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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Foreign policy decision-making has historically been barricaded behind rooms of adults, but just now, youth are increasingly finding themselves becoming involved. The brief will cover the ways in which youth drive foreign policy decisions and how these same youth can be empowered through three main  policy implementations – one, a statutory council; two, enhanced civics education; and three, government-sponsored digital platforms.

II. OVERVIEW
In the United States, youth are becoming an emerging force in shaping the priorities of American foreign policy. Young voices manifest not only through formal political participation but also through informal mechanisms. Social movements, digital activism – new modes of cultural production are what have, just recently, shifted the paradigm of what policymakers view as acceptable or urgent, even on the global scale. So, despite youth having limited representation in the institutions where foreign-policy decisions are made, young people nevertheless drive salience on numerous different topics – climate change, human rights, migration – which then redirects decision-making in relation to foreign policy. Hence, this paper investigates the role of youth influencing U.S. foreign policy across electoral politics, social movements, and institutional engagement, to fully understand how their impact has been constructed, how it operates in practice, and how it might be strengthened to produce more democratic and tangible results.

A. Relevance
Youth are relevant to foreign policy decisions because the youth of today will live the longest to deal with the consequences of war, climate, and emerging technologies – yet they remain unrepresented in traditional policy institutions. So, a question of democratic legitimacy emerges: if foreign policy decisions disproportionately affect younger cohorts, then excluding them from decision-making processes undermines the fairness of those future foreign policy decisions. Furthermore, youth attitudes towards international engagement and the use of force diverge from older generations, which means that youth mobilization often disrupts bipartisan foreign policy. So, understanding how youth shape electoral incentives and institutional priorities is essential in explaining contemporary shifts in U.S. foreign policy.

III. HISTORY
A. Current Stances
Youth have traditionally had limited impact within formal United States foreign policy-making institutions (i.e., those associated with the executive branch, diplomatic service and national security community). Historically, these institutions have been characterized by an overwhelming number of aging elites who are predominantly male. Therefore, for most of the twentieth century, youth were frequently viewed as either instrumental in achieving foreign policy objectives (e.g., the drafting of draftees during wartime; the use of youth to promote government viewpoints) or as targets of foreign policy initiatives (e.g., propaganda directed at youth; youth exchange programs) [1]. However, at intervals, youth have engaged in extraordinary levels of protest against various aspects of U.S. foreign policy, which eventually altered its direction. An excellent example of this was the student-led protests and anti-war movement during the 1960s and early 1970s. This anti-Vietnam War movement challenged the legitimacy of the Vietnam War and created widespread disillusionment with U.S. Cold War policies. It demonstrated that sustained opposition from youth can limit the ability of the government to conduct foreign military operations domestically [2].
Since the end of the Cold War, youth involvement in U.S. foreign policy has evolved and taken less structured and more globalized forms. This is due to globalization and improved communication technology, such as social networking sites, allowing young people in the United States to interact directly with their counterparts worldwide, non-government organizations (NGOs), and international organizations [3]. Youth advocacy groups working on issues related to apartheid, sweatshop labor, debt relief, and global health have increased awareness among American leaders regarding the importance of incorporating humanitarian considerations into U.S. foreign policy decision making processes [4]. While young advocates remain excluded from formal decision-making processes, they have made significant contributions to raising awareness about key issues relevant to U.S. foreign policy. Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, youth again found themselves at the center of two areas related to U.S. foreign policy: as a group impacted by prolonged warfare in Afghanistan and Iraq and as a target for counter-radicalization and public diplomacy [5]. As a result, over time, U.S. institutions began to expand their youth-oriented diplomacy programs, education exchanges and fellowships. These actions demonstrate that there is growing recognition that young people can serve as active partners in promoting U.S. foreign policy interests rather than being mere recipients.
The current rise of social media, digital activism and intersectional movements have also significantly changed the way young people engage with U.S. foreign policy. Today, many young Americans express their views on foreign policy through online-based campaigns focused on specific issues like climate change, racial injustice, immigration and digital rights that increasingly blur the distinction between domestic and international affairs [6]. Many of these campaigns are organized by and/or continue to be led by young people, thus influencing how parties debate major issues, affecting what parties include in their party platforms, and forcing policymakers to begin integrating long-term justifications for why they promote or reject proposed U.S. positions on global governance and security. Thus, today's youth engagement represents an extension of a larger trend of transitioning from being marginalized to contesting influence over U.S. foreign policy decisions and suggests that it took several decades of activism, institutional reformulation, and shifting values among generations before today's youth engagement emerged as an influential force.

IV. POLICY PROBLEM
A. Stakeholders
The primary stakeholders – young Americans (ages 16-30) — experience the majority of the effects of government decisions on Climate Treaties, Military Interventions, Trade Agreements and Governance of Emerging Technologies. Although some youth organizations such as Young Professionals in Foreign Policy (YPFP) advocate for the interests of their institutionalized youth membership, they do not possess the authority to formally make decisions [7].
Federal foreign policy institutions represent the second level of stakeholders. These include the U.S. State Department, Department of Defense, and foreign policy committees within Congress. The State Department's Office of Global Youth Issues and embassy-based Youth Advisory Councils provide the first examples of federal institutions attempting to involve young people in the development of American foreign policy. Nevertheless, youth voices are not particularly factored into ultimate foreign policy decisions [8].
Think tanks, advocacy organizations, and educational institutions are intermediaries which could facilitate youth inclusion. Organizations such as Foreign Policy for America's NextGen initiative seek to highlight diverse young leaders; while universities train the next generations of professional diplomats. Civil society organizations demonstrate how non-governmental actors can create space for youth voices in traditionally exclusionary policy domains [9].

B. Risks of Indifference
The risk of indifference to a failure of including youth in foreign policy decision-making lies in democratic and strategic policy risks. If foreign policy decisions disproportionately impact younger cohorts with no formal role in decision-making, then the legitimacy of those decisions, in the future, is undermined. For example, policymakers who act without substantial youth involvement underestimate issues that define the 21st century – including climate adaptation, artificial intelligence governance, and cybersecurity [10]. As illustrated through the U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which spanned the entire lifetime of Generation Z, foreign policy that fails to connect with those who will experience its consequences results in extended strategic failures [11].
C. Nonpartisan Reasoning
Including youth in foreign policy serves non-partisan interests across a broad band of facets and therefore presents an area of opportunity for bipartisan cooperation. The benefits of such an inclusion include but are not limited to the following:

1) Enhanced policy-making: All Americans benefit equally from enhanced policy efficacy – when youth perspectives guide decisions on climate agreements, artificial intelligence governance, and security obligations, the resulting policies become more implementable. Empirically, a program called the “Global Youth Statement” garnered input from over 30,000 youth around the world on climate policy priorities, and it demonstrated that systemic youth consultation creates actionable and science-based recommendations that have the potential to create stronger policy outcomes [12].
2) Conservative and progressive interests: Both Democrats and Republicans share common goals in terms of restored institutional trust. Disengagement from foreign policy institutions by young Americans undermines democratic accountability and reduces the potential talent pool for future leadership. Both parties benefit from foreign policy institutions that reflect the diversity and vibrancy of American society because diverse perspectives enhance problem solving capabilities and innovation.
3) Competitiveness: In addition to restoring institutional trust and enhancing policy effectiveness, there is a third non-partisan reason why U.S. policymakers should engage youth in foreign policy - namely strategic competitiveness. In today's environment of great power competition, the U.S. cannot afford to overlook half of its population's talents and perspectives. Those countries that effectively integrate youth perspectives into their own foreign policy decision-making - ranging from Denmark's youth advisory councils to EU member states' national youth councils that meet with the European Commission President - enjoy strategic competitive advantages in adaptability and long-term planning [13]. Therefore, America's failure to institutionalize youth participation while competitor nation-states do so constitutes a self-imposed strategic disadvantage.

V. TRIED POLICY
The State Department's Office of Global Youth Issues and embassy-based Youth Advisory Councils are examples of the two most prominent existing U.S. efforts to involve youth perspectives in U.S. foreign policy. Initially designed to empower diverse future leaders through international exchange programs, these initiatives provide forums for youth engagement and have successfully raised awareness on specific issues - especially climate change and digital rights. Nonetheless, these programs suffer from numerous limitations: they do not have formal authority to influence policy decisions; operate under budgetary constraints; and serve primarily as outreach vehicles rather than as consultative entities.
Similarly, the youth exchange and fellowship programs run by the State Department's Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs attempt to engage youth; however, these programs focus on projecting U.S. soft power abroad rather than generating domestic policy inputs. Although these programs are successful in fostering intercultural dialogue and identifying future leaders, they do not remedy the fundamental democratic deficit created by excluding youth from U.S. foreign policy decision-making processes. Alumni of these programs frequently report disappointment at failing to convert their experiences and perspectives into actual institutional influence upon returning home [14].
Comparatively speaking, the NATO Youth Advisory Board offers an example of more extensive youth participation: Members of the Board spend ten months participating in activities connected with NATO stakeholders; assisting in drafting public diplomacy initiatives; contributing to key events like the NATO Youth Summit; etc [15]. Nonetheless, this model illustrates several of the same persistent limitations: The Board's activities concentrate on outreach/communication functions rather than on influencing substantive policy development; members serve advisory rather than decision-making roles.

VI. POLICY OPTIONS
Establish a statutory Federal Youth Advisory Council on Foreign Policy
To remedy the lack of representation of youth in foreign policy arenas, I recommend  a framework administered jointly by the State Department and Department of Defense with non-voting youth representatives (ages 18-25) that gives much representation to youth opinion. Following successful models in countries like Denmark, the council would provide binding consultative input on foreign policy decisions with longer-term implications – including problems especially relevant to the 21st century like artificial intelligence and climate change. Based on Europe, members would be selected through a competitive application with support from bipartisan social organizations to ensure fair youth representation.
Enhance civics education regarding foreign policy decision-making 
Nevertheless, there does exist, more fundamentally, a lack of pathways to create action among passionate youth. Current civic education rarely addresses how citizens influence foreign policy decisions, contributing to youth disengagement. That is why I propose a civic education program centered around substantive foreign policy components, administered through the Department of Education in partnership with organizations (like the Council on Foreign Relations). 
The program would develop a curriculum integrating media literacy and hands-on policy engagement, such as Model UN-style simulations and opportunities to submit recommendations to actual policymakers. Partnership from think tanks and possible collaboration with universities could pilot curriculum and boost mentorship. Unlike previous approaches that treated youth as targets of outreach initiatives, my proposal would empower young people as active participants in foreign policy discourse.
Create government-sponsored digital platforms 

One concern is how traditional foreign policy institutions remain geographically concentrated around Washington D.C., which has the potential to systemically exclude youth from communities across the United States – particularly those from low-income communities who have unequal resources.

That is why my last recommendation mandates the development of government-sponsored digital platforms in facilitating youth input on foreign policy decisions. It will be modeled on international examples like the 2025 Global Youth Statement. The State Department would be required to review quarterly reports from these platforms.

VII. CONCLUSIONS
This report examines how youth are increasingly involved in U.S. foreign policy through elections, social movements, and evolving institutional pathways despite consistent exclusion from traditional decision-making bodies. The central issue of public concern is a legitimacy gap: young Americans will experience the effects of foreign policy decisions longer than any other group of Americans and yet they have no formal mechanism for participating in the development of those decisions. Relevant stakeholders include: youth themselves; federal institutions responsible for foreign policy; and intermediary organizations capable of promoting inclusion. The costs of ignoring this issue include erosion of democratic legitimacy; strategic myopia relative to issues having significant generational dimensions; and reduced competitiveness for the U.S. compared to other nations that institutionalized youth participation.
Between the options available above, creating a Federal Youth Advisory Council on Foreign Policy represents the most implementable strategy for achieving maximum impact. This option adapts successful international models to the U.S. institutional landscape while addressing multiple elements of the problem simultaneously; allows implementation to commence with manageable pilot projects; then scale-up nationally. Unlike existing outreach-oriented efforts, this statutory advisory council with binding consultative authority creates meaningful accountability mechanisms. When combined with enhanced civics education aimed at developing youth capability for engaging with foreign policy and creating government-sponsored digital platforms, these  three interconnected paths could fundamentally alter the status quo wherein youth are treated as passive stakeholders in democratic foreign policy decision making, to one where youth are actively engaged in the democratic decision-making process.
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