HEALTH EDUCATION RESEARCH

Vol.27 no.5 2012
Pages 914-926
Advance Access published 4 April 2011

‘| felt that | was benefiting someone’: youth as
agents of change in a refugee
community project

Jihad Makhoul, Maysam Alameddine and Rema A. Afifi*

Department of Health Promotion and Community Health, Faculty of Health Sciences, American University of Beirut, PO Box
11-0236, Riad El Solh, 1107 2020 Beirut, Lebanon

*Correspondence to: R. A. Afifi. E-mail: ral5@aub.edu.lb
Received on May 6, 2010, accepted on February 3, 2011

Abstract

Introduction

Youth can be ‘powerful catalysts’ in their
own and their community’s development. The
paper describes the experience of youth based
on their participation as decision makers in
and implementers of a community-based re-
search project in a Palestinian refugee camp
of Beirut, Lebanon. In-depth interviews were
conducted with 18 youth and 10 of their family
members or friends. The participants were
asked to describe the reasons they joined the
project, why they stayed on, what they liked
most/least about the project, how the project
influenced their lives and what they would
change about the project. Thematic analysis
identified recurrent themes. Youth joined the
program because of its benefit to children
and their community. They stayed with the
program because of the solidarity they found
with the team and because of their relationship
with the children. They perceived that they
had an important role to play in the project’s
success. Youth acknowledged all the skills
they gained from the project. Focus groups
with others corroborated their statements.
This project confirmed that youth can be
powerful change agents in their own
development and that of their communities.
An Enabling Attributes Model is proposed
for projects that aim to actively engage youth
as community catalysts.

Recently, the approach to youth health and devel-
opment has taken a turn from the traditional view
of youth as victims or problems of society and pas-
sive recipients of adult directed interventions to one
that portrays youth as contributing to community
change by acting as resources and competent citi-
zens in their communities [1, 2]. The latter per-
spective is supported by the Community Youth
Development (CYD) approach which views young
people’s involvement as vital to their own devel-
opment and that of their communities [3-6]. CYD
emphasizes the role of youth as engaged partners:
‘CYD is defined as purposely creating environ-
ments that provide constructive, affirmative and en-
couraging relationships that are sustained over time
with adults and peers, while concurrently provid-
ing an array of opportunities that enable youth to
build their competencies and become engaged as
partners in their own development as well as the
development of their communities’ [5]. This ap-
proach considers youth as ‘powerful catalysts’ in
their communities who are capable of working with
adults as partners to make these communities safer
and more prosperous [3, 4]. In return communi-
ties contribute to building young people into
competent adults by providing them with opportu-
nities to connect with others [7] and to develop their
skills to lead satisfying lives as youth and later as
adults. This is possible because they gain the com-
petence to earn a living, engage in civic activities
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Youth as change agents

and participate in social relations [5]. A review of
different community-based initiatives shows a vari-
ety of strategies used by youth to change their com-
munities, such as conducting needs assessments [7],
mobilizing children and adults, organizing grass
roots groups and carrying out awareness campaigns
[2, 8].

The literature on youth civic engagement and
volunteering provides additional support for the
benefits of youth engagement [9-13], as well as
reasons that youth choose to engage in projects in
their communities. Characteristics of youth more
likely to become volunteers have also been
assessed. Interestingly, ‘personal experience with
injustice’ has been found to encourage activism
[9, p. 715]. Four main reasons for engaging have
been identified: (i) enhanced feelings of belong-
ing to a community (yearning for a community),
(ii) feeling psychologically stimulated, (iii) experi-
encing improved efficacy as a result of learning new
skills and (iv) contributing to integrity for them-
selves and their communities [9, 10]. A variety of
benefits to participation have also been identi-
fied including improved academic performance, en-
hanced prosocial attitudes, development of a sense
of self, acquisition of a new skill set and an oppor-
tunity to explore career opportunities [11, 14]. The
literature has also identified program characteris-
tics that maximize benefits to youth. These include
activities that provide opportunities for (i) youth
autonomy and decision making, (ii) collaborative
work with youth and adults, (iii) reflection, (iv)
psychological engagement and (v) building compe-
tence, confidence, character, connection and caring
[11-14].

Youth engagement has also occurred through
mentoring programs. Mentoring programs have
flourished in the United States and include programs
such as Big Brother/Big Sister. Many programs have
assessed benefits and impact on the mentee [15] with
less focused on the benefits to mentors. Mentor pro-
grams have also been established in universities pair-
ing college students to at risk youth. These programs
have documented both benefit to the mentors and the
mentees. One evaluation of mentor programs in 6
universities indicated that the mentors increased their

self esteem and their satisfaction with their social
skills [16]. The ability of mentors to impact mentees
has been associated with many variable including
adequate training, mentor self efficacy, frequency
of contact and relationship closeness [17]. This paper
adds to the literature on youth as change agents by
providing insight from youth on their experiences as
part of a community-based mental health interven-
tion in a Palestinian refugee camp, which engaged
them as mentors. To date, the literature on CYD, on
youth volunteering, and on mentoring has been fo-
cused on industrialized countries and has not focused
much on youth in a mentoring capacity to younger
children [12]. The paper discusses the benefits of
youth engagement as mentors as seen by themselves
and significant others in their lives, in a non-indus-
trialized world, refugee context. An emerging frame-
work that portrays ways to enhance youth
mobilization in community capacity building is then
suggested.

Background and research study

The Borj El Barajneh (BBC) Palestinian refugee
camp, where the community-based research inter-
vention took place, is the sixth largest of the 12
official camps established in Lebanon to house
Palestinian refugees after 1948. BBC lies in the
southern suburbs of Beirut, the Lebanese capi-
tal and houses approximately 14 000 to 18 000 res-
idents over an area of 1.6 km” [18, 19]. Palestinian
refugees in Lebanon live under dire environmental
and social conditions. These conditions are com-
monly perceived to be the worst of Palestinian refu-
gees in the region—exacerbated by state imposed
restrictions on employment and opportunities to seek
education [20]. Young Palestinian refugees in gen-
eral feel discrimination from their Lebanese counter-
parts as well as the Lebanese state [21]. Health and
social services are provided to the refugees by a va-
riety of international as well as governmental and
non-governmental organizations—but are unable to
meet the needs.

Qaderoon meaning ‘we are capable’ is
a theory-based youth mental health intervention
project with 10-14-year-old Palestinian refugee
children who live in the camp. The theoretical
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COMMUNITY CONTEXT
1. Need

2. Apparent injustices

3. Value youth contribution
4. Readiness to partner

5. Willingness to give time to
develop youth role/contribution

l

COMMUNITY PROJECT
1. Appealing

(innovative, tangible outcomes,
challenges injustices)

2. Short and long term benefits

(children benefit, bonding, social skills,
social support,...)

3. Meaningful roles for participants

(contributions valued by parents,
research team, children,...)

4. Training for capacity building

(enhances making and
autonomys,..)

Fig. 1. The Enabling Attributes Model for youth engagement.

frameworks guiding the intervention were the
Ecological Model of Health Promotion, Social
Cognitive Theory, Positive Youth Development
and Community-Based Participatory Research
[22-24]. The research intervention tests the
impact of a skills-building intervention on
improving the mental health of the children. It
is composed of three components, one focusing
on children and two complementary interventions
with the youth’s parents and teachers. Specifi-
cally, the youth intervention consists of 45
skills-building sessions designed to improve
communication skills, problem-solving abilities,
self-esteem and self-responsibility. The interven-
tion package was delivered in 2008—09 by 6 uni-
versity level facilitators with experience working
with youth and with academic backgrounds in
public health, psychology or education. The facil-

Perceived —» Community

., Capacity

benefits building <«—  benefits

for youth

/

itators were assisted by 23-Palestinian-young
men and women, 17-25-year olds, who live in
or around the camp community and who were
trained for the role of Youth Mentors (YMs).
These YMs were selected and hired to work (for
nominal pay) on the intervention from 40 origi-
nally interviewed and trained.

The selection of the 23 mentors was a joint de-
cision of the master trainer, the community field
coordinator, and research team members. The inter-
actions of mentors with their peers and with the
trainer, as well as their communication styles, and
interaction in role plays, were observed closely dur-
ing the training describe below, and was the basis
for selection of the final group of mentors. Because
the selection criteria were made clear to all those
participating in the training and members of the
community coalition that guided Qaderoon from
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its inception, and because a community member
(the field coordinator) was involved in the selection,
community relations were maintained.

The training program for youth mentors (YMs)
was extensive and included the 40 youth mentors
(YMs) originally recruited. Observations and inter-
actions during the training workshops identified
some recruited youth that were not judged to be
competent for the role of youth mentor as a result
of difficulty in interpersonal interactions or impa-
tience with working with children. The training be-
gan with a three day workshop prior to the initiation
of the intervention. Topics included (i) the back-
ground to the project, (ii) the role of mentors and
facilitators including division of tasks, code of con-
duct; (iii) facilitation skills and training tools such
as how to conduct a game or exercise, how to de-
liver a message and communicate effectively, how
to use the training materials; (iv) information of
child development and how to deal with different
styles and personalities of children, (v) ways to in-
teract with children; (vi) a sessions-by-session re-
view of the intervention activities; (vi) the
importance of documentation and monitoring and
evaluation; and (vi) logistic and administrative
issues regarding lines of communication between
the field team and the research team. The mentors
were then observed during the intensive two-week
summer program and provided with feedback re-
garding their performance as well as a follow-up
one-day workshop prior to the initiation of the rest
of the intervention. This follow-up workshop fo-
cused on problematic issues identified in the first
two weeks including teamwork spirit and dynam-
ics, giving and receiving constructive feedback and
a clear allocation of tasks. The self evaluation of
mentors as well as their observation by the research
team and master trainer suggested that additional
training on managing the relationship between the
mentors and the children was needed. Strategies for
constructive communication were stressed. As the
intervention program progressed, 3 training of
trainers sessions on specific techniques in art ther-
apy were also provided to the mentors about one
week prior to their implementation in the interven-
tion with children. The training sessions were

developed with the intent to build capacity of the
YMs to become autonomous in decision making, to
work collaboratively with others, to reflect, and to
build character and confidence all with the intent of
maximizing benefit for the youth of participating in
this project. The training itself is a key component
in the conceptualization of the Enabling Attributes
Model suggested above (figure 1).

The Qaderoon intervention was evaluated
through a rigorous impact and process evaluation.
The evaluation design was developed to assess
changes in the children who participated in the
activities. As Qaderoon progressed however, it be-
came obvious that the mentors themselves were
also greatly impacted by their involvement in this
project. The aim of the current study, therefore,
was to assess the benefits of participating in this
project for the YMs themselves.

Methods

The researchers who had different levels of in-
volvement in the planning and implementation of
the Qaderoon project conducted this evaluation
with the YMs. They adopted a qualitative research
design, which allows the researcher to obtain an
insider’s view of the lives and experiences of
the people in the study [25, 26]. The researchers
conducted in-depth interviews with 18 YMs (11
young women and 7 young men) in the Qaderoon
center in the camp to assess their views on and
perceptions of the effects that Qaderoon had on
them. The researchers also conducted interviews
with 10 family members and friends of the YMs
whom the YMs identified as most able to describe
the changes they had passed through. After explain-
ing the research project, informing participants of
their rights and obtaining consent, the researchers
conducted the interviews in colloquial Arabic. The
interviews followed a relevant interview schedule—
informed by the CYD literature—which consisted
of a series of open ended questions about reasons
they joined, why they stayed on, what they liked
most/least about the project, how the project
influenced their lives and what they would change
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about Qaderoon if it were repeated. Data collection
started in April 2009 and continued till June 2009.
The interviews were tape-recorded after the consent
of the participants and later transcribed verbatim by
a professional transcriptionist.

The data collected were analyzed using grounded
theory [27] guided by thematic analysis. In thematic
analysis, the researcher seeks themes that emerge
from the interview narratives, an ongoing process
that requires the researcher to detect recurring
issues and patterns from the data rather than from
predetermined codes [25]. Recurrent themes and
sentences emerging from raw data were identified
and summarized on spreadsheets for data manage-
ment by the research team. The researchers were
guided by emerging themes rather than their inter-
ests and the analysis was grounded in the patterns
that presented themselves and were verified by at
least two of the research team after reading and
discussing the transcripts. In the Results section,
the number of interviews where the themes occur
is written. The American University of Beirut In-
stitutional Review Board approved the study.

Background information on participants

Nearly all of the YMs knew each other a little
before the project and two were sisters. Four were
still in school at the time they were interviewed, six
were university students and one was studying in
a local technical college. Four had finished their
university degrees and two their vocational training.
Twelve have previous experience with children
through tutoring or volunteer work in NGOs carry-
ing out fun/entertaining activities for children (e.g.
games, drawing and handicrafts) and summer
camps. Four YMs were part of the pilot project of
Qaderoon in Shatila, another Palestinian camp
nearby. Three of them were part of the process of
community engagement from the beginning of this
participatory initiative (2003). Of the 23 originally
shortlisted and recruited to be YMs, 18 remained
and contributed to the project till the end.

The YMs were responsible for assisting the facil-
itators by providing support in delivering the skills-
building sessions to the children. They provided
logistical support during the sessions and assisted

in preparation of the material for each session, they
followed up and escorted the children during the
activities. They interacted with children and en-
couraged them to participate. The YMs also had
a role in documentation as well as monitoring and
evaluation by filling the required process evaluation
forms, conducting the satisfaction exercise and pro-
viding feedback to the project team member and the
facilitator on the sessions’ progress. They were spe-
cifically seen as the liaison between the children
and the facilitators because they come from the
same context as the children and because they are
closest to them in age. The intent was that the YMs
progressively take on more responsibility, and by
the end of the year, they were taking charge of the
sessions as facilitators.

Results

Several themes emerged from the analysis: reasons
why YM joined the program, reasons for staying,
their perceived contribution and role, the benefits they
gained and their views on the future. Each finding
will be described more fully in what follows.

Reasons for joining: benefits to the children
and the community

There are several reported reasons that motivated the
YMs to join Qaderoon and which were appealing to
them and attracted them to the project. The recurring
themes pointing to incentives for joining Qaderoon
included: a variety of ‘new opportunities’ for the
mentors themselves (15/18), such as a stable income
for the duration of the project and an opportunity to
be involved in social work. Another strongly recur-
ring theme was the opportunity to work and interact
with ‘Palestinian children in the camp’ (16/18). They
reported that once they knew that Qaderoon aimed at
improving the children’s well being and providing
them with life skills to communicate effectively with
others around them, they were eager to join. Those
who had such previous experiences working with
children in summer camps for example expressed
their interest to have the chance to do it again. In
the mentors’ views, the camp is an underserved and
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deprived community in need of such interventions
and the intervention would have possible positive
effects on the children (15/18). The project was de-
scribed as having potential to intervene in children’s
lives and to influence them for the better, while they
are still impressionable.

What I liked about the project is that it involves
helping the children in the camp. I passed
through problems and situations when I was
young and I don’t want my little brother or
cousin or neighbor to commit the same mistakes
I did previously. (Male YM 2)

I liked the children more than anything in the
project. I liked the children a lot. I felt that I
was benefiting someone. Really for the first time
I feel that I am doing something for someone,
that is someone in need. I'm doing something
good for the camp. (Female YM 4)

Reasons for staying: ‘we’re in it together’

All of the YMs expressed their overall content with
the project, with the aim or the design and with the
promise of tangible outcomes for the camp commu-
nity. The ‘tangible changes’ they felt in the children
in the early stages gave them further incentive to
continue.

I was walking and I saw a child with us in Qade-
roon hitting his friend, so his friend got angry and
hit him back although they are close friends.
Then, the child told his friend wait . . . why did
you get angry at me, sorry, [ didn’t mean it, let’s
stay friends. (Female YM 6)

Not only did the YMs report building a strong
relationship with their peers but they became ‘at-
tached to the children’ (10/18) and the children in
return got very close to them. The bonds extended
to outside the sessions into the community setting.
The YMs spoke of the children as little brothers and
sisters and greeted each other warmly when they
passed each other in the camp.

I got very attached to the children, I got used to
them. (Female YM 4)

In addition, the YMs reported that strong bonds
of ‘friendship developed’ among themselves and
between the YMs and the rest of the team (facili-
tators, researchers and field coordinator) over time
(12/18). This also influenced the YMs to stay with
the program. The team members, including the
mentors, were described to have become very close
to one another and enjoyed working together in
a relaxing and healthy environment characterized
by mutual respect, understanding and cooperation.
YMs reported that they befriended each other and
the rest of the team (especially the facilitators) and
enjoyed each other’s company, gatherings, meet-
ings where they would all mingle. Belonging to
a ‘second family’ was mentioned more than once
to describe how they felt.

I liked the friendship between us (youth men-
tors), the trust between us, we used to joke with
each other and play with each other like children.
Even with the ones older than us, there was mu-
tual trust, we didn’t feel that they were at a higher
level than us ... we didn’t feel any distance be-
tween us. (Female YM 5)

I didn’t feel that I was in a work team, I felt I was
in a family or with a group of friends that I have
grown up with. For example, when I got sick,
they came over or for example if something is
wrong with someone, we go to his/her place. And
when we go for training in AUB or outside, we
feel that we are going out as a family with each
other. (Male YM 3)

YMs’ contribution and role: narrowing the
gap

All the YMs proudly explained their ‘contribution
to the project’ from its inception: they visited
homes to explain the project and gain consent of
the parents, they conducted the children’s assent
procedures and they provided input into the ses-
sions and prepared for them ahead of time. They
helped in controlling the classes and spent a lot of
time with children in the sessions, trips and activi-
ties. They described how the YMs’ knowledge of the
camp and the parents of the children facilitated the
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recruitment/consent process because people knew
and trusted YMs with their children. Six of the
YMs said that parents felt secure that their children
are attending this project with the YMs because
there are young men and women from the camp
and they could entrust their children with them.

Perhaps most importantly, the YMs felt that they
acted as a true ‘liaison between the facilitators and
the children’ (16/18). YMs reported that they
helped facilitators to understand the children better
and to deliver the messages/ideas to them more
effectively and in a way that children would relate
to, identify with and understand. YMs also reported
helping the children in expressing themselves/trans-
mitting an idea to the facilitators as they understood
the children better. A closer relationship developed
between the YMs and the children than with the
facilitators. This is expected as the facilitators were
in contact with the children for a few hours a week
during the sessions, while the YMs were more in-
volved with them in the activities as well as the
recreational outings and saw them regularly in the
camp. The YM reported that children resorted to
them for questions and advice during and after the
activities. Given that YMs are closer in age to the
children and come from the same camp environ-
ment, YMs were more able to identify with the
children’s feelings and understand their behavior
better and they told us they spent more time with
them as they saw each other frequently in the camp
and in the follow-up visits at home. This was ben-
eficial because they could detect changes in the
children more effectively than others in the team.
The YMs saw that their role was to narrow the gap
between children and facilitators (16/18) and they
perceived they had achieved this.

Youth mentors are very close to children because
they know them already, neighbors, relatives and
so on. At first, children were shy around the
facilitators and needed to approach the youth
mentors. (Male YM 7)

Youth mentors helped the facilitators in under-
standing the children. The children considered
the youth mentors their friends. (Female YM 10)

Benefits to themselves

All the YMs also saw benefits of the project for
themselves in terms of ‘gained skills and per-
sonality changes’. The trainings they attended pro-
vided them with skills that they applied during the
Qaderoon sessions. In addition, the individual ses-
sions provided them with actual experiences and
enhanced their ability to interact with children,
which they perceived as great benefit to them in
the future.

In this kind of work [. . . ] you learn. It’s also
useful for you in the future, if I want to work as
a teacher. It also benefits me in how to deal with
children. (Female YM 3)

As a result of participating in all the phases of
Qaderoon, YMs reported that they felt they had
developed a stronger personality and experienced
an increase in self-confidence and courage (11, 18).
Consequently, they found it easier to interact and
talk with people.

Before [. . . ], I was shy. When I worked in
Qaderoon, I noticed that I have grown . . . also
my knowledge in life is also good for me. This I
discovered in Qaderoon ... which increased my
self-confidence a lot. The shyness that I used to
have when talking with someone educated and
has finished university is all gone. (Male YM 2)

Because of this increase in self-confidence, they
said they felt they were now able to voice their
opinion and express themselves anywhere. YMs
started to enjoy socializing more with people of
all ages and different backgrounds around them in
the camp and built friendships more easily.

‘I am now capable of being in/interacting with
any society . . . I have the confidence, it’s much
easier for me to freely speak my mind, not like
before when I was very shy and didn’t talk. This
thing changed a lot in me ... nothing makes
me shy in front of people anymore. I’'m capable
of being myself around them. (Female YM 9)
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All the interviews with significant others serve to
verify these claims as well.

‘His self confidence got better. He’s no longer
shy about sitting and discussing things with
someone of a higher educational level or older
than him. He now makes conversation with older
and younger individuals. This thing wasn’t in
him. (Mother of YM 1)

The YMs also stated that they had become
calmer and learned to be more patient. Reasons
mentioned for this include the training they have
received in preparation for their role, such as anger
management techniques; the importance of being
role models for children, which requires preparing
themselves to do so.

It’s not possible to give the children something
that we haven’t applied on ourselves or it won’t
work.(Female YM 4)

They believed that Qaderoon has resulted in this
significant reduction in their anger. YMs described
themselves prior to Qaderoon, as tense or agitated,
they would immediately lose their temper, whereas
now they confessed they were much calmer (11/
18). This change in temperament affected their in-
teraction with family members, friends, as well as
children generally.

I became more patient (with children). Before, . . .
I was agitated, I wasn’t patient, I mean I wanted
things to be done quickly. For example, we used
to ask the children to draw something and they
have 10 minutes only and I would come after
10 minutes and they would still be drawing the
picture and haven’t colored it yet. Usually, I
would become extremely frustrated. Now [ don’t,
I tell them to start coloring. (Male YM 7)

Findings from interviews with family members
and friends also corroborate this stated change.
Seven of the ten family members and friends ac-
knowledged that YMs became much calmer over
time. They reported that they tended to listen and

discuss issues, talk calmly, and joke with their
parents and siblings, which further improved their
relationship. In addition, YMs acquired interaction
techniques with children and became more patient
with them, which also played a role in strengthen-
ing YMs’ relationship with their younger siblings.

Before, he was very agitated. If I wanted to say
something, he wouldn’t accept it he starts fight-
ing and gets angry and utters offensive words.
Now, when I say something, he discusses it with
me, even if he’s upset. He controls himself. I feel
he counts to 10 and sits. I used to avoid him. ...
Now, I joke and laugh with him ... He’s much
easier to deal with than before. (Mother of YM 2)

She was the type who didn’t like children, she
didn’t have this thing in her but now she’s dif-
ferent. She welcomes any child who comes to our
house. She sits and plays them or sings to them
or jokes. Before, she wasn’t like that. (Sister of
YM 9)

All 18 of the YMs said they experienced ‘im-
proved interpersonal communication skills’ with
children and adults. They could communicate and
interact with others in a better way, which led to
making more friends.

I analyze everything I hear before I respond to it.
I gained this from Qaderoon, in other words most
of the talk that used to come out from me was
impulsive, that is I used to talk and then think
about what I just said. Now, I think and then talk.
(Male YM 2)

YMs reported that they now felt capable of ne-
gotiating and dealing with different personalities/
temperaments of children without using force or
fear to control the children’s behaviors, a skill that
will come in handy when they themselves become
parents.

Before for example, if I was walking with my
friends and a young child says hello to me, I
would tell him to go away. Now, if I'm walking
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with someone, whoever he/she is, and a little
child comes, I hold his hand and tell him to walk
with us. (Male YM 5)

Now I have the capability of controlling the chil-
dren in a friendly manner, that is not controlling
them by being authoritarian or condescending ...
At first even in Qaderoon I used to think that
force is required in order to control the children.
But on the contrary I found out that if you are
able to talk with children and interact with them
in a friendly manner, they will respond to you
and accomplish things much more productively
than by using force. (Female YM 7)

The improved communication skills with family
members (parents and siblings) were described as
having led to better relationships among them, es-
pecially their younger siblings. They took better
care of them, communicated (talked calmly), lis-
tened and played with them.

At home with my brother even if everyone shouts
at him, I talk to him calmly. Now I’'m capable of
controlling myself because I really felt that one’s
mental health has an effect so if we all want to
shout at him, he will get upset and angry and he
will become tense/agitated. So now I know how
to interact with him in a better way for his sake.
(Female YM 10)

With my sisters, I listen to them more now, that is
I don’t force my opinion directly on them. Now I
listen to them to see what they are thinking.
(Male YM 6)

YMs’ family members (mothers or sisters)
explained that because of Qaderoon, YMs’ ‘rela-
tionship with their families strengthened’ im-
mensely. YMs now enjoyed spending time with
them at home, cared about their mothers’ and sib-
lings’ wellbeing, and took their siblings out. They
even started to help out with the family expenses
including giving their siblings pocket money. They
started to sympathize with their parents and felt that
they had a responsibility toward the whole family.

Now thank God she loves her siblings. She takes
care of them, tutors them, and if they are hungry,
she feeds them. She changes their clothes and
dresses them. She started taking care of them.
Before, she didn’t care, she didn’t get involved
in whatever her siblings were doing. (Mother of
YM 6)

The way he helps in the house and his love has
changed dramatically. At first if I said my head
hurts, he wouldn’t care. But now you find him
running to get me the blood pressure medication
and he argues with me over what I should eat and
do, so I really feel that he has become very close
to us. Before, he used to stay out late outside, but
now he spends time at home. (Mother of YM 2)

Qaderoon also led to ‘improved communication/
interaction with friends’.

With my friends, I used to be the leader. Now my
friends and I are all at the same level. And my
friend is like a brother to me. The way I interact
with my friends has changed completely ... In
Qaderoon, I realized that if my friend loves me I
would be OK. I should gain people‘s love and
their respect to secure myself for the future.
(Male YM 2)

YMs reported that their behavior in public
changed because as role models to children, they
should behave in the same manner they tell children
to.

My behavior in public has changed a lot. For
example, I used to joke around with my guy
friends on the street in a loud voice or we’d tease
each other and stuff like that. Now I stopped
doing such things because there are children with
us in the project that we know so it’s not nice that
they see one side of us outside the project and
another side in the project . . . (Male YM 1)

YMs reported that they acquired problem-
solving skills: they negotiated issues rather than
reacted abruptly and were proactive in addressing
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problems. The project taught them to plan and think
thoroughly before taking any decision.

Now I know that I should count till 10 while taking
a deep breath when I'm angry ... and relax. The
way I solve problems has changed. Now I take the
problem, analyze it, consider the pros and cons
and think how I should act . . . (Male YM 2)

If T want to do something, I look ahead and see
what the consequences of that action will be. I
always study or calculate my steps that I want to
do. Always, I study the thing that I am planning
to do. Because of Qaderoon, this strengthened
in me. (Male YM 1)

Future aspirations

Qaderoon gave the YMs a chance to ‘experience
community work’, which entailed social interaction
with different types of people and which they
enjoyed. These experiences developed their in-
terest in pursuing related university degrees (pub-
lic health, psychology and children’s issues). A
number of YMs (6/18) stated that they would like
to continue within this field of work/social work in
NGOs working specifically with children.

Other aspirations for the future included continu-
ing as a facilitator when the project is over and
transferring the values acquired in Qaderoon to
the NGOs in the camp. They were inspired to move
on with the project by starting a new phase for oth-
er children and suggested ways to involve the chil-
dren themselves to be YMs in the next phase.

I want the children to become youth mentors,
to be placed in the position that we were in. In
the next Qaderoon the upcoming year, the chil-
dren will be 13 yrs old, they can handle respon-
sibility not necessarily a big one i.e. similar to the
small projects they did. (Female YM 7)

Discussion and conclusions

Results of this research indicate that the commu-
nity intervention the YMs were involved in to im-

prove the social skills of younger children in the
Palestinian camp was felt to be of multiple benefits
to them as well as the children. The project design,
the promises it made and the potential benefits to the
camp as well as the tangible effects it had on the
children and on YMs themselves attracted them
and kept them involved. YMs felt they improved
their communication skills, and gained self-
confidence and self-esteem, a considerable achieve-
ment for a socially marginalized and discriminated
population.

The findings are congruent with the youth-as-assets
literature, which focuses on the resourcefulness of
youth [1, 2, 5]. These resources, specifically their
understanding of the context and of the children’s
needs proved valuable for the success of the
project. The researchers would recommend the pres-
ence and active involvement of youth as mentors in
the continued implementation of this project (or any
involving children) in this community or the scaling
up to others. As mentioned by the YMs, and ac-
knowledged by the research team, their knowledge
of the camp and its context facilitated the informed
consent and assent process. In addition, their under-
standing of the camp provided valuable data that led
to adjustments in specific activities of the project.
The mentors also played an important role as liaisons
between the facilitators and children—‘translating’
concepts, feelings and situations.

The findings also confirm the CYD views that
involvement of young people is vital to their
own development. In their own words, YMs de-
scribed the changes in their lives and interactions
with persons, their improved self-esteem and their
changed outlook on the future that came from their
involvement in all aspects of the project. This de-
velopment was confirmed by family members and
close friends. The positive benefits they experi-
enced from their membership and their community
work with their fellow YMs and researchers im-
pacted their psychological and social well being
such as reducing their reaction to stressors and
improving their interaction with others of different
age groups. Their involvement in the project also
offered a new opportunity for them to make deci-
sions on civic affairs, something that the restrictions
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by the State and the inadequacy of the NGO pro-
grams have failed to provide.

Their involvement was also useful for the devel-
opment of their community—as furthermore sug-
gested by the CYD approach. This is also evident
in their changed interactions with children (for ex-
ample, walking with them whenever they see them
on the street), their wish to continue to improve the
situation of children in their communities, to work
in NGOs applying the skills they learned, and to
pursue a university degree that allows them to im-
pact their environment. The YMs in Qaderoon were
in fact ‘powerful catalysts’ and engaged partners [3]
who continue to work to make their community
more positive for children.

The results also corroborate the literature on
reasons for and benefits of youth engagement. As
suggested in the literature, their personal experi-
ence with social injustices led to their engagement
to change things for younger children [9]. In
addition, they perceived many benefits from
participation including feelings of contributing to
their community and skills gained [9, 10, 11, 12,
13]. The opportunity to influence lives was the
greatest attraction to the project. Similar findings
from the literature on community coalition devel-
opment and evaluation suggest that members of
coalitions will invest their energy if they perceive
that benefits outweigh the costs [28, 29]. As
brought out in previous studies, the enhanced sense
of community and the social bonds they formed
were a key aspect of their continued commitment
to the project [9]. The fellowship with other men-
tors, the facilitators and the rest of the research and
field team was a strong motivator of continued in-
volvement and created a norm of attitudes and be-
havior. This is also described in the coalition
literature as the sense of solidarity with other mem-
bers and increased networking [28].

The results also support the literature on mentor-
ing. The mentors perceived benefits such as increased
self confidence as well as enhanced social skills
[16]. They reported benefiting from the training,
and described the closeness of their bonds with chil-
dren, all elements of successful mentoring relation-
ships as described in the mentoring literature [17].

The project was implemented in a context of
social and economic disadvantage. Youth mentors
were paid for their work. Although clearly a benefit
for them and their families, none of the mentors
mentioned this aspect as a benefit of participation.
The mentors were committed to the project for the
reasons described above and had intrinsic motiva-
tion to participate. It was more than a ‘job’ for them
as is evident by their comments.

There are several limitations to this study. The
interviews with the YM occurred shortly after the
end of the intervention phase of the project and
therefore, the results reflect a recency effect. Inter-
views conducted later may have yielded different
expressions of benefits or a more balanced percep-
tion of benefits and disadvantages. In addition, al-
though the main interviewer was not linked to the
project, she was a recent graduate of the academic
institution which coordinated the project. It is
possible that responses to the interview questions
of both the YMs and their family tended to be
more positive and may reflect their wish for the
project to continue. It may also be due to the
positive interpersonal relationships that developed
between the youth mentors and the academic re-
search team. Finally, the results are from work
done with youth living under dire social and eco-
nomic conditions. It is unclear whether these results
can be generalizable to other contexts, although
their conformity with the previous literature sug-
gests some level of consistency across country
and situation.

The findings of this study present a number of
implications for community-based projects, which in-
tend to involve youth in community and self-devel-
opment projects. The authors suggest a model for
community capacity building highlighting the above
incentives and reasons to stay (Figure 1). The En-
abling Attributes Model focuses on three levels of
enabling factors: (i) attributes of the community con-
text, (ii) attributes of the community project and (iii)
the perceived benefits on the youth themselves and
significant others in the community.

The community context includes the commu-
nity needs and the effects of social injustices on
community members that are not addressed by
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existing social or state structures, but which pres-
ent a concern for the youth. Also at a community
level, community organizations must be ready to
partner with the facilitators or researchers. In ad-
dition, adults in the community must support
youth, value their contribution, and be willing to
give of their time for youth development. This box
of the model did not directly flow from results but
comes from the description of the community (in
the background) as well as the authors’ collective
understanding from constant contact with the com-
munity throughout the project.

The second main level of enabling factors is the
project itself. As voiced clearly by the YMs, the
project must be appealing or able to show that it
responds to the above perceived needs and social
injustice and will give the youth an opportunity to
be involved meaningfully in the activities as
respected partners. The project must have short
term as well as longer term benefits to the youth
themselves by offering an opportunity to build their
capacities through training which enhances auton-
omy and decision making. The project must also
show potential benefits to the groups, the youth
identify with and be valuable to significant others,
such as parents and researchers.

The perceived benefits from self-reflections and
evaluations must be tangible, must provide the
youth with space to build/develop their own iden-
tities and must be perceived to benefit vulnerable
groups around them, such as children.

Young persons will then participate in a com-
munity project when they feel: the project is app-
ealing to them and the context is receptive of
and has potential to change the status quo. Youth
engagement in projects will build their capacity and
benefit their community.

The results described herein add to the literature
on youth engagement by presenting the experiences
of youth in a difficult context in a developing world.
However, the consistency of findings between this
case and the literature suggests that many motiva-
tors of youth engagement are cross-cultural. Youth
serving agencies can apply these findings to the
development of activities that engage youth for
their own gain and in service to their communities.
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