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Introduction to the #CanadaWeWant Conference
The 2020 #CanadaWeWant Conference, organized by The Students Commission of Canada, took place
from March 3 to 10, 2020 at YMCA Cedar Glen in Nobleton, Ontario. Over 150 youth and adult allies
from across Canada attended the Conference to discuss a variety of topics and to develop
recommendations and materials to illustrate what youth want to see in their country. All aspects of the
conference were presented in Canada’s Official Languages and translation took place across formal and
informal interactions at the conference, with many bilingual youth taking leadership roles to include
their unilingual friends in conversation.
Youth were presented with eight themes to explore and then broke into smaller groups to discuss and
tackle challenges and opportunities related to their topic. The eight themes were Youth Policy in
Action, Authentic Social Identity Formation and Mental Health, The Future of Public Education in
Canada, #ThisIsCanada: Canada Through Our Lens, International Experience Canada, Healthy
Relationships, My Environment, and Sharing the Stories. To explore the issues, young people shared
their feelings, beliefs, experiences, and aspirations surrounding their theme topics. They also consulted
with research, experts, and other young people at the event. Each theme group worked towards
creating key recommendations for policy and program change. As a conference finale, each theme team
selected two young people to present at a showcase event at Roy Thomson Hall in Toronto, ON to an
audience of community stakeholders, policy and decision makers. Additionally, young people
participated in creating other outputs, such as videos, program material, and knowledge mobilization
products.

SPECIAL THANKS TO UNICEF CANADA FOR THEIR SUPPORT OF THIS
SESSION AND THEIR CONTINUED PARTNERSHIP WITH THE
#CANADAWEWANT YOUTH MOVEMENT
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Who Was at the
Conference?
The conference was made up of diverse youth
from a variety of backgrounds and locations.
The majority of young people at the
conference were 20-years-old or younger
(66%), and 20% were aged 13 - 16. Youth were
present from every province as well as from
Nunavut and Yukon, just over half (59.4%)
lived in a community of more than 10,000, and less than an hour's drive from a city (71.7%). Over half
of the youth were women/girls (54.3%), 37% were boys/men and 7.3% were gender non-conforming.
The youth were from the following cultural and racial backgrounds: North American (34.8%), First
Nations, Métis, and Inuk (22.4%), Multi-racial (13.8%), Caribbean and West African (5.8%), Asian (5.7%),
European (5.1%), and Arab (1.4%), and 80.5% were born in Canada. Of youth who responded, 30.5%
identified as queer and 58.0% as heterosexual. Young people spoke a variety of languages as well,
including English, French, their own culture’s languages, and many Indigenous languages.

The Voting Rights Discussion
The SCC was invited by the Asper Centre to be a part of a process to encourage the government to
lower the voting age to 16. Since the SCC was founded in 1991, young people have consistently
advocated for the voting age to be lowered to 16. The SCC’s Board of Directors also incorporates the
youth conference process as part of its governance activities. The Board supports a large plenary
session where they hear directly from youth so it can inform their strategic decision-making. This
process meaningfully engages a large number of youth from all parts of Canada in Board governance.
All youth delegates were brought together to discuss and share their thoughts in response to questions
that explored the implications of lowering the voting age to 16, adapted from the Asper Centre’s
curriculum on the issues.
Youth people sat in groups that combined people from different theme teams, and each group was
asked to discuss and write down their reflections.
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The groups’ reflections were transcribed and analyzed for
key themes which can be seen organized by one of seven key questions1:
1.

In the last federal election, did you think about who you would have voted for?

2.

What do you think young people think about lowering the voting age? What are the pros

3.

and cons?
What do you think older people think about lowering the voting age? What are the pros

4.

and cons?
What issues do you and your generation care about that you feel older people and
politicians don’t pay enough attention to? What issues would you like to have a say in?

5.
6.

Do you think you would vote the same way as your family/caregivers?
What do you think makes someone eligible to be a voter?

7.

Is there an age that society should set for the right to vote? Why?

At the end of the discussion youth were asked to vote anonymously on a slip of paper on whether or
not they thought the voting age should be lowered and the responses were tallied.
1.

In the last federal election, did you think about who you would have voted for?
Most groups reported that they had thought about which party they would vote for. Some groups
named specific parties and candidates, showing that many youth were already familiar with some
of the major parties and candidate names. Some stated that they had some barriers when it came
to thinking about what party to vote for. One group gave the examples of not learning about
candidates at school, while some of youth said that they just weren’t interested or were too young
to start learning about the voting process.

2.

What do you think young people think about lowering the voting age? What are the pros and
cons?
Groups were asked some of the pros and cons that could come out of lowering the voting age. One
of the pros that came up the most was having the chance to directly be involved in their futures, in
the way of voting for who would help them once they’ve graduated into adulthood. One of the
cons that came up the most was the possibility of being influenced by the older voters in their lives,
which could be parents, siblings, other family members, as well as teachers or other people that
youth look up to.

1

It should be noted that not every group responded in a detailed way to every question.
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Pros

Cons

Young people will be more directly involved in
their futures (5)
•

Make them more independent /

Younger people could be more easily
persuaded in their decisions (Parents, Teachers,
Older voters in their lives) (5)

have power

Not responsible enough/not taking it

•

Make up their own minds

seriously/not mature enough (5)

•

Feel more involved/included

•

Earlier opportunities for civic
education

Not aware of the voting processes (
education) (3)

Younger people may do more research (4)

“Put more pressure on youth”

Aligns with other responsibilities (ie. driving,

“Youth don’t care” stereotype.”

paying taxes despite no voice) (3)

“More broken promises”

Open minded creative/new ideas and
perspectives (2)
Increases the demographic diversity of people
who vote (2) and could make politicians focus
more on issues important to youth (1)
“Feel like we’re part of the future”
“If young people can drive they should be
able to vote for their future”

“People around 16 years old can
be mature enough to make decisions
for themselves.”
– Youth participant

3.

What do you think older people think about lowering the voting age? What are the pros and cons?
The groups gave the following pros and cons of older people’s perspectives on lowering the voting
age. The most commonly shared pro was the possibility of youth being able to contribute to society
in the form of being able to bring in new ideas. The most commonly shared con was that youth
aren’t educated enough on the processes of voting, and aware of the impact that comes along with
voting.
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Pros

Cons

•

New generations, new ideas (3)

•

Adults will take youth more seriously,

•

•

Think that younger people aren’t
educated enough (5)

give them more responsibility (1)

•

Not responsible enough (5)

“Their children have a chance to be a

•

Youth can’t make their own decisions,

part of something big.”
•

“Youth seen as the future by elders.”

would be influenced (3)
•

“worried about losing power because
the youth is such a large group, jealous
of the opportunities of the youth.”

•

“create a greater divide between
elder/youth because of opinions”

Overall, groups were on the same page when it came to discussing some of the pros and cons that
could happen if the voting age were to be lowered. Although most groups contributed to the pros
and cons from the youth perspective, and what they thought would be pros and cons from an
adult’s perspective, some groups had less engagement compared to other questions. Questions
about what issues youth would want a say in, as well as the overall vote for lowering the voting age
engaged more youth.
4.

What issues do you and your generation care about that you feel older people and politicians
don’t pay enough attention to? What issues would you like to have a say in?

The issues that the youth would like a say in were a focal point of the collected data. Issues were
brought up and centered in response to all of the other questions asked during the consultation.
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Compared to many of the responses to other questions, youth interacted more with this question
and gave more detailed reflections. this was true across all nine groups.
Most of the issues fit into broader categories (e.g. Housing, Climate change) but there were also a
variety of unique answers. Notably, Climate Change, Education, and Economics and Housing was
discussed in every group.

Issues Young People Wanted to Influence by Number of Mentions per Broader Category2

5.

Do you think you would vote the same way as your family/caregivers?
When asked whether or not the youth would vote similarly to their caregivers, slightly more of the
votes leaned towards not voting like their caregivers (32-20). Within some of the quotes, youth
said that they would vote the same as their caregivers because they shared the same morals or
goals.

“Yeah, me and my parents share the same beliefs
about politics, but if they didn’t, I would have to
rethink it.”
– Youth participant

2

For example, if a group mentioned “counselling and therapy and use”, “cyberbullying”, “rehab options”, “sexual
health” these issues were categorized under Mental and Physical Health
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“It depends because
if they are voting [for]
someone who will wreck
our planet, then no, but
if they will help, then
that will be good.”
– Youth participant

Another young person turned the
question’s assumption around, and said

“I’m usually the one to
influence my family.”
– Youth participant

What do you think makes someone eligible to be a voter?
Youth were also asked about voting eligibility: “What should some of the “standards” be when it
comes to voting?” Most groups said that being a permanent resident of Canada should be a
requirement. Others said that being educated and informed on the processes of voting and its
impact should be prioritized for new voters. More formal education from schools and teachers
should also be a priority for informing the new generations when it comes to voting for the leaders
of our country. Voting should be done uninfluenced by outside factors and voters should vote for
what and who matches their best interests.
6.

Is there an age that society should set for the right to vote? Why?
Groups were asked what they thought the voting age should be if it were to be lowered. Six of the
nine groups said that it should be 16 years old. Reasons for suggesting 16 were because that is
usually the age when you are allowed to get a learner’s permit for your driver’s license, you are
allowed to start working, and it is the age of consent in Canada. Some groups also gave reasons
against the age being lower than 18 years old. For example, because youth aren’t allowed to buy
alcohol before the ages of 18 or 19 depending on the province or territory.

“I learned how the
smallest of ideas can become reality with
the help of others”
– Youth participant

Voting Rights Report – July 2020

9

“Young people have more
opportunity to be informed and have
influence through social media.”
– Youth participant

“Yes, brain development is a factor, in
criminal cases, to be aware of decisions, is
12. 16 is a good middle ground 12-18.”
– Youth participant

Results from the Final Vote
After having the chance to discuss the above questions with other young people and consider their
own experiences and opinions, every young person was given the chance to vote yes or no if they
thought the voting age should be lowered. Voting was done anonymously on slips of paper and tallied.
For the final tally on whether or not the voting age should be lowered, the results showed 72 yes’
(76.6%), 17 no’s (18.1%) and 5 (5.3%) with no vote.
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“Because people around 16 years old can be mature enough to make decisions for themselves and for their
future. They could have the ability to understand and educate themselves on who supports what they want to
see. And we should be able to actively get their right to expression legislated. Youth should be given the
opportunity to partake in decisions that directly affect their lives.”

“We believe that the voting age shouldn’t be
changed yet there is a lot more thought that needs
to go into it before then.”
– Youth participant

Limitations
The following limitations should be taken into consideration while reading this report:
•
•
•
•
•

Not every group responded in a detailed way to each question
Some youth may have not felt comfortable sharing their opinions openly in a group setting
The people writing responses may have misinterpreted what other people were offering;
the writers also changed throughout the session so feedback may have been missed
Besides the final tally, all weights and percentages depended on groups taking accurate
notes
Groups may have interpreted the questions differently from one another

Voting Rights Report – July 2020

11

Conclusion
Overall, the youth at the #CanadaWeWant Conference appeared to have a vested interest in lowering
the voting age and 76.6% of youth voted “yes” that they thought the voting age should be lower. Their
interest was most evident from their enthusiasm and desire to be involved with the changes that they
wanted to see and the issues that they felt they could address through having the right to vote at a
younger age.

“I will go home
with valu[able]
information I didn't
have about politics and
canadian issues.”

“I will petition
to have the right to
vote as a youth.”

“Today,
I've learned that I
want to vote”.

“I will take that [the
voting age] discussion
home & learn more.”

– Youth participants
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