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FUTURE-PROOFING POLICIES
TO SUPPORT YOUNG PEOPLE
NOW AND IN THE FUTURE

WORKING TOGETHER:

Co-producing policies for
young people’s futures

Young people across Europe are navigating
multiple, intersecting crises. Socio-economic
crisis, involving widespread insecurity

and precarity in work and housing, is
happening alongside the climate crisis.
Under conditions of multi-crisis, the future
can feel uncertain and difficult to imagine.
At the same time, funding cuts and changes
in young people’s rights and entitlements
have meant that the transitional period of
youth has been extended further into the
life-course. The cuts and loss of entitlements
have unequal impacts in the present and
into the future. For example, the loss of
access to housing entitlements or financial
support with education affect the lives of
young people when such measures are
introduced, and they also widen inequalities
among people from different backgrounds
into the future.

The future is a far-off place. A sense of crisis
is often exacerbated by policymaking that
focuses too much on the present, which can
threaten young people’s ability to carve out
a future. This then creates a gap between
young people’s hopes and expectations

for their futures, and what is achievable in
reality.

In Summer 2024, the Austerity and Altered
Life-Course research team ran workshops

in Greater Manchester, Barcelona province
and Sardinia. Our aim was to explore
approaches to policy that support young
people as they navigate these crises now
and into the future. These workshops
brought together young people; allies
working in public health housing, education;
research, community and voluntary organi-
sations and policymakers. This toolkit shares
ideas from the workshops and provides
advice for those developing socio-economic
policies that affect young people’s lives and
futures.
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1. PRACTISE HOPE
WITHOUT HYPE

Against the backdrop of multi-crisis, hope
is more imortant than ever. Our research
found that while young people express
uncertainty about what the future holds,
they value hope as a resource and tool for
bringing about positive change.

Policies are often built around myths

of meritocracy and outdated models of
growing into adulthood. These models
assume that young adults have the means
to reach traditional milestones, such as
moving into independent housing and
supporting themselves through stable
employment, and at the same point in life as
preceding generations.

These myths and models must be
challenged. Policymaking needs to respond
to the precarious realities that young people
face, and which define their everyday lives.
One workshop participant in Barcelona
commented that the impact of the 2008
financial crisis was so severe that it had

- paradoxically - become an opportunity
because ‘we have nothing to lose’.

As a young person at our workshop in
Sardinia further reflected, 'When | think
about the future I feel anxious. We live in a
land with fewer possibilities but it is a land
of potential. Young people in our research
also highlighted the importance of thinking
about the potential for positive change, and
being prepared to imagine alternative possi-
bilities (e.g. pooling resources) in response
to both climate and socio-economic crisis.

At our Greater Manchester workshop, policy
makers and researchers described the
importance of thinking in co-operative and
hopeful ways. Hope is only helpful when it
is not weighed down by empty platitudes
and is instead built on solidarity. Our
co-production partners identified practices
of solidarity to create and sustain hope for
more positive futures. Acting collectively is
key. They spoke of building relationships
with others and joining movements to
campaign for better conditions for young
people. They also spoke of challenging
myths about meritocracy that can lead to
shame and stigma - which in turn inspire
feelings of rejection and hopelessness.



2. BELIEVE IN THE
POWER OF STORIES

Personal stories can be powerful. Co-pro-
duction partners at the workshops valued
hearing stories from research participants
about their lives and their hopes for the
future. Mirroring the challenges of tackling
the climate crisis, current policies also
threaten the viability of the future in the
context of socio-economic crisis.

Young people’s stories bring the future into
the present. Attendees at our workshop in
Greater Manchester were struck by a young
woman’s account that was shared from our
digital exhibition about how she is unable to
put money toward her pension. In listening
to her words, other young people at the
workshop shared feelings about their own
sense of guilt and shame about not being
able to contribute to their pension as a
financial resource for the future. Current
socio-economic policies threaten the ability
of young people to save for their futures.

Stories can motivate action because they
make something that is abstract feel more
tangible and real. A sense of fear for the
future is one example of something that
cannot be easily conveyed by numbers or
brief quotes alone. Policymakers can feel
‘desensitised’ when faced with multiple
crises. Stories inject colour and texture
into policymakers’ understandings of what
life in crisis feels like. One participant in
our Sardinia workshop was struck by how
hearing the testimonies from the young
people helped them understand their
feelings of being judged by older genera-
tions and how this left them feeling at odds
with their older relatives.

Stories remind the audience that people live

complex lives that are not limited to their

roles as workers, consumers or tenants. It

is the role of policy-makers to think beyond

these silos and create policies that benefit

the whole person and across the life-course.
Scan to hear stories from E
our research in our digital =Lt
exhibition o
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All illustrations by India Joseph.

3. PRACTICE INCLUSION
AND ALLYSHIP

Young people do not really exist in policies.
(workshop participant, Sardinia)

Young people are invisible in policies.
(workshop participant, Greater Manchester)

Policy decisions made without the inclusion
of young people are unlikely to address their
needs, now or in the future. Without inclusive
decision-making, policy can be designed to
suit outdated expectations or needs. Young
people are aware that their future lives will
be very different to their parents’ and grand-
parents’ generations, and policymakers need
to keep up with these changes.

Community organisations, youth workers,
researchers and others can play a valuable
role as allies who connect young people
and policymakers. Young people describe
the difficulty of having something important
to say but not knowing who to say it to,
especially in a climate of indifference.

Allies can act as a key bridge in these
conversations. They can take the pressure
off individuals in organisational roles who
are allocated the responsibility for providing
ongoing support and bring multiple, diverse,
perspectives to the table.

Participants in our Barcelona region
workshop particularly valued collective,
intergenerational policy discussions as a
path toward a fairer future.

Allies can champion and amplify young
people’s voices and values in decision-
making and support young people to share
their experiences. At our workshops, young
people advocated strongly for policy-making
that prioritised dignity, wellbeing and care,
and which designed policy with these values
as part of the process and the outcome.
Policymakers likewise valued the role allies
play in including young people in policy
conversations. It helped them understand
the impact or the potential impact of policies
now and into the future.

Thank you to everyone who participated in these workshops and in the Austerity and
Altered Life-Courses project. The project was supported by UK Research and Innovation
(UKRI) [MR/T043261/1]. Thank you to Laura Fenton for leading the work on this toolkit.
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