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The Case for Space initiative, through 
this research project, has had a rare 
opportunity to measure the pulse of 
child and youth development prac-
tice, to pair the latest thinking with 

the lived experience of youth, and to under-
stand better the issues, themes, obstacles and 
opportunities that matter most to children, 
young people and their organisations and 
movements today.

Through a global survey, case studies, and 
18 participatory, youth-led research projects, 
the research has explored what strengthens 
and obstructs enabling environments that 
should ensure that children and young people 
can influence decisions, claim their rights and 
improve their livelihoods.

The accumulated findings of this report con-
firm and add detail about the major hindranc-
es for child and youth development, many of 
which are well known: poor quality education; 
lack of employment opportunities, dispropor-
tionate poverty; low trust in institutions; low 
political rights and freedoms; uneven civil 
society infrastructure; poor governance and 

lack of effective rule of law; repressed political 
rights and freedoms; under-resourcing of many 
child and youth organisations and movements; 
and an increasingly constrained legal context 
for CSOs and movements. 

It may seem discouraging that many of the 
challenges identified in this report are all too fa-
miliar. This is particularly the case when look-
ing at the broader global picture. It is far from 
new that poverty affects children and young 
people disproportionately, or that governance 
is closely intertwined with development out-
comes. To make things worse, many move-
ments of young people around the globe ― the 
very citizens who are best-positioned to address 
these challenges ― find themselves caught up 
in the current global pushback against civil 
society. The sheer scale of challenging con-
ditions that are present, by design or default, 
can feel overwhelming, even to the most agile 
child, youth or organisation and movement. It 
is easy to feel that the global balance has tipped 
against children and young people.

And yet there are beacons of hope every-
where. Around the globe, there are small but 
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important victories for the child and youth sec-
tor. And wherever there are hindrances, there 
are young people engaging in constant acts of 
resilience, adaptation and resistance. The en-
during abilities of children and young people 
to adjust, survive and transform the structural 
barriers in their way can be truly inspirational. 
Our research has showcased ways in which, on 
the cusp of a new era in global development, 
child and youth organisations and movements 
have taken constructive action: young people 
have used online communication to form ad 
hoc networks to provide basic public services, 
respond to humanitarian crises and form com-
munity-based protection systems; they have 
established socially-oriented enterprises; they 
have advocated for policy dialogue on contest-
ed issues; they have taken leading roles within 
organisations and movements; they have taken 
to the streets, sometimes risking their lives, to 
push for justice and human rights.

It should be a source of constant hope that 
children and young people are, in an often 
difficult operating environment, reassuringly 
creative in improving their communities. Our 

research suggests that a substantial number of 
organisations have managed to flourish over 
the past years, equipping themselves with the 
resources and authority that helps to weather 
the challenges other organisations and move-
ments have a hard time responding to. 

The recommendations of some of these 
young people ― our Global Young Research-
ers ― will, we hope, help to improve the effec-
tiveness of child and youth organisations and 
movements, even if they cannot on their own 
transform the persistently challenging envi-
ronment for youth and development. 

To only lament the scale of the challenge 
would simply be to indulge our occasional 
propensity in the youth sector to favour con-
versation over action. The Case for Space ini-
tiative offers an opportunity to advance ideas 
that can challenge and change the environ-
ment. From ensuring that the SDGs consider 
and capture the realities of children and young 
people, to making the UPR process address 
child and youth rights, and from fostering 
youth-led child protection systems to strength-
ening non-formal educational opportunities to 
support employment, this report has set out a 
wide-ranging set of considerations for action, 
from the local to the global level.

This research project has reaffirmed our 
belief that children and young people are 
the people best placed to inform policies and 
programmes that are created for them. The 
youth-led nature of this research offers a prac-
tical demonstration of how young people can 
be agents of change. Youth-led participatory 
research techniques offer a powerful way to 
enhance understanding of the various facets 
of child and youth development, and provide 
nuance, context and richness of detail where 
they are most needed. Such techniques should 
be built into research initiatives wherever they 
explore issues that affect children and young 
people. 

Primary school children lead a 
rally on waste management in rural 
village in Tamil Nadu, India
Picture: Restless Development
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Appendix I
Enabling Environment Index – Sub-dimensions

Adapted from CIVICUS (2013), Dimensions and Indicators Table for the CIVICUS Civil Society Enabling Environment Index  
http://civicus.org/eei/
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t Education
Includes basic literacy and numeracy skills, as  
well as enrolment and completion of primary,  
secondary or tertiary formal education

Communications
Includes access to technologies used for  
communication, including Internet and mobile.  
“Access” can mean skill, availability, cost

Equality
Reflection of social or economic inequality, and  
the impact of this on participating in public life.  
Measures include Gini coefficient, Inequality- 
Adjusted Human Development Index

Gender equality
Specific focus of equality between the sexes

So
ci

o-
cu

ltu
ra

l e
nv
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nm

en
t Propensity to participate

Cultural propensity or willingness of people to 
take part in civic activities

Tolerance
Acceptance or permissive attitudes towards 
difference (of opinions, race, religion, nationality, 
sexuality)

Trust
Levels of trust between people or institutions, 
which can lead to cooperation

Giving and volunteering
Propensity of people to get involved in more for-
mal charitable activities (making donation, helping 
strangers, volunteering)

Governance Environment

Civil society infrastructure
Strength of organisational capacity, financial resources and support mechanisms for  
Civil Society Organisations (CSOs)

Policy dialogue
Openness of governing institutions to outside inputs (levels of advocacy by CSOs, existence of networks of coopera-
tive associations or interest groups; engagement of government with outside groups or individuals in policy process) 

Corruption
“The abuse of trusted power for private gain”. Distorts ability to influence policy process, Can be of high-level offi-
cials or lower civil servants (Transparency International, 2015, FAQs on Corruption, https://www.transparency.org/
whoweare/organisation/faqs_on_corruption/2/)

Political rights and freedoms
Includes human rights, civil rights, political rights, access to information

Associational and organisational rights
Specifically the ability to freely assemble and associate with others in political parties, trade unions, special interest groups

Rule of law
Governance by laws for all people and not arbitrary decisions of governmental officials; includes free and fair elec-
tions and independence of the judiciary from other branches of government and the military

Personal rights
Specifically focus on basic human rights, such as physical integrity (freedom from violence, torture, extrajudicial 
killing, political imprisonment, disappearance) 

NGO legal framework
Legal conditions that allow NGOs to operate with relative ease and little impediment

Media Freedom
Open flow of information to the citizenry, independent from government or censorship, meaning any form of restric-
tion placed on the press, or in general, on speech or expression
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