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Executive 
Summary
This project explores the impacts and 
implications of youth civic engagement and 
leadership development and its potential 
to foster social cohesion, improve mental 
health and decrease loneliness. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, youth mental health 
challenges reached an all-time high and 
the negative impacts were felt even more 
strongly among low-income, marginalized 
and racialized youth. At the same time, 
youth reported lower levels of political and 
community involvement. 

These developments highlight the urgent 
need to better civically engage young people 
as the shapers of Canada’s economic and 
political future. At a critical point in their 
personal development, youth’s ability to grow 
and lead in strong and resilient communities 
has long lasting effects into adulthood. 
Through a scoping review of academic and 
gray literature that identified 221 relevant 
sources, the project aims to:

• Provide an overview of the current state 
of knowledge on youth civic engagement 
and its impacts on social cohesion, 
community building, loneliness and 
mental health, including identifying the 
strengths and gaps in the literature;

• Better understand the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on youth mental 
health and explore how civic engagement 
evolved digitally during the pandemic; 
and

• Identify implications for policies and 
mobilize best practices to support 
community and educational civic 
engagement initiatives in addressing the 
needs of youth to effectively expand civic 
and leadership development.

Key Findings
• Youth civic engagement — defined as 

actions that improve civic knowledge 
or individuals’ capacity for action within 
their communities to enact political or 
civic change — is positively associated 
with four key outcomes: 

a. Physical and mental health: civic 
engagement is linked to fewer 
depressive symptoms and lower 
health risks, as well as greater 
perceived sense of control, subjective 
well-being and positive affect. 

b. Socioeconomic status and 
education: civic engagement 
is associated with more years of 
education, higher personal earnings 
and greater cognitive skills. 

c. Social well-being and cohesion: 
civic engagement helps create 
stronger bonds between community 
members, increasing a sense of 
community and civic responsibility 
as well as promoting prosocial 
behaviours. 

d. Life and personal skills: civically 
engaged youth are more likely to 
define themselves by their personal 
values and goals, and have greater 
interpersonal and communication 
skills.

• Despite the Covid-19 pandemic 
exacerbating mental health challenges 
and loneliness for youth in Canada, civic 
engagement was found to be an effective 
mitigator of the pandemic’s negative 
impacts on mental health. Youth who 
were civically and politically engaged 
reported higher levels of well-being and 
hope for the future during the pandemic, 
despite the fact that they reported being 
just as negatively impacted as those who 
were not engaged and reported lower 
mental health.



• Access to civic engagement and 
volunteer opportunities and the ways 
in which youth engage civically are 
impacted by socioeconomic factors 
including income, race, and Indigeneity. 
Studies also show that low-income and 
minority youth show lower levels of civic 
engagement overall, but racialized youth 
are comparably engaged in issues that 
matter most to them such as community 
violence, prejudice and inequality, and 
often engage through social movements, 
resistance and organizing.

• Digital spaces and social media platforms 
are increasingly becoming important 
tools and avenues that promote civic 
engagement of young people, presenting 
both opportunities to expand equitable 
access and engagement in civic 
initiatives and risks associated with the 
spread of online disinformation and hate.

• Addressing youth mental health 
challenges should focus not just on 
reactive responses but on upstream 
solutions, such as civic engagement 
initiatives that enhance social belonging 
and empower youth. Youth-led civic 
engagement initiatives where youth 
feel empowered, have the opportunity 
to develop leadership skills and work 
collaboratively are often the most 
impactful and effective civic engagement 
initiatives. 
 
 
 
 

Policy Implications 
• Civic engagement and leadership 

development for youth requires a well-
coordinated ecosystem that includes (a) 
advancing civic education in the public 
education system; (b) complementary 
programming through civil society 
organizations; and (c) connections 
between youth and the institutions that 
govern them, including institutions and 
scenarios in which youth can be more 
involved in decision-making.

• To promote belonging and reduce 
loneliness, effective civic engagement 
and leadership program delivery for 
young people in Canada should provide 
opportunities for youth to work together, 
develop new skills and understanding, 
make them feel empowered to affect 
positive change, and encourage 
institutions to respond to the advocacy 
that youth are mounting.

• Online platforms are now a critical 
component of civic engagement for 
young people; and policymakers and 
platforms need to do more to ensure that 
youth feel safe and empowered while 
engaging on these platforms, including 
reducing harmful online content, and 
expanding youth digital and media 
literacy. 

• Civic engagement initiatives should 
alleviate barriers for marginalized and 
vulnerable youth by alleviating financial 
barriers, creating safe spaces for youth 
to grow confidently, understanding 
the unique realities of youth facing 
discrimination and closing gaps in digital 
access.
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Introduction
A healthy and vibrant democracy requires 
that citizens are actively engaged in civic 
issues that matter to their communities. This 
is particularly true of young people, who are 
shaping the political and economic future 
of Canada, and are developing the skills 
that they need as upcoming leaders. So, it 
is worrisome that studies find today’s youth 
show lower levels of community involvement, 
institutional trust and political knowledge 
than older adults.1 2   
 
Moreover, this decline in social capital and 
community involvement has been associated 
with lower levels of political participation.3 
Youth voter turnout in Canada has been on 
the decline. First-time voters in 1965 had an 
estimated turnout of 66%; by 2011, that figure 
was 35%.4 In 2021, the turnout for young 
voters (18-25) in the federal election was 17 
percentage points lower than that for people 
in the 65 to 74 age group.5 Although voting is 
not the only indicator of civic engagement, 
particularly because it applies only to youth 
18 years of age or older, it is a commonly 

used indicator to show youth’s commitment 
to civic participation and their sense of 
duty as active decision-makers in their 
communities.6  

Elections Canada has conducted a number 
of studies to understand why youth are 
not as engaged politically. The National 
Youth Survey in 2015 found that one of the 
key barriers to voting for youth is related 
to motivation.7 According to the survey, 
Canadian youth, compared to older adults, 
are “less interested in Canadian politics, 
feel less strongly that voting will make a 
difference, believe that the government 
does not care what they think, and tend to 
see voting as a choice rather than a duty.”8 9 
Young people have also been reported 
to “feel largely ignored by politicians 
and decision-makers.”10 11 To combat 
these perceptions, civic education and 
engagement are critical means for young 
people’s voices to be heard — and, in turn, 
encourage them to engage more politically 
and socially. 

Although much of the research shows that 
youth are less politically engaged than older 
adults, studies show that youth are not 
completely apathetic. Instead, many younger 
people choose to civically engage in ways 
that differ from political participation such as 
voting. For example, Statistics Canada found 
that youth are more likely to sign internet 
petitions and participate in demonstrations 
than older adults.12 Moreover, youth are more 
likely to express their opinion on an issue 
through an online forum or news website, 
and are more likely to be a part of sport or 
recreational organizations in the community, 
than older adults.13 In terms of group 
participation, an Environics survey found that 
close to half of youth in Canada have been “a 
member or participant with a local group or 
organization…such as unions or professional 
associations, and those focusing on sports, 
religion, education, culture and the arts.”14 
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Defining Civic Engagement
Traditionally, civic engagement has 
generally been defined along three axes in 
the literature: civic, electoral and political.15 
Civic involvement in a number of studies is 
often narrowly relegated to the participation 
of individuals in well-established civic 
institutions through activities such as 
volunteering.16 Electoral engagement in 
these studies largely analyzes youth’s voting 
behaviour; and political engagement refers 
to how and when youth use their voice in 
activism, organizing and protest to enact 
political or policy change.17 

However, many scholars have called for 
the adoption of a broader definition of civic 
engagement.18 During Ontario’s Youth Impact 
Summit in 2016, when youth themselves 
were asked how they would define civic 
engagement, they characterized the 
concept broadly and holistically as activities 
through which “a stronger community of 
social change could serve as the eventual 
outcome.”19 Other scholars have defined 
civic engagement based on the type of 
activity conducted. Heller et al. (1984) define 
it as the “process whereby people engage 
in the decision-making of institutions and 
environments that impact them.”20 
  
Some scholars have chosen to focus on 
the values that are highlighted in civic 
engagement activities. Metzger (2018) 

argued that civic engagement “encompasses 
the prosocial values, skills, behaviours and 
attitudes that orient individuals toward 
social and political issues and contributions 
to community,”21 which can encapsulate all 
three dimensions of the more traditional 
definitions focused on voting, volunteering 
or activism. Other institutions have defined 
civic engagement based on the outcomes 
that these activities are meant to achieve. 
For example, UNICEF defines the concept as 
involving “individual or collective actions in 
which people participate to improve the well-
being of communities or society in general.”22

 
Moreover, a great deal of debate in the 
literature surrounds which activities should 
be considered a part of civic engagement, 
depending on how ‘active’ or ‘passive’ the 
activity is. For example, previously scholars 
have presented meaningful activism as 
involving active, in-person activities that 
seek to enact tangible change, involving a 
direct challenge to authority.23 However, with 
the evolution of digital technologies and 
social media platforms, young people are 
finding it much easier to express their civic 
and political identities online, and to engage 
and support causes that interest them.24 
Although supporting a campaign or signing a 
petition online may not constitute a deep all-
encompassing form of engagement, studies 
have shown that these activities effectively 
function as a gateway and entry point to 
offline engagement.25
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Participants in the Youth Impact Summit 
said they would like to see more mentorship 
and leadership opportunities in their 
communities, suggesting that these 
two types of activities are seen as more 
important than traditional forms of civic 
engagement such as volunteerism and 
political participation.26 Others advocate for 
“a greater focus on everyday life practices of 
‘cultural citizenship’” that include affective 
bonding and creative media expression.27 28   
Furthermore, some are challenging the more 
traditional “voice and participation-oriented” 
frameworks of engagement and instead 
advocating for practices that highlight “active 
and empathetic listening” as important parts 
of effective civic engagement.29 30   
 
This paper adopts a broad view of civic 
engagement that is meant to encapsulate 
the different forms of engagement that are 
relevant to how young people in Canada 
choose to spend their time, which activities 
they value, and how they engage with civic 
issues in their community. Rather than 
defining civic engagement narrowly based on 
specific activity types, this paper defines civic 
engagement based on the outcomes and 
values of the activities it is meant to reflect. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The adjacent infographic reflects all the 
types of activities that can be considered a 
part of civic engagement, so long as their 
enactment contributes to one of the four 
main objectives identified. These categories 
are organized from activities that are 
considered more ‘passive’ to ones that can 
be viewed as increasingly more ‘active’.
 

What Is Civic Engagement?

Any action taken by an individual, 
community or organization that 
improves civic knowledge or 
individuals’ capacity for action 
within their communities for the 
purposes of:

• improving the functioning of 
democracy;

• enhancing social cohesion and 
well-being;

• enacting political or civic change; 
or

• creating a more equitable, 
inclusive society.
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 Awareness
Description: actions taken to become more 
informed about the history, trends, changes and 
current events related to civic issues
Examples: beginning to follow the news; 
following trusted accounts on social media; 
starting to research a topic area; having 
conversations with and listening to peers 
impacted by an issue

 Knowledge Acquisition
Description: actions taken (individually or 
collectively) to deepen knowledge about an 
issue and about how civic engagement could 
make change on that issue
Examples: ongoing reading, listening, or 
watching of civic media; attending leadership 
and civic development programmes / 
conferences / workshops; taking classes on 
politics, economics, public policy, social justice, 
organizing or other civic-related topics

 Volunteerism
Description: in-person or virtual offering of 
one’s time, energy, resources or knowledge 
to actively help others in need (prosocial 
community engagement)
Examples: volunteering at a local non-profit; 
tutoring children; donating to a charity

 Political Participation 
and Voice

Description: actions taken to voice concern 
or promote change through the media and/
or traditional channels of representative 
democracy
Example: voting; creating content (images, 
audio, video, text) related to the issue or the 
population affected; joining a political party; 
getting involved in a a political campaign

 Mobilization and Advocacy
Description: actions taken to promote change 
directly with decision-makers
Example: writing a letter or attending a meeting 
with a public official; signing a petition and 
following up on the issue; joining or creating a 
student or youth organization that does civic 
engagement; attending or organizing a rally, 
protest or boycott; joining the youth committee 
of a civic organization

 Organization
Description: actions taken to promote change 
through representation and awareness for the 
purpose of enlisting support for an issue on a 
greater, more collective scale
Example: running for office; working with others 
to influence public policy; joining or creating a 
student or youth organization that has policy 
change as a primary purpose; using social 
media as a component of a broader strategy to 
help organize others to seek policy change
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Background 
Youth civic engagement is a broad 
concept that can be situated within 
various psychological and developmental 
theories in the literature. Firstly, much of 
the literature on youth civic engagement 
has been grounded in ‘sense of community’ 
theories (SoC) – a key concept of community 
psychology. The theory was first introduced 
by Sarason in 1874 and reflects the belief 
that “healthy communities exhibit an 
extra-individual quality of emotional 
interconnectedness of individuals played out 
in their collective lives.”31 Albanesi, Cicognani 
& Zani (2007) outline McMillan and Chavis 
(1986)’s four-dimension model representing 
key processes in the SoC concept:

• Membership refers to the “feeling of 
being part of a community”; and this 
includes the perception of “shared 
boundaries, history and symbols”, as 
well as “feelings of emotional safety and 
personal investment in community;”

• Influence represents individuals 
participating and affecting change in 
decision-making in their community 
“through their own contributions” and 
within “reciprocal relationships;”

• Integration refers to “the benefits that 
people derive from their membership 
to a community” in terms of satisfying 
personal and group member needs; and

• Shared emotional connection reflects the 
sharing of “a common history, significant 
events and the quality of social ties.”32 33 

 
Under the SoC theories, researchers 
have stipulated that youth derive a sense 
of belonging, meaning and emotional 
connection through their commitment to 
their community and their ability to engage in 
collective activities that position themselves 
within the greater context of the community. 

In their study of civic responsibility, Da 
Silva, Sonson, Smart and Toumbourou 
(2004) found that “adolescents’ attachment 
to peers and participation with peers 
strongly facilitate being actively engaged 
in behaviours like taking part in fundraising 
activities, and supporting organizations that 
help disadvantaged people.”34 
 
Using a variety of established models to 
measure SoC, researchers have examined 
youth civic engagement’s relationship to 
their SoC, with empirical studies suggesting 
a positive relationship between the two.35 36 37    
Improved SoC has been argued to bring 
both individual and community benefits. For 
example, Williams and Braun (2019) argue 
that loneliness and social isolation impact 
both the individual and society at large. 
Individually, people’s health diminishes from 
loneliness and social isolation, which in 
turn brings societal impacts through higher 
healthcare costs, loss of productivity, and 
lower civic engagement. Academics have 
emphasized the need to focus on loneliness 
among youth due to its potentially long-
lasting impacts into adulthood.38 
 
Another important pillar of youth civic 
engagement in the literature surrounds the 
development and evolution of positive youth 
development theory (PYD), sociopolitical 
development theory and empowerment 
theory. The PYD perspective emerged as a 
response to previous theories that viewed 
adolescence as a period of life during 
which youth are challenged by a “deficit” 
in experience and maturity.39 Instead, 
PYD highlighted youth’s positive potential 
and strengths, including the positive 
outcomes that can be achieved with the 
right developmental strategies, rather than 
viewing adolescence as a “problematic 
period.”40 
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As part of PYD, the psychology literature 
has found that a major developmental task 
of adolescence is “identity formation, which 
includes defining one’s role in relation to 
society.”41 A well-established example of a 
PYD approach used to conceptualize youth 
civic engagement argues that positive 
developments can occur for youth when 
their strengths are capitalized in their 
developmental contexts to impact five 
key dimensions: competence, confidence, 
connection, caring and character. This line 
of research also argues that, when youth 
exhibit the 5Cs, they become better prepared 
to exhibit the sixth C, contribution.42 Under 
the 5C framework, “positive developmental 
contexts (families, schools, communities) 
support thriving youth; in turn, thriving youth 
take action to contribute to the world around 
them.”43

 

When it comes to injustice and disadvantage, 
the sociopolitical development framework 
explores how youth can become critical of 
the world, perceive oppression, and use 
activism to impact change.44 45 Some studies 
indicate that civic engagement in the face 
of systemic discrimination or injustice could 
produce healthy individual development 
when youth become more effective 
changemakers in their communities and feel 
empowered.46 Based on a key psychological 
framework in the literature known as 
empowerment theory, a greater degree of 
perceived control over their lives, the ability 
to think critically of surroundings, and taking 
proactive steps to facilitate change are all 
linked to increased well-being.47 48   
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Objectives 
The object of this study is to provide an overview of the current state of knowledge 
on youth civic engagement, and its impacts on social cohesion, community 
building, loneliness and mental health. Past research suggests that youth civic 
engagement can improve social cohesion, but mental health has deteriorated, and 
social isolation increased, during and since the COVID-19 pandemic, creating new 
challenges for youth in becoming civically engaged.

We identify strengths and gaps in the literature, and identify implications and 
recommendations — for both programmes and public policy —  to support youth 
civic engagement that is inclusive, prosocial, and connected to the prospects for 
change-making. We also identify areas for further research, especially in (a) the 
relationship between youth civic engagement, employment, and institutions, and 
(b) areas where there is a dearth of Canadian evidence.
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Methods
This knowledge synthesis followed Arksey 
and O’Malley’s five-stage framework for 
scoping reviews: 

1. Identifying the research questions;

2. Identifying the relevant studies; 

3. Study selection; 

4. Charting the data; and 

5. Collating, summarizing and reporting the 
results.49 

The synthesis was guided by three research 
questions:

• What is the state of knowledge regarding 
the relationship between civic and 
leadership engagement of youth and 
their mental health, particularly in terms 
of loneliness? 

• To what extent are Canadian youth and/
or marginalized or under-represented 
groups included in this literature?

• How can existing and potential research 
be used to better inform the design of 
community and leadership services 
and programs for addressing social 
disconnection among Canadian youth?

The PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses 
extension for Scoping Reviews) checklist was 
used in reporting findings (see Appendix 3 for 
visualization of PRISMA-ScR process).

The scoping review began by searching 9 
platforms and research databases, using 
relevant search terms related to civic and 
leadership engagement for youth. The search 
strategy included social science, policy, 
education and psychology databases, to 
source both academic and grey literature. 
The search focused on identifying literature 
sources that specifically discussed civic or 

leadership engagement activities, theories 
or programs in various spaces, including 
private, public, education and community-
based organizations. Literature published 
between 2011 and 2022 was included in 
order to focus on recent developments in 
youth engagement programs and services. 
The list of databases and platforms searched, 
and the search terms used, are identified in 
Appendix 1.

Scoping reviews describe existing literature 
and other sources of information from 
a range of study designs and methods, 
potentially resulting in a broad scope of 
collected information. As such, this research 
primarily focused on the following forms of 
knowledge: 1) peer-reviewed publications 
by experts in youth civic engagement and 
development, accessed through electronic 
databases; 2) grey literature, including 
scholarly information not formally published, 
or peer-reviewed, including government 
documents, briefs, memoranda, white papers 
and technical reports; and 3) media reports, 
newspapers and magazines. In addition, a list 
of ‘known’ or familiar literature was compiled; 
however, these were not subjected to a 
full scoping review, and instead were used 
to increase understanding of the research 
context, speak to any gaps in findings, and 
help set a benchmark to determine if search 
strings were effectively identifying target 
literature.
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Jurisdictions in scope were established as 
Canada, the United States, New Zealand, 
Australia, the United Kingdom and the 
European Union; and only literature 
discussing these jurisdictions were included. 
These jurisdictions were selected due to their 
similarities with Canada, particularly with 
respect to youth education and involvement, 
as well as political and civic challenges 
facing Western liberal democracies. The 
scoping review also excluded sources that 
were not written in English or were not 
available in full text. It is important to note 
that Arksey and O’Malley point out that date 
ranges and limits on databases be used for 
practical reasons, and that there is always 
the potential to miss relevant sources.50 
All searches were conducted between 
June and August 2022. Following these 
guidelines, studies were then subjected to a 
full-text review using a codebook reflective 
of the research objectives (see Appendix 2). 
During the charting process, seven primary 
questions were used to identify and extract 
key information from each source, which 
formed the basis of our analysis: 
 
 
 
 

• What country or jurisdiction is this source 
coming from or focused on?

• Does the source mention civic or 
leadership initiatives for youth?

• Does the source discuss youth mental 
health or loneliness?

• What types of civic engagement 
initiatives or activities were discussed?

• What is the main objective of the source?

• What policy/legal/social themes and 
implications were covered by this source?

• What specific types of industries, 
organizations or youth groups were 
impacted by the civic engagement 
mentioned?

 
The literature search in electronic databases 
yielded 38,594 results, which were screened 
based on titles. A majority were excluded for 
content out of scope (n= 38,231). Additional 
screening of titles and abstracts led to 
the removal of 26 duplicates. In total, 337 
articles were identified for full review. These 
articles were independently reviewed by two 
researchers for the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria, and were pilot tested for inter-
coder reliability prior to full review to ensure 
consistency and avoid discrepancy.
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Sources were deemed relevant and 
considered to be within the scope of the 
study if they discussed the ways in which 
youth engaged civically; how programs 
were designed; and how this engagement 
impacted mental health, loneliness or social 
connectedness. This excluded sources that 
focused on initiatives that sought to develop 
youth’s technical skills in specific fields 
such as engineering or computer science, 
since there was no connection to civic 
engagement or leadership development. 
Articles were excluded after a full-text 
review due to incorrect concept (n=103) 
(e.g., examinations of youth mental health 
intervention treatments that do not include 
civic engagement or works that focused on 
groups other than youth), incorrect context 
(n=12) (e.g., sources that fell outside in-scope 
jurisdictions) and were not available as full 
texts (n=1) (See Appendix 3).

After the full-text review, 221 sources 
were included in the scoping review and 
proceeded to the charting stage (see 
Appendix 5 for full bibliography). During the 
charting process, a narrative account of the 
key findings was established in two ways. 

The first provided a basic numerical analysis 
of the extent, distribution and nature of the 
studies included in the review (see Tables 1-4 
and Appendix 2). Sources were also reviewed 
for the extent to which studies covered 
the impacts of youth civic engagement in 
Canada specifically, as well as the impacts 
on marginalized, racialized and under-
represented youth. This helped to shed 
light on the characteristics of the literature 
reviewed and, consequently, identify any 
research gaps that exist in the literature.

Second, the sources were organized 
thematically using a descriptive-analytical 
method within the narrative tradition, 
which is reported above as stage five of the 
scoping review: collating, summarizing and 
reporting the results. As set out by Arksey 
and O’Malley, this method applies a common 
analytical framework to all the studies, 
collects standard information on each, 
provides a broader view of the phenomenon 
being explored, and ensures findings are 
more contextualized and understandable to 
readers (see Appendix 2 for a description of 
how sources were coded and analyzed). 
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Results
Strengths of Existing 
Literature
The literature includes a breadth of research 
and empirical findings pointing to the link 
between youth civic engagement and 
its positive impacts on mental health, 
educational attainment, socioeconomic 
status and the development of life skills. 
The majority of sources examined were 
published journal articles (n=189). A number 
of sources review case studies of specific 
programs and community-based initiatives 
that promote civic engagement for youth, 
outlining successes, best practices and 
the positive impact these interventions 
have had on the local community. These 
case studies also outline the impact civic 
engagement programs have on marginalized 
and minority youth in particular. This includes 
Crooks et al.’s study on culturally relevant 
programs for Indigenous youth in Canada; 
Baskin-Sommers et al.’s study on Black 
Lives Matter; the U.S. National Civic League’s 

civic hackathons initiatives for youth; and 
Monkman and Proweller’s study evaluating 
the impact of an after-school civic leadership 
program for low-income minority students in 
the Midwestern U.S. To highlight one example 
of these program studies, Crooks et al.’s 
study explored how culturally relevant civic 
school programming for Indigenous youth in 
Canada was associated with improved social 
relationships, as well as increased sense of 
belonging, confidence and leadership skills. 

Moreover, the current state of youth mental 
health is well-documented in the literature, 
both globally and in Canada. A number of 
studies have also identified the emerging role 
of digital civic engagement, and examined 
the opportunities and risks associated with 
the increased use of social media platforms 
to engage on pressing civic issues. As online 
social movements and networks begin 
to transcend borders and jurisdictions, 
international organizations such as UNICEF 
and the International Labour Organization 
have also explored the online participation 
aspects of civic engagement on a global 
scale. 

Table 1: Types of Sources Identified 

Article type % of Literature # of sources

Journal article 86% 189

Report by government entity or 
international organization

8% 17

Online article/commentary 4% 8

Dissertation 2% 4

Policy brief 1% 3
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Gaps in Existing Literature
Fewer Canadian Empirical Studies 
Overall

Most of the literature reviewed was based 
in the United States (n=154), followed by 
the EU (n=26) and Canada (n=18) (see Table 
1 and Appendix 4 for full list of Canadian 
sources). The majority of Canadian studies 
were based on government reports that 
outlined the state of youth mental health 
challenges in Canada before, during and 

after the pandemic. Strikingly, there were 
no empirical studies based in Canada that 
directly examined the link between youth 
civic engagement and its impacts on mental 
health and social cohesion. This reflects a 
relative dearth in knowledge on this issue in 
Canada, which presents an opportunity for 
further research, such as survey evidence to 
examine civically engaged youth’s subjective 
well-being or a randomized trial evaluating 
the impacts of youth participating in a civic 
program. 

Table 2: Jurisdiction Source of Literature Reviewedd 

Jurisdiction % of Literature # of sources

United States 70% 154

EU 12% 26

Canada 8% 18

Australia 5% 12

United Kingdom 5% 11
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Lack of Studies Examining 
the Relationships between 
the Pandemic and Youth Civic 
Engagement

Although increased levels of mental health 
challenges and loneliness during the 
COVID-19 pandemic are well-documented 
in the literature, there are few studies that 
explore how civic engagement has been 
impacted by the pandemic, and the ways 
in which greater engagement may mitigate 
the negative impacts of the pandemic. Only 
two studies specifically examining the role of 
civic engagement during the past two years 
were identified. The first study used a post-
election survey administered in 2020 in the 
United States to examine the relationship 
between access to civic participation 

opportunities and youth’s reported well-
being.51 The second study conducted a 
nationally representative survey in the U.S. 
to examine the relationship between civic 
association participation and psychological 
distress during the pandemic. The authors 
also found that civic engagement activities 
that facilitate interpersonal interactions 
could protect against the psychological 
distress experienced during the pandemic.52 
Remaining studies from 2019-2022 
mainly focus on documenting the state 
of mental health and social isolation for 
youth; examining the rise and implications 
of digital civic participation, and deeper 
dives into case studies evaluating specific 
programs administered and their impact on 
participants. 

Table 3: Sources Identified by Year 

Year % of Literature # of Sources

2022 12% 26

2021 15% 33

2020 12% 26

2019 11% 24

2018 7% 16

2017 10% 22

2016 11% 25

2015 6% 13

2014 6% 14

2013 5% 11

2012 5% 11

“Knocking on the Door”: Youth Civic Engagement and Its Impact on Social Connectedness and Wellness 22



Lack of Studies on Leadership 
Development as a Component of 
Civic Engagement

Relatively few studies in the literature 
focused on the intersection between 
civic engagement and youth leadership 
development. A majority of sources 
focused on ways to expand youth civic 
engagement through increased participation 
in community or school-based programming 
(e.g., volunteering with civil organizations or 
attending a workshop/course related to civic 
engagement), as well as online or political 
participation (e.g., voting, volunteering with 
a political party). Fewer studies focused on 
promoting the inclusion of youth voices in 

decision-making spaces through more active 
forms of engagement that promote agency 
and yield greater civic and political power for 
youth such as through organizing, protest or 
program leadership. The majority of studies 
that discussed youth empowerment mainly 
focused on leadership development through 
established structures, such as community 
youth councils and advisory committees, 
where young people could better inform 
and influence policies that impact them. 
However, the role of more disruptive forms of 
activism, or the incorporation of youth in the 
design and implementation of civic programs 
and political organizing, was less salient in 
the literature. 

Table 4: Types of Civic Engagement Studied 

Type of Engagement % of Literature # of Sources

General (most common indicators used 
are voting and volunteering)

39% 87

Community-Based Programs 20% 43

Online Participation 14% 30

Youth Councils/Advisory Groups 11% 24

School-Based Programs 9% 20

Activism/Protest 5% 12

Youth Participatory Research 2% 5
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Key Findings

Youth’s civic engagement positively impacts 
a wide range of health and behavioural 
outcomes, including mental health, well-
being, educational achievement and sense 
of belonging. The majority of studies in the 
literature show that activism and community 
engagement positively influence youth’s 
all around academic, psychological and 
sociopolitical development.

Physical and Mental Health
 
Studies show that civic engagement is 
associated with better physical and mental 
health. One study that conducted a review of 
73 published articles found that volunteerism 
is positively correlated with “reduced 
depressive symptoms, better self-reported 
health, fewer functional limitations, and 
lower mortality.”53 54 Another study using 
a randomized control trial found that high 
school students assigned to volunteer at an 
after-school program for elementary school 
children weekly for two months had lower 
cardiovascular risk, and lower cholesterol and 
body mass index compared to the control 
group.55 

Studies show that young people can 
be motivated by feelings of anger and 
frustration with the status quo, which 

leads them to engage in civic activities.56 
Research suggests that civic engagement 
operates as a way for youth to cope with 
these environmental stressors by engaging 
in active constructive responses to perceived 
injustice or discrimination.57 Through civic 
engagement, youth are able to channel 
their feelings of stress and frustration in 
more productive ways that can enhance 
their physical health and ability to cope with 
negative emotions.58 In one study, Boehnke 
and Wong show that, among youth who said 
nuclear war was a more salient threat in the 
1980s, “becoming an activist predicted better 
mental health trajectories across adulthood 
compared to those who appraised nuclear 
war as a salient threat but did not become 
involved in activism.”59

 
Moreover, civic engagement activities 
that aim to empower young people create 
greater feelings of perceived control over 
one’s life and community, which have 
been linked to lower substance abuse and 
higher subjective well-being.60 Making a 
positive impact on social or political issues 
that affect their communities can serve to 
effectively address or mitigate future mental 
health challenges. In addition, studies have 
shown that perceived sociopolitical control 
is linked to lower feelings of helplessness 
and mental health challenges,61 as well as 
improved self-esteem.62 In another study 
of high school students in the United 
States, researchers found that youth civic 
engagement in the form of volunteering and 
voting was associated with decreased risky 
health behaviours and fewer depressive 
symptoms.63 Moreover, voting and 
volunteering were associated with positive 
future orientation, positive affect, optimism 
and perceived social support.64 

Interestingly though, the type of civic 
activities youth are engaged in impacts 
their health outcomes. Researchers found 
that, while “voting and volunteering at the 

K E Y  F I N D I N G  1
Youth civic engagement and 
leadership is positively associated 
with lower levels of mental health 
challenges; greater education 
outcomes; and promotes 
social cohesion, belonging and 
community building.
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transition to adulthood were associated 
with fewer risky health behaviours in 
adulthood, activism predicted more risky 
health behaviours.”65 Since perceived control 
plays an important factor in regulating youth 
mental health, engagement activities that 
lead to more tangible positive social impacts 
and successfully enacts change could 
increase youth’s sense of accomplishment 
and control, in turn creating greater 
empowerment and positive mental health.

Socioeconomic Status and 
Education 
 
Greater levels of youth civic engagement 
are associated with higher socioeconomic 
status in adulthood. In one study using 
nationally representative data from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
to Adult Health (NLSAAH), the researchers 
found that volunteering, activism and voting 
all lead to higher SES outcomes.66 From 
surveying more than 13,000 students in 
Grade 7 through 12 in the United States, and 
controlling for parental education levels, 
the researchers found that these forms of 
civic engagement were associated with 
more years of education, higher personal 
earnings and higher household incomes in 
adulthood.67 Cress (2012) also found multiple 
studies reinforcing the idea that purposefully 
designed civic engagement curricula create 
greater learning and increased graduation 
rates in K-12 schools and higher education 
such as community colleges.68 This is in 
line with research that shows that civic 
engagement leads to greater social and 
cognitive skills (such as goal-setting and 
memory capacity), which in turn contribute 
to better academic performance.69 

In the same NLSAAH study linking 
volunteerism in late adolescence to greater 
educational attainment and personal 
earnings in adulthood, researchers 
illuminated the mechanisms through which 

this connection could be established.70 
They argued that civic engagement can 
lead to higher socioeconomic outcomes 
in adulthood because it plays a role in 
connecting young people to social networks, 
and interacting with older adults could 
provide professional models and mentors 
for youth.71 72 Interacting with like-minded 
youth and older adults could also provide 
psychological support and provide young 
people with the opportunity to share 
goals and ambitions with others.73 74 
Lastly, researchers have argued that civic 
engagement provides youth with greater 
motivation to stay in school and focus on 
their studies because it allows them to 
reorient themselves toward a greater goal, 
affords them an opportunity to examine and 
explore career trajectories, and combats the 
potential for disengagement from society.75 
 
Social Well-Being and Cohesion
 
Civic engagement also helps promote a 
sense of social well-being and community 
belonging. In one study that looked at the 
relationship between sense of community 
and civic engagement, researchers found 
that providing adolescents with more 
opportunities to experience a sense of 
belonging to their peers and promoting 
prosocial behaviours in the community 
context is correlated with a higher sense 
of belonging and social well-being.76 This is 
in line with several studies that found that 
adolescents’ ability to seize opportunities 
that allow them to “exert power, be involved 
in school activities and have places to 
congregate outside school” also positively 
contribute to their sense of community 
development.77 78 79     

Moreover, Albanesi, Cicognani and Zani 
found that opportunities to participate in 
structured group activities allowed youth in 
Italy to develop stronger bonds with peers 
and adults, and increased their sense of 
civic responsibility.80 This is consistent with 
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findings that show that youth living in small 
towns have a higher sense of community 
compared to those living in large towns, 
which correlates with prosocial behaviours.81 
In this study, the researchers found that 
involvement in formal groups (volunteering, 
extracurricular activities, sports) is positively 
correlated with increased levels of civic 
engagement and is therefore a channel 
through which youth can become introduced 
to prosocial community involvement.82

Life and Personal Skills
 
Youth civic engagement also positively 
influences young people’s personality 
development, creating opportunities to 
develop lifelong skills that can build resilience 
and positive work habits. One study in 
Lithuania found a positive correlation 
between civic engagement (defined as 
engaging with school self-government, 
volunteering and/or youth organizations) 
and information-oriented identity styles for 
youth, defined as individuals who are “self-
reflective and actively seek out and evaluate 
self-relevant information.”83 These civically 
engaged individuals are likely to actively 
explore identity alternatives before making 
their own choice, and define themselves 
by personal attributes like their values, 
goals and standards.84 Individuals who 
adopt this identity style also report higher 
levels of optimism and self-esteem.85 The 
study also found that greater levels of civic 
engagement are associated with higher 
levels of all aspects of the 5C framework 
competencies (competence, confidence, 
character, connection and caring),86 
which are associated with positive youth 
development.87 

Engagement in school and community 
activities also enables the development 
of critical skills for adulthood and the 
workplace. According to Cress (2012), 
students in the United States who participate 
in civic activities gain interpersonal and 
communication skills, including the ability 
to collaborate with diverse people in various 
settings.88 Moreover, these opportunities 
help students become connected to one 
another, exposing them to diverse opinions 
and lifestyles, as well as expanding their 
awareness of how institutions and societal 
structures operate.89 In one study of the 
development of youth in the rural Midwest 
U.S., researchers found that adolescents 
involved in civic activities show more positive 
youth development, including lower problem 
behaviour, higher academic engagement, 
and positive perceptions of peers and 
parents — helping to build their values and 
beliefs, as well as a positive view of the world 
in which they live and contribute.90 Civic 
engagement also contributes to developing 
longer-term engagement habits. Research 
shows that if a person votes in the first 
election after they turn 18, they are more 
likely to become a lifelong voter, whereas 
those who do not vote in their first election 
are less likely to do so later in life.91
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Young people in Canada are among the most 
lonely and isolated age groups, both before 
and during the pandemic.92 93 Among youth 
aged 15 to 24, nearly one in four said that 
they always or often felt lonely, compared 
with 15% of those aged 25 to 34.94 The 
reported loneliness has a direct impact on 
youth’s mental health and well-being. In 
August and September 2021, close to half 
(49%) of those who said that they always or 
often felt lonely reported that their mental 
health was either fair or poor.95 Among 
those who said that they rarely or never felt 
lonely, only 7% reported fair or poor mental 
health.96 Youth have also been experiencing 
a declining trend in mental health — reports 
indicate that youth say their mental health is 
poorer than 20 years ago;97 and a consistent 
downward trend in mental health has 
accelerated within the last 10 years.98

 

During the pandemic, youth mental health 
took a particular downward turn and levels 
remained at all-time low.99 The impact of 
physical distancing and lockdown measures 
on youth’s mental health was the largest of 
all age groups.100 Statistics Canada found 
that, based on data collected at the end 
of March and into the first week of April 
2020, 39.7% of youth aged 15 to 30 reported 
excellent or very good mental health, a 20% 
decrease from 2019.101 Three months later 
into the pandemic, young people’s mental 
health in Canada persisted at this lower 
level.102

Low-income youth were among the hardest 
hit by these trends during the pandemic. 
According to Statistics Canada, youth living 
in the poorest households were less likely to 
report excellent or very good mental health 
in 2021, and more likely to report having 
seriously contemplated suicide in their 
lifetime.103 This aligns with recent findings 
from the United States that show that youth 
who report being the most economically 
affected by the pandemic (Black, Latin 
American and Asian youth) also show the 
lowest well-being scores.104

 
Moreover, a survey conducted by the 
International Labour Organization assessing 
the impact of the pandemic on youth found 
that, globally, one in two of young people 
aged 18 to 29 were possibly subject to 
anxiety or depression in 2021, while 17% are 
probably affected by it.105 These trends were 
particularly apparent among young people 
whose education or work were disrupted 
the most since the pandemic. For example, 
young workers who had lost their job were 
almost twice as likely to be affected by 
probable anxiety or depression as those 
who continued to be employed (23% versus 
14%).106 In one study examining the impact of 
the pandemic on children and adolescents 
in Canada, researchers found that 67-70% 

K E Y  F I N D I N G  2
Despite the COVID-19 pandemic 
exacerbating mental health 
challenges and loneliness 
for youth in Canada, civic 
engagement was an effective 
mitigator of the pandemic’s 
negative impacts on mental 
health.

Among youth aged 15 to 24, nearly 
one in four said that they always or 
often felt lonely, compared with 15% 
of those aged 25 to 34.
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of children experienced deterioration in at 
least one mental health domain: depression, 
anxiety, irritability, attention, hyperactivity 
and obsessions/compulsions.107

 
The pandemic’s impacts on mental health 
and well-being were also coupled with a 
reduced ability for youth to participate in 
civic, social or political activities. Around the 
world, “one in three young people reported 
the pandemic having a significant impact 
on their ability to participate in political 
processes.”108 Moreover, 49% of youth said 
they volunteered for initiatives to help others 
deal with the impacts of the coronavirus to 
a ‘low extent’ and 55% said they donated 
to charities working on the response to the 
pandemic also to a ‘low extent.’109

 
One of the most important findings in the 
literature reveals that civic engagement 
was shown to effectively attenuate the 
negative impacts of the pandemic on youth’s 
mental health and well-being. An analysis 
of 2020 post-election survey results in 
the United States found that civic access 
and participation “helped some youth 
thrive despite the economic impact of the 
pandemic.”110 The study found that youth 
who were civically and politically engaged 

reported higher levels of well-being and 
hope for the future, and were more likely to 
be employed/in school.111 This group showed 
higher levels of well-being despite the fact 
that they reported being just as negatively 
impacted as those who were not engaged 
and reported lower mental health.112 
Moreover, the researchers found that access 
to civic opportunities is closely related to 
the observed higher levels of well-being 
during the pandemic. Youth who reported 
higher well-being were more likely to have 
participated in civic groups (political parties, 
civil rights organizations), contacted a 
political official or joined a protest/march.113 
Although youth who lacked access to entry 
points for civic engagement expressed 
their interest and belief that engagement 
is important, the researchers found that, 
without the right opportunities, the mental 
health of those less civically engaged was 
less resilient to the negative impacts of 
the pandemic.114 These findings show that 
access to civic engagement is an important 
buffer and protective antidote to mental 
health challenges faced by youth generally, 
but also particularly during unprecedented 
exceptional circumstances such as the 
pandemic.
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Many studies show that access to civic 
engagement opportunities is not equally 
afforded to all people. Socioeconomic and 
demographic factors impact young people’s 
ability to find and access opportunities 
to stay engaged in social, political and 
civic issues. Watts and Flanagan (2007) 
argue that the widely adopted positive 
youth development (PYD) framework is 
not enough to understand what civic 
engagement looks like for marginalized and 
vulnerable youth because it does not take 
into account how communities that “are 
less connected to mainstream political and 
economic institutions must further negotiate 
major structural barriers of oppression 
and disadvantage.”115 116 The researchers 
argue that the sociopolitical development 
(SPD) framework provides a more holistic 
understanding of how marginalized youth 
engage civically.117 SPD is defined as “the 
evolving critical understanding of the 
political, economic, cultural, and other 
systemic forces that shape society and one’s 
status within it, and the associated process 
of growth in relevant knowledge, analytical 
skills, and emotional faculties.”118 Under 
this framework, the promotion of healthy 
development of marginalized youth is likely 
to involve more prominent forms of activism 
and resistance.119

A number of studies have found that low-
income and minority youth show lower levels 
of civic engagement.120 121 In Canada, 37% 
of Indigenous youth, 33% of Black youth 
and 37% of youth from visible minorities 
voted in the 2019 federal election, compared 
to almost half (49%) of youth overall.122 
Despite lower voting rates, Indigenous and 
Black youth showed comparable levels of 
engagement in non-traditional political 
activities such as protests, boycotts, 
petitions (44% and 42%, respectively, 
compared to 42% overall).123 

 

Civic engagement is also lower among 
low-income and minority youth in the 
United States. According to one survey, 
the researchers explain these trends in two 
ways. First, they argue that “cumulative 
disadvantage-unequal opportunities” 
before adulthood mean that youth from 
low-income households and lower parental 
education levels do not continuously live 
in environments where they are exposed 
to social connections, networks and 
organizations that provide civic engagement 
opportunities.124 Second, the researchers 
found that non-postsecondary-bound 
youth in particular are not afforded the same 
access to civic engagement opportunities as 
postsecondary-bound youth who, through 
their studies, are exposed to a number of 
extracurricular activities and larger social 
networks that could encourage civic 
engagement.125 

K E Y  F I N D I N G  3
Access to civic engagement 
opportunities and the ways in 
which youth engage civically 
are impacted by socioeconomic 
factors, including including 
income, race and Indigeneity, with 
Black and Indigenous youth often 
engaging most through social 
movements and organizing.

2019 FEDURAL ELECTION  YOUTH VOTING TURNOUT  

37% --- Indigenous youth ---

----- Black youth ------

--- Youth from visible --                  minorities

----- Overall youth -----

33% 

37%

49% x
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Studies have also identified a positive 
correlation between civic engagement and 
SES background in the United States.126 127 
Individuals from high SES backgrounds 
are engaged in more traditional forms of 
civic engagement, such as voting and 
volunteering, compared to those from low 
SES backgrounds.128 It is important to note 
that some studies have found similar levels 
of civic engagement among different SES 
backgrounds when it comes to “issue-based 
participation in activism and local community 
organizing among immigrants and people 
of color.”129 Young people from lower SES 
backgrounds may argue passionately and 
take to social media to speak on issues that 
directly impact them, but they may be less 
likely to have the power or social capital 
that allows them to make changes within 
institutions.130 
 
Youth from marginalized groups also have, 
on average, a different set of socioeconomic 
and political issues they are interested in, 
due to their specific challenges and lived 
experiences. Research that examines SoC 
and civic engagement among marginalized 
youth include Roy et al. (2019)’s study on 
the factors that influence sociopolitical 
participation among low-income and racial/
ethnic minority youth in Chicago.131 The 
researchers found that, when asked to reflect 
on issues that were important to them, the 
low-income minority youth sample identified 
community violence (59%), prejudice and 
intolerance (31%), world issues (25%) and 
economic disparities (18%).132 They also found 
that more than 65% had participated in at 
least one activity targeting social change 
in the previous six months, with greater 
exposure to violence and neighbourhood 
income inequality creating an increased 
likelihood of engaging in these critical action 
behaviours.133 

The following sections present a deeper dive 
into the unique experiences of Indigenous 
and Black youth with civic engagement, and 
the issues that matter most to them.

Indigenous Youth
 
While we have defined civic engagement on 
a spectrum, it is important to acknowledge 
the ways in which culture uniquely shapes 
civic engagement. Within Indigenous 
communities, civic engagement is often 
connected to notions of community and 
strengthened by cultural connection.134 
While Indigenous cultures vary from 
nation to nation, “Indigenous culture[s] 
[are] inextricably linked to land/place, 
[where] a collectivist sense of community 
and self-emerges from this place-
based understanding.”135 Indigenous 
understandings of resilience are also 
strongly connected to space and place. 
During the Wet’suwet’en pipeline protests, 
Indigenous youth led an occupation of the 
ceremonial gates and steps to the B.C. 
legislative assembly wrapped in blankets 
and drumming.136 Nineteen-year-old Ta’Kaiya 
Blaney of the Tla’amin Nation explained, “we 
Indigenous youth are occupying because 
we understand that what the Wet’suwet’en 
are doing protects our collective future…this 
is about us defending Indigenous lands and 
Indigenous Sovereignty.”137

ISSUES IMPORTANT TO   
LOW-INCOME MINORITY 

YOUTH:  

59%   

31%

25%

18%

said community
violence
said prejudice and 
intolerance

said world issues 

said economic 
disparities
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In Australia, a study looked at how cultural 
connectedness offered to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders, the two distinct 
cultural groups that largely make up the 
country’s Indigenous population, creates 
a more safe environment for youth 
experiencing discrimination to flourish.138 
The study found that “cultural connection 
has a relationship with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander suicide mortality rates even 
when risk factors such as geographic and 
service isolation, discrimination, and poverty 
are elevated.”139 In communities where 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
“have greater cultural social capital, where 
they attended and participated in more 
cultural events…organizations and activities, 
were more connected and involved with the 
broader community, young people died by 
suicide at a rate 37% lower.”140

Black Youth

Cultural connectedness also serves to 
empower Black youth and provides an entry 
point into civic engagement. While Black 
youth have been organizing for decades, 
their visibility was heightened during the 
ongoing protests for racial justice during 
the summer of 2020, catalyzed by the 
killings of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd 
in the United States, and Regis Korchinski-
Paquet in Toronto. Anti-Black racism can 
be defined as “a system of inequities 
in power, resources, and opportunities 
that discriminates against people of 
African descent.”141 White supremacy and 
colonization have shaped the way that Black 
people are perceived. In Canada, slavery was 
legal until 1834, and scholars note that “racist 
ideologies established during these periods 
in history continue to drive process of stigma 
and discrimination” today.142 It is important 
to highlight these histories because there 
is a common misconception that slavery 
did not occur in Canada, and this “social 
amnesia about slavery…makes it impossible 

to understand anti-Black[ness] in the current 
epoch.”143

This history continues to impact Black youth 
negatively. Among the most distressed 
users of Canada’s Kids Help Phone are Black 
youth experiencing racism, second only to 
youth who fear harm within their home.144 
During the summer of 2020, a U.S. national 
poll found that, “compared to 24% of white 
parents, 50% of Black parents reported that 
thinking about racism and police brutality 
caused stress for their adolescent.”145 This 
aligns with broader research that points 
toward Black people experiencing greater 
mental health challenges following racial 
violence than white individuals.”146 There 
is also a growing body of literature that 
highlights the impacts of systemic racism 
on the mental health of Black people. Data 
from the United States shows that “in recent 
years rates of suicide in young Black people 
have been substantially increasing.”147 
Unfortunately, “data examining whether 
a similar trend is present in Canada is 
lacking”.148 As a response to the distress that 
racism can cause, “rage and hopelessness 
[these experiences create], depression and 
anxiety symptoms, increasing suicide rates, 
and increasing use of substances to cope 
start to emerge”.149

 
This history may also explain why Black 
youth are skeptical about traditional 
government policies and practices,150 and 
prefer to “engage in alternative social change 
strategies such as participating in youth-
led social justice movements…community 
service through religious organizations, 
and participating in politically motivated 
cultural and artistic expression such as 
poetry.”151 In Canada, Black youth have 
higher confidence in the federal parliament 
(47%, compared to 43% overall) and the 
future of Canada (87%, compared to 78% 
overall), but less confidence in police (59%, 
compared to 71% overall).152 Due to a long 
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history of racialized oppression, race informs 
the way “in which Black youth understand 
their current social, economic, and political 
circumstances.”153 For Black youth, civic 
engagement tends to be rooted in their lived 
experiences of oppression, and participating 
in social justice initiatives can be a source 
of identity exploration that can “promote 
socioemotional competency, and contribute 
to sustained civic engagement across 
the lifespan.”154 These spaces can allow 
marginalized and vulnerable Black youth to 
find healing and community through civic 
engagement activities that expand cultural 
connectedness.

During the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests 
in 2020, Black adolescents in the United 
States reported higher levels of both fear 
and hope, and were more likely to join a 
demonstration or view BLM-related content 
on traditional and social media, compared to 
other racial/ethnic groups.155 This highlights 
the double-edged sword that is civic 
engagement around issues of social justice, 
particularly when these civic challenges 
directly relate to youth’s lived personal 
experiences. While Black youth can be 
empowered, and develop the leadership skills 
and confidence that is associated with strong 
civic engagement, continuous exposure 
and discussion of racial trauma may have 
sustaining negative impacts. 

Moreover, Black youth in elementary 
and high schools are disproportionately 
overpoliced and punished at school; and this 
has direct impacts on Black youth avenues 
into civic engagement and the ways in 
which they enter civic spaces. Research 
from the United States has shown that 
“being suspended has a suppressive effect 
on future civic and political participation.”156 
Suspensions can have “effects last[ing] 
beyond the young adult years and can 
shape long-term behaviours well into 
adulthood.”157 Education scholar James Carl 
has long documented the disproportionate 
punitive experiences of Black youth in the 
Toronto District School Board. His report 
uses expulsion data from TDSB to show that 
“Black, Indigenous, mixed and Middle Eastern 
students are disproportionately more likely 
to be expelled from TDSB schools compared 
to all students”.158 School suspensions and 
reduced students’ participation in school 
activities can create a non-participatory, 
non-inclusive school environment for the 
suspended student, further suppressing their 
likelihood of becoming civically engaged.159  

Overall, for both Black and Indigenous 
youth, the research shows that cultural 
connectedness can better protect racial 
and minority populations from negative 
social outcomes — and is therefore critical to 
optimal development and well-being.160 
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Rise of Digital Civic Engagement

Young people have increasingly used social 
media as an avenue for civic engagement.161  
The rise of social and racial justice 
movements online, such as the U.S. 2020 
election and Black Lives Matter, as well as 
the proliferation of information about the 
pandemic, have meant that social issues are 
becoming more accessible to youth.162 163 In 
addition to being consumers of social and 
civic issues online, youth are also being 
provided with increased opportunities to 
produce information and engage with civic 
issues through online activities such as 
signing petitions, posting on social media in 
support of movements and attending virtual 
events.164 Youth are taking part in these 
online engagement activities at all-time high 
levels.165

 
As the age group most digitally connected, 
youth are more likely than any other group 
to use online spaces for civic engagement.166 
According to Statistics Canada, Canadians 
aged 15 to 24 are the group most connected 
to the internet, reporting the highest 
percentage of access to home internet (99%) 
and internet-connected devices (98%), and 
show the greatest levels of internet use 
(97%), compared to all other age groups.167 
A survey of Canadian parents revealed 
that about 44% of youth in Canada spend 
one to three hours online every day, with 

older youth more likely to spend more time 
online.168  

Data from 11 countries show that between 
43% and 64% of nine- to 17-year-olds look 
for news online, while 12-27% of kids discuss 
political problems online.169 Research by 
UNICEF on the digital engagement of youth 
found that young people are less invested in 
‘dutiful’ citizenship acts, instead favouring 
personalized engagement through digital 
networking, self-expression, protests and 
volunteerism.170 Youth also indicate that the 
use of humour, memes, satire, and other acts 
of engaging with or remixing popular culture, 
are important tactics in the repertoire of 
digital civic engagement.171 

Benefits of Digital Civic 
Engagement

In one study that examined the use of social 
networks and analyzed its relationship with 
social capital indicators, researchers found 
that young people who use the internet for 
informational purposes reflect “higher levels 
of civic engagement, political knowledge, 
and interpersonal trust than non-users, even 
when controlling for demographics.”172 They 
also found that civic engagement will be 
more common among individuals who use 
social networking sites often.173 According 
to the research study, “individuals who 
frequently use the Internet for information 
are more likely to participate in offline clubs 
and groups and to demonstrate high levels of 
political knowledge.”174 Interestingly, the study 
also found that, although users of social 
networking sites are more civically engaged, 
they are still less trusting of institutions and 
others than non-users.175

 
The researchers further argue that virtual 
communities can be a new way to encourage 
civic engagement and diminish the cost 
of collective action as political or social 
engagement becomes more accessible for 

K E Y  F I N D I N G  4
Digital spaces and social 
media platforms are becoming 
increasingly important tools 
and avenues that promote civic 
engagement of young people, 
presenting both opportunities and 
risks. 
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youth of all demographic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds.176 Moreover, their analyses 
suggest that there is a positive relationship 
between an individual’s overall internet use 
and his/her level of social capital.177 This 
suggests that the use of the internet to 
engage civically provides youth with greater 
opportunities to develop close relationships 
and increase their social network.178 The 
researchers also stipulate that certain 
kinds of online engagement are more 
effective at developing civic awareness 
and responsibility than other forms. They 
suggest that the “most civically engaged 
uses of the internet are those that encourage 
interpersonal interaction, broaden social ties, 
and provide valuable information about how 
individuals can become more civically and 
politically involved.”179

Is Digital Civic Engagement ‘Real’ 
Enough?

Some have suggested that online civic 
engagement does not constitute a ‘real’ or 
truly constructive form of civic engagement 
compared to offline activities such as 
volunteering in person or voting.180 However, 
research suggests that youth who engage in 
political activities online are also more likely 
to engage in person.181 182 183 184 185 Moreover, 
with the increase in uptake of social media, 
particularly the increased use of social 
networking sites during the pandemic, youth 
are finding it easier to express their political 
and social identities online.186 A survey by the 
Cybersecure Policy Exchange found that, as 
of 2021, more than half of Canadians aged 18 
to 29 report using YouTube (65%), Instagram 
(52%) and Facebook (51%) at least every 
day.187 Moreover, those aged 16 to 29 use 
YouTube (43%), Facebook (35%), Instagram 
(35%) and private messaging (35%) for news 
at greater or comparable rates than news 
websites (42%), or traditional media such as 
TV (42%) and radio (23%).188  
 

Although online civic engagement could 
appear passive and nonconsequential, it has 
been found to be more instrumental than 
has been traditionally perceived. Research 
by the Center for Information and Research 
on Civic Learning and Engagement in the 
United States found that there is a significant 
link between how youth participate online 
and offline.189 The study found that youth 
who signed a petition (online or offline) were 
three times as likely to have engaged in 
at least one form of offline activism (35%) 
compared to those who had not signed a 
petition (11%).190 Moreover, they found that 
those following a candidate on social media, 
the second most common form of activism 
among youth, were three times more likely 
to engage in at least one form of offline 
activism (43%) as those who did not follow a 
campaign (16%).191 The findings suggest that 
youth are not apathetic or strictly passive 
when they engage in digital spaces: the 
researchers found that youth, aged 18 to 24, 
were actually three times as likely in 2018 
to have attended a demonstration or march 
than in 2016.192

In addition, a 2018 survey of young people 
aged 18 to 29 across 14 countries found that 
“social network site usage — which skews 
younger and more educated than non-users 
— was positively correlated with respondents’ 
likelihood to take political action across all 
the issues studied.”193 Moreover, researchers 
argue that “instead of engaging in isolated, 
discrete events or practices, young people 
are adopting a repertoire approach to civic 
engagement that blends an array of digital 
and ‘real life’ actions in a cumulative and 
recursive fashion.”194

Risks of Digital Civic Engagement

Relying on online spaces to engage civically 
presents critical challenges for youth. 
Issues such as cybersecurity, harassment, 
misinformation and digital surveillance 
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continue to impact youth’s ability to use the 
internet safely. According to a 2021 survey 
conducted by Abacus Data and Apathy is 
Boring, 65% of Canadian youth reported 
seeing some form of disinformation online at 
least once a week.195 The resulting mistrust 
from the spread of online misinformation 
can be a barrier to digital civic engagement 
for youth. According to the CIGI-Ipsos 2019 
survey of internet security and trust, social 
media companies were one of the leading 
sources of user distrust in the internet, 
second only to cybercriminals.196 Madden, 
Lenhart and Fontaine (2017) also found that 
teens and young adults across the United 
States had low levels of trust in information 
found on social media, and needed to use 
different strategies to verify and clarify 
stories they cared about.197

 
There are gaps in Canadian youth digital 
literacy when it comes to productive 
engagement with technology and awareness 
of the risks of harm associated with 
technology use. In a survey conducted by 
MediaSmarts, fewer than half of parents said 
that their children were confident in finding 
the exact information they are looking for 

online (46%), posting content online that 
they created themselves (44%), deciding 
which personal information they should and 
should not share online (41%), and managing 
relationships online (40%).198 Parents also 
said that their children were least confident 
in checking if the information they see online 
is true (40%), and reading and understanding 
the terms of references and conditions of 
use (36%).199

Digital skills also include activities that 
enable youth to protect their online safety 
and privacy. Survey data from MediaSmarts 
shows that the top parental concerns 
regarding children’s use of digital technology 
include misinformation and the need to 
prove online information is true (80%), the 
amount of sexual content children see (79%), 
the amount of violent content children 
see (79%), and cyberbullying and online 
harassment (79%).200 Other survey data 
shows that parents are also concerned about 
the content their child is exposed to online 
(64%), time spent online (58%), who their 
child interacts with online (50%) and what 
their child is doing online (46%).201

65% of Canadian youth 
reported seeing some form 
of disinformation online 
at least once a week
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One of the most important components 
of effectively expanding youth civic 
engagement is program design. How 
programs are designed can impact the skills 
that youth are able to gain and the likelihood 
that they’ll continue to engage civically in the 
long term. Research shows that initiatives 
where youth feel empowered, have the 
opportunity to develop leadership skills 
and work collaboratively are often the most 
impactful and effective civic engagement 
initiatives.202 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
“asserts that it is a fundamental human right 
for youth and young adults to participate in 
designing the programs and policies aiming 
to serve them.”203 Being able to participate 
in the program design and delivery of 
programs “is important for young people 
to develop critical knowledge and skills, 
as well as for them to experience a sense 
of purpose.”204 As opposed to a top-down 
approach where young people are viewed as 
consumers of the program or viewed, they 
“are not solely beneficiaries of programs and 
policies  — they are essential partners.”205 
Some characteristics of a youth-centric 
approach are: “membership is a majority of 
youth; youth make decisions; youth decide 
what issues to focus on; and youth hold 
leadership positions.”206 Youth-centred 
civic engagement initiatives allow for youth 
to gain a greater sense of empowerment, 
competence, and connection. They also gain 
“improved knowledge of their options, rights 

and decision-making processes, improved 
sense of control in these processes, and 
enhanced decision-making skills.”207 

Having active involvement in organizations 
enhances “young people’s capacity for 
agency, and their feeling that they can 
influence political decisions.”208 Moreover, 
it allows youth to develop their skills 
and resources by being exposed to new 
information, civic issues and professional 
networks that promote “skills like 
compromise, speaking in public, expressing 
an opinion, [and] learning to work in 
groups.”209

Examples of Programs in Canada 
Designed to Effectively Expand 
Youth’s Leadership and Personal 
Development Skills 

High School Too 

High School Too is a national student-led 
network that works to end sexual violence 
in secondary schools by amplifying 
student voices. Through policy tables 
and engagement with media and school 
boards, they work to ensure that students 
experiencing sexual violence receive the 
support they need. The community has 
fostered a national network of high school 
and post-secondary student committees to 
address harm on campuses. They also build 
their student leadership skills to advance 
gender justice within high schools and their 
communities. The organization strives to 
develop advocacy tools and programming to 
address policy, protocol and education gaps 
that contribute to sexual violence in high 
schools, and ensure schools are trauma-
informed and healing centred.

For Youth Initiative  

For Youth Initiative (FYI) is an organization 
that is committed to creating healthy 
communities by increasing life-changes of 
youth at risk. In 2019, they piloted an FYI 

K E Y  F I N D I N G  5
Youth-led civic engagement 
initiatives where youth feel 
empowered, have the opportunity 
to develop leadership skills and 
work collaboratively are often the 
most impactful and effective. 
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Leadership program in partnership with 
the Institute for Change Leaders (ICL). 
This program delivered three two-day 
workshops to youth participants in YSW, 
and taught leadership skills such as public 
speaking, communication and confidence 
— all of which are integral for youth to 
succeed. In 2019-20, For Youth Initiative’s 
civic engagement programs equipped 
49 youth with civic leadership skills, four 
became program facilitators for youth civic 
engagement programming, and 109 youth 
participated in youth-led programs at FYI.210 

CivicAction: YouthConnect

YouthConnect equips youth and youth 
workers with critical pre-employments skills 
that are relevant across various sectors 
in the Toronto region, Hamilton, Calgary 
and Halifax; working in partnership with 
organizations such as RBC, LinkedIn, EY and 
the City of Toronto to deliver the program to 
over 5,200 youth and youth workers. Through 
annual events and regular training, youth 
gained access to online branding and digital 
skills-building sessions. Additionally, the 
program worked with community partners to 
distribute over 4,800 free LinkedIn Learning 
licences to vulnerable youth and employment 
service providers. YouthConnect continues 
to focus on helping youth and youth workers 
optimize their online presence and learn to 
network in a virtual world.

CanStudyUS at the Leadership Lab 
at Toronto Metropolitan University 

The Leadership Lab at Toronto Metropolitan 
University runs the CanStudyUS program 
annually. The program allows young people 
aged 20-35 to join a fellowship for eight 
weeks where participants can gain insights 
on U.S policymaking and politics on topics 
such as Indigenous policy, climate, and the 
economic relationship between Canada 
and the U.S. The program is concluded by a 
week-long trip to a major city in the U.S. (for 
example, students travelled to Washington 

D.C. in 2022) to gain in-person, hands-on 
experience of U.S. policymaking. The program 
has had significant impact on participants: 
97% said they had a better understanding 
of community change-making, public policy 
and democratic engagement; 97% increased 
their political literacy and knowledge of 
political systems; and 86% said they had 
a better understanding of U.S.-Canada 
relations.211 

RISE program at Apathy is Boring

Apathy is Boring is a community organization 
seeking to “support and educate youth to 
become active and contributing citizens in 
Canada’s democracy.”212 The organization 
established RISE, a program that seeks to 
support community projects that “bridge the 
gaps in civic participation” for less engaged 
youth. Under RISE, youth come together in 
hubs within Canada’s main cities to work 
together with the local program coordinator 
and other local leaders to “develop and 
execute a project that servers [the] 
community” and is designed, delivered and 
executed by youth themselves.213 

Future Majority

Future Majority is a non-profit non-partisan 
organization that seeks to amplify young 
people’s voices and organize around the 
priorities and voting interests of youth 
in Canada. Through activism, relational 
organizing and thought leadership, the 
organization works to bring key priority 
issues for youth to the forefront of political 
conversations and civic discourse such as 
the climate crisis, green jobs, affordable 
housing, accessible education, gender 
inequality, racial justice, and mental health. 
In its most recent efforts, Future Majority led 
a nationwide effort to survey young people 
to better understand their key priorities and 
advocated for youth voices to be heard in the 
City of Mississauga’s current revision of its 
Green Development Standards.214
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Implications

In order to encourage and facilitate youth 
participation in civic activities, studies 
indicate that simply making young people 
aware of social and political issues is 
not enough.215 There is a need for more 
opportunities for direct civic engagement, 
activism and leadership through educational 
institutions and youth organizations, which 
allow for more meaningful engagement 
beginning in adolescence and young 
adulthood.216 Developing these initiatives 
requires a well-coordinated ecosystem that 
includes both advancing civic education 
in the public education system and 
complementary programming through 
organizations in civil society.

School-based civic programs are an 
important entry point for engaging students 
in government and politics, as well as 
what it means to be civically engaged. A 
symbiotic relationship between school- 
and community-based civic education and 
opportunities also better enables youth to 
supplement and further deepen their political 
and cultural knowledge and engagement. 

Youth aged 15 to 30 are also less likely to be 
interested in politics than older adults. Based 
on the 2020 General Social Survey (GSS) on 
Social Identity, although 60% of youth aged 
15 to 30 reported being somewhat or very 
interested in politics, this is still significantly 
lower than that reported among those aged 
31 to 46 (68%), and 47 and older (74%).217 
Lower interest in political issues is also 
coupled with lower civic knowledge for young 
people: in one survey, although 61% of youth 
in Canada said they have strong opinions 
about issues that impact them, only 44% said 
they understand the most important political 
issues of Canadian democracy.218 

Strengthening civic education in schools 
is an important component of developing 
a well-coordinated ecosystem. Such an 
endeavour could also increase interest 
and motivation among young people to 
get involved in their community, as well 
as develop the necessary skills to create 
more informed students — that can then 
be a positive contributor to programs and 
initiatives in both school and the community. 
Although provinces across Canada have 
compulsory civic education half courses 
in high school,219 studies show that this 
has not had a significant impact on youth’s 
civic participation. In one study examining 
Ontario’s compulsory civic education class, 
researchers found that the course “did 
not have an observable positive effect 
on voter turnout among young people in 
the province.”220 221 In 2022, the provincial 
government implemented a new civics 
curriculum that attempts to improve on 
previous versions of the course by focusing 
on three strands of civic education: political 
inquiry and skills development, civic 
awareness and civic action.222 The outcome 
of this course update on students is yet to be 
seen.

Building a well-coordinated ecosystem 
of civic engagement initiatives and 

I M P L I C A T I O N  1
Civic engagement and leadership 
development for youth requires 
a well-coordinated ecosystem 
that includes (a) advancing civic 
education in the public education 
system; (b) complementary 
programming through civil 
society organizations; and (c) 
connections between youth 
and the institutions that govern 
them, including institutions and 
scenarios in which youth can be 
more involved in decision-making. 
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organizations, where public civic education 
can be its strong foundation, requires 
knowledge sharing among both civil society 
organizations and schools to “bring together 
multiple dimensions of civic literacy such as 
institutional knowledge, topical knowledge, 
political ability, and media literacy.”223 Studies 
have shown that strengthening public 
civic education and involving community 
organizations is an effective strategy to 
expand civic participation among youth 
as “higher levels of civic learning were 
consistently positively associated with 
students’ interest in political and social 
issues.”224

An example of this ecosystem is reflected 
in municipal and organization-based youth 
councils that can respond to changes within 
the community (e.g., political leadership, 
community issues identified by data or 
crisis), expand potential opportunities for 
youth development, and ensure schools 
and organizations are both meeting the 
particular needs of youth members.225 In 
these councils, decision-making youth are 
in a unique position, at the epicentre of both 
school and community spaces, to leverage 
external resources from organizations in 
order to affect change in their community-
school contexts. For example, Hamilton 
Students for Justice, formerly known as 
HWDSB Kids Need Help, is a group of former 
and current students in Hamilton, Ontario 
that advocates for students and families 
experiencing discrimination and injustice 
not addressed by educational institutions.226 
They also operate within an anti-racist, anti-
capitalist, anti-colonialist, anti-oppressive 
and revolutionary framework within the 
organization itself, and encourage the 
adoption of these values in schools.227 

Another example of an initiative that fosters a 
deeper and more interconnected relationship 
between schools and the community is 
CIVIX, a charity that works within schools to 
increase civic literacy among Canada’s youth 

by partnering with school boards to train 
individual teachers and have students cast 
ballots at school alongside real elections.228 
Moreover, the Library of Parliament supports 
the Teacher’s Institute by providing teachers 
with the opportunity to learn from experts 
and develop strategies for teaching 
democracy, governance and citizenship”.229 
Lastly, the Forum for Young Canadians brings 
high schoolers to Ottawa to learn about how 
democracy works.”230 Despite the existence 
of these school-community coordinated 
initiatives, outside-of-school civic education 
programs are still too difficult to access for 
too many youth; and organizations trying 
to fill this gap are often underfunded and 
rely on a few local or regional government 
agencies.231 Governments and institutions 
need to provide more funding for these 
organizations, to enable them to scale 
their programming and provide adequate 
opportunities for long-term youth 
engagement. 

To promote better youth civic engagement 
within this ecosystem, public purpose 
institutions, including media, also have a vital 
role to play. Organizations need to create 
processes and be receptive to accepting 
young people into decision-making spaces 
through the development of recruitment 
channels such as meaningful internships, 
young professional recruitment programs, or 
youth community consultation. The impact 
of youth civic engagement in society is bi-
directional: youth gain work and life skills 
through greater work and civic experience, 
and in parallel, organizations gain new found 
perspectives and a greater awareness of 
the potential opportunities and impacts 
they have on unique community groups 
such as youth. In one study examining a 
group of high school students participating 
in a youth-led activist organization, the 
researchers found that youth effectively 
helped the organization campaign for a 
school levy and the organization received 
district-wide recognition for its work.232
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Based on the findings of our scoping review 
of the literature, the development of effective 
youth civic engagement initiatives should 
ensure several important objectives are 
met, which directly address youth’s unique 
needs and motivating factors. First, based on 
qualitative discussions with UK young people, 
Gerodimos (2012) finds that youth can be 
empowered to make a change and become 
involved when the benefits of civic action are 
tangible, the reasons for engaging are clear, 
participation takes into consideration their 
needs and available resources, and when 
they have the autonomy to choose their 
level of participation.233 Moreover, the Mental 
Health Commission of Canada has suggested 
the importance of a balance between in-
person interaction and virtual opportunities 
when it comes to civic engagement 
programs.234 

Furthermore, particularly in the context of 
the current sociopolitical environment, which 
is “characterized by heightened racist and 
xenophobic rhetoric and violent attacks on… 
communities of colour,” Svetaz et al. call for 
“an antiracism-infused approach to positive 
youth development.”235 This approach 
encourages youth to be critical of the 

systems of power and societal structures, 
and to look for the ways in which racism, 
settler-colonialism and past histories impact 
current inequality. Youth can benefit from 
opportunities that allow them to develop or 
further a new skill, which creates greater 
confidence and a sense of actualization.236 
Youth-friendly environments should also 
offer hands-on experiences and provide 
opportunities to develop skills such as 
teamwork, communication and problem-
solving.237 Moreover, given that youth may 
often lack extensive work experience, 
engaging in knowledge inquiry methods like 
participatory action research or collaborative 
inquiry could give young people an 
alternative opportunity to research emerging 
issues, discuss opinions and brainstorm 
solutions, as well as provide them with the 
chance to actively engage in knowledge 
production and policy development.238 To 
effectively encourage youth to participate 
in civic engagement opportunities, they 
should be recognized as experts in their own 
experiences, and be meaningfully included 
in civic engagement opportunities of all 
sizes and in all spaces, including through 
reciprocal engagement and responses from 
decision-makers and institutions.

Resources

Programs should also ensure they have the 
resources needed to both provide quality 
learning and alleviate barriers facing youth 
in entering and regularly participating in 
civic engagement activities. Although 
social media has been a tool for youth to 
connect, particularly for low-income youth 
or youth with a disability, barriers to entry 
for in-person opportunities and more 
active forms of engagement persist. These 
barriers include finding easy and affordable 
transportation, as well as ensuring program 
accessibility and the physical safety of 
participants by funding training and safety 
precautions. 

I M P L I C A T I O N  2
To promote belonging and 
reduce loneliness, effective civic 
engagement and leadership 
program delivery for young 
people in Canada should provide 
opportunities for youth to 
work together, develop new 
skills and understanding, make 
them feel empowered to affect 
positive change, and encourage 
institutions to respond to 
the advocacy that youth are 
mounting.
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Support and Mentorship 
Opportunities 

Effective and meaningful youth engagement 
is relationship-based and rooted in young 
people’s right to participate meaningfully in 
decisions that affect them.239 This means 
a healthy mentor-youth relationship is 
effective when it is reciprocal and based 
on an exchange between adults and 
youth in a positive youth development 
context.”240 The Student Commission notes 
the importance of youth-adult partnerships 
that comprise a genuine shared decision-
making power where youth feel empowered 
and involved.241 When youth feel supported 
and empowered by adult mentors and role 

models, this also has protective impacts on 
their health, improving mental health and 
well-being. Specifically for Indigenous youth, 
programming that focuses on deepening 
relationships with communities has been 
identified as an effective intervention 
strategy; thus, it is critical that access to 
mentorship from Indigenous adults and 
Elders be a part of their civic engagement.242  
Civic engagement opportunities offer 
Indigenous youth an opportunity for deeper 
cultural connection.243  
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Changing Views About What 
Constitutes Civic Engagement to 
Include ‘Digital’ 
 
Research conducted by UNICEF has 
identified a useful analytical framework 
that is helpful for civic programmers to 
better understand what constitutes civic 
engagement broadly, and ‘digital’ civic 
engagement more specifically.244 These 
frameworks provide ways for program 
developers to understand digital civic 
engagement as encompassing a collection 
of different activities that, all together, 
can be considered useful and impactful 
forms of engagement by youth. A key 
policy implication of our findings is that 
organizations should ensure that new 
forms of civic engagement (such as social 
media and digital spaces) are accepted by 
policymakers and program developers alike 
as valid, active and consequential forms of 
engagement. Framing the conversation in 
this way will enable initiatives to expand into 
digital spaces that are more easily accessible 
by a larger audience, and encourage youth 
to see digital spaces as channels for broader 
levels of engagement.
 
 
 

The first framework identifies four key 
dimensions that, together, provide a more 
holistic and all-encompassing view of the 
various aspects of digital civic engagement:

• Aims: An action related to civic 
engagement can be seen as “individualist 
or collectivist; for claiming of voice 
or for actual instrumentalist change; 
and process-focused (experience of 
participation is the goal) or product-
focused (lobbying or enacting new piece 
of legislation).”

• Actors: People involved in participation 
who can be individual or collective-
based, as well as homogenous or diverse.

• Contexts: The setting of participation, 
which can be virtual or real-world, 
institutional or informal, bottom-up or 
top-down.

• Intensities: The quality and scope of 
participation, which can be executory 
(youth carry out the directives of others) 
or structural (youth involved in decision-
making and design); or minimalist (power 
imbalance) versus maximalist (high youth 
participation and egalitarian).245 

Digital and Media Literacy to 
Increase Online Safety and 
Rebuild Trust 
 
A key component of ensuring that youth use 
online spaces in safe and meaningful ways 
to engage civically and create positive social 
change requires building young people’s 
digital and media literacy skills. Digital 
literacy was first defined as “the ability to 
understand and use information in multiple 
formats from a wide range of sources 
when it is presented via computers.”246 The 
definition has since evolved to include the 
integration of a complex set of capabilities 
and skills. Policymakers should take into 
consideration the multiple aspects of digital 
literacy for youth that have been identified 

I M P L I C A T I O N  3
Online platforms are now a 
critical component of civic 
engagement for young people; and 
policymakers and platforms need 
to do more to ensure that youth 
feel safe and empowered while 
engaging on these platforms, 
including reducing harmful online 
content, and expanding youth 
digital and media literacy.
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by researchers, each equally important 
in developing the skills necessary to both 
empower and protect young people from 
the risks of online civic engagement. 
Researchers argue that digital literacy 
consists of technical knowledge of how 
to use technology, intellectual skills about 
how to evaluate this technology, and the 
responsibility of digital citizenship which 
involves using technology in ways that 
advance social values and individual 
development.247 
 
Other researchers have highlighted 
a set of interdimensional abilities as 
essential components of digital literacy. 
Policymakers and program developers 
should ensure that they are expanding 
an array of complimentary digital skills 
for youth, including “understanding the 
characteristics of digital documents (Media 
Literacy); selecting the right applications 
for the task to be done; being able to 
use different applications (Information 
Technology Literacy); being able to solve 
problems regarding information research, 
using methods and tools to access 
information and knowledge (Information 
Literacy); the capacity of sharing information 
and knowledge within a technological 
environment; and the ability to participate in 
the life of a community of practice, building 
up knowledge within a virtual environment, in 
a cooperative way.”248 249  
 
Developing youth’s media literacy is also a 
key component of promoting the safe use of 
social media and online platforms for civic 
engagement and combatting distrust among 
youth. MediaSmarts defines digital media 
literacy as “the ability to critically, effectively 
and responsibly access, use, understand 
and engage with media of all kinds.”250 One 
of the key deterrents to civic engagement 
for youth is “a lack of trust in the internet 
due to the high prevalence of false news 
and misinformation” and declining trust 

in political processes.251 On average, only 
about 50% of children from the Global Kids 
Online Study (2019) find it easy to verify if the 
information they encounter online is true.252 
Developing youth’s ability to understand, 
evaluate and critically engage with what they 
see online is the first step to ensuring that 
young people can recognize credible sources 
and improve their trust of institutions.
 
A deeper understanding of digital and media 
literacy as it relates to youth is critical to 
understanding how these long-studied 
concepts can be used to specifically target 
youth’s developmental needs. Taking digital 
and media literacy theories a step further 
could involve exploring how the 5C model of 
youth development can be integrated with 
the development of these already well-
established literacy skills. This means that 
literacy program developers should examine 
how they can design programs while keeping 
the 5Cs of youth’s positive development 
in mind. This means thinking about how 
program content and learnings can help 
improve youth’s competence through 
technical skills development; their character 
through empowerment; their caring skills 
through active attentive listening; their 
confidence through effective evaluation 
methods and completion outcomes; and, 
finally, their connection by fostering a healthy 
harmonious learning environment and 
encouraging peer interaction. 
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Tackling Online Hate and Harmful 
Content for Youth 
 
While youth can take steps to protect 
their online safety through digital and 
media literacy, it is important to note 
that governments and online platforms 
themselves also have a responsibility to 
protect youth from online risks such as 
cyberbullying, age-inappropriate content, 
harassment, hate speech, surveillance and 
profiling.253 Social media companies can 
ensure that youth are capitalizing on the 
benefits that technology can afford them 
while guarding them against these risks by 
embedding standards for the appropriate 

and minimal collection and retention of 
youth’s personal data, as well as expanding 
transparency by communicating openly 
how data will be collected, used and 
shared, including “what rights youth and 
parents have to consent, access, amend, 
limit sharing or delete their data.”254 These 
platforms can also limit access to age-
inappropriate content through meaningful 
content moderation of illegal content, such 
as hate speech and harassment, as well 
as safety-by-design mechanisms, such as 
setting youth profiles to private by default, 
and placing limits on direct messaging 
between adult and youth users.255  
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Enabling equitable access to civic 
engagement opportunities for youth requires 
addressing the unique constraints and 
limitations facing low-income, racialized 
and marginalized young people in Canada. 
This involves four key dimensions: alleviating 
financial limitations; creating safe civic 
spaces; including the experience of 
underserved communities to empower 
marginalized youth; and addressing barriers 
from the digital divide to ensure equitable 
access to technology and digital skills. 

Financial Constraints
 
Low-income youth are unable to access the 
same opportunities for civic engagement 
because they may not be able to afford 
transportation or extra time to attend outside 
of school or extracurricular engagement 
activities. Organizers of civic engagement 
programs should provide youth in need 
with subsidized transportation and other 
necessary financial support to enable 
low-income participants to access these 
opportunities without undue burden. 
Moreover, program developers should 
ensure that immersive experiences that 
may require extended participation and 
volunteering hours take into account the 
needs of low-income youth. This could 
include providing youth with accommodation 
expenses and stipends for time required 
off work. In addition, civic engagement 
initiative organizers should actively target 
these communities by locating underserved 

communities and presenting available 
opportunities directly, in schools or online, 
to students who do not have the time or 
financial ability to seek out opportunities and 
new networks. Reaching out to young people 
in low-income neighbourhoods and actively 
engaging with schools in disadvantaged 
districts are important steps to help youth 
become more aware of the opportunities that 
exist for them.

Safe Spaces
 
Civic engagement opportunities that 
target youth should take into account the 
varying levels of knowledge, experience 
and competencies of participants, to create 
a space where youth feel empowered and 
supported. At a critical developmental 
stage of their lives, youth may be more 
self-conscious, and have lower self-esteem 
and less confidence in their abilities than 
older experienced adults.256 Developing the 
right leadership skills and civic awareness 
requires that program designers create room 
for youth to practice voicing their opinions, 
leading initiatives and articulating the kinds 
of change they wish to enact. This means 
that youth should engage in spaces where 
they feel comfortable making mistakes 
and learning from doing — particularly for 
marginalized and vulnerable youth, who may 
not feel safe doing so in society at large. 
 
Developing effective civic engagement 
initiatives that empower youth should 
present key political issues — which, in 
today’s world, can be particularly polarizing 
and sensitive — in a manner that takes 
into account the unique realities and lived 
experiences of different communities. Black, 
Indigenous and immigrant youth may find 
it more difficult and emotionally taxing to 
engage with constantly changing and highly 
polarizing political developments. Research 
has shown that engaged activism may 
contribute to poorer health conditions when 

I M P L I C A T I O N  4
Organizations promoting civic 
engagement initiatives should 
alleviate barriers to participation 
by actively expanding programs 
to marginalized and vulnerable 
youth.
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youth are motivated by strong feelings of 
frustration and injustice, as well as when 
they believe their actions are not affecting 
real change. This is likely even more so the 
case for youth who have a direct relation or 
experience with these injustices. 

Youth civic engagement programs should 
create the time and space to address 
the history and evolution of these civic 
issues as they arise in real time, to ensure 
that marginalized youth’s realities are 
validated and a deeper awareness of how 
civic challenges impact unique groups 
are presented. Doing so can help make 
marginalized youth feel less vulnerable and 
therefore more encouraged to participate in 
programs and initiatives where they feel safe, 
seen and understood. 

Addressing the Digital Divide to 
Enable Digital Civic Engagement
 
Several studies have found that “the 
availability of broadband network coverage, 
ownership of digital devices and the ability 
to access and benefit from the internet” 
significantly impact youth’s digital civic 
engagement.257 Globally, youth have felt the 
impact of digital barriers to civic participation 
and the unequal distribution of technology 
resources: in a survey conducted by the 
United Nations Development Programme, 
65% of youth said that they felt the pandemic 
had aggravated the digital divide and 
exclusion of some groups of youth.258

In Canada, youth access to sufficient 
technology resources that can allow them 
to expand their civic participation online 
is impacted by socioeconomic factors. For 
example, low-income households in Canada 
persistently report lower internet access, 
quality and affordability.259 Studies show 
that the inability of households with children 
under 18 in Canada to access the internet at 
home is higher for households in the bottom 

income quartile (4.2%) compared to those in 
the top income quartile (0.2%).260 Moreover, 
in 2018, almost half of households with an 
annual income of $30,000 or less did not 
have access to high-speed internet.261 

The inability of low-income individuals to 
access the internet is largely driven by 
affordability concerns. According to the CIUS, 
26% of Canadian residents who did not have 
internet connectivity at home said the cost 
of the internet service is the reason.262 This 
is even more so the case for youth. Research 
by the Diversity Institute found that younger 
Canadians aged 18 to 24 are also two times 
more likely to worry about paying for high-
speed internet or their cellphone bill than 
those aged 55 or older.263 

A lack of access to technology devices 
needed to sustain effective civic participation 
and online communication also presents 
challenges for low-income youth. In 
Australia, studies reveal that “students from 
highly resourced schools have significantly 
greater access to, and more frequent use of, 
computers and the internet than students 
from low resourced schools.”264 265 Similarly, 
in South Africa, 57% of students with no 
access to ICTs off campus are from low 
socioeconomic groups, and 44% of those 
who access ICTs through a secondary 
source are from that same group.266 Other 
researchers have also continuously found a 
significant and stable correlation between 
socioeconomic status and access to 
technology devices and the level of digital 
skills.267 268 269 270      

Moreover, youth living in rural or remote 
areas, Indigenous youth and youth with 
disabilities also report lower internet access 
and use. Research in Canada shows that 
rural youth are less likely to have access to 
computers at home, use a computer every 
day, access computers at school, or have 
specialized technology educators at school, 
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compared to those living in urban areas.271 272    
Moreover, the Canadian Internet Use Survey 
(CIUS) finds that 9% of rural households did 
not have access to the internet at home.273  
Indigenous youth also report lower internet 
and technology access. The CIUS finds 
that 8.5% of those who identify as First 
Nations, Métis or Inuk (Inuit) still do not have 
a household connection to the internet.274 
In addition, almost two thirds (65%) of First 
Nations reserves cannot connect to the 
internet at the CRTC’s 50/10 Mbps target 
speed.275 People with disabilities have also 
consistently reported lower home internet 
use and speeds across Canada and within 
urban centres: about 16% of people with 
disabilities in Canada did not use the internet 
in 2020, compared to only 8% overall. 
Moreover, people with a disability in Canada 
were approximately 2.5 times more likely to 
say they did not use a technology device, 
and two times more likely to say they did 
not have a smartphone, compared to those 
without a disability.276

Expanding civic engagement opportunities 
to all youth in Canada requires alleviating 
the barriers to engagement presented by 
the digital divide. Closing the digital gap 
means policymakers and program developers 
alike should work with community-based 
organizations that are focused on expanding 
the provision of technology devices and 
digital skills programming to ensure all 
participants have access to the technology, 
and the skills they need to civically engage 
in digital spaces. Civic initiatives that rely 
on online methods of participation should 
take into account the digital barriers facing 
underserved youth. Making it easier to 
access online civic engagement for those 
groups means providing on-site devices and 
skills training to enable full participation. 
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Conclusion
As the movers and shapers of our future, well-informed, future-oriented and civically-
minded youth are a critical component of our electorate — and the key to maintaining 
and further developing a healthy and robust democracy. The literature suggests that 
creating the conditions for youth civic engagement and leadership development can 
have powerful impacts on individuals, communities and society at large.

Although the current state of literature on youth civic engagement effectively 
outlines the importance of engagement opportunities with respect to positive youth 
outcomes, further Canadian research in this area should include:

1. Reviewing existing youth civic engagement and employment programs in Canada 
and developing program evaluations to better understand opportunities and gaps 
in the current state of program delivery to enhance youth connectedness and 
wellness.

2. Gaining a better understanding of how civic engagement pointed at institutional 
and policy change can potentially have both positive and negative effects. 
Engagement that does not result in change can actually damage youth mental 
health and sense of connectedness. As a result, a review is warranted of the 
value of promoting youth civic engagement as a good unto itself, regardless 
of outcomes. More understanding of how to link youth civic engagement 
opportunities to policy change and to institutional structures is needed.

3. Assessing the effectiveness of digital platforms as channels to promote greater 
in-person civic engagement for youth in Canada and better understanding the 
benefits and limitations of in-person versus online forms of engagement.

 
Engaging youth in more effective ways will require more than just enhancing 
traditional forms of civic education in public schools. Although civic education is 
a critical entry point for the engagement of young people, youth today are more 
motivated by activities that expand their leadership skills, empower them to become 
decision-makers in their communities, allow them to develop close bonds with their 
peers, and build strong relationships with mentors. What we have come to learn from 
our experience of the pandemic — when youth mental health was at its lowest — is 
critical: civic engagement is an important tool to foster social cohesion and fulfill our 
fundamental need for belonging. 
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Appendix 1: Database and Search Terms

Name of 
Database 
or Search 
Platform

Type Search Terms Used
All 

Results

Sources 
Left After 
Screening 
Title and 
Abstract

ERIC Database
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

509 71

JSTOR Database
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

9,979 46

PsycINFO Database
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

3,073 26

Scopus Platform
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

309 0

ProQuest 
Research 
Library

Platform
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

382 65

Base Platform
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

7,656 69

Scholars 
Portal 
Journal

Platform
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

0 0

Core Platform
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

153,601
(only 

10,000 
accessible 

to view)

44

EbscoHost Platform
(youth* OR "young people") AND ("engagement" OR "civic 
engagement" OR "leadership" OR "leadership activities" OR 
"civic activities") AND (mental* health* OR "loneliness")

6,649 5

Totals (without other sources) 38,557 326

Duplicates identified 26

Total with duplicates removed 300*

Additional 
Records 
identified 

through other 
sources

37*

 * full-text articles assessed for eligibility
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Appendix 2: Codebook and Charting Table
Codes were created to easily identify and record sources’ main objectives, types of civic engagement
referenced and themes addressed, and added to a charting table. These data formed the basis of the 
analysis discussed in the Results section. The types of civic engagement were coded as: 

Code Type of Civic Engagement

A General (voting and volunteering)

B Community-Based Programs

C Online Participation

D Youth Councils/Advisory Groups

E School-Based Programs

F Activism/Protest

G Youth Participatory Research

Main source objectives were coded as: 

Code Objective

1 Establish a positive correlation between civic engagement and mental health outcomes

2 Establish a positive correlation between civic engagement and loneliness/social cohesion

3
Establish a positive correlation between civic engagement and life outcomes (education, 
SES, income)

4 Explain state of youth mental health

5 Show policy implications/best practices/examples of youth leadership/civic programs

6 Impacts on youth rights and freedoms

7 Impact on marginalized/vulnerable/under-represented youth
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The themes/implications covered by each source were coded as such: 

Code Theme

A Civic engagement creating positive outcomes for youth

B Online/digital civic participation and its implications

C COVID-19 pandemic impacts on civic engagement

D COVID-19 pandemic impacts on youth mental health and loneliness

E Youth responses to mental health and loneliness through civic engagement

F Youth unique needs for effective programming

G Case studies of programs targeting marginalized/vulnerable/under-represented youth

The following chart table was used to synthesize results: 

Author Publication 
Year

Article 
Type Country

Mentions
Civic

Engagement?

Mentions
Leadership

Engagement?

Type of 
leadership/

civic 
engagement 

discussed

Mentions 
loneliness, 

mental 
health or 

community 
building?

Specific	types	of	
organizations/
types of work/
programs that 
are impacted?

Title Additional 
Notes
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Appendix 3: PRISMA-ScR Flow Chart
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Appendix 4: All Canadian Sources Included
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2021, https://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?sec-
tion=res&dir=rec%2Fpart%2Fyth&document=index&lang=e.

Cheeptham, Naowarat, et al. “Aboriginal Youth Summer Camp 
in Science and Health Science: A Western Canadian University 
Review of 10 Years of Successes and Learning.” International 
Journal of Science Education, Part B: Communication and Pub-
lic Engagement, vol. 10, no. 3, 0 2020, pp. 204–16, https://doi.org
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tionships, Confidence and Leadership, and School Success. 
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https://doi.org/10.1080/1754730X.2015.1064775
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