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The purpose of this information guide is to 
highlight the ways that local governments 
impact the mental wellness of children and 
youth and to describe the roles, assets, 
and mechanisms within local governments 
that promote well-being for this age group. 
The guide includes research, examples, 
and resources to inform and inspire the 
strengthening of local governments’ 
awareness of how they impact these citizens 
and how to support action in this realm for 
optimal societal outcomes. 

The four Protective Factors sections in this report look at factors that 
promote child and youth mental wellness, focusing on realms that local 
governments significantly influence and realms that were either negatively 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic or highlighted during the pandemic 
as particularly strong protectors of young people’s well-being. 
The Protective Factors that will be covered are: 
▪    Social connection and belonging
▪   Play
▪   Safety 
▪   Participation 
There are many protective factors that are important for children and youth 
mental well-being. The four covered in these information guides were 
chosen because they are powerful influencers on well-being and ones that 
local governments can greatly impact within their existing roles and with 
the assets and mechanisms at their disposal. Other influencers such as 
parents and other public sector agencies also impact these factors which 
underscores the importance of multi-stakeholder communication and 
collaboration to most effectively create healthy communities in which all 
children and families can thrive. 
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Each of the following sections will explore 
the “what,” “why,” and “how” of each 
protective factor. The “how” is meant to 
stimulate thought and discussion and provide 
inspiration rather than prescribing actions. 
Actions taken by local governments are 
dependent on their local context and on their 
priority issues, opportunities, available assets, 
and what has been tried in the past. 

Key points to keep in mind: 

▪    There is never just one solution.

▪    It is rarely just the purview of one local 
government department.

▪    It requires committed, sustained and 
appropriately resourced approaches. 

▪    It often requires changes at several levels 
of the system. 

“Local governments play a critical role 
in improving the mental well-being 
of children and youth with effects 
that can last into adulthood. Take up 
the challenge, be bold, push beyond 
status quo, and collaborate with other 
sectors to create healthy and supportive 
communities for all young people.” 
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The following information guide provides examples as to 
how local governments are taking action on protective 
factors that matter for children and youth mental  
well-being. These examples are meant to stimulate 
thought and discussion and to inspire action to go beyond 
status quo, informed by local contexts, available assets, 
and capacity to build on strengths, address gaps, and  
try new approaches. A good place to start may be… 

1 .   
A R T I C U L A T E  A 
C O M M I T M E N T  T O 
C H I L D R E N  A N D  Y O U T H 

2 .   
C R E A T E  A  P R O F I L E 
O F  C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H 
M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  A T 
T H E  L O C A L  L E V E L 

▪   Articulating a commitment to the well-being of children and 
youth can be an important first step to set the foundation 
and guide action. 

▪   E.g., The City of Auckland (New Zealand) created 7 goals 
for promotion of the wellness of young people under the 
banner of I Am Auckland: 

 i. I have a voice, am valued and contribute

 ii. I am important, belong, am cared about and feel safe

 iii. I am happy, healthy and thriving 

 iv.  I am given equal opportunities to succeed and to 
have a fair go 

 v. I can get around and get connected

 vi. Auckland is my playground

 vii. Rangatahi tu Rangatira (All young people will thrive)1

▪   Gain an understanding of the current status of child and youth 
mental well-being at the local level. 

▪   Municipal and regional governments may  
consider using local, regularly collected,  
and easily accessed data sets such as: 

 i. Early Development Instrument

 ii. Middle Development Instrument

 iii. Youth Development Instrument

 iv. Adolescent Health Survey 

Note, many data sources lack data stratified by  
socio-demographic variables that would help to  
identify where disparities are occurring.

3 .   
C R E A T E  A  P R O F I L E  O F 
P R O T E C T I V E  F A C T O R S  A T 
T H E  L O C A L  L E V E L  

▪   Local governments would benefit from understanding the 
current picture of the protective factors outlined in these 
information guides. Many of the data points are already 
captured by the previously mentioned data sets.

▪   The Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development framework Measuring What Matters for 
Child Well-Being and Policies lays the groundwork for 
improvements in child well-being measurement and 
identifies some key actions such as: 

 i. Increasing the regularity of data collection 

 ii. Reporting on a core set of indicators 

 iii.  Strengthening capacity to collect data to better 
understand where disparities are occurring2

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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1.  City of Auckland. I Am Auckland Annual Update 2021. https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-bylaws/our-
plans-strategies/topic-based-plans-strategies/community-social-development-plans/annualreports/i-am-auckland-annual-update-2021.pdf.  
Accessed March 23, 2023.

2.  OECD. Measuring What Matters – Summary and Brief. July 2021. https://www.oecd.org/wise/Measuring-What-Matters-for-Child-Well-being-
and-Policies-Policy-brief-July-2021.pdf. Accessed March 23, 2023. 
The 295 page document is for purchase here: https://www.oecd.org/wise/measuring-what-matters-for-child-well-being-and-policies-
e82fded1-en.htm 
OECD Dashboard: https://www.oecd.org/els/family/child-well-being/data/dashboard/

6 C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-bylaws/our-plans-strategies/topi
https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-bylaws/our-plans-strategies/topi
https://www.oecd.org/wise/Measuring-What-Matters-for-Child-Wellbeing-and-Policies-Policy-brief-July-
https://www.oecd.org/wise/Measuring-What-Matters-for-Child-Wellbeing-and-Policies-Policy-brief-July-
https://www.oecd.org/wise/measuring-what-matters-for-child-well-being-and-policies-e82fded1-en.htm 
https://www.oecd.org/wise/measuring-what-matters-for-child-well-being-and-policies-e82fded1-en.htm 
https://www.oecd.org/els/family/child-well-being/data/dashboard/
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The public realm – including parks, plazas, footpaths and other spaces that the public has 
access to – falls mostly within the purview of local governments. How these spaces are 
designed, developed, maintained and activated impacts children and youth’s access, 
independence, feelings of belonging, safety, opportunities for play, social connectedness, and 
connection to nature. 

Using planning powers and processes, local governments influence new developments and 
community design. When local governments fail to use a child and youth lens in these processes, 
it can lead to negative consequences such as removing young people from the public realm, 
hindering independent mobility, limiting play to playgrounds, and exposing an environmentally 
sensitive age group to high levels of noise and air pollution. To effectively support the mental 
well-being of children and youth, local governments should take into consideration the needs of 
its youngest citizens and the protective factors that support their well-being. 
Examples: 
▪   Engage the target population and other stakeholders in planning and decision-making
▪   Use a range of datasets to understand strengths and gaps in assets 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Streets, sidewalks, lighting, public art and other civic infrastructure have traditionally been 
developed in ways that exclude or deter the development needs of children and youth. 
However, there are increasing examples of how towns and cities have rectified that situation by 
intentionally developing new and amending old infrastructure to promote social interaction, play 
and freedom for young people. 
Examples: 
▪   Streets that prioritize active transportation networks to destinations frequented by children
▪   Sidewalks that are wider with shade to enable play 
▪   Youth-specific infrastructure such as skate parks
▪   Parking lots that are repurposed to parks

Overlapping with the Public Realm and Infrastructure, towns and cities offer many different 
types of amenities that support child and youth well-being. These include parks, playing fields, 
tennis and basketball courts, libraries, recreational facilities, community centres, childcare 
centres, family places, civic theatres, community halls, youth centres and spaces for non-profit 
organizations. While these are already important community assets, they need to be designed in 
ways that are welcoming to young people, provide the type of space that meets their needs, and 
are easily physically accessed (e.g., via walking or public transit). Barriers to access must also be 
addressed through: 
▪   Free or low-cost programs 
▪   Easy navigation 
▪   Integration of design elements such as imagery and messaging that feel inclusive to all 

children and youth 

The types of programming that local governments often offer provide opportunities for children 
and youth to socialize, nurture their creativity, exercise, learn life skills, practice mindfulness, and 
build self-esteem. Civic initiatives such as festivals, free concerts, free access to art galleries 
and museums, pop-up events and other space activations can also be effective ways to provide 
children and youth with growth experiences and greater community engagement. 
Key components to enabling positive child and youth development include ensuring that the kind 
of programming and experiences that young people seek are:
▪   Available, accessible, and equitable
▪   Informed by children and youth
▪   Delivered by skilled staff with experience working with this age group 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Opportunities for children and youth to give back to and invest in their communities are 
important for their sense of agency and community belonging. Participation in planning 
processes, on youth advisory councils, and other means of engagement are important ways 
for children and youth to have their voices heard to shape the environments in which they live. 
Other participation opportunities with local government include internships, mentorships, 
volunteering and employment – all ways for young people to be involved with their local 
government, build leadership skills, connect with others, and feel like active agents of change in 
their communities. 

Most civic policies and strategies impact children and youth in some way. Integrating and 
increasing intentionality toward young people in those policies ensures that local government 
policies and actions support the well-being of their youngest citizens and do not inadvertently 
harm their healthy development. Cities that have seen positive results are those that have 
articulated a commitment to child and youth well-being and:
▪  Sustain that commitment with actions and budgets over time
▪  Set explicit goals and objectives
▪  Regularly monitor and report out on the state of children and youth
▪   Create a comprehensive child and youth friendly strategy (can be detrimental if they are 

myopic – e.g., just focused on recreation, keep actions for this age group contained within one 
local government department, or are separated out as a “nice to have” rather than a core part 
of city operations) 

Local governments have many other policies and strategies that are integral to reducing stress 
on caregivers and families and these, in turn, help to reduce vulnerabilities for young people. 
Examples of policies that can significantly support the mental well-being of children and youth: 
▪  Poverty reduction actions
▪  Childcare plans 
▪  Climate change adaptation measures
▪  Community economic development

These policies can support caregivers by reducing toxic stress, ensuring access to basic needs, 
building protective factors, and reducing risks and barriers to positive child development. 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Local governments greatly influence the quality and equitable distribution of resources, 
environments, and conditions needed for healthy children and youth. No one action will solve 
the current mental wellness crisis amongst children and youth. The complexity of health and 
social issues requires a systems approach with cross-cutting and cross-sectoral action and 
collaboration. However, local governments are in a powerful position to provide the kinds of 
environments and experiences that could help this population group to thrive. While many 
local governments are already taking action to promote mental wellness for this age group, 
improvement is always possible. This might require local governments to do something new, 
more, or different. In other areas, local governments might need to stop doing something that is 
not helping or that is adding to the problem. 

F U N D A M E N T A L LY,  C H A N G E  B E G I N S 
W I T H  A  S T R O N G E R  A W A R E N E S S 
O F  T H E  I S S U E ,  A  B E T T E R 
U N D E R S T A N D I N G  O F  H O W  T O  B E 
P A R T  O F  T H E  S O L U T I O N ,  A N D  A N 
I N C R E A S E D  I N T E N T I O N A L I T Y  A N D 
S U S T A I N E D  C O M M I T M E N T  T O  T H E 
C O M M U N I T Y ’ S  Y O U N G E S T  C I T I Z E N S . 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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L E V E L  O F  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y 
A N D  V I B R A N C Y ”

1 3

Large and small cities and towns in BC are experiencing an unprecedented number 
of complex social and environmental issues which have resulted in communities with 
increasing social discord, higher crime rates and anti-social behaviour, increasing 
inequality, decreasing social cohesion and a lower level of overall community vibrancy 
and resilience.2,3,4 Part of an effective strategy to address some of these issues is to 
improve community well-being. This entails:

 1.  Strengthening the protective factors that reduce pain and alienation and that 
improve feelings of agency, safety, community belonging, and social connection. 

 2.  Ensuring equitable access to resources and opportunities that support everyone 
to flourish. 

Investing in the well-being of younger age groups tends to yield a strong return on 
investment given that, more than any other time in human development, this age group 
is particularly impacted by their environments.5,6,7 Through the science of epigenetics, 
it has been well established that the experiences of children can become biologically 
embedded, not only impacting their health and social development in childhood but also 
into adulthood.8,9,10,11

Becoming a child friendly city can improve a city’s: 

▪  Economic performance 

▪  Its ability to attract and retain a skilled workforce 

▪  Overall functioning 

Investing in children and youth’s mental well-being could benefit communities and 
address local government priorities, including socio-economic issues, community safety, 
and overall community functioning. 

– Anna Kajumulo Tibaijuka, former Executive Director of UN Habitat 1 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Young people with a strong sense of belonging are more engaged in their community, form 
positive social networks, and participate in activities such as fundraising and supporting 
organizations that help disadvantaged people.12,13 A strong sense of belonging has also been 
linked to lower rates of adolescent suicide and problematic substance use.14,15

Social cohesion refers to the strength of relationships and the sense of solidarity among 
members of a community. Children living in socially cohesive neighbourhoods experience lower 
rates of hyperactivity and aggression and are more likely to engage in prosocial behaviour.16 
Social cohesion has also been associated with higher rates of child and youth physical activity, 
stronger feelings of safety, increased rates of community participation and higher levels of 
mutual respect among diverse groups of young people.17,18,19

Social connectedness is a sense of belonging and a psychological bond a person may feel 
towards other people or groups. Resilient children and youth have at least one stable and 
committed relationship with a supportive, trusted, adult.20 Positive connections between children 
and youth and adults in their community:  
▪  Promotes healthy emotional development
▪   Increases levels of life satisfaction and better decision-making skills which, in turn, are 

associated with lower levels of delinquent behaviour21,22,23

▪  Mitigates the negative impacts of Adverse Childhood Experiences
▪  Significantly increase school performance
▪  Lowers odds of alcohol use and involvement in violence in low resource neighbourhoods20,24

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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1 5

Social capital deals with shared group resources, like a friend-of-a-friend’s knowledge of a job 
opening. Individuals have access to social capital through their social networks. For children 
and youth, higher levels of neighbourhood social capital, strong connections and feeling like a 
valued member of the community has been linked to:
▪  higher civic participation
▪  trust in others
▪  prosocial and helping behaviours
▪  better education outcomes
▪  lower crime rates25,26,27,28

Youth volunteerism and community service increases resiliency, prosocial thinking and 
behaviour, a sense of community belonging, social responsibility and overall levels of happiness 
and academic achievement.29,30 Studies have also found that volunteering in childhood and 
adolescence is associated with lower crime and illegal behaviours in adulthood.31

Communities achieve better outcomes when the voices and competencies of diverse 
stakeholders – including children and youth – are involved in the identification, leveraging and 
mobilization of resources.32 Young people’s unique perspective and propensity for action has led 
to positive change in organizations and communities and has helped to address issues such as 
public safety and to improve assets such as transit and parks.33,34 Child and youth involvement 
in planning, decision-making and local governance also develops their civic competence and 
fosters a greater commitment to their communities.35,36

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Positive youth development programs take a strengths-based approach, emphasizing youth 
engagement and contribution, belonging, safe space, skill building, positive norms, social-
emotional competencies, community collaboration, and positive adult role models and 
mentors.37 Positive youth development programming, starting at a young age, is associated 
with reduced poverty in adulthood, possibly aided by higher educational attainment and 
the resulting higher income.38,39 Positive youth development programming has also been 
associated with an increased sense of social responsibility, stronger moral reasoning, and 
decreased juvenile delinquency.40,41

Young people’s (particularly adolescents) participation in structured social, arts and recreational 
activities positively affects academic achievement and psychosocial and behavioural functioning, 
increases life satisfaction, lowers rates of depression and reduces delinquency.42,43,44

Unstructured play, particularly in early childhood, is very important to social-emotional 
development. Unstructured play functions as the means by which children regulate their 
emotions, exert self-control, problem solve, nurture creativity, and develop social skills – all 
of which are integral assets for well-being across the lifespan.45 Developing self-regulation in 
children and youth is a key investment in society given that stronger self-regulation predicts 
higher income, better financial planning, and fewer risk behaviours such as substance misuse 
and violence.46,47

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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When children and youth view their neighbourhoods as safe, they do better socially and emotionally, with 
higher levels of well-being, fewer internalizing problem behaviours (e.g., depression, anxiety) and fewer 
externalizing problem behaviours (e.g., aggression, substance use).48,49,50,51 Young children’s perceived 
safety is important because children develop a sense of self during their pre-school years, with more 
complex awareness and autonomy emerging around age seven.52 During these key developmental years, 
children’s perceptions of safety significantly impacts health-related behaviours such as physical activity 
and their corresponding outcomes such as lower levels of psychological distress.52,53,54,55 For adolescents, 
studies show how lower levels of neighborhood safety disrupts academic achievement and functioning at 
school in addition to disrupting young people’s lives more generally.56,57

Promoting child and youth mental wellness is an effective,  
evidence-based measure to address core socio-economic issues  
and create healthier, more vibrant communities. 

▪   More than 180 mayors have signed on to UNICEF’s  
Child Friendly Cities Mayors’ Declaration 

▪   100 mayors and senior staff from local governments from  
30 cities joined the first cohort of the Urban95 Academy’s 
Leadership Programme to strengthen knowledge on how to  
make communities better for the youngest citizens. 

A child-friendly approach has the potential to benefit the broader 
population and to unite a range of forward-thinking agendas, 
including sustainability, safety, and resiliency. 

Enrique Penalosa, former mayor of Bogota, 
famously called children an “indicator 
species” for cities, emphasizing that taking 
action to create supportive environments 
that promote the well-being for young 
people strengthens well-being for all citizens 
and produces a more sustainable and 
equitable society.59 In British Columbia the 
wellness of our indicator species is trending 
in the wrong direction. Rates of anxiety, 
depression and aggression are high and 
worsening. Local governments have many 
different roles, assets, and mechanisms 
that could help to improve this situation 
to promote the mental well-being of its 
youngest citizens and to restore some 
balance to communities as a whole. 

“Looking at planning and design through 
children’s eyes does not just offer fresh 
perspectives and a compelling new urban 
vision. It reveals the best way to set cities 
on a firm course away from ecological, 
economic and social decay”
–  Tim Gill, Urban Playground: How Child-Friendly Planning 

and Design Can Save Cities 58

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Some groups within the child and youth population may 
experience disparities in the status of their mental well-
being, as well as in the protective factors. This section 
provides an idea of disparities, however, a more fulsome 
reflection at a municipal or regional level by age cohort, 
intersectionality, and trends over time is encouraged. 

Many disparities in well-being are rooted in early childhood and 
as such it is critical to include action for the early years to ensure 
supportive environments in which all young children can thrive.1

Regardless of whether a disparity is being caused by an inequity 
or something else, there should be an attempt to close any gaps 
in order to promote equal outcomes for the well-being of all 
young people. 

“the promise of adolescence is severely 
curtained by economic, social and 
structural disadvantage….These potent 
societal determinants shape adolescents’ 
life trajectories in multiple ways. They not 
only reduce access to the opportunities, 
services and supports enjoyed by more 
privileged youth, but they also expose 
less privileged youth to risks, stresses 
and demands that ‘get under the skin’, 
adversely affecting the body and the brain 
during critical developmental periods.”2

S O C I O -
DEMOGRAPHIC 
V A R I A B L E S 

The following is a list of some socio-demographic 
factors that can be associated with lower levels of 
mental well-being as well as disparities in protective 
factors that promote the wellness of children and 
youth. It is not an exhaustive list but rather is meant to 
stimulate thought and discussion and to underscore the 
importance of considering and addressing disparities 
for the optimum development of all young people. It 
should also be noted that disparities are not a given and 
population groups that experience them may change 
over time, particularly when effective actions and 
systemic changes occur to address them.
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F E M A L E S 

▪   Mental health issues tend to be more prevalent among 
young females than males.2 Female children can 
sometimes encounter more barriers than their male 
counterparts to their everyday freedoms. There have 
been well-documented gender differences in children’s 
independent mobility.3 Studies also show that boys are 
more likely to play outside than girls.4

N O N - B I N A R Y  

▪   Young people who identify as non-binary often have poorer 
mental health outcomes, with high rates of depression, 
anxiety, and suicidal ideation.5

▪   Gender-diverse adolescents experience discrimination 
within the school environment from the curriculum, space, 
peers and teachers, as well as in strategies such as 
disclosure negotiation.6

G E N D E R

Studies indicate that higher gender 
equity and self-esteem can improve 
the mental well-being and life 
satisfaction of school-aged children.8

Adolescents who self-reported good or 
excellent mental health.7

Adolescents who did not participate 
in extracurricular activities in the 
past year because they were worried 
about being bullied.

NON-BINARY

NON-BINARY

37%

20%

FEMALES

FEMALES

64%

9%

MALES

MALES

82%

4%
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Mental health issues are prevalent in 
the 2SLGBTQIA+ population, often due 
to the stigmatization and discrimination 
that they face at home, at school and 
in the broader community. Exposure 
to discrimination is associated with 
higher levels of stress as measured by 
elevated cortisol.2,9 

Children with disabilities or chronic 
illness are at increased risk of 
impaired social functioning, less peer 
acceptance, social isolation, and more 
school absenteeism.11,12,13

S E X U A L  O R I E N T A T I O N

D I S A B I L I T I E S  A N D 
C H R O N I C  C O N D I T I O N S

33% of lesbian girls self-
reported good or excellent 
mental health compared to 
71% of heterosexual girls.10

59% of youth with a 
disability self-reported good 
or excellent mental health 
compared to 84% of youth 
without a disability.14

LESBIAN

DISABILITY

33%

59%

HETEROSEXUAL

ABLE BODIED

71%

84%

44% of sexual minority 
girls feel like a part of their 
school compared to 63% of 
straight girls.10

34% of youth with a 
disability reported that 
their disability or chronic 
condition prevented them 
from doing things their 
peers could do.7

SEXUAL 
MINORITY

DISABILITY

44%

34%

STRAIGHT

63%

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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Indigenous children and youth face 
high levels of mental health problems, 
including higher levels of depression 
and attempted suicide.15,16,17

Greater perceptions of racial/ethnic 
discrimination are linked to more 
depressive and internalized symptoms; 
greater psychological distress; 
poor self-esteem; less academic 
motivation; and greater engagement in 
externalizing behaviours.19

I N D I G E N O U S  I D E N T I T Y 

R A C E  A N D  E T H N I C I T Y 

Urban Indigenous youth who feel like a part of their 
school are more likely to:

  feel hopeful for the future, 

  pursue post-secondary education, 

  feel safe getting to and from school.18

63% of youth who have 
experienced racial or ethnic 
discrimination self-reported 
good or excellent mental 
health compared to 74% of 
youth who had not.20

RACE/ETHNIC

63%

NON  
RACE/ETHNIC

74%
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Children and youth from refugee 
backgrounds can be significantly 
vulnerable to mental, emotional and 
behavioural disorders due to exposure 
to war, human rights violations and 
severe deprivation abroad.21

On average, children growing up in 
low-income households have poorer 
social, behavioural and cognitive 
outcomes, with lower self-esteem, and 
higher levels of stress.25,26,27

N E W  I M M I G R A N T S

L O W  I N C O M E 

New immigrant children and youth may struggle with a 
new culture and language, new school system and new 
social and peer norms which can present barriers to 
feeling socially connected and socially supported which 
can cause stress and isolation.22,23,24

Children in low socio-
economic neighbourhoods 
may have less access to 
physical activity resources 
such as parks, trails and 
community centres, 
and even when they are 
available, low-income 
children use them less 
frequently than their peers 
in higher socio-economic 
status neighbourhoods.28

Poverty intensifies 
loneliness and social 
isolation, particularly 
given the impact that 
lack of money has on the 
ability to take part in social 
activities and to access 
transportation, as well 
as the sense of shame, 
powerlessness, lack of 
agency and hopelessness 
that poverty often instills in 
individuals.29,30

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S



S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

W H E R E  T O  S T A R T ? 

2 7

As a first and ongoing step, local governments could 
identify and monitor where disparities are happening in 
their community and then involve the affected populations 
in further discussion to better understand the root causes 
of the disparities. 

While participation in planning is important for children 
and youth overall, it is particularly important for groups 
who are facing additional barriers. If actions do not take 
into account what those barriers are, they can further 
exacerbate disparities.  

A S K  T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S : 

1 
What is generally expected in terms of the extent that 
children and youth can achieve well-being in physical, 
social, cognitive, and behavioural domains for their age? 
(i.e., measuring overall population outcomes)  

2 
What is the extent to which members of different social 
groups achieve those levels of well-being?  

3 
What is the extent to which members of different social 
groups have had equal and equitable chances to achieve 
desirable development outcomes?  

(adapted from National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine) 2

Disparities in child and youth outcomes by socio-
demographic variables will translate into inequality in adult 
outcomes unless steps are taken to reduce them. Research 
shows that reducing risk factors, increasing protective factors 
and strengthening the resilience of children and youth can 
effectively close the gaps.  
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The adults in children’s lives have a substantial 
impact on their mental well-being.1,2,3,4  
Adults support the mental well-being of children and 
youth by providing psycho-social support, including 
deep listening, buffering stress, and positive role 
modeling and by providing opportunities for young 
people to build social-emotional competencies and 
other development assets, including through the 
creation of enabling environments and the promotion 
of the four realms of protective factors outlined in this 
information guide. 

“High levels of support from 
any trusted adult in childhood, 
regardless of relationship, 
halves the prevalence of low 
mental well-being amongst 
adults who experience high 
levels of childhood abuse and 
adversity compared to those 
who experience adversity but 
with no such adult support.”5

E X A M P L E S  O F  A D U L T S 
Y O U N G  P E O P L E 
I N T E R A C T  W I T H  F R O M 
L O C A L  G O V E R N M E N T S : 

▪  Youth Workers

▪  Librarians

▪  Planners

▪  Engineers

▪  Police 

▪  Elected Officials 
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There are a wide variety of adults in children’s lives, with the makeup of the adult contingent shifting as 
children grow older. With “increasing age, the neighbourhood evolves as a further ecological niche in 
which children spend time; just like the school setting, the community context is particularly significant 
because it can influence all young people.”7

I N  C A N A D A I N  N O R W A Y  A N D  T H E  N E T H E R L A N D S 

26% of children said that they did 
not feel supported by their family 

6% of children said they did not feel 
supported by their family 

E A R LY  Y E A R S

Most important adults are parents 
and caregivers, including childcare 
providers. 

As children age, their world 
expands to include adults in 
school, recreation centres, and the 
broader community. 

The importance of non-parental 
adults and adults outside of the 
family is positively related to 
healthy emotional development, 
especially during early and middle 
adolescence.8,9,10,11

M I D D L E  C H I L D H O O D A D O L E S C E N C E

26%
6%

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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T O  E N A B L E  H I G H  Q U A L I T Y  A D U L T S  I N 
C H I L D R E N ’ S  L I V E S  I T  I S  I M P O R T A N T  T O :  

3 3

F A C I L I T A T E  A N D 
P R A C T I C E  S E L F - C A R E

D E V E L O P  S U P P O R T I V E 
E N V I R O N M E N T S  A N D 
S O C I E T A L  S U P P O R T S 

T R A I N  O N  H O W  T O 
S U P P O R T  T H E  M E N T A L 
W E L L - B E I N G  O F 
C H I L D R E N  A N D  Y O U T H 

There is a clear association between 
measures of caregiver well-being and 
that of their child.12 Caregiver stress 
during a child’s early years is a risk 
factor for mental health problems in 
children and youth.13,14,15,16,17,18,19 Modelling 
the use of social-emotional skills, 
managing stress, modulating emotional 
responses, and creating positive 
interactions with others, as well as 
other heath promoting behaviours 
such as good nutrition, physical activity, 
maintaining social connections, and 
getting sufficient sleep. 

Family-friendly communities that are 
affordable, equitable, connected, 
vibrant and safe. Family-friendly policies 
are a key ingredient in good public 
policy (e.g., reducing family poverty 
and income inequality and improving 
childcare and parental leave policies).20

Training and development for local 
government staff and elected officials 
could be quite varied, depending on the 
level of existing knowledge, one’s role, 
and the amount of current engagement 
with the target population. For example, 
the training needs of youth workers 
experiencing compassion fatigue will be 
different from building the knowledge 
base of planners in participatory 
evaluation processes or the skills of 
elected officials in authentic youth civic 
engagement.21,22,23,24 As such, part of 
a municipal plan to better support the 
mental well-being of children and youth 
may include identifying the full contingent 
of staff and elected officials who are 
currently engaging young people or 
who are not but perhaps should be and 
assessing where the current strengths 
are in professional skills and experience 
and which gaps to address. 

UNICEF Canada’s Where Does Canada Stand 
report calls for reducing the stress of parents, 
caregivers and other adults in children’s 
lives and creating supportive household and 
community environments.25

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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W H E R E
T O 
S T A R T

Participation involves thinking, feeling 
and doing for sustained, meaningful 
contributions to society. 

Create welcoming spaces and 
environments and enable child and youth-
led initiatives. 

Progressively build the skills of children 
and youth over the ages to increase their 
capacity to participate, with increasing 
levels of responsibility and diversity of 
opportunities to contribute. 

Include all ages of children and youth in 
planning, decision-making and governance. 

Consider providing youth mentorship, 
internship and employment opportunities. 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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W H A T C I T I Z E N S H I P 

The participation of children and youth takes many different 
forms. It can include internships, jobs, participation in planning 
and governance, and other acts of citizenship. It can be one-
off or ongoing, temporary or permanent, formal or informal, 
paid or voluntary. In at nutshell, it is about engagement and 
participation in society.

When children are given opportunities to participate, they 
acquire greater levels of competence which in turn can 
enhance the quality of their participation.1 The full engagement 
of young people considers the heart (emotion), the head 
(cognition) and the feet (action) and has five key dimensions: 
competence, confidence, connection, caring and character; 
and, that when engagement exhibits these 5Cs, young people 
can better exhibit the 6th: contribution.2,3

“We are the future of Canada  
and want to be a part of the  
development and building of  
the future we want to see.”4

– Children First’s Young Canadians’ Parliament 

Citizenship is the expression of a public identity. It is the 
recognition of an official position by a government and 
the ability to enjoy the rights and privileges following 
from that position by an individual.”5 Children and youth 
are active agents in our society today, not passive 
recipients of external influences.6,7,8 Young people desire 
“to be treated as respected and valued members of 
society and as citizens in the ‘here and now.’”9 

Citizenship and civic engagement are interrelated. 
Democracies are healthy to the extent that their citizens 
are involved and that in turn is dependent on citizens 
having opportunities to participate and believing that 
they can influence outcomes and make a difference.10,11

D E G R E E S  O F  P A R T I C I P A T I O N

▪   Consultative – entails mechanisms through which to elicit 
perspectives and then use that to inform initiatives. It is 
adult-initiated, adult-led and managed; children do not 
control outcomes

▪   Participatory – entails opportunities for children to be 
actively involved in the development, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of initiatives. It is adult-initiated 
but is done in partnership with children. It empowers 
children to influence or challenge both process and 
outcomes and allows for increasing levels of self-directed 
action by children over a period of time

▪   Self-initiated – where children are empowered to take 
action and are not merely responding to an adult-defined 
agenda; issues of concern are identified by children; 
adults serve as facilitators rather than as leaders; children 
are controlling the process.10

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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T H E  R I G H T  T O  P A R T I C I P A T E 

▪   The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
specifies the right of children to participate in decisions 
that affect them.12

▪   Goal 16.7 of the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
emphasizes the importance of ensuring “responsive, 
inclusive, participatory and representative decision-
making at all levels.”13

▪   In the report Child Participation in Local Governance, 
UNICEF notes that a common theme in its work across 
several nations is that participation “at the local level  
is considered key to ensuring that children’s  
participation endures.”14

“When children and youth are 
marginalized in planning and policy 
making, the public programs and 
environments that get created 
tend to exclude them thereby 
further relegating young people to 
the private realm of their homes 
where they further disengage from 
community with increasingly fewer 
opportunities to engage in the 
broader community and shape their 
place in society.”15

E A R LY  Y E A R S

The UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child imposes no lower age 
limit on the exercise of the right to 
participate.10 Young children are 
experts in their own lives with the 
competence to communicate and a 
unique insight into their experiences.16

In one study in the UK with a 
sample of six hundred 13 to 16 
year-olds, 81% said that they had 
never been asked their opinion on 
local issues and had not had any 
opportunity to contribute to local 
government decision making; but, 
72% wished to have opportunities 
to voice their opinion.17

A D O L E S C E N C E

66% of Grades 8-12 students in BC 
felt that the activities they took part 
in were meaningful.18 

44% of Grade 8-12 students felt that their ideas 
were listened to and acted upon in the meaningful 
activities they took part in over the past year.18

66%
44%

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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D I G I T A L  P A R T I C I P A T I O N 

Digital Participation refers to the use of the internet, social 
media, and mobile technology to enable participation in 
democratic life.

Digital technologies are a key part of young people’s 
realities and need to be taken into consideration when 
engaging children and youth.19,20 Children are going online 
more often, for longer, at younger ages, with more devices 
and for different purposes.21,22

Digital platforms and tools have been shown to be one way 
to increase the social inclusion of young people who may 
be experiencing disadvantages arising from their gender, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, among other socio-cultural 
dimensions.24,25,26 However, not every young person has 
equal access to the internet or digital devices. Policy makers 
need to consider how digital participation can increase 
social inclusion but also to be aware of disparities in 
digital access, as it has the potential to both reinforce and 
exacerbate existing social inequalities.27,28,29 Digital literacy 
is also necessary to enable young people to meaningfully 
engage online.30 The online world is complicated and 
full of misinformation (not intentional) and disinformation 
(intentional).31

“Children value technology as a 
way to learn more about issues that 
their communities face, to gather 
information, to be informed about 
events, and to share views and 
experiences with others.”23

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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I N C R E A S E

Participation has many benefits for young people’s 
well-being.10,32,33,34,35 There is ample evidence 
showing its effects on positive child and youth 
development. Positive impacts include:

▪   Communication and collaborative skills

▪   Levels of civic competence

▪   Feelings of belonging

▪   Self-esteem

▪   Social connections to both peers and adults in  
the community

▪   Opportunities to have fun 36

▪   Awareness and capacity to engage in and 
contribute to their community33

▪   Sense of purpose and hope for their future37

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  P L A Y  T O 
C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  
M E N T A L  W e l l - b e i n g

A G E N C Y  &  A U T O N O M Y

“Agency is the desire and ability to make decisions and drive 
change in one’s own life, in community, and in the larger spheres of 
influence.”38 Agency is among the top priorities for young people’s 
mental well-being.39,40,41,42,43,44 

Autonomy is feeling and thinking independently, a sense of self-
governance and freedom to make choices. Even at young ages, 
when a child has autonomy, even in small ways, it helps to build self-
confidence and self-esteem and is considered a critical part of healthy 
development.45

In a research project with a sample of over 
200 students, 94% said that participatory 
activities had made them feel like they could 
improve things in the community and that they 
felt proud of their achievements; and 97% said 
that the participation had made them feel more 
independent, trusted and responsible.46

Poor quality and inauthentic opportunities for participation can have 
a negative impact on young people’s sense of agency and autonomy 
and can create a barrier to young people’s desire to get involved in 
future participatory opportunities.36,47,48,49 Several studies found that 
when the participation – particularly in decision making processes – is 
perceived to be tokenistic and ineffective, it can fuel young people’s 
views that nothing matters and heightens their feelings of distrust, 
cynicism, exclusion and powerlessness.10,36,9,50 

“children have highly developed skills to spot 
token participation” 51

“token participation may be more problematic 
than non-participation because the invitation 
to participate creates expectations that remain 
unfulfilled.”52 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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S E L F - E S T E E M ,  S E L F - C O N F I D E N C E , 
S E L F - E F F I C A C Y ,  S E L F - C O N C E P T 

P R O S O C I A L  B E H A V I O U R S  
&  E M P A T H Y 

Self-esteem refers to when you appreciate and  
value yourself.53 

Self-confidence is your belief in yourself and your abilities.53

Self-efficacy refers to one’s belief in one’s ability to achieve 
specific goals.54

Self-concept is how you perceive yourself and is derived 
from self-esteem and self-efficacy.55

All of these strongly impact mental well-being and positive 
child and youth development.56,57,58,59,60 Young people’s voice 
in decision making, particularly when supported by caring 
adults, promotes self-efficacy and self-confidence, among 
other developmental assets.61,62,63,64 

Prosocial behaviours are acts that are intended to benefit 
others (e.g., helping, sharing, comforting, volunteering,  
and cooperating).65

Empathy is the ability to perceive and to be sensitive to the 
emotional states of others, coupled with a motivation to care for 
their well-being.66

Prosocial behaviour leads to increased well-being67,68 
“Policy makers and practitioners are correct to see kindness 
interventions as effective ways of improving well-being.”69

Empathy motivates many prosocial behaviours, inhibits 
aggression, and facilitates cooperation.70 Children as young 
as one year of age demonstrate empathy, display prosocial 
behaviours and are generally eager to be helpful, seeking 
opportunities to assist others and taking pride in their 
helping.70,71,72,73,74 Empathy is also a protective against antisocial 
behaviour as low cognitive empathy is strongly associated with 
delinquent behaviour.75,76,77,78,79 The development of empathy is 
influenced by both biological and environmental processes.80 
Positive relationships foster empathy development from a 
young age via social learning and imitation. “In adolescence 
empathy development is more strongly associated with  
the quality of peer relationships at school and in  
community environments.”81

“[The] same region of the brain 
corresponding to personal rewards 
(the ventral striatum) is also activated 
by helping others. This has led to a 
new understanding of the adolescent 
brain as being ripe for social learning 
opportunities, and that providing 
opportunities for youth to help others 
is vital for their development.” 82 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S



S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

4 3

C I T I Z E N S H I P ,  B E L O N G I N G  
&  M A T T E R I N G 

T H E  P S Y C H O L O G Y  O F  
S U P P O R T I V E  A D U L T S 

While citizenship has frequently been recognized as status, 
it is probably most immediately experienced as a feeling of 
belonging.83,84 Feeling like outsiders and not as full-fledged 
citizens negatively impacts young people’s wellness.85,86 

“Being young right now is hard. 
It feels like we’re constantly 
reminded that nobody cares about 
our futures: not our government, 
not the generations that came 
before us and definitely not our 
political system.”87 

Participatory projects have been shown to overcome 
children and youth’s feelings of social exclusion.88,41,42,43,86 
One impact of participation on young people is a higher 
sense of belonging and an increased sense of commitment 
to their community.47 Through young people’s participation in 
the community, their social trust increases, their communities 
feel more welcoming and there is a higher acceptance of 
people different from themselves.36,89,48,90,91,92

The evidence is clear on the importance of supportive 
adults for the mental well-being of children and youth.93,94,95 
Participation in the community enables the formation 
of supportive connections between young people and 
adults.47,96,97 Supportive adults can also be a key enabler of 
the effective participation of young people.88,98 

Mentors: Research suggests that young people’s mentoring 
relationships are associated with better academic, vocational 
and psychosocial functioning, including fewer symptoms of 
anxiety and depression and less problematic behaviours 
such as theft and violence.98,99,100,101

Connecting a face to the action: Studies show that 
providing young people more exposure to community 
members can enhance their sense of belonging.102 Studies 
also emphasize to policy makers themselves that relationship 
building is key to the effective participation of young people 
in decision making and that this often involves long-term 
and frequent contact with young people to build those 
relationships and to strengthen trust.103,104

The role of adults in child and youth participation: Studies 
show that the most effective adults in young people’s 
lives are not overly directive but rather are responsive and 
provide appropriate structure, challenge and support.105,106,107 
From a more equal collaboration perspective, a “youth-adult 
partnership” is one that involves citizens across generations 
working together to address common concerns, integrating 
young people’s perspectives and skills with professional 
adults’ experience and wisdom.108 At their best, youth-adult 
partnerships emphasize mutuality and respect among young 
people and adults, with a goal-oriented focus on shared 
leading and learning.109

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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V O L U N T E E R I N G E M P L O Y M E N T 

Many studies have found that young people’s informal and 
formal volunteering is positively correlated with reduced 
depressive symptoms, better self-reported health, and 
increased self-esteem.110,111,112,113,114 While some benefits of 
volunteering (e.g., employability skills, social connections) 
can occur regardless of whether the participation is 
voluntary, research suggests that psycho-social benefits 
are more likely incurred when the participation is not 
compulsory, particularly if the volunteer work exposes young 
people to new opportunities, supports their experience,  
challenges them,  and is of high quality.90,115,116,117,118 

There is debate as to whether child and youth employment 
positively or negatively impacts healthy development.119 
However, it all comes down to “it depends.” Some of the 
negative employment contexts that studies have identified 
include inadequate training, worker injury, power imbalances, 
and situations where young workers may not know their 
rights, and may feel uncomfortable raising safety issues at 
work.120,121,122 Some of the benefits for young people include 
a growing sense of autonomy and purpose, broadening 
relationships with adults and peers, a sense of achievement 
and status and a stronger sense of responsibility.123 Studies 
find that the majority of adolescents have had satisfying work 
experiences and have felt that it has helped to prepare them 
for adult life.124,125,126 

An evaluation of the Food Project – a Massachusetts 
organization that hires 140 adolescents each summer to 
grow food to donate to hunger relief organizations – found 
that the key elements to successful outcomes were:

▪   positive adult role models

▪   exposure to young people different from themselves

▪   strong alignment between activities and outcomes

▪   high expectations from staff

▪   opportunities to learn from mistakes.127 

“Actually, I think kids come here 
and sometimes don’t know who 
they are, but they discover it 
through the program. That’s  
what happened to me.”128 

- Former participant and current director of the program, Greg Gale 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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A C T I O N S  L O C A L  G O V E R N M E N T S  
C A N  T A K E  T O  S U P P O R T 
P A R T I C I P A T I O N 

C R E A T E  A  S T R A T E G Y

Dumfries and Galloway Youth 
Participation and Engagement Strategy 
2022-2027

In 2018, Dumfries and Galloway Council agreed to the 
region’s first Youth Participation and Engagement Strategy for 
people aged 12 to 25. The Dumfries and Galloway Council’s 
commitment is:

▪   We will ensure young people have the skills, ability and 
confidence to speak out

▪   We will talk with, listen to and value our young people

▪   We will make sure that young people have opportunities 
and are given choices to actively and meaningfully get 
involved in the decisions that affect their lives

▪   We will act on the views of young people by reviewing and 
changing Council services as required

Examples of actions from the Youth Participation and 
Engagement Strategy implemented from 2018-2021 include 
10,000 Voices, an initiative that succeeded in gathering the 
voices of 10,000 young people ages 10 to 25, reaching 46.9% 
of all young people in Dumfries and Galloway. The findings 
from 10,000 Voices were used to inform municipal planning 
priorities and service delivery by a wide range of partners 
across the region. A Youth Action Group was also created 

Dumfries and Galloway, Scotland  

RURAL/SMALL TOWN

URBAN/MID-SIZED COMMUNITY

INTERNATIONAL

LEGEND

and was given a budget of 
120,000 pounds to invest in 
youth groups, projects and 
events to address issues 
highlighted through 10,000 
Voices. Other events included 
the Roots Activist and Volunteer 
Gathering which focused on 
providing young people with the opportunity to develop their 
activist and volunteer skills; and the LGBT Youth Gathering 
that brought together 200 LGBT youth and their allies. The 
Chameleon Youth Steering Group was formed coming out of 
the LGBT event and, among other activities, continues to hold 
a LGBT Gathering in Dumfries and Galloway every year.

The 2022-2027 Youth Participation and Engagement Strategy 
outlines the youth democracy structures that were put in 
place in the municipality: the Dumfries and Galloway Youth 
Council (DGYC) and the Galloway Champions Board Project. 
The DGYC is made up of 35 volunteers aged 12-25 who have 
been elected by their peers to serve a two-year term. Aside 
from a local focus, these Youth Councillors also represent the 
view of youth from Dumfries and Galloway at a national level. 
The Champions Board Project is the overarching term used to 
describe the engagement between youth in care and Senior 
Officers and Elected Members through the targeted services 
delivered by Council Youth Work Services for youth in care.

4 5 C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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7  G O L D E N  R U L E S  O F  P A R T I C I P A T I O N F I V E  T H I N G S  C I T Y  C O U N C I L S  S H O U L D 
K N O W  A B O U T  E N G A G I N G  Y O U N G 
P E O P L E ,  A C C O R D I N G  T O  Y O U N G  P E O P L E 

T I P S  F O R  E N G A G E M E N T 

Included in a report written by the Children and Young 
People’s Commissioner (Scotland). The rules were created 
to remind adults of what participation means from the point 
of view of children and youth and to remind young people to 
think about what they need from adults to support them to 
participate. 

1. Understand my rights

2. A chance to be involved

3. Remember it’s my choice

4. Value me

5. Support me

6. Work together 

7. Keep in touch

1.  Engaging young people means breaking down a 
harmful tradition of exclusion

2.  Don’t wait for young people to participate—bring 
participation to them 

3. Make participation as informal as possible 

4. Young people will give it to you straight 

5. Know that this is a never-ending commitment 

M E C H A N I S M  F O R  P A R T I C I P A T I O N   

Children’s Local Council 

Tirana, the capital and largest city in Albania, elected Erion Veliaj as mayor in 2015. He 
has structured his vision for urban change around children and has a Chief Child Officer to 
ensure that the vision of the mayor is translated into all parts of municipal affairs. One of 
the mayor’s approaches is the Children’s Local Council where every day different classes 
of students come to city hall to talk with the mayor or one of the City directors. It is about 
changing the way that people at city hall think by strengthening connections with young 
people and hearing about their experiences and ideas. Once a month, high school students 
are invited to take over City administration. One student becomes the mayor and others 
become directors. This results in upwards of 150 adolescents getting the opportunity to 
play at being senior-level City staff each month. An example of one idea that children raised 
with the mayor and senior staff was the need to make friendlier urban environments around 
schools. As part of the response to this, every weekend the City has groups of children work 
with the Parks and Recreation team, biking around the city and focusing on improvements 
to the built environment. The initiative is not just about improving the public realm; it is also 
about integrating the involvement of children as part of the City’s operational culture.

Tirana, Albania   

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.cypcs.org.uk/get-help/teachers/golden-rules/
https://www.citizenlab.co/blog/civic-engagement/5-things-councils-should-know-about-engaging-young-people-according-to-young-people/
https://successfulsocieties.princeton.edu/sites/g/files/toruqf5601/files/Albania_Tirana_Urban95.pdf
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Young Mayor’s Project  

The Young Mayor’s Project is at the heart of Lewisham’s Children and Young People’s 
Citizenship and Participation Strategy. The Young Mayor is elected by young people. 
Candidates must live or attend school in Lewisham and be between the ages of 12 and 
17. The second place candidate automatically becomes the Deputy Young Mayor. The 
third and four place candidates are automatically invited to serve as Young Advisors 
to the Young Mayor and Young Deputy Mayor. Young Advisors are a group of around 
25 young people who act in a similar role to a cabinet. Young people go through an 
application process to become a Young Advisor. There is also a Young Citizens Panel 
which is open to any 11 to 18 year-old who would like to get involved. Throughout the 
year, the young representatives work with peers, politicians, local government staff 
and other adults on local and regional activities. This includes campaigns, strategic 
conversations and project development. The young representatives also take 
responsibility for consulting with young people from across the borough about how 
the Young Mayor’s annual budget of 25,000 pounds should be spent.

Lewisham, United Kingdom    

B E S T  P R A C T I C E S  F O R  Y O U T H  E N G A G E M E N T  I N  M U N I C I P A L  G O V E R N M E N T 

▪   Develop a Youth Council that is relevant to the local context, the current mission, and the developmental 
phase appropriate to the body 

▪   Adult allies are important 

▪   Recognize and address anti-youth attitudes

▪   Be purposeful in providing social networking opportunities 

▪   Provide youth development opportunities (e.g., ongoing training) 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.lewishamyoungmayor.com/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/10.1002/naticivirevi.106.1.0009.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ad8d88957c87809e7ee08581ef0d8ce0f&ab_segments=&origin=&initiator=&acceptTC=1
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The “Italian City of Youth 2023”   

Giovani Onlife Napoli is a project developed by the City Council of Naples to allow 
for real change in how young people participate in their local government, with 
new mechanisms – both online platforms and physical structural shifts – that aim to 
enhance participation:

▪   Four Youth Ambassadors (YAs) will be elected to provide official representation of 
youth voices.

▪   An official and permanent local government table will be established to receive the 
thoughts and ideas from young people which will then be taken to Council.

▪   An online platform will be developed that will facilitate gathering input, thoughts and 
ideas from young people, with the ideas and requests brought to “the institutional 
working table to be discussed and integrated into the political intervention lines of 
the municipality”.

At the end of the project, a large public event will take place to celebrate and to 
provide a report-back to young people to communicate all the actions that have been 
taken. This will be held as part of the annual June Youth Review of the Councilorship 
for Youth and Employment. 

City of Hampton Youth Planners 

The City of Hampton established the Youth Planner Program (YPP). In the YPP there 
are two positions: a junior and a senior youth planner. Both youth planners work 
in the Hampton Planning Division and act as staff liaisons to the Hampton Youth 
Commission which is made up of 20 to 30 high school students appointed by the 
City. The youth planners work 15 hours a week after school for two years. Beginning 
with the 2010 Comprehensive Plan, each municipal document has an entire section 
written entirely by the youth planners and focused on young people’s strategic 
issues. The City of Hampton provides the youth planners with training so that they 
can effectively participate in the City’s Planning department, survey their peers, make 
recommendations to Council and serve on City Boards and committees.

Naples, Italy    

Hampton, Virginia, United States    

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.comune.napoli.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/47603
https://hampton.gov/1787/Youth-Planner-Program
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Mouse City   

Mouse City, developed by the organization Small Print, involves 
children aged 2 to 12 in designing a miniature cardboard city for mice 
that addresses real-life urban issues such as the need for accessible 
public transit. Small Print also educates municipal planners on how to 
transform fun, creative, accessible loose play materials into feedback 
that can inform policies and design that shape cities. Mouse City is a 
method that can instill lifelong engagement in civic issues and is both a 
way to educate young children in planning and city building, as well as 
a way to facilitate this age group to share their experiences and ideas 
using storytelling and art.

YouthKrakHack 

Tools such as hackathons enable direct communication between young people and decision makers and can help to stimulate 
creativity, to develop public trust and to encourage a culture of participation. In 2018, the first YouthKrakHack took part in Krakow 
with 50 young people who designed ten proposals to present to municipal officials. “Young people were invited to innovate, be bold 
and dare to reform municipal policies”. Some of the projects from the hackathon are now in the implementation phase, some served 
as an inspiration to a similar solution, and some were directed as a recommendation for organizations outside of local government. 
All of the ideas were considered when designing Young Krakow 2.0, the City’s youth strategy. The Committee of Citizens Dialogue 
for Youth acted in the role of an information hub with regards to further action taken on the proposed youth recommendations.

Augmented Reality with Youth in Urban Planning 

This study involved field work with Augmented Reality (AR) that was done in 2020 and 2021 over five weeks with 5 different 
groups of youth from 8 different districts in Oslo. The youth were tasked with planning where to plant a portion of Oslo’s 100,000 
new trees. The researchers noted that AR was a highly intuitive tool for youth and that the youth found that the AR helped 
with the creation of their planning proposals on site at scale. Through their use of AR, the majority of the youth participants 
reported an increased understanding of urban planning and an increased sense of confidence in displaying their designs. The 
participants also expressed appreciation of being given control of the planning process. The downsides of the AR experience 
were mainly related to limitations with the current technology which still had bugs and was imprecise.

Following this case study, the research team embarked on a new set of case studies which expanded to other projects in Oslo 
(e.g., car-free streets) and included participants of all ages.

Toronto, Ontario   

Krakow, Poland    

Oslo, Norway 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://smallprinttoronto.org/?page_id=91
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frvir.2023.1055930/full
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Hip Hop Architecture Camp 

Founded in 2016, the aim of the Hip Hop Architecture Camp is to build the 
capacity of young people who may not otherwise engage in urban planning to 
participate by providing an introduction to architecture through the lens of hip hop 
culture. The Hip Hop Architecture Camp was created by architect Michael Ford 
to encourage under represented youth to pursue careers in design. The camp 
enables youth to collaborate with design professionals, as well as hip hop artists to 
draw connections between the complex structure of rap lyrics and design, sparking 
ideas for improvements of and new spaces for their communities. The first camp 
was hosted by the Madison (Detroit) Public Library over four Saturdays. The library 
provided the space, the municipal planning department provided the funding. The 
Toronto Public Library hosted a camp in 2018 for 10 to 14 year olds.

Madison, Detroit, United States  

P U T T I N G  Y O U T H  O N  T H E  A G E N D A    

Prioritizing Youth in Rural Communities 

Yolo County is a rural region in California. In 2022 the County Board of 
Supervisors unanimously voted to establish the Yolo Youth Commission as a 
two-year pilot program and authorized the Yolo County Office of Education 
to administer the program. The Commission is meant to create “a permanent 
pathway for young people to shape their future and build community in Yolo.” 87 
youth between the ages of 13 and 18 applied to the Commission of which 15 were 
selected. Youth Commissioners will provide insight into community and education 
issues to help the public sector better understand and address the needs of 
young people in the region. 

Yolo County, California, United States 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.hiphoparchitecture.com/
https://www.ycoe.org/youthcommission
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C O M M U N I C A T I O N  

You Said, We Did

As part of the City of London’s Children and Young People’s Plan 2020-2025 there 
is an articulated commitment to strengthen communication. One action the City has 
taken is the creation of the You Said, We Did web page. On this page they share 
examples of what the City has done in response to feedback and how it has made 
a difference. The City also simplified the Children and Young People’s Plan 2022-
2025 into a colourful, visual, 3-page document that helps to communicate what the 
focus areas are and provides a template at the end with blank columns for “How we 
will achieve this” and “How we will measure this”, seeking input from young people 
for ideas on how they would like to see the outcomes achieved and measured.

London, United Kingdom 

T H E  C O M M U N I C A T I O N  O F  Y O U T H - F R I E N D LY  C I T I E S 
R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  F O R  M U N I C I P A L I T I E S 

 In the report Mapping Best Practices for Youth-Friendly Cities, municipalities in six countries were reviewed 
from 2020-2021 with regards to local youth policies, implementation methods and hands-on examples of 
various dimensions of youth friendliness. In the section on Communication and Information, the report writes 
that a youth-friendly city “communicates with young people in places and through channels young people 
are familiar with and in a language they comprehend.” Some examples are:

▪  Social media that young people can use to contact relevant decision makers

▪  The City has a dedicated and regularly updated web page for young people

▪  Young people (e.g., through a Youth Council) co-create municipal communication channels

▪  The City trains municipal staff to provide reliable information to young people

▪  The City provides an umbrella structure for youth organizations and youth facilities for communication, 
networking, cooperation and coordination of youth activities in the city

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/services/children-and-families/you-said-we-did
https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/assets/Services-DCCS/children-young-peoples-plan-2022-25.pdf
https://nausika.eu/en/mapping/
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A N N U A L  M A S S  P U L S E  C H E C K    

Y O U T H  P A R T I C I P A T O R Y  B U D G E T I N G       

Youth Barometer

Published since 1994, the annual Youth Barometer in Finland has been one 
mechanism through which the government engages young people and keeps track 
of changes in values, attitudes, behaviours and other trends. The themes explored 
by the barometer change slightly each year, related, in part, to the hot topics of 
most relevance to young people aged 15 to 29. 

Valongo implemented its first youth participatory budget in 2014 as part of its 
broader initiative for a “more informed and more participatory community.” The main 
aims of the youth participatory budget are to promote positive youth development, 
deepen the dialogue between youth and the municipality, reinforce the democracy 
and transparency of municipal decisions, mix generations, and encourage young 
people to become more active in their communities. Every young person from the 
age of 6 can vote in the youth participatory budget, with implementation in all public 
schools, with particular emphasis on promoting the participation on schools located 
in rural districts. The Youth Participatory Budget has three categories: School, 
Extracurricular, and Generations (which encourages intergenerational initiatives). 
Young people submit ideas for projects within these categories, with the number 
of submissions growing each year and the budget increasing from 10,000 Euros to 
200,000 Euros (which funded 20 projects in 2021). 

Finland 

Valongo, Portugal  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.youthresearch.fi/research-projects/youth-barometer
https://nausika.eu/en/mapping/
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Youth Lead the Change

Youth Lead the Change (YLC) started in 2014 as an initiative for youth-led 
participatory budgeting in the City of Boston. The project goals of YLC are to: 
increase youth power; allow all voices to be heard; build stronger, safer and 
healthier communities; strengthen city-wide sense of pride, solidarity and equality; 
and, create pathways into civic life. Each year, the City of Boston invests one million 
dollars of the capital budget to YLC and empowers young people to decide how it 
will be spent in their communities. Youth pitch ideas, develop proposals and vote 
on three projects to be implemented. Examples of recent winning projects include: 
Plant trees and plants around the city; Improve the physical space of homeless 
shelters; Create an accessible youth Wi-Fi lounge in City Hall; Develop a space 
where people of all ages can come together and create all types of art; Expand 
Boston’s bike sharing system.

Boston, Massachusetts, United States 

P A R T I C I P A T I O N  I N  T H E 
M U N I C I P A L  B U D G E T    

City of Swansea Annual Budget Conversation with 
Children and Youth

Since 2013, the City of Swansea has held an “Annual Big Budget Conversation” with 
children and youth. Through this process, young people participate in workshops 
to explore budget proposals and have taken part in a range of financial decisions 
related to education services, care services for older people and disabled adults, 
cultural services, highways and transport services, and future spending. All input is 
reported back to City Council for consideration and children and youth are provided 
feedback about how their input has been taken into account. 

Swansea, Wales  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.boston.gov/departments/youth-engagement-and-advancement/youth-lead-change
https://www.childcomwales.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CCFW-FGCW-Report-_English_01.pdf
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I N T E G R A T I N G  U R B A N  P L A N N I N G 
I N T O  S C H O O L S    

M E A S U R E M E N T     

Planners in Classrooms 

Among the Guiding Principles of the City of Toronto’s Youth Engagement Strategy 
are: putting youth in positions of influence, building the capacity of youth, and 
going to where the youth are. This, combined with the City of Toronto Planning 
Department’s goal to make Toronto the most engaged city in North America, led 
to the inclusion of Planners in Classrooms, an educational outreach program, as 
one of the proposed actions in the strategy. The fundamental objective of Planners 
in Classrooms is to bring city planning out of City Hall and into Toronto schools, 
with the short-term aim of teaching younger generations about city planning and 
the long-term aim of mobilizing young people to feel more ownership over their 
communities and to engage in city planning throughout their lives.

Measuring Young People’s Participation in  
Decision-Making: What Young People Say 

Drawing upon research undertaken in Swansea (U.K.) to explore how young people 
aged 11 to 16 thought their participation in decision making should be measured, the 
article Measuring Young People’s Participation in Decision-Making focuses and reflects 
on the views of young people and the construction of a new participation measurement 
scale. The young people in Swansea identified three minimum standards for the 
development of a new scale: Easier to understand language – concise, non-technical, 
non-patronizing, no jargon; Simple and clean visuals – do not saturate it with graphical 
representations as it is often childish or irrelevant; Get rid of hierarchy – do not suggest, 
for example, that autonomous decision making is better than consultation. The young 
people did not see this as linear but rather as fluid – different modes for different times.

The youth from Swansea’s new scale includes:
▪  I am able to take action or make decisions myself
▪  I am able to take action or make decisions jointly with other people
▪  I am able to give my view and it affects actions or decisions that are made
▪  I am able to give my view but it does not affect action or decisions that are made
▪  I am unable to give my view or take any action

Toronto, Ontario   

Swansea, Wales  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/9151-YouthEngagementStrategy_FinalReport-accessible2_sm.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267513405_Measuring_Young_People%27s_Participation_in_Decision_Making_What_Young_People_Say
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E M P L O Y M E N T  P R O G R A M

M E C H A N I S M S  F O R  E M P L O Y M E N T

Youth WORX Program 

Youth WORX is an employment program for 16 to 24 year olds that provides a 
supportive work environment that offers 24 weeks with a paid job and life skills 
building. The program targets young people who are not in school and who are 
facing barriers to employment. A recent analysis of program participants found that 
51% had mental health issues, 48% had a learning disability, 48% did not graduate 
from high school, 44% lacked job experience, and 2% had a history of addictions. 
The City of Halifax funds the program but half of the program costs are offset by the 
fees that the program charges clients for the services provided by the participants. 
The employment part of the program has involved operating the Youth WORX café 
in the Sackville Sports Stadium, delivering and repairing green carts on behalf of the 
municipality, and working at the municipal Enviro Depot paper recycling services. 
The mentoring part of the program includes working alongside Youth WORX 
staff who provide guidance and coaching. The youth complete self-assessments 
throughout the program to monitor their own perceptions of the skills that they 
are gaining. Results have shown that participants experience an increase in all 
nine employability skills (e.g., confidence, stress management, time management, 
teamwork, accountability, adaptability, etc.).

Pathways and Summer Success Youth Internship Programs 

The Office of Youth and Families in New Orleans has a suite of what they refer to as 
their Signature Programs. This includes the: Junior Civic Leadership Academy, an 
8-week program that provides young people with an in-depth look at city government 
with hands-on demonstrations; the Mayor for a Day Contest in which the winners are 
sworn in and shadow the mayor for a day; as well as the Youth Advisory Council that 
provides feedback to City Council and City departments, organizes an annual youth 
summit, and leads a collective impact project. Also included in the suite of Signature 
Programs are two internship programs: Pathways Youth Internship Program, a year-
round workforce readiness program that seeks to mitigate child poverty, unemployment 
and recidivism by providing participants with paid work internships, workshops, case 
management, and mentoring; as well as Summer Success Internship Program: a 5 week 
summer program for at-risk and system-involved youth which aims to increase financial 
stability, employment access, and positive social supports for participants. 

Halifax, Nova Scotia   

New Orleans, Louisiana   
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S O C I A L  E N T R E P R E N E U R S H I P 

DropOuts

Founded in 2014, DropOuts is a social enterprise advertising agency that only 
employs young people who have difficulty entering the labour market due to 
dropping out of school or due to a physical disability. While the agency is focused 
on young people between the ages of 18 to 30, there may be components of this 
approach that could inform initiatives for younger age cohorts. DropOuts aims to 
employ youth for a maximum of three years, after which the company helps them 
to move on to another employer. New employees are often recruited through 
cooperation with the City of Amsterdam. Many of DropOuts clients are companies 
that need to meet the social return investment (5% of revenue) that the City of 
Amsterdam sets in procurement processes.

Amsterdam Impact 

Amsterdam Impact is the City of Amsterdam’s initiative to nurture social 
entrepreneurship in the city and to transform the whole economy into one that creates 
both social and financial value. Part of Amsterdam Impact includes integrating impact 
entrepreneurship into the curriculum at all levels to help build a generation with skills to 
make a difference. In 2021, Amsterdam Impact developed a six-lesson series on social 
and sustainable entrepreneurship for 500 children ages 9 to 12. Amsterdam Impact also 
co-founded 1,260 places in Futureproof, a nation-wide program for 16 to 27 year olds to 
gain entrepreneurial skills and work experience within impact businesses. In 2022, the 
City of Amsterdam joined the City Deal Entrepreneurship, a network of 80 organizations 
to strengthen the Dutch impact entrepreneurship ecosystem to accelerate the transition 
to a more sustainable and inclusive economy.

Amsterdam, Netherlands    

Amsterdam, Netherlands    
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https://www.iamsterdam.com/en/business/amsterdam-impact
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Tips for Engagement: Relationships are Critical for Participation  
https://www.yacwa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/2643_MeasuretheMagic_001.pdf 

Practical Guide to Including Seldom-Heard Children and Young People in Decision-Making  
https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/24470/1/PracticalGuieSeldomHeardChildren.pdf 

Child and Youth Participation – Options for Action  
https://ciudadesamigas.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/CFCI_Child_and_Youth_Participation_-_Options_for_Action.pdf 

Knocking on the Door: Youth Civic Engagement and Its Impact on Social Connectedness and Wellness  
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fec97c81c227637fcd788af/t/636c9ec36328e25b234bd5fc/1668062919450/
CivicEngagementReport_V8.pdf 

Involving Young People in Civic Matters: Supplementary Guide  
https://www.edmonton.ca/public-files/assets/document?path=PDF/Involving-Young-People-Guide.pdf 

The Municipal Youth Engagement Handbook  
https://www.ubcm.ca/sites/default/files/2022-03/LGAW%20FCM%20-%20Municipal%20Youth%20Engagement%20Handbook.pdf 

Authentic Youth Civic Engagement: A Guide for Municipal Leaders  
https://rhyclearinghouse.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/docs/19733-Authentic_Youth_Civic_Engagement.pdf 

Encouraging Children’s Participation in Municipal Services and Projects: Framework  
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretssocials/sites/default/files/arxius-documents/encouraging-children-participation-municipal-
services-projects.pdf 

Participatory Budgeting Tool  
https://pbnetwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Welsh-Govt-PB-toolkit.pdf 

Block by Block Playbook – Toolkit that walks through every step of running a community Minecraft Workshop  
https://www.blockbyblock.org/playbook 

Matrix for Measuring Child Participation  
https://bibalex.org/baifa/Attachment/Documents/114976.pdf 

Child Participation Assessment Tool  
https://participationpool.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Council-of-Europe-2016-Child-Participation-Assessment-Tool.pdf 

Are We Making a Difference? Understanding the Leading Practices in Youth Volunteerism and Service  
https://youthrex.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/youthinnovation-report_final_lr.pdf

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.yacwa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/2643_MeasuretheMagic_001.pdf 
https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/24470/1/PracticalGuieSeldomHeardChildren.pdf 
https://ciudadesamigas.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/CFCI_Child_and_Youth_Participation_-_Options_f
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fec97c81c227637fcd788af/t/636c9ec36328e25b234bd5fc/166806291
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5fec97c81c227637fcd788af/t/636c9ec36328e25b234bd5fc/166806291
https://www.edmonton.ca/public-files/assets/document?path=PDF/Involving-Young-People-Guide.pdf  
https://www.ubcm.ca/sites/default/files/2022-03/LGAW%20FCM%20-%20Municipal%20Youth%20Engagement%20Ha
https://rhyclearinghouse.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/docs/19733-Authentic_Youth_Civic_Engagement
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretssocials/sites/default/files/arxius-documents/encouraging-child
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretssocials/sites/default/files/arxius-documents/encouraging-child
https://pbnetwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Welsh-Govt-PB-toolkit.pdf
https://www.blockbyblock.org/playbook
https://bibalex.org/baifa/Attachment/Documents/114976.pdf
https://participationpool.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Council-of-Europe-2016-Child-Participation-A
https://youthrex.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/youthinnovation-report_final_lr.pdf
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Can You Hear Me? The Right of Young Children to Participate in Decisions that Affect Them  
https://bibalex.org/baifa/Attachment/Documents/114976.pdf 

Child Engagement Toolkit  
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/9093-tcs-child-engagement-toolkit.pdf 

Involving Children in Decision Making: Your Quick Guide  
https://childcomm.tas.gov.au/ 

A Guide to the Effective Involvement of Children and Young People Resource Pack  
https://www.nwleics.gov.uk/files/documents/guide_to_involving_children_and_young_people/Guide%20to%20Involving%20
Children%20and%20Young%20People.pdf 

Youth Participation in Governance: Creating Youth Friendly Communities  
https://heartwood.ns.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/YouthGovernance.pdf 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://bibalex.org/baifa/Attachment/Documents/114976.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/9093-tcs-child-engagement-toolkit.pdf
https://childcomm.tas.gov.au/
https://www.nwleics.gov.uk/files/documents/guide_to_involving_children_and_young_people/Guide%20to%2
https://www.nwleics.gov.uk/files/documents/guide_to_involving_children_and_young_people/Guide%20to%2
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A Kid’s Guide to Building Great Communities: A Manual for Planners and Educators  
https://www.cip-icu.ca/Files/Resources/kidsguide.aspx 

The City at Eye Level for Kids  
https://thecityateyelevel.com/app/uploads/2019/06/eBook_CAEL_Kids_Book_Design_Kidsgecomprimeerd.pdf 

Placemaking with Children and Youth: Participatory Practices for Planning Sustainable Communities  
https://nyupress.org/9781613321003/placemaking-with-children-and-youth/ 

Co-Designing with Children: Collecting and Structuring Methods  
https://www.designsociety.org/publication/38546/Co-Designing+with+children%3A+Collecting+and+structuring+methods 

Designing Cities with Children and Young People: Beyond Playgrounds and Skate Parks  
https://www.routledge.com/Designing-Cities-with-Children-and-Young-People-Beyond-Playgrounds-and/Bishop-Corkery/p/
book/9781138890824# 

R E S E A R C H 

Child Led Participation: A Scoping Review of Empirical Studies  
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion/article/view/4921/4921 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.cip-icu.ca/Files/Resources/kidsguide.aspx
https://thecityateyelevel.com/app/uploads/2019/06/eBook_CAEL_Kids_Book_Design_Kidsgecomprimeerd.pdf
https://nyupress.org/9781613321003/placemaking-with-children-and-youth/
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Play: Brain growth and development, 
stress relief, and exercise. 

Quality play consists of a mix of indoor and 
outdoor, supervised and independent,  
free and structured, and solitary and  
social activity. 

Create and maintain spaces for all kinds of 
play, not just in designated play places. 

Consider how age, preferences, time, cost 
and inclusivity affect participation in play. 

Ensure access to play through independent 
mobility, itself a form of play. 
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Children and youth are hardwired for play-- if the conditions 
allow for it, they will. Play includes a wide range of activities 
from sports, games, and music; to beach days and snow forts; 
or building blocks and drawing. It can be guided, supervised, 
scheduled, and structured, or it can be unstructured “free” 
play.  It can also be a social activity or experienced on  
one’s own. 

“Playing is fun because you can 
choose what you want to play and 
who you want to play with. Play is 
when we can do what we want and 
not what grownups tell us.”1

E A R LY  Y E A R S

35% of 5 year olds 
played on average 
outside in their 
neighbourhood in the 
past 6 months7 

55% of Grade 5 
students in BC are 
driven to school8 

18% of adolescents (Gr 8-12) 
are meeting the Canadian 
physical activity guidelines 
for this age group9 

Peers and social opportunities remain 
important from early childhood 
through adolescence. Choice and 
control are both common themes 
across age groups.

As children age, they seek more 
privacy and independence with 
less adult intervention and more 
opportunities to develop their 
social identity.

Adolescence tend to have a 
higher skill level based on life 
experience and are often allowed 
more freedom, however often feel 
more pressure from school, work, 
and household responsibilities.

M I D D L E  C H I L D H O O D A D O L E S C E N C E

▪   Outdoor play is the preferred play space for young 
people of all ages. 

▪   89% of children prefer outdoor play to watching TV.2

▪   Outdoor play has shown to promote a wider diversity 
of play and longer play periods.3 

▪   Play and children’s independent mobility are interconnected. 
Children who are able to get to places on their own are 
more likely to meet up with friends to play, play outdoors 
more often, and have increased physical activity.4,5

▪   In children’s independent mobility, the child chooses the 
type, speed, direction, and even the destination of their 
travel, with adults either absent or following. Independent 
mobility is play in its own right. “Adults forget how fun it is to 
just roam around.”5

▪   Child friendly communities need better provision for walking, 
cycling, and traffic management and improved connectivity 
between key destinations.6 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S



S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

W H Y

T R E N D S  I N  P L A Y

6 9

P L A Y

P U B L I C  S P A C E 
F O R  P L A Y

C H I L D R E N ’ S 
A C T I V E 
T R A V E L  A N D 
I N D E P E N D E N T 
M O B I L I T Y 

I N D O O R  P L A Y, 
A T  H O M E  A N D 
O N  S C R E E N S  

S T R U C T U R E D 
A N D 
S U P E R V I S E D 
P L A Y 

Compared to previous generations, children are spending less time playing, in part due to 
increased time and weight given to schooling and other adult-directed activities.10,11

Children are seen as increasingly unwelcome in places that are not considered “child 
spaces” (e.g., playgrounds). Over three generations, diversity of play has declined, the 
number and types of places children play has declined, and the number of people that 
children meet up with in public spaces has declined.12

Compared to previous generations, children have smaller home ranges (the distance they 
can travel away from their home on their own during outdoor play).18 There has also been 
a decrease in active modes of travel to school over time.19 The average grade for Active 
Transportation for children on the Canadian Physical Activity report card since 2010 has 
been a D.20

Young people are spending more time at home, indoors, and on screens.13,14,15 No age 
cohort of Canadian children is meeting the screen time guidelines, this is linked to lower 
levels of physical activity and reduced sleep.16 

Unstructured play is critical for children’s social and physical development.25 Its decline 
is partially due to overly protective parenting, play structures, and environments, and 
coincides with more prescriptive play (e.g., Lego sets that tell you what to make), and 
more supervised and scheduled play.13 Structured play is important for positive child and 
youth development, however a balance must be struck between organized activities and 
informal play where young people are free to enjoy themselves without adult control. 
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“We are continuously learning that play  
is really essential for kids – it’s not just  
an afterthought or an accessory”21 

– Dr. Hirsh-Pasek 

Play is so fundamental to child development that it is included 
in Article 31 of the United Nations Conservation on the Rights 
of the Child.22 Play is a uniquely all-in-one opportunity to 
promote the social-emotional, cognitive, language and self-
regulation skills that build executive function and a prosocial 
brain.23 Play fosters flexible and creative thinking, provides 
opportunities to encounter and solve real problems, and 
enables the building and demonstration of competence.24,25,26 

Play makes young people happy. Studies have shown that the 
highest levels of happiness occur when young people are out 
of school and playing with friends. Play also protects children 
from mental health issues. Socially active leisure time during 
adolescence is related to better long-term mental health.27

The Canadian Public Health Association released a position 
statement in 2019 on unstructured play as a child’s right as well 
as a critical component to child well-being.28 Unstructured play 
enables children’s agency and control over their experience 
and requires initiative-taking. Adults can limit play due to their 
own time constraints, noise level preference, energy levels, 
and perception of risk.29 Adults who constrain play go beyond 
parents and caregivers. “Containing Children: Some Lessons on 
Planning for Play from New York City” explains that playgrounds 
are a 20th century invention created by adults to keep 
children off the street.30 Playgrounds are a kind of structured, 
prescriptive play and generally present a narrow range of play 
options, separate children from daily community life and fail to 
satisfy the complexity of children’s development needs.30

Taking risk is a typical part of growing up, exploring limits, 
and testing abilities. It is also important for child and youth 
development and well-being.31,32 Many young people today 
are growing up in a world full of fear and risk aversion which is 
resulting in over protection.31 Risk aversion is leading to a safe-
at-all-costs mentality which is resulting in young people who 
have never explored risk and uncertainty on their own terms, 
have little idea of what they can and cannot do, and lack skills 
in risk assessment.32,33 

There is a difference between risk and hazard. For example, 
for young children, bushes that provide children to hide or “get 
lost” in are part of risky play but a rusted out slide is a hazard 
that should be removed.32 Risky play proponents encourage 
play environments that are “as safe as necessary” as opposed 
to “as safe as possible”.33 Rather than focusing on eliminating 
all risk, the goal should be to build the capacity of children and 
youth to assess risk and manage it.

Children deliberately put themselves into moderately fear-
inducing conditions in play. That is what makes play fun. If too 
little fear is induced in play, the activity is boring; but, if too 
much is induced, it is no longer fun, it is terrifying. Nobody but 
the child knows the right dose which is why all such play must 
be self-directed and self-controlled.34
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Children’s independent mobility is interconnected with 
unstructured play and, as such, unlocks the same kinds of 
benefits in relation to increased physical activity, increased 
creativity, increased sociability, and increased agency.35,36

“The ability for a child to travel 
without supervision directly  
impacts the level of access  
children have to play.”4 

Research shows that children who are able to get to places on 
their own are more likely to meet up with friends to play, play 
outdoors more often and have increased physical activity.4,5

In fact, independent mobility is play in its own right.5

Children’s independent mobility has been positively associated 
with psychological well-being, better spatial awareness 
and orientation, improved risk assessment and decision-
making, stronger self-esteem, and a mastery over their 
environment.37,38,39,40,41

Parents and children who use active modes of travel report 
more positive emotions than passive travelers.42 Providing more 
independent mobility options for diverse community members, 
including children, is a planning strategy that will lead to  
happier cities.43

Brain Development: A brain that is given opportunities for 
play and exploration is more resilient and can adapt better in 
unknown environments and unexpected situations.44 The first 
12 years of life are critical for brain development, with ages 
0-3 being especially crucial as well as when humans enter 
adolescence.45 

Stress Relief: In the presence of childhood adversity, play 
becomes even more important due to its ability to regulate 
the body’s stress response, instilling a sense of control and 
calm.23,46 Play therapy is frequently used to treat children who 
have experienced complex trauma such as neglect and abuse – 
a testament to its critical role in healing and supporting mental 
well-being. 

Physical Activity: Play is one of the main ways in which 
children engage in physical activity, something associated with 
higher levels of well-being and stress reduction.47,48,49,50 

▪   Early Years: physical activity benefits cognitive development 
e.g., improved self-esteem, and lower levels of aggression.51 

▪   Middle Childhood: physical activity is linked to fewer 
symptoms of depression and behavioural disorders over 
time.52,53,54 

▪   Adolescence: physical activity is a promising form of mental 
health promotion.48

Time Outdoors: Exposure to natural environments benefits 
the mental well-being of all age groups, reducing blood 
pressure, reducing the production of stress hormones, and 
increasing feelings of calm and improved mood.55,56,57,58,59 It is 
also associated with lower levels of aggression, anger, stress, 
anxiety, and improved life satisfaction.60,61,62
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C R E A T E  A  S T R A T E G Y

Plan for Play in Barcelona’s Public Spaces 

The City of Barcelona has created a strategy that aims to move from a city with playgrounds 
to a playable city. Actions range from removing signs that deter play to a Let’s Play in the 
Square initiative (recreational suggestions to encourage people to get together). Milestones 
outlined in the plan include ensuring 100% of refurbished areas are certified as inclusive and 
increasing opportunities for play with challenges especially designed for older children and 
adolescents (e.g., ziplines). 

Everywhere, Any Day, You can Play! Dublin Play Strategy  

Dublin City Council released a municipal play strategy in 2022 that is grounded in children’s 
right to play, as well as in children’s autonomy for play and mobility. The strategy was created 
through an extensive engagement initiative with children, as well as an audit of current 
opportunities to play. Actions include ensuring that a reasonable percentage of public art involves 
playful interactive elements, supporting and encouraging the development of play-friendly 
neighborhoods, understanding the value of informal sports, and creating  
“play lounges.” 

Barcelona, Spain

Dublin, Ireland 

RURAL/SMALL TOWN

URBAN/MID-SIZED COMMUNITY

INTERNATIONAL

LEGEND

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://bcnroc.ajuntament.barcelona.cat/jspui/bitstream/11703/116054/1/Play Plan_BCN_eng.pdf
https://www.dublincity.ie/sites/default/files/2022-10/Play Strategy 2022.pdf
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S T R A T E G Y  A N D 
P L A N N I N G  G U I D A N C E 

Ghent: Child-Friendly City 

Ghent was among the first Flemish cities to be awarded “Child-Friendly City” status. 
The City asked young people how to make it better, they identified three things: 
more green areas, more spaces to play, and fewer cars. Ghent’s Child Friendly 
Action Plan contains 180 actions across all municipal departments. 

The New London Plan and Making London Child-Friendly  

The most recent Official Community Plan for London puts children and youth’s 
needs for play and independent mobility at the heart of spatial development. The 
Plan provides planning actions such as requiring residential developments likely to 
be sued by children and youth to provide at least 10 square metres of place space 
per child that is free, well-designed, accessible, inclusive, stimulating, and affords 
play for different age cohorts, including adolescents. The Plan also requires all 33 
boroughs to update their play strategies (originally required in the previous London 
Plan) to address unstructured play beyond playgrounds, as well as children’s 
independent mobility. 

Ghent, Belgium

London, England 

Sheffield Green and Open Space Strategy 2010-2030 

Led by the Department of Landscape, the Strategy aims to improve the quality of Green 
and Open spaces and to green more of the city. Actions include developing a 20-year 
sustainability plan across the full range of play provisions, creating a City Play Working 
Group, developing key spaces for natural play, and involving children as partners in the 
development process. 

Sheffield, England

This document can be supplied in alternative formats,
please contact:

Sheffield City Council 
Parks and Countryside

Tel: 0114 250 0500
www.sheffield.gov.uk

This document is printed
on 80% recycled paper

When you have finished with
this document please recycle it

100%
DP6690
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C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://stad.gent/sites/default/files/page/documents/Ghent%20summary%20action%20plan%20child%20and%20youth%20friendly%20cities.pdf 
https://stad.gent/sites/default/files/page/documents/Ghent%20summary%20action%20plan%20child%20and%20youth%20friendly%20cities.pdf 
http://Official Community Plan for London
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/docs/parks-sport-and-recreation/parks-countryside-service/green-and-open-space-strategy-2010-2030.pdf
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A S S E S S M E N T  A N D 
E V A L U A T I O N  

N A T U R A L I Z A T I O N  O F  
P L A Y  S P A C E S 

In the book Urban Playground, author and play expert Tim Gill highlights the need to 
“Measure what we value not value what we measure.” Rather than measuring playgrounds 
using checklists based on the presence and safety of play equipment, assessments of 
the richness and variety of play, suitability of location, and quality of design should be 
considered. He developed a list of indicators based on categories including: 

Well-designed play areas offer children opportunities to practice skills that affect 
their physical, intellectual, social and emotional development. Research shows  
that design features influence how children play and interact with each other.  
A study observing over 100 preschoolers found that children play according to 
the information they receive from the equipment. When using manufactured, fixed 
equipment, children often play in less creative and more repetitive ways. These 
designs also result in “parallel play” where children play beside each other but not 
with their peers. In contrast, play areas with vegetation, different landforms, and 
loose materials, result in a larger variety of play types. The more natural elements in 
a play area, the more cognitively complex play typically occurs. 

Count What Counts

Play Preferences of Preschoolers in Outdoor Play Areas 

I  W A L K / C Y C L E

I  H A V E  P E A C E  A N D 
Q U I T E  O U T D O O R S

I  H A V E  A  P I C N I C  W I T H 
F R I E N D S  A N D  F A M I LY

C A T E G O R Y E X A M P L E  O F  I N D I C A T O R

% of children walking or cycling to public amenities; Presence of sidewalks in 
neighbourhoods; Presence of traffic calming measures

% of streets with decibel levels above the standard 55dB; 
% of neighbourhood tree cover 

$ of parks at the neighbourhood-level with free public drinking water, 
toilets and other facilities for families 

Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Early Childhood Education Journal 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01358-7

Play Preferences of Preschoolers According to the Design of Outdoor 
Play Areas

Sebnem Cetken‑Aktas1  · Serap Sevimli‑Celik1,2 

Accepted: 9 May 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2022

Abstract
The aim of this study was to examine the design features of six outdoor play areas and the play preferences of children using 
these areas. Through the behavior mapping method, 102 preschoolers were observed for 3 days during their hour-long out-
door play time. The Playground’s Physical Characteristics Scale and Play Observation Form were utilized for observations. 
It was indicated that manufactured fixed equipment primarily dominated the observed play areas and play types of children. 
Functional/parallel play was the most commonly observed play type within areas with manufactured fixed equipment. How-
ever, different cognitive and social play types were observed in areas that included natural elements, open area, and loose 
materials. Thus, it was indicated that there is need for change from a traditional design mind-set regarding play areas, to 
more child-centered designs where the needs and inputs of children are taken into consideration during the design process.

Keywords Play observation · Preschoolers · Behavior mapping · Cognitive play · Social play

Introduction

Play, as one of the essential parts of everyday life of chil-
dren, involves a wide range of behaviors and interactions 
which reflect children’s purpose and meaning (Wood, 2014). 
Through different forms of play, including functional, pre-
tend, constructive, or rough and tumble play, children can 
reflect their identities as well as express themselves through 
personal statements about who they are and who they want 
to be (Johnson et al., 2005). While children are making 
such statements, their play is influenced by a variety of 
social, cultural, and environmental factors (Gaskins et al., 
2006; Göncü et al., 2007; Roopnarine & Davidson, 2015; 
Wood, 2014). For example, the involvement of teachers or 
parents (Devi et al., 2018; Ferrara et al., 2011; Lin & Li, 

2018; Trawick-Smith & Dziurgot, 2010), play affordances 
and materials within the environment (Gibson, 1977; Har-
tle, 1996; Hartle & Johnson, 1993; Heft, 1997), and chil-
dren’s personal characteristics (Hartle & Johnson, 1993; 
Sandseter & Kennair, 2011), can contribute to the way chil-
dren utilize the available play materials and features which 
ultimately influence their play behaviors. Particularly, the 
physical environment where children play, run, jump, climb, 
and/or slide is important not only in supporting children’s 
growth, development, and learning but also in supporting a 
wide range of play types (Moore, 2006). Thus, children can 
test their limits and learn new skills within environments 
which provide them opportunities to explore and experiment 
(DeBord et al., 2002; Johnson et al., 2005; Rivkin, 1997; 
Sandseter, 2009).

Considerations regarding the design of play environ-
ments, specifically outdoors, can maximize play opportuni-
ties while also encouraging different types of play to take 
place. For Woolley and Lowe (2013), the physical charac-
teristics of play environments and their included materials, 
greatly affect the value of children’s play. For example, if 
a play area follows a traditional design and only includes 
manufactured equipment such as swings, slides, and see-
saws, then children’s play may become less creative and 
solely functional (Dyment & O’Connell, 2013; Refshauge 
et al., 2013). According to Frost (2008), although traditional 
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https://www.routledge.com/Urban-Playground-How-Child-Friendly-Planning-and-Design-Can-Save-Cities/Gill/p/book/9781859469293
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A D D R E S S  B A R R I E R S 

My City Too 

My City Too is a project that was done in Toronto by 
EcoKids and 8 80 Cities. The project involved reviewing 
academic studies and policy documents, interviewing 
experts, and engaging children and caregivers to learn 
about barriers in Toronto and ideas to address them. 10 
main recommendations were developed regarding child-led 
inclusive play; safe, healthy playful streets; and child-centred 
decision-making. 

How to Build Public Spaces for Teen Girls

Research shows that the way formal play areas are arranged 
often suit boys’ preferences more than girls’. Girls tend to 
play in places where they feel welcome and when space is 
not claimed by other groups such as boys or older teenagers. 
Girls are often less active when other groups are present 
because of differences in play preferences as well as 
safety issues. Some solutions include raising awareness of 
disparities and the reasons for differences, addressing traffic 
safety, improving social safety, and using more thoughtful 
design to promote inclusion. 

Toronto, Ontario 

Belgium & United Kingdom

In 2019 the NGO Kind and Samenleving in Belgium 
focused on girls in public space, working to develop 
tips and design principles to make public space more 
accessible. Material use, lighting, shelter, seating, and 
concepts such as “a place for imagination” and “landscape 
thinking” were covered in their report. 

An architect with MUF, a female-led architecture collective 
in the U.K., has designed spaces with gender equity 
in mind, including elements such as playable bridges, 
hammocks, and lounge chairs. The team aims to give 
teenage girls freedom in the city. 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://880cities.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/My-City-Too.pdf
https://k-s.be/ruimte-omgeving/publieke-ruimte/publication-girls-and-public-space/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-05-28/we-need-more-public-space-for-teen-girls
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R E P U R P O S I N G  
P U B L I C  S P A C E 

G R E E N  S P A C E S  A N D 
R I S K  I N  P L A Y 

Hackney Play Streets 

Hackney, a borough of London, launched a Play Streets pilot 
in 2015, where residential streets are closed to through traffic 
for a few hours to allow for play. As of 2022, Hackney has 60 
Play Streets, and evaluation of the program has found that 
they have increased play, resulted in minimal disruption to 
local traffic, and encountered very little local opposition. 

Lessons from Freiburg   

For decades, the City of Freiburg has been installing public 
playgrounds that make extensive use of slopes, logs, 
boulders, plants, sand and other natural features. These 
play areas have more hazards than typical playgrounds, but 
children learn to take more care and responsibility for their 
safety in the nature play spaces, and accident rates have not 
increased. 

London, England

Freiburg, Germany

Credit: Reiselfeld, Freiburg, Lindsey Houston

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://hackney.gov.uk/play-streets
http://wp.hackneyplay.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Final-full-evaluation-report.pdf
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M E S S A G I N G 

C R E A T I N G  S A F E  A C T I V E 
T R A V E L  N E T W O R K S 

Parks Campaign- Get Outside 

The New York City Parks Department launched an  
ad campaign in February 2023 to encourage residents of all 
ages to enjoy the outdoors in Winter. The campaign included 
art with slogans such as “More Green, Less Screen” and 
“Stroll, don’t Scroll.”

Playable Networks in a Rural Town  

Griesheim is considered by some to be the first playable town 
in Germany. In response to children stating that their routes 
to school were boring, the Town conducted engagement 
with children to identify 101 routes that are important for 
children’s travel network. Over the course of three years, the 
routes were completed and designed with children so that 
each route has a distinct character, surface, wayfinding, and 
a playable object. The only criteria for the playable object 
was that it had to be ambiguous to allow for a variety of play. 
75% of primary school survey respondents rated the project a 
positive improvement to the town. 

New York City, USA

Griesheim, Germany 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.nycgovparks.org/news/press-releases?id=22047
https://www.childinthecity.org/2017/02/24/how-a-small-town-in-germany-became-a-model-for-the-playable-city/


S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

7 8

S T R U C T U R E D  P L A Y 
A C T I V I T I E S

Municipal Leadership for Afterschool 

The report Municipal Leadership for Afterschool profiles 
27 cities in the United States to look at city-led efforts to 
build afterschool and out-of-school time systems. Each 
city made progress on six “action elements” for system 
building: (1) Multi-year planning; (2) Expanding participation; 
(3) Committed leadership; (4) Reliable information; (5) 
A commitment to quality; and, (6) A public or private 
coordinating entity. The report looks at the role of Mayor and 
Council, city departments, School Superintendents, and other 
stakeholders required in out-of-school time system building. 
Moving from individual afterschool programs to out-of-school 
time system building resulted in more sustainable approach 
to providing opportunities for positive youth development. 

Cardiff Passport to the City 

Cardiff Passport to the City is a partnership between the 
City of Cardiff and Cardiff University to develop a “passport” 
program to ensure all children in Cardiff can access a 
broad range of extracurricular experiences. Amenities and 
experiences in the program include parks and open spaces, 
leisure, sports, recreation, arts and culture, and city centre 
attractions. Children and youth can also submit ideas and 
activities to be considered for inclusion in the program.  
Participants receive credits in relation to their participation, 
with a gathering at the end of the year in a graduation style 
event. The program has helped build a sense of local pride 
and belonging in the city, with over 400 participants in the 
pilot project and City Council committing to expand the 
project to ensure inclusion of children from all backgrounds. 

Various Municipalities, USA

Cardiff, Wales 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://wallacefoundation.org/report/municipal-leadership-afterschool-citywide-approaches-spreading-across-country-citywide
https://www.cardiffpassporttothecity.co.uk/en/
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Playful Cities Toolkit. Reclaiming Play in Cities  
https://www.arup.com/perspectives/publications/research/section/playful-cities-toolkit-resources-for-reclaiming-play-in-cities 

Play Sufficiency: Toolkit for Local Authorities 
https://www.gov.wales/play-sufficiency-toolkit 

Neighbourhood Evaluation and Engagement: Place Standard Tools 
https://www.ourplace.scot/place-standard-tool-children-and-young-people 

Checklist: Teen-Friendly Parks  
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003108658/urban-playground-tim-gill 

Municipal Action Guide: Cities Connecting Children to Nature  
https://eadn-wc04-796033.nxedge.io/cdn/wp-content/uploads/CCCN-Municipal-Action-Guide_webready.pdf  

Framework: Cycling Cities for Infants, Toddlers and Caregivers  
https://bycs.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Cycling-Cities-for-Infants-Toddlers-Caregivers.pdf 

Tool: Making it Possible to Do Play Sufficiency: Exploring the Conditions that Support Local Authorities to Secure Sufficient 
Opportunities for Children in Wales to Play.  
https://eprints.glos.ac.uk/10160/7/10160-Russell-(2020)-Making-it-possible-to-do-play.pdf 

Information Sheet: Mental Well-Being and Play  
https://www.playengland.org.uk/ 

Video: Do Young Girls Have Enough Public Spaces?  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bXOy-Z8AiX8

Guide: Routes to Play: A Guide for Local Authorities  
https://www.playaustralia.org.au/sites/default/files/LibraryDownloads/Routes%20to%20play%20UK.pdf 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.arup.com/perspectives/publications/research/section/playful-cities-toolkit-resources-for
https://www.gov.wales/play-sufficiency-toolkit 
https://www.ourplace.scot/place-standard-tool-children-and-young-people 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003108658/urban-playground-tim-gill 
https://eadn-wc04-796033.nxedge.io/cdn/wp-content/uploads/CCCN-Municipal-Action-Guide_webready.pdf  
https://bycs.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Cycling-Cities-for-Infants-Toddlers-Caregivers.pdf 
https://eprints.glos.ac.uk/10160/7/10160-Russell-(2020)-Making-it-possible-to-do-play.pdf 
https://www.playengland.org.uk/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bXOy-Z8AiX8
https://www.playaustralia.org.au/sites/default/files/LibraryDownloads/Routes%20to%20play%20UK.pdf 
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Design Ideas: Where do the Children Play?  
https://issuu.com/citiesforplay/docs/child_friendly_cities_natalia_krysiak?utm_medium=referral&utm_source=www-citiesforplay-
com.filesusr.com 

Streets for Kids Design Guide  
https://globaldesigningcities.org/streets-for-kids/ 

Proximity of Care Design Guide  
https://www.proximityofcare.com/ 

Access to and Quality of Neighbourhood Public Open Space and Children’s Mental Health Outcomes  
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/19/11/6780 

Play Sufficiency: A Case Study.  
https://ludicology.com/store-room/play-sufficiency-a-case-study/ 

Report: Building Cities Fit for Children  
https://timrgill.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/wcmt-report-2020-02-04.pdf 

Child-Friendly Urban Design. Observations on Public Space from Eindhoven and Jerusalem  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23748834.2019.1586327 

Influences of Neighbourhood Built Environments on the Outdoor Free Play of Young Children  
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36534228/ 

Influences of neighbourhood Built Environments on the Outdoor Free Play of Young Children  
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36534228/ 

It’s Not Just about ‘More’: A Research Project Exploring Satisfaction with Opportunities to Play for Children in Two Welsh 
Neighbouring Communities.  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/21594937.2017.1288393

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://issuu.com/citiesforplay/docs/child_friendly_cities_natalia_krysiak?utm_medium=referral&utm_s
https://issuu.com/citiesforplay/docs/child_friendly_cities_natalia_krysiak?utm_medium=referral&utm_s
https://globaldesigningcities.org/streets-for-kids/ 
https://www.proximityofcare.com/ 
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/19/11/6780 
https://ludicology.com/store-room/play-sufficiency-a-case-study/ 
https://timrgill.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/wcmt-report-2020-02-04.pdf 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23748834.2019.1586327 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36534228/ 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36534228/ 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/21594937.2017.1288393
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Urban Playground: How Child-Friendly Planning and Design can Save Cities by T. Gill.  
https://www.routledge.com/Urban-Playground-How-Child-Friendly-Planning-and-Design-Can-Save-Cities/Gill/p/
book/9781859469293 

How to Grow a Playspace: Development and Design  
https://www.routledge.com/How-to-Grow-a-Playspace-Development-and-Design/Masiulanis-Cummins/p/book/9781138907065 

1.  McInnes, K. and Birdsey, N. “Understanding play: The perceptions and children, adolescents, parents and teachers.” in Barnett, L.A. (ed.) 
Play of Individuals and Societies. Inter-Disciplinary Press. Oxford, 2014. 

2. FKY. IKEA’s Play Report. Family Kids and Youth. London, 2015.

3.  Dowdell, K., et. al. “Nature and its influence on children’s outdoor play.” Journal of Outdoor and Environmental Education.” 15(2). January 
2011: 24-35.

4. ARUP. Cities Alive. Towards a Walking World. ARUP. London, UK, June 2016.

5.  EcoKids. My City Too: Advancing Outdoor Free Play and Independent Mobility as Cornerstones of a More Child Friendly Toronto. 8 80 
Cities. Toronto, November 2019.

6.  Monaghan, J. “Engagement of children in developing healthy and child-friendly places in Belfast.” Cities and Health. 3(1-2). February 2019: 
29-39.

7. Human Early Learning Partnership. Childhood Experiences Questionnaire: BC Summary Report 2021. 2021.

8. Human Early Learning Partnership. The Middle Development Instrument 2021-2022. 2022

9.  McCreary Centre Society. Balance and Connection in BC: The Health and Well-Being of Our Youth: Results of the 2018 BC Adolescent 
Health Survey. 2019. 

10.  Gray, P. “The decline of play and the rise of psychopathology in children and adolescents.” American Journal of Play. 3(4). Spring 2011: 443-
63.

11.  Frost, J.L. A History of Children’s Play and Play Environments: Toward a Contemporary Child-Saving Movement. 1st edition. Routledge. New 
York, 2009.

12. Woolley, H. Urban Open Spaces. Taylor and Francis. New York, 2003.

13.  Karesten, L. “It all used to be better? Different generations on continuity and change in urban children’s daily use of space.” Children’s 
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Ireland, 2009.
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19.  Fabri, E., et. al. Investigation of Supportive Policy for Active School Travel: Evidence-Based Recommendations for Policies to Promote 
Active Transportation for School Journeys. Human Environments Analysis Lab (Western University), Green Communities Canada, Ontario 
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20.  ParticipACTION. Lost and Found. Pandemic-Related Challenges and Opportunities for Physical Activity. 2022 ParticipACTION Report Card 
on Physical Activity for Children and Youth. ParticipACTION. Canada, 2022.

21.  Quote is from Dr. Hirsh-Pasek, co-author of a report from the Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health and was 
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Safety includes both actual and perceived 
physical, psycho-social and environmental 
safety in all settings. 

Create public realm that is safe and that feels 
safe for children and youth. 

Address all forms of bullying, abuse  
and discrimination. 

Reduce pollution, toxins, noise and other 
environmental health hazards. 

Support the needs and well-being of adults 
in children’s lives to ensure secure and 
supportive home and community environments. 

Implement policies that respond to larger 
societal threats like poverty, the increasing 
costs of living, increasing inequality, and 
climate change. 
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Safety is a very diverse concept and includes physical, 
psychological and social safety experienced at home and 
at school, in the neighbourhood and in the community, 
all couched within broader built, natural and geo-political 
environments. Among the top threats to childhood in Canada 
are unintentional and preventable injuries (e.g., transport 
injuries), systemic racism and discrimination, child abuse, 
poverty, bullying, pollutants, and climate change.1,2

“Children’s specific vulnerability 
and social status within society 
imposes a heightened duty on 
governments and policy-makers to 
make sustained efforts to effectively 
protect children from harm” and 
“from harm that interferes with the 
enjoyment of their rights”3

– The United Nations Convention on the Children and youth’s 
“conceptualization of safety [have] multiple dimensions…
being safe and feeling safe are two distinct, interrelated 
but sometimes non-concurrent experiences.”4 Fear is often 
intertwined with or based on one’s identity, be it based on 
race, class, ethnicity, culture, gender, religion, disability or age.5

C A R E G I V E R  A N D 
H O U S E H O L D  W E L L - B E I N G

C H I L D  A B U S E

B U L L Y I N G

The emotional security that comes from the attachment 
between a child and their parent or main caregiver is crucial 
to child development. This attachment is based on warm, 
satisfying, reliable, stable and trusting relationships.6 For 
children and youth to feel safe at home, their caregivers 
need to be functioning well and feeling safe, secure and 
supported themselves.7 This is connected to a wide range 
of supports for caregivers such as access to employment 
and parental leave policies, as well as food security, housing 
availability and affordability and other basic needs.8

Around 30% of Canadian adults report having experienced 
at least one type of child maltreatment before the age of 
fifteen.9,10 

Childhood bullying in Canada is of concern with a country 
global ranking of 23 out of 33 wealthy countries.11 Conflict 
is a natural part of human relationships as people grow and 
change.12 In conflict, “there may be some strong words used 
and lots of big feelings involved” but it generally stops with 
the realization that someone is getting hurt; whereas with 
bullying the goal is to hurt, harm or humiliate and there is a 
power differential, and the behaviour continues even with 
the realization of the damage it is doing.12,13

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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R A C I S MN E I G H B O U R H O O D  S A F E T Y

Racism “is a persistent threat to the lives of children and 
youth in Canada.”26

▪   30% of African youth in British Columbia reported that they 
have had experiences of racism.27 

▪   44% of First Nations people reported experiences of 
discrimination in the previous 5-year period, with 29% 
reporting that they perceived it was due to ethnicity, 
culture, and/or race.28

Systemic racism includes the policies and practices 
entrenched in established institutions which result in 
the exclusion or promotion of designated groups.29 The 
outcomes of systemic racism show up, for example, in an 
over-representation of Indigenous children in the BC child 
welfare system, outnumbering non-Indigenous children 
almost three to one; and while they represent 10% of the 
child population in BC, they make up 68% of children in 
care.30 Similar results emerge in the criminal justice system 
with 46% of 12 to 17-year-olds in Canada admitted to the 
corrections system in 2016-2017 being Indigenous despite 
making up only 8% of this age group across the country.31 
The negative impact of systemic racism is deep and cross 
cutting and also results in certain population groups fearing 
the societal systems and institutions that theoretically exist 
to protect all Canadians.31,32

A number of factors can make neighbourhoods feel 
less safe, including crime rates, graffiti, a lack of social 
cohesion, litter, poor lighting, sidewalks in disrepair, and 
heavy traffic.14,15 “Traffic is considered by young people to 
be the greatest danger of the fourth environment” (public 
spaces beyond the home, school and playground).16 In 
one study, when children were asked to create their ideal 
community, half of the models contained no streets or cars 
at all.17 UNICEF recently ranked Canada 23 out of 43 wealthy 
countries for child road traffic casualties and 41 out of 43 for 
CO2 emissions.18

The maintenance, design and qualities of the built 
environment are important factors in making a community 
feel safe or unsafe, influence how safe children feel and 
therefore impact what children feel that they can engage in 
(and what parents will allow their children to engage in).17

The more young people feel connected and supported by 
others in their neighbourhood, the stronger their sense of 
safety.20,21,22 A lack of social cohesion and connectedness can 
provoke fears of stranger danger which increases anxiety 
in parents and children.23 The risk of abduction in Canada is 
extremely rare, estimated by Public Safety Canada as one 
in 14 million.24 Ironically, “‘stranger danger’ concerns have 
resulted in increasing volumes of traffic, with corresponding 
increases in traffic-related dangers”, injuries and death.25

– Child Research Participant 

“The street is a place in which 
to die because cars drive at 
high speeds and don’t wait for 
you to cross.”17

“[when] children feel safe in 
their neighbourhood, they feel 
connected to place and are able 
to act autonomously within it.”14,19

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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G L O B A L  S A F E T YD I S C R I M I N A T I O N

Global issues that young people have identified impact 
their safety and security include broad concepts such 
as economy (e.g. recessions), ecology (e.g., droughts), 
inequality, health emergencies such as the COVID-19 
pandemic, war and terrorism.14,41,42 In 2020-2021, Grade 
11 respondents for the Youth Development Instrument 
identified their top ten concerns of the most important issues 
they believe are impacting Canada as: climate change, racial 
inequality, pollution, violence against women, hate crimes, 
loss of natural resources, gender inequality, violent crime, 
housing affordability and hate speech.43

The Raising Canada 2022 report cites racism and 
discrimination in the top 10 threats to childhood in Canada 
and identifies a wide range of the basis of discrimination 
experienced by young people, including race, ethnicity, 
culture, religion, sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, 
and disabilities.14

39% of students had experienced 
at least one form of discrimination 
in the past year: 32% of males 
versus 44% of females versus 62% 
of non-binary youth.33

– 2018 BC Adolescent Health Survey 

 
Age discrimination can be experienced across the age 
cohorts but is particularly felt by adolescents and youth 
who are often associated with anti-social behaviour and 
crime.34,35,36,37,38,39,40 on the British Crime Survey, 30% of 
adults surveyed identified “teenagers hanging around” as 
threatening anti-social behaviour; whereas young people 
saw “hanging around” as normal, pro-social behaviour and 
as a positive opportunity to enjoy some freedom away from 
adults (only 2% thought it was anti-social).34

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S



S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

W H Y

8 9

There is strong evidence that shows the link between 
safety and the mental wellness of children and 
youth.44,45,46,47 Safety impacts the mental well-being of young 
people because it denies them basic needs, impedes their 
participation in activities for healthy development, exposes 
them to unsafe situations; and, impacts their development 
at a cellular level.44,45,46,47

Toxic Stress is “severe, prolonged or repetitive adversity 
with a lack of the necessary nurturance or support to 
prevent an abnormal stress response”.48 Toxic stress during 
childhood can impact brain development and has been 
linked to depression, anxiety, behavioural problems, and 
poor coping skills.48,49 Studies have demonstrated that 
feelings of calm, peacefulness and safety have the highest 
correlation with lower levels of depression, anxiety, stress 
and self-criticism.50

Young people’s sense of control or lack of control over 
their own lives intertwines safety and mental well-being.51,52 
Studies show that children and youth are increasingly 
feeling a lack of personal control.53 These feelings are 
correlated with poor school achievement, helplessness, 
ineffective stress management, and depression.53 People 
who feel this way are also less likely to take responsibility 
for their own health, their futures, and their community.53,54

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  S A F E T Y 
T O  C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H 
M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G 

Feeling safe and secure at home is extremely important for 
child and youth mental well-being. Housing quality, frequent 
household mobility, struggling caregivers, violence, and 
financial insecurity all show a connection to levels of  
safety at home and poor mental well-being among  
young people.4,6,9,14,55,56

Of particular importance for the mental wellness of 
children and youth is attachment to their caregivers.57,58,59 
Attachment is an emotional closeness that has been 
proven to be key for the emotional well-being of young 
people.57,59,60,61 “Attachment allows children the ‘secure base’ 
necessary to explore, learn and relate, and the well-being, 
motivation and opportunity to do so. It is important for 
safety, stress regulation, adaptability and resilience.”57 

When young people do not have access to basic needs,  
this significantly impacts their mental wellness.8,62,63,64 
Poverty can permeate every aspect of children’s lives, 
including “fitting in” and “joining in” (social exclusion), fears 
of social difference and stigma, shame, and the impact of 
poverty on self-esteem, confidence and personal security.62 
Some research suggests that the negative impact of 
poverty can also be mitigated in early childhood through 
other measures such as strong attachment relationships 
with caregivers.65

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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V I O L E N C E N E I G H B O U R H O O D  S A F E T Y 

E N V I R O N M E N T A L  E X P O S U R E S 

In 2019 in Canada there were over 
69,000 child and youth victims of 
police-reported violence in  
Canada – though a report by 
Statistics Canada notes that 
police-reported data are likely an 
underestimation of the true extent of 
violence against young people.66

There is ample research showing the connection of violence 
in childhood to mental health problems, stress, emotional 
detachment, and suicide attempts.67,68,69,70,71 

Community Violence: depression, anxiety, PTSD, and 
aggression all have negative associations with exposure to 
community violence.72,73,74,75 Victimization, witnessing and even 
just hearing about community violence negatively impacts 
mental well-being.74

Bullying: There is a causal relationship between bullying 
victimization and anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, and 
substance use in childhood, and can have long-lasting effects 
into adulthood, including difficulty forming relationships, 
integrating into work and poor psychosocial adjustment.76,77,78,79 
The ability for the affects of bullying to endure into adulthood 
has been closely associated with poor mental health, 
particularly anxiety and depression.80,81,82,83 “The prevention of 
bullying behaviour in children and youth is an important factor 
for reducing the likelihood of future criminal activity.”84

Studies have found that:

▪   Children living in a neighbourhood with poor physical 
characteristics (e.g., dilapidated housing, few amenities, etc.) 
have greater odds of anxiety, depression and disruptive 
behaviour.85

▪   Factors such as lower crime and violence rates, stronger 
social cohesion, community spaces where people can 
socialise and other amenities, are associated with fewer 
depressive and anxiety symptoms in children and youth.86

Children suffer the effects of toxins more than adults do 
because children’s immune systems, brains, lungs and 
other organs are still developing.87 Children are also more 
vulnerable to toxins because of their smaller body mass 
and their weaker ability to break down and excrete toxic 
compounds.88 

▪   Air Pollution: Ample research shows an association 
between exposure to air pollutants during pregnancy 
and early childhood with psychological and behavioural 
problems.89,90,91,92,93 

▪   Noise Pollution: Environmental noise such as construction, 
street traffic and leaf blowers are also a major 
environmental problem. “Noise pollution is more than a 
nuisance. It’s a health risk.”94 Noise ranks only second to 
air pollution as the environmental exposure that is most 
harmful to public health.95 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S
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R A C I S M  &  D I S C R I M I N A T I O N G L O B A L  S A F E T Y 

Even young children can recognize and experience the 
effects of racism.96 The negative impacts of racism and 
perceived racism on children and youth include lower 
self-concept, internalizing symptoms, higher levels of 
hopelessness, substance use, risky sexual behaviour, and 
depression.96,97,98,99,100,101 

Positive racial and ethnic identities among children and youth 
has been associated with a buffering effect against racial and 
ethnic discrimination, preventing internalizing symptoms, and 
promoting higher levels of mental well-being.96,102,103,104,105 

Major life-time and day-to-day perceived discrimination 
based on age, gender, sexual orientation, religion, physical 
appearance, race, and/or ethnicity, have strong associations 
with lower mental well-being.106

The negative impact of discrimination can be mitigated when 
other protective factors are present. For example, a Canadian 
study found that youth with a disability do not report lower life 
satisfaction when a high sense of belonging is present, even if 
they experience discrimination.107

When young people view the world as a scary place, they live 
in a state of heightened fear and anxiety. A Canadian survey 
of 1,000 16 to 25 year-olds found that 56% were feeling afraid, 
sad, anxious and powerless about climate change and that 78% 
reported that it impacts their mental well-being.108 “Working 
toward a solution is the consensus approach to calming young 
people’s fears about the future…the key to addressing eco-
anxiety at any age, is “getting ‘unstuck’, losing that feeling of 
paralysis in the face of the problem’s magnitude.”109

of adolescents in BC 
always felt safe inside 

their home

of Grade 5 students in BC felt like there are safe 
places in their neighbourhood where they feel 

comfortable hanging out with friends111

of Grade 10-12 students in BC agree or  
strongly agree that climate change should  

be taken more seriously43

78%

76%

69%

always felt safe in 
their neighbourhood 

at night110 

65%
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C R E A T E  A  S T R A T E G Y

Community Safety and Well-Being Plan 

Municipalities in Ontario are mandated under the Police Services Act to develop a 
Community Safety and Well-Being Plan. The Ministry of Solicitor General provides a 
framework to help municipalities with plan development. The framework includes: Incident 
Response; Risk Intervention; Prevention; and, Social Development. The United Counties 
of Leeds and Grenville and the Town of Prescott decided to focus mostly on the Social 
Development realm. Through consultation with a variety of stakeholders 13 local priority risks 
were identified as impediments to Community Safety and Well-Being in Leeds, Grenville 
and Prescott. Three of these fall under the category of “Safety” (domestic violence, sexual 
assault, human trafficking). Three fall under the category of “Population Health” (physical 
health, mental health, substance use). The majority of the priority risks fall under the 
category of “Community Development” (poverty, basic needs and food security, income 
and employment, transportation, rural inclusion, early years, youth, seniors and Indigenous 
Peoples). All of the priority risks identified affect child and youth well-being but sometimes 
the plan refers specifically to these age groups. The word “children” occurs 73 times and 
the word “youth” 80 times in the 67-page document and the report highlights the need to 
monitor the Early Development Instrument. 

This section provides a glimpse of the “how.” It is meant to stimulate thought and 
discussion and provide inspiration rather than prescribing actions. The majority of 
examples included here are evidence-based, evaluated, have been implemented 
by several local governments and/or have continued to be implemented over time. 
They represent a mere fraction of the information and tools that are available. 
Ultimately, the “how” is always dependent on any given local context and its priority 
issues, opportunities, available assets, and what has been tried in the past.   

Leeds, Grenville, and Prescott, Ontario 

RURAL/SMALL TOWN

URBAN/MID-SIZED COMMUNITY

INTERNATIONAL

LEGEND

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

http://www.merrickville-wolford.ca/media/k2/attachments/FINAL_Community_Safety_and_Well-being_Leeds_Grenville-VD.pdf
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A D D R E S S  C H I L D  P O V E R T Y 
B Y  I N T E G R A T I N G  A C T I O N 
I N T O  O T H E R  P L A N S 

Combatting Child Poverty in Ghent   

Instead of having a child poverty reduction plan, the City of Ghent included child 
poverty as one of the key issues in its Child and Youth-Friendly City strategy 
and action plan. Ghent is considered one of the ultimate municipal champions 
of children and youth and has received the official label of a “Child-Friendly 
City.” This label has led to an even stronger commitment to children, with more 
investment in services, programs, and infrastructure, including organizational 
changes such as the appointments of a Child Secretary and a Director of Child 
Poverty. Examples of actions in the Plan include: income-related child care and 
affordable meals, strengthening youth welfare work, and developing family 
support teams to focus on the most deprived neighbourhoods. Ghent has 
also committed to investing 570 million Euros from 2020-2024 to tackle child 
poverty through this integrated municipal plan. 

Ghent, Belgium    

Thriving: The Child Poverty Strategy for Leeds 

The City of Leeds developed Thriving, its child poverty plan, in 2019 and renewed its 
commitment to the plan in 2022. The plan aligns with other municipal strategies such as 
Child Friendly Leeds, the Children and Young People Plan, the Future in Mind Strategy, 
and others. The priority of reducing poverty is also reflected in all City strategies such 
as the Inclusive Growth Strategy and the Joint Health and Well-Being Plan. Equality and 
diversity issues are considered throughout the work. The Plan includes the following 
fundamental principles: 

▪  All work needs to be informed by the knowledge of children, youth and caregivers 

▪  All projects need to work with a wide variety of partners 

▪  The focus is on changing structures, not individuals 

Leeds, United Kingdom  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://stad.gent/en/city-governance-organisation/city-policy/ghent-child-and-youth-friendly-city/most-child-and-youth-friendly-city-flanders
https://stad.gent/en/city-governance-organisation/city-policy/ghent-child-and-youth-friendly-city/most-child-and-youth-friendly-city-flanders
https://democracy.leeds.gov.uk/documents/s230904/Item 7 - Scrutiny Child Poverty Strategy update complete report.pdf
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P O L I C Y

Activity Pass 

The City of Amsterdam offers an activity pass for low 
income families that provides free or reduced cost for 
sports and cultural activities.

The Future Generations Act 

The Welsh Government created the Well-Being of Future 
Generations Act (2015) and appointed a Future Generations 
Commissioner to advise government bodies on sustainable 
development and the long-term impacts of their decisions. 
The Act itself is about mandating public agencies to: 
think more about the long term; work better with people 
and communities and each other; and, look to prevent 
problems, using a collaborative and collective approach. 
Among the public bodies that must adhere to the Act are 
local governments. There are seven connected well-being 
goals in the Act to ensure that now and in the future Wales 
is: Prosperous; Resilient; Healthier; More Equal; Globally 
Responsible; Has Cohesive Communities; and Supports a 
Vibrant Culture and Thriving Welsh Language.

Making Climate Policies for and with 
Children and Youth 

Only 34% of 103 countries covered in the UN report Making 
Climate and Environment Policies for and with Children 
and Youth are child-sensitive. Using a child lens the report 
displays how many plans include child-sensitive words, 
references to disadvantaged children, the indication of the 
social co-benefit of mitigation, inclusive planning processes, 
and how young people are positioned in the plans (e.g., as 
a vulnerable group, as drivers of change, etc.). One example 
of good child-sensitive policy was from Cabo Verde. The 
country created a network of youth associations in each 
municipality to provide focal points for young people’s 
participation in climate action. Cabo Verde also promoted 
opportunities for young people in the fields of renewable 
energy, conservation, and sustainable tourism. 

Low Income Fund 

The City of Barcelona developed a Low Income Fund- 
a grant fund for children up to the age of 16. A child 
can access 100 Euros per month to help with covering 
basic subsistence needs. An evaluation of the fund has 
demonstrated that the initiative has been effective in 
reducing the severity of child deprivation and improving 
quality of life. It has also allowed caregivers to dedicate 
more time to look for work. 

Free Child Care 

The City of Frankfurt offers free child care for children 3 to 
6 years of age. In 2018, the German state of Hesse started 
to cover the costs for families for up to 6-hours of child 
care, the City of Frankfurt covers the remaining costs. As 
of 2020, there were 25,000 day care spaces for children 
in 800 day care centres with 97% of all children of that age 
group enrolled. Day care for children ages 0 to 3 from low 
income families are also subsidized by the City.

Amsterdam, Netherlands     Wales   

Cabo Verde 

Barcelona, Spain    

Frankfurt, Germany     
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https://www.gov.wales/well-being-of-future-generations-wales
https://www.gov.wales/well-being-of-future-generations-wales
http://Making Climate and Environment Policies for and with Children and Youth
http://Making Climate and Environment Policies for and with Children and Youth
http://Making Climate and Environment Policies for and with Children and Youth
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C O M M U N I T Y  S A F E T Y 
I N T E R V E N T I O N S  

A New Community Safety Blueprint 

A New Community Safety Blueprint is a report that includes five categories of “evidence-
based investments that are proven not only to prevent and reduce violence and harm, but 
also address patterns of geographic inequality that fuel violence and harm in the first place.” 
The categories presented in the report are: 

▪  Employment and Job Quality 

▪  Youth Development and Education

▪  Built Environment and Community Spaces

▪  Community-Based Organizations 

▪  Public Health and Prevention 

The report provides a list of policy recommendations, each accompanied by a short 
case study. For example, The City of Boston program SuccessLink Youth Jobs offers 
employment opportunities in municipal government, as well as in non-profits. With regards 
to the non-profit job placements, the City specifies that these “jobs are mission-driven 
employment opportunities with organizations rooted in positive social impact that benefit 
communities and neighborhoods” and that, among other benefits, these job placements 
aim to provide “opportunities to develop connections and create a positive impact in your 
community.” A 2018 study of the City of Boston’s summer employment program found that 
youth participants were 35% less likely to be charged with a violent crime in the 17 months 
following the intervention.

Boston, United States

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/a-new-community-safety-blueprint-how-the-federal-government-can-address-violence-and-harm-through-a-public-health-approach/
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A S S E S S M E N T S  

B U I L D I N G  T R U S T  A N D 
C O M M U N I T Y  C O H E S I O N

Community Street Audits 

When children identify safety issues in their community, fear of traffic is often a top 
concern. Community Street Audits are a way to evaluate the quality of streets and 
spaces from the viewpoint of people who use them. The audits help to identify 
personal security concerns, maintenance issues, dangerous crossings, and other 
obstructions. The New Zealand Transport Agency developed a step-by-step Guide 
to Undertaking Community Street Reviews in 2010. The guide emphasizes the 
importance of including all age groups in street audits. 

Community Trust 

Perceived community trust and safety impacts children’s well-being in both urban and 
rural contexts. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
ran an initiative called TrustLab with the aim of improving measures of trust and what 
drives trust and identifying how policy makers might go about restoring it. Results 
included:

▪  Self-reported measures of trust in institutions are validated experimentally 

▪  Self-reported measures of trust in others capture a belief. About trustworthiness 

▪   Perceptions of institutional performance strongly correlate to both trust in 
government and trust in others 

▪   Perceived government integrity is the strongest determinant of trust in government 

▪   Indicators associated with social capital (e.g., neighbourhood connectedness, 
attitudes towards immigration) matter for trust in others 

The built environment has a significant impact on social connections and social trust. 
The report Designing Trust: Building Social Trust through Urban Design describes how 
each generation is becoming less trusting and how this is impacting mental well-being. 
The report provides a comprehensive list of interventions (e.g., town squares, parks, 
seating everywhere) and highlights several actions in relation to children.  

United Kingdom and New Zealand 

Local governments in six countries  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/community-street-reviews/docs/csr-guide.pdf
https://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/community-street-reviews/docs/csr-guide.pdf
https://scholarsbank.uoregon.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/1794/24007/Final Thesis-Friedenberg.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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M O N I T O R I N G  A N D  P A R T N E R S H I P S

E N A B L E  C O M M U N I T Y  C O N N E C T I O N S 

Municipal Policy on Domestic Violence 

The City of Rotterdam pioneered a municipal policy on domestic violence that has been taken up 
at a national level. The goal of the policy is to stop domestic violence and prevent the transfer of 
it to future generations by: raising awareness of domestic violence, child abuse and witnessing 
of violence; intervening as early as possible; and maintaining a network of organizations to 
collaborate to implement the policy. The City has a monitoring and reporting role, coordinating 
role, capacity building role (e.g., training), provides the backbone for the Support Centre of 
Domestic Violence, and led the development of local domestic violence teams. The Association 
of Dutch Municipalities now supports Rotterdam and other cities in some of the leadership and 
administrative pieces of the policy.

Some lessons from Rotterdam include:

▪   The importance of the introduction of the Code of Conduct of reporting domestic violence and 
child abuse 

▪   Strong cooperation is needed between partners in the local domestic violence teams 

▪   The enhanced involvement of day care centres, schools, family doctors, and others is critical

▪   Invest in positive youth development programs 

Living Library 

The Living Library gives people an opportunity to speak in private and personally to 
a “stranger” in a structured, protected, time-limited, brief encounter with no further 
commitment. There have been reports on the impact of the Living Library on young 
people. For example, in Valongo, Portugal the activity has been found to help 14- to 
18-year-olds with deconstructing stereotypes regarding ethnicity, nationality, sexual 
orientation, religion and disability; and, in strengthening their awareness of the issues 
encountered by migrant communities which “indirectly contributes to the increase of 
intercultural competence.”

Rotterdam, Netherlands   

Over 85 countries

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://bernardvanleer.org/app/uploads/2017/10/ECM115_Making-Rotterdam-child%E2%80%91friendly_%E2%80%9CCooperation-and-a_4.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a2f3fe5bff2003632bd79e0/t/5a52da0224a694bca85d4f1e/1515379207060/Human+Library+Groningen+2015+Evaluation+Study.pdf
https://urbact.eu/good-practices/living-library
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E N G A G E M E N T  

Municipal Policy on Domestic Violence 

“It’s Beautiful, Living Without Fear that the  
World Will End Soon.”  
– Digital Storytelling, Climate Futures and Young people 

Recent research has found high levels of climate anxiety among young people, with students 
rating negative climate scenarios as more likely than positive ones. This research used digital 
storytelling to explore climate futures with young people, with thematic, visual and narrative 
analyses of the resulting videos. Speculative digital story telling is a method and promising 
capacity-building practice to support young people’s positive re-appraisals to environmental 
problems. During this study, the reflections of youth indicated a shift from a sense of dread to 
more positive emotions and an increase in hope and determination. 

Mission to Earth: Climate Change Youth Challenge  

As part of the municipal Climate Change Action Plan, the City of Mississauga 
implemented Youth Challenge “Mission to Earth” in 2020, a 6-month long program 
to encourage youth to develop suitable solutions for Mississauga. The City uses four 
pillars to engage youth in climate action: 

▪   Learn – explore climate change impacts from local, regional and global perspectives

▪   Innovate – demonstrate leadership by engaging youth in collective participation and 
action around climate change in Mississauga 

▪   Transform – implement tactics and strategies from the City’s Climate Change Action 
Plan 

▪   Connect – facilitate and encourage connections and networking amongst youth, 
municipal leaders, industry, NGOs and community groups 

The initiative concluded with a summit that brought together youth, local government 
leaders, industry leaders and community members to celebrate and showcase the 
young people’s ideas. 

Ireland and the United Kingdom

Mississauga, Ontario 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14733285.2022.2153329
https://www.mississauga.ca/city-of-mississauga-news/news/mississauga-launches-virtual-challenge-to-encourage-youth-to-take-action-on-climate-change/
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10 Child Rights and Urban Planning Principles to Ensure that Cities are Child Responsive and Safe  
https://www.unicef.org/media/55261/file/Global_Annual_Results_Report_2018_Goal_Area_4.pdf.pdf 

Toolkit: Early Years Starter Kit  
https://bernardvanleer.org/publications-reports/an-urban95-starter-kit-ideas-for-action/ 

Violence Prevention Best Practices: Kindergarten to Grade 12  
https://www.gov.nl.ca/education/files/k12_safeandcaring_pdf_violence_prevention_best_practices.pdf 

Toolkit: Don’t Judge a Book by its Cover! The Living Library Organiser’s Guide:  
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/EYCB-Living-Library.pdf 

P.R.I.D.E – Positive Racial Identity Development in Early Education  
https://www.racepride.pitt.edu/ 

American Psychological Association RESilience Initiative  
https://www.apa.org/res 

The Children’s Climate Risk Index  
https://www.unicef.org/reports/climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis 

Aiming Higher: Elevating Meaningful Youth Engagement for Climate Change  
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-05/UNDP-Elevating-Meaningful-Youth-Engagement-for-Climate-
Action-2.pdf 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.unicef.org/media/55261/file/Global_Annual_Results_Report_2018_Goal_Area_4.pdf.pdf 
https://bernardvanleer.org/publications-reports/an-urban95-starter-kit-ideas-for-action/
https://www.gov.nl.ca/education/files/k12_safeandcaring_pdf_violence_prevention_best_practices.pdf
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/EYCB-Living-Library.pdf
https://www.racepride.pitt.edu/
https://www.apa.org/res
https://www.unicef.org/reports/climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-05/UNDP-Elevating-Meaningful-Youth-Engagemen
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2022-05/UNDP-Elevating-Meaningful-Youth-Engagemen
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Children and Youth’s View on Institutional Safety  
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297707798_Taking_us_Seriously_children_and_young_people_talk_about_safety_
and_institutional_responses_to_their_safety_concerns 

Young People’s Perception of Being Safe  
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/225730170_Young_People’s_Perception_Of_Being_Safe_-_Globally_Locally 

The Effectiveness of School-Based Violence Prevention Programs for Reducing Disruptive and Aggressive Behaviour  
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/211376.pdf 

Housing and Healthy Child Development: Known and Potential Interventions  
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-040119-094050 

The Drivers of Perceptions of Anti-Social Behaviour  
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/drivers-of-perceptions-of-antisocial-behaviour 

Bully Prevention: Nature and Extent of Bullying in Canada  
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/bllng-prvntn/bllng-prvntn-eng.pdf 

Ethnic-Racial Identity Formation in the Early Years  
https://equity-coalition.fpg.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/IIruka-et-al_Ethnic-Racial-Identity-Collaborative-Research-
Summary-2021.pdf 

Fighting Child Poverty in European Cities  
https://eurocities.eu/latest/fighting-child-poverty-in-european-cities/ 

Bully Busters: A Teacher’s Manual for Helping Bullies, Victims and Bystanders (Grades K-5)  
https://www.researchpress.com/product/bully-busters/ 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297707798_Taking_us_Seriously_children_and_young_people_tal
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297707798_Taking_us_Seriously_children_and_young_people_tal
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/225730170_Young_People’s_Perception_Of_Being_Safe_-_Globall
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/211376.pdf
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-040119-094050
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/drivers-of-perceptions-of-antisocial-behaviour
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/bllng-prvntn/bllng-prvntn-eng.pdf
https://equity-coalition.fpg.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/IIruka-et-al_Ethnic-Racial-Identity-Collabor
https://equity-coalition.fpg.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/IIruka-et-al_Ethnic-Racial-Identity-Collabor
https://eurocities.eu/latest/fighting-child-poverty-in-european-cities/
https://www.researchpress.com/product/bully-busters/
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Create opportunities with welcoming multi-
functional public spaces and events. 

Provide childcare and program options that 
engage all ages of children and youth. 

Ensure access with options for independent 
mobility and transportation. 

Model inclusivity, mobilize resources, host 
groups, and facilitate mentorships. 

When children are asked 
what matters most to their 
well-being, good quality 
relationships are cited as 
one of their top priorities.  
- The Office for National Statistics in London (UK)
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Social connectedness and belonging 
happen when people connect in 
meaningful ways. 

▪   A person experiences social 
connectedness through relationships 
with other people or engagement in 
their community. 

▪   People develop a sense of belonging 
when they have meaningful 
interactions, feel valued, and fit in as 
part of a “we.”

Where we live, how we access public 
spaces, economic inclusion, social 
inclusion, safety and security all enable 
strong social connections for children, 
youth, and adults in their lives. 

T H R E E  K E Y  E L E M E N T S  O F 
S E N S E  O F  B E L O N G I N G : 

1.   Authentic interaction such as 
opportunities to empathize and 
develop relationships with others

2.   Feeling welcome through social 
interactions and the physical 
environment 

3.   Shared experiences through 
common interests, goals, and traits1

E A R LY  Y E A R S

In the early years, social connection 
is most reliant on a strong attachment 
to caregivers.2 Caregivers provide 
and shape the environments and 
experiences of young children, and 
their well-being impacts the children 
in their care.3

As children age, their social 
environment expands to include 
peers, childcare providers, 
educators, mentors, and other 
members of the community.4

M I D D L E  C H I L D H O O D  
&  A D O L E S C E N C E

Y O U N G  P E O P L E  H A V E  A N D  N E E D 
D I F F E R E N T  C O N N E C T I O N S  A T 
D I F F E R E N T  L I F E  S T A G E S .

T H E  C O V I D - 1 9  P A N D E M I C  S H O N E  L I G H T 
O N  T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  D I G I T A L 
T E C H N O L O G Y  T O  K E E P  C O N N E C T E D . 5 

However, not everyone has reliable access to the internet or digital 

devices which can lead to health and social inequalities.6 Online 

connection cannot replace in-person interaction, particularly for 

young people.7,8,9 Engaging through digital platforms is often seen 

as social connection when it is actually just communication and can 

lead to feelings of disconnection, social exclusion and isolation.10,11

How much social media use that young people engage in, as 

well as how they use social media may determine its positive and 

negative impacts.12,13
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Relationships are one of the strongest predictors of 
children’s well-being throughout the life course, impacting 
lifelong health, success in education, occupational 
attainment, and job performance.16,17

The quality and stability of relationships in the early years 
are critical to social-emotional development and set the 
foundation for well-being into adulthood.18,19

Positive peer relationships promote healthier behaviours, 
buffer the effects of life stressors and contribute to a better 
sense of self, social competence, academic performance 
and life satisfaction.20,21,22,23

Children’s positive relationships with adults in the 
community is correlated with outcomes such as resiliency, 
positive mental health, mitigation of toxic stress, motivation 
to learn, impulse control and social competence.24,25,26,27 

Having a positive role model helps young people to feel 
safe and socially supported and these types of high quality 
contacts with non-parental adults are associated with 
higher mental well-being, fewer behavioural problems, and 
better overall social skills.28,29,30 Building relationships with 

Studies have found that a strong sense of belonging is associated with  
self-rated mental health for all ages, even when controlled for geography 
and socio-economic status.14,15

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  S O C I A L  C O N N E C T E D N E S S 
A N D  B E L O N G I N G  A S  P A R T  O F  A  
V I B R A N T  C O M M U N I T Y 

adults in the community also helps to increase children’s 
sense of neighbourhood safety and belonging, encourage 
participation in community activities and provide more 
social opportunities.31

People with higher levels of 
social support tend to be more 
engaged in their community, 
and experience lower levels of 
psychological distress, stronger 
resiliency, and lower prevalence 
of mental illness.4,32,33,34,35
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Strong neighbourhood social cohesion is associated with 
less depression and anxiety among young people, as well 
as increased resilience to adverse events and a higher 
likeliness to exhibit prosocial behavour such as helping, 
consoling, and cooperating with others.36

Indicators of social development, social connection,  
and belonging have been trending downward across  
the Vancouver Coastal region since before the  
COVID-19 pandemic.  

of kindergarten 
children were found 

to be developmentally 
vulnerable in social 

competence37

16%

of grade 5 students 
are thriving in peer 

belonging measures38

60%

of grade 10-12 students 
in participating school 
districts have a strong 
sense of community 

belonging39 

of grade 10 to 12 students 
in participating school 
districts report a high 
degree of loneliness39

38%

17%

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S



S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

H O W

A C T I O N S  L O C A L  G O V E R N M E N T S 
C A N  T A K E  T O  S U P P O R T  S O C I A L 
C O N N E C T I O N  &  B E L O N G I N G

1 1 1

C R E A T E  A  S T R A T E G Y

Strategy for Children and Young People: Belonging in the 
Community 2021-2024

The City of Bristol created a strategy with the goal of every child and young person to feel 
a sense of connection to their city and a freedom to be themselves. The views of children 
and youth were used to establish a set of priorities to help young people to feel valued and 
supported in the context of their city. Content included mental health & well-being, race 
equality, community assets, and violence. 

Goal: “We want every child and young person to feel a 
keen sense of connection to their city and a freedom 
to be themselves.”  
- City of Bristol 

This section provides a glimpse of the “how.” It is meant to stimulate thought and 
discussion and provide inspiration rather than prescribing actions. The majority of 
examples included here are evidence-based, evaluated, have been implemented 
by several local governments and/or have continued to be implemented over time. 
They represent a mere fraction of the information and tools that are available. 
Ultimately, the “how” is always dependent on any given local context and its priority 
issues, opportunities, available assets, and what has been tried in the past. 

Bristol, UK

RURAL/SMALL TOWN

URBAN/MID-SIZED COMMUNITY

INTERNATIONAL

LEGEND
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E X P L O R A T I O N  O F  A C T I O N S

P R O J E C T

We Can Design Belonging  

The Kitchener and Waterloo Community Foundation completed a project with 
the goal to understand the state of belonging in the area and to develop and 
prototype an approach for improving on the current state of belonging. Content in 
the report includes the building blocks of belonging, authentic interactions, shared 
purpose, feeling welcome, obstacles to belonging, and demographic differences. 

The Urban Belonging Project

The Urban Belonging Project investigated how people perceive, experience, and 
attach themselves to the City of Copenhagen. The project was launched in 2021 by a 
group of planners and academics to map the lived experiences of under-represented 
communities in the city. When and where do people feel at home in cities? Which 
signals and visual cues stimulate attachment to place? How do different people 
read and respond to these signals? Over 3 months, participants went on 100+ walks, 
took 1400+ photos, built 200+ maps, and further elaborated on their experiences 
in workshops. The result is a catalogue that tells individual and collective stories of 
belonging. The final phase includes outreach activities targeted at urban planners, 
architects, and others through blog posts, podcasts, exhibitions, and conferences. 

Kitchener, Waterloo, & Woolwich, Ontario

Copenhagen, Denmark
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https://urbanbelonging.com/


S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

1 1 3

A C T I O N  P L A N

Where I Belong: A Youth Community Photo Project 

Where I Belong was a partnership between CBC, City of Calgary Library, and 
Umoja Community Music, an NGO that focuses on youth and inclusion. The project 
involved ten young residents from Calgary borrowing CBC cameras, receiving 
training in photography, and setting out to explore their city and documenting what 
belonging means to them. The goal was to build skills and connections, as well as 
an understanding that while belonging is critical to everyone’s well-being, there 
are many different paths to find it. 

Action Plan 2020-2024: Municipal Strategy for Combatting 
Loneliness 2020-2023

A survey done by the City of Barcelona found that 70,000 people from all age groups 
felt lonely often or very often. The City created an Action Plan to combat this. Examples 
of actions in the plan include: conducting an analysis of loneliness among people with 
disabilities, hosting a conference “Look Closely: Loneliness Affects Young People 
Too,” restructuring the city to create community spaces that encourage connection, 
strengthening organizational development to support municipal staff (e.g., detect 
loneliness among municipal staff and implement measures to tackle it), including 
loneliness perspective in municipal grants, and promoting volunteering to combat 
loneliness at all life stages. They also have actions targeted at children and youth such 
as facilitating access to leisure activities and developing Aqui t’escoltem (We Listen to 
You Here) for people 12-20 years old that provides tools and resources to strengthen 
personal and social skills and encourage personal growth. The City also created a 
website which lists and maps, by age group, more than 50 municipal services that help 
combat loneliness, 

Calgary, Alberta 

Barcelona, Spain 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/where-i-belong-photo-project-1.6756679
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/dretssocials/sites/default/files/arxius-documents/municipal_strategy_for_combatting_loneliness_action_plan_2020_2024.pdf
file:///C:/Users/monica/Desktop/barcelona.cat/soledat
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I N F R A S T R U C T U R E  A N D 
P R O G R A M M I N G 

Research: Public Spaces for the 21st Century Youth – Needs 
and Expectations 

Survey results carried out by civil engineering and architecture students from Lublin 
University found that well designed space influences the social behaviour of youth. 
Spaces that provide an opportunity for self-creation rather than being entirely 
designed and defined are preferred. Seating for larger and smaller groups, intimate 
alcoves, multi-functional space that allows for different activities at the same time, 
greenery, and the integration with people of various ages and from different social 
groups were all common themes that emerged. 

Research: Leisure-Time Youth Centres as Health-Promoting 
Settings: Experiences from Multicultural Neighbourhoods 
in Sweden  

This study involved surveying youth at two youth centres in multicultural, socially-deprived 
suburbs in Sweden. Structured and unstructured leisure-time activities are offered by 
centres with an emphasis on fostering supportive relationships and youth empowerment. 
Staff are trained professional youth workers and volunteers are older youth and former 
participants with leadership training. The survey results revealed that what was most 
important to youth is that the activities enable them to hang out with friends, as well as 
make new friends in a safe and respectful atmosphere. Participants rated “leaders and 
adults who care about me” just below “making new friends” and just above “seeing 
current friends.”

Research: What Makes for a Successful Youth Centre? 

A team of young people across Nova Scotia conducted a participatory action research 
project on what makes a successful youth centre. The report covers elements such as 
mentorship and community connectedness. 

Lublin, Poland 

Sweden 

Nova Scotia

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://repozytorium.biblos.pk.edu.pl/redo/resources/30735/file/suwFiles/SiestrzewitowskaM_PublicSpaces.pdf
http://This study
https://heartwood.ns.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/YGP.pdf


S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

1 1 5

A S S E S S M E N T  F R A M E W O R K 

G R E E N I N G  A N D  A C T I V A T I O N 
O F  S T R E E T S  

Research: Designing Urban Nature-Based Solutions that Foster 
Social Ties and Support Mental Health among Young Adults 

Research shows youth prefer green spaces as places to both hang out with friends and to 
seek solace in solitude, with elements such as cleanliness, wildness, space for a range of 
activities, and freedom from supervision. An Urban Greenspace Appraisal Framework  
was tested on green spaces in Sydney and Melbourne. The themes in framework are  
1) Order: spaces that maintain their naturalness without feeling messy, uncared for or 
unsafe; 2) Diversity: both plant diversity and diversity of features to carry out a range  
of activities; 3) Seclusion and Retreat: freedom from formal and informal social control  
by adults. 

Neighbourhood Greening: Living Streets

Living Streets is the City of Antwerp’s targeted action to encourage residents to create 
lively and nature-filled streets. Residents can apply for funding for soil and plants and 
receive advice from an expert who can suggest appropriate plants for their local area. 
The goal is to make it easy for residents to take action. Neighbourhoods are also 
encouraged to shut down their streets to traffic during the summer and are provided 
with funds for seating, play equipment, and overnight campouts. Living streets zones 
are recognized by their light interventions of colour road markings, pedestrians are 
permitted to use the full width of the road, playing is allowed, no parking is permitted, 
and the speed limit is 20km/hour. 

Sydney & Melbourne, Australia 

Antwerp, Belgium  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1462901122003148
https://www.citiesforplay.com/lessonsfromantwerp
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C O M M U N I T Y- B A S E D  P R O G R A M M I N G 
F O R  M A R G I N A L I Z E D  Y O U T H  

F E S T I V A L S  A N D 
O T H E R  G A T H E R I N G S 

Exploring Youth’s Perceptions of the Hidden Practice of 
Youth Work in Increasing Social Capital with Young People 
Considered NEET in Scotland

A study in both urban and rural areas in Scotland looked at the impact of community-based 
programs in creating social capital amongst NEET (Not in Education, Employment, or 
Training) young people deemed socially excluded or marginalized. The youth participants 
felt negativity was directed at them from more formal and traditional structures within the 
community (e.g., police, libraries, local shops) which they felt affected equal opportunities 
which resulted in feelings of resentment and isolation. The programs offered involvement 
in sports, music, media skills, and job readiness. Youth workers help to build self-esteem, 
remove barriers, and develop trusting relationships. Youth wanted to help others as they 
themselves had been helped and they began to generate ideas about interventions that 
could help their local communities to become more inclusive. 

Rural Youth Ideas Festival

The Rural Youth Ideas Festival was a gathering to bring together young people to 
share ideas on how to make life better for themselves and their peers. The festival 
included a series of talks, workshops, music, food and camping to promote fun, 
leadership, and networking. 

Scotland 

UK, Greece, & Romania  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13676261.2014.992311
https://www.ruralyouthproject.com/


S
A

F
E

T
Y

P
L

A
Y

PA
R

T
IC

IPA
T

IO
N

S
O

C
IA

L
IN

TRO

1 1 7

V O L U N T E E R I N G  A N D  
C O M M U N I T Y  S E R V I C E  

Y O U T H - I D E N T I F I E D  A C T I V I T I E S  I N 
T H E I R  R U R A L  C O M M U N I T I E S 

National Citizen Service 

The National Citizen Service provides 16- and 17-year-olds with local community 
experiences, social action projects and other volunteering opportunities. The 
Futuremakers program targets 18- to 24-year-olds with paid work placements ranging 
from 9 to 12 months. Participation in the program led to a significant improvement in 
mental well-being and this was still evident 4 to 6 months after they had finished taking 
part. Former participants reported in increase in the number of people they felt they 
could reply on for support if they needed help; and, they became more confident in 
themselves and felt a greater sense of control over their lives and future. Taking part 
also appeared to close the gap in well-being between those from the least and most 
disadvantaged communities. 

Partenaires 12-18 

Partenaires 12-18 started in the rural municipality of Lyster, Quebec when a group 
of 12-year-olds said that there was nothing to do in their community. They wanted 
opportunities to participate in recreation and other activities. The program was 
established as a partnership between the young people, parents, the municipality, 
local businesses and others. Coached by adults, young people learned to establish 
committees and decision-making structures and how to set goals. The program has 
expanded over the years and is now found in 21 rural municipalities in Quebec. 

United Kingdom

Quebec  

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.manchester.ac.uk/discover/news/engagement-schemes-significantly-improve-young-peoples-wellbeing/
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S T R E N G T H E N I N G  C O M M U N I T Y 
A T T A C H M E N T  

P R O G R A M M A T I C

P R O G R A M  E L E M E N T  

Strategies and Tactics for Retaining and Encouraging Youth to Return to 
Small and/or Rural Communities  

The Ontario Project looked at how to communicate to and with youth in grades 9 to 12 that their towns can 
support their career development, and how to increase the emotional engagement and connection for youth 
in grades 6 to 12 to build a stronger association of their rural community as being their “home.” The project 
also looked at the need to train municipal Economic Development Officers in how to bring together schools 
and businesses and how to engage with students on a regular basis. 

Woodlawn Library Teen Night  

The Woodlawn Library Teen Night, a weekly event for the past 12 years, typically attracts 
around 50 participants in grades 7 to 12. The event features organized activities, a 
drop-in component, and opportunities for open mic performances and socializing. 
Many former attendees return as volunteers or program assistants, and the staff often 
provides references for their first jobs. Teen Night had a positive impact on youth 
mental health during the pandemic and it’s seen as a safe and accepting space.

Youth Time Banking 

Youth time banking involves youth earning time credits to support their interests and 
development. Some youth programs treat youth as service recipients. Some community 
service programs emphasize doing good without collecting givers and receivers. 
The organization YTB combines aspects of both approaches with loops of giving 
and receiving and paying it forward to build community. YTB also created YTBGenZ 
customized for GenZ ages 14-25 and provides opportunities for marginalized youth to 
make contributions to community, practice leadership, and develop social capital. 

Ontario 

Halifax, Nova Scotia 

United States

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://edco.on.ca/resources/Documents/Youth Retention Report FINAL.pdf
https://www.ytbrn.org/about/logic-model/
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Tactic: Young People Now: Positive Public Images of and Stories about Young People  
https://www.youthandpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/youthandpolicy1011-1.pdf#page=4 

How to Build a Successful Mentoring Program Using the Elements of Effective Practice: A Step-by-Step Tool Kit for  
Program Managers  
https://www.mentoring.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Full_Toolkit.pdf 

Socially Connected Communities: Action Guide for Local Governments and Community Leaders 
https://healthyplacesbydesign.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Socially-Connected-Communities_Action-Guide-for-Local-
Government-and-Community-Leaders.pdf 

Social Connectedness Action Guide  
https://planh.ca/socialconnectionguide 

Tackling Loneliness through the Built Environment: Promising Approaches Framework  
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/CEL-Tackling-loneliness-through-the-built-environment-Final.pdf 

Happy Homes Interactive Toolkit  
https://happycities.com/happy-homes-toolkit 

Hey Neighbour! A Resident Animators Guide. Recipes for Building Connections between Neighbours 
https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/hey-neighbour-recipe-book-resident-animators-guide.pdf  

Photovoice 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1472586X.2010.523274?journalCode=rvst20 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.youthandpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/youthandpolicy1011-1.pdf#page=4
https://www.mentoring.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Full_Toolkit.pdf
https://healthyplacesbydesign.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Socially-Connected-Communities_Action-G
https://healthyplacesbydesign.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Socially-Connected-Communities_Action-G
https://planh.ca/socialconnectionguide
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/CEL-Tackling-loneliness-through-the-built
https://happycities.com/happy-homes-toolkit
https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/hey-neighbour-recipe-book-resident-animators-guide.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1472586X.2010.523274?journalCode=rvst20
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The Effects of Play Streets on Social and Community Connectedness in Rural Communities  
https://playingout.net/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Gill-Can-I-Play-Out.pdf 

The Pedestrian Pound: The Business Case for Better Streets and Places  
https://www.livingstreets.org.uk/media/3890/pedestrian-pound-2018.pdf 

The Effects of Youth Mentoring Programs: A Meta-Analysis of Outcome Studies  
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10964-019-00982-8 

“I just feel safe with him” : Emotional Closeness in Male Youth Mentoring Relationships  
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F1524-9220.8.3.185 

Mentoring Interventions to Affect Juvenile Delinquency and Associated Problems: A Systematic Review  
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.4073/csr.2013.10 

Unpacking Community-Based Youth Mentoring Relationships: An Integrative Review  
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8198211/ 

Restorative Cities: Urban Design for Mental Health and Well-Being by J Roe and L McCay  
https://www.bloomsbury.com/ca/restorative-cities-9781350112889/ 

Community Programs to Promote Youth Development  
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/10022/chapter/7 

C H I L D  A N D  Y O U T H  M E N T A L  W E L L - B E I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://playingout.net/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Gill-Can-I-Play-Out.pdf
https://www.livingstreets.org.uk/media/3890/pedestrian-pound-2018.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10964-019-00982-8
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F1524-9220.8.3.185
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.4073/csr.2013.10
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8198211/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/ca/restorative-cities-9781350112889/
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/10022/chapter/7
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