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SUMMARY 

We brought together 10 young people from across Yorkshire and the Humber to talk about 
the future of democracy, but what they wanted to talk about most was the action needed 
by governments today. They wanted to discuss the issues that are important to them – the 
climate crisis, education, mental health services, housing – and how action on these policy 
areas can make life better for young people. 

From investment in youth services to fairer wages and better housing, they wanted to see 
things improved for young people. Action on the climate crisis was seen as not only the 
most pressing issue for their generation, but also as a chance to improve people’s lives, 
through things like better public transport. They saw interconnections between many of 
the issues they discussed and reacted against what they felt were societal pressures to put 
things in traditional ‘boxes’. 

The participants believed that politicians “don’t act on what they hear” from young people, 
and are being taken out of their comfort zone by a tech-savvy generation who want to 
participate “beyond the ballot box”. The young people’s message was clear: “We’re trying 
to take part”. Empowering them to do so could not only increase the legitimacy of the UK’s 
democracy, it could also have a radical impact on its policy landscape.  

ABOUT THE WORKSHOP 

In October 2021, 10 young people aged 13–18 from across Yorkshire and the Humber came 
together at Leeds Civic Hall to explore their views on democracy, the barriers they face to 
participating in democracy, and how to boost participation in democracy. 

The young people explored what they thought about topics such as votes at 16, compulsory 
voting, political education, and what difference it would it make if more young people were 
involved in democratic processes and institutions. In groups, they created manifestos for 
imaginary political parties focused on amplifying the voices of young people in society. 
They developed their parties’ visions, centred on their hopes for the future and the policies 
and ideas they believe could bring about these visions and increase youth participation in 
their communities, the North and the UK.

They were supported in their conversations by facilitators from IPPR, the Youth Work Unit 
– Yorkshire and Humber, and youth work students from Leeds Beckett University. They also 
heard from and had the opportunity to ask questions of Dr Andy Mycock of the University 
of Huddersfield, an expert in youth participation, and mayor Tracy Brabin, metro mayor for 
West Yorkshire.  

The following manifesto and policy priorities capture their ideas as faithfully as possible 
and are accompanied by some additional commentary on the conversations that took place 
on the day. 
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MAKING DEMOCRACY WORK:  
A MANIFESTO 
 
A summary of the young people’s ideas for increasing youth democratic participation

Significant, long-term investment in youth voice and subsidies for 
youth participation – to give more young people support in having 
their voices heard and participating in civic society, for example by 
providing free transport to enable young people to attend events. 

Youth PMQs – regular prime minister’s questions should be sourced 
from young people across the UK, from a wide range of backgrounds. 

MPs and councillors to engage with young people, for example it 
should be mandatory for MPs to visit schools twice a year to share 
what they’ve been doing, and the Council should have to meet with 
their local youth council. 

All government departments to engage with young people, for 
example through youth boards within government departments, 
whose membership reflects the diversity of young people in the UK. 

Youth parliaments and youth combined authorities should have 
influence in policy making – young people should be provided 
with opportunities to advise their metro mayor, shape meeting 
agendas, and deliver projects on behalf of the authority. Youth 
parliaments should be aligned more closely and have more 
influence over Westminster. 

Regional mayors should be held to account for what they’ve done 
for young people, for example through representative youth bodies 
able to issue a vote of no confidence if they do not see youth 
interests represented.

Better political education – provide more opportunities for young 
people to learn about politics and explore and debate ideas, and more 
opportunities for them to influence the decisions that affect them. 

A youth-led curriculum, for example with a national curriculum 
youth steering group. 

Ofsted assess the quality of youth voice in schools – the ideas and 
knowledge of young people should have a greater role in shaping their 
education and schools should be held accountable for ensuring this.

UCAS points for voluntary work and participation in democratic 
processes – encourage young people to get involved in their 
communities and social issues.  
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POLICY PRIORITIES  

The following policy priorities all came through as particularly important in the young 
people’s discussions.  

Tackle the climate crisis and support a Green New Deal. 

Reform education and training to better prepare young people to participate in 
society and develop the skills and knowledge they will need in the future.

Provide long-term guaranteed funding for youth services, and provide  
more opportunities for young people from different backgrounds.

Improve mental health services and increase investment in early 
intervention and pastoral care in schools.

Make good housing affordable and available to young people growing up in the 
region and support green housing bonds.1

Invest in public transport, as part of reducing carbon emissions and  
to make it possible for young people to access opportunities.

Create fairer work opportunities and ensure fairer wages for young people. Provide 
apprenticeships, youth business grants, free training, and more opportunities in 
poorer areas.

Increase access to green space, especially for people in deprived areas.

Tackle gender-based violence; stop victim-blaming women and  
focus on the perpetrators.

1	  Green bonds raise funds for projects which deliver environmental benefits.
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INSIGHTS FROM THE DISCUSSIONS
The participants believed that the best way to engage young people and build their 
confidence in politics is for politicians to show that they care about young people, are 
tackling the issues that matter to them, and are thinking about how policies will impact 
upon them. During the workshop, the participants wanted to discuss the issues that were 
important to them – the climate crisis, mental health services, housing – more than they 
wanted to discuss the mechanics of democratic reform. 

Many participants talked about how tackling the climate crisis should be the most important thing 
for politicians, not only because it was the most pressing issue for this generation, but because 
they also saw how action on the climate crisis could create other positive changes.

They wanted to see “investments going into neglected industrial areas, transport and rural areas” 
and wanted to preserve and create new green spaces as well as reducing carbon emissions.
These young people had many worries about job insecurity and housing insecurity. They also 
shared significant concerns that politicians were focused on people who vote, to the inevitable 
exclusion of many young people: “policies are for the adults who vote for them”.
The young people did not feel their priorities were well represented within the current 
political landscape.

“When you deal with climate change, you deal 
with a lot of other issues along the way.”

“I know what I’d vote 
for, but not many 
parties have it on their 
manifestos.”

“I could give you a thousand things 
wrong with most of the parties.” 

“Me and my 
family don’t 
really vote for 
a party, we 
vote against 
them.”

“Is it worth 
voting for 
who I want 
if they won’t 
get in?”
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In relation to all policy areas, they focused on issues of fairness and talked about wanting to take 
an “intersectional approach” and bring in different voices. They kept coming back to the idea of 
resisting putting people or ideas into traditional “boxes”.

The group were concerned by poor attitudes towards young people and felt that a light had 
been shone on this by public and political responses to Covid-19. They felt that the pandemic 
would have a long-term impact on young peoples’ futures and that “young people have been 
scapegoated in the pandemic”. 

Many felt that they were often forgotten about or dismissed, especially if they presented their 
views authentically. 

This group of young people believed politics should be “more valued” and that it is important to be 
informed. However, they felt that not many people knew very much about politics: “Many people 
either decide who to vote for at the last minute or before they’ve heard anything”. One participant 
floated the idea – as a provocation – that voting rights could be capped at 70 years old as “anything 
they vote for won’t affect them by the time it gets implemented.” Several felt that it was unfair that 
under-18s were deprived the vote when “loads of adults aren’t politically aware”.

“Abolish the societal 
expectation that 
puts labels on 
everything. Humans 
are complicated, 
interesting things!” 

“You’re left wing or 
you’re right wing – 
I’m bored of it… We 
need to understand 
each other, listen to 
peoples’ opinions, try 
to understand them, 
and cooperate.”

“I’m in a residential kids’ home. They won’t listen 
to us … A lot of people in care are quite angry 
and it’s not what politicians want [to hear].”

“There are 60-year-olds 
who don’t have a clue, so 
why are they listened to 
when we’re not?” 
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All agreed that everyone should be receiving a better political education and that this was 
essential to improving democracy. Participants talked about wanting education to focus 
more on understanding the world and how to make a difference in it, and less on exams. 
They wanted to see more opportunities for young people to practically engage in civic 
society and suggested that schools could be reaching out to youth workers to support this. 
They saw youth services as having a crucial role in providing opportunities for young people 
from a wide range of backgrounds and felt very strongly that youth work should be more 
respected and invested in. 

They believed that “politicians want to be seen to listen to young people, but they don’t act 
on what they hear”. They wondered if this was because politicians were not used to how young 
people want to engage, that they were being taken out of their comfort zone by a generation of 
young people who want to participate “beyond the ballot box”. The group saw technology as a big 
part of how young activists communicate and mobilise, and referenced many examples of young 
people making a difference. 

Overall, their message was clear: 

“We’re trying 
to take part.”
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