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Youth Solidarity Network: success factors.
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ABSTRACT: 
The Entreculturas Foundation promotes an educational programme to develop teenagers’ 
capacity for global socio-political participation that’s called the Youth Solidarity Network 
(RSJ in Spanish). To celebrate the tenth anniversary of the RSJ being set up, a systematisation 
process was carried out (a participatory and qualitative research technique) that would allow 
knowledge to be generated through reflection on the practice itself. This process enabled 7 
components to be identified, each comprised of various factors, which, when present and 
working correctly, contribute towards the internalisation of attitudes and values necessary to 
exercise global citizenship. 

1. Description of the Youth Solidarity Network Programme..
The Youth Solidarity Network (RSJ) is a programme in which adolescents aged between 12 and 
18 years old participate voluntarily, acquiring basic skills for global socio-political participation.
It is carried out in collaboration with schools and other institutions that promote non-formal 
education (youth or free time associations, parish churches, city councils, etc.). In this way we 
aim to contribute to strengthening the relationship between schools and society. In this and 
other aspects it bears some resemblance to Learning Service and Learning Communities, but 
unlike these it is a non-curricular programme.
The educational content and objectives are divided into three blocks, each one related to an 
area of development-learning: cognitive, moral and social.
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Cognitive Area To know more and be able to think critically about: poverty and 
exclusion, globalisation, human rights, conflicts and emergencies, 
human mobility, intercultural coexistence and socio-political parti-
cipation.  

Moral Area To develop a scale of values and take moral decisions based on so-
lidarity, justice, responsible freedom, equality, multicultural coexis-
tence and consequences.

Social Area To learn to relate with each other democratically and to participate 
in society in order to improve it, through teamwork, dialogue and 
listening, the analysis of social problems and posing alternatives, 
and planning and executing initiatives related with community ser-
vice, consciousness raising and social mobilisation.

Table 1. Aims

The RSJ aims to offer a framework for adolescents to have global citizenship experiences 
through critical analysis of their local and global reality, community action over global causes, 
and specific expressions of solidarity.  These experiences foster their cognitive, emotional and 
social abilities by allowing them to put them into action. 
To achieve this, Entreculturas promotes the training of groups of young volunteers in educa-
tional centres. Accompanied by an educator, these volunteers take on the responsibility of 
advocating solidarity within their community, becoming agents for consciousness raising and 
social change. 
The methodology is based on a combination of training workshops; the planning, execution 
and evaluation of solidarity initiatives such as consciousness raising, community service and 
social mobilisation; and opportunities for dialogue with other RSJ groups at a local, regional 
and state level as well as with other similar programmes in Latin America and Europe. 
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Table 2. Key components of the methodology

Component Description
Training Two types:

1. Common to all RSJ groups Programmed in cycles of three academic 
years. In groups of similar ages. 
2. Specific to each group in accordance to its needs and interests. In 
groups of mixed ages.

Carrying out 
solidarity 
initiatives

They identify social problems and propose actions to draw awareness 
to them or to contribute to solving them. In accordance with their 
age and time in the programme, the participants advance towards an 
increasing local-global connection, towards thinking critically about 
causes, and towards a deeper moral analysis.  

Encounters With other people and realities, as a personally and socially transfor-
mative experience.

Belonging 
to a wider 
movement...

Connected to social transformation. It contributes to the development 
of a prosocial identity as well as dramatically increasing motivation and 
resistance to external pressure.

The centre’s 
solidarity group

An ideal environment for learning, a catalyst for personal experience 
and an environment for sharing experiences. First level of identifica-
tion, belonging and reference. 

Support The educators offer support and security, facilitate access to informa-
tion, stimulate and guide reflection, help to summarise and process 
lived experiences, and oversee group processes and the personal 
growth of each member. 
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Table 3. Methodological tools

Tool Descripción
Assemblies at the start of the 
course

Training, meeting, identity, motivation, beginning of 
planning.

Assemblies at the end of the course Meeting, identity, motivation, consensus, evaluation.
Global meetings (every second 
course)

Training, identity, belonging to a wider movement, 
motivation.

Solidarity Schedules Analysis of reality, planning, organisation, coopera-
tion, decision taking and distribution or responsibi-
lities, development of emotional and social abilities, 
monitoring and evaluation.

Mobilisation campaigns and actions Specific experiences of exercising global citizenship. 
International projects 
(Entrescuelas)

Meeting, training, belonging to a wider movement, 
identity and specific experiences of exercising global 
citizenship. 

The programme was launched in 2001 in Andalusia and, following an expansion and adjustment 
phase, is now established in seven Autonomous Regions: Galicia, Asturias, Castile and Leon, 
Madrid, Valencia, Murcia, Andalusia and Extremadura. There are currently 2,249 adolescents 
participating (of which 33% are boys and 77% are girls), a total of 256 educators (155 women 
and 101 men), as well as 23 young adults over 18 who participated in the programme and now 
volunteer as monitors.

2. Systematisation of the experience
Coinciding with the programme’s tenth anniversary, over 2011 and 2012 a systematisation 
process was carried out with the participation of adolescents and former participants, 
educators from the educational communities, and teams from Entreculturas. 
Systematisation is a qualitative, participatory methodology that aims to build knowledge 
through reflection on practice. It could be defined as a process of critical interpretation of one 
or several experiences that, through their reordering, demonstrate the logic of the process, 
the factors that intervened in the process, how they related to each other and why they did 
so in that manner. It enables knowledge to be generated through understanding, learning, 
and the elaboration of theories based on the observations and analysis of those involved in 
the practice. It also allows all those that have taken part in the process to report on their 
experiences and interpret them in order to reveal dynamics, meanings and intentions.
The systematisation was carried out with the support of the consultancy agency INCYDE, who 
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has ample experience in facilitating processes of this kind as well as a close relationship with 
the world of development cooperation, education and social intervention. INCYDE provided 
methodology, training and support throughout the process. This was structured in phases and 
involved the following tools:

1. Creation of a “systematisation team.” Driving force through the process and connection 
with the rest of the Development Education team at Entreculturas. 

2. Delimitation of the objective, object and axis. Definition of what we wished to systematise, 
the purpose and the focus. 

3. Reconstruction of the process undertaken.  Descriptive phase. Records were reviewed and 
the Systematisation Spiral and the Guide to Arranging were used in order to enable those who 
participated in the working groups to recall the process they were involved in at the RSJ and 
to narrate their experience of it. 

4. A Critical Questions Guide was produced and the questions answered. All those 
that participated in the process generated critical questions about the programme. The 
systematisation team selected 30 of these questions and ordered them in the Critical Questions 
Guide, which was taken back to the discussion groups to be answered.

5. In-depth analysis. Determining conclusions, learning experiences and recommendations. 
The systematisation team carried out an in-depth analysis of the answers in order to arrive at 
conclusions, learning experiences and recommendations. A bibliographic review was carried 
out in parallel to corroborate certain aspects. The conclusions were written up in a document 
that we reviewed with the teachers as well as various teams and heads at Entreculturas.

6. Theoretical and methodological contributions. The document was reviewed by experts 
from outside Entreculturas. 

7. Documentation of the process: publication and dissemination.
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Table 4. Object, objective and axis of the RSJ’s systematisation

Object. What did we 
decide to systematise?

The experience of the RSJ from 2001 to 2011 in seven autonomous 
regions.

Objective. Why? To understand the fundamental components of the process: why 
the participation of young people in the RSJ helps them internalise 
values and attitudes of solidarity and social commitment.

Axis (focus). Through 
what prism do we 
view the experience?

The adolescents’ emotional experience: 
-Because any educational experience must completely engage 
people. 
-Because significant connections are established between emotio-
nal learning and moral learning.

3. Conclusions: success factors
The systematisation allowed us to identify seven components that are fundamental in the 
development of values and attitudes for exercising global citizenship.
1.  Real participation by the adolescents: the experience of being agents of social change.
2. Orientation towards personal growth: socio-emotional education.
3.  Training and reflection.
4.  The role of the educator and the style of support: the educator as facilitator of experien-
ces and companion in personal and group processes.
5.  Peer groups as an ideal educational environment. 
6. Reinforcement from external references: family and the centre.
7.  Belonging to a wider, global movement.

Figure 1
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These components form a system in which each one interacts with the other six. All seven 
must be present for the programme to reach its potential. If, on the other hand, one of them 
is missing, it is more difficult to achieve the objectives. Within each of these components a 
series of factors has been identified.

Component Factors
Experience of being acti-
ve agents of change

1. Development of responsibility.
2. Awareness of one’s capacity to influence their environment: 
motivation and creativity.

Quality of the training 
and depth of the analysis

1. Consolidation of values.
2. Minimum period of attendance.
3. Respect for the evolutionary and learning processes.
4. Similarity of ages in the training activities.
5. Development of empathy.

The role of the group 1. An emotionally safe space.
2. Management of leadership: fostering constructive leadership 
and avoiding leadership that excludes.
3. Identification and belonging. 
4. Resistance to external pressure.

The role of the educator 
and the style of support

1. Relation based on trust and mutual admiration.
2. Positive expectations.
3. Horizontal style with functional authority.

Reinforcement from ex-
ternal references

1. The centre is part of the project, recognises the role of the 
teachers, facilitates and reinforces student participation, and 
informs the educational community as a whole of the program-
me.
2. Families value and promote their children’s participation in 
the programme. They feel “proud.”

Orientation towards per-
sonal growth

1. Take care to develop self-esteem and social skills. 
2. Promote the development of empathy and moral reasoning.

Table 5
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The systematisation has allowed us to conclude that when these conditions are in place the 
programme contributes to the internalisation of values and attitudes that sustain life-styles 
committed to solidarity and justice. 

1. Experience of being active agents of change By carrying out solidarity initiatives, they 
experience that social change is possible. This experience is key to their motivation. It promotes 
cognitive development as they exercise the five kinds of thinking that are essential for moral 
learning: alternative, causal, consequential, means-end and perspective.  They develop 
responsibility, first with regards to their own group and a commitment to participating in the 
running of these initiatives, and later extending it to other contexts. Opportunities are created 
to practice frustration management, develop creativity and channel their concerns regarding 
social justice. 

Andalusia teachers’ response to the question: How do the young people make decisions in 
the solidarity group? What decision-making mechanisms are developed in the group?:

“The key is that they start deciding for themselves, it’s the leaders. Having those leaders in 
the group helps. If there is leadership, they take on the work and meet together. You have 
to channel the leadership. It’s the teacher’s role to see who has leadership material and to 
channel it.”

“It’s also about valuing what they come up with. They shouldn’t be presenting ideas to us, 
they have to propose ideas to the rest of the group. It’s about no longer looking to the teacher. 
Often it’s the teachers themselves that complicate things, because we’re not patient enough 
and we’re afraid that they won’t do anything. Perhaps it’s a barrier to allowing them to be 
the ones to manage themselves. A lot of skills are required, and a change in thinking that’s 
really complicated. Children aren’t taught to take decisions, to negotiate and listen. It’s hard 
to encourage them to do things that later they don’t see put into practice in the educational 
sector. Trying to set up this kind of dynamic is at odds with how they usually work in class.”

“At the beginning of the course different activities are suggested and then they vote. You begin 
by giving the group information (project initiatives) and from there the kids start suggesting 
ideas and proposals for how to carry it out.”
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Table 6

Answers from young people from different networks to the question: Does taking on more 
responsibility in the Network lead us to assume more responsibilities in our surrounding 
environment?:

“Yes. It makes you think. Since I joined the Network I’m committed to more things. When 
something is organised and you don’t participate, you feel jealous. We share what we learn. 
You become more responsible. Before I was incapable of staying at home to look after my 
siblings but now I figure that just like I help in the Network, I have to help at home.” (Young 
person from Murcia)

“You can’t participate in the Network and then not care about anything.” (Young person from 
Murcia).

“You become more aware about things and you carry over the involvement that you’ve picked 
up to other things in your life, to your daily affairs.” (Young person from Valencia).

2. Training and analysis improve understanding of social reality and the capacity for critical 
thinking. Covering this content at successive stages in children’s maturity, encourages a 
progressively more in-depth and complex analysis of social reality and moral evaluation of 
this analysis. However, it’s very important not to force this process. You have to respect the 
initial reactions of compassion and the impulse to help that are common at beginning stages. 
In addition, the training includes reflection on personal experience, becoming aware of it and 
endowing it with meaning so that it establishes itself over time in each child. The training is 
an ideal context to integrate the various components that come into play in the educational 
process.



Número Cinco (Julio 2014)
Issue Five (July 2014)

The INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL for GLOBAL and DEVELOPMENT EDUCATION RESEARCH
REVISTA INTERNACIONAL sobre INVESTIGACIÓN en EDUCACIÓN GLOBAL y para el DESARROLLO

YOUTH SOLIDARITY NETWORK: SUCCESS FACTORS 

Página 207
Page 207

Table 7

Children in their first or second year in the Network (12-14 years old) asked the question: 
Do we know what we want to instil with the actions we carry out? We see how they tend to 
highlight the effect of their action on their own wellbeing and that of others, as well as the idea 
of help and empathy:

“That everyone participates, becomes more responsible and helps those in need. “That people 
are happy with what we can do to help them.” “That people in need are better and to feel better 
about ourselves when you think about what goes on in some places in the world.” “That’s 
there’s peace in the world around us. To help countries in the world that need help. To be able 
to understand others and put ourselves in their place.”

Children in their third or fourth year in the Network (14-16 years old). Asked the same question, 
we see how arguments connected to values, social transformation, knowledge and awareness 
of the reality around us begin to emerge:

“That people become aware of the world in which we live.” “Because it’s necessary for someone 
to do these kind of things to help people.” “Because it’s a moral question: we want to help those 
who need it most.” “If not, there would be no point in doing it. There are some people who 
aren’t aware and others who think that it doesn’t make a difference. But when we explain it to 
them they understand that what we do makes a big difference. If everyone chips in a little bit, 
a lot can be achieved.”

Those who have been in the Network for between two and five years. Young adults in their last 
two years of high school or in Professional Training.  You see a consolidation of the elements 
above, especially with the idea of social change:

“We know we want to instil equality, solidarity... we want other students to realise that (our 
activities) have two purposes, to collaborate with others and to become aware of other ways 
of living. With projects, we think about how we want to focus them, what we want to instil 
and what it means to us.” “That all those who see our work become aware that through lots 
of small changes you can make a big change to achieve something better.” “That our centre 
becomes aware that together we can achieve a better world.” “That the world changes and 
that people become aware of what goes on in the world.”
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3. Creating a peer group that establishes an emotionally secure environment, thanks to 
which adolescents display a series of behaviours conducive to the educational experience. At 
the same time, belonging to a group that believes in social justice has a strong influence on 
the development of identity, with participants assuming the roles and values of the group. It’s 
specifically in the relationships between group members where moral learning is fostered. 
Empathy and responsibility are first to emerge in relation to the group and its members.

Cuadro 8

Impressions from young people from the Network in Murcia and from the Xarxa Solidaria 
(Solidarity Network) in Valencia when asked: “What do relations within the group have to be 
like for you to continue being involved with it?”

“There need to be interesting people, where ideas are respected, there’s a level of friendship, 
no one’s left out, and everyone has something in common. When we get together with different 
people, we come together in a strange way, a different connection is made, they’re people 
that share your ideas. The Network gives us a place, because we couldn’t fulfil our objectives 
elsewhere. Here we know how to deal with subjects without arguing, you make connections 
with people from outside, different people, and the only place where we can be with them is 
here. The Network is like a place where we can be understood, it’s a release, a way to express 
what you don’t express at home. “I’m with my friends and on top of that I’m contributing 
something that might help change things.” “Respect... we get on, we’re close, connections arise 
in all the activities we do, connections that become friendships. Also wanting to continue doing 
things in the Network and participate.” “You come here, say what you think... and someone 
listens to you.” “We don’t all think the same about everything, but we have the same objective.

4. The educators offer emotional security and are a model for the children. They project 
positive expectations onto them, giving them a positive image of themselves and reinforcing 
their self-esteem along with desired behaviour and attitudes.  A horizontal relationship is 
established with functional authority, serving as a model for the young people. Thanks to this 
relationship the educators facilitate the experience, managing group dynamics so that that 
group fulfils its function, as well as managing the training and support in the execution of 
solidarity actions.
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Table 9

What do the young people value about the group facilitators? Impressions given by the young 
people of Galicia, Valencia and Andalusia:

“All their effort and the work they do so that we can do the activities. That they are committed 
to us. Their enthusiasm, their interest in doing things and the way they convey that to us. They 
ask our opinion about projects and they ask us if we agree. They help us with the questions 
we have and are always positive. Their enthusiasm to improve and change the things that 
go on.” “They have the same ideas as us. They help us, listen and give us ideas for what we 
want to achieve. In addition, they don’t just do this so that we get involved in carrying out 
activities, they also do it to help all those that in need. All the ideas that we give them, they 
help us to carry them out.” “Guillermo makes a huge effort and supports us.” “Jorge is really 
approachable, friendly, he makes us feel more comfortable. He helps us get organised so that 
our integration later will be easier.” “We see them as people and not just teachers.” “They treat 
us as if we were friends, not like a student-teacher relationship.” “Because there’s trust and 
they’re open, they understand us... the advice they give is always good and they also don’t talk 
about their experience.” “They let us do more. We’re the ones that give ideas and later they 
help us shape what we propose. They’re very empathetic. She was our tutor and we tell her 
everything.” “We’re very proud of the teachers and monitors that we’ve got. They’re like family 
to me. They’re fun and adapt to everything.”

5. The school supports the programme both formally and in practice, facilitating and 
supporting its development, valuing and incorporating the group activities (which serves as a 
reinforcement for the kids), supporting the teachers and facilitating communication with the 
families. For their part, the families value the participation of their children in these groups 
positively, expressing their satisfaction and “pride.” They build and convey positive expectations 
regarding the values they want for them, without this turning into a source of conflict with 
their teenagers. It all reinforces the process of constructing an identity based on those values.
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Table 10

Responses from young people from Galicia and Valencia to the prompt: My parents think that 
being in the group and doing solidarity work...

“They’re proud that I can help with work like this.” “It’s good that I do it because that way I 
become a better person.” “It’s good for me. That I stick with it because you always have to do 
things for other people... My parents help me and give me ideas of things to do in the Network.” 
“That it’s good for me but it shouldn’t take up time I need for other activities.” “Really good, 
but that it’s too much because it doesn’t leave me time for my studies.” “It’s a good way to help 
others and it helps us to be more responsible.” “They think it’s good.” “That they’re really good 
ideas, the ones about helping those who need it.” “They value it because not a lot of people feel 
the same way and want to do what we do. They’re pleased about it.” “It’s an interesting activity 
and they think it’s good that we help others.” “They couldn’t care less.” “My mother is happy 
and my father is too.” “Mine don’t look all that favourably on it, because I throw myself into 
lots of things and get too involved... for them my studies come before things like volunteering.”

6. Knowing that you are part of a wider movement (first the Youth Solidarity Network and 
then, further along in the process, Entreculturas as a whole) is a key motivating factor and a 
very important reinforcement in the process of the teenagers’ identity construction. Belonging 
to the Youth Solidarity Network compensates for the negative influence of criticism from those 
peer groups not involved in the Network. The programme’s international connections further 
extend the scope, providing an image of world youth as active agents of change and facilitating 
relations with young people from other countries from an absolutely horizontal perspective.
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Table 11

Some testimony from young people from the networks in Andalusia, Valencia, Murcia and 
Galicia along these lines:

“You don’t know who you are or who you can become until you see yourself involved in 
something big.” “It helped us come out of our shells and relate with people who think the same 
way as us.” “The Conference didn’t only change me because I met heaps of people, but also 
because I realised that the supposed utopia that I had in my head had become a reality without 
me realising, seeing there are so many of us who have been moved by something within, which 
has made us change who we were in many respects and improve in others. Over the years I’ve 
met a lot of people that have changed me, that have become really important in my life and 
have made me grow as a person. A world full of people that are capable of whatever they set 
out to do. They only need to believe it and set off on the adventure.  Because things are only 
impossible when you don’t try.”  “My first Assembly in Alicante in November 2008 left a huge 
impact on me. As soon as I got off the bus I saw over 100 people singing, dancing, laughing 
and thinking together.” I discovered that we aren’t alone, we aren’t crazy.” “At this conference 
we could see that we aren’t just a youth group from our high school, but we really do make 
up a great network, because each one of us there represented a large number of Network 
participants who couldn’t attend.”

7. Employing a methodology that seeks to promote personal growth and the learning of 
life skills, both in the context of the intensive training sessions (workshops) and through the 
development of solidarity actions and in informal contexts. Belonging to a network generates 
a feeling of personal satisfaction that has a positive influence on self-esteem and the formation 
of a prosocial identity. It increases emotional awareness through working to identify and 
express emotions. It creates opportunities for moral learning through the exercise of empathy, 
support and compassion, and through reflection on universal values, thus developing a sense 
of justice. It promotes the acquisition of social skills (self-affirmation, expressing ideas and 
feelings in public, conflict resolution, listening and dialogue).
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Table 12

Testimony from young people in Andalusia, Valencia and Galicia on how participation in the 
network has influenced their personal growth:

“You feel better, it enriches you as a person, it makes you mature.” “You see how helping people 
makes you feel proud of yourself, you see that you can contribute.” “Starting in the Network 
marked a before and after in my life as it has allowed me to become a better person and realise 
what I really want.” “For the first time I felt I could be helpful in a cause that wasn’t my own.” 
“When I participate and help I feel like I’m the cat’s pyjamas.” “When I’m able to help others I 
feel like I’m capable of anything I set my mind to.”

Table 13

Some impressions from teachers in Valencia and Murcia:

“They’re very expressive. They’re more natural in expressing their feelings. They establish really 
beautiful connections with each other, even if they’re of very different levels.” “There are people 
who find it very difficult to relate with others and in the Network environment they come into 
themselves and express themselves more.” “They surprise themselves, find that they’re more 
open, more expressive.” “They also self-affirm.” “They’re capable of speaking in public thanks 
to the Network. They can come together with other schools and with people with different 
ideas without any problems. The young people in the Network have “an educated gaze”, they 
look at reality in a different way. The project generates social skills, a sense of a common goal, 
teamwork. They know that there are others like them. They’re able to organise others that 
aren’t part of the Network.”

The systematisation enabled the identification of these success factors. However, it also 
demonstrated the difficulties, the risks and the challenges that Entreculturas and the teachers 
must face in order to improve the programme and guarantee that it’s run well in all the 
educational communities that participate in the project, aspects that are not covered in this 
article.
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