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The youth have the right and the potential to
contribute to policy building and implementation.
Youth participation not only significantly improves
policies but also helps the youth to grow as mature
and responsible citizens.
However, youth participation remains largely
lacking, and there is an urgent need for further
promoting it.
There is a need for timely and extensive research
for identifying the most effective ways of increasing
youth involvement in the policy.

Despite being important policy stakeholders, the
youth remain largely absent from policy building and
implementation. However, the growing literature has vividly
illustrated the capacity of the youth from diverse age groups
to make meaningful contributions to policy. In particular,
university students are emerging as significant actors in
science policy owing to their unique perspectives and
knowledge. By drawing from the literature, we emphasize
that the youth are capable of directly contributing to
diverse policy matters while also indirectly benefiting from
their participation. Consequently, there is a crucial need
for initiating programs for promoting youth participation.
Furthermore, to ensure the fruitfulness of such programs,
more systematic research ought to be done with regards to
the accomplishments and challenges of youth participation.

Introduction
oday, science plays a vital role in ensuring that
public policies promote the wellbeing and sustainable
development of society. Science not only establishes the
epistemic accountability of policy decisions, but also provides
the means for guiding the design, implementation, and
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evaluation of policies. In general, science policy is understood
as the "allocation of resources for the conduct of science
towards the goal of best serving the public interest" [1],
and numerous examples such as the Green revolution [2],
child vaccination [3], the ban on ozone-depleting products
[4], and ordaining the use of masks in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic [5] readily illustrate the benefits of
incorporating science into public policy decisions, particularly
in regards to policy design. However, as it is important to
use adequate tools for designing and evaluating policies,
promoting sustained participation of all relevant policy
stakeholders is also essential to meaningful policy action.
Recently, policy experts have begun to increasingly argue for
fostering youth participation in science policy [6]–[8], but such
a development remains closer to a desideratum and far from
reality. Moreover, this limitation is exacerbated by the lack
of in-depth understanding of the accomplishments, potential,
and challenges of youth participation in science policy. In this
article, we explore what the youth around the world have
achieved as policy actors while introducing a growing literature
on the needs and advantages of youth participation in science
policy.
The youth and conventional policy building
According to the UN, an organization working at the
forefront of promoting youth participation in policy around
the world, an individual in transition from childhood to first
employment may be considered as a youth. In addition,
the age group of 15-24 years is generally considered to
comprise the youth [9]. Although the exact age bracket may
vary depending on the country or the legal context to be
considered, university graduate students, who go beyond this
age limit, can still be considered as youth by virtue of the
fact that they are in the mentioned state of transition. Thus,
the term "youth" includes those at various stages of life
including high-school children, pre- and post-college students,
and graduates in search of employment.
The idea of the youth as a major policy stakeholder
raises the following questions: Are the youth not already
part of public policy? If not, why? How are science
policies conventionally designed and implemented? Can youth
participation really help policy building? If yes, how can their
participation be meaningfully promoted?
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Traditionally, policy building is considered to be the
work of policy experts. While it is hardly questionable that
policymaking requires expertise from various fields, building
just policies is not possible without the sustained participation
of all relevant stakeholders. Policy-building processes in the
majority of representative democracies around the world
[10] rely on public representatives who are tasked with
voicing the concerns of the public that includes the youth.
However, with the increase in world population, widening of
wealth gaps, and the complexity of social interests, making
fair and just policies through the conventional approach
is becoming increasingly difficult. Cases of ignoring public
feedback on policies [11, 12] and dubious epistemic practices
blocking journalistic reporting on specific topics (such as
environmental issues) have recently emerged as sources of
public concern and frustration [13]–[15]. Thus, there is a
growing consensus [6] that direct incorporation of insights
unique to under-represented, non-expert stakeholders can
improve the effectiveness and accountability of public policy.
As important stakeholders, the youth have a lot to offer
to science policy building. Since the youth are affected
by policies in various ways as children, adolescents, and
university students, they are capable of providing diverse
yet versatile perspectives and expectations which experts
and other policy stakeholders cannot provide. Indeed, studies
have shown that youth can bring unique perspectives and
offer creative solutions to policy building especially which
directly affect them [7, 8]. Similarly, an important part of the
youth, namely university students, are readily exposed to
novel scientific knowledge as a part of their professional
training. Their knowledge and skills, combined with a lack
of bias stemming from professional obligations and interests,
enable them to act as important actors who directly contribute
to science policy. Furthermore, the youth today possess
powerful communication skills that can be harnessed to
effectively connect and mobilize diverse social groups to
promote civic and political engagement [16]. In addition, policy
scholars have begun to recognize the indirect benefit of
youth participation in public policy in recent years. As they
convincingly argue, youth participation provides the youth an
opportunity to develop a sense of agency as policy actors,
thus helping them become responsible citizens.
Thus, considering the limitations of conventional policy
building processes, it is time that they are adaptively improved
through more participatory approaches. Such approaches
have become conceivably feasible, thanks to ongoing
breakthroughs in communication and information technology
(e.g. the internet and social media). In the following sections,
we explore the current terrain of youth participation in science
policy.
Direct contributions of youth participation in science
policy
While the achievements and challenges of youth
participation in science policy remains a nascent area of
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research, emerging accounts and case studies demonstrate
the potential and value of youth participation. A helpful
starting point in this regard is the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) of 1989 [17]. According
to Article 12 of UNCRC, signee nations have the obligation to
provide opportunities for the youth to express their opinions
and to incorporate them into policy decisions. As a result,
there has been a notable increase in youth participation in
public policy in recent years. A study on resilience-oriented
urban planning in Mexico City, Boulder (US), and Thessaloniki
(Greece) showed that the youth can significantly contribute
to urban planning by identifying ways in which infrastructures
can be built to support vulnerable social groups such as
the homeless and themselves [18]. A study of the Growing
Up in Cities (GUIC) program of UNESCO and the Child
Friendly Cities Initiatives (CFCI) of UNICEF also made similar
observations in Denver (USA) [19]. Similarly, with examples
from eight nations and four continents, a recent study
[20] shows that given adequate scientific means (such as
statistical data analysis tools, and access to population and
land data) and proper adult supervision, the youth can greatly
improve policy planning at multiple levels of urban planning
ranging from relatively small settings such as a schoolyard to
larger settings such as neighborhood networks. Furthermore,
some studies [21, 22] suggest that, in certain scenarios, the
youth and the general public can be more efficient in carrying
out policy-related tasks than those typically considered to be
policy experts.
Similarly, diverse accounts of youth participation in disaster
risk reduction (DRR), public health policy, and environmental
protection around the world, illustrate that the youth can
directly contribute to science policy. For instance, the
Philippines has promoted youth participation through several
national policies since 1974, with a notable case being
Sangguniang Kabataan (youth councils) [23]. As part of the
DRR effort, the youth councils significantly augmented their
respective region’s capacity to respond to potential disaster
scenarios. For example, the participating youth made use
of their knowledge and communication skills to successfully
persuade school officials and community planners to relocate
their school which had been located in high-risk landslide
zones [23]. At the same time, the youth councils have
contributed to global efforts to design effective DRR measures
such as the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk
Reduction (WCDRR) in 2015 [24]. Beyond the context of
DRR, youth participation has also made tangible contributions
to public health policy and environmental protection. For
instance, youth participation in planning and implementation
has been found to greatly benefit public health programs
such as Youth Engagement and Action for Health (YEAH!),
a youth advocacy curriculum for promoting healthy lifestyles
in the US [25]. Similarly, a recent study [26] on a community
and citizen science (CCS) program in the San Francisco
Bay Area, California, reports that the youth participants
have significantly contributed to scientific and socio-economic
studies of social-ecological systems through activities such as
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and the underlying policies. Through their participation, the
youth also gain valuable information about their rights, options,
responsibilities. All these opportunities in turn could help them
to acquire mature and thoughtful decision-making skills and
develop a sense of autonomy which would be necessary for
becoming healthy and secure adults [40].

Figure 1: The youth is increasingly participating in climate action
activism across the world, photo credit: [33].

ensuring rigorous data collection and disseminating scientific
findings.
While such cases are certainly illuminating, university
students, both undergraduate and graduate, also deserve
particular attention. By virtue of their education and access to
resources such as the scientific and technological literature,
professional networks, and media outlets, university students
represent the relatively more resourceful and well-trained
youth in society. In recent years, university students are
playing increasingly larger and active roles as public figures
[27] as well as members of organizations that tackle diverse
issues such as climate change [28], nuclear proliferation [29],
and gender equality in science [30].
Furthermore, universities and policy organizations have
begun to provide the students with opportunities for working
towards common policy goals such as financial support
programs [31] and scholarships [32] for promoting student
works on science policy and community outreach [31, 32].
While the developments discussed so far certainly illustrate
the momentum that youth participation has gained, it is
important to recognize that the examples represent the most
recent developments of university-student participation in
broader science policy contexts. Thus, we stress that empirical
research such as the case studies of DDR in the Philippines
could illuminate much on the accomplishments as well as
emerging challenges of university-level youth participation in
science policy.
Indirect benefits of youth participation in science policy
We have emphasized the direct benefits of youth
participation in the policy so far, yet an increasing number of
policy experts emphasize the indirect benefits of increasing
youth participation in the process. Most of these benefits are
related to youth being a "population-at-risk" [34, 35]. In the
age of agenda-driven media [36]–[38] and an unregulated
internet plagued by biases and fake news [39], the youth face
the highest risk of becoming involved in antisocial behavior
[34, 35]. In this context, youth participation is increasingly
garnering attention as a promising tool for mitigating such
harms. To be specific, youth participation enables the youth
to become well aware of the ground realities of their societies
Agarwal and Sung

Corroborating such a hypothesis, a recent study in Israel
[41] and another on San Francisco Youth Commission (USA)
[42] demonstrate that the participation of disadvantaged
youths in collective decision making allows them to acquire
a sense of belonging. In a different participatory context,
researchers have anticipated since the past decades [43, 44]
that increased literacy and activism among the youth
regarding climate change helps mitigate climate skepticism.
And signs of progress have started to emerge, with a notable
example being the recent climate strike by millions of youth
across the world led by Greta Thunberg [27].
Current progress and limitations
The need for promoting youth participation has long been
emphasized by policy experts. Recent studies [6] rightly argue
that the youth remain heavily underrepresented in the policy
arena [45, 46]. In response, international organizations such
as the UN, the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the UN
Development Programme (UNDP), and the World Bank have
devised focussed measures to improve youth participation
in the policy building process and have initiated numerous
programs for direct youth involvement in collaboration with
local governments, in recent years [34]. However, the extent
of such efforts remains limited. The large-scale impact of
youth in policy decisions remains to be seen. The youth
organizations still lack political power and merely remain a
form of representation [47]. Studies have also noted the
systematic lack of institutional support of the youth [6]. In the
absence of large-scale participation and impact, studies that
argue for youth participation also remain suggestive rather
than evidence-driven. A few case studies in the literature
clearly quantify the advantage of youth participation, yet
they remain limited with regard to the extent of institutional
prescription and number. Progress has been made over the
past decade, but the developments remain far from sufficient.
While we highlight the advantages and promises of youth
participation in science policy, we acknowledge that youth
participation involves its own set of challenges. For one
thing, the diversity of the youth as a social group naturally
presents a challenge of developing robust yet inclusive plans
for promoting participation. Moreover, ensuring the democratic
representation of various youth groups [49] and acceptance
of their policy proposals [12, 19] remain a challenge to
be addressed. Aside from the practical challenges, lack
of empirical research on how and to what extent youth
participation can make contributions at broader levels of
participation remains as another big challenge. Some may
argue at this point that there is no conclusive evidence
to believe that the youth have the sufficient capacity and
MIT Science Policy Review | August 30, 2021 | vol. 2 | pg. 4

Perspective

https://doi.org/10.38105/spr.40pp6vtbu1

24 years of age [50], youth have every right to shape
the environment they want to live in. Thus, governments
and policy institutions ought to establish the participatory
environment for the youth to become part and parcel of policy
action. Simultaneously, meeting policy challenges essentially
requires equal participation from the youth as no effort
would be fruitful without meaningful response. As means
of organization, participation, and communication become
increasingly available, it would be up to the youth to make
the most of the opportunities to build a more inclusive and
thriving world.

Acknowledgements
Figure 2: Youth Assembly at the United Nations 2017, photo
credit: [48].

experience to make substantial contributions to science policy.
While we do not necessarily disagree that some subcategories
of the youth may lack the kinds of experience and knowledge
specific to policy topics, we argue that such a lack could be
translated into the advantage of having minimal professional
biases and the ability to offer fresh perspectives. For instance,
as discussed earlier, it may help to recognize that while
youngsters in general can certainly contribute to and benefit
from policy efforts in general, university students in particular
would be capable of making substantial contributions to
science policy. Thus, a systematic support from academic
institutions and policy experts could help to establish a basis
for governments to design and implement evidence-based
policies that realize the potential of various sub-categories of
the youth.
Conclusion
In this article, we have argued for fostering youth
participation in science policy based on the recognition of
the youth as a major policy stakeholder capable of making
valuable contributions. Fostering youth participation has the
potential to make policies more inclusive and democratic
while helping the youth to develop their sense of autonomy
and identity. Although youth involvement in science policy
remains limited, we stress that the youth consist of diverse
groups with different capabilities. In particular, university
students are highly capable yet under-represented actors.
Fortunately, national, international, governmental, as well as,
non-governmental organisations have begun to increase their
support at both individual and organizational levels. Thus, the
better-equipped youth, namely university-students, have the
opportunity to contribute to science policy issues. Though
most of these initiatives are limited to developed nations
such as the US. No doubt, promoting youth participation in
policy and especially science policy is a challenge. However,
with careful planning and support from policy experts and
scholars, a path forward may be in place. It is time that
serious efforts are made to increase youth participation in
policy building. With approximately 40% of the world below
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