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Wilton Park Youth Dialogues:
powering the future

There are currently 1.8 billion young people in the world. Half of the global population is under
30, with nine in ten of these young people living in developing countries. This is the largest youth
population there has ever been, representing an enormous potential to deliver lasting positive change.
“Never before and never again will there be such a large generation of young people
ready and able to deliver change in their communities. This is not just about a demographic
statistic. It’s a historic opportunity.”

The Wilton Park Youth Dialogues began in 2017 with a focus on the Middle East, Africa and Europe.
The Dialogues bring together young people, government and non-governmental organisations, civil
society, academics, educationalists and business leaders for honest, inclusive conversations about
young people and their role in addressing local, regional and global challenges. They provide a forum
to discuss the effectiveness of existing policy approaches and explore what new approaches are
needed in order to co-create a more peaceful and prosperous world.
“There is a window of opportunity of a few decades at best to convert the youth bulge
into a ‘demographic dividend’. If not treated with urgency, our 1.8 billion young people will
end up as a lost generation.”

The aim of the series is to create a positive and action-oriented debate with emphasis on youth
ambitions and opportunities in relation to employment, education, security and peace. It looks at how
best to harness the energy and imagination of young people, whilst ensuring that they are equipped
with the education, skills and tools that will allow them to become resilient and thriving citizens in a
challenging world.
“The only reason that young people are now being taken seriously is that young people are
currently seen carrying guns and wearing suicide vests and are seen as a security threat. Young people
are being radicalised and becoming involved in violent extremism, affecting security throughout the
world. That’s a wakeup call to focus on why that might be, and to look at young people’s education,
employment, community integration and their role in society. This has shifted the dynamic. This is why
we need to think differently about how we engage with young people. It’s not business as usual.”
“The only way to transition towards
peace in the region is through moving
from ‘me’ to ‘we’. Exercises like the
Wilton Park Dialogues stimulate youth
to reflect on what it means to be an
active citizen, both in their countries
and in the region.”
HRH Prince Hassan bin Talal, Founder
and Chairman of the WANA Institute

Key themes
Education: no child left behind and a new education revolution
Goal 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals is ‘Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and
promote lifelong learning for all.’ Yet 61 million primary school aged children, 10 percent of all
children in low and lower middle income countries, are still out of school. Millions of children who
have completed several years of school still lack basic literacy and numeracy skills and even those who
complete primary school fail to master basic competencies. A Youth Dialogue in September 2017 at
Wiston House explored the role that non-state education can play in delivering quality education to
the poorest children. For many, however, nothing short of a new education revolution is needed.
“We are experiencing the 4th Industrial Revolution. Higher Education must respond to
this. As one million young people a month join the job market in Africa, there is now a need
for a new Education Revolution.”

In South Africa, in December 2017, a Youth Dialogue focused on how higher education needs to
change to meet the new needs of employment. It heard that education is not fit for purpose, not
giving young people the skills needed for employment and for living in the 21st century. This Dialogue
fed into a special session of the 20th Conference of Commonwealth Education Ministers in February
2018.
Education was also seen as key to
promoting peace and tolerance by the
young people attending the Youth
Dialogue on peace making in Jordan in
October 2017.

“The role of higher education in ensuring students are
developing the skills they need to meaningfully contribute
to society has never been more important – especially
when set against a backdrop of rising youth unemployment
and growing youth populations…”
Joanna Newman, Chief Executive and Secretary General,
Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU)

“Education on inclusive citizenship, shared common values and co-existence must be a priority.
New skills of social intelligence, analysis and critical thinking need to be promoted along with lifelong
learning to prepare for an age of automation and a different world of work.”

“We need to educate young people and
encourage them to believe in their voice.
Let’s focus on our abilities - our personal
motivation is the strongest thing in the world.
If we encourage young people to believe in
themselves and be strong, then they will be
empowered and be able to make a difference
in their communities.”
Muzoon Almellehan, UNICEF’s youngest ever
Goodwill Ambassador and Syrian refugee.

A Dialogue in November 2019 #safetolearn
focused on how to safeguard young people in
tertiary education in emerging economies from
bullying, violence, sexual exploitation, abuse
and harassment. It aimed to foster a network of
engaged organisations to cooperate for change
and to develop a new Code of Practice, led by the
young people present. Ensuring youth participation
has been key to all the Youth Dialogues.

Employment: time for change
In a climate of concern around global economic growth and productivity, global youth unemployment
is again on the rise, with young people in emerging economies particularly badly affected. It is
estimated that 18 million new jobs will be needed each year until 2035 to absorb the growing labour
force in sub-Saharan Africa; the African Development Bank says that without concerted action, nearly
50% of youth will be unemployed or economically inactive by 2025. Three Youth Dialogues have
been dedicated to this theme. In July 2018, one in South Africa explored how to create economic
opportunities for young people and build their skills and resilience to tackle the crisis of youth
employment in Sub-Saharan Africa.
Another in Jordan in October 2018 focused on employment in the Levant, the most youthful region
in the world. It also has the world’s highest youth unemployment rate, more than double the global
average. Recommendations from this Dialogue fed into DFID’s London Initiative 2019, a major
international conference to support investment, growth and jobs for Jordan.
In January 2019, ‘Turbocharging youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa: a new approach’ led to
the formation of a new coalition of Wilton Park Friends of Youth Employment in Africa to push for
a co-ordinated approach to tackling youth employment on the continent. The Coalition includes
the African Development Bank, the African Union, the International Labour Organisation, The
Commonwealth, DFID, the World Bank and Mastercard Foundation. This unique Coalition brings
together key international actors on youth employment in Africa with the commitment to compile
a digital compendium of best practices and solutions for youth employment that have the potential
for scale. It will also pilot a systems-based approach, bringing together multi-stakeholder initiatives in
Kenya and Nigeria prior to the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in Rwanda
in 2020.
At the meeting, the Secretary-General of the Commonwealth recognised Wilton Park’s unique
role in facilitating the creation of the Coalition and creating space for diverse actors with multiple
programmes to explore how to work together to deliver on the commitments made at CHOGM and
on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
“This can’t be business as usual.
Youth unemployment is the number one
challenge in youth development. We
must be daring to be transformational
and meet the SDG goals. We have an
opportunity here. We must grasp it.
Collectively we have the capacity to do
this and work together.”
Baroness Scotland
Secretary-General of the
Commonwealth

“Youth employment is not a
disease you can go into the lab
and come out with a vaccine:
there are no silver bullets but
there must be a concerted holistic
new approach to work together to
address the fact that 60 percent
of our 1.8 billion young people
are not in work.”
Bill Reese, Chief Executive
Officer Emeritus of the
International Youth Federation

“If you were to paint
unemployment what
would it be like for you?
For a young person it’s
sex, corruption, a rise in
HIV/AIDS, drug addiction
and frustration, with no
chances to get married
or even to live life.”

Young people as decision makers: sitting at the table
Throughout the series, the need for a new social contract between young people and their
governments is a recurring theme.
For many young people in Europe, this has focused on the growing intergenerational gap which
excludes youth from the decision making process and risks creating a future that fails to meet
their needs. Our first Youth Dialogue explored this with young people from Africa, the Middle East
and Europe discussing the nature of the gap between the futures that young people imagine for
themselves and those that policy makers imagine for them. It also examined how, and in what
settings, young people are discussing and debating issues that matter to them.
“Young people don’t just need a seat at the table with government. They need
real power. They should be given an equal shot at life and have a social contract
that acknowledges them as equals.”
“Let’s bust the myth that young people are not engaged in civil or political life. The young
person who decides to be a suicide bomber is just as engaged as the young person who
went out on the street in the 2011 Arab uprisings or who went out to vote in the UK in 2017.
The question is how to ensure engagement is constructive and not destructive.”

For many young people in the Middle East, the 2011 Arab uprisings were a call for a new social
contract and a new model of governance where young people are encouraged to be active citizens
and fully participate in their own communities and in wider society. This was debated in Jordan in
October 2017 by young people from across the Middle East.

“We are watching the collapse of the social
contract in the Arab world in real time. This is a
real cry for change but there is no political space
and the system is filled up. There is an entire
breakdown in trust in the institutions who are
supposed to be providing that social contract.
And extremism will continue as long as the
expectations of young people who have been
educated are frustrated by unemployment or
underemployment.”

“A new social contract is crucial: the model
of sharia is being marketed as an alternative to
a new social contract where young people are
engaged in governance and in their communities.
So either curse the gods or light up a candle,
empower young people, strengthen social
engagement and create resilient young people.
There is now a revolution of rising expectations
and that needs to be embraced with energy and
resources.”

“This is a region that has a poverty of ideas.
We need to create a space for ideas and mobilise
young people who are looking for inclusive,
political, economic and social structures. Political
and civil education is crucial so that young people
are not open to the ISIS narrative.”

“The Arab world is at the forefront of a call for
a new social contract given its youth bulge, the
massive spike in violent and religious extremism,
transformative informative technology and
accelerating international economic competition.”

Young people as peacemakers: securing the future
While some governments may regard young people as a security threat, many young people are in
fact engaged in peace-making and peace-building. They told their stories at our Youth Dialogue in
Jordan in October 2017 discussing how such initiatives can be scaled up to optimize young people’s
grassroots efforts, in the face of extremism and radicalisation, and how a culture of peace can be
supported where young people are heard and represented in a new model of governance.
“We’re swimming in a sea of youth exclusion. Even though every country in the Middle East has a
youth bulge, the first thing a government often does is repress youth. We need to engage young people
positively. ISIS recruiters exploit failed adulthood.”
Marc Sommers, Member of the UN Secretary-General’s Advisory Group of Experts for the Progress
Study on Youth, Peace and Security
“The organisation’s unique convening power provides a great opportunity for us to listen to the widest
range of perspectives on the many challenges facing Jordan’s youth, who make up 60% of the population
and truly represent the country’s future. I enjoyed hearing fresh ideas on how to empower young women
and men to realise their power as peacemakers.”
Edward Oakden CMG, British Ambassador to Jordan

A meeting in Washington in April 2019 took up the theme of Youth, Peace, Security and Countering
Violent Extremism (CVE) focusing on the recommendations of the UN Security Council mandated
report ‘The Missing Peace: Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace and Security’. It concluded
that young people are often more afraid of their governments than they are of terrorists or extremist
groups and called for an alternative, creative investment path to build youth resilience and deal with
the violence of exclusion.
This is addressed in December 2019 at a Dialogue in Wiston House on ‘Youth and the State:
addressing the violence of exclusion and building partnerships.’ This explores how relations between
young people and their governments can be improved and how young people can be supported as
active peacemakers.
“Billions of dollars are spent on countering violent extremism. If all UN member states, donors and
international organisations allocated one US dollar per young person by 2025 to support youth led
peacebuilding initiatives we would move from youth bulge to peace bulge.”
Graeme Simpson, lead author ‘The Missing Peace’.
“There is a need for a seismic shift in the way governments and multilaterals react with young people.
We need to move from security-based approaches to resilience that is transformational. We need to
change from being driven by security and risk to a mindset focused on prevention and partnership. We
need to invest in young people’s resilience and deal with the violence of exclusion, getting beyond jobs to
meaning, belonging and civil engagement”
“We need to close the dignity gap tackling that sense of alienation, lack of belonging, sense of
exclusion, that sense of having no stake in society and no sense of purpose, where there is no trust in
governments or any belief in a future.”

Young people in conflict: healing the unseen wounds of wars
Young people make up a third of those affected by conflict and disaster, with more than 600 million
young people living in fragile or conflict affected areas. For example, 25% of those affected by the
Syria crisis are aged 10 to 24. In January 2018, our Youth Dialogue turned to what has been called ‘a
mental health crisis’ among children and adolescents affected by conflict. It brought together experts
in young people’s trauma to discuss the scaling up of existing mental health and psychosocial support
programmes in a new road map to help heal the unseen wounds of war.
“The battle against Daesh
may be over militarily but
there’s now a mental health
battle to fight: after more
than 6 years of conflict, 1 in 4
Syrian children are at risk of
developing a mental health
disorder.”

“The international community has gravely underestimated the scale,
intensity and longevity of the mental health impact of conflict on children
and adolescents. In Syria, prolonged exposure to conflict, stress and
uncertainty means that many children are in a state of ‘toxic stress’: with
an increase in bedwetting, self-harm, suicide attempts and aggressive
or withdrawn behaviour. The long term consequences could affect not
just this generation but have a devastating impact on Syria’s future and
on the prospects for peace in the Middle East.”

Social media
Participants used #YouthDialogues to take the conversation onto Twitter. Please see our website for
videos and vlogs from our Youth Dialogue Ambassadors. You will also find event reports and partner
details at www.wiltonpark.org.uk/youth-dialogues. Recommendations were also discussed in a Twitter
chat in English and Arabic which reached 250k accounts. All quotes have been taken from our Youth
Dialogues.
The Wilton Park Youth Dialogues are in partnership with:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

UK Department for International
Development (DfID)
British Council
West Asia-North Africa (WANA) Institute
Mercy Corps
Save the Children
Restless Development
United States Agency for International
Development (USAID)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Association of Commonwealth Universities
UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office
Commonwealth Secretariat
Institute of Development Studies
Search for Common Ground
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Denmark
United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP)

Enquiries about the Youth Dialogues to:

alison.hilliard@wiltonpark.org.uk

Programme Director, Alison Hilliard

@ahilliard_WP
+44 (0) 1903 817706

Welcome to Wilton Park
The forum for global change
Wilton Park plays a key role within the international community by analysing and advancing the agenda on global policy
challenges. Our strategic discussions create and strengthen the links between ideas, policy development and delivery of practical
results. These discreet, residential events bring together leading representatives from the worlds of politics, diplomacy, academia,
business, civil society, the military and the media to resolve issues of international security, prosperity and justice. Participants find
this neutral environment allows differing views to be expressed and debated openly, encouraging understanding and greater
cooperation.
Our priorities include:
• Conflict prevention, resolution and state building

• Human rights, good governance and faith

• Defence and security

• Multilateral institutions, key countries and regions

• Global economy

• Sustainable development and the environment

Promoting innovation in
global thinking

London locations, such as our 90
Minute Dialogues and Annual
Address.

Wilton Park events provoke lively debate
and encourage inclusivity among the
policymakers and opinion formers who
participate. Numbers are limited to
give everyone the chance to share their
views, and discussions are
non-attributable to encourage frank
exchange.
Our 2-3 day meetings allow plenty
of time and space to share ideas;
creating the ideal atmosphere
for open dialogue, thoughtful
problem solving and innovative
strategy development. As well as
roundtable discussions and small
working groups, participants
particularly benefit from the
ample opportunities for informal
networking.
Wilton Park’s highly experienced
programme teams regularly recreate
the unique style of our events
at venues around the world. We
also hold shorter events at central

Developing a worldwide
expert network
Wilton Park’s international reputation,
global reach and strong relationships
with governments worldwide enable
us to convene authoritative, topical
and productive events. A key strength
is the ability to draw on our overseas
networks to ensure a broad spectrum of
participants reflecting a diverse range of
disciplines and opinions.
Participants regularly meet new
expert contacts and rediscover past
professional acquaintances at our
events. We encourage these evolving
networks and facilitate the ongoing high level collaboration which
shapes the agenda and advances
international policy long after our
meetings finish. We document and
evaluate our conferences, producing
final reports which participants use
in future policy formulation.

Our strategic, intellectual and
financial partnerships with
like-minded organisations give us
access to fresh expertise and allow us
to develop our networks further.

Building on our heritage

Wilton Park’s first discussions took place
in 1946 when leading British figures and
prominent Germans focused on how to
restore democracy in post-war Germany.
Our experience and expertise as a world
leading discussion centre has grown over
six decades, as we have pursued our
original objective: to address and resolve
global challenges.
In 2016, we celebrated our 70th
anniversary and 65th year at Wiston
House, the secluded Elizabethan
manor house in the English South
Downs National Park, where we
hold the majority of our residential
meetings. Wilton Park has been a
not-for-profit Executive Agency of
the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office since 1991.

wiltonpark.org.uk

