
or organization, about their role in it and why they have 
been invited to participate. However, young people do 
not hold any decision-making power, and only limited 
voice and responsibility. In this form of MYP, the extent 
to which freedom of choice, information, voice and 
responsibility are present can vary considerably. There 
may be a situation in which young people are asked to 
organize a whole event, but where the ultimate deci-
sion-making power about the theme, the speakers and 

the funding lies with adults. In this case, responsibility 
can be present to a high extent, but decision-making 
power may not be present at all. 

examples of young people are appointed a task and 
informed:

 – Young people are asked to give a speech on climate 
change during a community awareness meeting orga-
nized by adults. They can draft the speech them-
selves, but the adults have to check and approve 
the presentation before the community awareness 
meeting.

 – A secondary school student is asked to do a struc-
tured interview about love and relationships with 
other young people because she is able to relate 
better to her peers, but the questions are developed 
by an adult researcher. The student is informed about 
the goals of the research and why her role in the 
project is important.

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

Young people are appoinTed  

a role and inforMed
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young people are consulted and inFormed
When young people are consulted and informed, they 
are asked for their input and their opinion is consid-
ered. They are also informed about the goals of the 
program or activity, why they are involved in it, and 
what will be done with their input. Suggestions made 
by young people are given thorough consideration. 
Yet, the consulted young people do not make the final 
decision as to whether the input of the young people is 
actually incorporated. Young people do not enjoy any 
decision-making power on the design, implementation 
and evaluation of the program or activity. They carry 
limited responsibility. The main goal of their involvement 
is consultation, and their influence is therefore limited. 

some examples of young people are consulted  
and informed:

 – A 16-year old is invited to join one of the design ses-
sions of a comprehensive sexuality education curric-
ulum, to bring a ‘young and fresh’ perspective to the 
discussions. However, he does not have any control 
on what is ultimately integrated into the curriculum.

 – A girl, who is active as a youth advocate for the rights 
of LGBTI people, is approached by an NGO worker 
who invites her to be part of a focus group of young 
LGBTI people. The NGO worker wants to use her 
experience to enhance the effectiveness of an LGBTI 
support program they are currently implementing. 
The focus group comes together every three months 
for the duration of the LGBTI support program. She 
is not, however, involved with implementation of  
the program.

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

Young people are conSulTed 

and inforMed
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adult-led, shared decisions with youth
In this form of Meaningful Youth Participation, adults 
are primarily in charge of the program, activity or orga-
nization. However, they include young people who do 
have some control in decision-making processes. It is 
the adults though, who have the final say. Young peo-
ple are fully informed about the aims of the program or 
activity, and have a voice in the design, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. They enjoy certain (but not 
all) decision-making power and responsibility. 

examples of adult-led, shared decisions  
with youth:

 – A school teacher wants to organize a celebration day 
to celebrate the end of the school year, and asks 
students to help him organize it and decide on the 
activities for the day.

 – An adult group of human rights activists has a strong 
group of youth volunteers. During general group 
meetings, important decisions are made by voting. All 
activists and volunteers of the group have one vote. 

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

adulT-led, Shared deciSionS 

wiTh YouTh
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youth-led, shared decisions with adults
When a program or activity is youth-led but there is 
shared decision-making with adults, it means that 
young people oversee the program or activity, but they 
include adults who also have a say. This is often the case 
when young people lack expertise or experience, and 
ask adults to participate for learning purposes and to 
enhance the quality of the program, activity or organi-
zation. Ultimately, young people are in charge, but they 
share decision-making power with adults. 

some examples of youth-led, shared decision  
with adults:

 – When young people want to advocate for more 
youth-participation in the national government and 
ask an adult-led NGO working on these issues to 
join them and jointly set out a strategy to realize an 
effective lobby campaign.

 – Because of a lack of experience, a youth organization 
asks support from an experienced adult from a part-
ner organization to co-decide on the distribution of 
budget along different budget lines within a planned 
program.

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

YouTh-led, Shared deciSionS 

wiTh adulTS

Note that different scenarios as presented in the graphs are not set in stone and that slight differences might occur in reality.
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youth-led, adults haVe no decision-
making power
When a program or activity is youth-led without any 
adult involvement, young people are fully in charge. 
Young people enjoy the maximum level of decision-mak-
ing power, information, voice and responsibility. They 
are completely autonomous. Support may be limited in 
this form of MYP, since young people are usually on their 
own, without any adult involvement. However, it can 
also be the case that adults are consulted and invited for 
capacity strengthening. The young people then reach 
out for the adult support themselves. Youth-led orga-
nizations usually can be placed in this category of MYP. 

examples of youth-led, adults have no  
decision-making power.

 – Young people decide to organize a peaceful demon-
stration to advocate for better quality education.

 – A student association organizes a fundraising music 
festival, to raise funds for medical treatment for one 
of their sick members.  Some adults are asked for 
advice on the logistics of organizing a music festival. 
However, the students make all the decisions on what 
will be done. 

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
present

present to
a low
extent

not at all 
present

freedom of
choice

information Voice responsibility decision-
making power

YouTh-led, adulTS haVe no  

deciSion-Making power
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youth-adult partnership
In a youth-adult partnership (YAP), both young people 
and adults are equally involved and share power. They 
enjoy equal voice, and define the aims of the program 
or activity together. Decision-making power for young 
people is slightly less present than in a youth-led initia-
tive, because they share it with adults. A YAP involves 
mutual learning, as adults can strengthen the capacity 
of young people and vice versa. 

examples of youth-adult partnerships:
 – CHOICE is involved in different programs that are 
youth-adult partnerships. The Yes I Do program, 
which aims to decrease the number of early and 
forced marriages, unintended teenage pregnancies 
and female genital mutilation or cutting, is a joint 
initiative by CHOICE and four adult-led partner  

organizations in the Netherlands. We have joined 
forces, embracing our different skills and expertise, 
to build a comprehensive program. In this program, 
young people are involved in every stage and at all 
levels and enjoy equal decision-making power. Con-
siderable knowledge-sharing takes place, which ben-
efits both the young people and the adults.

 – A small group of young people and adults joined 
forces to organize a fundraising event to support 
victims of an earthquake that happened recently in 
Asia. Within the group, everybody is involved in all 
decision-making and has an equal voice.

present to a
very high
extent

present 
to a high 
extent

Somewhat
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not at all 
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sun and Water: Preconditions for MYP
A flower can only grow and flourish if certain preconditions are met.  
For example, plants need water and sun to grow and bloom. This also applies 
to MYP. MYP cannot be established without certain preconditions. The 
Flower of Participation distinguishes between two types of preconditions, 
capacity strengthening (the water) and an enabling environment (the sun). 

water: capacity strengthening
In order for a flower to flourish, it needs continuous watering. To be able to 
play an informed and effective role in programs and activities, young people 
should also have the opportunity to grow. Furthermore, capacity strength-
ening can be a way of personally empowering young people, and thereby 
have beneficial effects that go far beyond the activity or organization. In 
order to sustain MYP, young people’s capacity should be strengthened. The 
kind of capacity needed for MYP can vary, but can include knowledge, skills 
(for example budgeting, management, planning) and critical self-reflection.  
Strengthening capacity can be done in various ways, for example through 
training, workshops, internships or coaching. Another essential element of 
young people’s capacity strengthening is providing mentorship for young 
people, so that they can further strengthen their capacity in a safe environ-
ment. An effective learning environment should also be a safe space (and 
thereby links to one of the elements of an enabling environment), where 
making mistakes is acceptable and considered to be part of the process.  
Besides strengthening the capacity of young people, the capacity of adults 
should also be strengthened. Adults should be aware of what working with 
young people entails and how they can create a supportive environment for 
Meaningful Youth Participation. Capacity strengthening can link communi-
cation skills and new communication techniques, training in the provision 
of mentorships, awareness on MYP and why it is important, etc.
The sun: an enabling environment
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sun: enabling enVironment
Flowers need the sun to create an enabling environment for them to grow. 
This also applies to MYP. The enabling environment needed to allow MYP 
to flourish comprises a number of factors:

 – commitment from adults to MYP: young people should be supported 
by adults to be able to meaningfully participate. Adults should respect 
young people as equals and allow them to take meaningful positions in 
their programs, organizations and activities. In order to create this com-
mitment, it is important to strengthen the capacity of adults in MYP as 
well, and to work with participatory methods that support young people 
and adults in working together. 

 – financial means: because many young people still attend school, or may 
not earn as much money as adults, it is important to support young people 
with the financial means to allow them to meaningfully participate. This 
could take the form of compensation for travel expenses, meals, etc. In 
addition, young people are often used as volunteers. And although vol-
unteering is a good way to contribute, learn and build skills, the balance 
between volunteering and equal and fair compensation should always be 
kept in mind. When young people, for example, do equal work to adults, 
with equal responsibilities, they should also get equal compensation. 

 – Youth-friendliness: to be able to meaningfully participate, young people 
should fully understand what is discussed and feel comfortable being 
involved. And so, it’s important to use youth-friendly language and avoid 
excessive jargon (although this doesn’t mean that young people cannot 
participate in spaces where a lot of jargon is used, for example at the 
UN!), and use youth-friendly tools and learning methods.

 – safe space: safe spaces are necessary for young people and adult staff 
to feel free to share their opinions and thoughts, even when these are 
critical. A learning environment gives people the space to make mis-
takes – and judges them on their efforts rather than on (lack of/negative) 
results. Young people and adults should feel valued, respected, safe, 
encouraged and supported.  

Don’t forget!

remember, that in orDer 
to reach the ‘higher 

levels’ of mYP, You Don’t 
necessarilY have to start 

at the bottom of the 
flower, anD Progress 

through the leaves first. 
the high levels of mYP can 
be reacheD immeDiatelY, if 
all PreconDitions are met 
anD the core elements are 

Present! fast-track to mYP!
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a flower can 
onlY grow anD 
flourish if certain 
PreconDitions are 
met. for examPle, 
Plants neeD water 
anD sun to grow 
anD bloom

 – flexibility: young people may have a different daily schedule to that of 
adults. They may still go to school, have a (part-time) job, or need to 
take care of family members. This all needs to be considered if young 
people are to participate meaningfully. So, perhaps it may be necessary 
to plan meetings outside of office hours, so that young people can also 
be present. But flexibility goes further than planning. It’s not only young 
people’s schedules that can differ, but their views too. And so, adults 
need to have an open attitude towards the opinions and needs of young 
people. Which may require adults to be more flexible in the approach 
they take. But it’s not a one-way street – young people will also need to 
be flexible when working with adults: the ultimate aim is to find common 
ground and a way of working that serves both parties. 

 – Policies: To integrate MYP in a program or organization, policies on 
involving young people should be in place. An example of this could 
be the commitment of an organization to having young people make up 
30% of its board.

want to know more?
Please refer to the CHOICE MYP Position Paper if 
you want to know more about MYP and especial-
ly on what you can do to support MYP. For tools 
and checklists on how to implement MYP in your 
program, activity and/or organization, please refer 
to our website www.choiceforyouth.org.
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