Critical Input from Young People
The information contained in our series of booklets was
compiled as a direct r esult of several years of informal
research, with input from more than 600 young people
worldwide. Young people played an integral role in the
creation and editing of these booklets.
What to Keep in Mind When Reading this Booklet
The most important idea to keep in mind while using this
boo k l et series is that the key role of adults is to assist and su pport young peop l e . Young people are inheren t ly intelligent,
coopera tive and cari n g. Wh en they are given space and
encouragem en t , they wi ll flouri s h . Ma ny adults have put
great ef fort into learning how to assist young peop l e . These
are some guidelines that have been used ef fectively.
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Listening
to Young
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Guidelines
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Having someone sincerely and skillfully listen to
us about the struggles and joys of our lives can have a
huge impact on how we feel about ourselves and how
we function in the world. When was the last time
someone just listened to you think out loud for a
while without interrupting?
An adult can b egin to break down barriers by
learning to listen well to young people. Listening can
also be used to help young people build relationships
with each other.
Th ere are three ways to use listening in your work
with young people. One way, wh i ch we can call on-thes pot listen i n g , is to listen to the young people around
you in your everyday interacti ons. A second way, in
listening appo i n tm en t s , is to set up specific times wh ere
l i s tening is the on ly activi ty. Spe cial time, finally,
com bines indivi dual listening with a fun activi ty.

Listening is different than normal convers a ti on. We
are not looking for what we want to know, or asking
qu e s ti ons or giving opinions on the topics that are
interesting to us. Ra t h er, we are set ting up a space
wh ere young people get a chance to talk abo ut thei r
own thoughts and ex peri en ces in a way that is useful fo r
them. These are gen eral guidelines for using listening:
• Give full attention to the young person who is
speaking. Do not interrupt. This is harder to do than
you think. Try not saying anything for a while. See
what happens.
• Remember that the person you’re listening to is a
wonderful, capable person who is already functioning
beautifully. This is true even if you see her struggling
with many areas of her life.

• Do not offer advice. Advice may serve a purpose
later on, but not during listening time.
• Try not to direct the subject matter. When you’re
listening well, the young person will quickly bring up
the issues that she needs to sort out for herself.
• Actively appreciate and encourage young people
for every small success they’ve been able to achieve.
• Rem ember that your listen i n g, along with your
respect and cari n g,is significant and important in young
people’s lives.
• Keep strict confidentiality. Do not repeat or refer
to what a young person has said in social situations or
in conversation with others.
• Wh en given deligh ted , though tful atten ti on ,
people will often cry from sadness, laugh from embarrassment or sweat or shake from fear. Encourage this.
We often get confused and think that if we can stop
the person from feeling the hard feelings, we will stop
the hurting. Feeling the feelings is part of naturally
healing from the hurt. It will instinctively occur when
there is enough safety.

Listening is
different
than normal
conversation.

Good listening takes practice. Keep setting up situations where you are specifically just listening to
someone without interrupting. It may be awkward at
first, but you’ll learn to be good at it.
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On-the-Spot
Listening

Keep asking.
Most young
people are
not used to
adults’ asking
about their
lives and
honestly
being
interested.
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Our lives get very bu s y. Even five minutes, however,
can be long enough to ch eck in on a pers onal level wi t h
the young people around you. “How are you?” “How
are things with that friend you were telling me abo ut?”
“Looks like things are a little ro u gh right now.” If t h ey
say that they don’t want to talk right then , let them
know that they can anyti m e . Keep asking. Most young
people are not used to adu l t s’ asking about their lives
and honestly being intere s ted.
Notice young people (and other adults) around you.
Notice how they interact with people, and how they
seem to feel abo ut them s elves, how they carry their
bodies. Notice wh en they are acting differen t ly, and
wh en they seem to need to be listen ed to. Som etimes it
wi ll be obvi o u s . Th ey may be wi t h d rawn from the
group, or may bo u n ce off the walls or look for a fight.
We need to check in with the people who look like
they’re doing fine all the time, too. Listening is not just
when there are problems, but also to let people know
we care. Just this little bit of personal contact, with
your noticing them and what’s going on in their lives,
will make a bigger difference than you know.
Remember when your first-grade teacher took just
two minutes and told you what a great painting you
had done, or the uncle that would come to visit once
a year and play with you while the other adults sat in
another room? All of us have memories of adults taking time to let us know we were special in some way,
or asking for our thinking on something and really listening, or playing our games with us.

Listening appointments are specific times that you
s et aside to get toget h er with a young pers on , and listen
to her on a more in-depth level . It can be any wh ere
from a half-hour to two hours . It adds safety to dec i de
toget h er on a specific amount of time at the begi n n i n g.
Ca ref u lly listen to the young pers on talk abo ut wh a tever she chooses. If you’ve got specific issues that you
know she’s dealing with, it’s okay to bring those up, but
from there , l et her talk. This listening time is differen t
than our usual convers a ti ons, wh ere people bounce
ideas off e ach other and discuss a topic back and fort h .
Here, it is for them to talk and for you to listen . In
situ a ti ons wh ere it is profession a lly appropri a te wi t h
young people or other allies to young people you can
make listening appointm ents wh ere you take tu rn s
listening. ( See “Listening Formats” section.)
Choose a time when there will be no interruptions, don’t answer the phone and ask other people
not to interrupt you. You want to show your friend
that this time is the most important thing, and that
the “adult world” isn’t going to get in the way of that.
Every young person needs oppo rtunities to be a
priority in our lives. This helps her to trust her own
thinking. If you can listen to a young person and help
her think without directing the conversation or giving
advice, she will arrive at possible solutions and directions for her life. We can all remember times when
adults told us “Don’t go out with that guy—he’s
trouble,” or “If you do badly in school, you’ll be sorry
later.” You probably also remember doing what you
wanted to do most of the time anyway. While the
advice you got may have been good, young people
need to come up with their own solutions.

Listening
Appointments

You want to
show your
friend that
this time is
the most
important
thing, and
that the
“adult world”
isn’t going to
get in the
way of that.

5
Youth
on Board

Likewise, you don’t know the answer to that young
person’s problems, even though you may have some
insights. She won’t be able to change things until the
thinking becomes her own. The exception to this is
when the young person is in an unsafe situation. Then
listening is not enough, and you will need to help her
get out of the dangerous situation.1

Special
Time
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Com bining listening with one-on-one fun time
works very well . This is an important way adults can
s pend time with a young pers on call ed special time.2
Here the young pers on is in ch a r ge . S pending time like
this wi ll stren g t h en your relati onship with a parti c u l a r
young pers on and build their trust that you are on thei r
s i de and willing to fo llow their lead and do what
t h ey want to do, even for just a short amount of time
e ach wee k . It wi ll also increase young people’s sel f con f i dence by having som eone care and show interest
in their lives. Young people wi ll have greater confiden ce
that they can figure out how to get an adu l t’s atten ti on
in the way that works best for them . Re s erving this
s pecial time wi ll feel difficult to do. As adults our lives
are often set up so that we have limited time. But
s pending time this way wi ll have a big po s i tive impact
on your rel a ti onship with a young pers on.
By following some specific guidelines, adults can
better focus on a young person when doing special
time listening.
1 For more information on intervention, refer to the booklet Tips from Young People on
Good Youth/Adult Relationships.
2 For more information on special time, refer to the booklet Special Time by Patty Wipfler,
Parents Leadership Institute, Palo Alto, CA.

First, set it up for a specific amount of time, with
a clear beginning and end, and do not allow any interruptions.
Second, put aside the cares of the day, your daily
chores, and other distractions that will draw your
attention away from the young person.
Th i rd, du ring this time let the young pers on ch oo s e
what you are going to do toget h er. It wi ll be tem pti n g
to direct the activi ties so you feel comfortable, like
going to the movies or for ice cream inste ad of basketb a ll or a mud figh t . Try not to do that. This is one hour
a week wh ere the young pers on gets to reverse the
power dynamic. By doing this, you are giving young
people a unique ex perience that wi ll change their
pers pective on the worl d . Plan to do a fun activi ty
toget h er, keeping in mind that part of your purpose is
to loo s en things up and build trust so they can talk
m ore easily. You can move this into listening appointments, or have them be interchangeable.
Fo u rth, l et the young pers on know you love
spending time with her using displays of affection and
both verbal and visual clues to show how important
they are to you.
Fifth, give the young person enough space to be
herself and show things about her. By not assuming
specific things will happen at this time together, you
leave room open for new things to happen.
And last, use this opportu n i ty to have young people
l e a rn how to use their own ju d gement by ex p l oring
ideas that they want. As adults, we are often tem pted to
use time with young people as learning opportu n i ties.
Look at this as time the young pers on can dec i de wh a t
t h ey want you to learn from them !

This gives
people a
chance to be
listened to
and focus
some on their
personal
lives, which
will in turn
give them
more attention to focus
on the
meeting.
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Additional
Listening
Formats

Meeting Openings: Pairings. Start each meeting
with pairings. Choose a specific amount of time and
split it evenly between the two people (maybe five or
seven minutes per person). One person talks while the
other person listens actively and with interest. The
timekeeper announces when it’s time to switch, and
people reverse roles. You can ask a question like
“Name something that is new and good in your life”
or share a personal story of some kind. This gives
people a chance to be listened to and focus some on
their personal lives, which will in turn give them more
attention to focus on the meeting.
Resource Groups. These are specifically set up
around listening and taking turns talking. Divide the
time equally among group members. The group can
meet every week or once per month—whatever makes
sense. Set aside a lunch hour or an evening. Each
participant gets a set amount of time to talk and think
and get out frustrations and share successes with
group attention. When one person’s time is up, you
move on to the next person. Groups work best with
five to eight members.3
Ongoing Partn erships. Pairs meet approx i m a tely
once a week out s i de of group time for one to two
hours. Fo ll ow the same format as the short pairi n gs
a bove. This is a regular opportu n i ty for allies to get a
lon ger peri od of time to practi ce listening and have a
s p ace to talk wi t h o ut interru pti on.
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3 For more information about resource groups, refer to the booklet Leading a Youth
Worker Resource Group.
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