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Case Study: Engaging and Empowering Youth in NL 
 
Rationale and project objectives 
This case study focuses on the team development strategies used in a project designed 
to find out more about the factors that encourage or discourage young people from 
becoming involved in community-based social policy activity. This two-phase research 
project was funded by Health Canada and carried out over four years by three members 
of the Memorial University (MUN) School of Social Work, in partnership with several 
agencies that serve youth. “The specific objectives included assisting project 
participants to identify policy issues that impact on their lives; enhance their capacity to 
understand social policy and the mechanics of policy development work; explore 
alternatives to existing policy; and to gain some experience in applying their newly 
learned skills as policy contributors.”1 The researchers believed that by acquiring an 
understanding of how social policy is developed, young people might be motivated to 
participate in community development in the future. Future participation of youth will be 
critical to sustain Newfoundland and Labrador (NL) communities.  
 
Project tasks and stages 
In the first phase of the project, which ran for one year, the researchers and a project 
coordinator worked with a group of young people at the Community Youth Network 
(CYN) hub site in St. John’s. The first phase goal was to develop and pilot test a 
workshop that the young people could deliver to their peers. The workshop was 
“designed to teach social policy development skills and principles as a strategy for 
individual and community capacity building.”2   
 
In the second phase of the project, the researchers set up project teams at two 
additional locations in the central region of the province: one at the Cecil Benoit Senior 
Youth Centre of the Miawpukek First Nation in Conne River, and the other at the 
CYN/Boys and Girls Club in Botwood. Each youth group was mentored by a local 
project coordinator. In this phase, the youth groups tested, customized and delivered 
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the social policy workshop developed in the first phase.3 Team building activities were 
an important part of each phase of the research and of the workshop itself. 
 
The workshop 
The aim of the workshop was to introduce young people to the process of developing 
social policy. The participants in the first phase of the project delivered the workshop 
four times, and the participants in phase two delivered the workshop five times in total.  
Most of workshops were held in rural areas. The workshop was designed to appeal to 
young people and maintain their attention. For example, the participants worked in small 
groups or teams and the information was delivered through a combination of games and 
team building activities.  
 
The participants in the first phase of the project came up with an idea based on a 
popular television show. In their version, called Survivor Island, the participants were 
introduced to role playing scenarios that allowed each group to learn from interpersonal 
challenges and conflicts set up within their island communities. This fun game quickly 
captured everyone’s attention. In the second activity, the Mapping Activity, the youth 
workshop leaders invited participants to “examine policies present in their real lives 
within five spheres: the personal, the home environment, the school and social 
environment, the local community, and the provincial/ national context.”4 Each group 
presented their ideas to the whole workshop. In the final workshop activity, the 
participants were asked to think about what needed to be changed or improved in their 
own communities and come up with ideas for policy development. This last activity was 
called Social Policy Action Planning (SPAP).    
 
In order to maintain interest and enthusiasm, the youth leaders broke up the workshop 
with team building activities that were fun and energizing. One was a simple jelly eating 
contest and another was “a ‘Mini-Survivor Game’ in which each workshop participant 
was asked to complete an inventory of his/her own community resources as a way to 
heighten awareness and focus.”5 
 
Team building within the project teams 
Building strong relationships within each project group was a key factor in the project’s 
success. In both phases, many of the youth group participants already knew each other. 
They also established strong relationships with their team coordinators. “The youth 
members looked to their respective coordinators for acceptance, safety, comfort, 
guidance, and direction when required and on which they could depend.”6 In one case, 
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when a team coordinator left, the youth group took the initiative to prompt the 
community leaders to find a replacement. 
 
The project was designed to attract young people. At their regular meetings, the 
members of the youth groups were given access to computers, mentoring, food, some 
project-related clothing and other extras. They also took part in team building activities 
such as movie nights, bowling, laser tag and parties for special occasions. Through the 
workshop delivery, they were given the opportunity to travel to other areas, develop 
their presentation skills and make new friends. In phase two, both groups travelled to St. 
John’s for a youth conference. For some of the participants, there was also an 
opportunity to travel to conferences in other areas. Some of the young people gave 
media interviews, and, in general, they received more attention from their community 
leaders. 
 
The project was also set up to allow the young people to make decisions and develop a 
sense of ownership. For example, they helped decide when the groups should meet 
and what activities they should carry out, and took part in developing policies to guide 
participation. They also worked to customize workshops for various sites and decided 
among themselves who should present what at the workshops. “Creative license 
throughout all activities generated and reflected a feeling of ownership of the project 
and engagement by the youth in both process and content.”7 
 
In phase two, the groups also developed their own social policy action plans for their 
communities. For example, they advocated for improvements in the maintenance of the 
school bathrooms and for hot water in school locker rooms. One group even took on the 
challenge of spearheading a campaign for a new CNY/Boys and Girls Club facility.   
 
Challenges and concerns 
Finding time to take part in the activities was a challenge for many of the young people.  
As high school students, they had homework and extracurricular activities, as well as 
family responsibilities and, in some cases, part-time jobs. Some of the young people 
were also trying to cope with issues in their families and personal lives. In some of these 
circumstances, the coordinators—because of the relationships they’d developed with 
the young people—were able to assess the situation and intervene. 
 
Finding a suitable location was also a problem for each of the groups. Having space 
and privacy for meetings and other activities is key to fostering teamwork and a sense 
of belonging. Two of the groups “used improvised space that, although generously 
given, was not structurally conducive to privacy, task completion, and the development 
of a unique group identity.”8 The other group shared a community centre with other 
youth groups, which created distractions when different groups were meeting at the 
same time.  
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Key findings and lessons learned 
Two key findings from the project were: “(i) that youth have a voice on the social policy 
issues in their communities and (2) the importance of honouring youth ownership 
regarding the process and content of the entire project.”9 Throughout the project, the 
researchers and the coordinators ensured that the young people played crucial roles in 
planning and carrying out activities. This youth-centred philosophy encouraged the 
young people to take ownership of their activities and develop confidence in their own 
abilities. 
 
Teamwork played an important role in motivating the young people and helping them 
develop a sense of group identity. Working together encouraged them to discover their 
own skills and respect those of others. Group members “effectively modeled various 
roles, serving as one another’s checks and balances, typically exchanging respectful yet 
candid, constructive feedback.”10 For more information on features of project that 
encouraged youth engagement as well as factors that can work against youth 
engagement in social policy see Figures 1 and 2 below. 
 

• The belief shared among the adult members of the project and key community supports that 
youth have the right to a voice on the social policy issues of their communities, strengths and 
skills to impact social policy  and the belief in the efficacy of participatory democracy and the 
importance of social self-determination, and an unwavering stance that is genuine and 
respectful  of all project participants; 

• Youth ownership of decision making regarding both process and content; 
• Recognition and valuing of the competence and creativity of youth in social policy work; 
• Sufficient time for youth to process  substantive social policy content and translate it into 

terms that are meaningful to them; 
• Consistent support from a trusted and knowledgeable and mentor such that there is safety 

provided as youth explore the new and challenging content; 
• Avenues for youth to expand their horizons and challenge comfort zones, e.g., opportunities 

to travel outside their home communities, to have a profile at the community planning level, to 
participate in conferences and presentations on their social policy work, and to represent their 
projects in the media; 

• Tangible resources to make full presentations manageable for all youth regardless of 
circumstances, e.g., provision of reliable site/venue for their work, transportation, food, 
computer access, clothing and entertainment; and 

• Activities for youth which are youth-friendly, flexible, culturally relevant, and fun. 

Figure 1: Features of project that encouraged youth engagement in social policy 
Source: Sullivan et al. 2010, 522. 
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• Predictable developmental challenges of adolescence and young adulthood, e.g., easily 
distractible focus, disruptiveness, hunger, social challenges, competition for scarce free time 
(sports, school work, family responsibilities, part-time work), anxiety, and self doubt regarding 
competence in new areas; 

• Unanticipated challenges related to changing life circumstances: e.g., relocation due to 
unemployment in the family, parental illness, the presence of complex social and emotional 
issues;   

•  Challenges posed by pre-conceived notion that social policy is the exclusive domain of the 
adult members of society; and 

• Challenges posed by the possibility that being involved in such a project may not be ‘cool’ in 
the eyes of peers.  

 

Figure 2: Factors that work against youth engagement in social policy  
Source: Sullivan et al. 2010, 523. 
 

In both phases of this project, the participants developed an understanding of social 
policy and acquired skills in public speaking and presentation. Some of the young 
people took on their first leadership roles, not only in presenting the workshop, but also 
in planning and carrying out social policy action plans in their schools and communities.  
If the project’s long-term objectives are fulfilled, some of these young people will build 
on this experience and take on community leadership roles in the future. 
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About this Community Development Toolkit  
 

This community development toolkit was created by Tyler Howlett, with editorial review 
and revisions by Kelly Vodden, Ahmed Khan and Gail Collins. The toolkit was created 
as part of a community-based research project undertaken by students in an 
undergraduate course at Memorial University, Department of Geography, instructed by 
Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – Community and Regional Planning and 
Development). The project was completed in partnership with the Central Region 
Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a ‘Community of Practice’ 
learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that introduce students 
and community development practitioners to several key community development and 
regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support for this project provided by 
the Rural Secretariat-Executive Council, as well as the support and participation of 
Regional Partnership Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble, is gratefully 
acknowledged.  

 

 

 
 


