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Youth Co-Leadership certainly isn’t an easily achievable process and it
requires an almost intense level of internal learning, development and
growth for an organisation or institution to be able to achieve and
sustain authentic practice of youth co-leadership. However, it may not
be easy but it is certainly beneficial, personally, I’d say essential.  
Besides young people possessing an incredible ability to bring new
world thinking and perspectives into their roles alongside institutions,
youth co-leadership is also a solid investment into the future.  

We currently exist amongst an exponential rate of change, so rapid in
fact, that I would argue that there is not one single industry that would
not benefit from the co-leadership, co-design and insight of those
closest to the modern world.  

WHY YOUTH CO-
LEADERSHIP?  

1. Introduction



We come to understand that collaboration is the greatest vehicle
for creating change.  
We know that the rate of change requires a new approach to
leadership, one that integrates the experiences, decisions and
insight of the individuals at the very heart of the future. Young
people. 

I have spent a long time deliberating about the best way to construct
and present this guidebook. Short, sweet and straight to the point OR a
detailed exploration of all things youth leadership. I decided to go for a
happy medium.  
Version.1 of this guide certainly won’t provide all the answers. However,
I hope it takes you on a journey towards understanding the power of
leading alongside young people and how their decision-making and
insight into the future can become an invaluable part of your
organisation or institution and its leadership model.  

It was important that this guidebook was constructed because as
organisations and young people inevitably begin to realise the power of
working together, they must also realise the importance of making
these spaces authentic, representative and at all costs avoid tokenism.  
Over the past months I have been privileged enough to observe the
experiences of others in the space of youth co-leadership, to
understand what it takes to lead authentically alongside young people,
the actions that organisations must avoid and what it may take to
create real systems change in this new world of leadership. This guide
is a combination of learning from others and re-engaging with the past
decade that I have spent as a young person in the space of leadership.
Within the pages of this guidebook, we uncover some fundamental
truths:  

I hope that this guidebook becomes a thought-provoking leadership
journey that can be used to learn from the experiences of others, to
understand what it takes to authentically lead alongside young people
and to find hope in the new approaches to leadership. If not, then I
hope it at least triggers some degree of a hankering to learn more
about youth co-leadership.  
  

WHY THIS GUIDEBOOK?  



“The sharing of a feeling, relationship or action between two or
more parties” is how google define mutuality. I would go further,
I’d say that the research identified mutuality as the process
whereby there are clearly defined structures of power and
responsibility that are shared in a way that is beneficial to all
parties involved. The word “mutual” doesn’t just come into play in
regards to power-sharing, it is also used when holding discussions
around mutual respect and how in positions of co-leadership a
culture of respect has to be both developed and actively
promoted, in this, organisations and institutions must review how
they currently promote the culture of respect. Is it based on a
hierarchical structure and therefore isolates those who are not in
“positions of power”. If so, this can prove problematic when
introducing co-leadership into your organisation because of the
socially constructed ideology that young people are not
associated with traditional forms of power. Reviewing the culture
of respect within your institution may be the first action towards
building mutuality into your practice.  
For those who are confident that their organisation is a space
that promotes mutuality it is important to understand how you
can assess, achieve and sustain mutuality when co-leading with
young people. At the end of this section there is a method called
Accountability Partnership and though it is not an absolutely
water-tight method, it is a way in which mutuality can be made
more achievable.  

Mutuality will become the
framework of this guidebook, so
it feels like a pretty organic place
to start. Mutuality was a certainty
throughout my observations and
conversations surrounding youth
leadership, if one thing became
immediately apparent it was that
there was an almost tangible
desperation for mutuality to be
understood and achieved in
spaces of youth co-leadership. 

Mutality
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2. Creating Roles

But…What does it mean?   



Power is a loaded topic. Some power
structures breed divide and inequality
others promote a fluid team of teams. In
order to achieve authentic models of youth
co-leadership your organisation must be
willing and ready to share power and
responsibility with young people. Willing
and ready are two very different terms, your
organisation may be willing to share power
but hasn’t done the internal learning or built
the infrastructures required to be ready to
actually achieve and sustain genuine
practice in the space of co-leadership. One
thing that was uncovered during my time
discussing co-leadership is the importance
of co-design. This became one of the
fundamentals.   

Power

Co-leadership can be a daunting prospect. Begin by learning from young
people and then co-designing alongside them. Bring young people into your
organisation and allow them to teach you about youth leadership and then
work with them to build and implement structures that work well for the
model of your organisation. By doing this, not only do you ensure that your
practices have been shaped with young people and therefore are much
more credible, you have also ensured that young people are able to build
power structures within your organisation that are mutually beneficial for
both young person and organisation 

Before you co-lead, Co-design.  



Accountability
Prtnership

Carries a deep understanding of the organization and is able to play an
important role in the onboarding of the young co-lead.  

Comes to understand the skillset off the young person in order to help co-
design a role that provides leadership opportunity.  

Has regular check-ins with the young leader to ensure that their goals,
challenges or barriers are understood and the AP is able to help work through
them with the young leader.  

Play a role in managing capacity and ensuring that the young leader is
equipped with the correct resources and support to pull through on their
deliverables.  
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The past few months of observation and research

have highlighted the importance of consistency

within mentoring. One method that was introduced

to me by Ashoka and I have subsequently become

quite fond of is the idea of Accountability Partners

(AP’s). Providing an AP from the outset is a great

way of ensuring that consistency in mentorship. 

An accountability partner is someone who: 

“Mentoring isn’t always about teaching them (young people) how to
do it, sometimes it’s about showing them that you believe that they
can do it and providing the environment for them to do it."

Participant.  

3

*EVERYONE should have an AP, not just young people.    

An accountability partner will become the main resource of mentorship for the

young leaders and it’s important to match the correct AP with the young person to

bring out the best in both.  



Coming back to the point of Mutuality, it is extremely
important that the young people gain something tangible
and growth-inducing from their position as a co-leader.
It is important that co-leadership is co-designed because
if not you may run the risk of creating something that
has great benefit to the organisation and its comfort
zone, but very little benefit for the young person. 

This process of ensuring mutual growth for both
organisation and young person can be assisted through
building an understanding of the areas that the young
leader wishes to develop new skills in and where they
wish to grow. Placing emphasis on taking the time to
understand what the young person wishes to gain and
then ensuring that you follow a theme of best supporting
them to develop those new skills whilst they ultimately
help the internal growth and learning of the organisation. 

Supporting Growth and Gain of
Young Leaders. 
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Co-design a solid set of KPI’s for both individual and organisation. Key
performance indicators are a great way of both self-assessment and allowing
others to understand and evaluate success. A KPI can simply be an indication of
what success looks like for the individual or organisation during the period of co-
leadership. These KPI’s should be assessed frequently throughout to ensure that
achievements and goals are being reached. 

Encouraging and empowering young-leaders to push new limits. Young leaders
highlighted the rewards of being empowered and encouraged to step out of their
comfort zone and develop new skills such as facilitating, building partnerships,
and decision-making. Young people value opportunities to step away from
familiarity and stretch themselves to achieve and perform. Having a mentor or a
group of colleagues who encourage and empower one another to step outside of
their comfort zone can really bring out the best in young people. This can be
achieved through once again assessing structures such as KPI’s and goals and
then setting tasks that allow for the development of new skill sets whilst
simultaneously achieving and working towards the shared endeavour of
supporting the learning and growth of the organisation. 
 
 Providing and encouraging frequent reviews and honest feedback – Young people
demonstrated their appreciation of reviews and feedback that nurtures and
encourages their growth as well as being able to provide feedback that supports
the organisations growth. Introducing simple tools that allow for discussions
around areas of improvement, growth and development can be really helpful.
These tools can easily be incorporated into regular check-ins like monthly
evaluations where you incorporate both KPI check-ins and create a safe space for
constructive feedback.

A

B
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The term space can be used to refer to meetings, working environments, projects and routines.
In this case space mainly refers to working environments and meeting spaces. Young people
want spaces that empower them to lead, and many organisations want to create spaces that
empower young people to lead. The problem occurs when organisations have good intentions,

but lack specific practices to create meetings or spaces that empower youth. Without
designing to co-lead with youth, organisations risk creating tokenistic roles.  

 
 An important part about creating environments is ensuring that all voices are heard. The
research found that young people often feel silenced in meetings for two main reasons:  
A.    They do not feel comfortable in the space that has been created. There can be many

factors that contribute to this from a lack of representation to a sense of tokenism.   
B.    They do not understand the discussion. This can be due to the overuse of technical

terminology, a lack of understanding of the structure of the organisation or just a general
need for clarification. 

 
 

Leading together Day-to-Day

Meeting Design and Youth Voice  

Providing Empowering Spaces

Designing spaces that promote safety and comfort are
extremely important aspects to consider when creating
structures for meetings. In my observations, it became
clear that there was a great  flaw in how organisations
approach young people within their meetings. Often,
encouraging them to be avid listeners and take in

what’s being said rather than being active contributors
and providing their own insight. 

 
In order to achieve a model that allows young people to
fully participate, we must focus on the spaces that we

create, on the ways that we inform decisions and on the
way that we structure the decision-making table.

Promoting spaces that empower everyone to feel like a
leader is not just important in the circumstance of

youth leadership, it’s important for any organisation
that wishes to encourage a culture of empowerment. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Accessibility of Language- 
For young people, a huge threat to meeting accessibility is the language used. When doing

research and asking young people to reflect on their times in spaces of leadership, they would
often note language as one of the greatest barriers. In order for youth co-leadership to work

there has to be a dedication to ensuring that young people understand what is happening in the
spaces that they are invited into. Technical terms, abbreviations and complex language need to
be explained thoroughly before there is an expectation that meeting participants understand

what is being discussed. 
Ashoka, for example,  have a list of complex terms such as jiujitsu partners, or abbreviations like

“EACH '' that can’t be understood without context. Therefore, language must: 
A.    Be a part of onboarding- The process of bringing young people on board must include an

accessible breakdown of all languages that cannot be understood without context.   
B.    Be monitored for understanding - When conducting and thinking about meetings, the
facilitator should ensure that all people are best equipped to understand the language.  

C.    Be peer reviewed by young people. If an organisation is making a conscious effort to become
more accessible then they should ensure all parties should play a role in determining what works

for them and what language is easily digestible in order to promote better engagement and
accessibility.  

 

Leading together Day-to-Day:
Continued 

It is important that you ensure that you create spaces where young people feel
comfortable, where they understand and where they feel as though they can be heard. We

can approach this in a few different ways:  
 

i. Remember, if  you are bringing young people onboard to co-design a space for youth co-
leadership, they are the experts. Ensure that you are using their experiences and insights
and creating spaces where they are able to provide that. Direct questions towards them
that help bring out and nurture their experiences or insights. This is more about how we
facilitate meetings and are able to capitalise on each persons expertise in discussions. 

ii. If you practice the AP framework that was discussed above, you should be able to gain a
better understanding of whether the young person is able to engage within the

conversations and spaces. If an AP believes that someone has insight on a particular
discussion point but hasn’t spoken up in a meeting, it may be worth checking that they are
understanding and following what is being discussed. Sometimes, a lack of understanding
of the structure of an organisation or terminology can be enough to prevent an individual

from engaging. 



CREATING YOUTH-ONLY SPACES 

Sometimes, just like a senior leadership team would have separate meetings, it has often worked
well to replicate that with youth-only spaces that are facilitated and led by young people. While

these spaces look different than those with adults, they create comfort for young people to
express opinions and provide insight without adults in attendance. 

 
During a discussion on her journey as Director of Blagrave Trust and what it meant to lead

alongside young people, Jo Wells told me about a time when she was politely removed from a
meeting space because it was a youth only space and how that moment was a welcome shock
because she felt a sense of pride that the culture had now been practiced where young people

felt empowered to take control of their space within leadership.
 

“Young people felt comfortable enough to kick the Director out of the meeting because they
wanted space to reflect without adults in the room” Jo Wells, Director of The Blagrave Trust 

 
Having young people create and facilitate a youth-only space allows for them to converse with
one another organically and a chance to raise issues that they may not be comfortable to raise

in adult-facilitated and dominated spaces. 
 

Achieving and sustaining youth-only spaces requires an understanding of what is needed for
these spaces to work: 

1. Have a rotating facilitator role among the young leaders to avoid one person having too
much power. In group settings, the individual who facilitates will usually be associated with the

main decision-making power and responsibility. Having a rotating facilitator ensures that a power
structure doesn’t exist within the youth-only safe space and eliminates any facilitation bias

. 
2. Help young people to create those youth-only spaces. Many young people may have never

facilitated or prepared meetings before, ensuring that you equip young people to be able to achieve
successful youth-only spaces is essential. It can be achieved in a number of ways and in the spirit of

helping young people to develop new skills, it’s easily achievable to lead training sessions that
provide advice and recommendations on facilitation. 

 
i. Setting an agenda. Young people will appreciate being able to facilitate their own structured

meetings. Providing agenda templates that they can use and recommending ways to get agenda
points in will be a huge help to ensuring that the meetings have a consistent structure. 

 
ii. Time-keeping. When any group of passionate individuals come together, it is easy to forget that
time matters. Almost 2 years of virtual meeting has highlighted the importance of time-keeping and
productivity within meetings. Helping young people to identify and allocate timings can be a great

way of helping them develop facilitation skills. 
 

Once again, allowing young people to learn from the structures that your organisation already has in
place can be a great way to help the learning process. If you already have a skilled-facilitator within
your organisation, ask them to lead a learning session with young people on all thing's facilitation. 

 
 



Accountability was a common barrier in the research, not only for young people but
for adults and organisations too. Adults very much centre themselves in a fear of
expecting too much. Young people have an inferiority complex or a sense of imposter
syndrome when it comes to applying authority and power into feedback for adults.
Many don’t understand how the process of accountability works when co-leading
with young people and how organisations, institutions and individuals maintain
accountability whilst also encouraging and maintaining a space for authentic youth
co-leadership. 

When discussing the process of accountability with a youth group called Pupil Power,
a youth-led campaigns group committed educating, engaging and transforming
young minds around social issues impacting their experiences of school, one of the
participants identified the most important step to accountability. Co-production.
 
“If  you have co-production happening you should naturally hold one another
accountable” Participant and member of Pupil Power. 

The process of co-production both encourages and nurtures the principle of
accountability because when two or more people are working together to achieve a
shared goal they will naturally become empowered to bring out the best in one-
another and hold the principle of accountability into practice. By creating spaces for
constant collaboration you encourage a more authentic and organic process of
accountability whereby individuals work together to strengthen and aid each other’s
growth and work. 
  
Achieving the balance of accountability, authenticity and mutuality can sometimes
be a difficult balancing act. One of the greatest barriers to achieving this is
understanding.  

   Ensure that there is a shared understanding of what accountability is. 
A. Accountability is simply the state of being responsible for your actions and
commitments and a responsibility to hold others accountable for their actions and
commitments. Ensuring that accountability is achieved is an essential for any organisation
but in order for it to be perfected in co-leadership it is important that all parties
completely understand what the term means and how it can be achieved. You know you
have achieved a great standard of youth co-leadership when both parties feel
comfortable to be held accountable and to hold the other accountable.  
B.    Develop a clear understanding of power structures- There is a gap in knowledge
amongst a lot of people around how power works and how change is created. Many
organisations assert power based on a hierarchical system and that is not a great way to
ensure positive practice of collaboration. Instead, power should be more fluid, each
individual should feel powerful in their role but should also have an understanding of
how and where the power structures exist within an organisation. 
. 

Accountability



 
 

Empathy amongst all - Making a solid and concrete commitment to diversity and inclusion as an
entire workforce is much better than leaving it to be a HR-centred issue. Embedding it as a

commitment for the whole work-force not only demonstrates the requirement of empathy from
employees, but it also creates a solid support system and infrastructure for those that join the

organisation from less represented backgrounds.  
It isn't just about what it looks like - Simply recognising the need to diversify the workforce

and then hiring people from diverse backgrounds is not enough. An inclusive culture has to be
built in order for it to make a real difference. For young people to feel represented, they also

have to feel included and being committed to building that inclusive culture is essential.  
 

Chris Reddy, Founder and Director of Bright Leaders, an organisation that aims to create long
lasting leadership change within young people and school cultures, shared his thoughts with

me over a coffee. I introduced the purpose of the guidebook and we got into discussing
representation and why it is such an important aspect of any organisation. In ensuring that our
organisations are diverse and representative, we ensure that we create a culture that promotes

inclusivity and access. For young people, this is so important. Not only that they see other
young people in positions of power, but that they see people who look, sound and identify in the

same ways that they do. 
 

“If young people see and feel themselves reflected in positions of leadership, they are more
likely to feel like it is a space for them”  Chris Reddy, Founder and Director of Bright Leaders. 

Representation 

The final sub-section of the core of this guidebook is
representation. Representation of race, gender, age,

sexuality and social class was one of the most
pressing pitfalls that occurred throughout research.

Young people recognised that if they didn’t see
themselves reflected in positions of leadership, it

made them question their own ability to lead. Working
towards diversity not only amongst the young people

that come on board as young leaders, but also
diversity in your already existing workforce will

ensure that more people feel like your organisation is
a place where they belong.  

 
Establish a sense of belonging for everyone- A sense
of belonging and knowing that you are surrounded by a
system of individuals that you can be yourself amongst

is such an important process. Creating an inclusive
culture is not an overnight process and building that

environment of belonging for everyone takes a certain
amount of dedication to working on diversity.  



RECAP

 
  

A. Understand what the individual wishes to gain from co-leadership- A huge aspect
of this book is ensuring that you understand how tasks can become opportunities and
how to work together to ensure that all parties gain from the collaboration. From the
outset, you should understand what young people wish to gain from working as a co-

leader. There will be aspects of their ability that they wish to improve and certain
tasks could be the perfect opportunity for that improvement to take place. Having a
clear set of hopes and outcomes can help determine how to set tasks for an all-round

benefit.  
  

B. Be sure that the organisation has the resources to co-lead. The dedication required
to authentically step into youth co-leadership should not be underestimated. The

importance of getting it right is something that many participants recognised
throughout the research, stepping into youth co-leadership when not equipped to do so

can be detrimental to both organisation and young person.  
 

C. Be honest and provide feedback- One clear expectation that arose from the
research was honesty in intentions, feedback and accountability. Young people wanted
to know the organisations intentions behind co-leadership, they wanted feedback that

would support and nurture their growth and they also wanted to know they were
delivering what was required of them. 

 
D. Create a plan together- Work together to create frequent plans every two weeks to
assess what has been accomplished and what needs to be accomplished over the next

two-week period. Work with the young leader to break down the required steps,
understand the involvement of others in each step and what successfully completing

those steps may look like. These frequent plans also allow for an understanding of
priorities and what the individual should focus on above all else.  

 
E. Regular check-ins with an accountability partner- We recommend a weekly check-

in meeting between young leader and their accountability partner. Maintaining the
relationship between young-leader and accountability partner allows for an on-going

assessment of what is being achieved. Simple discussions such as pros and cons of the
week or biggest barrier of the week can be a really great tool to understand the

challenges that individuals face in regards to certain tasks.  
 

F. Create spaces that empower authentic leadership. Ensuring that the organisation as
a whole promotes a culture of empowerment in the many spaces that it operates
within is important for all. Spaces that actively promote and encourage authentic

leadership will nurture those skills within their employees and co-leaders. 
 

G. Maintain Accountability – By encouraging and building spaces for collaboration and
co-production we create relationships that naturally nurture and appreciate the

principle of accountability. Therefore, the key to ensuring and maintaining
accountability as a practice is to ensure that elements of  co-production and

collaboration remain an integral focus. 



I hope that this guidebook has been somewhat helpful and digestible. Youth co-
leadership is full of complexities and a huge degree of internal learning and

dedication is required to get to a point where you can authentically co-lead. My
greatest piece of advice is to not underestimate the power of young people in helping
you co-design your approaches to co-leadership. Start engaging with them now, start
learning from them and making them a part of your organisations culture, you don’t

have to be ready to deliver the work, you just have to be ready to learn. 
 

It is a difficult task to unpack youth co-leadership and then provide guidance on how
to encourage it as a practice within your organisation and even more difficult to try
and keep this guidebook engaging and informative. However, if nothing else, I hope
that you take an energy to learn away from this guidebook and that it becomes a

gentle push in the direction of collaboration alongside young people. 
 

My thoughts are fairly clear throughout this guidebook, youth co-leadership is the
single most effective way to future-proof your organisation, make a solid commitment

to tackling social issues together and building cultures that promote empathy,
inclusivity and accessibility. Young people are the experts of modern-day leadership

and collaborating with them is the perfect opportunity to learn. 

 

Final Words. 

www.ashoka.org

Written by Jaiden Corfield


