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This report is part of a collection wishing to provide a
global overview on best practices of positive adaptation
to climate change. Each report is prepared by one
student of the Int. MSc. Urban Resilience for Sustainability
Transitions (URNet-UIC Barcelona) during the second
semester, as a learning outcome of the acquired
analytical skills - to find, understand, organize and
communicate different perspectives, approaches and
models of urban resilience implementation through a
best practice case study analysis. 

The aim of each report is thus to offer an easy-to-read 
overview about how innovative positive adaptation 
practices are implemented in a selected city through a 
set of instruments such as plans, projects or communities-
led initiatives. 

This series of reports aims to critically discuss how cities 
and resilience actors manage adaptive responses to 
different threats and to provide a basis for practitioners to 
learn about new and innovative experiences. 

Although the scope of these reports is ambitious, and the 
analysis leading to each report results complex, the 
presentation has been designed in order to be easy to 
read and accessible to the general public. Each report 
of this collection maintains a standard structure, 
facilitating comparative analysis, in the hope that this 
initiative contributes to spreading the understanding of 
how innovative best practices are framed and 
implemented in many cities across the globe. 
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BOSTON, MA, USA

Youth Lead the Change (YLC), launched in Boston in 2014, represents
the first youth-focused participatory budgeting initiative in the United
States (Youth Lead the Change [YLC]: Participatory Budgeting
Boston, 2020). Designed to empower young residents aged 14–25,
YLC allocates $1 million of the city’s capital budget annually through
a democratic process that enables youth to identify priorities,
propose projects, and vote on funding decisions. The initiative
pursues four interlinked goals: strengthening civic engagement,
fostering community improvement, empowering diverse youth
voices, and deepening trust between young residents and municipal
institutions (Youth Lead the Change [YLC], 2019).

YLC demonstrates its best practice through its open and adaptable
design that welcomes diverse participation. Outreach strategies,
such as multilingual materials, youth-centred workshops, and
extensive social media engagement, successfully broaden
participation, particularly among underserved populations. The
initiative’s democratic transparency enhances civic literacy (YLC:
Participatory Budgeting Boston, 2020), while the direct
implementation of youth-driven projects fosters ownership and trust
(Tara, 2014). Importantly, YLC extends beyond traditional advisory
youth councils by offering participants tangible influence over city
infrastructure.

Lessons from YLC highlight opportunities for impact as well as
implementation challenges. While the initiative adds resilience
through youth-driven projects addressing social and environmental
needs, implementation delays highlight the need for stronger
integration with municipal planning. Nonetheless, YLC demonstrates
that participatory budgeting can empower marginalised groups,
enhance democratic accountability, and prepare the next
generation for active civic leadership. Its replicability establishes YLC
as a transformative model of inclusive governance.
. 

1. SUMMARY
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2. CASE STUDY INFO 
Origins and Objectives of YLC
YLC, established in 2014 under the administration of Mayor Martin J. Walsh (City
of Boston, 2014), represents both Boston’s first participatory budgeting initiative
and the first youth-specific process of its kind in the United States (YLC:
Participatory Budgeting Boston, 2020). While participatory budgeting generally
refers to a democratic process that allows residents direct control over a portion
of a public budget (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2016), YLC distinguishes
itself by dedicating $1 million of Boston’s capital budget for allocation by
residents aged 14-25 (YLC, 2019). The initiative was designed to empower young
people to engage directly with civic processes and to shape community
improvements (YLC, 2019). As Walsh observed, Boston’s youth provide insight
into the city’s vibrancy and future priorities; YLC institutionalises these
perspectives by granting them a formal role in municipal decision-making (City
of Boston, 2014).

The city outlined several objectives for the program: align the city’s capital plan
with the priorities and interests of Boston youth, educate young residents about
the city-building and budgeting process, and encourage and support youth to
take an active role in local government (Tara, 2014). To achieve these aims, a
steering committee of youth and youth-focused organisations was established
to design the rules of the process, with deliberate attention to ensuring young
voices were prioritised (Youth Lead the Change [YLC]: Participatory Budgeting
Boston, 2022). The Participatory Budgeting Project, a non-profit organisation,
guided the creation of the process, providing educational resources,
organisational support, outreach, and training materials (Tara, 2014; YLC:
Participatory Budgeting Boston, 2020). Additional partners included universities,
non-profits, and private sector actors, who contributed technical and logistical
support for idea collection and community assemblies (YLC: Participatory
Budgeting Boston, 2020).

The initiative has evolved over its 10-year lifespan and currently pursues four
interlinked goals:

Civic Engagement: Increase youth participation in local government by
involving them directly in the decision-making process.
Community Improvement: Address the needs and priorities of Boston’s
neighbourhoods through youth-led projects that enhance quality of life.
Youth Empowerment: Ensure that the diverse voices of Boston’s youth are
represented in the distribution of city funds.
Stronger Community Connections: Build a stronger relationship between
Boston’s youth and city government, fostering trust and collaboration. (YLC,
2019) 

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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2. CASE STUDY INFO 
Process and Implementation Cycle
The annual YLC cycle mirrors the city’s fiscal calendar, running from November
to June (Augsberger et al., 2017). The process begins with idea collection, where
youth submit project proposals through online forms, workshops, or community
meetings (YLC, 2019). Outreach strategies emphasise accessibility, with materials
tailored for social media and other youth-centred platforms (YLC: Participatory
Budgeting Boston, 2020). Special efforts target underserved populations through
translation and interpretation services (Augsberger et al., 2017), as well as
workshops in schools, transit hubs, community centres, and youth programs,
including events for homeless and disconnected youth (YLC: Participatory
Budgeting Boston, 2020).
                                                  
Once collected, submissions are reviewed by the Office of Youth Engagement
and Advancement (OYEA), which collaborates with city officials to refine ideas
into feasible capital projects (YLC, 2019). Proposals must meet established
criteria: be physical infrastructure or technology, have a minimum cost of
$25,000, last at least five years, and be located on city-owned property (Tara,
2014). Even proposals not initially aligned with capital project requirements may
be reformulated to address the same issues within eligible parameters. Youth
participants continue to contribute through site evaluations, proposal writing
and design input (Augsberger et al., 2017; D. Bryan, personal communication,
July 8, 2025; Olivia & Lu, 2019). Finalised projects are then presented for voting,
online, through paper ballots available on request, and at designated locations
such as schools, assemblies, and community events (Augsberger et al., 2017;
YLC, 2019). Public expos and targeted social media campaigns are used to
increase awareness and participation (Augsberger et al., 2017). Winning
projects are implemented by the City of Boston with ongoing support from OYEA
(YLC, 2019). The cyclical nature of YLC fosters adaptability by embedding
continuous feedback into the budgeting process, allowing projects and
priorities to evolve in response to emerging community needs.

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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2. CASE STUDY INFO 
Civic and Educational Impacts
Participatory budgeting’s greatest impact lies in its ability to connect the public
to the complex decisions faced by government. Reduced budgets, declining
revenue, and low public trust force elected officials to make difficult
compromises that are not always well understood by the public. A 2015 Pew
Research Centre poll showed “Just 19% [of Americans] say the government is
run for the benefit of all” (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2016). This gap can be
reduced through participatory budgeting because it provides an opportunity
for open government. By combining direct democracy with transparent
allocation of funds, YLC fosters civic literacy, strengthens collaboration with
community organisations, and enhances trust between residents and the
municipality (YLC: Participatory Budgeting Boston, 2020).

Although the impacts of YLC are challenging to quantify, the initiative clearly
provides meaningful opportunities for youth civic engagement and municipal
governance education (Augsberger et al., 2017). In its first year, 1,500 youths
participated in the voting process, a substantial proportion of whom were first-
time voters. By encouraging residents to assess their communities in terms of
need and sustainability, participants develop a broader understanding of local
and city-wide priorities. Assemblies further enhance participants’ civic literacy by
providing educational materials on the city budget and capital planning
processes (YLC: Participatory Budgeting Boston, 2020). By building civic literacy
and strengthening youth capacity to engage with complex governance
processes, YLC contributes to long-term resilience by preparing future
generations to navigate and address urban challenges.

Inclusion and Equity in Participation
YLC also prioritises inclusivity through employing accessible assembly locations,
translated materials, and extensive use of digital platforms to facilitate
participation among traditionally underserved populations (YLC: Participatory
Budgeting Boston, 2020). This inclusive approach enhances social equity,
ensuring that traditionally marginalised groups, such as non-English speakers,
disconnected youth, and homeless residents, are meaningfully represented in
decision-making processes. Since young residents are often excluded from
formal political processes, YLC represents a significant innovation in governance
by giving them tangible influence over public spending. In doing so, the
initiative fosters empowerment while simultaneously promoting a more inclusive,
responsive, and equitable model of city governance (YLC, 2019).

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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3. DISCUSSION 
Participatory Budgeting as a Governance Innovation
Participatory budgeting has emerged globally as a versatile and scalable
governance innovation. Over the past two decades, the process has been
adopted in more than 7,000 municipalities worldwide, ranging in scale from
schools to entire cities (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2022). One of the earliest
implementations in the United States was in New York City, where in 2011, four
council districts allocated $1 million each. Within five years, the process had
expanded to 31 districts with a combined budget of $38 million. Funding sources
are similarly diverse, ranging from municipal budgets and federal grants to
public agency funds and discretionary allocations by elected officials
(Participatory Budgeting Project, 2016). This flexibility underscores PB’s
adaptability across governance scales and fiscal contexts, establishing it as a
transferable model for enhancing civic participation.

Within this global landscape, YLC in Boston represents an important innovation:
it was among the earliest city-wide participatory budgeting programs in the
United States and the first designed exclusively for young people. Its critical
value lies in its dual function as both a participatory budgeting program and a
youth engagement initiative. By focusing on residents aged 14-25, YLC
empowers a group that is often excluded from formal decision-making and
shifts youth from being passive recipients of policy to active participants in
shaping their city’s future. From a resilience perspective, this inclusion not only
advances social equity but also builds adaptive capacity by embedding
diverse perspectives into municipal decision-making, ensuring that governance
systems are better equipped to respond to changing community needs.

Innovation Compared to Traditional Youth Engagement
Many U.S. cities have established youth councils or commissions as vehicles for
civic participation. These organisations generally serve in advisory roles to city
councils or mayors, advocating for youth concerns by drafting advocacy letters,
meeting with leaders, or submitting policy recommendations (Seattle Office for
Civil Rights, 2024; Bachani Di Giovanna & Desantis, 2022). While valuable for
leadership development, such councils tend to emphasise mentorship and skill-
building rather than direct influence on resource allocation.

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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3. DISCUSSION 
YLC diverges sharply from this model. Rather than restricting youth input to
advisory channels, the initiative provides tangible power over municipal budget
allocations. The ability for participants to see their project ideas transformed into
built infrastructure, such as improvements to bus stops or accessible playground
elements (Augsberger et al., 2017), creates a sense of ownership and validates
their contributions in ways advisory roles cannot (Tara, 2014). Shifting from
advisory to decision-making participation strengthens resilience by expanding
civic skills and strengthening trust in public institutions. When project selection
and implementation are transparent, institutions become more resilient as their
legitimacy is reinforced through open and visible processes.

Inclusivity and Scale
Another distinctive feature of YLC is its openness and scale. While youth councils
typically engage a small, selective cohort (Seattle Office for Civil Rights, 2024;
Dallas Youth Commission, 2023), YLC seeks to include as many voices as possible.
In the 2023-2024 cycle, nearly 4,500 young residents cast votes or submitted
project ideas (Office of Youth Engagement and Advancement, 2024). Although
not all participants engage at the same depth as council members, even the
simple act of casting a vote represents a meaningful step toward civic inclusion.
Broad participation fosters resilience by strengthening social ties, trust, and
cooperation, which enables communities to respond more effectively to
challenges.

The process also prepares participants for future engagement in municipal
elections and referendums. By practising project evaluation, weighing trade-
offs, and ultimately casting ballots, youth become familiar with the structures of
representative democracy. This contributes to long-term resilience by equipping
a new generation with the skills and confidence required for informed civic
participation. Moreover, by targeting underserved groups through outreach
and accessible literature, YLC reduces systemic barriers to governance (YLC:
Participatory Budgeting Boston, 2020). Such strategies enhance inclusion, a core
resilience principle, by ensuring that marginalised populations are meaningfully
included in shaping the city’s future (Arup International Development, 2014).

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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3. DISCUSSION 
Challenges and Trade-offs
Despite its successes, YLC faces notable challenges that highlight the trade-offs
inherent in participatory budgeting. One recurring difficulty lies in balancing
proposals that address highly localised or specific needs with those of broader
appeal. Projects targeting smaller communities or marginalised groups often
struggle to succeed in city-wide votes, as participatory budgeting inherently
favours initiatives with wider recognition and resonance (Augsberger et al.,
2017). This dynamic risks reproducing inequities, even within an inclusive
framework. YLC mitigates this risk by rephrasing final proposals around issues
rather than populations, allowing for broader support while still addressing
specific concerns. Implementation is determined after funding approval
through a more in-depth investigation and further consultation with youth (D.
Bryan, personal communication, July 8, 2025). This strategy aligns with resilience
principles by recognising systemic imbalances and adapting the process to
mitigate exclusionary outcomes.

Another persistent challenge is the implementation of winning projects. Due to
their relatively small budgets and scope, YLC projects are sometimes given
lower priority within Boston’s city planning processes. Furthermore, as project
proposals are submitted outside standard bureaucratic channels, they can
encounter organisational barriers that delay execution. These bottlenecks
illustrate the tension between innovative governance processes and established
municipal systems. To address this, the OYEA team has sought closer integration
with city planning departments to improve efficiency (D. Bryan, personal
communication, July 8, 2025). These challenges highlight the importance of
integrative resilience: the ability of governance structures to absorb innovative
practices and adapt their procedures to ensure the timely and equitable
delivery of projects (Arup International Development, 2014).

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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3. DISCUSSION 
Co-benefits and Broader Impacts
The initiative generates co-benefits that extend beyond youth civic
engagement. On an individual level, participants gain transferable skills in
leadership, teamwork, and professional communication (Tara, 2014). Such
capacity-building strengthens social resilience by equipping youth with
competencies that extend to other areas of civic and professional life. For city
officials, working directly with residents fosters motivation and a renewed sense
of accountability (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2016).

At the community level, projects contribute to environmental sustainability,
social cohesion, and neighbourhood revitalisation. For example, one of the most
notable YLC-funded projects was inspired by New York City’s Street Tree
Program and proposed the expansion of vegetation across Boston’s dense
urban areas. Youth participants identified the loss of green space as a pressing
issue linked to declining livability, air pollution, and the city’s sustainable
reputation. Increased vegetation contributes to climate mitigation through
carbon sequestration and supports adaptation by reducing the urban heat
island effect, improving stormwater management, and enhancing air quality.
These ecological benefits are coupled with social co-benefits, including
improved walkability, greater neighbourhood appeal, and stronger public
health resilience. Ongoing support from the Environmental Department was built
into the project, ensuring long-term maintenance and institutional
accountability (Olivia & Lu, 2019). These projects demonstrate how YLC
integrates environmental and social resilience by linking youth priorities to
broader urban sustainability objectives.

The YLC initiative fosters adaptability and informed decision-making through its
reflective design. By welcoming all idea submissions and engaging youth in
dialogue, the process not only shapes project selection but also provides
valuable insight into the needs and priorities of young residents, informing
broader municipal planning (Augsberger et al., 2017). The annual cycle of
voting and implementation creates a built-in feedback loop, enabling the
initiative to adjust and refine its operations over time. Crucially, the model shifts
participants’ roles from passive observers to active decision makers in city
planning and budgeting. This transformation strengthens civic inclusion,
deepens collective ownership, and contributes to a more adaptive and resilient
city.

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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4. CONCLUSION  
The design of YLC embodies two essential qualities of urban resilience: reflection
and inclusion. Its cyclical structure ensures that the initiative is not static but
reflective. Each year’s process generates not only new projects but also
opportunities for learning, feedback, and adjustment. By embedding reflection
into the budgeting cycle, YLC allows priorities to evolve alongside shifting
community needs, thereby strengthening the city’s adaptive capacity. Equally
central is inclusion. YLC deliberately lowers barriers to participation by engaging
youth in schools, transit hubs, and community centres, while also offering
translation services and digital platforms (YLC: Participatory Budgeting Boston,
2020). These practices extend decision-making power to groups that are often
excluded from governance, particularly underserved or disconnected youth. In
doing so, YLC enhances equity and expands the diversity of voices shaping
urban priorities. This inclusion builds social resilience by cultivating trust,
legitimacy, and a sense of ownership among communities historically
marginalised from city-making processes.

Challenges remain, particularly in the delayed implementation of projects and
the tension between localised and city-wide priorities. Yet even these difficulties
demonstrate the program’s resilience value: YLC adapts by reframing proposals
to build broader support and by seeking closer integration with municipal
planning systems (D. Bryan, personal communication, July 8, 2025). Such
adjustments reinforce its reflective character, showing how governance
processes themselves can evolve in response to structural constraints.

YLC’s long-term influence is evident in Boston’s launch of Ideas in Action, a city-
wide participatory budgeting process open to all residents and supported by a
larger budget (Ideas in Action, 2024). This expansion demonstrates the success
and replicability of YLC, showing how a youth-focused initiative has served as a
model for scaling participatory budgeting to broader constituencies. The
adoption of Ideas in Action illustrates how innovations at smaller scales can
catalyse systemic change, embedding adaptability, equity and participation
into urban governance at large.

YLC demonstrates how youth-led initiatives can contribute not only to
immediate civic empowerment but also to the long-term adaptability and
equity of urban governance systems. As cities worldwide confront complex
social and environmental challenges, YLC illustrates how resilience can be
operationalised through democratic innovation that is both reflective and
inclusive.

YLC - Boston, MA, USA
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