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Dia dhaoibh a dhaoine uaisle agus go raibh maith agaibh go léir a bheith anseo againn inniú chun 
chur i láthair Nualaithe Sóisialta Óga. 

Let me introduce you: 

Gerry Fitzpatrick, Chairman of Young Social Innovators; Barry Peak, Learning and Training Specialist; 
Rachel Collier, Co-founder and CEO 

We are accompanied today by the YSI Team, Be Aware, Don’t Compare from Coláiste Bhríde, 
Carnew, County Wicklow and their YSI Guide and teacher, Karen Murphy. These are some of the 
year 14,000 young people taking part in YSI. Their project was awarded the Virgin Media Digital 
Innovators Award and were also highly commended in the category Make Our World a Better Place 
for Young People. 

 

 

YSI’s vision is to inspire, equip and empower young people to change the world for good. We do this 
through social innovation education. In essence, through social innovation programmes, designed by 
us, we engage young people, 14,000 pa – mainly teenagers - in social issues that concern them. In 
teams, they explore these issues, identify new responses or solutions and turn their ideas into 
action. YSI is team based, action focused and youth-led. Importantly it is for everyone and 
exemplifies inclusive education. 

We invite teenagers every year to take part in social innovation projects; they do this mainly through 
schools, youth reach centres, youth services who sign up and receive access to the programme and 
educator training. We train educators to facilitate teams of young people using our unique social 
innovation learning framework and resources. Teams at senior cycle are invited to a series of 
regional and national events; we operate a Social Impact Fund on an annual basis and have given out 
over 100,000 euros to YSI teams over the past 15 years; The Speak Out Tour is hosted in the 
provinces and gives an opportunity to young people to share their ideas and projects and some of 
these are selected for national awards. 

YSI might possibly be best known possible for its all Ireland Awards but that is just one element of 
our work. We have a competitive element which is optional to teams but primarily we run 
programmes and recognize all participants. Our overriding purpose is to empower young people in 
society; give them opportunities to contribute to creating a fairer, more sustainable world and build 
much needed social capital in Ireland - ultimately building capacity in the population to address the 
many challenges facing us. 

To date some 151,000 students in 600 hundred schools have taken part in over 5,000 youth led 
social innovations in Ireland. YSI has trained 1,642 educators to facilitate youth led social 
innovation. 

Every year about 220 post primary schools and 14,000 teenagers take part in YSI programmes; we 
also have a programme being piloted in primary schools, YSI Design for Change and more coming on 
stream for youth and community groups. 

Social Innovation Education (SIE) 

YSI is in fact the originator of the concept of “social innovation education” in the world – a term we 
use to describe the learning and practice of using creativity to develop ideas to improve the 
wellbeing of people, communities, and the planet. While social innovation and entrepreneurship 
itself and its methods were gaining momentum, the learning of it in 2001 was unheard of. 

SIE is informed by values of human rights, social justice, sustainable development and a firm belief 
that young people can and should contribute to communities and society in a much more pervasive 



way. It has a pathway of change which incorporates design thinking, human centered design and 
frameworks for critical and creative thinking. 

The Programme for Government 2020 commits to expanding access to social innovation 
programmes to all post primary schools. We are, with the investment of Tomar Trust and the 
Department of Education/Dormant Accounts Fund, doing this by developing an area based 
development approach. YSI has Local Leaders are based in 10 regions. As well as supporting local 
schools we are building up networks of support for youth led social innovation from different 
sectors: business, public, education, community sectors. 

YSI is ambitious in developing an area development approach to youth led social innovation. There is 
a challenge here that is not just for schools or youth services. We are attempting to change a culture 
which is largely exclusive of young people’s ideas and voice, to one which is inclusive of youth voice, 
participation and innovation. For this to happen, YSI is conscious that this is a wider challenge to all 
of us, and is not just situated within education. Social Innovation needs to be part of our very culture 
and our modus operanda. Hence, to be successful, we need all sectors on board to place a value on 
our youth, their ideas, their insights, and to let them have real influence on the future of where they 
live, how they live – the physical environment, political, social, economic, cultural life in Ireland. 

We know they want to! Our recent research with Amárach Research, Gen Z Index published last 
week, shows teenagers want to be involved and do things. In fact, 78% want a greater say in future 
policies and planning, over a third (35%) of this cohort would consider becoming a political 
representative. Importantly, the vast majority (82%) do not believe young people have a say in how 
their local area is planned for and developed, and over half (53%) believe there are not enough ways 
to contribute and make a difference in their communities, whilst 2 in 5 do not know where to find 
such opportunities. A majority of Gen Z (53%) feel that 16-year-olds should be able to vote in 
Ireland. 

 
YSI is now 21 years in operation. Over that time it has gained extraordinary expertise in youth 
engagement, social innovation education, youth participation and voice, in collecting and analysing 
information around this and the impact young people are having on social issues and their own 
resilience. 

 
We have seen many hugely impactful projects, not least these young people here today, including 
the origin of the National Missing Persons Day which was adopted by the Department of Justice and 
every year brings families together to remember those lost or missing; many towns have had 
environmental projects and gardens, playgrounds developed; this year we gave our High Impact 
Award to Boomerang Youth Café in Drogheda which, 16 years ago had been a YSI project in 
Drogheda; students in St Fintan’s Sutton set up the first ever student led Sustainable Energy 
Community (SEC) for schools in the country and were the first to install solar panels. Students in 
Fingal also mapped the least mapped country in Africa, Lesotho, which has had real impact on the 
country’s ability to plan; we have had young people develop education programmes and highlight 
issues and attempt to influence practices and policies around sexting; human trafficking, energy. 
cyber bullying; we have had young people developing awareness and education programmes around 
sex and equality education; creating a national film festival; designing rescue and safety devices and 
so much more. 

 
Our model of learning has been shown to have benefits for young people, communities, education 
and society. Our knowledge is being transferred to new regions in particular Lebanon, Zambia, 
Sweden through our International Programme. 

 
To address the challenges Ireland faces, we need to build its capacity and competencies in social 
change and innovation. Children and young people are an important cohort of the population who 



can design and deliver solutions to social problems. They should not be overlooked but form an 
integral part of building our capacity to create the changes and innovative thinking we need. 

Recommendations 

1. Support for the full roll out of social innovation programmes in all primary and post 
primary schools in Ireland with sustainable funding to enable this to happen. 

2. Area based, Social Innovation Support networks (including representatives from business, 
academia, the public sector, and the community sector) to support young people (children 
and teenagers) to put their ideas into action 

3. The development of an agency to support and provide seed funds for youth led social 
innovations from ideation to testing to roll out of ideas 

4.  Increase the research, evaluation and impact measurement of youth led social innovation 
approaches 

5. Support for YSI International Programme to transfer the knowledge to Ireland’s Partner 
countries as part of peace building remit in the world 

Governance & Funding 

Young Social Innovators is a registered company limited by guarantee with charity status. It is a small 
independent and has multiple funding streams including public, philanthropic and corporate funding 
sources. YSI is unique in the breadth of its vision and work. Like social innovation itself it cuts across 
various public policies and hence contributes in different ways to these. Therefore funding comes 
from different public sources. Our leading public funders are Department of Education/Dormant 
Accounts Fund; Department of Rural and Community and Pobal; HSE; Department of Social 
Protection and also Department of Children. 

Our lead philanthropic funder is Tomar Trust and the Community Foundation of Ireland. Tomar Trust 
is investing over 1.2 million euros in scaling social innovation education in Ireland with matched 
funds from the Department of Education so far 510,000 euros. 

 
YSI Submission to the Joint Committee 

YSI made a Submission to the Committee Members outlining our work over 21 years. It provides 
information on our purpose and activities, governance and funding, and our recent work to scale 
social innovation education in Ireland and beyond. By 2025 we want all young people to have access 
to social innovation and 50% of our post primary schools engage on an ongoing basis. 

 
Go raibh maith agaibh 
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