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Abstract

Youth engagement has been declared a priority by European Union and United Nations policy-makers, and

the Internet Governance Forum (IGF) faces similar demands. At the IGF 2021, youth called for more youth

participation, more representation at the IGF Multistakeholder Advisory Group (MAG), and for

acknowledgement of youth as a separate stakeholder category. In order to better understand why and how

youth participate - and want to participate - in Internet governance, there is a need for a critical

reflection on their presence, the spaces and activities they engage in. Therefore this paper looks at the

complexity of the youth identity and it looks at youth meta-participation: a process in which young people

and facilitators create participatory spaces for youth to reach their political agency and where they do not

only seek to engage in existing participation spaces but also to reshape them. The main research question

is how the youth want to change their participation at the IGF, specifically, which activities and

mechanisms are being created to improve the ways in which they can exercise their agency. Actors

meta-participate when the existing participation opportunities are not sufficiently reflecting their needs.

Thus, a clearer understanding of current and demanded participation mechanisms may lead us to a

broader set of questions concerning the effectiveness of the current multistakeholder model. This paper,

based on interviews with stakeholders and desk research, argues that youth do not accept the status quo

if it does not represent their needs or does not allow for them to explore their ideas, and they will utilise

processes to build the space they need or create activities bottom-up that allow them to change the

manner of their participation.

1. Introduction

In 2021, European Commission President von der Leyen announced the year 2022 as the European Year of

Youth, which focuses on “European youth to build a better future – greener, more inclusive and digital”

(European Youth Portal, 2022). This is also reflected in other international initiatives that focus on youth

taking an active role in their own future, including decision making processes, such as the UN Secretary

General’s report on “Our Common Agenda''. Its 11th commitment is to listen to and work with youth,

notably to “remove barriers to political participation” (United Nations, 2021). At the Internet Governance

Forum (IGF) 2021, youth called for more youth participation, more representation at the IGF

Multistakeholder Advisory Group (MAG), and for acknowledgement of youth as a separate stakeholder

category.

In order to better understand why and how youth participate in Internet governance, there is a need for a

critical reflection on their presence, the spaces and activities they engage in. Such a discussion is ongoing

in many spheres, notably in the Partnership between the European Commission and the Council of Europe

on Youth (Bárta and Lavizzari, 2021; Galstyan, 2019). At the same time, academic literature so far has not

paid significant attention to the practice of youth participation in Internet Governance. In one of rare

examples, Daskal and Orlova (2017) see youth as essentially a passive actor who have been involved in

Internet Governance in a top-down manner. They argue that “the existing limitations transform young
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people from genuine political participants into mere performative representatives whose sole function is

to play the role of young representatives at IGF” (Daskal and Orlova, 2017). This mirrors literature on

youth political participation more generally, which stresses youth political disengagement and positions

youth as essentially a political object which is “a challenge” (Kitanova, 2020) due to its passivity and

needs to get more involved (Kitanova, 2020 cf. Weiss, 2020).

This paper aims to support the discussions on youth participation by understanding the different

interpretations of youth and by looking at how youth perceive their participation at the IGF. It also offers

a perspective different to the sources quoted in the previous paragraph by highlighting the way in which

youth exercises its political agency and seeks not only to engage in existing participation spaces but also

to reshape them. Notably we look at meta-participation: a process in which young people and facilitators

create spaces in which they can later participate, in case the existing participation opportunities are not

sufficiently reflecting their needs. Therefore the main research question is how youth want to change

their participation at the IGF, specifically, which activities and mechanisms are being created to improve

the ways in which they can exercise their agency.

In order to look at this question, we consider the following subquestions:

1. Who is considered youth at the IGF and how is their identity evolving?

2. Does the structure allow for meta-participation?

3. How are youth changing the processes of their participation in the IGF

To answer these questions, we conducted semi-structured interviews with youth and facilitators of youth

activities complemented by an analysis of primary sources.

A clearer understanding of current and demanded participation mechanisms may lead us to a broader set

of questions concerning the effectiveness of the current multistakeholder model. Therefore, ultimately,

this paper seeks to explore youth meta-participation to understand the development and progress of youth

participation at the IGF, which can inform future policy making on youth participation.

2. Conceptualising youth meta-participation

We conceptualise the attempts of youth to reshape their participation in the IGF as meta-participation, or

participation with the aim to change existing participation frameworks. This is normally done because the

existing structures for participation are seen as lacking in some way (being too restrictive, ineffective and

the like), and so the goal of meta-participating actors is to eventually make the processes of participation

more legitimate (Potjomkina, manuscript, cf. Trilla and Novella, 2001).

Meta-participation is a novel and underexplored concept in Political Science, and we see it as a valuable

conceptual complement to the much-used concept of political participation. While political participation,

like so many political science concepts, lacks a single generally accepted definition, two core themes

emerge from the mainstream literature. Firstly, it is generally understood as taking place in the

framework of the existing political order. This can be done through elections, which aim to replace the

elites through a strictly regulated process. This can also happen through actions “in-between elections''

(Ekman and Amnå, 2012), such as petitions or protests, which are less structured but generally aimed at

the existing elites (cf. Barrett and Brunton-Smith, 2014). Secondly, participation is generally understood

as “aimed at influencing governmental decisions'' (Ekman and Amnå, 2012 cf. Barrett and Brunton-Smith,

2014, van Deth, 2016) adopted by the elites, without questioning the broader institutional setup that

produces these decisions. In short, political participation, as mostly understood in political science, is

implicitly constrained by pre-existing institutional mechanisms.
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Meta-participation, in contrast to “ordinary” political participation, is aimed not at influencing specific

decisions, but rather at reforming the existing decision-making structures - hence “meta” indicating

action at a higher level of abstraction. The concept has, in fact, originated in literature on youth

participation. Trilla and Novella in their 2001 article described four types of participation based on their

complexity and intensity, with meta-participation being the most advanced one in which “[t]he

participants consider that the participation and communication are not enough or that they are not

effective enough; therefore they demand or generate new participation spaces and mechanisms”

(emphasis added) (Trilla and Novella, 2001); in a subsequent article, Soler Masó et al. (2015) described it

as “the utmost expression of youth participation.”

At the same time, phenomena that can be described as meta-participation have been regularly described

in the literature. On the theoretical level, we can go back to Foucault who has famously described

resistance to governmentality as “the will not to be governed thusly, like that, by these people, at this

price” (Foucault, 1997), stating that the subjects normally do not deny governance altogether, but rather

wish to reshape it. Meta-participation, from this perspective, can be seen as the resistance to the

governmentality of the established participation mechanisms. We can also refer to the top rung of

Arnstein’s (2019) famous “ladder of citizen participation” which means citizens’ control over the

governance of a programme or an institution, although Arnstein does focus on specific programs and not

broader political decision-making structures. In a way, Cornwall’s (2017) concept of “popular spaces”

created by citizens themselves and possibly later institutionalised, as opposed to “invited” spaces that are

created in a top-down manner without much concern for demands on the ground, is also related to

meta-participation. In the literature on youth participation, Bessant (2003) discusses the limitations of

governmentality behind established mechanisms of youth participation and the need for the youth to

challenge the status quo practices and to seek democratic representation. Similarly, Cahill and Dadvand

(2018) invite critical reflection on the setup of youth participation mechanisms, including both their

purpose and various operational aspects, in essence demonstrating that there is space for

meta-participation by youth concerning the mechanisms that are available to them.

On the empirical level, a careful reading of many studies on civic participation and political mobilisation

shows that meta-participation, as defined here, frequently forms parts of these processes

(Frangonikolopoulos and Chapsos, 2012; Potjomkina, manuscript; Spirova, 2008). In reality, citizens do not

always limit their activities to the existing political structures and instead seek to modify or overthrow

these structures and entire political systems. If we look at these processes as mere attempts to influence

the content of governmental decisions, we risk missing out on their fundamental significance:

meta-participation seeks to redefine participation structures in order to create broader, more sustainable

change.

Figure 1: meta-participation and ordinary participation. Source: from Potjomkina (manuscript) partly

based on Trilla and Novella (2001)
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In this article, we build on the concept of meta-participation as elaborated in the PhD manuscript of

Potjomkina, who clarified the difference between meta-participation as being aimed at changing the

decision-making process, in contrast to “ordinary” participation that is aimed at changing not the process

but specific outcomes. Potjomkina (manuscript) identified four directions in which meta-participation may

aim to change the existing participatory mechanisms: it may be directed at changing the protocol of

participation (such as the number of meetings), the circle of participating stakeholders (which groups

should be included or excluded and in what capacity), the scope of discussion (what issues can and cannot

be discussed, and from which perspective), and the prominence of participation mechanism vis-à-vis

decision-makers (whether the decisions taken by a certain structure have practical consequences for

policy-making, and to what extent). Meta-participation is rooted in stakeholders’ belief that existing

participation structures are fundamentally not compatible with their political needs; and if

meta-participation succeeds, new participation structures will be seen as more legitimate by the

meta-participating actors. This is also why, we argue, it is essential to consider meta-participation as a

key to understanding and addressing youth’s alleged “disengagement” in political affairs: they are not

necessarily disinterested in participation as such, but only in participation under the existing rules (which

meta-participation can change). We discuss how this manifested in practice further below.

3. Methodology

To answer the research question and its subquestions, we conducted desk research and semi-structured

interviews, to interpret, re-describe and re-contextualise the individual phenomena within the

meta-participation framework. Firstly, our desk research consisted of content analysis of the IGF website

and its related documents on the IGF legacy website and its current website. The content analysis allowed

us to map the different protocols, processes and mechanisms that were created and in place in the IGF.

Secondly, in-depth interviews were conducted and we sought young people between the ages of 18 up

until and including the age of 35 with a minimum of three years’ experience in Internet Governance, who

attended a minimum of one in-person IGF. We chose a minimum of three years so that participants would

remember their time as newcomers, but have the experience of the continuation or cessation of their

peers and projects as their involvement continued. We also ensured geographical, multistakeholder and

role diversity (see Table 1).

Table 1. Outline of interview criteria

Criteria Explanation Examples

Region The region they represent following the UN regional

groupings, also included is a “Global” option.

African Group,

Asia-Pacific, EEG,

GRULAC, WEOG, Global

Type Different categories of youth. The target is young people who

can speak about the different youth mechanisms at the IGF.

The premise is that every person is an end user and therefore

can speak from their own experience. However, we wanted to

target those youth representatives who have taken active

roles at the IGF, and have over 3 years experience at the IGF.

We also included facilitators who organise programmes for

youth, who have traditionally been unacknowledged.

(Former) MAG, (Former)

YCIG, Facilitator, Youth

IGF/NRI, Activist

Stakeholder

Groups

Variety of stakeholder groups Government, IGO, Private

Sector, Technical

Community, Civil Society
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We identified 50 people across the different criteria whom we wanted to interview, of which we reached

out to 32 people. 20 people accepted the invitation, of which 16 people did a verbal interview and one

person did a written interview. The lack of response could be attributed to not receiving permission from

the organisation to respond to the research or because they do not identify themselves as youth.

Other limitations include the difficulty to find contact addresses from young people who change

institutions frequently, and certain stakeholder groups such as the government and private sector which

do not publicly make contacts available. Also, the focus was on in-person participation, which excludes all

previous remote participation options and the fully virtual conference of 2020. In the future, the study

could be expanded to include remote participation and include remote hubs at universities, however it is

unclear whether the data regarding remote participation reflects registration or actual attendance.

4. Who is considered youth at the IGF and how is their identity evolving?

The official stakeholders of the IGF are considered as part of the working definition designed by the

Working Group on Internet Governance (WGIG) established by WSIS, namely “government, the private

sector and civil society” (United Nations, 2005)

The WSIS Tunis Agenda looks more deeper into the different stakeholder groups in paragraphs 35 and 36:

“35. We reaffirm that the management of the Internet encompasses both technical and public policy

issues and should involve all stakeholders and relevant intergovernmental and international

organizations. In this respect it is recognized that:

1. Policy authority for Internet-related public policy issues is the sovereign right of States. They

have rights and responsibilities for international Internet-related public policy issues.

2. The private sector has had, and should continue to have, an important role in the development of

the Internet, both in the technical and economic fields.

3. Civil society has also played an important role on Internet matters, especially at community

level, and should continue to play such a role.

4. Intergovernmental organizations have had, and should continue to have, a facilitating role in the

coordination of Internet-related public policy issues.

5. International organizations have also had and should continue to have an important role in the

development of Internet-related technical standards and relevant policies.

36. We recognize the valuable contribution by the academic and technical communities within those

stakeholder groups mentioned in paragraph 35 to the evolution, functioning and development of the

Internet.”

(World Summit on the Information Society, 2005)

Youth is not acknowledged as a separate stakeholder category in the WGIG working definition nor the Tunis

agenda. However, in practice, youth are dispersed among the different aforementioned stakeholder

groups, and discussions are ongoing about whether youth should be recognised as part of the stakeholder

group (Fung, 2022; Oghia, 2022; Prieto, 2022; Socarana, 2022; Walpen, 2022) or independently (Ettema,

2022; Chukov, 2022; Pajaro Velasquez, 2022). However, in practice it is easiest to acknowledge and include

youth as part of civil society and not other stakeholder groups like government (Oghia, 2022), and mostly

youth fall in the categories of end users or academia which is then categorised as civil society in the

official statistics (Tjahja et al., 2021). Yet it remains unclear what is considered to be “youth” in Internet

Governance, and one dimension of youth meta-participation is aimed at clarifying this concept and

creating a space for young people to address issues specific to youth.
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The term “youth” is defined differently across countries and regions to accommodate socio-economic

aspects of being a youth in their respective countries or regions. The statistical definition of youth by the

UN covers age of 15-24 (UNESCO, 2022), whereas the European Union (EU) collects data regarding youth

from the ages 15-29 (Eurostat, 2022). The African Union (AU) and Association of Southeast Asian Nations

(ASEAN) maintain the ages 15-35 (African Union, 2006; ASEAN, 2017). However, the Youth Coalition on

Internet Governance (YCIG), the IGF Dynamic Coalition that brings together youth stakeholders (see also

section 5.3) defines youth as the ages between 13-35 to reflect the minimum age of those who can sign a

terms and agreement document on a platform, and the maximum international legal age for youth (YCIG,

2020). So in the abovementioned regions the definition of youth spans between 9 and 20 years, and the

YCIG definition spans 22 years. This large age range indicates that the concept of youth needs to have

sufficient depth to acknowledge the experiences, different life stages, and transitions between different

identities and stakeholder groups as time passes. Youth has generally been associated with newcomers

(Fung, 2022), where age, inability to vote and pay taxes indicates a lack of experience (Oghia, 2022). Yet

in this age range, there are participants who have over 10 years of experience and are still considered

youth (Chukov, 2022, Oghia, 2022, Schauermann, 2022), and their continuous development allows youth to

take positions of responsibility in which they participate as representing youth organisations and

communities (Monnet, 2022, Tjahja et al., 2022). Therefore to fully understand youth is to realise that

these stakeholders are not bound by definitions that are associated to their jobs, such as Government,

Private Sector, Civil Society, but by their current identity. It could be a student, as is most commonly

acknowledged at the IGF (Meyer, 2022), but could also be young professionals, families, national service

persons, who as end users have specific needs and concerns that they would like to have addressed when

it comes to governance of the Internet that may impact their lifestyles such as eye-tracking exam

software, online bullying or online safety. It depends what they are doing at that time in their lives

(Herring, 2022) and it is up to them how they then choose to self-identify.

Youth identity is fluid, and the individual can be externally perceived as being youth or choose to

self-identify as youth. Socarana (2022) feels that “youth are inaccurately depicted by many other

stakeholders”. Often the focus is on the value of the contribution, while youth are not always interested

in speaking from experience, but from a need, as policies can easily overlook youth. And while being

perceived as youth provides opportunities because there are programmes and activities that provide

further access and integration, this can also become a pitfall in the long term, when this

acknowledgement as a young expert results in being consistently re-invited to participate as the youth

representative, for years at a time to talk about the same issues. This prevents personal growth and can

create problems such as asking youth who are outgrowing the age span to continue to represent youth

(Schauermann, 2022). This also prevents new participants from joining, because there is a hesitancy to

look for new people who have proven their capability to participate in the discussions or the role was

designed for a specific person and therefore did not consider wider integration of young people or

continuity (Schauermann, 2022). It is worth reminding here that one person can be a youth representative

for multiple years and there are limited speaking slots available. In this case being heard is then based on

the individual rather than their ability to meaningfully represent a stakeholder group.

On the contrary, there are also young people who choose not to self-identify as youth because they feel

that they belong to a specific stakeholder group despite falling within the age bracket (Fung, 2022,

Herring, 2022, Oghia, 2022, Walpen, 2022), or on the contrary feel excluded or separated from the IGF

community, and then purposely do not associate themselves with the youth identity (Fung, 2022). Here

the focus is on integration within the existing status quo. However, this means that there is hidden youth

(according to definition) in stakeholder statistics and participation from young people could be bigger than

anticipated (Tjahja et al., 2021).

However, the transition from self-identifying as a youth or identifying oneself as one of the other

stakeholder groups is also challenging because there is no clear line delimiting identities, and most young
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people find it difficult to manage this transition (Fung, 2022). At this stage there are three forms of

transitions. Firstly, to transition is to actively participate in content processes and be acknowledged as a

contributor in your stakeholder group (Oghia, 2022, Schauermann, 2022), Secondly, to transition is to

establish yourself through employment (Oghia, 2022, Schauermann, 2022) but lastly, to not be eligible

anymore for specific opportunities. What can complicate this transition is when youth take on multiple

roles or ‘hats’ (Chukov, 2022, Socarana, 2022). They will change hats depending on context, but also

acknowledge that they are a youth while wearing a particular hat (Chukov, 2022, Socarana, 2022).

There is also a difference that needs to be acknowledged between Gen Z and the generations before

them, in essence those who were born in the age in which the Internet existed, and older generations for

whom the internet was a technological development. Gen Z are living on the Internet and have never

known the Internet as a separate space (Fung, 2022). As Barlow saw cyberspace: “You are terrified of your

own children, since they are natives in a world where you will always be immigrants” (Barlow, 2016). We

are now in a transition period where those who see the Internet and the real world as two separate spaces

are engaging with Gen Z, a new generation who perceive their interaction with the Internet as an active

component of their lives and therefore engage with the Internet with different habits, skills and values.

Lastly, this study includes facilitators of youth participation. While they may not be part of the youth

category, they actively engage with the mechanisms that foster youth participation. These are

stakeholders such as the IGF Secretariat who has a dedicated person to address the NRI sessions and

Dynamic Coalitions and thus serves as the facilitator of youth activities within those spaces. But also

externally such as the Internet Society, which funds youth to travel to the IGF and supports their

participation through a capacity building event. These spaces are generated specifically aimed for youth.

This section looked at what is understood as youth that goes beyond an age definition. While discussions

mostly revolve around whether they should be a separate stakeholder group or should be integrated in

existing stakeholder groups. When we speak about youth, it is not a homogenous group (Ettema, 2022),

and we should acknowledge their complexity. Here we must ask ourselves through which lens we are

looking at youth. Are we looking at youth as young people participating in a discussion, or youth who talk

about issues that are considered youth issues?

Young people have their own identities and problems which are distinct from other groups’ problems and

while not everyone who falls into the age category as youth actually self identifies so, there are other

young people and facilitators who want to discuss youth specific topics. With this in mind, it is important

to realise that this stakeholder group has an interest in further developing the Internet Governance system

by raising their issues and concerns. This explains the calls for acknowledgement of youth as a separate

stakeholder category at the IGF 2021. It also means that unless a space for discussing youth-specific issues

is created, this group of young people and their allies will meta-participate to create spaces and processes

to be able to engage in a manner that fits with their needs.

5. Does the structure allow for meta-participation?

We approach the IGF from two perspectives: the IGF as a convenor in which mechanisms are built and

maintained, and the IGF as an annual event in which (recurrent) activities are created or engaged with.

5.1 IGF as a convenor
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Since its first event in 2006, the global IGF has inspired the development of numerous IGF initiatives.

These initiatives aim to bring multistakeholder communities together to exchange on issues and create

outputs that could be discussed at the annual IGF meeting. These initiatives can generally be divided into

two areas: the National and Regional IGF initiatives (NRIs) and the Thematic Intersessional Work activities

(see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Structural mechanisms at the IGF

The NRIs are IGF events that are set up and organised by communities at the national, regional and

sub-regional levels, in a bottom-up manner. It means that any country or community can reach out to the

IGF Secretariat to request to set up a national, regional or youth IGF in which they organise the event

following the IGF principles (Internet Governance Forum, 2017). Their main focus is “to promote

multistakeholder dialogue and cooperation aimed at tackling issues of relevance to their stakeholders”

(Internet Governance Forum, 2017), and the application process requires consultations and reflections

with the wider public on the composition of the organising team and finding stakeholders to engage with

(Internet Governance Forum, 2017). Through this mechanism, youth or youth facilitators are able to set up

a Youth IGF. Currently there are 34 Youth IGFs (Internet Governance Forum, 2022a), each with a different

structure that reflects on their respective culture and community (Internet Governance Forum, 2021).

The Thematic Intersessional Work activities are divided into three areas: Best Practice Forums (BPFs),

Dynamic Coalitions (DCs) and Policy Networks (PNs).

Policy Networks are a recent development established as a result from the UN Secretary General's Digital

Cooperation Roadmap (United Nations, 2020), which aims “to develop multistakeholder expert-led

frameworks that address in-depth issues, challenges, good practices and ways forward” (Internet

Governance Forum, 2022b). However, it is unclear how a Policy Network is established and how the expert

is appointed. The IGF website indicates that the “IGF Secretariat neutrality facilitates the potential

among stakeholders and the MAG on the feasibility and benefits of the PN implementation” (Internet

Governance Forum, 2022b) which gives an indication that there may be opportunities from the community

to generate a new space, however it is not clearly indicated who and how PNs can be established in

comparison to NRIs where it is stated that anybody can submit an application providing they meet specific

criteria.

The BPFs brings together stakeholders to exchange good practices on specific issues. They are established

by a proposal of minimum one member of the IGF Multistakeholder Advisory Group (Internet Governance
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Forum, 2022b), and facilitated as an intersessional activity by the MAG which aims to provide concrete

output. Contrary to the BPFs, DCs are issue-specific groups that are set up and facilitated by IGF

community members where they are required to meet administrative and stakeholder requirements,

which allows for openness, transparency and access to the space (Internet Governance Forum, 2022b).

Within this last process, there are two DCs that were set up to reflect on (youth) participation, notably

the Youth Coalition on Internet Governance (YCIG) and the Dynamic Coalition on the Schools on Internet

Governance (DC-SIG).

The Youth Coalition on Internet Governance (YCIG) was established by youth for youth. The YCIG Charter

outlines eight objectives, which they aim to achieve, of which four of them seek to generate more spaces

in which youth can participate, or to include youth as a stakeholder, specifically:

● Implement solutions that address any gaps or inadequacies in the existing Internet governance

frameworks vis-à-vis youth positions;

● Ensure youth are included as speakers in relevant IGF sessions and workshops, and advocate for

mandated youth participation on the MAG as well as any associated fora and processes;

● Encourage the MAG and IGF Secretariat to adopt a range of more inclusive forms of dialogue and

meeting formats that enable youth participation through mandates, policy changes, and/or other

methods;

● Encourage more youth participation in Internet governance processes by providing opportunities

for meaningful engagement through discussions, interactive sessions, remote participation, and/or

other methods.

(Youth Coalition on Internet Governance, 2020)

We can clearly see that these objectives of YCIG are meta-participatory, namely, they aim to increase the

available participation space for youth representatives who identify as youth. Within these objectives they

organise a variety of activities in which youth are able to participate in content discussions on relevant

hot topics, but they also use the Dynamic Coalition as a platform to approach other organisations to foster

youth participation. An example of this is the Working Group on Youth Participation in Internet

Governance, which was an email campaign to IGF session organisers to include youth on their panel and

specify youth who fit the criteria for that panel (Herring, 57:23, IGF 2018 Open Mic/Taking Stock, 2018).

In addition to continuing dialogue on how to empower youth or promote youth participation at the IGF and

other IG spaces. (IGF 2017 Youth Coalition on Internet Governance, 2017; IGF 2018 DC on Youth, 2018; IGF

2019 Youth Coalition on Internet Governance, 2019; IGF 2021 Digital Cooperation process - Analysis from

Youth lenses, 2021; IGF 2021 YCIG Youth in the decision-making process, 2021).

Another Dynamic Coalition which specifically addresses youth participation is Dynamic Coalition on the

Schools on Internet Governance (DC-SIG). The Schools of Internet Governance are organisations which

were established independently from the IGF, but they came to the IGF to create a space in which the

schools from all over the world could come together to exchange, collaborate and reflect on good

practices, standardisation and the role that they play within the ecosystem to foster youth empowerment

and capacity building (Internet Governance Forum, 2018).

However, there is another level within the Dynamic Coalitions in which there is reflection on the manner

in which DCs engage with each other and participate at the IGF: the Dynamic Coalition Coordination Group

(DCCG) (Internet Governance Forum, 2016). Each year there is a main session in which DCs collaborate on

presenting an issue that is cross-cutting and YCIG has the opportunity to provide input and speakers (Youth

Coalition on Internet Governance, 2018). However, while there is a structure in place in which youth can

meta-participate by proposing topics, stakeholders and processes to engage on the design of the main

session, or more generally, comment on the manner in which Dynamic Coalitions should work and

cooperate, youth participation at this level depends on the steering committee representative.
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In addition to the NRIs and the Thematic Intersessional Work activities, there are consultative and expert

meetings which are convened ad hoc. These can be both open sessions or invite only. In anticipation of IGF

2020, there were open online consultations both through the NRI mailing list and through open webinars

where any person interested could attend (Internet Governance Forum, 2020a). The IGF 2022 Youth Track

is a closed session which invites all youth IGF coordinators and a selection of youth activists and youth

facilitators from youth-centric organisations to coordinate the IGF Youth Track (Internet Governance

Forum, 2022c). The 2022 IGF Expert Group Meeting (EGM) provided the community with the opportunity to

nominate people to participate. Notably, the outline for the list of participants included a youth

representative (Internet Governance Forum, 2022d). On the NRI mailing-list, the IGF Secretariat

facilitated a discussion on how to elect a representative and the group themselves decided how to

proceed: “There were the discussions of using the youth mailing list to openly nominate a person, which

was followed by the submission of CVs and plans by everyone nominated on the mailing list as a sort of

campaign or to say why they wanted to be selected.” (Botsyoe, 2022). However, difficulties arose with

new members joining and participating in the mailing list, late submissions and discussion on how the

representative would be elected, whether that was appointed by the IGF Secretariat or Mentimeter Poll

(Bosyoe, 2022). “Finally the IGF Secretariat made the selection based on participation, ability to attend

and represent you[th] and the engagement after the event.” (Botsyoe, 2022). While the ambition to

empower youth to design their own decision making process was provided, the introduction of a new role

and a new structure to participate among youth who are part of a mailing list and not necessarily know

each other proved to be complex. Their participation fell in-between a process and a bottom-up ambition

as there was an overseeing body that provided guidelines but no instructions in a non-cohesive group.

We can see that in the NRIs and Dynamic Coalition, stakeholders can meta-participate because they are

able to use the structure to generate their own spaces. As we will discuss in more detail below, youth

have been able to make use of this structure to design youth spaces such as the Youth IGF and the YCIG in

which issues for young people are addressed, but also where youth are the designers of the space of

interaction. While there are efforts to include youth in decision-making spaces such as consultations,

these consultations still rely on a convener to organise youth.

5.2 IGF as an annual event

Every year the IGF annual event is organised by a different host country supported by the IGF Secretariat.

Together they convene the event with the purpose to bring stakeholders together to discuss current issues,

exchange information and share good practices, in a manner that is “multilateral, multi-stakeholder,

democratic and transparent” as described in paragraph 72 and 73 of the Tunis agenda (World Summit on

the Information Society, 2005).

The activities organised for the IGF annual event can be divided into two categories: IGF Secretariat-led

activities and stakeholder-led activities (see Figure 2). Activities organised by the IGF Secretariat is a

top-down approach to inclusiveness, in which stakeholders can use existing processes to

(meta-)participate. Then there are the stakeholder-led activities, in which stakeholders create bottom-up

activities at the IGF independently from existing processes.

Figure 2: Activities at the IGF Annual Event
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The main event has an agenda that is co-designed by stakeholders who submit session proposals and a

Multistakeholder Advisory Group (MAG) who reflect on the session proposals and advise on the programme

and the schedule facilitated by the IGF Secretariat. This process is open to the public, and there are

several types of sessions to which stakeholders can submit a proposal. Youth as individuals are able to

submit proposals to workshops, launches and awards, lightning talks and pre-event (day 0) sessions, as

they fall in the eligibility category of “stakeholders with demonstrated interest in Internet governance”

(Internet Governance Forum, 2022e). To submit a workshop proposal, they will need to meet certain

submission and diversity criteria such as including geographical representation, gender balance and youth

(Internet Governance Forum, 2022f) both as part of the organising team and as speakers in the session.

However the launches and awards, lightning talks and pre-event (day 0) sessions do not have this

requirement as the style of the session does not per se require it, but allows any individual to submit

sessions. Increasingly youth have become active proposers of sessions and engage on panels as speakers on

a variety of topics, including but not exclusively on youth issues.

One other notable session is the open mic/taking stock with the MAG Chair and the IGF Secretariat Head

of Office in which youth can present any ideas, raise awareness, present proposals and solutions. Youth

have used this space to comment on the structure in which internet governance is being addressed

(Badiei, 40:57), highlighting missing issues that should be addressed in the future from regional and youth

perspectives (Fung, 1:18:01), access to participation within the physical location (Sweet, 1:59:03),

inclusivity in participation from the wider global community (Latham, 1:56:40) and IGF community

behaviour towards youth and youth participation (Herring, 57:23) (IGF 2018 Open Mic/Taking Stock, 2018).

What makes this session notable is that this is on the record for reflection and every person in the room

and online has the opportunity to provide their short statement. The interesting point of youth voices in

the above examples is that they choose to use this space to meta-participate through influencing existing

processes and asking to change decision making processes.

A prominent side-event is the IGF Village, where organisations can set up booths for visitors to learn about

the organisation, their projects and mission. It is also a place for networking where some booths have

meeting spaces to have discussions. The application procedure works on a first-served basis as there is a

limited number of booths available, however, the IGF Secretariat also considers stakeholder and regional

diversity. Youth have been able to obtain booths at the IGF Village such as Digital Grassroots, the Internet

Society’s Youth Observatory, DotAsia organisation, and others. Modey (2022) explains that with Digital

Grassroots “we leverage the IGF to promote our programs, what we do and our networks. And we also use
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it to make connections for people who can be mentored on our program. So when people come to talk to

us in our booth, we tell them about our programs, and if you're an expert, we invite you to be a mentor.

And if we sign up to be mentors, so that the next time we'll have you in our programs, and depending on

the line of work that you related to, we can match you up with any of our ambassadors for you to have a

meeting with them, talk to them about the issues they are working on and stuff like that.”

In essence, youth uses this space to raise awareness but also create opportunities for engagement.

An opportunity that the IGF Secretariat established to open up access to communities world-wide is

providing technical facilities to include remote participants. Specifically, the Secretariat opened

registrations for remote hubs as satellite events which are completely organised by stakeholder groups

themselves. Remote hubs participate at the IGF and can ask questions from the floor, in addition they also

organise their own activities such as consultations and capacity building. Some institutions have organised

remote hubs to facilitate youth participation, specifically by providing a space in which they can ask their

questions surrounded and supported by their peers internationally.

Since 2019, a youth pre-event has been organised by youth from the host country and the IGF Secretariat

(Internet Governance Forum, 2020b; NASK, 2021; Youth Internet Governance Forum, 2019). This Youth

Summit facilitates discussions between senior stakeholders and youth, based on policy messages which

empower young people to enter discussions at the IGF. While the format provides opportunity, the

community engagement or reaction to these initiatives have not met its intended purposes. Senior

stakeholders have been reported to only attend the initial speeches but did not stay until the end of the

event as planned (Piccolo, 2022).

In the previous section we mentioned that the IGF led a consultation on the IGF Youth Track in which

stakeholders can comment on the design and structure of the events. Here we seek to elaborate on the

IGF Youth Track as an activity that was created to foster spaces for youth in regional events to guide them

to the global IGF. The activity seeks to introduce themes important to youth that are connected with

themes from the Youth Summit and the global IGF and engage discussion among participants and

stakeholders (Internet Governance Forum, 2022c). The event provides an initial interaction across regions,

youth facilitators, and IG youth events. Furthermore, participants become familiar with other participants

and it allows them to build networks in anticipation of the physical global event.

There are also stakeholder-led initiatives in which independent activities were organised to foster

participation, for example youth programmes such as the ISOC IGF Ambassador scheme and the Mozilla

Fellowships. These organisations sponsor a certain number of young people (10-30 participants) to follow a

programme that fits the mission, goals and ideology of the organisation and to participate in the IGF.

These organisations took the initiative to facilitate youth participation by creating capacity building

spaces for young people to become aware of specific issues, and then integrating them in the IGF

community through knowledge-sharing but also by providing a support system with the host organisation

and the other selected peers. At the end of the programme, the youth participants are encouraged to

further collaborate and “they launch a project, they launch an organisation, they do some initiatives”

(Prieto, 2022). However, these young people are often not considered “youth” by the wider stakeholder

community, instead they are perceived as affiliated to the respective host organisation (Chukov, 2022),

such as the IGF Youth Ambassadors who are considered part of the Internet Society.

Besides organisations, there are also academic institutions that bring their students and PhD candidates to

attend the IGF in-person and online (Meyer, 2022). They use the event as a learning experience or to

conduct research. However, in general, students do not play an active role at the IGF, they attend sessions

to feel inspired about their research papers (Meyer, 2022). Yet due to the open nature of participation

from the floor, students do have the opportunity and are encouraged to engage (Meyer, 2022). Youth also
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empower themselves through self-learning. They use the Internet to become aware of the issues most

important to them and find the IGF as a space in which they can interact.

Besides capacity building initiatives, there are also other examples of meta-participation which seek to

engage wider audiences and create spaces to raise awareness through demonstrations and media

engagement.

In the history of the IGF, there have been three demonstrations that took place. At IGF 2014, two activists

boycotted the event and chose not to participate (Akdeniz and Altiparmak, 2014; Deutsche Welle, 2014).

At IGF 2016 civil society organisations presented a speech and a petition in the closing ceremony (Article

19, 2016, p. 19; Vázquez, 2016). And at IGF 2021, youth took the stage to raise awareness on climate

change and coal .
1

The media has been in some years a recognised stakeholder and in other years part of the civil society

stakeholder group. They can attend to participate in relevant topics such as freedom of speech or

disinformation, but they could also attend to conduct interviews or write articles. Youth have produced

media from the IGF, but also engaged with media.

Overall, the different mechanisms and activities organise and coordinate stakeholders to effectively

participate at the IGF with the aim to promote multistakeholder dialogue on issues that are relevant to

the attending stakeholders. They offer room for meta-participation, where youth can create additional

spaces in which they are able to address their concerns or represent issues they are concerned with. In

essence, the IGF allows space for meta-participation to create new building blocks, and the question is

whether youth are active in using these opportunities, or whether they will create opportunities for

themselves to insert themselves in spaces to be included.

6. How are youth changing the processes of their participation in the IGF?

From the last two sections we can glean that youth have multiple entry points in which they can

meta-participate: create spaces for themselves and other youth to participate in the IGF. However, there

seem to be two separate tracks developing within the IGF. The younger youth are keen on creating

separate spaces for youth in which there are discussions on issues that pertain to youth that are created

by and for youth (Pajaro Velasquez, 2022), whereas the older youth are more focused on integration of

youth within existing spaces and are looking into creating spaces in which all stakeholders are

participating (Prieto, 2022, Walpen, 2022).

The separate spaces that younger youth are creating are aimed to provide a safe space within the IGF as

participating can be a daunting experience, based on the status, the level and the lack of familiarity with

the process. These youth-oriented spaces empower youth to familiarise themselves with the processes and

provide low threshold networking experiences. This space is important because sometimes youth do not

feel safe within these bigger spaces as they feel insecure about their knowledge (Socarana, 2022) or

because the environment is hostile towards their country (Monnet, 2022) or towards their personal

identity (Pajaro Velasquez, 2022). Therefore this self-designed space provides them the opportunity to

explore and navigate without too much pressure. Yet the older youth are seeking for other ways of

transitioning into a stakeholder group rather than “naturally fall out of [being a youth] at some point”

(Schauermann, 2022). These older youth are willing to put the energy in to participate and their focus is

on the messages they want to share (Socarana, 2022), but do not want to create separate spaces to

further develop, but are also not ready to join existing processes. In essence, for returning participants

there are no further integration processes beyond actively participating in the main activities in

comparison to newcomers, or capacity-building activities.

1
There are no sources available of the event. There are only eyewitness accounts.
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Other evidence of this duality is the call for youth to be acknowledged as a separate stakeholder category.

This falls in line with discussions whether youth should be separate and have their own events, dedicated

to youth-specific topics, or whether they should be integrated within other stakeholder groups.

Within these youth spaces youth does feel heard, but often question what the follow up afterwards is

(Chukov 2022, Ettema, 2022, Socarana, 2022): how are their messages being understood, who is listening

and what are they doing to engage with this. Piccolo (2022) mentioned the lack of interaction from

policymakers at the Youth Summit, and Schauermann (2022) provided insights of participation being

tailored to the individual rather than creating institutional structure. Here we see that it is not the

structure that is not accommodating youth, but the perception of youth by the other stakeholders and

lack of importance given to their feedback. Yet, youth are not deterred by the lack of engagement from

the top, instead they themselves create their own projects such as the Digital Grassroots organisation

(Modey, 2022) and #DearGovernments (Piccolo, 2022) which focuses on the bottom. Modey (2022)

explained that Digital Grassroots use the IGF Village Booth to raise awareness of their youth programmes,

but at the same time use the space to connect with people who then join as mentors to these newcomers.

Where policymakers in official events have failed youth engagement, Digital Grassroots created a more

intimate atmosphere where they encourage engagement on an individual level to support long term

engagement with the Internet Governance Forum.

The problem with these independent projects is that “there is not enough commitment to have

continuation into the structure of the youth community, people come and go” (Schauermann, 2022) and it

is reliant on the individuals who are currently engaging. Formalisation of youth structures such as the YCIG

and the Youth Observatory have also shown that there is a lack of institutional memory. The YCIG term is

only 1 year with a 1 year extension. Due to little time to work on long term projects, there is often

repetition and loss (Schauermann, 2022). In spite of this, many former youth leaders take on roles that

support youth participation in other places (Fung, 2022) and connect youth spaces together, so as the

youth community is growing, it is forming its own spaces and networks to further engage in.

It is evident that youth are choosing to stand for positions to create change (Pajaro Velasquez, 2022) and

that they are creating their own spaces of change (Modey, 2022). It is complex to assign a youth

representative as “youth are not one group. It’s not one homogenic group. So if we have a youth

representative, that doesn’t mean that youth representative speaks on behalf of all youth” (Ettema,

2022). However, there have been steps within the IGF, and in Russia, to foster a youth representative

position. During the EGM, the IGF Secretariat started a process among the NRIs to elect a youth

representative for the very first time. Although the process itself resulted with the IGF Secretariat

intervening to select someone, a first step was made to acknowledge such a position. Russia is also

promoting the national role of the Youth Digital Ombudsperson. According to Chukov, “young people in

Russia, those who are interested in the [digital] sphere, deserve to be well represented and have their

own counteragent with the business, civil society and governmental institutions, and this person was

selected by the jury in the [Russian IGF] forum and several people applied to be the Youth Digital

Ombudsman… This was our creative solution, how to make this experience where people are not just

limited to one term, but make sure that young people have some continuation and they can work as a

team and achieve something and try to form public opinion on the interesting topics for young people”.

Russia is now working towards establishing a network of Youth Digital Ombudspersons.

We can see that youth are taking steps to use existing processes but are not deterred when these

processes do not meet their needs or expectations. They have been resourceful and innovative by

meta-participating: creating new spaces to fill the gaps and finding the stakeholders that encourage them

to further develop.
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7. Conclusion

Over the years young people have become more confident in attending international conferences and

forums. Not only have their increasing attendance been noticeable - the manner of their participation has

evolved. They do not accept the status quo if it does not represent their needs or does not allow for them

to explore their ideas, and they will utilise processes to build the space they need or create activities that

allow them to change the manner of their participation.

The IGF is an open space and fosters a multistakeholder community where everybody is welcome to

participate. It is within this space where youth are empowered to take action and create change from

within an institution, but also to add activities to broaden existing spaces. We have seen with YCIG that

they used the process to organise their activities and use this space to impact other spaces to foster

further youth participation.

Yet the biggest barrier to their participation is how the wider community perceives and supports youth.

There is no clear understanding of what the youth identity encompasses. The personal associations

towards what a youth represents may then create a barrier for participation. This is manifested in ideas

such as that youth are newcomers, that they are inexperienced and that their participation should focus

around capacity building. However, it neglects the understanding of the complexity which entails youth,

such as acknowledging the large age span, but also acknowledging that while they may not have

experience, they do have specific needs that must be addressed, and need acknowledgement and

dedicated spaces to do so. The article has shown that young people who choose youth as their primary

identity at the IGF have creatively used the existing opportunities to create new spaces and call for

recognition of their stakeholder group and follow-up to youth demands. Meta-participation of these young

people has been resourceful and creative.

With this paper we shed light on the scope of what youth is and showed stakeholders that youth are

consciously aware of the limitations of the processes that do not meet their needs, and are driven to

create spaces for themselves and their peers to be able to raise their concerns and receive genuine

acknowledgement. In current discussions about the future of the IGF, the awareness of youth taking their

own initiatives should not be ignored. Harnessing their motivation and energy to create engagement and

refine IGF processes to address the needs of the new generation will allow for a sustainable project

supported by a strong flow of newcomers transitioning into long-term partners.

Further research on this topic would seek to widen the interview pool and include youth from rural areas,

indigenous peoples, and those who have been part of remote hubs. With the recent acceleration towards

hybrid participation, it would be interesting to understand how young people who are physically unable to

attend the IGF, access and engage with the IGF online and whether meta-participation is present in these

online spaces as well.
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