
 
 

Why We’re Elevating Youth Voice at TNOYS’ 2018 Annual Conference 
 
TNOYS believes young people should have opportunities to work collaboratively with adults and 
have a voice in decisions impacting their own lives and their communities. Because youth voice is 
critical to TNOYS’ work, we have always included youth presenters at our Annual Conference, and 
we began inviting youth to participate alongside professional attendees two years ago. This year, 
we’re taking our commitment to youth engagement a step further, by fully integrating youth ages 
16-24 as conference partners and participants. This focus is reflected in this year’s conference 
theme, “Pump Up the Volume: Elevating Youth Voice Through Youth-Adult Partnerships.”  
 
This approach will be of great benefit to youth and professionals attending the conference, given 
that research and practice-based evidence suggest youth-adult partnerships and the opportunity 
to have a voice strengthen outcomes for young people and make services more effective. Below is 
some of the research that supports a youth engagement approach:  
 
Positive Youth Development 
Youth engagement is a strategy of the positive youth development approach that views youth as 
resources, not problems. According to Karen Pittman, an originator of this approach, helping 
young people become “problem free” is not enough. Adults must engage with youth and offer 
them leadership opportunities so they can become “fully prepared” for adulthood and civic 
participation.1  
 
Trauma-Informed Care 
Youth voice is a core component of Trauma-Informed Care. When young people who have 
experienced trauma such as abuse or neglect are not given the opportunity to use their voice to 
weigh in on basic decisions about their lives, they may experience re-traumatization. According to 
Gordan Hodas, a pioneer in the field of trauma-informed care, a major focus of trauma-informed 
services is empowerment.2 Youth are able to retain some control of their lives and decisions by 
collaborating with providers in services and interventions when they are viewed as partners with 
valuable insights.3 When youth who have experienced abuse have the opportunity to use their 
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voice to advocate for themselves and others like them, they are given back the power they lost 
through the initial trauma.4 
 
Resilience 
Empowerment and supportive relationships are two key factors that research demonstrates foster 
resilience in youth who have experienced abuse and other trauma.5 According to the Search 
Institute's well established and research-based 40 Development Assets,6 empowerment occurs 
when youth are viewed as valuable resources and are given meaningful roles to help strengthen or 
be of service to their communities. Supportive relationships can be built through opportunities to 
work in partnership with adults, such as by making collaborative decisions about one's care. It is 
widely known that youth who experience one meaningful positive relationship with a caring adult 
have better outcomes than those who do not. This may include a relationship with a youth worker, 
case worker, or other professional who respects and values the young person. 
 
Youth-Driven Services and Policies 
Furthermore, youth involvement in programming appears to be highly related to positive 
outcomes and can facilitate an ongoing youth-adult partnership that supports change.7. By 
experiencing strong, positive relationships with adults, youth are likely to develop leadership 
skills, build other strong relationships, and become a stronger part of the social fabric of their 
communities and society.8 Research also points to the need for youth and families to be involved 
in policymaking, in order to ground policies in real-world experiences and ensure the best 
outcomes for those they impact.9   
 
For over 30 years, TNOYS has sought to bring the most cutting-edge learning opportunities to 
our Annual Conference attendees. By enhancing youth engagement at the event, we aim to 
provide a truly unique and impactful learning experience informed by leading research. At the 
same time, we are committed to providing the same high-level content our long-time attendees 
have come to expect, such as public policy updates and core competency trainings. We hope you 
will join us at the conference in June – visit tnoys.org/2018-annual-conference to learn more and 
register to attend.  
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