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II. WYD Background & Expectations 
A.  Event Overview 

WYD is a celebration started by Pope John Paul II to inspire young Catholics and encourage 
them to live the teachings of Jesus Christ. (Check out WorldYouthDay.com for a detailed 
history of WYD.)  
 
WYD is a deeply meaningful and grace-filled pilgrimage experience, if pilgrims choose to 
accept it.  It is a great opportunity to open one’s heart to the Grace of God, and to 
contemplate the meaning of life. Hundreds of thousands (often millions) of friends gather, all 
called together by our Holy Father, to encounter Jesus Christ in His people – in His Word, and 
in His Most Blessed Sacrament.  
 
Young pilgrims from more than a hundred countries join together, demonstrating the 
universality of – and diversity within – the Catholic Church. In this way, WYD is an unparalleled 
opportunity to experience other cultures, and to spread peace and understanding throughout 
the world. Together, young pilgrims participate in the new evangelization, renew their faith, 
discover its beauty, and are inspired to live the universal call to holiness. As they wave their 
regional flags with pride, the youth unite as one in their walk of faith. The lively youthfulness 
of WYD is like no other event in the world. 

 

World Youth Day 
• Is a pilgrimage. 

 
• Is the single largest gathering on Earth. 
 
• Is a celebration of faith, unity, and the 

universality of the Church. 
 
• Is for youth (16-35) who are willing to accept 

trials in the pursuit of grace and holiness.  
 
 
 
 

• Is very challenging physically, emotionally, 
and spiritually. 
 

• Is a cultural exchange unique to the 
character of the host country. 

• Is not a vacation. 
 

• Is not a perfectly organized event. 
 
• Is not a controlled environment where only 

registered people have access to all events. 
 
• Is not for the benefit of group leaders and 

chaperones. Older adults should be young 
at heart and fit enough to keep up with the 
group, to help youth get the most out of the 
experience. 
 

• Is not easy. 
 
 

• Is not going to be like the USA, or American 
in manner, 80% of the time. 

http://worldyouthday.com/about-wyd/wyd-history
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• Is a great opportunity for grace and sacrifice. 

 
 

• Is a reflection of the Holy Spirit moving 
through the ever-young Catholic Church. 
 

• Is a time to share our faith and to be 
encouraged by the faith of others. 

 
• Is a smoother experience for those who are 

flexible with their expectations. 

 
• Is generally not efficient at providing 

bathrooms, food, and water. 
 
• Is not conducive to meticulously scheduled 

days. 
 
• Is not a time to try to be a tourist to the 

major sites of the host city. 
 
• Is not going to go smoothly. There will 

always be bumps, snags, setbacks, and 
opposition on both natural and 
supernatural levels. 

 
 

B.  Joys and Sufferings 
WYD can be life-changing, particularly because there are many difficulties involved. After all, 
it’s a pilgrimage! (For more information on “What is a Pilgrimage?”, please visit 
WorldYouthDay.com.) 

 
A pilgrimage involves voluntary suffering. Many 
pilgrims save money and prepare physically and 
spiritually for years to be able attend WYD. Others 
sacrifice by traveling a great distance. During WYD, 
some pilgrims (usually chaperones) are surprised 
at the difficult conditions. The weather will be hot 
in Portugal, and it is likely to rain sometime during 
the week. Individuals will have to conform to the 
schedule of the group: taking bathroom breaks 
when the group does, eating when the group 
does, and going where the group goes. You may 
have to wait in long lines for WYD meals, and the 
food may not be what you would normally choose 
to eat. You will be on your feet from morning until 
night every day, walking a hundred miles during 
the week in the largest crowds you have ever 

seen. You will sleep very little (probably without AC in simple lodging). (Read more about 
difficulties on WorldYouthDay.com.) 
 

http://worldyouthday.com/about-wyd/what-is-a-pilgrimage
http://worldyouthday.com/difficulties
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Yet, the fruits of the Holy Spirit are abundant during WYD, because of the opportunities for 
self-sacrifice. These difficulties, when offered to God, make your pilgrimage deeply 
meaningful and spiritually fruitful. We encourage you to receive them with joy! In the face of 
the greatest challenges, offer your suffering to Christ, and share a smile to those He has 
placed in your care and along your path. 

 

1. A Note for Adults 
While all are welcome, World Youth Day is designed for youth and young adults ages 16-
35. It is not intended to meet the needs and ability of older adults, children, or families. 
The days are very long and physically demanding. All pilgrims should expect to rise before 
7am, walk 10+ miles each day, and return to their lodging at midnight or later. The 
physical demands of WYD are challenging for older and younger pilgrims, who end up 
requiring special attention that distracts from the needs of the group. The role of 
chaperones is to serve young people on their pilgrimage, and they should only choose to 
join the group with this goal. WYD is not a vacation, and chaperones expecting to relax will 
be sorely disappointed. Chaperones should be positive, encouraging, and stabilizing 
additions to the group who are committed to the number one rule of pilgrimages: no 
complaining. 

 
2. A Note about Groups 

Group pilgrimages provide a special opportunity to grow in community, generosity, 
patience, and charity. Pilgrims are bonded to one another first through their shared faith, 
then more deeply through their shared experiences: the times of laughter and tears, 
apprehension and adventure, excitement, singing, and dancing; and the times of quiet, 
prayer, and listening. Every moment is an opportunity for grace and growth. 
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C.  Group Leader Expectations 
The week of WYD is structured around daily catechesis and five large events with Youth 
Festival activities filling the time in between. As Group Leader, you decide what events the 
group attends each day, and you decide when your pilgrims are given free time to explore 
independently or in small groups. It is best to look through the WYD guidebook* each night to 
make a plan for the next day. Your JMJyouth WYD Guide is always ready to make 
recommendations, and to assist with planning transportation. 

 
*Generally, a guidebook with a schedule of events is included in your WYD registration kit, 
which your JMJyouth WYD Guide will deliver to your group upon arrival. In Rio, the 
schedule was only available online and in the event app. In Krakow, no detailed schedule 
was available in print or online. The printed guidebook had only a high-level schedule, and 
there were not enough English copies for even half of the registered English-speaking 
groups. Your JMJyouth WYD Guide will do his/her best to compensate for any deficiencies 
from the WYD organizers, and it will be important for you to work as a team to serve your 
pilgrims. 
 

Navigating between event locations will be slowed due to the large crowds of pilgrims. For 
this reason, it is important to keep your daily schedule simple, and to always plan for ample 
travel time between events. Often, it is best to choose activities that are nearby, rather than 
fighting to get to a distant venue. Some events – especially those hosted indoors – have 
limited space. For the safety of pilgrims, events are closed once a venue is at capacity. Have a 
back-up plan in case your first choice is not available. As with all parts of WYD, remaining 
flexible is essential for having a positive experience. 
 
Moving with and through crowds, especially for WYD’s main events, is further complicated by 
the presence of barricades in place for the security of the Holy Father. Both during and on the 
way to events, water and bathrooms will not be readily available. Where restrooms (usually 
porta-potties) are available, lines will be long and sanitary conditions will be at a bare 
minimum. Preparing your pilgrims for these conditions (from setting their expectations to 
using our recommended packing list) will eliminate complaining and help your pilgrims to 
make the most of the circumstances. 
 
Difficult situations are when it is most important to remain focused on why you are at WYD. 
You and your pilgrims will have many opportunities to practice being present in every 
moment and making the most of the gift of being exactly where you are. We have heard 
marvelous stories from our Group Leaders and WYD Guides about incredible experiences that 
came from being in the ‘wrong’ place at the right time! 

http://www.jmjyouth.com/wyd-faqs.html
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D. General Recommendations 

1. Age Limit 
The events of WYD are designed for pilgrims ages 18-35. However, younger pilgrims ages 
16-18 can benefit greatly from WYD with preparation for the intensity of the spiritual and 
physical journey involved.  Pilgrims under 16 are able to participate, though it is advised 
that they be accompanied by a parent. We strongly discourage participation by pilgrims 
under age 14, unless they have one-on-one care provided by a parent at all times. (That 
parent, realistically, will not be able to chaperone other youth.) The physical demands of 
WYD are challenging for older and younger pilgrims, who end up requiring special 
attention from the group that distracts from needs of the youth themselves.  

 

2. Chaperones 
Youth pilgrimages are not possible without the help of volunteer chaperones. Their role is 
to serve the youth on their pilgrimage: to be of assistance when needed, and to let the 
youth absorb the experience as it unfolds. Chaperones should be a positive, encouraging, 
and stabilizing leaven to the group. This positive tone will resonate with the youth and 
elevate the experience. The opposite is also true. When choosing chaperones, be sure that 
they, too, can endure the physical and spiritual intensity of the week. It is important for 
you to be realistic with your chaperones (and pilgrims too!) regarding their health and 
physical fitness to endure days upon days of walking, standing, inadequate sleep, strange 
food, and being outdoors in warm weather. 
 
The number of chaperones you choose depends on your 
school’s/parish’s/diocese’s requirements. Where no 
requirement exists, JMJyouth recommends a chaperone-to-
minor ratio of 1:4, or no fewer than 1:6. 

 

3. Pilgrim Walk & Vigil 
The week of WYD culminates in two events, the Vigil and 
Closing Mass, which are always held at a site located about 10-
15km from the host city center. In Portugal, the site for these 
events has not yet been chosen. All pilgrims will make the walk 
from Lisbon for the weekend’s events. 
 
The walk will not be difficult, but it will be long. Water stations 
and porta-potties are meant to be available along the route, though the best laid plans at 
WYD often break-down. Pilgrims should all carry their own water and snacks for the walk.  



 

 

19 
 

It is important to keep in mind that this long walk is following a week of walking 10+ miles 
each day. After the Closing Mass, you will turn around and make the same walk back to 
the city! Pilgrims must prepare in advance by going on long walks regularly before they 
arrive in Lisbon. While many groups remember to prepare their youth, they often forget to 
prepare their chaperones! Avoid the pains and complications of swollen feet and joints by 
getting in shape as part of your preparation for WYD. 
 
At every WYD, there are chaperones and pilgrims who ask, “Can I take a taxi to the Vigil?” 
Very simply: no. First, the Pilgrim Walk is an integral part of the WYD experience; it is not 
part of the week’s activities by accident. Second, the routes to the Vigil site will be closed 
to traffic to allow pilgrims to walk safely. The only transportation able to approach the 
Vigil site are the buses reserved for media and 
disabled pilgrims. (Elderly pilgrims are not 
disabled.) If you have a handicapped pilgrim in 
your group, please notify us immediately to 
ensure that s/he is registered properly.  

 

III. JMJyouth WYD Support 
 

A. Lisbon Office 
JMJyouth operates an office in WYD’s host city 
before, during, and immediately after WYD. This 
allows us to provide your group comprehensive on-
the-ground support beginning before your group’s 
arrival. Our office is staffed with our executive 
team, pilgrimage coordinators, a chaplain, and a 
doctor. The office also serves as a hub for our 
expansive network of WYD Guides who are 
embedded with your groups. We operate 24x7 (and 
we mean 24x7) during your pilgrimage. 
 
Prior to your arrival, we spend weeks locally training our WYD Guides, confirming WYD 
logistics with the organizing committee, and verifying that services will be delivered as 
promised. We coordinate a massive collection, assembly, and distribution of all pilgrim 
registration kits to your lodging via our WYD Guides. (We also spend significant time 
correcting the WYD Committee’s errors, especially regarding registration kits, so that your 
pilgrims are presented with the proper materials upon arrival.) 
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During your pilgrimage, our office stays very busy responding to group requests, finding 
information, and revising logistics so that your group is minimally affected by unexpected 
changes. For example, road closures often change without public notice, affecting pick-up and 
drop-off times and locations, as well as total travel time for airport transfers and day trips. We 
stay in constant communication with our local contacts and bus companies to adjust 
schedules as necessary, then update your group through your WYD Guide. After WYD has 
concluded, we remain in the city to support our groups with extended pilgrimages, and to tie-
up loose ends, like retrieving “found” items from lodging. 
 
The JMJyouth Lisbon office can be reached using a local phone number that is provided to 
every group leader and posted on your group website. You are also welcome and encouraged 
to stop by our office to say hello during your pilgrimage; we love getting to meet our group 
leaders face-to-face! 
 

B. WYD Guides 
JMJyouth includes WYD Guide support as part of every package, because these individuals 
play an integral role in how we fulfill our mission to catechize, evangelize, and change lives on 
pilgrimage. These dynamic Catholics are present to be witnesses of their faith and to inspire 
your youth. They also serve as our representatives to ensure that your logistics run as 
smoothly as possible, and that your group has a safety net in place in the event of an 
emergency. 
 
Our WYD Guides are faithful, energetic, living witnesses of their faith with the logistical 
knowledge and experience necessary to guide your group through the WYD experience. When 
choosing these servant leaders, we select individuals with a combination of many of the 
following characteristics:  
 

• Is local to the city/region 
• Has attended a previous WYD 
• Speaks the local language 
• Is well-traveled 
• Has pilgrimage experience 
• Is knowledgeable about local 

history 
• Is knowledgeable about theology 

• Is experienced in catechesis 
• Is experienced in youth/young adult 

ministry 
• Is experienced leading prayer/worship 
• Works in a ministry or an apostolate  
• Is a musician or singer 
• Is an athlete 
• Is in vocational discernment
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WYD Guides are prepared to assist group leaders with safety, directions, suggestions, and 
spiritual leadership. They want to serve you and your pilgrims; please do not hesitate to ask 
questions, to express a need, and to be humbly honest about how they can best serve you. 

 

WYD Guides 
• Are connections between our office and your 

group to keep logistics flowing smoothly, and 
to help troubleshoot any issues that arise. 

 
• Share a basic knowledge of local sites. This 

commentary is geared toward youth and will 
focus on memorable stories more than 
complete histories. 
 

• Assist the group with a basic understanding 
of safe travel practices, the layout of the city, 
how to navigate to main sites and locations, 
and what to do in case of emergency. 

 
• Collect, assemble, and deliver your WYD 

registration kits (typically backpacks). 
 
• Assist with interpreting the WYD guidebooks 

and information. 
• Help research directions to less popular 

locations. 

• Will not know every possible thing about 
WYD or the host city. (Much WYD 
information is not available in advance.) 
WYD Guides often will have to work with 
you in the moment to figure out the best 
transportation routes, places to eat, etc. 
They will be equipped, through their 
training, with a foundational understanding 
of the host city, the structure of the week, 
and where to find missing information. 

 
• Are not able to stop the group every time 

someone wants a bathroom break, water, 
or a chance to shop. The group will use 
bathrooms and fill water bottles at every 
opportunity. Otherwise, leaders and 
pilgrims alike need to practice patience and 
sacrifice their personal wants for the good 
of the group. 

• May have to split time between multiple 
groups. If you have not reserved a private 
guide and your group has 40 or fewer 
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• Are resourceful individuals ready to help 

within their capacity. 
 

• Pray for your pilgrims daily, by name, from 
the time they are assigned to your group until 
the end of the pilgrimage (and, we hope, long 
after). 
 

• Are present to be joyful witnesses during the 
trials of a pilgrimage. 
 

• Join your group in prayer and are able to lead 
prayer at your request. 

 
• Try to personally connect with each of your 

pilgrims to be a witness of Christ’s love for 
them. 

 
• Offer suggestions for the next day’s events, 

though the group leader makes the ultimate 
decision for how the group will spend the 
day. 

 
• Stay with the majority of the group to support 

them. If someone needs to be taken back to 
lodging, to a medical tent for first aid, to the 
embassy for a lost passport, etc., guides will 
help get information, and chaperones must 
accompany the individuals separating from 
the group. 

 
• Are both naturally inclined and purposefully 

trained to provide your group with a 
memorable, spiritually significant 
experience. 

pilgrims, you will be paired with at least one 
other group to share a WYD Guide. Unless 
they have been given the rare gift of bi-
location, WYD Guides are not able to 
directly assist both groups when those 
groups do not want to stay together. 

 
• Are not chaperones and do not keep track 

of who is or is not with the group. Designate 
chaperones to account for small subsets of 
your pilgrims at every stop. 

 
• Are not responsible for the food that is 

offered by WYD and cannot promise every 
special dietary need will be met at all times. 
Pilgrims with very particular diets should 
always carry their own supplementary 
food. 

 
• Do not know what you are thinking. It is 

important to communicate kindly and 
humbly the expectations and needs of the 
group. WYD Guides count on the Group 
Leader to help them understand the unique 
dynamic of the group. If you tell your guide 
that you don’t need them, they will trust 
you, though they want to serve you in any 
way they can. 
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Groups with 41+ pilgrims will have a private WYD 
Guide supporting them exclusively. 
 
Groups with fewer than 40 pilgrims may choose to 
add a private guide to their pilgrimage package. 
Otherwise, they will be combined with one or two 
other groups to share the support of one guide. 
(We aim to keep our guide-to-pilgrim ratio at 1:50 
or lower.) When a WYD Guide is being shared, 
collaboration among the groups’ leaders and the 
Guide is essential. Because the schedule for WYD is 
very flexible with many different events happening 
all over the city, it is very likely that paired groups 
will decide to attend separate events. Your WYD 
Guide will encourage you all to stay together for 
the first few days as you acclimate to navigating 

the city. If/when paired groups ultimately decide to separate, your Guide will decide how to 
split his/her time as equitably as possible.  
 
We strongly encourage small groups to have a private WYD Guide assigned for their 
exclusive support. You may choose this option while you are building your package, or we can 
add it before your final payment is due. 
 

C. Communications & Emergency Preparedness 
JMJyouth is proud to provide a safety net to our pilgrims while on pilgrimage abroad. A great 
deal of time goes into our ongoing Risk Management processes, and many systems have been 
put in place to ensure smooth communication and response in the event of emergencies both 
large and small. 

1. WhatsApp 
We request that every group traveling to WYD have its leader and chaperones install 
WhatsApp on their phones. This app makes calls and sends texts using wifi or cell phone 
data, and it is a simple way to manage multiple group chats for participants on both Apple 
and Android devices. 
 
All JMJyouth Staff and WYD Guides also have WhatsApp, allowing everyone to easily stay 
in communication. WhatsApp also facilitates sending pictures, videos, documents, and 
even live GPS locations between phones. These features help us to seamlessly 
troubleshoot issues in the office and send solutions to our Guides on the ground. 
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Based on Group Leader feedback in Panama City, JMJyouth will not provide SIM cards to 
groups leaders in Lisbon as we have done for previous WYDs. Most leaders found it easier 
to use their own phone number equipped with an international usage plan. As needed, 
JMJyouth can assist with obtaining a local SIM card to insert into an unlocked cell phone to 
use minutes and data on the local network, in lieu of using an international plan. 

2. Flags 
Every group is equipped with a large JMJyouth flag atop the tallest flagpoles at WYD. A 
very simple tool, our JMJyouth flags are a critical component of our safety planning. 

 

• Flags allow your group to easily move through crowds together. All pilgrims keep 
their eye on the flag until the next regrouping stop is reached. If the group spreads 
out in the crowd, there is no need to be concerned as long as the flag is within sight. 
Pilgrims should never link arms to move through a crowd; doing so can cause other 
pilgrims to be crushed or trampled. 

• At large events, the flag marks your group’s location in the crowd. When small 
groups of pilgrims separate to use restrooms or get water, they can easily find the 
larger group upon their return. 

• Flags identify other JMJyouth groups and WYD Guides. If a pilgrim becomes 
separated from your group, they can go to the first JMJyouth flag that they see for 
help. The WYD Guide for that group will contact your WYD Guide, and a plan will be 
made to reunite your separated pilgrim. If reunification is not immediately possible, 
that pilgrim can remain with the new group for as long as needed. 

• Cell phone networks always become overloaded during WYD, especially at the main 
events. Text messages typically continue to send, though often with a slight delay. 
Flags are a “caveman back-up plan” for maintaining communication between our 
office and your groups. Should cell service become entirely unusable during an 
emergency, messengers will be sent from flag to flag to check-on and update 
groups. 
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3. JMJyouth WYD Guides 
In addition to their other duties, JMJyouth WYD Guides are prepared to train your pilgrims 
in basic safe travel practices, and to respond to minor and major emergency situations. 

 
Your city tour primarily serves to orient 
your pilgrims to navigating the WYD host 
city, and to train your pilgrims in basic 
safe travel practices. The cultural and 
historical information provided during the 
tour is merely a bonus that makes safety 
fun for all involved. During this time, 
pilgrims learn how to move in groups 
(including using transportation) and what 
to do if someone becomes separated 
from the group. They practice being 
aware of their surroundings, and they 
learn how to get help if ever they feel 
uncomfortable. Pilgrims also learn to set 
an emergency meeting point at each 
destination, to enter buildings and 
outdoor event venues with an exit plan in 
mind, and how to respond in the event of 
an emergency. 
 
Minor emergencies include separated 
pilgrims, lost passports, illness, and 

injuries requiring first-aid. In these situations, your WYD Guide will direct you (as needed) 
to resources available to resolve the issue. 
 
Major emergencies include fire, severe weather, civil unrest, and terrorism. In the event of 
a major emergency, pilgrims evacuate the hazardous area, then shelter in place. As soon 
as the area is safe, the group meets at their designated emergency meeting point, then 
continues together back to their lodging. The group awaits further instructions and 
information, which is shared from our Lisbon office to your WYD Guide. 
 
As the WYD Organizing Committee develops their plans for the event, more will become 
known about their particular emergency response procedures. These practices will be 
shared with you in our Group Leader Updates, and they will be incorporated into both our 
Risk Management planning and our WYD Guide training. 
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IV. Guide for Group Leaders Parts II & III 
The next two installments of our Guide for Group Leaders contain information especially for 
leaders who have confirmed their pilgrimages and are underway planning for their journeys to 
Lisbon with JMJyouth. 
 
Part II is included in our online Group Leader Toolkit, which is provided after you have signed your 
contract. This portion of the Guide lays out the processes for adding/removing/substituting 
pilgrims, specifies the pilgrim information required for travel, and explains the process for 
assigning pilgrims to rooms. 
 
Part III of the Guide is also included in our Group Leader Toolkit, and it is most useful during the 
six months prior to departure. Part III outlines important spiritual and physical preparation for 
pilgrims, explains our communication and safety protocols, and includes important reminders 
about final travel details. 
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