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In the Euro-Mediterranean region, where one of the 
world’s youngest populations grapples with complex 
political, economic and social challenges, meaningful 
youth participation in multi-stakeholder dialogue has 
become increasingly urgent. Youth represent a signifi-
cant demographic force — particularly in southern and 
eastern Mediterranean countries, where nearly half 
the population is under 25 — and are both dispropor-
tionately affected by systemic issues such as unem-
ployment, gender inequality and political disenfran-
chisement, and uniquely positioned to address them. 
Institutions like the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) 
and the Anna Lindh Foundation (ALF) have therefore 
prioritized youth engagement, recognizing it as essen-
tial to building inclusive, sustainable, and democratic 
societies on both shores of the Mediterranean.
This article explores the factors that influence effec-
tive involvement of young people in multi-stakehold-
er dialogue. These factors include the wider political 
and economic context, which is characterized by 
widespread political alienation, loss of social mobil-
ity and general economic opportunity and distrust 
or disinterest in democracy and its core institutions, 
such as public information, government and other in-
stitutions among young people. The first section de-
fines multi-stakeholder dialogue, relying on examples 
of past dialogues, especially in relation to young peo-
ple’s involvement. The second section examines bar-

1 Frost, Laura; Hinton, Rachael; Pratt, Beth Anne; Murray, John; Arscott-Mills, Sharon; Jack, Susan; de Francisco, Andres & Kuruvilla, 
Shyama. “Using multistakeholder dialogues to assess policies, programmes and progress for women’s, children’s and adolescents’ health.” 
Bulletin of the World Health Organization 2016 (94) 393-395 doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.2471/BLT.16.171710. 
2 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08b45ed915d3cfd000c26/MultiStakeholderweb.pdf.

riers and opportunities associated with youth in-
volvement in multi-stakeholder dialogue and the third, 
what external conditions and design of dialogue 
would potentially allow for effective involvement. 

Defining Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue 

Multi-stakeholder dialogue has been defined as “struc-
tured processes used to bring stake-holders togeth-
er to develop a shared understanding of issues, ev-
idence and plans of action.”1 The World Bank’s 
Communication for Governance and Accountability 
Programme (CommGAP) defines multi-stakeholder 
dialogue both more generally and more focused on 
action and impact. Stakeholder dialogue is an “inter-
active, working communication process that involves 
all types of stakeholders in decision-making and im-
plementation efforts,” and this communication is 
deliberately “two-way.” The intention is to increase 
understanding and relations so as to advance imple-
mentation of the dialogue’s conclusions. Critically, 
“stakeholder dialogue is generative — discourages 
blaming for the past and creates a shared future.”2 
Dialogues should thus be inclusive, open, respectful, 
equal and transparent, and ensure that the neces-
sary resources and commitment are in place to even-
tually generate some consensus and deliver results 
that in turn become “mainstreamed” rather than treat-
ed as an extraneous project or development. 
Much of the CommGAP analysis relies on dialogue 
within business. Other definitions more explicitly in-
clude stakeholders conventionally excluded from 

http://dx.doi.org/10.2471/BLT.16.171710
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08b45ed915d3cfd000c26/MultiStakeholderweb.pdf
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discussions. For instance, the UN Environment Pro-
gramme referred to specific multi-stakeholder dia-
logues on plastic pollution as “intended to engage 
and hear the voices of stakeholders that will be im-
pacted by the international legally binding instrument 
on plastic pollution, but who normally do not partici-
pate directly in the negotiations.”3 The invitees to the 
dialogues thus included “Governments and sub-na-
tional actors (such as cities, regions, informal and 
cooperative workers, indigenous people and local 
communities), civil society organizations (CSOs), 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), intergov-
ernmental organizations (IGOs), research institu-
tions and private sector stakeholders.” 
In a 2024 report on increasing youth engagement 
with multi-stakeholder dialogue,4 the Union for the 
Mediterranean defines this dialogue as “a collabora-
tive approach to discussions that involves various ac-
tors from different sectors, such as governments, civ-
il society, youth organizations, academia and the 
private sector. This type of dialogue seeks to inte-
grate a wide range of perspectives to address com-
plex regional or global challenges and ensure that so-
lutions are co-created by all relevant stakeholders.” 
(p. 20) The challenge is how to design dialogues so 
that they do effectively involve young people. 

Recent initiatives across the 
Euro-Mediterranean space offer 
tangible frameworks and practices 
aimed at integrating youth into policy 
processes and civic life

Recent initiatives across the Euro-Mediterranean space 
offer tangible frameworks and practices aimed at in-
tegrating youth into policy processes and civic life. 
Notably, the Union for the Mediterranean’s Youth 

3 www.unep.org/inc-plastic-pollution/oewg/dialogues.
4 Union for the Mediterranean. “Increasing Youth Involvement in Multistakeholder Dialogue: Youth-Responsive implementation of the UfM 
Youth Agenda. UfM Youth Engagement Series 2024: Outcome Document.” https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ufm_
youthengagement_outcomedocument.pdf.
5 https://ufmsecretariat.org/youth-strategy/.
6 https://alf.website/en/med-youth-in-action/.
7 Union for the Mediterranean. “Increasing Youth Involvement in Multistakeholder Dialogue: Youth-Responsive implementation of the UfM 
Youth Agenda. UfM Youth Engagement Series 2024: Outcome Document.” https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ufm_
youthengagement_outcomedocument.pdf.

Strategy 20305 and the accompanying UfM Youth 
Agenda: Call for Action lay the groundwork for inclu-
sive youth engagement through structured multi-
stakeholder dialogue, capacity-building and cross-
sector collaboration. These efforts have materialized 
in activities such as the Med Youth Lab, which foster 
youth-led solutions on topics ranging from climate to 
social inclusion. The Med Youth Lab’s 2024 edition, 
for instance, included hands-on project development 
workshops, mentorship from policy experts and a pitch 
competition to support scalable youth-led initiatives. 
The Anna Lindh Foundation’s Mediterranean Youth in 
Action (MYA) programme6 also contributes to this re-
gional landscape by connecting grassroots initiati
ves with intercultural learning, advocacy and region-
al policy. Through youth exchanges, community-based 
training and the promotion of active citizenship, it 
strengthens young people’s role as multipliers of in-
tercultural dialogue and agents of positive change. 
While these initiatives mark important steps forward, 
they also reveal persistent structural challenges that 
will be explored further in the next section. As high-
lighted in the 2024 UfM Youth Engagement Outcome 
Document,7 youth engagement remains hindered by 
tokenism, fragmented initiatives and insufficient inclu-
sion of marginalized voices, particularly young women 
and rural youth. Efforts must therefore continue to be 
guided by principles of co-ownership, legitimacy of 
youth CSOs and transparent dialogue mechanisms.

Identifying the Factors that Influence 
Participation of Young People

In their analysis of multi-stakeholder dialogues con-
ducted in ten low- and middle-income countries on 
track to reduce child and maternal mortality rates in 
line with targets from the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), Frost et al (2016) found, like the World 
Bank explanation cited above, that factors like time 

http://www.unep.org/inc-plastic-pollution/oewg/dialogues
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ufm_youthengagement_outcomedocument.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ufm_youthengagement_outcomedocument.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/youth-strategy/
https://alf.website/en/med-youth-in-action/
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ufm_youthengagement_outcomedocument.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ufm_youthengagement_outcomedocument.pdf


Pa
no

ra
m

a
St

ra
te

gi
c 

S
ec

to
rs

 | 
C

ul
tu

re
 &

 S
oc

ie
ty

IE
M

ed
. M

ed
ite

rr
an

ea
n 

Ye
ar

bo
ok

 2
02

5
32

7

commitment, relations between representatives of 
different sectors, influence over policy, knowledge of 
the relevant issues and leadership were all important 
to successful dialogues. 
The 2024 UfM Youth Engagement Outcome Docu-
ment8 listed key challenges to youth engagement as 
“inadequate frameworks for youth involvement in de-
cision-making,” which translates into platforms for 
communication with policymakers that do not account 
enough for the lives and experiences of young people; 
weak monitoring and evaluation, which undermines 
accountability for producing outcomes from dialogue; 
and insufficient and/or ineffective means more gen-
erally for young people to engage substantively and 
satisfactorily. Involvement of young people becomes 
tokenistic and reliant on underfunded youth organi-
zations and services, which often have little capacity 
to collaborate and present a more coherent narrative 
representing youth across cities, countries and regions. 
(p.10-11) Importantly, dialogue organizers, because of 
their own constraints, may end up not including young 
people from marginalized or vulnerable backgrounds, 
which the report states shows a “pressing need to 
develop new mechanisms that actively involve young 
people who traditionally have less access to dialogue 
opportunities.” (p.11) The result can be an exacerba-
tion of mistrust and alienation between young people 
and older generations as well as institutions. The re-
port calls for dialogue that can “create pathways for 
youth participation” that foster mentorship, communi-
cation and, significantly, “co-creation” of solutions. 
Analysing the context for the Mediterranean Youth in 
Action Programme (MYA), Lamonica (2023)9 com-
ments that despite greater attention to youth civic 
and political participation, “significant challenges 
persist” based on “structural, organizational, adminis-
trative, legal and financial barriers, and a lack of trust 
in institutions and politics” alongside deterioration of 
democratic values and institutions, economic crises, 
social inequality and political upheaval. (p.109) 
This description of the challenges and barriers char-
acterizing youth involvement in policymaking, whatev-
er form it takes, is pervasive across political and eco-

8 Ibid. 
9 www.iemed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/QM35_driving.pdf. 
10 The Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy (NIMD), Goree Institute (GORIN), the Centre for Mediterranean and International Studies 
(CEMI), and Akina Mama wa Afrika (AMwA). The Consortium was funded by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
11 https://european-youth-event.europarl.europa.eu/files/live/sites/eye/files/pdfs/presentation-eye-desk-research-european-youth-in-2021_id.pdf.

nomic contexts. Alienation and disaffection may be 
more pointed and explicit in non-democratic countries 
with high unemployment rates among young people, 
but the distrust, especially in politics, and pessimism 
about the future can be found across otherwise very 
different countries in terms of wealth, geography and 
income. The Power of Dialogue Consortium10 (2024), 
which developed initiatives to encourage youth politi-
cal participation in six countries, including Uganda, 
Burkina Faso, Tunisia, Guatemala, El Salvador and 
Colombia, names five challenges to this participation. 
Similar to Lamonica’s analysis of the Mediterranean 
context, these challenges include underrepresen-
tation in policymaking and politics, socioeconomic 
inequality, inadequate implementation of existing 
legislation and resources to support youth political 
participation, the cost of participating in politics and, 
likewise, the impact of insufficient resources on the 
capacity to participate in politics. (p.5) 

Though lack of opportunities does 
not always generate distrust in the 
political system, it has corresponded 
with voter participation rates, voting 
preferences and civic engagement

Survey data on how young people view politics, de-
mocracy and their own futures align with these com-
mon challenges to encouraging youth to become in-
volved in civic and political life. An analysis of EU 
survey data (primarily Eurobarometer data from 2019-
2021)11 published in 2021 on the attitudes of 16-30 
years old found that young people generally prior-
itize health, the economic situation, and specifically 
job creation, social fairness and equality, education 
and climate change as policy issues that need to be 
addressed. The EU was viewed as a leader in pro-
tecting human rights, the rule of law and democracy. 
Two years later, however, an Open Society Barometer 

http://www.iemed.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/QM35_driving.pdf
https://european-youth-event.europarl.europa.eu/files/live/sites/eye/files/pdfs/presentation-eye-desk-research-european-youth-in-2021_id.pdf
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survey12 in 30 countries (over 36,000 respondents) 
found that while the overwhelming majority (86%) of 
respondents want to live in a democracy, they also 
generally trusted politicians less than other actors to 
serve their interests. On average, 62% of respond-
ents regarded democracy as the preferred form of 
government (p.10); alarmingly, only 56% of respond-
ents in the US felt this way, and other democracies, 
like Germany (60%), also fell under the global aver-
age. The same survey found that 42% of 18-35 year 
old respondents believed that “army rule and leaders 
who do not bother with parliament or elections” were 
a “good way” to run a country, versus 20% of over 56 
years old and 33% of 36-55 years old. (p.19) Young 
people were also the least enthusiastic about democ-
racy (p.6), an attitude reflected in increasing political 
support for far-right political parties.13

The distrust in democracy and openness to authori-
tarianism compared to other age groups corresponds 
with inequality and employment trends, particularly 
since the financial crisis in 2007-08 and Covid-19. In 
2024, the youth (15-24) unemployment rate in Spain 
was 26.7% and in Sweden, 23.7%.14 In the Mediter-
ranean region, which has a large population of young 
people aged 15-29 compared to other regions, the 
unemployment rate has averaged around 25%.15 
Besides Spain, Italy and Portugal both had youth un-
employment rates above 20% as of June 2024, and 
France’s rate was 17.6%.16 In North Africa, the rates 
were higher, with an average youth unemployment rate 
of 24.4% in 2023. More than 30% of young people 
were not in employment, education or training (NEETs) 
in the same year and the vast majority in paid employ-
ment were working informally.17

Though lack of opportunities does not always gener-
ate distrust in the political system, it has correspond-
ed with voter participation rates, voting preferenc-
es and civic engagement. For instance, polls in Spain 
regularly show relatively high support (25%+) among 

12 www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/e6cd5a09-cd19-4587-aa06-368d3fc78917/open-society-barometer-can-democracy-deliver- 
20230911.pdf.
13 The Rassemblement National received 30% of the youth vote in the last EU election, and in eastern Germany, the AFD won between 29 and 38% 
of the youth vote in some regions. www.freiheit.org/human-rights-hub-geneva/gen-z-survey-committed-human-rights-worried-about-democracy-0.
14 www.destatis.de/Europa/EN/Topic/Population-Labour-Social-Issues/Labour-market/EULabourMarketCrisis.html. 
15 www.freiheit.org/spain-italy-portugal-and-mediterranean-dialogue/youth-mediterranean-echoes-past-and-promises-future. 
16 Based on Eurostat data — www.statista.com/statistics/613670/youth-unemployment-rates-in-europe/. 
17 ILO (2024) Global Employment Trends for Youth 2024: Middle East and North Africa, August 2024, p.1. 
18 https://theobjective.com/espana/politica/2024-12-10/vox-partido-mas-apoyo-jovenes-punk/. 
19 https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3181. 
20 Increasing Youth Involvement in Multistakeholder Dialogue: Youth-Responsive implementation of the UfM Youth Agenda (2024), pp. 16-19.

18-24 year olds for the far-right Vox party, which has 
found the division between patriots and globalists, 
and the broader anti-establishment, anti-liberal val-
ues messaging to appeal to young people confront-
ing high cost of living, overstretched public services 
and lack of affordable housing.18 Moreover, for young 
people, political participation is primarily regarded 
as voting or posting on social media, and less so 
participating in forums like the EU Youth Dialogue.19 
What then can be done to convince and enable 
young people to participate in civic engagement, 
and particularly dialogues, which would enable inter-
action with other stakeholders with different per-
spectives? What has been achieved by programmes 
aimed at raising this participation and how? 

How to Effectively Encourage Participation 
in Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue

Recommendations for including young people in dia-
logue and for making that inclusion meaningful have 
been consistent across projects. These recommen-
dations emphasize institutionalization of youth involve-
ment, leveraging existing initiatives for young people, 
proactive outreach to ensure marginalized youth par-
ticipate, collaborating with CSOs offering youth ser-
vices, sufficient resources to maintain dialogues and 
ensure outcomes, and respect for young people as 
co-creators and co-owners. For instance, to further its 
Youth Agenda, the Union for the Mediterranean calls 
for more mainstreaming of youth involvement; contin-
uous structured dialogue with policymakers on issues 
relevant and of interest to young people, like educa-
tion and climate change; monitoring and evaluation to 
demonstrate youth contributions; intergenerational 
communication; and building the skills and capacity of 
young people to input into policy and interact with 
other stakeholders.20 A Council of Europe report ex-

http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/e6cd5a09-cd19-4587-aa06-368d3fc78917/open-society-barometer-can-democracy-deliver-20230911.pdf
http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/e6cd5a09-cd19-4587-aa06-368d3fc78917/open-society-barometer-can-democracy-deliver-20230911.pdf
http://www.freiheit.org/human-rights-hub-geneva/gen-z-survey-committed-human-rights-worried-about-democracy-0
http://www.destatis.de/Europa/EN/Topic/Population-Labour-Social-Issues/Labour-market/EULabourMarketCrisis.html
http://www.freiheit.org/spain-italy-portugal-and-mediterranean-dialogue/youth-mediterranean-echoes-past-and-promises-future
http://www.statista.com/statistics/613670/youth-unemployment-rates-in-europe/
https://theobjective.com/espana/politica/2024-12-10/vox-partido-mas-apoyo-jovenes-punk/
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3181
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amining forms of youth participation in decision-mak-
ing across Europe also emphasized ensuring the in-
clusion of minority and disadvantaged groups, making 
sure that platforms for communication are comforta-
ble and accessible for young people, developing skills 
for participation and providing adequate resources, 
maintaining monitoring and evaluation, and showing 
that the results of participation benefit young peo-
ple.21 The Power of Dialogue Consortium report, enti-
tled “The Voice of Youth at the Table” (2024), recom-
mends facilitating inter-generational dialogue, working 
with youth organizations and young people as co-cre-
ators, building upon existing initiatives with young 
people, providing sufficient resources for these initia-
tives and others, outreach that speaks directly to 
young people and extends deliberately to young peo-
ple from diverse backgrounds, and mainstreaming 
young people’s political participation across sectors 
and within political parties.22 (p.40) 
The Consortium report does add recommendations 
calling for increased research to “raise awareness 
about the risks and opportunities associated with 
young people’s evolving political perspectives and 
citizenship norms,” (p.40) devising “a simple analyti-
cal framework to enable actors to self-assess obsta-
cles” to participation and create opportunities and 
“facilitate building bridges between informal and for-
mal forms of participation.” The authors note that 
“Young people are very active in informal spheres but 
are seemingly unable to make the step to formal par-
ticipation in politics.” It is this bridge that may be the 
most important for supporting youth engagement in 
multi-stakeholder politics and strengthening confi-
dence and trust in politics and democracy more 
broadly. If young people distrust politics because it 
seems to yield few benefits for them — leaving an 
opening for non-democratic actors to galvanize their 
support —, then political participation must both be 
linked to a range of outcomes and be seen as a spec-
trum of opportunities and actions in itself. To enable 
and encourage youth involvement in multi-stakehold-

21 Crowley, Anne and Moxon, Dan. New and innovative forms of youth participation in decision-making processes, Council of Europe, 2017. 
22 Other reports not related to dialogue make similar recommendations. For example, see Models & Programs for Youth’s Governance& Par-
ticipation in Planning: More Inclusive & Sustainable Cities, Sustainable Cities Youth 2030 Cities Team, December 2023, which recommends 
that “Activities should prioritize meaningful and inclusive youth participation in decision-making processes related to urban development, in-
volving them in shaping policies and initiatives that impact their lives,” “Collaboration, including adult partnerships with stakeholders from 
various sectors, is essential to achieve comprehensive solutions,” “Data and evidence-based approaches can also track youth well-being and 
guide policy implementation,” “A holistic approach should address diverse needs such as education, health, employment, and social inclu-
sion,” “Capacity building and amplifying youth voices are crucial for effective participation,” and “Ensuring the model is adaptable to local 
contexts, considering unique challenges and promoting sustainable and inclusive development.” (p.66). 

er dialogues, these dialogues should be situated 
within multiple, interconnected opportunities for par-
ticipation that are clearly connected to possible im-
pacts. For instance, if unemployment is a major con-
cern, then dialogues should be seen as spaces to 
discuss employment policy and job creation with pol-
icymakers, skill development to enhance individual 
job possibilities, and a source of information to influ-
ence individual and collective political preferences, 
party membership and/or civic engagement, and sus-
tained advocacy. The outcome of participation in a 
dialogue may not be a job, or it could be, but if situ-
ated within a process and range of political activities, 
its recommendations would influence policymaking 
and reflect the pressures and anxieties affecting 
younger generations facing high unemployment rates 
and financial insecurity. Participants would also see a 
trajectory between the dialogues and other forms of 
participation, raising the importance of multi-stake-
holder dialogues as avenues for engagement and as 
mechanisms for expanding faith in politics and trust in 
institutions and values. 
Building on this need for systemic, interconnected 
opportunities for youth engagement, the increasing 
prioritization of youth participation by regional institu-
tions such as the Union for the Mediterranean and 
the Anna Lindh Foundation represents a crucial op-
portunity. Through frameworks such as the UfM 
Youth Agenda and the Mediterranean Youth in Action 
Programme, these actors are contributing to a broad-
er shift from symbolic inclusion to structured co-lead-
ership and intergenerational dialogue. To ensure 
young people are not merely consulted but fully rec-
ognized as strategic partners, these efforts must be 
supported by sustained funding, youth advisory 
structures and consistent follow-up mechanisms. Ul-
timately, meaningful youth participation in multi-stake-
holder dialogue is not just a matter of policy effective-
ness — it is key to ensuring that young people feel 
seen, heard and empowered to shape the future of 
the region they will inherit.


