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INTRODUCTION
In an era where global competitiveness depends on 
innovation and resilience, the UAE recognizes that 
empowering youth is a strategic investment in long-term 
sustainability. National development is driven not only 
by resources or infrastructure but by the ambitions and 
capabilities of young people.

Youth empowerment in the UAE is a foundational pillar 
of national progress, supported by an integrated policy 
framework such as UAE Centennial 2071, the National 
Youth Agenda 2031, and the Emirati Youth Strategy. These 
are not just visions—they are actionable tools that enable 
youth participation, leadership, and influence.

Within this policy ecosystem, the Youth Spaces Initiative, 
launched by the Federal Youth Authority, stands out 
as a strategic tool that reflects the UAE’s commitment 
to supportive environments, inclusive design, and 
institutional partnerships. It marks a shift from traditional 
service delivery to a connected model of empowerment 
that engages public, private, and Third Sector civil society 
sectors in supporting youth development.

Youth Spaces are not just physical locations—they are 
national hubs where youth access resources, networks, 
and platforms that accelerate their civic, economic, and 
personal growth. They align with quality-of-life policies 
and serve as labs for public innovation, community 
engagement, and future readiness.

This represents a new paradigm—where space becomes 
policy, and design becomes strategy.This case study 
documents how visionary leadership, cross-sector 
collaboration, and youth-centered policymaking can 
build sustainable and scalable ecosystems for youth 
empowerment.
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The Youth Spaces Initiative, that was 
launched in November 2024, was conceived 
as a strategic response to the evolving 
aspirations of young people in the UAE, 
and to the nation’s broader commitment 
to youth-centered development. Launched 
by the Federal Youth Authority, the 
initiative was grounded in findings from 
the National Study on the Future of Youth 
Hubs, conducted in 2024 which revealed 
a pressing need to redefine how physical 
spaces serve as catalysts for youth 
engagement, learning, and leadership.

Rather than simply upgrading facilities, 
the initiative sought to reimagine public, 
private, and civic-sector venues as strategic 
enablers of youth empowerment—
aligning with the Quality of Life pillar of the 
National Youth Agenda 2031. The goal was 
not merely to increase access to spaces, 
but to create purpose-driven environments 
that foster growth, agency, and innovation 
among youth across all Emirates.

Crucially, the initiative was not developed 
in isolation. It was co-designed with input 
from youth councils, government entities, 
private sector partners, and academic 
institutions, reflecting a whole-of-
society approach to policy development. 
This collaborative design ensured early 
buy-in and scalability, enabling the 
initiative to move quickly from concept to 
implementation.

Although the idea emerged from a 
locally identified need—namely, the 
fragmentation and underutilization of 

youth engagement venues—it was 
informed by global best practices in co-
designed civic spaces and innovation 
ecosystems. This fusion of local insight 
and international perspective allowed the 
UAE to craft a model uniquely tailored to 
its social fabric and governance system.

Importantly, the Youth Spaces Initiative 
aligns with the UAE’s strategic 
transformation toward a New Economy—
one rooted in innovation, knowledge, and 
human capital. These spaces serve as 
natural incubators for future-ready skills, 
cultivating entrepreneurial mindsets, 
digital fluency, and civic leadership among 
youth. In doing so, they support the broader 
national ambition to position Emirati youth 
as a globally competitive workforce and 
adaptive human capital.

The model is also characterized by its 
flexibility. Youth Spaces are categorized 
instead of classified, such as:
•	 Category A) Public 
•	 Category B) Access-Based 
•	 Category C) Private
This approach ensures diverse youth 
experiences across different contexts—
without compromising on quality or equity. 
It also democratizes access to youth 
development opportunities.

In essence, the Youth Spaces Initiative 
introduced a new paradigm in youth 
infrastructure—one that views physical 
space as a policy tool, a platform for 
innovation, and a gateway to the future 
economy.
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DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION MODEL

1. Operational Model and 
Governance
At its core, the initiative is governed by the 
Federal Youth Authority (FYA), which sets the 
strategic direction, develops the accreditation 
standards, and oversees quality assurance. 
However, the implementation is distributed. 
Institutions from government, private, and 
third sectors are empowered to design and 
operate their Youth Spaces—provided they 
align with the unified national criteria. This 
decentralized model fosters innovation at the 
local level while maintaining coherence at the 
national level. 

The Youth Spaces Initiative was not merely 
envisioned as a program—it was meticulously 
Designed as a national framework capable of 
translating youth aspirations into tangible, 
accessible, and high-impact environments. The 
design prioritized flexibility, institutional 
scalability, and measurable value for young 
individuals and society at large.
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2.  Accreditation Framework

A cornerstone of the initiative is its 
accreditation system—a rigorous 
multi-phase process that ensures 
consistency and credibility. Applicants 
undergo a structured journey that 
includes online submission, 
compliance review, on-site 
assessment, and formal approval. 
Accredited spaces are awarded the 
Youth Spaces Mark, symbolizing 
excellence in youth engagement 
infrastructure. This not only boosts 
visibility but also signals quality to 
both youth and institutional 
stakeholders.

1
Online Submission

Compliance Review
2

3

4

Onsite Assesment 
OR Site Visit

Formal Approval of 
Accreditation
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3.  Space Classification and Flexibility

4. Youth-Centric Co-Design and Feedback

5.  Digital Integration and Data-Driven Oversight

Recognizing the diversity of contexts 
across the UAE, the initiative introduced 
a categories model based on access type 
(A: Public ,B: Access-Based, C: Private)
This allows entities to tailor their offerings 

A defining feature of the implementation model is its youth-centricity. From naming 
conventions to service layouts, youth councils and the administrative teams have been 
actively involved in shaping the user experience. Accredited spaces are not static—they 
are required to host feedback loops, surveys, and youth-led programming to ensure 
relevance over time. This model transforms youth from passive beneficiaries into active 
co-designers.

To monitor effectiveness and drive continuous improvement, the initiative embeds 
digital systems for accreditation tracking, user engagement analytics, and frequent 
performance reviews. This ensures each space evolves with youth needs while feeding 
insights back into national youth development policy.

based on capacity, community needs,
and programmatic focus—without 
compromising or standardization. It also 
positions the initiative as a dynamic system 
rather than a one-size-fits-all model.
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6.  Facilities and Programmatic Offerings

Co-working areas

Events and Workshop Spaces

Podcast studios 

Training and meeting rooms 

Startup incubators 

Youth Spaces offer modular features that reflect local 
aspirations and global future-of-work trends. These include:

Programming spans leadership bootcamps, 
digital skills training, civic engagement forums, 
and more—designed to amplify youth voices 
and enhance social mobility.
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3 Strategic 
Differentiators
Enabling Scalable and Sustainable Impact 
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STRATEGIC DIFFERENTIATORS

What sets the Youth Spaces Initiative 
apart is not only its visionary ambition 
but also its deliberate architecture of 
success. The initiative’s strength lies 
in its ability to translate national youth 
empowerment strategies into localized, 
high-impact action—through a design 
model that is both scalable and sustainable.

Rather than following a one-size-fits-all 
approach, the initiative embeds flexibility, 
co-creation, and quality assurance at every 
level. These pillars enable institutions 
from across sectors to actively participate 
in shaping youth development while 
adhering to unified national standards.

This section outlines the key competitive 
advantages that have positioned the 
Youth Spaces Initiative as a pioneering 
model in youth infrastructure design—
backed by data, reinforced by partnerships, 
and grounded in real-world outcomes.

Enabling Scalable and Sustainable Impact 
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1.  Cross-Sector Partnerships 

One of the strongest pillars of the Youth Spaces model is its ability to mobilize 
Partners or Collaborating Entities across government, private sector, and civil 
society. This whole-of-society approach fosters shared ownership, financial 
sustainability, and diversification of services. It also strengthens alignment with both 
national strategies and local needs—ensuring youth development is a collective 
responsibility, not just a government function. 

Offers meeting spaces, a podcast station, a workshop platform, and business 
incubators—demonstrating strong local government leadership in youth 
empowerment.

Fujairah Government Excellence Program  (public sector)

Provides co-working areas and open dialogue hubs under youth-led management, 
facilitating knowledge exchange and peer collaboration. 

Madar 39 – Abu Dhabi  (private sector) 

Operates as a co-working and consultation space offering free business advisory 
services to aspiring youth entrepreneurs. 

Business Lounge – Dubai (private sector) 

• CASE EXAMPLES:

Recognized as the first youth space operated entirely by an internal Youth Council 
within a government entity, offering a dynamic in-house model for engaging young 
employees.

Roads and Transport Authority - RTA (public sector) 
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2. Flexible Operational Model 

Youth Spaces are deliberately 
designed to be adaptable, ensuring 
that institutions of various sizes 
and types—whether governmental, 
private, or civic—can participate 
meaningfully. The dual classification 
system distinguishes between: 

This modular framework empowers institutions to design youth-focused services 
that reflect their unique strengths and contexts, while still aligning with unified 
national accreditation standards. By combining consistency in quality with flexibility 
in delivery, the model ensures inclusive engagement across the country—welcoming 
young people from diverse communities, interests, and organizational backgrounds. 
This balance enables broad and meaningful participation, allowing each space to 
serve as a vibrant platform for youth development, innovation, and impact.

1

2

TYPE OF ACCESS
A)Public B)Access-Based C)Private

MODE OF ACTIVATION
A)Year-Round B)Seasonal
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3. Purpose-Driven Infrastructure 

Each Youth Space is envisioned as more than just 
a facility—it is an intentional environment for 
capacity building. The design, layout, and 
programming are all aligned to deliver impact in 
core areas of youth development, such as: 

By embedding purpose into physical 
infrastructure, the initiative transforms 
underutilized or conventional venues into 
engines of empowerment. Spaces like 
Madar_39 in Abu Dhabi serve as curated 
environments where creative entrepreneurs 
grow ideas into thriving ventures—combining 
shared workspaces, studios, and mentorship to 
foster innovation and community impact. 
Others, like Fujairah’s Excellence Center, focus 
on digital skills and professional growth. RTA’s 
youth space, operated by the institution’s Youth 
Council, exemplifies how internal governmental 
environments can be activated from within—
bridging institutional identity with youth agency. 
This alignment of space with strategic goals 
creates continuity between national aspirations 
and localized implementation.

Leadership TrainingEntrepreneurship

Social Engagement Lifelong Learning

and innovation

3. Purpose-Driven Infrastructure 
Each Youth Space is envisioned as more than 
just a facility—it is an intentional environment 
for capacity building. The design, layout, and 
programming are all aligned to deliver impact 
in core areas of youth development, such as: 

Entrepreneurship
and innovation Leadership Training

Lifelong LearningSocial Engagement

By embedding purpose into physical 
infrastructure, the initiative transforms 
underutilized or conventional venues into 
engines of empowerment. Spaces like 
Madar_39 in Abu Dhabi serve as curated 
environments where creative entrepreneurs 
grow ideas into thriving ventures—combining 
shared workspaces, studios, and mentorship 
to foster innovation and community impact. 
Others, like Fujairah’s Excellence Center, focus 
on digital skills and professional growth. RTA’s 
youth space, operated by the institution’s Youth 
Council, exemplifies how internal governmental 
environments can be activated from within—
bridging institutional identity with youth 
agency. This alignment of space with strategic 
goals creates continuity between national 
aspirations and localized implementation.
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4. Institutionalized Quality Assurance & Accountability 

Spaces are held accountable to national standards while receiving guidance on how 
to improve. This system fosters a culture of learning and innovation, allowing 
institutions to iterate, adapt, and scale successful practices. Moreover, the 
feedback loop encourages data-informed decision-making, enabling both the 
Federal Youth Authority and host institutions to respond dynamically to youth 
expectations, emerging technologies, and societal trends.

5. National Accreditation and Brand Identity 
The official accreditation mark awarded by the Federal Youth Authority is not just a 
label—it’s a symbol of trust, excellence, and alignment with youth priorities. 
Accredited spaces receive a unified brand identity that enhances their visibility both 
physically and digitally.

Encourages higher 
participation rates 
and community 
engagement

Builds credibility 
with youth, parents, 
and stakeholders

Elevates the host 
institution’s profile

20 21

The Youth Spaces Initiative integrates a robust quality assurance mechanism, 
ensuring accredited spaces are not static but evolving  through: 

Frequent Evaluations

On-site 
Assessments 

Performance 
Benchmarking 
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4 Navigating 
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Lessons from the Frontlines
of Youth Empowerment
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Navigating Challenges: Lessons from 
the Frontlines of Youth Empowerment

Launching a nationwide initiative as ambitious and 
multidimensional as the Youth Spaces program 
inevitably came with a range of strategic, 
operational, and cultural challenges. While the 
vision was clear—to create high-quality, accredited 
spaces that empower youth across the UAE—the 
pathway to execution required navigating 
uncharted territory. From aligning diverse 
stakeholders to developing unified accreditation 
standards, and from managing institutional 
readiness gaps to ensuring long-term 
sustainability, the implementation team 
encountered several inflection points that tested 
both the resilience and adaptability of the model.

Rather than being setbacks, these challenges 
became catalysts for innovation, prompting the 
team to refine its methodologies, strengthen 
cross-sector partnerships, and develop new tools 
to uphold quality while scaling impact. This section 
explores the most significant hurdles faced during 
the design and rollout phases, as well as the 
strategic responses that enabled the initiative not 
only to stay on course—but to evolve into a 
replicable model of youth-centered development.

24 25



Balancing Volume with Quality

One of the most complex challenges the team 
encountered was the overwhelming interest 
from entities eager to become accredited—
many of whom submitted early applications 
before fully meeting the criteria. While this 
enthusiasm validated the relevance of the 
initiative, it also presented a risk: prioritizing 
expansion over excellence. To address this, the 
implementation team made a conscious 
strategic pivot—placing quality assurance at 
the core of the accreditation process. This 
meant extending onboarding timelines, 
offering capacity-building support, and, in 
some cases, declining applications until the 
standards were achieved. This quality-first 
approach ensured that the Youth Spaces brand 
retained its credibility and that accredited 
venues truly reflected the initiative’s values. 

Navigating Institutional Readiness 
Gaps

Some entities and partners required 
substantial structural adjustments 
to meet Youth Spaces standards—
ranging from reconfiguring facilities 
to redesigning program offerings.
For instance, some entities required 
several months of restructuring and 
realignment before achieving 
accreditation, eventually becoming a 
model for youth-centered 
transformation in the sector. This 
experience highlighted the need for 
patience, technical support, and the 
flexibility to co-develop 
improvement plans with partner 
institutions.

Ensuring Cross-Sector Alignment

The initiative called for close coordination 
between government, private, and civic 
institutions—each with its own operating 
models, priorities, and capacities. Aligning 
these diverse actors under a single 
accreditation framework demanded robust 
stakeholder management, sustained 
communication, and, at times, compromise. 
The implementation team responded by 
creating a dynamic support system that 
included toolkits, onboarding sessions, and 
tailored consultations—ensuring partners 
could align with the framework without 
compromising their individual identity or 
mission.

Sustaining Engagement Beyond 
Accreditation

Securing a space’s initial 
accreditation was only the 
beginning. The real challenge lay in 
maintaining momentum, ensuring 
continuous programming, and 
upholding quality across all 
touchpoints. To counter stagnation, 
the team embedded annual 
compliance reviews, feedback loops, 
and peer-to-peer learning 
mechanisms, fostering a culture of 
continuous improvement.
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Responding to the Unexpected with Agility

Ultimately, these experiences reinforced the importance of viewing 
challenges not as setbacks, but as gateways for institutional learning and 
innovation. The Youth Spaces Initiative is stronger today precisely because 
of the obstacles it has overcome—and the solutions it has cultivated in 
response.

Like all ambitious programs, Youth Spaces faced unforeseen scenarios—
from delayed construction timelines to sudden staff changes at partner 
institutions. In response, the implementation team cultivated a flexible, 
scenario-based planning mindset—allowing them to reallocate resources, 
adjust schedules, or temporarily shift focus without losing strategic 
coherence. This agility was critical in preserving both the integrity and the 
scalability of the initiative.

Maintaining core standards while adapting to diverse institutional realities 
allowed the initiative to grow without diluting its integrity.

Co-design with flexibility is critical 

Framing Youth Spaces not only as physical venues but as national platforms 
for youth positioning helped gain stakeholder buy-in across sectors.

Strategic communication matters

Enabled faster response to field-level issues, reducing bottlenecks and 
maintaining trust with partners.

Internal agility in decision-making 

Through these challenges, several key lessons emerged:
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Lessons Learned and Forward Insights

The implementation of the Youth Spaces Initiative offered a wealth of 
experiential insights that have become critical assets for the initiative’s 
continued evolution. From early planning to on-the-ground execution, several 
key lessons emerged that shaped not only the refinement of this model—but 
also our broader approach to youth-centric programming.

One of the most effective decisions was to adopt a participatory approach 
to design. Engaging youth councils, local entities, and space operators from 
the outset fostered a sense of ownership and ensured that the initiative was 
tailored to real-world needs. This model of shared responsibility has proven 
to be both scalable and sustainable, and we intend to preserve it as a core 
practice.

1.    Co-Design Yields Ownership and Sustainability

30

Initially, the accreditation system was perceived by some 
applicants as a rigid evaluation framework. Through 
experience, we learned to frame it instead as a capacity-
building journey. By providing structured feedback, 
mentorship, and room for gradual development, we saw a 
marked increase in quality outcomes. Moving forward, it’s 
aimed to further institutionalize this supportive mindset 
within our review mechanisms.

While demand for accreditation grew rapidly—far exceeding 
initial expectations—it became clear that expansion should 
not come at the cost of quality. This led to a strategic pivot: 
reinforcing quality assurance tools, emphasizing tailored 
development plans, and recalibrating expectations with 
partners. The shift ensured that every accredited Youth 
Space contributes meaningfully to the national youth 
development infrastructure.

No blueprint survives first contact unscathed. Some of 
the most impactful elements in the program—such as 
differentiated space categories or the dynamic brand 
identity—emerged through iterative refinement. This 
reinforces the importance of remaining responsive and 
open to adjustment, especially when scaling across diverse 
operational contexts.

2.      Accreditation Should Be a Developmental 
Journey, Not   a Gatekeeping Tool Sustainability

3.    Prioritize Quality over Quantity

4.    Expect and Embrace Iteration
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One of the initiative’s greatest strengths lies in its cross-sector partnerships. 
Whether through government innovation teams, private incubation hubs, or 
cultural organizations, these collaborations unlocked new capabilities and added 
programming depth. Future iterations will continue to prioritize strategic alliances 
as a core enabler of impact.

The Youth Spaces Initiative was designed not only as a national flagship but also as 
a flexible, modular framework that could be adapted to diverse contexts. Its core 
strength lies in its principled design—anchored in youth co-creation, institutional 
collaboration, and measurable standards—making it inherently scalable and 
replicable both within and beyond the UAE.

Standards-Based Accreditation 
System: The initiative offers a clearly 
defined accreditation mechanism, 
allowing other governments or 
institutions to adopt the model with 
localized benchmarks while retaining 
its integrity.

S e c t o r - N e u t r a l  F l e x i b i l i t y : 
By enabling public, private, and third-
sector entities to participate under 
one unified system, Youth Spaces 
proves adaptable to countries with 
varying institutional capacities and 
stakeholder landscapes.

Customizable Classifications:  
categorization into Open, 
Access, and Private formats—
along with seasonal or year-
round activations—ensures the 
model can be reshaped based on 
geography, demographics, and 
policy priorities.

Outcome-Oriented Approach: 
Because the initiative focuses 
on long-term impact rather than 
numerical expansion, it allows for 
gradual, quality-first scaling rather 
than replication at the expense of 
s t a n d a rd s .

5.    Strategic Partnerships Are Accelerators of Value

Scalability and Replicability: From National Model to Global 
Inspiration

Several foundational factors contribute to the replicability of the model:
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To ensure meaningful adoption in new contexts, several preconditions must 
be in place:

Institutional commitment 
to youth empowerment

A robust monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) system to 
ensure quality and accountability

A lead entity capable of 
cross-sector coordination 
and implementation

Mechanisms for youth 
participation in design and 
feedback loops

Key requirements for Successful Replication
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CONCLUSION

The Youth Spaces Initiative stands as a testament to the 
UAE’s commitment to transforming youth engagement 
from an aspirational concept into an operational 
reality. It bridges policy ambition with on-the-ground 
innovation—offering not just physical environments, 
but ecosystems designed to cultivate leadership, 
creativity, and civic participation.
By embedding flexibility and measurable impact into 
its core design, the initiative has redefined what youth 
infrastructure can mean in the 21st century. It affirms 
that when young people are given access to dignified, 
purpose-driven spaces, they do not merely occupy 
them—they activate them, transforming them into 
launchpads for personal development and collective 
change.
Moreover, the initiative’s alignment with national 
strategies such as the Youth Agenda 2031, the Quality 
of Life vision, and the shift toward a knowledge-
based New Economy positions it as a cornerstone of 
sustainable development. It exemplifies how youth-
focused policy can be rooted in local realities while 
remaining globally relevant and exportable.
In a region—and world—where youth populations are 
increasingly at the center of policy debates, the UAE 
offers a replicable model of how structured, accredited, 
and community-powered youth spaces can drive 
national transformation. Beyond walls and facilities, 
Youth Spaces are about reimagining trust in youth, 
reconfiguring public service delivery, and reinforcing 
the social contract between institutions and the next 
generation.
As the initiative evolves, it holds the promise not only of 
deepening its domestic footprint, but also of inspiring 
a broader movement across borders: a movement 
where youth are not merely recipients of services, but 
designers of futures.
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Reimagining Youth Infrastructure as a Catalyst 
for National Progress




