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The Punch Line
Build robust participatory institutions that engage 

young people in: 

identifying public health priorities
participating in public health questions

explaining their own health experiences
informing policy-making processes and outcomes 



Youth Engagement
What is it?

emphasizes young peoples’ participation, and 
explores both how? and why?
focus on civic or democratic engagement
includes youth activism (important to 
traditionally marginalized segments of the 
population)



Youth Engagement
Are youth disengaged?

low voting turnout compared to adults and 
youth from previous generations
opportunities for engagement afforded to 
‘mainstream’ youth
youth, women, and minority groups 
acknowledged as being least represented in 
Canadian democracy



Youth Engagement
Who cares?

individual benefits
collective benefits
all contribute to health through determinants 
of health lens



Barriers to Youth Engagement

“[There is a] need for a shift in thinking about how students are
taught, and the skills and knowledge they need to succeed in the
21st century...The top 10 jobs today did not exist in 2004, and 
skills learned in school today could be obsolete in 10 years. It is 
critical that we begin to shift to a learning model…” (NB Press 
Release, Apr. 16/10).



Barriers to Youth Engagement
young people as 
‘becoming’
“youth at risk” (4.8 
million ‘hits’)

young people as 
‘being’
“youth as change 
agents” (1.5 million 
‘hits’)



Barriers to Youth Engagement



The Dilemma
Youth engagement is important to individual and 
collective health
There is a big ‘know-do’ gap when it comes to 
actually engaging young people
Many of the barriers to youth engagement extend 
beyond the domain of public health 

Do public health professionals, 
researchers, etc. take on the larger 

structural problems of society? 



Starting Points – Democratic Institutions 
and Questions



Starting Points – Practices of Youth 
Engagement

Collaboration Skills

Multi-Directional 
Learning“Safe 

Space”
Creation



Starting Points – Values of Youth 
Engagement 

designing outreach 
strategies

creating ‘home bases’
where young people can be 
physically connected to 
processes

creating shared decision-
making processes

attending to young 
peoples’ preferences
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