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At Future Minds Network, we acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of
the lands on which we live, work, and connect. We recognise their

enduring relationship with land, waters, culture, and community, and the
wisdom and knowledge that has been shared and protected for

generations.

We pay our respects to Elders past and present, and acknowledge the
strength, resilience, and leadership of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples. We recognise the ongoing impacts of colonisation and commit

to listening deeply, learning continually, and working in ways that are
respectful, inclusive, and guided by First Nations voices.

We extend our respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
today and affirm our commitment to building a future grounded in

respect, equity, and shared understanding.

Acknowledgement of Country
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Foreword
At 16, I went looking for my community in social
enterprise, and couldn't find them. I wanted to build
something that mattered, but everywhere I looked the
sector seemed to have no room for someone my age.

When I stumbled into startups instead, the contrast
floored me. It was a bizarre wonderland, where being
young was an asset and founders my age were
everywhere. Same energy, same ambition, same me -
but one sector rolled out a runway, and the other left
the doors locked. I nearly left social impact behind for
good.

I've thought about that fork in the road ever since,
because it was never about me. 80% of young
Australians are interested in careers in social impact,
but less than 1 in 3 feel their skills match the
opportunities available. That gap isn't a shortfall in
their ability. It's a shortfall in ours. What's missing is a
sector built to recognise them, grow them, and put
them to work.

Imagine what this sector becomes when that changes
- when a generation with boundless energy, fresh
thinking, and deep connections to the problem we
work on are not waiting outside, but leading from
within. 

By Nathaniel Diong

We started this Deep Experience Learning Community to
to help build a sector where every young person who
comes looking finds a way in, and a way up.

Over 12 months, over thirty organisations from every
corner of Australia came together to understand what
genuine youth engagement actually looks like. What
you'll find in this toolkit comes directly from the sector:
the insights, the strategies, the quotes, and the honest
accounts of what did and didn't work. 

My favourite moments were the ones where an
organisation stopped mid-sentence and realised they'd
been asking the wrong question about young people all
along - not "what can they bring us?" but "how can we
back them?" 

The sixteen-year-old version of me needed the sector to
be ready for him, and it wasn't. This toolkit is my attempt
to make sure that the next young person who comes
looking finds open doors, real pathways, and people
expecting them.

The talent is knocking. It's time we opened the doors.

CEO of Future Minds Network
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Introduction
Across Australia, social enterprises are trying many
different ways to engage young people. But these
lessons are rarely shared. What works in one
organisation too often stays inside it, which limits
collective learning and holds back a more effective,
joined-up approach across the sector.

In 2025 and 2026, we launched the Deep Experience
Learning Community to change that. It brought more
than thirty of Australia's leading youth organisations
together to strengthen how young people are engaged
as contributors, leaders, and decision-makers.

This national youth engagement toolkit grew out of
that shared learning. It brings together their strategies,
challenges, and lessons from practice, capturing what is
being tried, what is working, and what we are still
learning about meaningful youth engagement.

It follows the full lifecycle of how a young person
engages with the social enterprise sector, in six stages:

Awareness — how young people first discover you.
Attraction — why they decide an opportunity is for
them.
Recruitment — how they apply and get in.

Onboarding — how they find their feet.
Engagement — how they stay involved day to day.
Retention — how they grow, lead, and move on well.

Every stage is built the same way, so it's always clear where
to look. It opens with the common challenges organisations
face at that point in the journey, alongside the guiding
insights that surfaced across everyone we spoke to. 

Then, it sets out practical strategies to act on, real examples
of what organisations are already doing, and a case study of
one doing it well. It closes with a short self-assessment, so
an organisation can see where it stands today and choose
one thing to improve.

The toolkit doesn't need to be read cover to cover. The most
useful place to start is the stage where an organisation feels
weakest: take the self-assessment, pick one strategy, and try
it. 

Meaningful youth engagement isn't built in a single
decision. It's built one deliberate change at a time.
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Community
of Practice

Learning
What’s already

working in the sector?

What’s missing and
what doesn’t hold?

What actually changes
for young people?

Co-design Application

In partnership with Social
Enterprise Australia
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Community of Practice
Over 12 months, we built a national Community of Practice that turned scattered, siloed knowledge into a shared

body of work. We came together to learn from one another, and every strategy in this toolkit was tested, challenged,
and rebuilt by the people who use it. It moved through a deliberate cycle of learning, co-design, and application.
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Every month, the Community came together for a two-hour session on a single stage of youth
engagement. Each began with a guest speaker from a leading social enterprise, who shared
their models, insights, and hard-won strategies. Participants then moved into breakout rooms of
real exchange, comparing approaches and pressure-testing their own against their peers'. All of
our resources, session materials, and captured learning lived on a shared Miro board, alongside a
working Google Doc where every idea was recorded so nothing was lost between months.

We closed each session by bringing everyone back together to identify common themes and
create a shared toolkit of strategies.

Every quarter, we released a different section of the Toolkit for organisations to use in their day-
to-day work. Organisations could pilot strategies, adapt ideas to fit their context, and test what
genuinely worked for young people.

In July 2026, we officially released the full Toolkit. As we grow, we are continuining to gather
feedback from the community. This helped us refine the Toolkit and deepen our understanding
of what drives strong youth engagement across different settings.

Learning Sessions

Application Sessions

In the beginning, we consulted
eight of Australia’s leading youth
led organisations to understand
how they wanted to learn about
youth engagement, and what

they were  doing well. 

We asked what was working,
where they felt stuck, and what a

genuinely useful community
would look like. 

Everything that followed - the
topics, the format, the rhythm -

was shaped by what they told us.
The community was designed

around its members from these
very first conversations.

How was 
this designed?

Between Sessions, we synthesised the Community's collective insight into focused five-page
strategy booklets. This included the stage’s common challenges, guiding insights, strategies,
case studies and the assessment checklist.

Twice across the year, we brought everyone back to tear them apart and rebuild them.
Participants chose the stage they knew best, split into themed breakout rooms, and worked line
by line to critique each strategy, add what was missing, and cut what didn't survive contact with
reality. Nothing made it into this toolkit that wasn't argued over by people doing the work.

Co-design Sessions
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Date Session Type Session Title Description

10 Jun 2025 Learning Session
Welcome to the Community
of Practice

Orientation session to establish
shared goals, ways of working, and
commitments from 2025-2026

22 Jul 2025 Learning Session
Awareness - How to capture
Gen Z's attention for real
impact

Understanding the channels that
young people use to find
opportunities and what catches
their attention

19 Aug 2025 Learning Session
Attraction - How to build
opportunities youth actually
want

Understanding the key factors and
mechanisms that keep young
people motivated

16 Sep 2025 Learning Session
Recruitment - How to hire
Gen Z and open doors to
opportunity

Understanding the key steps and
processes that make it easier for
young people to apply and get
involved

30 Sep 2025 Co-design Session Strategic Review - Mid Year
Assessing three months of learning
and sharpen awareness, attraction,
and recruitment strategies.

7 Oct 2025 Learning Session
Onboarding - Setting young
people up for success

Understanding the methods, tools,
and environment that help young
people feel confident and ready to
contribute

25 Nov 2025 Learning Session
Engagement - How to
motivate & engage young
talent

Understanding the approaches
which help young people achieve
personal or professional growth

25 Nov 2025 – 1
Jan 2026

Reflection -
Consolidate learning and set
priorities before the next phase of
activity

Community Schedule
Date Session Type Session Title Description

10 Jan – 24 Feb 2026 Action Session Activate Your Toolkit - Phase 1
Handing the draft Toolkit to
organisations to activate in their own
contexts and report back

10 Feb 2026 Learning Session
Retention - backing young
people to thrive

Understanding the pathways that
help young people progress, lead,
and move on well

24 Feb 2026 Co-design Session Strategic Review - EOY

Assessing three months of learning
and sharpened onboarding,
engagement, and retention
strategies

24 Feb – 24 Mar
2026

Action Session
Activate Your Toolkit - Phase
2

Handing the full Toolkit to
organisations to implement, gather
feedback, and refine their approach

21 Apr 2026 Final Deliverables SEDI Open Learning Webinar
Presenting the Toolkit and the
community's lessons to the wider
sector

13 July 2026 Final Deliverables Final Report
Delivering a comprehensive report
capturing the program's strategies,
findings, and recommendations

13 July – 30 July
2026

Final Deliverables Toolkit Campaign
Launching the Toolkit publicly with
social media posts spotlighting
standout strategies
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Our Impact

1,000 hours 

Across sessions, breakout rooms, and collaboration, our
Community of Practice invested close to 1,000 hours

together.

of collective learning

30+ organisations

Youth and social enterprise organisations from every
corner of the country, bringing the realities of city, regional,

and remote practice into one shared conversation.

from across Australia

12 months
of sector collaboration

From early 2025 to 2026, more than thirty organisations met
month after month to build something none of them could

have built alone.

54 strategies

Every strategy in this toolkit was critiqued, refined, and rebuilt
by the people who use it - 54 practical approaches across the

full lifecycle of youth engagement.

which were tested and rebuilt

15 sector experts

They shared the models, insights, and hard-won strategies
behind their own practice, so the Community could learn

from experts in youth engagement.

and guest speakers

6 case studies

Six organisations opened up their practice in full, showing
exactly how strong youth engagement works on the ground.

from the real-world

1 living toolkit
built by the people who use it

&
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Voices from our
community
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"These sessions surprised me, to be
quite honest. I didn't think that I would
be as engaged as I was... the most
valuable part of this is the building of
community with people who are all
passionate about the same thing."

"I always leave these sessions feeling
super inspired to better the work that
we do and improve our processes."

"Coming from a small team, there's
not really many people I can bounce
ideas off. It's just great coming here
and going, I've got this idea, what
about this? And you're actually on the
same page." 

"It makes you feel like you're not alone
out there... creating that community
around you is very, very important, so
you can keep going doing the good
work."

"It's almost like an expansion of your
team. In the for-purpose and not-for-
profit space, we're often too small and
our funding is too tight to have every
single solution ourselves."

A place to learn
together

Mutual support 
and energy

Catchups and
collaborations

“My big win is learning from all of you -
who you are and what you do. I've been
able to have deep dive chats with other
members, and it's been just fantastic in
getting to understand the space of
direct youth engagement more."

"We finally got to catch up physically,
and it was just amazing. Even if we're
doing different things, there are similar
things we're all trying to attract, engage,
and maintain.”



Other stories from
our community
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A support group that didn't exist before. After a session on
supporting neurodivergent young people, one member who
is the parent of a neurodivergent child was deeply moved by
what they heard.

The session gave language and understanding to something
they were navigating personally, and it opened the door to a
connection with another parent in the community. The two
have since met up independently and formed their own small
support group, a space for connection that exists entirely
because the community brought them into the same room.

A new social enterprise, staffed from within the community.
One member left the program inspired enough to launch
their own social enterprise, and the first person they asked to
join them was a fellow community member. The enterprise is
now live and the pair continue to work together- a dream
team that began as two strangers on a Zoom call.

From screen to in-person. Members who might never have
crossed paths travelled to visit one another, deep diving into
each other's organisations and pressure-testing ideas with
someone who finally understood. 

A recruitment network in action. When one member needed
to hire a peer facilitator, their first call wasn't a job board. It was
the community. The group had become something rarer than
a network: a circle of people who trust each other enough to
build their teams from it.

A sector learning from itself. Beyond the formal sessions,
members exchanged practical resources and contacts, from
videographers to templates, and continued deep dive
conversations between sessions. The community became
the mechanism it set out to model: organisations solving
shared problems by sharing what they know.



Stages of youth
engagement 
Which stage does your organisation do
well, and which quietly lets young
people slip away?

ATTRACTION

ENGAGEMENT

RETENTION

RECRUITMENT

ONBOARDING

AWARENESS
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Stages of youth
engagement 
Youth engagement isn't a single moment. It's a journey
that begins long before a young person applies and
continues well after they arrive. 

We've broken that journey into six stages, where an
organisation can either draw a young person in or quietly
lose them.

ATTRACTION

AWARENESS

ENGAGEMENT

RETENTION

RECRUITMENT

ONBOARDING

Young people are aware that opportunities exist, through channels
that feel familiar and relevant. This is about visibility: showing up
where young people already are and sparking interest.

Young people feel drawn to the opportunity because it speaks to
their interests, values, or goals. This is about making the
opportunity feel relevant, genuine, and made for them.

Young people can easily find, understand, and take the steps
needed to get involved. This is about a process that is clear,
accessible, and free from unnecessary barriers.

Young people are welcomed, supported, and set up to succeed
from day one. This is about building confidence and giving them
everything they need to start well.

Young people feel valued and motivated to keep showing up. This
is about creating space for learning, contribution, and real
ownership of the work.

Young people stay connected and step into leadership,
mentorship, or new roles. This is about supporting long-term
involvement, growth, and strong transitions when the time comes.
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Practices of 
youth engagement 
Which of these practices does your
organisation do well, and which have
you never really built?

PRINCIPLES OF
ENGAGEMENT

Training &
Learning

Communi-
cation

Design

Participation &
Decision-
Making

Pathways &
Progression

Incentives &
Support

© Future Minds Network
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Communication The way social enterprises speak to, attract,
and engage young people through
branding, messaging and outreach.

Design The process of integrating young people in
every stage of job, programs, and policy
creation so opportunities match their needs
and interests

Training The method of equipping young people
with the skills, knowledge, and confidence
to succeed in SE roles, even if they’re new to
the sector.

The approach to ensure young people are
shaping projects, workplace culture, and
policies—not just as workers but as leaders
and contributors.

The mechanisms that make youth
engagement possible, including fair pay,
mental health resources, and flexible work
conditions. 

The system for providing  career direction,
leadership opportunities, and long-term
growth trajectories within the social
enterprise sector. 

Participation &
Decision-Making

Incentives 
& Support

Pathways &
Progression

Some things shape youth engagement at every stage, not
just one. The same few fundamentals decide whether a
young person leans in or drifts away.

We've grouped these into a set of practices. These are
recurring levers, including communication, design, decision-
making, and pathwaysm that an organisation can leverage
at any stage to engage young people well.

Practices of youth
engagement 
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Practices of youth
engagement 
(in-depth)
This wheel lays out different type of practices, and
each one holds real, usable strategies and actions an
organisation can take. 

Some actions are small, like a reference letter. Some
are structural, like participatory budgeting, or
steering committees. 

Think of it as a menu rather than a checklist, because
no organisation needs all of it at once. We'll mention a
few of these strategies in more depth, as the toolkit
moves through the stages of engagement.



CommunicationDesign Training Participation &
Decision-Making

Incentives 
& Support

Pathways &
Progression

ATTRACTION

AWARENESS

ENGAGEMENT

RETENTION

RECRUITMENT
ONBOARDING

Stages of
Engagement

Key practices that
can be applied

What this looks like in
practice

Awareness
Design,
Communication

Youth-led takeover
days, storytelling
campaigns

Attraction
Incentives,
Communication

Fair pay, public
recognition, and
mental health support

Recruitment
Design,
Communication,
Participation

Day-in the life
previews, taster
sessions and peer-
review panels

Onboarding
Training,
Participation

Welcome sessions,
buddy systems, and
orientation routines

Engagement
Design, Incentives,
Participation

Support systems, on-
the-floor coaching, and
feedback channels

Retention
Incentives,
Pathways,
Participation

Leadership programs,
alumni networks, and
progression plans

How do they interact?
The stages show where a young person is in their engagement
journey, from first awareness through to long-term retention. As
they move through the stages, what they need from an
organisation changes.

The practices sit alongside the stages and show you how to
meet those needs - practical tactics for communication, content,
visibility, and engagement that apply right across the journey.

© Future Minds Network
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AWARENESS
“"All kinds of organisations put a huge amount
of effort into designing the thing, and then
just put it out into the world and expect
everyone to hear about it magically. But that's
not how it works."

Youth engagement practitioner, NSW
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AWARENESS
Awareness is the first step in enabling young people’s
participation.  Before a young person can say yes to
an opportunity, they have to see it, and seeing it is
never an accident.

For many young people, discovering an opportunity
that feels genuinely relevant to them is rare. Most
communication from organisations passes them by:
too formal, too broad, or showing up in the wrong
place entirely.

Organisations that get this right show up in the
channels young people already use, carried by voices
young people already trust.

© Future Minds Network
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ATTRACTION

ENGAGEMENT

RETENTION

RECRUITMENT

ONBOARDING

AWARENESS



COMMON CHALLENGES 

Awareness is the first thing to fall off the list when programs
are running. Every organisation surveyed named this as their
biggest barrier, and without dedicated hours to invest, they
struggled to build recognition on social platforms.

“We use LinkedIn, but we don't have a
social media presence on commonly
used platforms like Instagram or TikTok.
There's nothing that really attracts
young people, which we should have.”

Time and capacity
constraints

The platform
confidence gap 

Lack of awareness
and outreach
strategy

Organisations feel confident raising awareness in general,
but not on the platforms young people actually use. Only
33% of organisations surveyed actively use social media
in a way they believe works, and most maintain a LinkedIn
presence they know doesn't reach young people
effectively.

Only 50% of organisations have a defined process for
attracting young people. The rest rely on informal
partners, networks, and word of mouth. Meanwhile,
structured channels like career fairs, open days, and youth
job portals sit almost untouched.

WHAT WE HEARD

"We don't have a broader process for
attracting young people, such as
direct school campaigns. Instead,
we are connecting with orgs who
are already connected with youth."

What barriers do organisations face at this stage?
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GUIDING INSIGHTS

BUILT-FOR-ME >
 BUILT-FOR-EVERYONE

Young people stay engaged with something that feels made
for a specific community, not something trying to reach

everyone. Get this right and awareness compounds,
because they invite peers who share the same values.

01
DISCOVERY NEVER

HAPPENS BY CHANCE
Young people are unlikely to stumble onto an opportunity.

The organisations that reach them consistently are the ones
that treat discovery as something deliberately designed

rather than left to luck.

A COMMUNITY
IS ESSENTIAL

Young people discover opportunities through the
communities they're already part of. An organisation with a
living, visible community around its work gets discovered

organically.

 GENUINE INCLUSION
IS OBVIOUS

Young people are perceptive about the difference between
being genuinely involved and being used as a symbol of

inclusion. When they hold real decision-making influence,
they become advocates, and that changes the nature of

awareness entirely.

TRUST IS BUILT
THROUGH REPETITION

Young people rarely engage after a single encounter,
because familiarity accumulates through repeated presence
across different spaces. Organisations that expect their first

campaign to land usually give up too early.
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National Youth Engagement Toolkit, 2026

02 03

04 05

What patterns emerged across every organisation we spoke to?



STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
CHANNELS
A visible, predictable presence in the handful of spaces young
people already spend time, online and offline, rather than
broad coverage nobody notices.

04

HIRE A YOUNG CONTENT CREATOR
Bring in a young person who already makes content to produce fun,
entertaining videos. For example, you could pay them for one reel a
fortnight, brief them on the message but let them own the format, or
run a paid trial of three videos to see what lands.

CHOOSE THE RIGHT PLATFORMS
Identify the one platform young people spend time on, and commit
your effort instead of choosing every channel. For example, use
Instagram and TikTok for short visual content, LinkedIn for
professional opportunities, or Discord for niche interest communities.

MESSAGING 
Communication that sounds like a person, shows the real work
in progress, and lets young people hear about the experience in
a peer's voice rather than the organisation's.

SHOW BEHIND-THE-SCENES CONTENT
Document the journey of your work, including the challenges,
unexpected moments, and how young people have shaped it. For
example, share a monthly photo dump, film a short reflection, or how
you develop a program in progress.

02

MAINTAIN A CONSISTENT POSTING RHYTHM
Commit to a publishing schedule you can actually sustain, and hold
it long enough for familiarity and trust to build. For example, you
could post one Instagram reel a week, send one newsletter a month,
or host one community event a quarter.

BOOK A STALL OR TALK
Find one upcoming event where young people already gather, such
as a careers fair, expo, or festival, and deliver an interactive activity.
For example, you could offer a five-minute activity at your stall, or a
giveaway that requires a conversation.

01

03 05

SAY-IT-ALOUD TEST
Before publishing, read it aloud. Cut any word you'd never say in
conversation to someone in front of you. For example, replace "we
invite applications from motivated individuals" with "we're looking for
people who care."

05
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STRATEGY PLAYBOOK

WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR
COMMUNITY BUILDING
A living space young people return to between opportunities, with real
ownership over what gets made and shared, so engagement outlasts
any single program or post.

BUILD A COMMUNITY SPACE
Create a moderated space where young people can talk between
events, and seed it with content that gives them a reason to return.
For example, you could launch a Discord server or Instagram group
chat, post a weekly challenge, and celebrate members' contributions
to keep it alive.

07

HOST “TAKEOVER” DAYS
Hand a young person or small group control of your social media,
with a brief and payment for their time. For example, you could run a
monthly Instagram takeover, plan next quarter's content calendar,
or co-write your next campaign.

FIND AND RECRUIT YOUTH AMBASSADORS
Find young people already enthusiastic about your work, and equip
them to share opportunities in their own voice. For example, you
could offer ambassadors a small stipend, ready-to-share content,
and a personal referral link to bring others in.

08

09

COMMUNITY-
BUILDING

"We really make sure we commit the same
amount of resources to helping people discover
something, as we do in producing the thing itself."

CONTENT AND
MESSAGING

"We used to run Slack with 300 young people. It
was great… for a while. But when we didn't have
events or ways to bring them back in, it dropped
off. Community isn't a set-and-forget thing - it
needs care."

CHANNELS “We like to join in-person events and have real
chats with young people. It’s been much more
effective for us.”

"Communication needs to be done in a way
that's accessible, authentic, in simple English,
easy to understand and fun! Get creative - but
that doesn't mean you have to do a TikTok dance
if that isn't your vibe."
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SOCIAL MEDIA 101

✅ WHY THIS?
Low-stakes, so you can post

daily. Content refreshes after 24
hours, so it creates urgency.

01 STORIES

Social media is where most young people will meet your organisation first, but a single post rarely does
the job on its own. Each format plays a different role: a post builds awareness, a story creates urgency, a

reel shows what involvement actually looks like. A campaign is the formats working together in sequence.

✅ WHY THIS?
Permanent and findable. This is

sent to friends, linked in
newsletters, and rediscovered

weeks later.

✅ WHY THIS?
Entertainment earns their

attention. This is where young
people decide whether your
organisation feels human. 

✅ WHY THIS?
A multi-part rhythm trains your

audience to come back, and
repeated engagement
increases your reach.

✅ WHY THIS?
Ambassadors, partners, and
schools carry the campaign

into networks you can't reach.

❌ IT FAILS WHEN ...
Organisations skip the tease

entirely and launch cold, so the
announcement lands on the

wrong audience.

Post a story every day before
your announcement. Use the
countdown sticker, run a poll,
and share behind the scenes.

❌ IT FAILS WHEN ...
The announcement is buried in
a caption under the org's name,

so it can't be understood at a
glance.

❌ IT FAILS WHEN ...
There is a polished promo video
that reads as an ad, instead of
content anyone would choose

to watch.

❌ IT FAILS WHEN ...
Everything is spent on launch
day, so the campaign spikes

once and vanishes before the
audience ever sees it.

❌ IT FAILS WHEN ...
Partners get a vague "please
share!" with nothing attached,

and busy staff never follow
through.

Stories are the photos and
short clips that disappear after

24 hours.

A video is a short clip (or a reel)
that plays in people's feeds as

they scroll.

Publish one announcement
post on launch day. Put the key
details in the image: who it's for,

what it is, and when.

02 POSTS 03 VIDEOS

A post is the permanent
square image that stays on

your page.

Post short, fun videos (15 to 60
seconds) that entertain first and

mention the opportunity
second. 

 Plan three or four videos or
posts before you launch, then

release one each week, like
episodes. 

Make one folder with your
announcement image, a

caption, and clear description. 

04 SERIES 05 THE KIT

A series is a set of related posts
or videos released one at a time

over several weeks.

A kit is a folder of ready-made
materials that you hand to

partners.
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In 2019, Ripple Opportunities made a choice to build an audience through usefulness
rather than marketing. It began as a small community of young changemakers, guided
by a simple conviction that if you become genuinely useful to young people, you never
have to chase them.

Instead of promoting, the team started giving away value. It began with an email
newsletter sharing impact opportunities, which soon grew into free Zoom webinars
offering career guidance to young people. Providing value-add worked because it earned
trust before anything was asked in return, and young people came back to something
that was helping them rather than selling to them.

That insight shaped everything about how the newsletter was built. Every edition
arrived on a rhythm the team could sustain, because familiarity builds through repetition.
Every opportunity inside it was designed to be understood in seconds and forwarded in a
single tap:

A one line summary of each opportunity that can be read in seconds.
A quick overview covering what the role is, who it suits, and what it offers.
A direct link to apply, removing every step between interest and action.
A featured community member and their win, so readers see peers like themselves
succeeding.

RIPPLE OPPORTUNITIES

CASE STUDY

SYDNEY // NEW SOUTH WALES

Opportunities that are quick to understand and share can amplify reach
organically, and because forwarding it was effortless, Ripple began travelling on its
own through group chats and friend groups. This is where the growth really came
from. Young people trusted a recommendation from a friend far more than any
advertisement, and every edition arrived with a peer's endorsement already attached.

Ripple’s focus stayed deliberately narrow: young people and early career
professionals in the impact space, rather than everyone. The audience stayed
engaged because the platform feels built for their community, and it continued to
expand because peers kept asking to join.

Today, Ripple is a specialised recruitment platform connecting mission aligned talent
with impact led organisations, and its growth from zero to more than 10,000 young
people did not require endless paid ads. This is what awareness looks like when it is
done well. It is not a campaign pointed at young people, but something useful enough
that they point each other to it.
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Reflect on how your organisation approaches
awareness for young people. For each statement,
rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).

1.We actively use social media platforms where our
target youth audience is most active.

2.We post regular updates about opportunities and
programs.

3.We tell short, authentic stories of young people’s
involvement or achievements.

4.We partner with youth networks, schools, or
community groups to amplify opportunities.

5.We show up in person where young people gather.
6.We give young people real influence over our

content and campaign.
7.We track engagement metrics (likes, comments,

shares, attendance) and use them to improve our
outreach.

SELF-ASSESSMENT
Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to
calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick
snapshot of how closely your awareness practice reflects the
qualities of a visible, trusted presence among young people.

A score of 28 to 35 indicates that your awareness practice reflects
the core qualities of a strong presence: consistent visibility, authentic
voice, and genuine reach through trusted networks.

A score of 18 to 27 suggests that some qualities are in place, while
others may need attention to build the recognition young people
need before they'll engage.

A score of 7 to 17 suggests significant gaps between current
practice and an intentional awareness approach, and points to
areas that would benefit from focused change.
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ATTRACTION "'Why does it matter to me?' is more
important than incentives. Incentives
will get you over the line, but they won't
make you stay."

Youth engagement practitioner, VIC
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ATTRACTION
Attraction is when a young person moves from
knowing something exists to genuinely considering
whether it's for them.

For many young people, they’re vetting the
opportunity and deciding if it feels worth saying yes
to. Opportunities that aren't clearly relevant to their
lives, that feel designed for someone else, or that ask
too much before offering anything back, are quietly
passed over.

Organisations that get this right create the conditions
for young people to see themselves in what's being
offered, and in doing so, lay the foundation for
engagement that actually lasts.



COMMON CHALLENGES 

Organisations often have to choose between reaching many
young people and reaching the right ones, and few channels
bridge the two. Many organisations describe reaching wide
audiences, but struggling to attract young people who are
the right fit for the opportunity.

"We have young people reach out to
volunteer, but they have a lot on their
plate already with other commitments,
so it can be hard to engage them."

"How do you put a price or compensation
on someone's personal story? We're in
constant conversation with young people
around what feels appropriate for each
opportunity."

The reach-fit gap

The relevance gap

Compensation
uncertainty

Organisations know their own mission fluently but
struggle to translate it into terms that make a young
person feel the opportunity is for them. Many
organisations describe leading with their program or
organisational story, and find that only young people
already familiar with the space respond.

Organisations know they should pay young people for
expert contributions, but there are no clean benchmarks
for what fair looks like across sectors and types of
engagement. Many organisations default to unpaid
volunteer framings, ad-hoc gift cards, or rates borrowed
from other roles that don't quite fit the work being asked.

WHAT WE HEARD

“Our challenge is we have young
people thinking, 'What has it got to
do with my life?'”

What barriers do organisations face at this stage?

Page 29© Future Minds Network
National Youth Engagement Toolkit, 2026



GUIDING INSIGHTS

PAYMENT IS A 
CLEAR SIGNAL

 Young people who contribute lived experience are doing
expert work, and unpaid contributions send a clear signal
about how much that work is actually valued. Meaningful

compensation establishes trust before the relationship has
even begun.

01
COMPENSATION IS
HIGHLY PERSONAL

A single payment method doesn't work for every young
person. Some are on benefits, some lack easy banking

access, and some simply prefer different options. Offering a
choice signals that you have thought about their

circumstances.

TRANSPARENCY BEATS
EMPTY PROMISES

Young people accept constraints, but they don't accept
being misled about them. Whether it's honesty about

payment, timelines, or long-term outcomes, being upfront
about what you can and can't offer builds more trust than

pretending. 

CHOOSE THE RIGHT
ENVIRONMENT 

Young people engage more consistently when the space
feels comfortable, low-pressure, and considered. Flexible

seating, sensory-friendly options, food, and the freedom to
ease in gradually tell a young person more about belonging

than any spoken welcome.

ALIGNMENT >
EXCITEMENT

Young people are not drawn in by how exciting an
opportunity sounds, but by how clearly it connects to

something they care about. Organisations that lead with this
will attract young people who are intrinsically motivated, and

more likely to stay.
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What patterns emerged across every organisation we spoke to?



STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
MEANINGFUL WORK
Real work with an audience and  autonomy, described
concretely in the invitation rather than left as a vague promise of
contribution.

DESIGNING INCENTIVES
Payment and non-financial incentives that match the ask, fit the young
person's reality, and are stated upfront rather than negotiated quietly
at the end.

01

02

03

OFFER CHOICES IN PAYMENT
Ask each young person how they would like to be paid, and provide
options such as bank transfer, gift cards, and vouchers. Building
choice into your invoicing process signals thought about their
different circumstances.

MATCH THE INCENTIVE TO THE ENGAGEMENT
Different asks deserve different rewards for youth. Name upfront
whether a session is paid for expertise, skill-building where learning
is the reward, or social where connection is the point. 

PAY FOR EXPERTISE
Set clear rates for young people contributing lived experience or
expert input, and name the rate in the invitation itself. For example,
anchor to a recognised award such as SCHADS, or set a consistent
hourly rate across all contributors.

04

05
CO-PRODUCE A GENUINE PROJECT
Design opportunities so they leaves with a tangible piece of work they
contributed to. For example, you could co-produce a program they'll
deliver, a policy submission they co-author, or a campaign they help
design.

06
PROVIDE THEM WITH AUTONOMY
Offer young people the opportunity to define the scope, angle, or
format of the work themselves, rather than handing them a pre-
built brief. Autonomy tells young people they're being invited as
thinkers. 

DESCRIBE THE CONCRETE OUTPUT
Be clear about how this work leads to real-world change. For example,
tie the output to a real audience, decision-maker, or public outcome
that will actually see it, rather than an internal report that gets filed
away.
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STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
AMPLIFYING LIVED EXPERIENCE
Young people recognised as experts, recognised, and given the
platform to tell their own stories in their own voice, visible on your
channels before anyone has applied.

07

08

09

PROVIDE MEANINGFUL CREDIT
Recognise young people as authors, co-designers, or contributors.
This turns a contribution into portfolio value the young person keeps
forever, whether it is on a report, campaigns, or submissions.

GIVE YOUNG PEOPLE A PLATFORM 
Offer past and current young people a genuine platform to share
their lived experience on the causes you work on.  Part of what
makes an opportunity attractive is the chance to speak publicly on
issues that matter to them.

RECOGNISE YOUNG PEOPLE AS “EXPERTS”
Use direct language like "youth advisor," "lived experience
consultant," or "expert", as opposed to "participant". Role language
sets the tone for how the young person expects to be treated, and
expert framing is highly attractive.

WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR

AMPLIFYING
LIVED
EXPERIENCE “We have given young people the opportunity to speak at

youth summits in Japan, and even respond to callouts for
BBC documentaries."

“We’ve asked young people to design mental health
initiatives to deliver back within their communities. We
help develop it for them and set it up for them.”

MEANINGFUL
WORK

"We pay young people for their time, including as lived
experience advocates, guided by the SCHADS award.”

DESIGNING
INCENTIVES

“We remunerate for all things and have a consistent
hourly rate - we're transparent about what is remunerated,
when they will receive payment, how much, and for what.”
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Incentives aren't just about money, they're every reason it makes sense to say yes. Each type meets a
different need for young people: financial incentives make participation possible, learning and career

incentives make it worthwhile, recognition and relational incentives make it meaningful. 

Relational
Incentives

Financial
Incentives

Learning
Incentives

Recognition
Incentives

Direct payment for time and
contribution, through stipends,
honorariums, gift cards, or award-
wage roles.

Tangible professional experience
in the opportunity itself, through
paid roles, internships, or
portfolios.

Formal acknowledgement of
their contribution, through
credits, references, or ceremonies.

Access to people and networks,
through peer connections,
introductions, and  projects. 

Skill-building and personal
growth, through workshops,
certifications, or mentoring
relationships.

Career
Incentives

Provide honorariums or gift
cards to value youth time and
skills.
Offer award-wage roles to
encourage sustained
engagement and
responsibility.
Give flexible micro-grants that
youth control to empower
ownership.

Offer targeted workshops
that help youth build new skills.
Provide online courses and
certifications to support
continuous learning.
Pair youth with mentors for
guidance, growth, and
confidence-building.
Use reverse mentoring to
elevate youth voices in
trainings.

Write reference letters and
endorsements to validate
contributions.
Provide paid internships and
project roles for real-world
experience.
Support youth to turn their job
tasks into a career portfolio
that can showcase their
achievements.

Host peer networking events
to facilitate connections.
Connect youth with industry
professionals and experts.
Include youth in real projects
to encourage collaboration
with professionals.
Organise community co-
creation days to co-design
programs.

Credit youth publicly on
publications and social media.
Host thank you events and
award ceremonies to celebrate
milestones.
Lead legacy projects or
spaces to carry forward youth
contributions long-term.

What can
you do?

What is it?

It gives young people proof of
experience they can point to long
after the work is done.

It tells young people their expertise
has real-world value, and removes
one of the most common reasons
they say no.

It makes the role valuable in itself,
because every shift builds a skill
they keep.

 It tells young people their work
mattered and that someone is
paying attention.

It gives young people a community
to belong to and connections that
outlast the role.

Why does it
matter?

TYPES OF INCENTIVES



ACCOUNTABLE FUTURES COLLECTIVE

CASE STUDY

Accountable Futures Collective (AFC) has created a transformative model that
gives young people meaningful work, influence, and real incentives. 

At its core, AFC has a dual governance structure. Young people sit on an Impact
Board, guiding strategy, youth engagement, and program design, while adults sit
on an Integrity Board, overseeing legal, financial, and risk responsibilities. 

Together, this forms a joint Intergenerational Board, in which youth hold genuine
authority, shaping real decisions and organisational direction. This model provides
meaningful work, where youth are trusted with responsibilities that have real
consequences for the organisation’s impact.

Beyond governance, AFC have built a strong community of young people who
stay connected, support each other, and are invited to contribute over time. This
allows young people to choose their level of involvement and participate in wide-
ranging opportunities that match their interests, skills, and goals. 

Young people can participate through multiple touchpoints:
Learning sessions – unpaid opportunities to build knowledge and skills
together. Topics are co-designed, allowing participants to teach or learn in
ways that matter to them.
Collaborating sessions – paid opportunities to actively lead or contribute to
projects, using their skills and passions to make real impact.
Connecting sessions – unpaid, casual sessions for community, fun, and social
connection, where youth help shape activities and themes.

By combining unique governance, genuine influence, and flexible participation, AFC attracts
young people into lasting engagement. Youth feel valued, included, and empowered in shaping
the organisation and the wider systems it seeks to improve.REDFERN // NEW SOUTH WALES
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Reflect on how effectively your organisation attracts young
people. For each statement, rank your performance from 1 (poor)
to 5 (excellent).

1.We connect opportunities to what young people care about.
2.We offer fair financial recognition (stipends, gift cards, or paid

roles) for young people's time and expertise.
3.We provide real skill development through workshops, training,

or hands-on projects.
4.We offer mentorship and connections that help young people

build networks beyond our organisation.
5.We give formal recognition (certificates, references, or

endorsements) that supports young people's future
opportunities.

6.We invite young people to co-design programs, and make sure
their input has real influence.

7.We recognise young people's contributions publicly in ways that
feel genuine, not tokenistic.

SELF-ASSESSMENT
Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings
to calculate a total score out of 30. This  gives you a quick
overview of how effectively your organisation raises
awareness among young people. 

A score of 25–30 indicates that awareness practices are well
implemented, with consistent use of social media, storytelling,
partnerships, and events. 

A score of 18–24 suggests that while some strategies are
working, certain areas may need attention to improve reach
and engagement. 

A score of 0–17 highlights significant gaps, indicating that
awareness efforts require focused improvement to better
connect with young people.
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RECRUITMENT "Treat recruitment like the start of a
relationship. Whatever the outcome,
the goal should be making a genuine
connection with them, so every young
person leaves the process more
connected than they arrived."

Youth engagement practitioner, QLD
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RECRUITMENT
Recruitment is about making it as easy and appealing
as possible for young people to say yes and get
involved. The process should be clear, accessible, and
free from unnecessary barriers.

For many young people, the way an opportunity is
presented tells them whether it was designed for
someone like them. Unclear expectations, formal
language, or complicated application processes can
be enough to make a motivated young person walk
away before they've even started.

Organisations that invest in getting recruitment right
attract participants who show up with confidence,
because the process itself told them they belonged.



COMMON CHALLENGES 

Structured applications are built to assess experience, but
organisations recruiting young people are often hiring for
attitude, and aptitude. Many organisations told us they don't
discover whether someone actually has interest until
onboarding.

"Recruitment is structured in a way that
makes it hard to gauge skills. It isn't until
the onboarding experience that we work
out whether that person actually has
the interest or inclination."

"The voices we need to hear are struggling
in more ways, like housing insecurity.
There's stigma around disclosing, and as
organisations we need to reduce that
stigma."

Traditional
recruitment is
broken

Small orgs start
from a trust deficit

Voices we need
are hard-to-reach

Young people hesitate to apply to organisations they've
never heard of and can't picture from the outside. Smaller
organisations reported that recruitment only started
working once they'd grown enough to be recognisable.

Young people who have experienced disadvantage face
real stigma in disclosing their circumstances, often carry
heavy existing commitments, and rarely come through
standard channels. It takes trusted networks and personal
connections to reach them, as opposed to broader
advertising.

WHAT WE HEARD

"Being a small to medium-sized org,
young people were not sure what
they were stepping into. 

What barriers do organisations face at this stage?
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DOUBT WALKS 
OUT QUIETLY

Young people are more likely to quietly walk away than to
push back, ask for clarification, or advocate for themselves.

When a process feels unclear, intimidating, or uninviting,
they assume the opportunity isn't for them.

01
INTEREST ≠

CONFIDENCE TO APPLY
Young people can be excited about an opportunity and still
not apply, because the mechanics of applying feel foreign
and high-stakes. Hidden requirements such as CVs, formal

language, unstated expectations lead to self-exclusion.

UNCERTAINTY IS 
ITS OWN BARRIER

Vague role descriptions, unclear timelines, and unpredictable
processes create a fear of the unknown. Transparency builds
the confidence young people need to picture themselves in

the role and take the first step.

THE ROOM SPEAKS
LOUDER THAN THE AD

Young people with lived experience of exclusion need more
than a well-written description to believe a role is for them.
Who runs the process,  sits on the panel, and already holds

the role speaks louder than anything written in the ad.

 RECRUITMENT IS A
PREVIEW OF CULTURE

The way an organisation communicates during recruitment
tells young people more than the role description does. For
those who have been assessed, dismissed, or overlooked by

institutions, the first contact is an invitation or a warning.
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GUIDING INSIGHTS
What patterns emerged across every organisation we spoke to?

SILENCE FEELS
LIKE REJECTION

Young people don't lose interest in opportunities - they lose
trust in organisations that go quiet. Gaps in communication
create space for self-doubt to fill, and can be enough to lose

someone who was genuinely interested.

04



04

05

06

WRITE CLEAR ROLE DESCRIPTIONS
Use plain and direct language, because excessive jargon can intimidate
youth. For example, leading with what the role involves day-to-day rather
than a list of requirements tells them what they'll be doing, not just what
they need to have. 

USING ACCESSIBLE AND INCLUSIVE APPROACHES
Accessible recruitment communicates in plain, welcoming language and
never assumes one format suits everyone. Information is offered in
multiple forms, and expectations are concrete rather than implied.

DESIGNING PROCESSES
A low-barrier application process asks only for what is genuinely essential, tells young
people exactly what will happen and when, and lets them demonstrate potential by
doing rather than through paperwork.

ALLOW MULTIPLE WAYS TO EXPRESS INTEREST
Offer alternatives like short videos, voice notes, or brief written
statements to allow participation. Overly formal, rigid processes can
create anxiety and disadvantage young people who communicate
differently.

STRATEGY PLAYBOOK

01

02

03
ASSESS THROUGH A REAL TASK OR “TRIAL”
Invite shortlisted candidates to contribute to a small, real piece of work
before any formal commitment is made. For example, working on a trial
project, analysing a small task, or contributing to one task relevant to
their interests. 

OFFER “DAY IN THE LIFE” PREVIEWS
Share honest, specific previews of what participation involves - sample
schedules, a walkthrough of a typical meeting, or short stories from
current participants. When young people can picture themselves in the
role, they are far more likely to take the next step.

REMOVE HIDDEN REQUIREMENTS.
Strip the process back to what is truly essential, because CVs, forms, and
formal applications screen young people out before they've had a real
chance. Test every step by asking whether it predicts success in the role or
just familiarity with applying - if it's the latter, remove it.

PROVIDE A CLEAR ROADMAP 
Share every stage, the timeline, and what happens next upfront, because
unpredictability creates a fear of the unknown that stops young people
from starting. For example, sharing interview questions  and offering
practice tasks for candidates in advance.
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SUPPORTING ENGAGEMENT
Supported engagement allows a young person to navigate the process
together. There is a named human to turn to, low-pressure ways to experience
the opportunity, and consistent communication.

RECRUIT THROUGH PEOPLE THEY TRUST
Open a referral pathway alongside formal applications, where trusted
people in your network can invite young people directly. For many young
people, a personal invitation from someone they already trust is the only
application they'll ever feel confident making.

STRATEGY PLAYBOOK

07

08

09

PROVIDE AN “OBSERVATION “  DAY
Give young people an opportunity to observe the role before
committing - a one-hour shadowing session, workspace tour, or a
chance to sit in on a real meeting. This gives them the information they
need to see whether the environment feels right.

NAME A FRIENDLY POINT OF CONTACT 
Be explicit about the support and guidance available, because young
people are unlikely to ask for help even when they need it. For example,
naming a contact person they can reach out to, an orientation session, or
a mentoring arrangement.

WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR

"Day in the life previews really helps people to picture what
the role might be like - it's a really useful tool."

SUPPORTING
ENGAGEMENT

"We have young people on the interview panels - including
training, as well as an honorarium for these young people."

"Some people aren't as confident in a written EOI, so we're
providing other options, like recorded responses or a short
call."

USING
ACCESSIBLE
LANGUAGE

"We're flipping the questions when interviewing young
people. Instead of 'what can they bring to us?’, we are
asking 'how can we support them in building a voice or
advancing their careers?'"

"We use skills-based assessment, which means we
recognise that people might not have skills yet. Instead, we
screen for the transferable skills and aptitude that will
make them successful in the role.”

DESIGNING
PROCESSES
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When traditional recruitment excludes talent, Australian Spatial Analytics (ASA)
redesigned the system. Since 2020, ASA has created geospatial and digital engineering
careers for more than 200 young neurodivergent people — a group that faces
unemployment rates of up to 34%. Today, ASA employs over 60 people, with around 80%
identifying as neurodivergent, primarily autistic.

ASA’s journey begins with sharing roles that include Easy Read job descriptions, simple
language, and focus on transferable skills, attitude, and aptitude rather than formal
qualifications. Candidates receive “day in the life” overviews, and can watch short videos,
to clearly understand the workplace, daily tasks, and culture. This makes it easier for
candidates to assess if the role is right for them and reduces anxiety about applying.

Before interviews, candidates receive questions 48 hours in advance. Interviews explore
their activities, interests, and support needs, rather than only standard competency-based
questions. The interview panel include current employees, creating a supportive, peer-
based environment, and assistive technology is provided when required. This approach
allows candidates to focus on demonstrating their strengths in a psychologically safe
setting.

After interviews, communication is clear and timely. Candidates are informed of
immediate hiring decisions or waitlist status. They are provided with clear next steps and
optional Q&A sessions. This ensures candidates feel respected and supported throughout
the recruitment process.

AUSTRALIAN SPATIAL ANALYTICS

CASE STUDY
ASA’s recruitment approach demonstrates that accessible, structured, and supportive
recruitment do not lower standards. By removing hidden requirements, they ensure
young neurodivergent people can participate, succeed, and thrive in meaningful
careers.FORTITUDE VALLEY // QUEENSLAND
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Reflect on where your recruitment sits against the qualities of an
inclusive, low-barrier recruitment process. For each statement,
rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).

1.We keep our application to what is essential (no CVs, long
forms, or unstated expectations) 

2.We share the full process upfront, including every stage, the
timeline, and how we make our decision.

3.We use plain, inclusive, and accessible language in all
recruitment materials.

4.We offer multiple ways to apply and interview (written, video,
voice note, in-person, group)

5.We give young people a way to experience the role before
committing, through shadowing, tasters, tours, or previews.

6.We involve young people meaningfully in our selection
process and recruit through personal networks as well as
open channels.

7.We give constructive feedback to every applicant and
regularly update our processes.

SELF-ASSESSMENT

Once you have completed the checklist, add up your
ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives
you a quick snapshot of how closely your recruitment
reflects the qualities of an inclusive, low-barrier process.

A score of 28–35 indicates that your recruitment reflects
the core qualities of an inclusive process: low-barrier
design, accessible communication, and meaningful
involvement of young people throughout.

A score of 18–27 suggests that some qualities of an
inclusive process are in place, while others may need
attention to reduce barriers and better support young
people through the journey.

A score of 7–17 suggests significant gaps between current
practice and an inclusive recruitment process, and points
to areas that would benefit from focused change.
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ONBOARDING “The goal is to make them feel a part of
us, and a part of their future. When you
build your onboarding, you get to be
creative and tailor the whole program to
the person.”

Youth engagement practitioner, VIC
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ONBOARDING
Onboarding is about building confidence,
relationships, and trust. The first few days in a role
can shape whether a young person feels like they
truly belong, or like they're on the outside looking in.

For many, joining your organisation is their first
experience of structured work or leadership, which
means the first few days carry a weight they'll never
carry again. 

Organisations that invest in strong onboarding
unlock long-term engagement. Those who start well
are more likely to take initiative, grow into leadership,
and become people who champion the work.



COMMON CHALLENGES 

For many young people, this role is their first experience of
structured work, which means the challenge isn't just
learning tasks but decoding everything around them. Many
organisations describe young people arriving without
expectations, and unsure what to do or ask.

"It may be their first ever job, and that's a
challenge in itself - understanding office
etiquette, what to do, the sense of
unknown."

"The barrier is navigating the complexity
that comes with disadvantage, and
balancing work responsibilities with life
situations."

First-job
unfamiliarity

The complexity of
disadvantage

Limited staff for
support structures

Young people facing disadvantage bring complexity, from
unstable life situations to past experiences that make it
hard to believe they can be themselves at work. Many
organisations describe needing to build trust case by
case, and offering young people the chance to pause and
reconnect rather than pushing through.

Buddy and mentor structures assume there's someone
suitable to pair a young person with, which small
organisations often don't have. Many organisations
describe running informal, ad hoc onboarding because
there simply aren't enough staff to build the support
structures they know young people need.

WHAT WE HEARD

"There's a lack of understanding of how a
person can be their true self. A person needs
to believe it, based on their past
experiences."

"Finding someone suitable to pair
them with is extremely difficult with
small amounts of staff available."

What barriers do organisations face at this stage?
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GUIDING INSIGHTS

 CONFIDENCE COMES
BEFORE RESPONSIBILITY

Young people stay engaged when they feel prepared, not
rushed, because early experiences shape their sense of

capability. Being handed a task on day one without context
doesn't feel empowering, it triggers self-doubt.

01
NO ONE STARTS FROM

THE SAME PLACE
Young people arrive with different levels of experience,

confidence, and support behind them. Assuming a shared
baseline excludes those who need more structure. Some are
ready to lead immediately, while others need to observe and

practise before stepping forward.

BELONGING HANGS ON
ONE RELATIONSHIP

A single trusted point of contact is what makes young
people willing to ask questions, admit uncertainty, and stay
engaged when things get hard. Without that anchor, small

uncertainties compound into disengagement.

UNWRITTEN RULES
WEIGH THE MOST

When roles, timelines, and norms are assumed rather than
explained, young people are left guessing what good looks
like. Clarity, even about simple logistics like where to go and

what to wear, frees them to focus on contributing rather
than decoding.

THE FIRST WEEK
WRITES THE STORY

Early experiences have a lasting impact on whether a young
person feels motivated, included, and ready to take initiative.

A strong start compounds into leadership and advocacy,
while a shaky one is hard to recover from.
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What patterns emerged across every organisation we spoke to?



STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
STRUCTURED ONBOARDING
Young people know what to expect before they have to ask,
from where to go to what good looks like. Nothing essential is
left to guesswork, and the unwritten rules are made visible.

PROVIDE A WRITTEN AND VISUAL TIMELINE
Give young people a Monday-Friday timeline showing shifts, training
sessions, and check-in points they should be achieving. This can be a
table, calendar screenshot, or visual timeline they can refer back to
during the week.

OFFER PRE-EMPLOYMENT TRAINING
Deliver training sessions before the official start date, so young
people can learn expectations, practise skills, and ask questions. This
may include job-specific skills such as customer service, tools, or
safety, and can be paid with a stipend to recognise their time.

01

02

03

CREATE AN INDIVIDUAL SUPPORT PLAN
 In the first week, complete a short one-page plan together so
support is built around them. For example, cover their preferred
communication style, strengths, support needs, what they find
challenging, and what helps when they feel stuck.

PAIR A YOUNG PERSON WITH SUPPORT 
Match them with a peer or staff member who checks in regularly,
answers day-to-day questions, and helps them navigate workplace
norms. Keep it informal and relational, not performance-focused,
and be clear about what other support people are available.

PROVIDE TRAINING MATERIALS IN MULTIPLE FORMATS
Offer written guides, visual instructions, and short videos showing
how tasks are done, so young people have something to refer back to.
For example, film a two-minute walkthrough of common tasks and
keep a folder of one-page visual checklists they can revisit anytime.

04

05

06

INCLUSIVE LEARNING AND SUPPORT
No two young people arrive in the same place. Support is
shaped around each person's starting point, offered in formats
they can return to and from people they can rely on.

DEVELOP A “FIRST MONTH GUIDE”
Provide a one to two page guide covering what happens on day
one and across the first month. For example, include where to go,
what time to arrive, what to wear, who they will meet, who to ask
for help, and a simple calendar to refer back to.
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STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
ONGOING ENGAGEMENT
Ongoing engagement means the relationship doesn't end
after the first week. Young people can see where they are
heading, say honestly how it is going, and watch their feedback
change how things are done.

SCHEDULE REGULAR CHECK-INS
Set up short, recurring conversations about what's going well, what
feels hard, and what support is needed. For example, you could
schedule them at 30, 60, and 90 days, and keep them focused on
learning rather than performance.

ENCOURAGE SMALL RITUALS OF BELONGING 
Create recurring moments where young people are visibly part of
the team, because belonging comes from ritual and recognition. For
example, you could run team days, have new starters make their
own employee cards, or set up a members-only group.

OUTLINE THEIR PROGRESSION PATHWAY
Share how a young person can take on new tasks, build new skills, or
move into leadership or mentoring roles over time. For example, a 6-
month and 12-month map gives them something concrete to work
toward, and helps clarify their next steps after onboarding.

07

08

09

WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR

"We run team days every four to six weeks - everyone
together, wins and shout-outs, shared lunch. Everyone
creates their own employee card that gets printed and put
on the wall." 

ONGOING
ENGAGEMENT

"We started a closed group for our young volunteers -
exclusive info about what's coming up, just for them." 

"Our support team works directly with that young person's
own support team. But we're specific on what we're there
for and what support we can provide, so we're not
overcrowding that young person."

INCLUSIVE
LEARNING
AND SUPPORT

"We use an app that sends an anonymous survey out to
the team through Slack, with questions like do you feel
valued, do you feel supported by your manager - we use it
to identify and work on gaps."

"After someone's employed there's constant mentoring by
the hiring manager, with check-ins at 30, 90 and 100 days,
and after every program the lead facilitator initiates
feedback."

STRUCTURED
ONBOARDING
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Each role serves a different purpose and shouldn't be treated as interchangeable. Understanding the
distinction helps organisations assign the right person at the right time, rather than expecting one

relationship to do everything.

BUDDY MENTOR COACH

A friendly colleague, 
close in age or stage

A more experienced
colleague, not their 

manager

An internal or 
external coach 
or supervisor

Answers questions, gives a
tour, helps them feel

included

Offers advice on handling
workplace situations,

projects, decisions, and
culture

Helps them reflect, build
skills, track progress, and

improve in an area of work

What do they
offer?

Who?

When is it
helpful?

To get familiar, slowly settle
in, and ask questions

without pressure

To build their confidence
over time and navigate

challenges

To build a particular skill (e.g.
speaking up, leading tasks),

or work toward a goal

How often? Daily, in the first weeks Periodically, 
over time

Scheduled, 
regular sessions
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PEER

Another young person 
at a similar stage

Shared experience,
encouragement without

authority

To feel understood by
someone who gets it, and
less alone in the struggle

Often, and informal

SUPPORT STRUCTURES



Onboarding at All Things Equal is about more than paperwork. It’s about making
young people with a disability feel confident, supported, and ready to succeed. From
the very first contact, each trainee is guided through a structured process that builds
skills and independence.

ATE’s journey begins with an initial phone consultation, giving trainees a safe space to
ask questions and learn about the role. This is followed by a one-on-one meeting at the
café, where they meet staff and explore the workplace environment. A short trial
experience allows them to try tasks firsthand before officially joining. Then, trainees
create a personalised profile capturing their skills, learning goals, and support needs.

During the 12-month Pre-Employment Program, trainees build foundational skills in
customer service, food preparation, and teamwork. They receive on-the-job coaching,
supported by a dedicated upskilling team, and participate in regular check-ins to
review progress and address challenges.

Upon completion, trainees step into the Employment Program with award-wage roles
in the café and catering business. They are paired with mentors or buddies to guide
them through daily tasks and social integration. Personalised resources help trainees
navigate the workplace with clarity.  These include:

Visual menus with photos of items, ingredients, and sides. 
Step-by-step photos for complex tasks, like making a kids’ milkshake, showing
every action from pouring milk to placing the straw.
Shift schedules with visual cues, detailing arrival, uniform preparation, clock-in
times, and start of work. 

ALL THINGS EQUAL

CASE STUDY
Every six months, trainees have structured progress reviews, which include a emotions
spectrum for them to express how they feel - from calm and focused to overwhelmed. As ATE
says, “If someone gives you feedback, it means they care about you.”

Together, this approach redefines onboarding. It’s not just about forms or policies. It creates an
environment where young people with disabilities can thrive, contribute, and feel truly at home
from day one, setting them up for long-term success and meaningful career growth.

BALACLAVA // VICTORIA
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Reflect on how your organisation approaches onboarding for
young people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1
(poor) to 5 (excellent).

1.We give every young person clear written guidance for their
first month.

2.We help young people know what to expect before day one,
whether through training, a trial task, or a conversation.

3.We pace early responsibility to each young person's experience.
4.We tailor support to each young person's starting point,

through a simple plan built with them.
5.We make sure every young person knows who to go to,

whether that's a formal buddy or the person they work beside
most.

6.We build small recurring moments of belonging, such as shout-
outs, shared meals, or celebrating wins.

7.We hold regular check-ins and act on what young people tell us,
improving based on their feedback.

SELF-ASSESSMENT
Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to
calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick
snapshot of how closely your onboarding reflects the qualities of a
welcoming, supported start for young people.

A score of 28 to 35 indicates that your onboarding reflects the core
qualities of a strong start: clear guidance, tailored support, and
belonging built from day one.

A score of 18 to 27 suggests that while some strategies are working,
certain areas may need attention to help young people feel
prepared, connected, and confident in their first weeks.

A score of 7 to 17 suggests significant gaps between current
practice and a welcoming onboarding experience, and points to
areas that would benefit from focused change.
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ENGAGEMENT "The biggest mistake institutions
make is that we try to meet people
where they should be, not where they
are."

Youth engagement practitioner, VIC
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ATTRACTION

ENGAGEMENT

RETENTION

RECRUITMENT

ONBOARDING

AWARENESS

ENGAGEMENT
Engagement is about creating day-to-day
environments where young people feel safe,
connected, and motivated to keep showing up. 

For many young people, the everyday experience of a
place is what tells them whether they belong in it.
When questions feel risky, when there's no room to
step back, or when their ideas go nowhere, even a
motivated young person quietly starts to disengage,
long before they ever say so.

Organisations that get this right, ensure that young
people feel valued, motivated, and confident to
contribute. 



COMMON CHALLENGES 

The channels organisations rely on, like staff meetings,
emails, and rostering systems, often fail to reach young
people, especially casual staff. Many organisations describe
trying everything from online systems to free lunch and still
struggling to reach young people.

"Staff meetings and email updates don't land
with casuals. Even free lunch doesn't work.
Rostering is online, but staff won't check the
system - we have defaulted to keeping critical
messaging all in person."

"An authority figure doesn't land with
marginalised communities."

Communication
that doesn't land

Risk aversion to
youth ownership

The authority gap

Organisations want young people to lead but hesitate to
hand over real control, defaulting to supervised
involvement instead of genuine ownership. Many
organisations describe an instinct to meet young people
where they should be rather than where they are, and
name this as the biggest mistake institutions make.

Messages delivered by authority figures often don't land,
particularly with marginalised communities, and power
dynamics can silence young people entirely. Many
organisations describe young people weighing who's in
the room before deciding whether they can speak at all.

WHAT WE HEARD

"The biggest mistake institutions
make is that we try to meet people
where they should be, not where they
are."

What barriers do organisations face at this stage?
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GUIDING INSIGHTS

ENGAGEMENT IS A 
DAILY DECISION

Young people at this stage are involved, but still deciding
whether the experience is worth continuing. Even

committed participants can disengage, feel excluded, or
withdraw when the conditions stop feeling right.

01
SAFE TO ASK, 
SAFE TO TRY

Continued engagement depends on feeling safe to ask
questions, take risks, and share ideas without fear of looking
foolish. Young people watch how the first few questions and
mistakes are handled before deciding whether to risk their

own.

CHOICE IS THE 
ENGINE OF MOTIVATION

Letting young people manage their own involvement, in
tasks, pacing, and participation, reduces stress and builds
genuine ownership. Someone who chose their role shows

up differently to someone who was assigned it.

CONFIDENCE GROWS
FROM THE FAMILIAR

Young people contribute most readily on topics they already
know, and stretch further once that confidence has banked.
Asking for feedback on a campaign they've seen builds the

footing to weigh in on projects they haven't, which is why the
order of asks matters as much as the asks themselves.

SUPPORT WORKS 
IN LAYERS

No single mentor or check-in can catch everything, so
guidance needs multiple channels: buddies, peers, forums,

and open doors. Layers also let supervision fade gradually as
independence grows, rather than being removed all at once.
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04 05

What patterns emerged across every organisation we spoke to?



STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
BUILD BELONGING AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
Creating a supportive environment helps young people feel
secure, included, and motivated to participate. When routines are
predictable and welcoming, young people are more likely to
engage fully.

BUILD A “NO SILLY QUESTIONS” CULTURE
Encourage curiosity and openness in the workplace. Model this by
responding positively to questions and normalising asking for
clarification on any tasks. For example, thank people for asking, and
encourage senior staff to model asking basic questions themselves.

PAUSE OR STEP-AWAY POLICY
Agree in advance on a simple, non-penalised way to pause work
when someone is overwhelmed. For example, you could designate a
labelled quiet space free from interruptions, encourage them to take
short breaks and show that pausing is normal and healthy.

01

02

03

CO-LEAD MEETING AND EVENTS
Outline the year's key moments, then give young people ownership
of how each is delivered and step back into an observer role. For
example, assign meetings, workshops, or events to a young person
to design and lead, giving them the logins and tools to act without
asking.

ASSIGN ONE THING THEY OWN OUTRIGHT
Give every young person a domain that is genuinely theirs, where
their decision is final. For example, name them the owner of the
playlist, the group chat, the supply order, or the welcome for new
starters. You can grow the domain as their confidence does.

04

05

06

AMPLIFYING YOUTH VOICE AND PARTICIPATION
Involving young people in decision-making and operational input
helps them feel valued and connected to the work. Even small
contributions can reinforce ownership and engagement.

OFFER A DAILY STANDUP
Start each day with a 5–10 minute team check-in. Ask participants
how they’re feeling, highlight any updates, and set clear
expectations for the day. This creates predictability and reduces
anxiety.

REDESIGN THEIR ROUTINE
Once a month, invite young people to fix the operational routine or
processes they touch daily. For example, that might be the tool
storage and repair flow in a workshop, the session openers and
break structure in a program, or the prep list and shift handover in a
café. 
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STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
GROWTH AND CONFIDENCE-BUILDING
Hands-on guidance and peer support enable young people to
develop skills, try new tasks safely, and gain confidence in their
abilities.

MONTHLY PEER LEARNING CIRCLES
Bring young people doing similar work together to reflect on what
they've been running and support each other. For example, have a
young person rather than a manager lead it, and keep the format
dynamic so it stays worth attending.

07

08

09

SHADOWING OPPORTUNITIES
Offer structured shadowing for young people who are curious about
different roles. For example, a young team member can spend 1-2
days per week where they observe real meetings, decisions, with a
short reflection on what they learned.

ON THE FLOOR COACHING
Complete a task in front of them while explaining your reasoning,
then have them repeat it. For example, narrate a tricky phone call as
you go ("I'm starting with this because..."), then swap roles on the very
next one, stepping back each time until they're running it alone.

WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR

"Our peer facilitators come together monthly to debrief
and reflect on the workshops they've been running. We've
made the meetings dynamic — one month we played
Dungeons and Dragons through storytelling, the next is
show and tell."

GROWTH AND
CONFIDENCE-
BUILDING

"We outlined a clear twelve-month plan of campaigns and
events, gave them ownership of it, then stepped back as
observers to let them lead."

AMPLIFYING
YOUTH
PARTICIPATION

"Giving choice gives a sense of control and agency over
the role. It's a tool of empowerment - it's about asking
young people how they want to show up, and trusting that
they know best."

"If a teacher is standing there, they're navigating whether
they can share. A sense of anonymity helps - breakout
rooms, or writing things on paper they don't have to put
their name on."

BUILDING
BELONGING
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In 2017, The Underground Collective was founded on a simple belief: that a café
could be more than a workplace for young people at risk of, homelessness - it could
be the place they rebuild on. For participants whose lives have often been
unpredictable, engagement starts with predictability. 

At TUC, safety is designed into the environment before anyone starts work. The café
is located in the State Library, where security staff and a welcoming support team
help participants feel secure from the moment they arrive. A flexible step-out policy
and an agreed quiet space mean anyone can pause when overwhelmed, without
explanation or penalty. Stepping away is treated as a normal part of the workday
rather than something to apologise for. 

All employees learn and rotate through café roles, including front-of-house, food
preparation, stock management, and cleaning. They choose the tasks they take on,
aligned with their strengths or growth areas. Experienced team members work side
by side with participants, showing their thinking before handing it over, and stepping
back a little further each time. Over time, participants understand the café as a
whole, and grow confident across every area of the business.

THE UNDERGROUND COLLABORATIVE

CASE STUDY
As they grow in confidence, young people are invited to actively shape their day to day.
They offer suggestions on menu items, presentation, and workflow improvements.
These are low-risk topics where their daily experience makes them the experts.
Suggestions that work are adopted, so young people can point to things in the café that
changed because of them.

Engagement is built from small, deliberate practices. Each step is giving young people a
little more ownership than the last:

Choice in daily tasks, so participants shape how they contribute within their role.
Operational input that visibly lands, with real suggestions on menu, presentation, and
workflow adopted.
Peer support on the floor, as experienced participants guide newer ones through
tasks they once found daunting themselves.
Growing responsibility, handed over as confidence and capability are demonstrated
over time.

Together, this approach shows what engagement really is. It is the daily experience of a
workplace where questions are safe, stepping back is allowed, contributions visibly land,
and confidence grows one task at a time. For young people deciding every week whether
an experience is worth continuing, TUC makes the answer easy.

PERTH // WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
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Reflect on how your organisation approaches engagement for
young people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1
(poor) to 5 (excellent).

1.We build a culture where young people can ask questions and
engage in the way that works for them.

2.We make it safe to pause or step back, without explanation or
penalty.

3.We give every young person something they genuinely own.
4.We invite young people to regularly provide feedback on how

we can improve process and routines
5.We hand young people real things to deliver, from a meeting

segment to a whole event.
6.We give young people opportunities to grow through real

work, stretching into new tasks and skills with support behind
them.

7.We create space for young people to learn from those around
them, peers and senior people alike.

SELF-ASSESSMENT
Once you have completed the checklist, add up your
ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives
you a quick snapshot of how closely your practice reflects
the qualities of an engaging workplace for young people.

A score of 28 to 35 indicates that your engagement practice
reflects the core qualities of a strong environment: a culture
of safety, real ownership and autonomy, and growth built
into everyday work.

A score of 18 to 27 suggests that while some strategies are
working, certain areas may need attention to help young
people feel valued, capable, and excited to show up.

A score of 7 to 17 suggests significant gaps between
current practice and an engaging environment, and points
to areas that would benefit from focused change.
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RETENTION "Retention as a word sets us up to
think they're already leaving. Team
culture is continual - and when
culture is done correctly, it leads to
stronger retention."

Youth engagement practitioner, NSW
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AWARENESS

RETENTION
Retention is about helping young people see a future
for themselves, through clear pathways, growing
responsibility, and support that lasts. 

For many young people, staying comes down to
whether they can see what comes next. When the
path forward is unclear, the role stops growing, or
when no one seems invested in where they are
headed, even a committed young person can drift.

Organisations that get this right give young people a
reason to stay and to return. They grow into leaders,
mentors, and advocates, because the organisation
showed them that staying was a way forward, not a
way of standing still.



COMMON CHALLENGES 

Young people disengage when they can't see what their
journey will be from the beginning, and the feeling of
uncertainty compounds over time. Many organisations
describe losing people not because the work was wrong,
but because nobody ever laid out where it was heading.

"The barrier is a lack of clarity from the
beginning - what is the journey going to be
for the individual? That feeling of
uncertainty."

"When you share a long pathway of what
is possible, it may not be relevant - young
people have a different timeline in their
mind. It can't just be 'the world is your
oyster.'"

Uncertainty about
the future

Support that
creates
dependency

Timelines that
don’t match theirs

When organisations hire dedicated support workers to
look after young people, managers step back believing
support isn't their job, and young people learn to rely on
one person rather than the workplace around them.
Many organisations describe discontinuing these
specialist roles after realising the support didn't survive
the support worker leaving.

Long career pathways can feel irrelevant to young people
who think in months, not years. Many organisations
describe sharing "the world is your oyster" progression
maps and watching them fail to land, because the
pathway was built on the organisation's timeline rather
than the young person's.

WHAT WE HEARD

"When support only comes from
certain people, managers and
supervisors feel it's not their role. And it
doesn't result in a sustainable
understanding of the workplace."

What barriers do organisations face at this stage?

Page 63© Future Minds Network
National Youth Engagement Toolkit, 2026



GUIDING INSIGHTS

PATHWAYS TO
PROGRESSION

Young people weigh what staying gives them - growing pay,
new skills, real perks, recognition that compounds - and

when the offer stops improving, so does the reason to stay. 

01
A CLEAR LADDER
FOR THE FUTURE

Young people stay when there's a visible career ladder with
the next rung within reach - a named role above them, clear
requirements to get there, and proof that people like them

have made the climb.

SUPPORT IS A SYSTEM, 
NOT A PERSON

Young people stay engaged for the long term when they're
held by an ecosystem of support - coaches, managers, and
peers together - rather than a single dedicated relationship. 

CULTURE RETAINS
BEFORE ANY STRATEGY

A strong everyday culture makes staying the default, and no
strategy or incentives can compensate for a culture that isn't

worth staying in.

A GOOD EXIT IS A
RETENTION OUTCOME

Retention isn't about stopping young people from leaving.
Young people who leave well come back as mentors,

advocates, and connections, while young people who are
clung to just leave.
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What patterns emerged across every organisation we spoke to?



STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
CAREER PROGRESSION
Every young person can say what their next step is, what it takes
to get there, and when they will review it. The path is mapped to
their timeline, with the next step always close enough to reach for.

RUN A QUARTERLY GOALS CONVERSATION
Sit down with each young person every quarter to ask what they're
working toward. For example, ask "which of your tasks is building
toward your goals, and which is just filling your week?", then trade
one filler task for one that isn't.

BUILD A ONE-PAGE DEVELOPMENT PLAN
Create a simple plan covering two skills to build, one internal stretch
opportunity, and one external opportunity, with a review date. For
example, this might be a funded short course, an award nomination,
or an introduction to another job opportunity.

01

02

03
ESTABLISH A YOUTH ADVISORY BOARD
Create a structured advisory group of experienced young people
that inform the decisions shaping the organisation. For example, pay
members to weigh in on the planning, program design, or budget
allocations.

APPOINT EXTERNAL REPRESENTATIVES
Select young people to attend and represent the organisation at
funder meetings, government tables, conferences, and sector
events. For example, brief and pay them, and let them speak to
the work they've led.

04

05

06

LEADERSHIP, OWNERSHIP AND OPPORTUNITIES
Responsibility that keeps growing, with real roles young people
hold rather than activities they attend. The authority is genuine,
and the route into each role is visible to everyone more junior.

OUTLINE A CAREER LADDER
Map out role levels with the specific skills, licenses, or responsibilities
required at each stage. For example, a pathway might run Gardener
Level 1 → licenses and training → team leadership, with the next step
always articulated in a clear pathway.

OFFER STEP-UP LEADERSHIP
Encourage young people who've mastered the work to train the
next cohort. For example, have second-year participants deliver
onboarding sessions, co-facilitate workshops, or mentor a new
starter through their first month.
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STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
LONG-TERM SUPPORT
Nobody leaves alone or disappears silently, so every young person
has guides while they are there and a network when they move
on. Support comes from several directions at once, holding them
through change.

MAINTAIN AN ALUMNI NETWORK
Keep former participants connected through a light, structured
alumni community. For example, a yearly alumni event, an active
group chat, and a standing invitation to come back to judge, mentor,
or train the next cohort.

CREATE TRANSITION PATHWAYS
Find future opportunities for young people at partner employers,
programs, and study providers. For example, provide references and
warm introductions, capture a young person's knowledge and
handover before they go, and track and celebrate where they land.

07

08

09

BUILD A TRIANGLE OF SUPPORT
Give each young person a direct line manager for day-to-day work,
and a coach for personal growth. For example, hold triad check-ins to
adjust responsibilities, so young people have different levels of
support for different challenges.

WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR

LONG-TERM
SUPPORT

“We provide wellbeing support, debriefs, check-ins,
connection to others, and access to professional support
like EAP.”

LEADERSHIP
AND
OWNERSHIP

"Whenever we work with young people, we clearly lay out
what the journey is going to be together - shared values,
goals, purpose, ways of working, and capture the story as
we go."

CAREER
PROGRESSION

"It's important to enable young people to lead things. We
need to encourage them, recognise their strengths and
skills,  and give them ownership and agency."
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Reflect on how your organisation approaches retention for young
people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to
5 (excellent).

1.We outline the next steps with every young person, and what
it takes to reach it.

2.We revisit each young person's goals regularly, and reshape
their responsibilities to match.

3.We invest in development beyond our walls, from external
opportunities to introductions in our network.

4.We involve experienced young people in decision-making and
leadership. 

5.We ensure staying keeps rewarding young people, with
recognition, responsibility, or pay that grows over time.

6.We build a culture worth staying in.
7.We treat good transitions as success, keeping alumni

connected.

SELF-ASSESSMENT
Once you have completed the checklist, add up your
ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives
you a quick snapshot of how closely your practice reflects
the qualities of an organisation young people stay with
and return to.

A score of 28 to 35 indicates that your retention practice
reflects the core qualities of lasting engagement: visible
pathways, growing responsibility, and support that outlasts
the role.

A score of 18 to 27 suggests that while some strategies are
working, certain areas may need attention to help young
people see a future worth staying for.

A score of 7 to 17 suggests significant gaps between
current practice and lasting engagement, and points to
areas that would benefit from focused change.
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In 2013, Good Cycles was founded as Australia's first bike-based social enterprise,
breaking down barriers to employment for young people. But its goal is not to hold
young people as long as possible, but to move them forward on purpose.

At, Good Cycles they treat the job itself as the intervention, embedding support into
paid shifts and everyday work. Each young person joins for a six-month window, and
that timeframe gives every month a purpose, because both the young person and the
team know the time is building toward what comes next.

Within this, support comes from multiple directions rather than one. Each young
person is given a youth employment coach, who meets them regularly on paid time to
set goals and work through barriers, always starting from what the young person
wants. The third corner is the operational supervisor, who runs the day-to-day work,
and the three meet together so that tasks and personal goals never drift apart. This
triangle of support means guidance never rests on a single relationship, and it keeps
the young person's own goals at the centre of everyday work.

Meanwhile, career progression is mapped as a visible ladder wherever roles allow it. In
the gardening team, young people climb from Gardener Level 1 to Level 2 and on to
Team Lead. They earn licences and skills at each stage. Because each young person
can see the next rung from where they stand, staying becomes a way of climbing.

GOOD CYCLES

CASE STUDY

MELBOURNE // VICTORIA
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The ladder doesn't end at the organisation's walls, because Good Cycles builds
transition pathways. Around the three-month mark, milestone reviews shift each
young person's conversation from settling in to moving on. 

Every participant is building towards one of several positive destinations:
An internal supervisory or ongoing role within the organisation.
A placement through Good Cycles' commercial relationships and contracts.
A job in the open labour market, backed by the skills and licences earned inside.
Further study, or a role with another social enterprise.

These pathways are real because Good Cycles is embedded in a working ecosystem.
Its commercial contracts, including work delivered for the City of Melbourne, connect
young people to employers who already know the program. Fellow social enterprises
like Homie and STREAT have become genuine next steps, with Good Cycles
participants moving on to roles within them. Each transition becomes a warm
handover to an organisation expecting them, rather than a cold application to a
stranger.

Together, this approach redefines retention. Good Cycles doesn't measure success
by how long young people stay, but by where they go next. A good exit is treated as a
retention outcome, not a failure of it. It proves that the best way to engage young
people is to keep moving them forward.



This learning community and toolkit was commissioned by Social
Enterprise Australia as part of the Australian Government's Social

Enterprise Development Initiative (SEDI) to help build social
enterprise sector capability and grow social impact. 

Behind this toolkit sits twelve months of learning exchange,
testing, and co-design with more than thirty of Australia's leading
youth organisations. Every insight, strategy, and example in these

pages comes from their practice. 

We thank each of them for sharing openly, collectively 
learning, and building this resource together.
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	Other stories from our community
	Stages of youth engagement
	Youth engagement isn't a single moment. It's a journey that begins long before a young person applies and continues well after they arrive.
	We've broken that journey into six stages, where an organisation can either draw a young person in or quietly lose them.
	Young people are aware that opportunities exist, through channels that feel familiar and relevant. This is about visibility: showing up where young people already are and sparking interest.
	Young people feel drawn to the opportunity because it speaks to their interests, values, or goals. This is about making the opportunity feel relevant, genuine, and made for them.
	Young people can easily find, understand, and take the steps needed to get involved. This is about a process that is clear, accessible, and free from unnecessary barriers.
	Young people are welcomed, supported, and set up to succeed from day one. This is about building confidence and giving them everything they need to start well.
	Young people feel valued and motivated to keep showing up. This is about creating space for learning, contribution, and real ownership of the work.
	Young people stay connected and step into leadership, mentorship, or new roles. This is about supporting long-term involvement, growth, and strong transitions when the time comes.
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	Practices of  youth engagement
	PRINCIPLES OF ENGAGEMENT
	Which of these practices does your organisation do well, and which have you never really built?
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	Practices of youth engagement  (in-depth)
	This wheel lays out different type of practices, and each one holds real, usable strategies and actions an organisation can take.
	Some actions are small, like a reference letter. Some are structural, like participatory budgeting, or steering committees.
	Think of it as a menu rather than a checklist, because no organisation needs all of it at once. We'll mention a few of these strategies in more depth, as the toolkit moves through the stages of engagement.

	How do they interact?
	The stages show where a young person is in their engagement journey, from first awareness through to long-term retention. As they move through the stages, what they need from an organisation changes.
	The practices sit alongside the stages and show you how to meet those needs - practical tactics for communication, content, visibility, and engagement that apply right across the journey.
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	AWARENESS
	“"All kinds of organisations put a huge amount of effort into designing the thing, and then just put it out into the world and expect everyone to hear about it magically. But that's not how it works."
	Youth engagement practitioner, NSW

	AWARENESS
	Awareness is the first step in enabling young people’s participation.  Before a young person can say yes to an opportunity, they have to see it, and seeing it is never an accident.
	For many young people, discovering an opportunity that feels genuinely relevant to them is rare. Most communication from organisations passes them by: too formal, too broad, or showing up in the wrong place entirely.
	Organisations that get this right show up in the channels young people already use, carried by voices young people already trust.
	AWARENESS
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	ONBOARDING


	SOCIAL MEDIA 101
	Social media is where most young people will meet your organisation first, but a single post rarely does the job on its own. Each format plays a different role: a post builds awareness, a story creates urgency, a reel shows what involvement actually looks like. A campaign is the formats working together in sequence.
	01 STORIES
	Stories are the photos and  short clips that disappear after 24 hours.

	02 POSTS
	A post is the permanent square image that stays on your page.

	03 VIDEOS
	A video is a short clip (or a reel) that plays in people's feeds as they scroll.

	04 SERIES
	A series is a set of related posts or videos released one at a time over several weeks.

	05 THE KIT
	A kit is a folder of ready-made materials that you hand to partners.
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	SELF-ASSESSMENT
	Reflect on how your organisation approaches awareness for young people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).
	Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick snapshot of how closely your awareness practice reflects the qualities of a visible, trusted presence among young people.

	ATTRACTION
	"'Why does it matter to me?' is more important than incentives. Incentives will get you over the line, but they won't make you stay."
	Youth engagement practitioner, VIC

	ATTRACTION
	Attraction is when a young person moves from knowing something exists to genuinely considering whether it's for them.
	For many young people, they’re vetting the opportunity and deciding if it feels worth saying yes to. Opportunities that aren't clearly relevant to their lives, that feel designed for someone else, or that ask too much before offering anything back, are quietly passed over.
	Organisations that get this right create the conditions for young people to see themselves in what's being offered, and in doing so, lay the foundation for engagement that actually lasts.
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	STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
	DESIGNING INCENTIVES Payment and non-financial incentives that match the ask, fit the young person's reality, and are stated upfront rather than negotiated quietly at the end.
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	MEANINGFUL WORK Real work with an audience and  autonomy, described concretely in the invitation rather than left as a vague promise of contribution.

	STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
	AMPLIFYING LIVED EXPERIENCE Young people recognised as experts, recognised, and given the platform to tell their own stories in their own voice, visible on your channels before anyone has applied.
	WHAT’S WORKING IN THE SECTOR
	DESIGNING INCENTIVES
	MEANINGFUL WORK
	AMPLIFYING LIVED EXPERIENCE
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	CASE STUDY
	ACCOUNTABLE FUTURES COLLECTIVE
	REDFERN // NEW SOUTH WALES
	Accountable Futures Collective (AFC) has created a transformative model that gives young people meaningful work, influence, and real incentives.
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	SELF-ASSESSMENT
	Reflect on how effectively your organisation attracts young people. For each statement, rank your performance from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).
	We connect opportunities to what young people care about.
	We offer fair financial recognition (stipends, gift cards, or paid roles) for young people's time and expertise.
	We provide real skill development through workshops, training, or hands-on projects.
	We offer mentorship and connections that help young people build networks beyond our organisation.
	We give formal recognition (certificates, references, or endorsements) that supports young people's future opportunities.
	We invite young people to co-design programs, and make sure their input has real influence.
	We recognise young people's contributions publicly in ways that feel genuine, not tokenistic.

	Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to calculate a total score out of 30. This  gives you a quick overview of how effectively your organisation raises awareness among young people.
	A score of 25–30 indicates that awareness practices are well implemented, with consistent use of social media, storytelling, partnerships, and events.
	A score of 18–24 suggests that while some strategies are working, certain areas may need attention to improve reach and engagement.
	A score of 0–17 highlights significant gaps, indicating that awareness efforts require focused improvement to better connect with young people.


	RECRUITMENT
	"Treat recruitment like the start of a relationship. Whatever the outcome, the goal should be making a genuine connection with them, so every young person leaves the process more connected than they arrived."
	Youth engagement practitioner, QLD

	RECRUITMENT
	Recruitment is about making it as easy and appealing as possible for young people to say yes and get involved. The process should be clear, accessible, and free from unnecessary barriers.
	For many young people, the way an opportunity is presented tells them whether it was designed for someone like them. Unclear expectations, formal language, or complicated application processes can be enough to make a motivated young person walk away before they've even started.
	Organisations that invest in getting recruitment right attract participants who show up with confidence, because the process itself told them they belonged.
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	USING ACCESSIBLE AND INCLUSIVE APPROACHES

	SELF-ASSESSMENT
	Reflect on where your recruitment sits against the qualities of an inclusive, low-barrier recruitment process. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).
	We keep our application to what is essential (no CVs, long forms, or unstated expectations)
	We share the full process upfront, including every stage, the timeline, and how we make our decision.
	We use plain, inclusive, and accessible language in all recruitment materials.
	We offer multiple ways to apply and interview (written, video, voice note, in-person, group)
	We give young people a way to experience the role before committing, through shadowing, tasters, tours, or previews.
	We involve young people meaningfully in our selection process and recruit through personal networks as well as open channels.
	We give constructive feedback to every applicant and regularly update our processes.

	Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick snapshot of how closely your recruitment reflects the qualities of an inclusive, low-barrier process.
	A score of 28–35 indicates that your recruitment reflects the core qualities of an inclusive process: low-barrier design, accessible communication, and meaningful involvement of young people throughout.
	A score of 18–27 suggests that some qualities of an inclusive process are in place, while others may need attention to reduce barriers and better support young people through the journey.
	A score of 7–17 suggests significant gaps between current practice and an inclusive recruitment process, and points to areas that would benefit from focused change.


	ONBOARDING
	“The goal is to make them feel a part of us, and a part of their future. When you build your onboarding, you get to be creative and tailor the whole program to the person.”
	Youth engagement practitioner, VIC


	ONBOARDING
	Onboarding is about building confidence, relationships, and trust. The first few days in a role can shape whether a young person feels like they truly belong, or like they're on the outside looking in.
	For many, joining your organisation is their first experience of structured work or leadership, which means the first few days carry a weight they'll never carry again.
	Organisations that invest in strong onboarding unlock long-term engagement. Those who start well are more likely to take initiative, grow into leadership, and become people who champion the work.
	AWARENESS
	RETENTION
	ATTRACTION
	ENGAGEMENT
	RECRUITMENT
	ONBOARDING


	SUPPORT STRUCTURES
	PEER
	BUDDY
	MENTOR
	COACH
	Who?
	What do they offer?
	When is it helpful?
	How often?


	SELF-ASSESSMENT
	Reflect on how your organisation approaches onboarding for young people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).
	Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick snapshot of how closely your onboarding reflects the qualities of a welcoming, supported start for young people.

	ENGAGEMENT
	"The biggest mistake institutions make is that we try to meet people where they should be, not where they are."
	Youth engagement practitioner, VIC


	ENGAGEMENT
	Engagement is about creating day-to-day environments where young people feel safe, connected, and motivated to keep showing up.
	For many young people, the everyday experience of a place is what tells them whether they belong in it. When questions feel risky, when there's no room to step back, or when their ideas go nowhere, even a motivated young person quietly starts to disengage, long before they ever say so.
	Organisations that get this right, ensure that young people feel valued, motivated, and confident to contribute.
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	SELF-ASSESSMENT
	Reflect on how your organisation approaches engagement for young people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).
	We build a culture where young people can ask questions and engage in the way that works for them.
	We make it safe to pause or step back, without explanation or penalty.
	We give every young person something they genuinely own.
	We invite young people to regularly provide feedback on how we can improve process and routines
	We hand young people real things to deliver, from a meeting segment to a whole event.
	We give young people opportunities to grow through real work, stretching into new tasks and skills with support behind them.
	We create space for young people to learn from those around them, peers and senior people alike.

	Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick snapshot of how closely your practice reflects the qualities of an engaging workplace for young people.
	A score of 28 to 35 indicates that your engagement practice reflects the core qualities of a strong environment: a culture of safety, real ownership and autonomy, and growth built into everyday work.
	A score of 18 to 27 suggests that while some strategies are working, certain areas may need attention to help young people feel valued, capable, and excited to show up.
	A score of 7 to 17 suggests significant gaps between current practice and an engaging environment, and points to areas that would benefit from focused change.


	RETENTION
	"Retention as a word sets us up to think they're already leaving. Team culture is continual - and when culture is done correctly, it leads to stronger retention."
	Youth engagement practitioner, NSW


	RETENTION
	Retention is about helping young people see a future for themselves, through clear pathways, growing responsibility, and support that lasts.
	For many young people, staying comes down to whether they can see what comes next. When the path forward is unclear, the role stops growing, or when no one seems invested in where they are headed, even a committed young person can drift.
	Organisations that get this right give young people a reason to stay and to return. They grow into leaders, mentors, and advocates, because the organisation showed them that staying was a way forward, not a way of standing still.
	AWARENESS
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	LEADERSHIP, OWNERSHIP AND OPPORTUNITIES
	LONG-TERM SUPPORT

	SELF-ASSESSMENT
	Reflect on how your organisation approaches retention for young people. For each statement, rate your organisation from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).
	We outline the next steps with every young person, and what it takes to reach it.
	We revisit each young person's goals regularly, and reshape their responsibilities to match.
	We invest in development beyond our walls, from external opportunities to introductions in our network.
	We involve experienced young people in decision-making and leadership.
	We ensure staying keeps rewarding young people, with recognition, responsibility, or pay that grows over time.
	We build a culture worth staying in.
	We treat good transitions as success, keeping alumni connected.
	Once you have completed the checklist, add up your ratings to calculate your total score out of 35. This gives you a quick snapshot of how closely your practice reflects the qualities of an organisation young people stay with and return to.
	A score of 28 to 35 indicates that your retention practice reflects the core qualities of lasting engagement: visible pathways, growing responsibility, and support that outlasts the role.
	A score of 18 to 27 suggests that while some strategies are working, certain areas may need attention to help young people see a future worth staying for.

	A score of 7 to 17 suggests significant gaps between current practice and lasting engagement, and points to areas that would benefit from focused change.
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