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How to foster youth 
involvement?!

This handout is extracted from “Youth Involvement, Youth Empowerment“ published by the World 
Scout Bureau in 2005!

!
Youth involvement is a key element of the Scout method:!

Both Cadet and Scout movements are out for the good of the boy. The outstanding difference 
between their respective methods of training is that of principle - one works through impression, 
the other through expression. The Cadet training imposes collective instruction upon boys from 
without; while the Scout Movement encourages selfdevelopment on the part of the individual from 
within. Military drill fashions him on to an approved standard as a part of a machine; whereas the 
aim of Scouting is to develop his personal character and initiative as a first step  .!1

However, it is sometimes difficult for leaders to adopt a leadership style adapted to youth 
involvement. Does youth involvement imply a non-directive attitude from leaders? If so, how can 
you guarantee that the aims of Scouting will be achieved?!

1. Directive or non-directive?!
Many leaders think that youth involvement implies young people making all decisions by 
themselves. To develop youth involvement, adult leaders should be non-directive. !

• A directive leader makes all the decisions.!

• A non-directive leader lets young people decide. !

However, how is it possible to guide and educate young people if you are non-directive?!

a. The concept of play!
The concept of play   can help us to overcome this contradiction.!2

Baden-Powell wrote that play is the first great educator. He also described Scouting as a game full 
of gusto. Play is often defined as a futile activity of no real importance. It is seen as the opposite of 
work, which is a serious activity.!

However, this question should be examined in more depth.!

Play constitutes almost all of the child’s spontaneous activities. It is synonymous with freedom and 
pleasure. This is not, however, a reason to deny its usefulness.!
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Indeed, all childhood specialists now agree on the importance of play in child development.!

Action play!

The first games children play (even before birth) are action games.!

Children seem to derive pleasure from practising their physical capabilities – moving their limbs, 
catching and throwing an object, crawling, walking, jumping, climbing, etc.!

This type of play involves two elements: physical action in a given space. It allows children to 
develop their sensorimotor skills and explore the space around them. However, it also contributes 
to intellectual development by helping children to discover and understand the logical sequences 
which make an action successful.!

Symbolic play!

Between 18 months and two years of age, children learn to speak and then to use symbols. They 
learn how to visualize absent objects and events. Symbolic play appears, characterized by the 
phenomenon of representation or identification.!

The child can use an object as a symbol of something else, e.g. a box of matches for a car. Also, 
they can identify with someone else.!

Symbolic play enables children to explore cultural space and affective relationships. For example, 
by playing with dolls or puppets, they explore the father-mother-child relationships by being the 
“daddy” or “mummy” of the dolls or puppets.!

Moreover, by identifying with a model whose qualities they want to acquire, they are encouraged to 
surpass themselves and grow. Symbolic play is a key part of affective development and character 
development (acquisition of autonomy).!

Social play!

At around seven or eight years of age, children learn how to truly cooperate within a group, and 
social play appears. This is characterized by three key elements: the acceptance of rules which 
establish the duties and rights of the group members, the formation of teams, and the allocation of 
roles which allow each member to contribute to the success of the whole.!

Social play is a key element of citizenship education.!

b. The elements of play!
In all types of play, it can be observed that the dynamism of the individual is confronted with a 
framework (fig. 1): physical environment (action play), cultural and relational environment (symbolic 
play), and social environment (social play). Play is a factor in learning and development because it 
enables children to discover their environment and to explore/develop their inner capabilities.!

In English, as in several other languages, the word “play” has several meanings. It can mean 
activity undertaken for pleasure as well as freedom or space for movement. “There is play” means 
not being stuck, but being able to move and take initiatives (fig. 1).!
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Ultimately, any situation in which a person has to face something unexpected, show initiative or 
meet a challenge is a situation in which “there is play”. Such situations are factors in learning and 
development.!

In contrast, activities in which the individual takes no initiative and has to repeat the same gestures 
mechanically comprise no element of play. They do not favour learning and development.!

2. Play and educational relationships!
The concept of play throws light on the notion of educational relationships and leadership styles.!

What attitudes and what kind of relationships should an adult have with young people in order to 
encourage their development?!

a. Offering play!
The answer is simple: the adult leader should offer as much “play” as possible, taking into account 
the capabilities of the young people. Offering as much play as possible means establishing a 
framework allowing room for initiative while ensuring guidance and security.!

b. Two ways of restricting play!
There are two ways of restricting play and, in doing so, limiting opportunities for development: !

1. By blocking any opportunity for initiative and exploration. The framework is so tight that there is 
no longer any play; everything is determined in advance; there is no room for initiative. This is 
the attitude of authoritarianism and overprotection adopted by some adults.!

2. By refusing to establish any framework or rules. There is no longer any play because there is 
no longer any confrontation between the dynamism of the individual and reality. This is a 
“laissez-faire” approach. Figures 2, 3 and 4 illustrate this explanation:!

If you want to play chess, you need to have both a well-defined framework (the board and the 
rules) as well as the possibility to move your pieces freely (fig.2). The game is challenging and 
interesting; you can have a good experience and learn.!

However, if the framework is so tight that you cannot take any initiative, you have no room to move; 
there is no play; you cannot learn (authoritarianism or overprotection, fig. 3).!

If there is no framework, i.e. a board without any markings and no rules, then there is also no play 
and no learning (“laissezfaire”, fig. 4).!

3. Framework and content!
If you consider the activities and the life of a group of people, you can distinguish two main 
elements: the framework and the content.!

The framework comprises all the things which guide the creativity/ freedom of the group members, 
give support and limit risks:!

• security!
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• rules!

• structures!

• roles and responsibilities!

• ways of working!

• time constraints!

• etc.!

In the example of the chess game, the framework comprises the board, the various pieces, how 
they move on the board and the rules. The content is what the group members are living: their 
activities, their experiences. In the example of the chess game, this relates to the strategies 
decided by the players and the various moves they make.!

It is possible to be directive or non-directive both on the framework and on the content.!

 a. Directive on the framework as well!
as on the content If you are directive on the framework and on the content, you are overprotective 
or authoritarian (fig. 5).!

You do not let young people take any initiative, make any decision. You impose your views both on 
the way the patrols are established (framework) and on the selection of activities (content). In your 
unit, young people are not involved very much in decision-making and the unit council is purely 
formal. You use it just to explain to the patrol leaders what they have to do.!

b. Non-directive on the framework as well as on the content!
If you are non-directive on the framework and on the content, you have a “laissez-faire” attitude 
(fig. 6). You are not providing any guidance to young people. You are not insisting on having any 
structure in the unit (patrols, councils, etc.); you let young people decide their activities by 
themselves and the way they prepare and run them.!

c. Non-directive on the framework and directive on the content!
If you are non-directive on the framework but directive on the content, you have a tendency to 
manipulate young people (fig. 7). You are not giving them any rules or any method, but, for 
example, you try to influence them in their choice of activities.!

d. Directive on the framework and non-directive on the content!
If you are directive on the framework but non-directive on the content, you have understood the 
concept of “play” (fig. 8). For example, you insist on young people having teams but you let them 
decide how to establish them.!

You give young people precise guidelines on how to run the various councils but encourage them 
to express their opinions and involve them fully in the decisionmaking process. You have truly a 
cooperative style of leadership.
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