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Background

The AstraZeneca Young Health Program (YHP) is a glob-
al, long-term community investment initiative that aims to 
improve the health of vulnerable young people around the 
world – now and into the future. Since its launch in 2010, the 
program has been implemented in 16 countries across the 
globe, each tailored to focus on the most pressing local health 
needs for young people. 

Recognizing the international focus on preventing non- 
communicable diseases (NCD’s), the program has recently 
targeted its global advocacy and research focus on address-
ing the awareness and prevention of risk factors that  
contribute to NCD’s. The program is grounded on the four 
shared risk factors that largely cause NCDs: tobacco use, 
alcohol abuse, unhealthy diet and physical inactivity1.In 
simpler terms, the YHP’s goal is to holistically address the 
barriers youth face in growing up into healthy adults. If we 
focus on reducing these behaviours in youth, we can reduce 
their risk of developing serious, chronic conditions such as 
diabetes, cancer and asthma.

In Canada, the YHP was originally launched in 2011 with a 
focus on improving the mental and emotional well-being of 
disconnected and vulnerable youth ages 10–19. AstraZeneca 
Canada began exploring how to evolve the local program 
into the future as it was nearing the end of its first phase in 
2014. We engaged a sub-group of The Young Canadians 
Roundtable on Health (YCRH), which is part of The Sandbox 
Project, to conduct an environmental scan and provide youth 
perspectives into the areas that were being explored for the 

future of the program. Members of this group of youth were: 
Stephanie Bertolo, Timothy Chung, Maggie Conway, Alyssa 
Frampton and Aliçia Raimundo. Eni Rukaj served as the 
AstraZeneca project manager.

The group was tasked with reviewing and evaluating Canadian 
organizations and programs in the adolescent health space, 
with a particular focus on organizations that address NCD pre-
vention. As well, the group shared their opinion as youth on 
the major healthcare issues they see Canadian youth facing. 
The group collaborated online on this project from July 8th to 
August 11th, 2014. 



 Youth Perspectives on Adolescent Health Programming in Canada      3

What are the major health issues  
Canadian youth face?

What are the key challenges Canadian youth 
face that are barriers to growing up healthy? 

Two key barriers identified are the lack of tools to enable 
integration of healthy habits into one’s daily life and the lack of 
positive role models of healthy habits. There are not enough 
great tools to enable youth to apply “best practices” for 
healthy living to their own circumstances. Furthermore, urban 
youth often don’t take part in healthy activities because they 
are not the norm in their surroundings. The adults and peers 
in their environments do not always exhibit healthy habits 
for youth to emulate. Homeless and marginalized youth are 
particularly disadvantaged, as they lack consistent access to 
facilities or resources to help them integrate healthy habits 
into their day-to-day lives. 

One particular group facing significant barriers is the 
Aboriginal youth community. There are higher levels of chronic 
disease, such as diabetes, among Aboriginal and First Nations 
populations2.  The YCR recognizes this is an important issue 
in Canada, having been identified by multiple government 
bodies. The YCRH perceives the root of the issue to be due 
to: 1) insufficient resources, and 2) lack of trust on the part of 
Aboriginal youth and communities on the ability of the system 
to deliver services.

Do young people have a say when it comes 
to their own health – with the healthcare  
system, at the policy level, etc.?

The overall consensus around this question was that youth do 
not have a strong voice “when it comes to discussions that 
focus on their own health. Part of the reason youth don’t have 
a strong, active voice is that they are either not engaged by 
their communities or are not engaged in the right way. 

Some youth are being heard – the YCRH is itself proof of this. 
However, youth on the YCRH believe that not enough is being 
done to reach out to and to hear the perspective of youth of 
diverse backgrounds, including highly marginalized groups 
and minorities. Programs and tools offered to marginalized 
youth are often misaligned to their priorities and lifestyles. 
Organizations should seek to understand why these groups 
are not self-nominating to participate in their communities. As 
a next step, organizations should actively try to engage these 
youth in co-creating programs and tools that work for their 
lifestyles, rather than trying to implement programs from the 
top down.

Lastly, the YCRH observed that when youth like themselves 
are engaged by organizations, it is often in silos and not  
in a holistic manner on topics across the health and  
wellness spectrum. 

When we first engaged the YCRH in this project, we wanted 
to understand, from their perspective, what the major health 
issues were for Canadian youth. The group’s initial discus-
sions centred around four key questions:

•  Does a young person’s health depend on where or how he 
or she lives?

•  What are the key challenges Canadian youth face that are 
barriers to growing up healthy?

•  Do young people have a say when it comes to their own 
health – with the healthcare system, at the policy level, etc.? 

•  What would have to change for Canadian youth to grow up 
into healthier adults?

Below is a summary of the discussion and consensus among 
the youth in the YCRH around these 4 questions:

Does a young person’s health depend on  
where or how he or she lives?

Location and socioeconomic factors – which are themselves 
tied to geographic factors – play a significant role in determin-
ing a young person’s health. Differences in health and social 
supports across the country are very stark and it is difficult to 
coordinate across provinces for consistency. 

The YCRH discussed rural environments they have had 
firsthand experiences with, such as the Atlantic Provinces 
and Manitoba. The youth noted that small towns don’t have 
as many resources and youth living in these communities 
are not as privileged as youth living in urban centres, which 
presents a challenge. Employment and education opportuni-
ties in these rural communities are low, for example, making it 
difficult for youth to find local opportunities. furthermore, the 
YCRH believes that when financial pressures take precedent, 
it becomes increasingly difficult for youth to make health and 
well-being a priority. 

However, urban environments can likewise present their own 
challenges. There are plenty of opportunities within these envi-
ronments, but cities can also be isolating and can contribute 
to a cycle of sedentary and unhealthy behaviours. Although 
the YCRH believes big cities to be healthier than rural regions 
of Canada, they recognize that youth in cities have to make 
an active choice to live healthy, which is not always an easy 
decision to follow through on. Youth broadly need support to 
make this choice consistently in their lives and to turn it into a 
habit they practice into adulthood. Furthermore, there can be 
huge differences between communities and socioeconomic 
status within a city, further emphasizing the lack of consisten-
cy in opportunities for youth to live healthy lifestyles.
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What would have to change for Canadian 
youth to grow up into healthier adults?

Looking broadly at the resources and programs available for 
youth in Canada, the YCRH considered what more can be 
done to improve youth health. The conclusions of this discus-
sion focused on three areas:

•  The approach to youth that aren’t already engaged and 
living healthy lifestyles can be improved. Programs targeted 
at youth need to develop solutions with them, not for them. 
The YCRH believes more can be done to engage youth 
in the process of developing tools for them, particularly 
marginalized and underserved groups that are not typically 
looked to for youth advisory boards.

•  The language and messages sent to youth on their health 
and wellbeing can be more youth-focused. To have a tan-
gible impact, individuals and organizations that work with 
youth should speak to youth at their level and in their lingo. 
In order for programs and resources to be adopted by youth,  
the material has to be presented in a way that rings true  
with youth. 

•  The education system presents a great opportunity for 
impact on youth health. Schools play a huge role in how 
children and youth grow up, since the majority of youth 
spend a big part of their time growing up in the classroom. 
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What are Canadian organizations doing to help  
youth grow up healthier?

Youth Vital Signs. Launched last year, Youth Vital Signs is a 
youth-driven research and public opinion initiative that reports 
on the status of youth in the metro Vancouver area. The orga-
nization does a good job of identifying and communicating 
the issues youth in this metropolitan area face. They have a 
strong youth presence within the organization through a full 
youth committee and provide great resources and links to 
other organizations. While the approach to identifying issues is 
applaudable, it is unknown how the Youth Leadership Council 
is working or planning on addressing these issues. 

Propel Centre for Population Health Impact. The Propel 
Centre is one of the few academic centres focused on youth 
research - specifically NCD prevention. The Centre is a col-
laborative enterprise founded by the University of Waterloo 
that conducts research, evaluation and knowledge exchange 
to accelerate improvements in the health of populations in the 
areas of tobacco control, youth health and capacity develop-
ment. Although their current focus is in the area of smoking 
cessation and prevention, they appear to be interested in 
expanding their research focus to the other common risk 
factors of NCDs. The YCRH believes the Centre is making a 
known impact and being recognized for their efforts.

The YCRH group reviewed and evaluated 26 Canadian orga-
nizations to paint a picture for what is being done in Canada 
to help youth grow up healthier. These organizations were 
identified by the youth themselves, with strong guidance from 
Alyssa Frampton.

The YCRH did not focus on specific types of organizations, 
choosing to evaluate a variety of players in the youth health 
space, including organizations that interested them personally. 
Two areas where the YCRH did put specific efforts were in 
researching and gathering information on organizations that 
focus on Aboriginal and urban at-risk communities. The YCRH 
reviewed each organization’s purpose, approach to the issue, 
youth involvement level and general pros/cons from their 
perspective as youth.

Below are a few organizations to highlight the work the YCRH 
did. A full list of the organizations evaluated is included in the 
Appendix of this report.

Right to Play: Right to Play operates after-school programs 
in Aboriginal communities on a variety of themes, from youth 
leadership and female empowerment to sports involvement 
and diabetes prevention. As an initiative, Right to Play is a 
massive undertaking of multiple corporations, NGO’s and 
governments. However the YCRH believes its one-size-fits-all 
approach may not suffice for different youth and communities. 

Ophea is an NGO focused on championing healthy, active  
living in schools and communities through quality programs 
and services, partnerships and advocacy. It has large gov-
ernment and media support and a long history, having been 
around since 1921. Ophea’s approach is very collaborative, 
which is valuable in this space. 



6      Youth Perspectives on Adolescent Health Programming in Canada

Best Practice Recommendations

What makes an approach successful?

From their review of various organizations, the YCRH devel-
oped a number of insights into what effective and ineffective 
youth health programs look like:

•  Focus on particular issues to make a lasting change. 
Organizations should not spread themselves too thin amongst 
different youth issues, as programs that gloss over issues are 
not highly effective at making an impact in youths’ lives.

•  A one-size-fits-all approach won’t suffice in many cases. 
A program or offering should either be adapted to the needs 
of different, specific youth populations or take into consider-
ation all youth – which is incredibly difficult to do.

•  Talking down to youth about an issue is unlikely to affect 
behaviour, even if the organization has good intentions. 
Youth are unlikely to change their behaviour just because 
someone tells them they should. The YCRH has seen exam-
ples of organizations that attempt to do this unsuccessfully 
and urges others to reconsider their approach with youth. 

How do we engage youth effectively? 

The group also discussed youth engagement to a great extent 
and came up with the following ideas to consider:

•  Youth co-led initiatives with adult support will get more 
traction within the youth community than adult-directed 
(top-down) initiatives. For that reason, the YCRH believes it’s 
critical that youth are brought into the decision-making pro-
cesses of organizations and involved in the entire process of 
developing programs targeted at youth. 

•  In youth-adult co-led projects, adults can offer youth three 
key resources: direction, mentorship and motivation. 

•  The YCRH noted that if an organization establishes a youth 
advisory council, at least one youth representative/leader 
is recommended to liaise between the adults and the youth 
within an organization. When organizations don’t have a youth 
liaison, the experience of the YCRH has been that they don’t 
have a big impact.

•  Engage youth by establishing a common thread between the 
youth and the organization’s mission and by keeping youth 
up-to-date on the organization’s projects. When youth feel like 
they are valued for their input, they are driven to engage much 
more strongly. Making them feel like they belong does not have 
to be through traditional incentives – it could be as easy as pro-
viding everyone in the group with the same jacket, for example.

•  Give youth responsibility, not just menial work. It’s important 
that the tasks youth are given to do are explained well and 
require responsibility, but are not overwhelmingly big tasks. 
Along that same line, youth need to understand how their 
work is making an impact and be engaged in the end goal in 
order to devote their time to a cause.

To conclude the project, the YCRH focused on developing 
and consolidating insights and best practice recommenda-
tions from their research on 26 Canadian organizations and 
their expertise as youth. A strong focus of the discussion was 
on identifying the elements that make programs successful, 
however the YCRH also developed some recommendations 
on the areas where there are significant gaps in programming 
and resources.

Where are the gaps?

From their organizational review, the YCRH concluded there 
is an abundance of organizations trying to tackle the social 
issues affecting youth health. Furthermore, many organiza-
tions are being recognized for the impact they are having. 

Nonetheless, there are a few areas where gaps were identified:

•  Aboriginal youth programs: the YCRH specifically under-
took a review of programs targeted at Aboriginal youth and 
did not find more than the 3 organizations highlighted in 
this report. The lack of programming towards this high-risk 
population is concerning and the YCRH believes a lot more 
can be done for Aboriginal youth, who are definitely an 
at-risk and under-served group.

•  Empowering youth to be advocates: no organizations 
were found that teach youth how to advocate for community 
and system change for their health, least of all with a focus 
on addressing the risk factors that lead to NCD’s. 

•  Giving youth the tools to build their own initiatives: there 
are numerous programs targeted at “interventions” in youth, 
but not many that attempt to teach youth how to develop 
their own solutions to their problems. Furthermore, of the 
programs reviewed, the ones that resonate the most with 
the YCRH are those developed by youth for youth. Hence, 
there’s a strong case for enabling social change in the health 
and wellness sphere by empowering and teaching youth to 
be their own agents of change.

•  Increasing the accessibility of healthy behaviours and 
make healthy living fun is a gap. Youth are influenced by 
their environments very strongly, so if they live in commu-
nities where it is difficult to actively choose the healthier 
option or where they are ridiculed for doing so, they will not 
gravitate towards these options.

•  Providing opportunities to enhance youths’ skills: espe-
cially in smaller and rural communities, one of the issues that 
was originally identified was the lack of opportunities for edu-
cation and work. When there are no opportunities for growth 
and money is hard to come by, people do not have the luxury 
of focusing on staying healthy. A big impact can be made on 
the wellbeing of communities across Canada by closing the 
early negative behavioural feedback loop this creates.
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 Appendix: Organizations Reviewed

Below is a full list of the organizations reviewed by the YCRH.

AFN Youth Council – http://www.afnyouth.ca/

 AllerGen NCE Inc. – http://www.allergen-nce.ca

Canadian Cancer Society – http://www.cancer.ca

 Canadian Institute of Child Health – http://www.cich.ca 

Canadian Obesity Network – http://www.obesitynetwork.ca

 Canada World Youth – http://canadaworldyouth.org

Centre of Addiction and Mental Health – http://www.camh.ca

CHEO – http://www.cheo.on.ca

 Choices for Youth – http://www.choicesforyouth.ca

Evergreen Foundation – http://www.evergreen.ca

Field to Table – http://www.foodshare.net

Health Nexus – http://en.healthnexus.ca

 HIFY – Health Initiatives for Youth in Hamilton – http://www.hifyhamilton.com

 Leisure Information Network – http://lin.ca

Living Rock – http://www.livingrock.ca

 Ophea – https://www.ophea.net

Play, Live, Be Tobacco-Free – http://www.playlivebetobaccofree.ca

Propel Center for Population Health Impact – https://uwaterloo.ca

 Right to Play – http://www.righttoplay.ca

Society for Children and Youth in BC – http://www.scyofbc.org

 The Canadian Nurse – Family Partnership – http://nfp.mcmaster.ca

Toronto Kiwanis Boys and Girls Club – http://www.believeinkids.ca

Unfiltered Facts – http://unfilteredfacts.ca.flax.arvixe.com

Youth in BC – http://youthinbc.com

Youth Vital Signs – youthvitalsigns.ca
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This whitepaper was authored by Eni Rukaj, Corporate 
Responsibility & Government Affairs Co-Op Student at 
AstraZeneca, with the cooperation and involvement of 
The Sandbox Project and the Young Canadians 
Roundtable on Health. It refl ects the discussion and 
opinions of the members of the YCRH. We would like to thank 
the youth on the Roundtable for their time and dedication 
to this work. The YHP strives to actively involve youth in the 
dialogue on youth health issues and in the development of 
resources and tools. We hope that together we can positively 
impact the health and wellbeing of Canadian youth.

YHP Information
Canada: www.younghealth.ca
Global: www.younghealthprogrammeyhp.com
@YHPCanada
www.youtube.com/YoungHealthCanada

The Sandbox  Project information:
http://sandboxproject.ca
https://www.facebook.com/SandboxProject
@SandboxCanada


