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Y-EMPOWER: A MODEL FOR YOUTH EMPOWERMENT THROUGH
YOUTH ACTIVISM

SOPHIA PETRIASHVILI! AND GIORGOS FILLIPOU?

ABSTRACT

The Y-Empower model is an evidence-based practice that transforms youth, both boys and

girls, into active and empowered citizens of their communities and society. Results of the Y-

Empower model demonstrate that building the capacity of local youth for civic activism also
WUDQVIRUPY DGXOWVY SHUFHSWLRQ RI WKHP IX0WKHU HP S
relations into trustworthy and reliable partnerships.
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INTRODUCTION

In many countries in the Middle East and Eastern Europe, relationships between adults and

youth are dominated mainly by adults, where adults treat youth as unequal partners. In many

FDVHV FKLOGUHQ DQG \RXWK DUH H[SHFWHG WR GHIHU W
without question and are often not consulted in decisions affecting them or their families.

Researchers and theorists are expressing concenovHU \RXQJ SHRSOHYTV ODFN RI S|
and commitment to, the public realm. They cite studies showing declines in voting rates among

young people aged 18 24 (Torney-Purta and Damon, 1999), as well as decreases in social trust

(Rahn and Transue, 1998) and civic competence (Berman, 1997).

A widespread perception exists that the youth is incapable of engaging in productive,
democratic efforts to improve its communities. Even in those institutions created to develop
youth, young people often face ambivalence from adults regarding their ability to participate
in real world decision-making and actions (Costello et al., 2000). Vulnerable youth are further
marginalized from the public realm by rising poverty and inequality, increased isolation and
decreasing support from communities, families and schools that limit their opportunities and
power to influence the world around them (Blanc, 1994).

There is a growing recognition that young people have an essential role in the
participation and listening process that drives development. The challenge today is to create
platforms from which young citizens can begin to develop a base of skills that will benefit not
only them, but civil society as a whole. Traditional practices, including the neglect of young
boys and girls as valuable community members, a disregard of youth participation in decision-
making in community life, and not taking the opinions of youth seriously, demonstrate that in
many contexts, the active engagement of youths within the family, as well as the wider
community, may be a necessary target for youth programing.

FINDING SOLUTIONS: THEORY OF ACTION

In April 2012, seven World Vision national offices + Albania, Armenia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Georgia, Lebanon, Pakistan and Romania =*started a regional program (be
Aware, Raise youth voice, Take Action +ART) with the aim of addressing issues of child
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protection through a youth empowerment approach. The program envisioned building the
capacity of community youth, especially a core group of youths (referred to as ART youth), so
that they could advocate for common issues important to their well-being and the well-being
of their peers. The Y-Empower model was part of the regional ART program, which was
applied in the aforementioned seven countries and validated in four of them (Albania, Armenia,
Georgia and Romania) to become a tool for youth empowerment through youth activism.

The Y-Empower Theory of Action includes three key interlinked components —
activism, adultism (superior attitude of adults toward youth, which underlines youth inferiority
and inability to be engaged in decision-making) and empowerment — that build on one another.
The background thinking behind the Theory of Action is that the more active young boys and
girls are, the lower their sense of adultism is and higher their sense of empowerment becomes.
Youth activism consists of three constructs: a) youth capacity building, b) youth-led initiatives
and c) youth peer representation. Senses of adultism and empowerment are studied on the basis
of attitudinal and behavioural changes among young boys and girls. Figure 1 below represents
the Theory of Action in more detail.

Figure 1: Y-Empower Theory of Action
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The aim of the quasi-experimental study (an empirical study used to analyse how the
interventions influenced the target group), conducted in four ART-implementing countries,
was to analyse the relationship between youth activism, a sense of adultism and a sense of
empowerment among young boys and girls. A 5-point Likert scale questionnaire was developed
to explore youth perspectives in all four countries. In each country, one intervention group
consisting of ART-program participants and one comparison group consisting of youths
residing in the same community, but not participating in the program’s activities, were selected
to answer the questionnaires (274 in total). After data collection and data cleaning, a factor
analysis was conducted to validate the technical consistency of the tool that was used to
measure the key variables. This factor analysis resulted in the identification of factors for each
of the model’s three main components of the Theory of Action (see Figure 1 above).
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e Youth activism factors (3): youth capacity building, youth-led initiatives and youth
peer representation

e Sense of adultism factors (2): reflected in adults’ behaviour and attitudes

e Sense of youth empowerment factors (2): reflected in youth behaviour and attitudes

Next, a regression analysis was conducted to check the relationship between the three variables
and explore the validity of the Theory of Action in the model. Effects related to gender were
also explored using moderation analysis to identify if they had any influence on the findings.
The evaluation used a mixed method approach unifying 40 focus group discussions with ART
youth, their parents and their teachers and other community youth, 42 key informant interviews
and a youth census completed by 211 children and young people in all seven countries.

Y-EMPOWER MODEL: CONTRIBUTION TO CHANGE

The Relationship between a Sense of Adultism and a Sense of Empowerment: Albania,
Armenia, Georgia and Romania

One of the most significant findings from the validation of the Y-Empower model, applicable
to all four countries, was related to the statistically significant relationship between the sense
of adultism and the sense of empowerment. Specifically, the evidence demonstrates that a
decreasing sense of adultism among youth (due to changes in adults' behaviour and attitudes
towards them) contributed to an increased sense of youth empowerment. The evidence shows
that, in all four countries where Y-Empower was implemented, the less youth experience
inferior treatment and attitudes of superiority from adults, the higher the youth’s sense of
empowerment is. For more details please see Table 1 below with statistical coefficients.

Table 1: Relationship Between Adultism and Empowerment
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In other words, the Y-Empower model is effective because it helps to create more space for
trust, equitable treatment and partnerships among adult and youth groups at different levels,
which results in the empowerment of boys and girls. The evidence demonstrates that active
youth engagement in community life, which has a value in and of itself, is also a critical means
of empowering youth. Their sense of empowerment is even stronger when they receive positive
acknowledgement from adults.

The Relationship between Activism and a Sense of Adultism and Activism and a Sense of
Empowerment

Findings related to the relationship between activism and adultism, as well as activism and
empowerment, differ from country to country.
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Findings in Georgia

The most complete picture was found in the case of Georgia where statistically significant
findings were found in all three sets of relationships between activism, adultism and
empowerment. Specifically, the study revealed that in Georgia, the more active young boys
and girls are in all three areas of activism (capacity building, youth initiatives, youth peer
representation), the lower their sense of adultism, as reflected in adults’ behaviour towards
youth, and the higher their sense of empowerment (reflected in youth behaviour). These
findings lead to the assumption that the positive results of youth activism influence adults in
such a way that they start appreciating the actions of young boys and girls more, thus
diminishing their attitude of superiority toward youth. Accordingly, in Georgia, the relationship
between all three variables provides the following big picture: the more active youth are, the
lower their sense of adultism and the higher their sense of empowerment. For more details,
please see Table 2 below.

Table 2: Relationship Between Activism, Adultism and Empowerment in Georgia

b Rt
Errar
Touth Capac
PR 24 | 0az | .05
Building Aduhe
Sensc of Bechaviour i i
Activiem | Touth Initiztves e = D0 A
Sdultism Tovwwards
Youth Peer Touth
g 01D 15
Representation
Youth Initiztives S5 LO7F A2
*outh Mouth”
Aoctivism
Youth Peer Empowermeant | Behaviour
a2z 012 1
Representzbon
Adults’ Attitudes
S Lo 31
Sense of Towards Yowth Touth™
Adultism sy e’ Behaviowr Attitudes
G 01D 15
Towards Youth Wouth
Adults' Attitudes | EMpowerment
P Ol 3 18
Sense of | Towards Touth Wouth'
Adultiemn s es” Behavicwr Behaviour
Sge ol .

Towards Youth

*p<.05, *Fp<.0l, ***p<.00|

Findings in Albania

Findings from Albania also show statistically significant relationships between activism and a
sense of adultism among young boys and girls. The results revealed that the more intensively
youth participate in having their capacity built for active citizenship and the more active they
are in planning and implementing community initiatives, the more severely they feel adults’
superior attitude towards youth (please see Table 3 below). While the explanation for this
finding requires additional research on the country context, discussions with Albanian youth
and program staff provided some potential clarifications. One possible explanation is that the
more actively Albanian youth try to contribute to their communities’ transformation, and the
more they learn about activism, the more they see and understand the existing harsh realities,
which strengthens their sense of adultism.

© 2016 The Author | JISSS 2016 © 2016 FLE Learning



International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social Science Studies | SOPHIA PETRIASHVILI | 18

Table 3: Relationship Between Activism and Adultism in Albania
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Findings in Armenia

In Armenia, the results did not reveal any statistically significant relationship between activism
and a sense of adultism. However, linkage between activism and empowerment was identified
and confirms that the more active youth are in terms of planning and implementing community
initiatives, the lower their sense of empowerment is (as reflected in their attitudes). Also, the
more youth participate in activities that build their capacity for active citizenship, the lower
their sense of empowerment is, as reflected in their behaviour (please see Table 4 below).

Table 4: Relationship Between Activism and Empowerment in Armenia
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The findings about the relationship between activism and empowerment are the opposite of the
findings in Georgia, where activism led to a positive sense of empowerment. Identifying and
verifying the explanation for the findings requires additional research and further analysis of
the country context. Qualitative information that was collected as a result of discussions with
Armenian youth and the program team, however, led to the modest assumption that the more
Armenian youth learn and practice activism the more they recognize the extent of the existing
gaps and needs in their country.

Given this reality, the youth believe they need to engage in more work and gain more
accomplishments in order to feel empowered. Increased activism, therefore, led to a lower
sense of empowerment in Armenia.

Difference in the Level of Activism

Using a quasi-experimental approach to verify the effectiveness of the Y-Empower model, the
Youth Empowerment Learning Hub examined the differences of the ART youth (intervention
youth) and non-ART youth group (non-intervention youth) residing in the same community.
The results were consistent in all four countries, demonstrating that ART youth groups were
far more active in all three areas of youth activism compared with the non-ART youth groups
within the same communities (see Table 5 below). This finding is significant as the youth
activism is the primary intervention of the Y-Empower model. Furthermore, the results confirm
the first two stages of the pathway to change described earlier where young boys and girls are
transformed into change promoters by firstly obtaining the relevant knowledge and skills and
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then by practicing those skills. The results are also a testimony to the effectiveness of the Y-
Empower model.

Table 5: Differences in the Level of Activism Among Art and Non-Art Youth Groups
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Overall it can be concluded that while there are variations across the four countries, the Y-
Empower model’s Theory of Action was successfully validated. Specifically, in Georgia, the
model is validated completely in all the aspects of its logic. In addition, in all four countries
the findings validate the relationship between reduced adultism contributing to the sense of
empowerment among young boys and girls. Once again this can be perceived as a verification
of the fact that the positive results of youth activism transform adults’ negative perception of
youth, enabling stronger adult—youth partnerships. Other differences can be ascribed to socio-
cultural differences between the countries, as well as the management of the data collection
and specifically, the sampling process of youth groups.
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