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USAID YouthPower2 Symposium (November 9-10, 2021) 

 

SESSION NOTES 

Tuesday, November 9, 2021 – DAY ONE 

9:25 – 10:15 AM 

Plenary Session 

 

Session Participants 

Moderator: 

Silvya Kananu, Project Lead, IREX     

 

Presenters: 

Karen Carvajalino, Co-Founder and COO, The Biz Nation  

Zaira Lainez, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) Officer, Youth Excel, 

IREX 

Diego Manrique, Knowledge Mobilization Officer, Youth Excel, IREX 

 

Session Overview 

Information is power. We use research, assessments, information, data, findings, 

and recommendations to shape and guide many of our fundamental 

programmatic, policy, and resource allocation decisions in the development 

world. But who decides which types of research are credible? Who develops and 

determines research questions, designs methodologies, and analyzes data, and 

determines key findings? Who owns data and information, and who can access it? 

USAID’s Youth Excel program is tasked with supporting local youth-led and 

youth-serving organizations to strengthen their capabilities to use research and 

learning to strengthen development. This mandate has enabled Youth Excel’s 

consortium to ask themselves challenging questions about analysis, data, 

information, and power and co-design an implementation research approach that 

transfers power to local youth-led and youth-serving organizations. In this 

session, young leaders discuss how power differentials manifest in their day-to-

day work. Also, how Youth Excel’s youth-focused research and learning 

approaches shift decision-making power to the leaders and organizations closest 

to the community and global problems we face today. 

 

Proposed Learning 

Attendees will learn from young leaders about how they experience power differentials 

and reflect on how power differentials manifest in our daily work as youth and adult 

development practitioners. They will also describe Youth Excel’s youth-focused 

implementation research approach and how it is different from other types of research. 

Lastly, attendees will identify how youth-focused implementation research can shift 

power to youth leaders and local development practitioners. 

 

 
 

 

What Does 

“Decolonizing 

Development” 

Mean for Youth-

Focused 

Research and 

Learning”? 
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Session Notes 

Main Topic Focus: Power and power differentials. The session looked at the Youth Excel program and focused on 

implementation research to address this challenge.

 

Youth Excel Helps Local Youth Organizations: 

Youth Excel generates research and evidence for youth programming. It helps youth strengthen their research capacity and 

strengthen their programming. The program tackles youth-adult power differentials, prioritizes the inclusion of under-

represented groups, and channels resources to local youth-led and youth-serving organizations. 

 

Revealing Power Differentials 

Knowledge Mobilization Desk Review & Listening Series excerpts: 

• Youth are often not taken seriously by decision-makers 

• Youth are not considered valuable sources of information 

• Youth are considered to not know enough 

• Local information is not as valuable as internationally sourced information 

• Products for influencing policy should be presented in formal formats and appropriate for decision-makers to use 

Youth are often not considered credible sources of knowledge because they lack titles, expertise, knowledge.  Youth Excel is 

trying to tackle these perceptions/biases and build youth organizations with the skills and knowledge. Local knowledge- not as 

valued as international perspectives, formal presentation of data is more convincing for decision-makers. 

Intersectionality of Power: 

Where is the power? — Language, sex/gender, sexual orientation, age, ethnicity, formal education, ability, geography, income. 

• Language: English, Learned English, Non-English monolingual 

• Sex/Gender: Male, Female, Non-binary 

• Age: Adults, Youth, Older adults 

• Culture/Ethnicity: Majority groups, Minority groups 

• Formal Education: High school, university 

• Ability: Able-bodied, persons with disabilities 

• Geography: Global North, Global South, Urban vs.Rural areas 

• Income: High, middle, and low income earners 

Also, important to look at the intersectionality dimension of power dynamics.   

 

Power of Research 

Traditional research can be distant and detached from practice, and the standards are set by elite institutions often based in 

Global North. Youth Excel’s Implementation Research instead champions implementers as researchers. Its criteria are based 

on the usefulness of research implementer-led findings. Youth Excel opens doors for new leadership in research. 

Research to Change: 

Research-to-Change is Youth Excel’s rebrand of Implementation Research, and it champions the leadership of implementers 

in research and explores how and why programs work under real-world conditions. The research itself can demonstrate the 

power differential-- based on how people regard research, how it is conducted, what type of research is valued, and why. 

“Research-to-Change” is all about shifting power in research- it champions the leadership of implementers in research. 
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Decolonizing Development: 

Research-to-Change shifts power to youth by enabling them to set their learning priorities, learn from their work and apply 

these learnings in real-time for more effective programs, which give them credibility and platforms for youth-led advocacy. 

 

Shifting Power through Research:  The Biz Nation, Dominican Republic 

Problem: Increasing number of out-of-school, out-of-employment youth in the Dominican Republic 

Program: Digital marketing training program with 11 youth groups, 46 hours of live online classes, 14 hours of virtual courses 

Learning Goals: We need to know the internet access of potential participants so that we can provide resources to 

overcome barriers to online engagement 

Learnings From Biz Nation Program In DR 

• They needed to adapt training content for gender lens 

• They adopted a mentorship program; group mentorship didn’t work-- shifted to 1:1 

• They adapted training to micro-learning and WhatsApp — 2 min lessons or products 

• They placed more focus on data analysis and data dashboards. 

Biz Nation did IR in the DR. They worked with 11 communities and did digital training where they focused on the problem of 

unemployment among youth in the DR. They looked at COVID and internet/access in particular.  Additionally, they 

confirmed that mobile access was the primary way youth accessed the internet. 20% accessed it via computer, 68% via 

mobile, and less than 5% used a tablet. Ethnic minorities had even less internet access.   

The Biz Nation says that the program helped them adapt to all of the programs- it had a tremendous impact on their work. 

Biz Nation also feels they have a voice and role in shaping the agenda — IREX as prime always supports them.   

 

Takeaways for USAID: 

There are a lot of biases we bring to research - these exclude or diminish the importance of youth-led research or 

researchers. The Youth Excel implementation research model of “Research to Change” and its approaches for shifting power 

dynamics between youth and adult allies is helpful to consider applying to other research and youth programs.   

Language is an issue as well as others. As presenter Zaira Lainez stated, “Youth Excel’s “Research to Change” approach shifts 

power to youth by enabling them to set their learning priorities, learn from their work and apply these learnings real-time for 

more effective programs.” 

 

Takeaways for Donors, Partners, and Implementers:  

Implementation research can help inform the implementation of all programming - not just the program of focus. Training for 

youth and training on implementation research is valuable for IPs. Implementers should re-think how they approach research 

to ensure it includes youth and their varied profiles of youth, considering the power dynamics within the way research is 

planned, structured, presented, and involved in the process. 

 

Donors (including USAID) and implementers should re-think how they approach research to make sure it includes youth and 

their varied profiles of youth, and that considers the power dynamics within the way research is planned, structured, 

presented who are involved in the process. 

 

Going beyond consultation: On including youth with diverse profiles, we need to connect to taking youth engagement further 

(beyond consultation) by building in the capabilities and resources to engage youth from different backgrounds, experiences, 

and perspectives while including varying levels of accessibility. 
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Session Quotes: 

“We need to have meaningful spaces for participation to be able to participate, to help them get involved in 

advocacy—and we must tackle power differentials between youth and adults, but also between youth and power 

actors, like in research and academia.”  

- Diego Manrique, Knowledge Mobilization Officer, Youth Excel, IREX 

 

 “Youth Excel’s “Research to Change” approach shifts power to youth by enabling them to set their learning priorities, 

learn from their work and apply these learnings real-time for more effective programs.”  

- Zaira Lainez, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) Officer, Youth Excel, IREX 

 

“Language is also an issue — intentional diversity is key to decolonizing development.” 

- Zaira Lainez, Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) Officer, Youth Excel, IREX 

 

 

 

Resources 
 

Presentation Slides 

Youth Excel Factsheet 

 
 

https://www.youthpower.org/resources/what-does-decolonizing-development-mean-youth-focused-research-and-learning
https://www.youthpower.org/resources/what-does-decolonizing-development-mean-youth-focused-research-and-learning
https://www.irex.org/sites/default/files/pdf/youth-excel-factsheet.pdf

