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YOUTH ENGAGEMENT RESOURCES: USING THE YOUTH WHO THRIVE 
FRAMEWORK  
The YMCA of Greater Toronto and United Way Toronto initiated a review of research literature, 
Youth Who Thrive, outlining critical factors that support youth 12-25 years old to thrive through 
significant life transitions. Below, we have summarized 10 features of effective youth programs, 
including examples from the report and former Group Leaders, which can be applied to an 
exchange.  

Relatedness: Youth have a sense of belonging and connection with others.   

1) Build supportive relationships: Youth-adult partnerships characterized by collaboration 
and power-sharing are related to increased sense of group belonging.  

• Involve youth in the exchange planning and decision making process.  
• Understand that many youth may seem extroverted and confident, but inside, they may 

be introverts and require more reassurance. It is important to also create quiet time for 
reflection and creative output as well.  

What can I do to build supportive relationships with my youth and engage them in the planning 
and decision making process? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

2) Create opportunities to belong: This feature includes providing young people with 
opportunities for social inclusion, engagement, and integration.  

• Ensure there is enough time to build group relationships with a mix of strategies such as 
Circle Time, to share ideas and personal stories, and fun cooperative activities to build 
rapport.  

• Create opportunities to share cultures, sub-cultures and individual talents. 
• Accommodate different needs, values, and lifestyles. 
• Building cultural identity, promoting cultural pride, and recognizing the impacts of 

racism can be important for young people to have a sense of belonging and navigate 
transitions. 

What evidence do I have that tells me that each one of my youth feels engaged, part of the 
group, and is engaged with their twin group? What can I do to help youth be more engaged?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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What can I do to facilitate youth sharing their talents and promoting pride in their cultural 
identity?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

How can my exchange build cultural competence, value diversity, and skills to understand the 
impacts of racism, colonialism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, sexism, and classism?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

3) Develop positive social norms: Youth benefit from regular access to positive values 
through peer role models, adult mentors, and group-developed rules or guidelines.  

• When facilitating programs, leaders need to intentionally create environments with 
positive values that build competence to respond to social justice and ethical issues and 
values, such as empathy. 

• Overtly and directly teach and discuss what inclusion and exclusion looks like, sounds 
like, and feels like. 

How can I teach and maintain positive social norms/values collaboratively with the youth?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
4) Integrate family, school, and community efforts: The key to this feature is collaboration 

across the social settings in which youth are engaged: school, extra-curricular activities, 
peer groups, family, neighbourhoods, cultural and community organizations.  

• Plan exchange activities that are based on partnerships between different social 
spheres. 

• Encouraging family involvement in programs (parent/guardian volunteers, billeting, 
activities that allow youth to share their experiences with their family and community, 
etc.) 

How can I involve parents/families and other members of the community in the exchange?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

What activities could I plan to facilitate partnerships between different social spheres and/or 
organizations?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Autonomy and Competence: Youth have input, voice, or agency in determining their own 
choices and actions. Youth have the skills to achieve their goals.    

5) Physical and psychological safety: For youth to get the most out of their participation, it 
is essential that they feel safe at all times. 

• Collaboratively build group guidelines and values. Ensure that leaders live and breathe 
these values, and refer to them regularly.  

• Consider trauma related triggers in your activity plan and day-to-day facilitation. Ensure 
that there are supports available to address difficult issues. Check in with your twin 
regularly about your plan and how it might affect or relate to the youth’s experiences.  

• Address discrimination and harassment right away if they arise.   

What can I do to ensure youth feel physically and emotionally safe and supported during the 
exchange?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

6) Provide appropriate structure: Appropriate structure includes creating an environment 
that has clear boundaries, expectations, and adult support/supervision as required.   

• When designing programming, ensure supports, such as adult involvement and 
established positive social norms, are in place for “unstructured” components. 

• Have group protocols and supports to address inappropriate behaviours or safety issues.  

What structures and supports can I establish to create a safe environment?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

7) Support youth to be effective and feel valued: Young people need to feel that they 
matter, that their ideas matter, and that they have the capacity to make a difference. It 
is important for youth to see the results of their decision-making.  

• Use visible methods of recording youth voice/input/ideas (flipcharts of group discussion, 
graffiti walls for young people to write on, youth-created art, etc.). 

• Plan activities that focus outside of the self (creating social change, addressing issues 
that affect young people and their peers, etc). 

 
What else can I do to help youth feel effective, valued, and that their actions make a difference?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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8) Provide opportunities for skill building.  
• Create opportunities for youth to try things, and be involved in a hands-on way.  
• Plan activities that develop communication, problem solving, critical thinking, and 

collaboration skills. Plan activities that challenge youth to consider other perspectives 
and experiences.  

What activities can I plan to create opportunities for youth to develop skills?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Autonomy, Relatedness, and Competence  

9) Ensure diversity of experience.  
• Plan a breath of activities and types of programming (variety of participation).  
• Intentionally involving a diversity of experiences and perspectives.  

How can I facilitate an exchange that encourages different types of participation, and involves 
youth’s diverse perspectives and experiences?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

10) Customize youth programming.  
• Programs can meet the unique needs of youth by engaging them in program planning 

and decision-making.  

What can I do to meaningfully involve youth in planning the exchange and making decisions?  

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 


