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“There is no Planet B!” warns the Fridays for Future movement, a global symbol of political youth 

participation. Many young people are currently looking to the future with optimism yet also with 

fear and anger, exacerbated by the Coronavirus pandemic and its consequences. They are calling 

to be actively involved in social processes so they, too, can help shape them now. Their demands 

are addressed at policymakers and civil society groups, urging them to represent the interests of 

current and future young generations and take their responsibility for young people’s future 

seriously.

The child and youth welfare community stands by the young generation. To us, young people are 

a diverse group. Our positive perception of the young generation stems from the fact that we see 

so many of them working to actively shape the circumstances under which they are growing up. 

Child and youth welfare gives a voice to all young people and their families, especially to those 

who are unable to speak for themselves.

Child and youth welfare works to create a positive environment in which children, adolescents and 

their families can thrive. And so the motto of the 17th German Child and Youth Welfare Congress 

(DJHT17) – We create future - now! – should be seen as a double-edged claim: young people and 

the child and youth welfare community work together in solidarity to create future – now!

Introduction
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Young people create 
future – now!
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Young people are growing up in differing social circumstances with 

widely varying opportunities for participation. Their postcode can 

determine whether they have access to them or not. Young people 

experience opportunities for participation at the local level, taking an 

active role in shaping their personal environment through their activities 

and networks.

Adequate public transport and affordable housing are particular 

concerns for them. For young people, their local environment provides 

them with a sense of identity and belonging. 

The majority of young people feel that Europe is relevant to them 

personally, yet they take it as a given rather than as something that needs 

care and attention. To them, the European Union is an economic alliance 

and a union of peace, an association of countries with open borders that 

allows them to travel, work and live wherever they wish. 

Young people’s attitudes to Europe are often infl uenced by their socioe-

conomic situation, where they live and how well they are educated. Many 

young people’s experience of Europe is quite natural because they can 

travel and work all over the continent; others have insuffi cient access to 

these mobility opportunities. Young people are calling for more exchange 

programmes and scholarships, especially for disadvantaged groups.

The majority of adolescents and young adults are aware that their 

future is being decided at the international level. Two of the most 

prominent global challenges occupying young people’s minds that can 

only be overcome together are climate change and migration. 

1



5

Many young people are tolerant towards a diverse society. For most of 

them, diversity is a normal part of their lives. Integration and participation 

for everyone are key for young people. They believe that all young 

people should be in a position to live their lives as they wish, regardless 

of their differing backgrounds and circumstances. 

Being confronted with the unfamiliar is problematic above all for those 

who live in less diverse environments. Young people know that diversity 

does not equal non-discrimination. Some of them acquire radical views 

and develop stigmatising attitudes. Those who take a stance against 

these views and attitudes often face diffi culties. The majority of young 

people feel it is important to appreciate diversity so as to create a tolerant 

and open society. 
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Young people live their lives in both online and offl ine spaces. Using a 

variety of communication channels is second nature to them. They use 

digital media for more than reading and digesting information; online, 

they are producers as well as consumers of content. They articulate their 

views, form communities and use the internet as a way to participate – 

an opportunity that is restricted merely by limited data volume or bad 

mobile reception. 

Young people are aware of both the opportunities and the dangers of a 

digitalised society. Bullying, sexual violence, fraud, theft and leaking of 

personal information are risks that they face both online and offl ine. They 

are aware of the importance of digital participation and equally of the 

disadvantages of being excluded or even barred from it. They want 

protected spaces, yet they also use the freedoms they fi nd online. This 

includes experimenting with various identities, expressing themselves 

creatively and forming communities. Their attempts to “belong” to youth 

cultures do not end when they cross over from offl ine to online – in fact, 

sometimes that is where they begin. 

3



7

Young people have a sense of responsibility. Youth studies have shown 

that the publicly projected image of young people as self-centred 

individuals is not borne out by reality. Fridays for Future is just one 

movement that demonstrates that climate change and more generally, 

the issue of how we can live together in future are exceptionally import-

ant to the younger generation. 

During the Coronavirus pandemic, too, young people have shown that 

they understand their responsibility towards elderly people, a vulnerable 

group, and have proven they are taking action. 

Young people feel that policymakers and society at large are not willing 

enough to listen to their concerns and allow them to infl uence decisions. 

They criticise that there are not enough opportunities for them to make 

their voices heard suffi ciently and weigh in on political and societal 

decisions. 

This is also true for participation options during the Coronavirus crisis. 

Here, in particular, young people fi nd that they are consistently reduced 

to their role as pupils, students and apprentices or trainees, which they 

reject. They feel that their many concerns are insuffi ciently recognised 

and not taken seriously. Young people know that their way of taking 

responsibility is challenging rather than subtle. They want to see this 

recognised as an opportunity rather than a risk.
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Young people can and want to be involved. To them, participation at any 

age is not just possible but necessary – and it needs to start long before 

they reach voting age. Young people are calling for everyone to have the 

same right to participate, no matter their social status, cultural affi lia-

tions or disability. 

Young people have a strong sense of justice. For many, eliminating 

social inequalities and ecological disadvantages is the reason why they 

engage. In doing so, they think and act globally, collaboratively and 

always with a view to the future. They appeal – loudly – to policymakers 

at the local, national and international level to ensure that sustainability 

is treated not as a fashion statement, but as a genuine guiding principle 

for their actions and decisions, thus ensuring that it is recognised as a 

benchmark for political action. 

They criticise traditional political structures that they feel are 

excessively cumbersome and not suffi ciently youth-friendly. Their 

creative approach to policymaking is designed to challenge the status 

quo and highlight the shortcomings of the political establishment. For 

young people, solidarity is something that can only be achieved if all 

generations do their fair share. In this regard, they are aware that 

in order for them to have a future, they need the solidarity of older 

generations.
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Child and youth 
welfare creates 
future – now!
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The many facilities and activities offered by child and youth welfare, 

including day-care centres, youth work, school-based activities, coun-

selling in many areas of life and residential care facilities for children 

and adolescents, form an infrastructure that is vital for young people 

as they approach adulthood. In line with the principle of subsidiarity, 

this infrastructure is organised locally through public-sector and inde-

pendent child and youth welfare providers, lending it the fl exibility it 

needs to adapt to circumstances and challenges on the ground.

Child and youth welfare services must respond to social inequalities and, 

when they are planned, take adequate account of local differences in 

needs. This is particularly challenging in rural areas, since the social 

spaces of rural children and adolescents are rarely limited to their 

place of residence and are hence at greater risk of escaping the 

attention of local policymakers.

This extension of social spaces beyond one’s actual place of residence 

is not just an issue for rural young people, however. In a globalised world, 

and on a continent with extensive freedom of movement, it is paramount 

that the child and youth welfare community clearly commit to its respon-

sibility to widening young people’s horizons by giving them access to 

European or international opportunities. 

While this also requires a commitment on the part of local child and 

youth welfare, it is a matter that requires a joined-up approach across 

national borders and various sectors, which in turn requires networks 

as well as an awareness among all stakeholders of the importance of 

having these opportunities. The child and youth welfare community 

needs to make a clearer commitment to Europe, allow all young people 

to benefi t from European mobility projects, and to this end promote in-

ternational exchanges for experts, too. 
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The aim of child and youth welfare is to provide all children and adole-

scents with favourable starting conditions and equal opportunities so 

they can grow up successfully and take their own decisions. In doing so, 

the child and youth welfare community is mindful of social and lifestyle 

diversity. Parenting, education, relationships and language are key to 

successful development and educational pathways. 

It is not important what an individual can or cannot do or how they live; 

what is vital is to what extent young people and their families have the 

ability to take action and make their own choices. 

Child and youth welfare must respond fully to the diversity of their young 

target groups and give all young people opportunities for participation. 

In doing so, child and youth welfare remains mindful of the importance 

of adjusting its services to the target group(s) in question and responding 

consistently to the transitions between different social service systems. 

Cooperation and collaboration among the many different types of child 

and youth welfare services as well as between providers are key when 

it comes to providing integrated support to target groups. 

For the child and youth welfare community, inclusion is not a new buzz-

word. Rather, it is an ongoing and open process that involves a large 

number of stakeholders. The aim of inclusion is to recognise and 

eliminate barriers to integrated education, parenting and childcare for 

all children. 

To this end, given the increasing diversity and heterogeneity in society, 

child and youth welfare requires equally diverse and multiprofessional 

teams. Inclusion is not just a matter of the right structures; it also 

requires the right professional attitudes. A critical refl ection of one’s own 

actions must hence be a natural part of professional practice as well as 

a fi rm element of workplace design.
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Digitalisation is part of our daily life, contributing towards the rapid 

development of communication channels, services and society as a whole. 

This produces new challenges for child and youth welfare. One of its 

main objectives is to assist children and adolescents and their families 

in acquiring media skills. They have to be empowered to pursue their 

interests and meet their needs online as much as offl ine. To this end, it 

is necessary to engage in a critical refl ection on digital spaces. 

Child and youth welfare providers must maintain a presence in the digital 

lives of young people and their families. They can use digital media to 

reach out to groups they may otherwise not be able to reach. The com-

munity is called upon to leverage the many opportunities that have ope-

ned up through digitalisation yet without neglecting existing offl ine 

spaces. This requires that the technical prerequisites be put in place 

everywhere, and similarly that everyone develop the necessary digital 

skills.

In this context, child and youth welfare must respond to any social 

inequalities to ensure they are not worsened by the digital divide. 

In cases where, in connection with the use of digital media, providers 

have to collect personal data, high priority must be given to protecting 

these. Users must rest assured that their privacy is safeguarded and 

that their data cannot be accessed by unauthorised parties, including 

other public-sector or government bodies. 

Digitalisation strategies must be consistently updated and developed 

further. Institutions must take account of the opportunities and limitations 

of digitalisation in their areas of activity, and remain mindful of these as 

they develop concepts for the work of the providers and organisations 

on the ground.
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It all stands and falls with child and youth welfare! Not least since the 

Coronavirus pandemic broke out, we and many others have known that 

child and youth welfare is systemically relevant. It would not be possible 

for all young people to reach adulthood successfully if it were not for 

child and youth welfare. It helps ensure that social disadvantages are 

not transformed into baggage that young people have to carry around 

for the rest of their lives. It supports families so they are not left alone 

to deal with the responsibilities of parenting.

Child and youth welfare is pluralistic. Public-sector and independent 

providers work in partnership. Together, they create an environment in 

which experts can do their demanding jobs in a professional manner. 

They all require the existence of a suffi cient number of competent 

experts. They encourage civic engagement and provide volunteering 

opportunities so that as many individuals as possible can participate and 

make their voices heard.

Child and youth welfare is a challenger! As an advocate for young 

people and their families, it addresses the pain of social inequality and 

campaigns for more social justice. It calls for everyone to accept a 

responsibility for creating a society that is geared to the needs of chil-

dren, adolescents and families.

The child and youth welfare community needs to become better than it 

is! It can only reach its objectives if it refrains from avoiding inconvenient 

questions about the quality and impact of its work. It needs to open itself 

up to criticism and engage in critical self-refl ection so it can meet the 

high professional standards it has set itself and lend credibility to the 

claim that quality comes with a price tag.
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One of the most prominent tasks of child and youth welfare is to offer 

democratic education opportunities as well as spaces in which young 

people can develop opinions and exercise their democratic rights. For 

this, processes need to be designed in such a way that children and 

adolescents can make their voices heard in all areas of life. For instan-

ce, needs-appropriate facilities and activities must provide adequate 

opportunities for young people and promote democratic education. Child 

and youth welfare must enable and encourage their young target groups 

to self-organise in order to live independent lives. 

On principle, child and youth welfare urges solidarity with the disadvan-

taged. While it is unable to create social justice, it must eliminate social 

inequalities. To this end, child and youth welfare activities are inherent-

ly supportive and encouraging. They are aimed at children and adole-

scents as well as at their families, thereby leaving a clear impact on their 

target groups’ lives. 

The future development of child and youth welfare is dependent on the 

quality and quantity of experts working in this fi eld. In this regard, labour 

market policy plays a signifi cant role. It must aim to raise appreciation 

of social professions so that the reach, and in some fi elds even the ca-

pacity, of the system can be maintained. To make these career paths 

more attractive, it is vital to increase the salaries offered in this area as 

well as to boost public appreciation of these careers. This appreciation, 

coupled with sound training, also needs to be extended to volunteers 

working in the fi eld. 
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Please address any comments or questions concerning this 

guidance document to the project manager of DJHT17: 

Antonia Dautz  ·  antonia.dautz@agj.de

Vorstand der Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Kinder- und Jugendhilfe – AGJ   ·   Essen, 24. / 25. September 2020
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