
andResources, Tools, Strategies for Youth Engagement



A guide to acronyms
HRM Halifax Regional Municipality

YES the Youth Engagement Strategy (an initiative of HRM) 

RTC Recreation, Tourism, and Culture 

CYD community youth development

YAT youth action team

PAR participatory action research

YAC youth advisory council
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Overall outline 
of The Tool Kit

Outline 3
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A Guide to Icons
To help you find things in this handbook, an icon system has been created to tell you 
what you’ve got when you come across it in the various sub-sections. These are:
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A definition of youth engagement 

Youth engagement…inclusion, …in-

volvement, …development, …volunteerism – these 

are some of the terms being used in the emerging youth 

sector. We also hear community youth development, and 

more specifically in a municipal or geographic com-

munity context, civic youth engagement. At the heart of 

all these terms is the idea of involving young people in 

meaningful ways in the essential tasks and processes of 

community (including the whole community and, more 

specifically, community organizations or groups, as well 

as “systems,” such as education or health 

care, for example).
According to Mayor Nancy Bates of Farmington Hills, Virginia, youth are: “… a whole resource out there that 

we’re not touching … [they’re] bright, they’re articulate, and 
they’re positive … [they] have good ideas, and they have perspectives that adults don’t have and a lot of energy. A lot 

of intergenerational activity is very constructive for the community” (National League of Cities, 2002). 
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Research shows 
that youth who have 

opportunities for meaningful participation in their 
communities are less likely to engage in risky 
behaviour. They tend to have higher self-esteem, 
be more physically active, show a greater commit-
ment to friends, families and communities, and are 
more likely to achieve healthy development (United 
Nations, 2004; National League of Cities, no date; 
Public Health Agency of Canada, 2000; International 
Institute for Child Rights and Development, & Envi-
ronmental Youth Alliance, 2004; Centre of Excellence 
for Youth Engagement, 2003). 

1.  Chapter 25 of Agenda 21, signed by world leaders at the 1992 Earth Summit; Habitat II, the 1996 UN 
Conference on Human Settlements; The UN’s World Program of Action for Youth to the Year 2000 and beyond; 
A World Fit for Children, adopted by 180 nations at the 2002 UN special session on Children; Government of 
Canada’s A Canada Fit for Children released in 2004.

 

Municipalities have a legal obligation to engage youth. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC), the most universally supported human 
rights treaty in history, was adopted in 1989, and states 

that children (0 to 18 years) have a right to express their views freely and 
fully participate in all matters that affect them.  Since the ratification of the 

UNCRC, other international and national commitments to engaging youth in 

governance have been made.1 These commitments will only be fully realized 

when they are supported by local governments and rooted in the 
communities that children inhabit (Garrison, L., 2005, p. 5). 
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One crucial principle is employing a diversity of 

strategies for engaging youth… (in governance). Youth councils and 

youth representation on boards are typically thought of in relation to 

youth governance. While these strategies tend to allow youth direct 

interaction with adult decision-makers, and a greater capacity to directly 

influence planning and decision-making, they generally only reach a 

small percentage of the youth population, often those youth who already 

feel comfortable in leadership roles. On the other hand, less formal 

structures, such as youth action teams,2 typically engage a larger number 

and broader diversity of youth.  The hands-on nature of youth action teams 

is appealing to young people’s desire for action. To build the capacity of all 

youth to engage in governance, a framework which incorporates multiple 

levels for youth participation is the best strategy, including opportunities to 

engage at the neighbourhood and community level (i.e. youth action teams) 

as well as opportunities to engage within formal government structures (i.e. 

youth representation on boards) 

(Garrison, L., 2005, p. 6)
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2. The term “youth action team” - a YAT - is used widely by various groups, including HeartWood. HeartWood’s definition is… an 
ongoing group of young people who live in a specific geographical community (or, are involved in a “community of interest”) in which 
they take action and/or provide service that contributes to the well-being of others. Older youth and adults have supportive 
relationships with the team and, because they are so active, the community supports their efforts and holds them in high esteem.”
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