
1

Advancing 
Youth 
Leadership
An evaluation of Youth First’s 
Youth Leaders Network





3

Introduction
The Research Hub for Youth Organizing at CU Boulder 
conducted an evaluation of outcomes for the Youth First 
Initiative – Youth Leaders Network. Reported here, this 
evaluation included a survey and three focus groups. 
The data collection took place in Summer 2021 and 
sampled members across all cohorts of the Youth Leaders 
Network which ran on a 12-month basis. The evaluation 
resulted in  a shortlist of effective practices, as well as 
recommendations for future network improvements. 

The Youth First Youth Leaders Network (YFYL) is a group 
of youth activists, ages 18 to 29, who are interested in 
helping to lead campaigns to close youth prisons and 
invest in community alternatives in their states. The 
network brings together youth leaders from different 
states to work together to hone their leadership, advocacy 
skills and communications skills to help advance their 
state campaigns. 
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Goals
The YLN articulated a number of goals for participating youth: Enhanced 
organizing, advocacy, communications & strategy development skills; 
garnering “know how” on how to run and manage a youth justice 
campaign through active involvement on campaign steering committee 
and other leadership positions; greater agency and experience at shaping 
youth justice policy & practice which has directly affected their lives and 
futures; visibility and recognition as youth leaders; access to professional 
and personal development through the network and other leadership 
opportunities.

Methods
The evaluation began with a 12-question survey that was sent to members 
of the Youth Leaders Network who participated in the program from 2017 
to 2021. Questions were co-designed with leadership from the Youth First 
Initiative to understand which components of the program were valuable 
or could be improved. From this group of participants, we recruited 
respondents for focus groups. The focus groups expanded on the survey 
questions by acquiring more detail  regarding which experiences were 
most useful, and how respondents would improve the program. 

Participants
In total, we collected survey responses from 27 YLN members. From that 
group, 9 people participated in the focus groups. 

The evaluation included young people who self-identified in the following 
groups: Formerly or currently incarcerated (n=10), current or former foster 
youth (n=3), homeless or formerly homeless (n=3), female (n=19), male 
(n=5), non-binary (n=2), bisexual or pansexual (n=6), black (n=18), white 
(n=2), Latinx (n=5), indigenous (n=2). 
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Overall evaluation of the Youth Leaders Network: 
Participation in the YLN was an overwhelmingly positive experience 
for the respondents. The first takeaway from the survey was that all 
of the participants felt there was a benefit to participating in the YLN. 
Every respondent (100%) reported some benefit from participating in YLN.  
Furthermore, every single respondent said they would recommend YLN to 
friends interested in ending youth incarceration.  
 
We asked the respondents to let us know why they would recommend 
YLN to a friend and here were some of their responses:

• “Because it brings great opportunities, helpful for building and 
learning leadership and communications and organizing.” 

• “I would recommend the YLN to a friend who is interested in working 
to end youth incarceration because of the endless opportunities I’ve 
been awarded, and the countless relationships I’ve been able to build.” 

• “I would recommend [the YLN] because of all the resources that were 
given to me. Especially working one on one with Hernán. He’s become 
a lifelong friend to me, simple, for that reason alone I will always say 
praises about YLN.” 

• “Hernán is awesome. The personal support was great. The 
professional growth from being in this network was outstanding. 
Traveling with you all was the cherry on top. Thank you so much!”

Youth activists also identified other activities related to their 
organizing work that they were able to take on with YLN’s support:  

• Participated on a panel discussion (50%) 

• Reviewed research reports for national partners (46%) 

• Interviewed by a reporter about my work (46%) 

• Attended a conference with the support of Youth First (39%) 

• Applied to a fellowship or council with the support of Youth First (31%)

• Wrote an op-ed (31%)
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 Key Themes from the Data 
Three overarching themes emerged from the qualitative and quantitative 
results of the evaluation.

1.) The YLN created new and exciting 
opportunities for young people, and they have 
ideas about how to grow that benefit in the 
future. 

Participants appreciated the opportunities for connections and 
broadening horizons that were made possible through their time in the 
YLN. One person described the process as “Connecting me to people that 
I never would have been connected to, and building better relationships, 
helped me grow as a youth leader.” These opportunities included both 
learning from each other virtually in meetings and travel that occurred 
throughout the work. They also found it valuable to learn what other 
people were doing, including formal opportunities available in the 
movement (for example, fellowships). Many people remarked specifically
on the travel opportunities as valuable development 
experiences that they would not have had an ability to 
access otherwise. As one person shared, “We went to 
Chicago. Half of them never been on a plane before; you 
know it’s like those experiences that that you 
personally really able to provide... that 
seem valuable for like, people that were 
never really able to experience it before. 
Some people never been out of Jersey—we’re 
going to DC like every other month, you 
know, being put up in hotels and it’s like a 
privilege that our white counterparts,  
get to take.”
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Youth identified  specific workshops they took as valuable stepping stones. 
Some respondents were particularly excited about what was gained from 
financial literacy workshops, as one person stated, “after that I was able 
to register my business as an LLC and make sure I had all my documents in 
order. I feel like it helped me in general grow as a young person, more so than 
like as an organizer.”  Another person echoed this sentiment and felt those 
workshops would have lasting benefits: “Now I’m starting a business, and 
all I gotta do is scroll through my emails and get the business checklist and 
all that is like really helpful.” Public speaking and media trainings were 
also discussed frequently as meaningful opportunities. One respondent 
specifically referenced the growth they experienced in these trainings, 
“Berlin Rosen come in and do trainings with us and things like that helped 
me be better in, in talking and in looking at the camera and you know just 
learning how to dodge trick questions and things like that; so that was 
probably most valuable.”

If it were possible to renew the YLN initiative, suggestions from young 
people included increasing the number of mentors and offering more 
state-to-state coverage and direct connection. One person clearly 
described this hypothetical expansion, “I could even imagine youth first 
expanding to, you know, a whole bunch of people where they have like 10 
staff, you know and like one staff person has only like two states that they’re 
working with right—or three states that they’re working with—so
that they’re able to be like more 
intentional and they’re in that 
geographic location right.”  In line 
with other comments, there was an 
imagined future that included more 
people like Hernán to be available as 
resources. “I think they need another 
Hernán, and not because of a lack of 
work that he does but because it’s a lot 
for just one person to carry. I think
that the work that they have done with 
like the young people, thus far could

“Connecting me to
people that I never 
would have been 
connected to, and 
building better 
relationships, 
helped me grow  
as a youth leader.”
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be probably capitalized or maximized if they had another Hernán.” 

Young people requested more opportunities to connect and share 
challenges across groups at the national level. One person shared some 
specific ideas for how to increase connections: “if there was like a forum or 
a mailing list like that, we could check in and see, like, this is what this state 
is doing this week, or this state has this bill coming up, you should petition 
their legislature. Like just kind of a central hub where we can all send like 
each organization, that’s a part of the [YLN]. Like we can post this there 
to get more support. So that way, like if we can’t make the longer meeting, 
like I mentioned before as an idea, like there’s still a way for us to always be 
connected with each other.”

These suggestions from the focus group were further supported by 
survey results that highlighted the gains that young people made in 
specific skills through participation: 

• 100% believed participating in the YLN increased their knowledge 
and skill

• 89% felt they had gained organizing and advocacy skills. 
• 59% felt that communication skills increased. 

When asked about what additional trainings should be offered to 
YLN participants in the future, these were some of the suggestions: 

• How to serve as a mentor.
• How to make sure you’re compensated fairly as a youth organizer.
• Artwork.
• Networking and public speaking.
• How to use social media to advocate.
• De-escalation/emotional intelligence.
• Planning protests and legal guidelines around them. 
• Dealing with legislators.
• Grant writing.
• Re-entry.
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2.) The YLN did a good job of incorporating and 
elevating youth voices and perspectives, and 
there is still potential for improvement in that 
domain.

We learned from respondents that incorporating youth into community 
organizing work isn’t easy and not something that comes naturally for 
all adults. We heard in the focus group that YLN did well to make youth 
input an essential focus: “they would have like the young people like 
running those [workshops] with the adult supporters… it definitely called 
out and wanted to make sure that we’re being intentional of including 
young people.” Overall, participants felt that YFI/YLN did a good job of 
encouraging youth involvement by providing support to the perspective 
that youth should be involved and are powerful contributors. As one 
respondent described, “When you have other organizations [such as YFI] 
who have like the clout, you know, to give young people clout. It kinda, it just 
makes the case stronger.” Another respondent focused on the connection 
they found in the work, as they shared, “We were really connected, you 
know they were part of our communities and a lot of the meetings and 
especially during strategy conversations I’m having their input was greatly 
appreciated.”

Nearly all of the focus group respondents were still
involved in state campaigns, as one person stated, 
“[They] inspired me to grow as a leader and 
as a youth in my community.” 
YLN participants report feeling 
more confident in the work and 
more skillful at things like policy 
interventions and strategies. One 
person reported, “Especially being 
pretty young and fresh and a lot of  
the work I feel like they really
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helped me get grounded.” Many still see Hernán as a valuable resource in 
their efforts. Even in cases where young people decided not to pursue a 
path as an organizer, they found the learning beneficial. As one person 
stated, “The one-on-one mentorship with Hernán, just being able to 
text Hernán if I have a question about something or if I need him to help 
me.” The theme of personalized support, from Hernán specifically, 
was recurrent throughout both the survey and focus groups as one key 
positive outcome of the YLN. 

The qualitative findings were supported by survey results related to 
youth support and recognition: 

Some participants recommended that there be more opportunities for 
minors to have input into the YLN planning. They described times in 
both YLN and local meetings where it was not easy to be heard. One 
person described this dynamic, “We got to fight just a little bit extra for 
them to listen. So that one more time, I was just saying that like, in all of 
the meetings, whether it’s like youth first or other like centered around this 
work, uh, like they listened to us as young people, but sometimes we still 
have to work a little bit extra harder to speak up or repeat

Engagement through the YLN helped 
change how young people are treated  
in the community.

No, 19%—

Yes, 81%
—

No, 19%—

Yes, 81%
—

YLN increased youth recognition  
in state level work.
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ourselves. Um, cause sometimes 
the adults will just continue talking 
the whole time.” Another person 
echoed this point, with some further 
reflection, “I don’t always think it’s 
intentional. I think sometimes that’s 
just how it happens, but I just feel 
like sometimes in like the day to day 
meetings, young people are still slightly 
looked over.” In cases where this is 
happening, young people notice the 
adult role in the dynamic, saying the 
adults “fill the space with their voices 
instead of just kind of giving us a little 
bit of time to speak.” As with many
intergenerational organizing spaces, these recommendations cemented 
that there are still opportunities to examine and disrupt power dynamics 
that emerge related to the  
ages of participants.

Yes, 81%

“We need more
job opportunities 
or education 
opportunities 
because a lot of 
the young people 
who get involved 
in this work are 
system impacted 
themselves.”



12

3.) There is a great need for lifting up 
system-involved youth through leadership 
opportunities, employment opportunities, and 
direct supports. 

A final theme to emerge from the focus groups regarded financial support 
provided by YFI. Within this category there was more direct constructive 
feedback than in other categories. A few clear ideas were shared for 
supporting young people in the movement through new initiatives. These 
included:
 
Young people should be offered opportunities in paid leadership 
roles: 

• “Um, I would first off, start off by opening opportunities to [young] 
people by fully employing them, um, to where they have an accessible 
job, um, not discriminated [on] backgrounds or anything like that. 
Um, and making it to where these young people could [be brought on 
board early] in the leadership roles.” 

• “We need more job opportunities or education opportunities because 
a lot of the young people who get involved in this work are system 
impacted themselves.” 

• “I think if there was more money spent on like recruiting new young 
people or hiring them on as full-time, it would give them the chance to 
fully dedicate themselves to this work without having to go look for a 
part-time job to just stress them out a little bit more.” 
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Fellowship cohorts for young people would support peer networks 
and the movement: 

• “I think it would be helpful if youth first offered fellowships as well. 
Maybe like six people, a cohort or something like that, whatever would 
make sense for what they’re trying to do. Having a fellowship, so folks 
can get paid at least a part-time position. Or like full-time, so at least 
20 to 40 hours a week expected folks to commit time to doing things on 
the ground for their own campaigns in their state.” 

Finding ways to support young peoples’ basic needs is important  
to the movement:  

• “That’s one thing I would like to see if I had the funds, you know, I 
would like to get kids better healthcare because you know kids have, 
for example foster kids, they have toothaches and stuff like that. You 
know they’re in class trying to learn, and they go off on the teacher, 
because they, the foster parents not take care of them and not getting 
them into, you know, a doctor’s appointment.”
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Conclusion
All of the youth involved found participation in the 
YLN to be a positive experience. This hinged on the 
personal support provided by YFI staff as well as 
the variety of workshops and learning opportunities 
created by the programs. In addition, youth directly 
benefited from the interpersonal connections and 
broadening perspectives made available through 
access to travel and convenings. The young people in 
the cohorts care deeply about youth perspectives being 
elevated into leadership roles, and the YLN was a great 
start in that direction. There are still opportunities 
for adults to step-back and allow the voices of youth 
to fill spaces that are typically dominated by adult 
voices. Most of the respondents in this evaluation 
hope for a future expansion of the YLN including 
additional mentors and an expanded set of workshops 
and trainings. These participants envision a future 
where there are additional leadership and employment 
opportunities within the movement to allow young 
people to make organizing a pathway that supports 
financial stability in addition to social change. In 
sum, the YLN met nearly all of their stated goals, and 
this evaluation illuminates areas for future growth 
as described by the youth who participated in this 
evaluation.
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