
How to Use the Ladder of Participation 
Poster 

Quick start 

       Goal: Help youth reflect on their power in a group/project 

         Time: 15–20 mins 

        Who with: Any group of young people 

      Use when: Starting a project, during a mid-point check-in, or as a final reflection 

          You’ll need: Ladder poster, post-its, openness 

What is the Ladder of Participation? 
The Ladder of Participation is a simple visual that shows eight levels of how young people 

can be involved in decision-making. 

 

It was first developed by Roger Hart and later adapted for youth work. Each rung on the 

ladder represents a different kind of participation—from being manipulated or tokenised, 

to being fully in control of decisions. 

 

This tool helps young people reflect on how much say they really have—and helps adults 

understand where they might be unintentionally limiting that. 

Why use it? 
Too often, we say youth are involved… but are they really? This tool helps you and your 

group explore: 

- Are we just inviting youth to participate? 

- Or are we actually giving them power? 

 

It’s not about judgement—it’s about awareness, growth, and honest conversations. 

 

You can use this tool to: 

- Create more youth-led programmes 

- Check your own facilitation style 

- Give young people the language to name what they need 



Purpose 
This tool helps youth recognise the different levels of power they have in decision-making. 

It gives them the words to name what’s happening—and the courage to ask for more. 

 

It’s also a mirror for adults. Where are we creating space—and where are we quietly 

controlling? 

Who it’s for 
- Youth workers 

- Facilitators 

- Educators 

- Youth-led groups and councils 

- Erasmus+ project teams 

- School student committees 

When to use it 
- At the start of a project, to shape the power dynamic 

- Midway through, as a check-in 

- After activities, to reflect on real participation 

- In training for youth leaders or peer mentors 

- When evaluating structures or rethinking how decisions are made 

 

Example: 

Use it during a prep meeting for a youth exchange. Ask: 

“How involved should young people be in shaping the agenda? Right now, where are we on 

the ladder?” 

How to use it (Step-by-step) 
1. Explain this tool and set the scene 

Prompt youth to recall moments where they were involved in decisions—at school, home, 

or in past projects. 

Ask: 

• “Did it feel like your opinion really mattered?” 

• “Have you ever been asked for your input, but the decision was already made?” 

2. Walk the ladder 

Move from bottom to top, briefly explaining each rung. Keep it relatable. 

Example: 



“This bottom rung—manipulation—is like when you’re used to promote an event but had 

no say in it. Decoration is when you're invited to attend a meeting... but not to speak.” 

3. Reflect and place experiences 

Give everyone two stickers or post-its: 

• One for where they are now 

• One for where they want to be 

 

Ask: 

• “Where do you think you stand in this project/group?” 

• “What would it take to move up one level?” 

4. Dialogue and co-create next steps 

Turn the insights into action. 

Ask: 

• “What can we do as a group to increase participation?” 

• “What’s something we could change starting today?” 

 

Optional: 

Get adults in the room to do it too. Let it be a shared accountability exercise. 

5. Make it living 

Leave the poster visible during the programme. Revisit it during team meetings. Use it as a 

check-in tool. 

 

Tip: 

Take photos of the stickers at the start, middle, and end of the programme. That visual shift 

is your impact. 

Advanced Use 
→ Link to the Ideal Participant tool: 

Discuss: “To be at the top of the ladder, what do we need to bring to the table too?” 

 

→ Use it to train adults: 

Ask: “Where are we unintentionally keeping young people on the lower rungs?” 

 

→ Integrate it into your Theory of Change: 

Use it to map how deeper participation leads to longer-term outcomes. 

 

→ Turn it into a co-created agreement, ask: “What are our group values around 

participation?” Draft a short code of practice together. 



Youth Participation Check-Up 

This is a simple self-check tool created for young people to reflect on how involved they feel 

in a project, group, or organisation. 

It’s based on the Ladder of Participation. Use it to start honest conversations and spark 

ideas for change. 

 

Instructions 
Think about your current group or project. For each statement below, tick the box that feels 

most true for you. 

 

Statement Not at all A bit Mostly Definitely 
I know who 
makes the 
decisions here. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

I can give input 
before 
decisions are 
made. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

My ideas are 
taken seriously. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Adults explain 
why they did or 
didn’t use my 
input. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

I’ve helped lead 
or shape 
something real. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

If I wanted 
more 
responsibility, 
I’d know how 
to ask. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

 

Reflection Questions 
• Where are we now on the Ladder of Participation? 

• What’s one thing we could do to move up a step? 

• Where would I like to be more involved or take the lead? 


