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From Youth Voice to Influence

What youth sector ecosystem does Australia need?

International Youth Day 2026 - Discussion Paper and Survey | AYAC and MYAN

This paper invites young people, youth-led organisations, services, researchers, government, funders and peak bodies to
consider how Australia can move from youth voice alone towards real influence, shared power and a stronger youth
sector infrastructure.

Purpose

Young people are increasingly invited into consultations, advisory groups, co-design processes and other engagement activities
that affect their lives. This is important progress, but the critical test is whether these opportunities give young people
meaningful influence over decisions, priorities and resources that shape their lives and communities.

Too often, young people are asked for views after agendas have been set or without a clear pathway for their input to shape
outcomes. Being heard is crucial, but it is not the same as having influence or sharing power. As Australia marks International
Youth Day 2026, the Australian Youth Affairs Coalition (AYAC) and the Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN) are
inviting a national conversation about moving from youth voice to genuine partnership, shared decision-making and systems
change.

About us
AYAC MYAN
Australia’s national peak body for young people and the Australia’s national peak body representing the rights and
youth sector. AYAC works to ensure young people are interests of young people from refugee and migrant
respected and have the power to lead change. It connects backgrounds and those who work with them. MYAN works
young people, state and territory youth peaks, youth-led with young people, communities, governments, and civil
organisations, academics and the wider youth sector. society to strengthen policy, practice, leadership and

inclusion.

Understanding the youth sector ecosystem

The youth sector ecosystem is the network of people, organisations, and relationships that supports young people's wellbeing,
participation, rights, and leadership. It includes young people and youth-led organisations, community organisations, youth
workers, service providers, researchers, governments, funders, advocacy organisations, and state, territory and national peak
bodies.

Describing the youth sector as an ecosystem is more than a metaphor because each part relies on the other. Frontline services
use research to demonstrate need and impact, while researchers draw on practice to build evidence. Peak bodies bring this
knowledge together to shape policy, and the whole system relies on young people to identify priorities and guide its direction.
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When one part is weakened, by the loss of a peak body, a gap in research or data, or the closure of a critical service, the effects
extend beyond that organisation. The loss emerges elsewhere as reduced knowledge, capacity, coordination, or influence.

No single organisation can understand, hold, or represent the whole ecosystem. Local services and communities often identify
emerging needs before they appear in formal data. Peak bodies connect these local insights across jurisdictions, identify
patterns, and bring them into policy and decision making. Young people contribute direct knowledge of how systems affect
their lives and communities. The ecosystem creates value when these different forms of knowledge move between local, state
and territory, and national levels and inform action at each level.

Three features are central to sustaining this ecosystem.

e Young people naturally move into and out of the youth stage, so the sector must continually support new leaders, build
relationships, and pass knowledge between generations. This requires dedicated structures, resources, and investment.

e Young people are not a single, uniform group. Their experiences differ by age, culture, geography, identity, access, and life
experience. A strong ecosystem must recognise these differences and ensure young people facing the greatest barriers can
influence decisions.

e Decision-making power is not shared equally. Young people, youth workers, and youth-led organisations bring lived
experience, practice knowledge, and community connections, but need meaningful opportunities, mentoring, information,
and resources to influence decisions, priorities, and outcomes.

The role of national peak bodies

Peak bodies operate as a bridge in the ecosystem, connecting local knowledge and experience with state, territory and national
decision-making.

They bring the insights of young people, communities and services to decision makers, remove barriers to decision making, and
support young people to exercise influence directly.

As national peak bodies, AYAC and MYAN:

e Connect young people, communities, services, researchers, funders and government.

e Translate lived experience, sector knowledge and evidence into policy and systems advice.

e Translate policy and reform agendas back to young people, communities and the sector.

e Convene diverse perspectives and reduce fragmentation across the ecosystem.

e Advocate for structural change, equity, participation and long-term investment.

The importance of power sharing

Youth voice is essential, but it is meaningful only when young people can influence decisions that affect their lives.
Participation can become tokenistic when young people share views or experiences without a clear pathway to shape
outcomes. Strengthening youth voice means involving young people early, recognising their knowledge as evidence, sharing
decision-making authority and ensuring they can influence agendas, priorities and resources.

For AYAC and MYAN, the next phase of youth participation is about building practical structures for shared power, including
governance roles, early involvement in setting priorities, and the support young people need to influence systems.

Discussion questions

Please write to us and respond to our survey here: Building Australia’s Youth Sector Ecosystem



https://forms.cloud.microsoft/r/DCUVHHYCUV?origin=lprLink
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