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Highlights of research, conducted with and for youth, led by The
Students Commission of Canada and the Centre of Excellence for Youth

Engagement

R gy La commission What's Shaping Youth Outcomes?
: Spaces, Systems & Collaboration

Across Canada, youth are consistently pointing to the same factors shaping their experiences.
Summary trends from the first quarter of 2026:

1. Smaller third spaces are experienced by many youth as safer and more supportive than
larger formal and public environments such as school and work, as well as at home.

2. Theright conditions (safety, values, inclusive structures) are key drivers of impact, rather
than program content or information alone.

3. Youth are calling for changes, for protection, from systemic forces they experience. Awareness
of the systemic influences can be a motivating force "to do something" which in turn
supports mental and physical health and engagement in community.

4. Collaborations across community partners are being more intentionally designed to align
shared values, synergize efforts, and messaging to improve program results.

The Students Commission of Canada (SCC), with academic members of its Centre of Excellence
for Youth Engagement, works closely with young people and youth-serving organizations across the
country. To date, SCC has evaluated 920 programs through focus groups and surveys, with 21,900
unique voices collected through quantitative methods, spanning both major organizations and
grassroots groups. Highlight trends drawn from this wide body of cross-sector data are being
shared quarterly in these Youth Pulse reports.’

“I cannot tell you how much, in every meeting | went [in Germany], with Civil Society, with
government, with NGOs and others, how much Canada came up as an example
of how to do this [values-based work] well.”
Sharif Mahdy, CEO Students Commission of Canada, March 2026

" For more details on the data sources referenced in this Youth Pulse, please refer to pages 7-8. For information
on how to become part of data collection for Youth Pulse: info@studentscommission.ca.
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Highlight Trends (Q1 2026)

1. Smaller third spaces are experienced by youth as safer and more supportive than larger
formal and public environments such as school and work, as well as at home. In these third
spaces, youth report greater comfort, connection and ability to be themselves, supported by
more consistent and caring adult relationships. Third spaces play a critical role in helping youth
navigate pressures experienced across other parts of their lives.

2. Theright conditions (safety, values, inclusive structures) create the opportunity to process
information, co-explore, critically challenge, take positive risks that build skills, and integrate
and apply knowledge. Such conditions are key drivers of impact, rather than program content
or information alone.

3. Youth readily shift their thinking from individual to social contexts, to identifying systemic
forces at work. Awareness of the systemic influences can be a motivating force and/or one
of despair. Providing concrete opportunities "to do something" supports youth development,
including mental and physical health.

Collaborations across community partners are being more intentionally designed to align
shared values, synergize efforts and messaging. This helps drive longer term cultural shifts at
the systemic level (organizations, community) that support positive behaviours, rather than
placing the responsibility on individuals alone. This is difficult to measure within a 3-5 year
program and requires more time and effort to evaluate effectiveness.

“We feel validated in our work. We feel more connected to like-minded people.”
- Catapult funded project staff
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Trend 1: Third Spaces Are Working

"Nowhere is safe." Schools, recreation, media, political, civil, employment, financial systems, and
even the home, are experienced as unsafe and stressful for youth themselves and their families. In
effective youth programs, staff are seen as caring, present, and invested, in ways youth rarely
encounter in the formal systems. For example, in programs funded by the City of Vancouver Building
Safer Communities Program, youth reported feeling 8.0% safer and 8.4% more welcomed in their
community compared to youth in the wider Vancouver community.

In effective third spaces, there are explicit values that prioritize being curious and accepting of
each other, creating safety and support for each other, and being invested in something outside of the
self, often growing from self-care, to care for the group, to caring for, and contributing to something
larger such as community or a global cause. These third spaces become spaces where youth
experience some agency and control in a turbulent world. They feel safe, relaxed, and able to be
themselves, supported by a sense of trust, familiarity and community. This allows them to let their
guard down and talk about pressures they say they can't talk about elsewhere.

Intergenerational responsiveness and program skills can extend impact beyond individual
experiences, especially when adult allies help connect youth insights to broader systems. In a
Prince Albert Youth Group, for example, adult staff facilitate recurring meetings every seven weeks to
bring youth together with City representatives to share their perspectives on pressing issues and
improve City services for youth. Training for increased adult capacity in these third spaces coupled
with cross-sector collaboration is contributing to more supportive youth ecosystems.

“l already have ideas on how to apply this both in programming and in my life. | have many personal
and professional interactions where having this framing, language, and tools are super helpful.”

- Adult staff, Hearing Unheard Moments collaboration partner
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“Even though | don’t agree with what they said, | got curious and asked
questions, and we found out it wasn't hate, it was about the
curriculum.”

- Adult staff, Hearing Unheard Moments collaboration partner

Trend 2: Right conditions drive impact

Programming that creates impact is often “driven by curiosity,” according to a Prince Albert Youth
Group facilitator working with a core group of 25 young people across multiple youth programs. While
sessions may be shaped by initiatives such as Hearing Unheard Moments, Art of Work, or Be the
Program, conversations are not confined to set content. Instead, adult allies and facilitators create
safer, low-pressure spaces where conversations can evolve naturally. A discussion about
increased crime, for example, might move from lack of safe spaces, to mental health, to stereotypes,
as youth explore how these issues show up across school, home, and community.

These environments don’t happen by chance. Adult allies prioritize deep listening, curiosity and
presence over having the “right” answers. Their role is not to direct, but to stand alongside youth,
creating space for respectful dialogue, open-mindedness and pro-social engagement. A strong sense
of belonging is also central. This means reflecting youth identities and lived experiences, and
building spaces that feel physically, emotionally, culturally and relationally safe. With shared
expectations and a willingness to learn together, young people are more likely to show up as
themselves, often leading to unexpected moments of growth and connection.

Responsive, youth-driven programming also reflects effectiveness in achieving impact. In Be the
Program, for example, participatory activities allow youth to guide discussions on topics such as
consent, boundaries, gender, sexuality, and red/green flag behaviours. Youth bring in their own cultural
contexts and lived experiences, helping them reflect on how they understand relationships in their own
lives. Adult staff, teachers, youth are looking and grateful for training that assists them in creating these
conditions.

“It was really heavy, but | feel better equipped to have conversations."

- Adult staff, Hearing Unheard Moments collaboration partner
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Trend 3: Calling for systemic supports

“We're not adults. We're not equipped to do this on our own. We need a [supporting] adult.”

- Prince Albert Youth Group participant

Youth are clear that while they see issues and solutions across individual, social and system levels,
they cannot act on them alone. In youth programs such as Cultural Curiosity, youth engage in
conversations about cultural differences, lived experiences and topics that matter to them but may not
be discussed in their daily lives.

Listening to different perspectives broadens their understanding of the world and helps them
recognize shared struggles across communities and history, as well as across individual, social and
system levels. These shared learning experiences strengthen young people’s sense of connection with
one another and inspire them to stay engaged and pursue opportunities to create positive change in
their communities. At the same time, youth recognize that translating this awareness into action
often requires support from adults and systems beyond theirimmediate reach.

"By listening to different points of view and learning about people’s everyday lives, | feel more
connected and aware of the world around me. It helps me realize that even though our experiences are
different, we share similar struggles and emotions.”

- Cultural Curiosity youth participant

“I’'m hearing a lot...about fear and affordability and employment, ‘How am | going to feed and shelter
myself?””

- Adult Ally from Ontario attending the SCC Adult Ally Network meeting

“Climate change is the greatest threat to earth. | want to learn how to cope with ecoanxiety.”
- Youth quote shared in the SCC Adult Ally Network meeting
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Trend 4: Synergy beyond collaboration

Comprehensive literature reviews related to effective youth programs have for years identified that
synergy of efforts (family, home, school, business, etc) produces better outcomes than individual
programs (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Khanna et al, 2014)).

Research and practice across multiple initiatives, including the Building Safer Communities Program
Vancouver, Catapult Canada, Hearing Unheard Moments, Pathways to Education Canada, Be the
Program, and the Adult Ally Network, reflect the significance of collaboration. When organizations
come together, they are better able to align on the issues youth are facing, share programs and
resources, and coordinate more effectively to address system-level challenges.

“All of these different organizations that are serving youth coming together and being able to get on the
same page with what issues youth are facing, as well as sharing the programs that each of them are
offering increase their ability to navigate systems for youth. They also uncover opportunities to
collaborate on different innovations or solutions, so that we can address the issues that youth are
raising.”

- Adult staff, Hearing Unheard Moments collaboration partner

These collaborations also create new connections across sectors that would not otherwise occur.
These efforts help build the relationships and coordinated action needed to drive more sustained,
systemic change.

“There were nonprofit people, settlement workers, the [organization], people from the US, and there
were also people who clearly, sort of live in the space of tech... so it's like this bridge between two very,
very different worlds, like | would never have met these people if [facilitator] hadn't connected us.”

- Adult staff, Hearing Unheard Moments collaboration partner



We listen to youth and assist them to
_ put their ideas for change into action ...

“I think another thing is that these youth yearn to be heard as well. Because, as well, | used to be a
youth. I'm 20, I'm old now, but like | used to always get shut down when | would use my voice."

These trends point to a clear direction: supporting youth requires intentional spaces, conditions, and
collaboration across systems. The work ahead lies in deepening and sustaining these efforts.

“l remember having discussions in our groups about some of the challenges that we faced as a
charitable organization. We then were able to share these thoughts out loud and hearing that other
organizations were facing the exact same challenges that we were was very validating. A lot of the
times, within this work, it is easy to feel as though you are 'in it alone’ however that moment of realizing
that we are all in this together was one that | will remember forever.” Catapult adult participant at
knowledge mobilization Gathering of funded projects.
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Summary profiles of the data sources:

o SCC's Sharing the Stories research and evaluation platform with data from 19,500 unique
users who have consented to research (+ 2400 consented to evaluation only) participating
in~920 programs with focus groups for most programs, from ~450 organizations. Participants
are youth engaged in programs and services across Canada and staff working in organizations
and services for youth.

o Research, evaluation, consultation and strategy development with national, provincial,
regional, municipal, local and grassroots organizations, initiatives, and youth investment funds,
including:

= Catapult Canada (Rideau Hall Foundation), currently involving 33 funded projects
dedicated to increasing equity of learning access for youth

= Building Safer Communities Program Vancouver, focused on upstream prevention
initiatives to address gun and gang violence with 10 multi-year funded programs, with
intentional collaboration and knowledge sharing

= Pathways to Education Canada, operating in 30+ communities across Canada

= Kids Help Phone

= Mentor Canada

= Trans Trail Canada

=  Knowledge Development and Exchange (KDE) Hub

o SCC's own year-round programs executed by SCC itself, and scaled in delivery through

implementation with partners across the country, including:

= Art of Work, a national youth workforce readiness program involving ~120 youth and
~30 employers

= Bethe Program, focused on healthy relationships, delivered through 18 community
partners and reached 386 participants

= Cultural Curiosity, focused on cross-cultural learning and exchange among ~1,000
youth across Canada

= Hearing Unheard Moments, focused on preventing grievance-based violence with 10
national collaborating partners and community-wide collaborationsin 15+
communities

= SCC’s national youth conferences: Canada We Want (CWW), Make Your Mark MYM),
both overnight events lasting at least two nights

=  SCC’s adult events: Against the Current Knowledge Exchange, monthly Adult Ally
Network Exchange meetings
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