
1



2

SUGGESTED CITATION
CYPT. (2021). 2021 Youth Impact Survey-Data Briefs. Children and Youth Planning Table of 
Waterloo Region. Waterloo, ON.

PARTNERS
We are so grateful to our partners for their support in the development and delivery of our 
community survey, and for continuing to support children and youth across Waterloo Region:

MORE FROM THE CHILDREN AND YOUTH 
PLANNING TABLE
For more resources and information from the Children and Youth Planning Table, please visit 
www.childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca or scan this code:

We acknowledge that the land on which the the Children and Youth Planning Table primarily 
operates on is the traditional territory of the Haudenosaunee, Anishnaabe, and Neutral People. 
We acknowledge the enduring presence of the Indigenous people with whom we share 
this land today, their achievements, and their contributions to our community. We offer this 
acknowledgment as an act of reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples of 
Canada.
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CONTENT WARNING
The data briefs highlight data related to mental health, experiences of discrimination, experiences 
of homelessness, and other areas that impact child and youth well-being. Some content may be 
difficult to read, and/or remind readers of challenging personal experiences. We encourage all 
readers to prioritize their own well-being when reviewing this information. If needed, please reach 
out to any one of the following resources for support:

Front Door (for youth) - 519-749-2932
Kids Help Phone - 1-800-668-6868 or text 686868
Counselling Collaborative of Waterloo Region - 519-804-1097
Here 24/7 - 1-844-437-3247 (HERE247)

https://www.frontdoormentalhealth.com/
https://kidshelpphone.ca/
https://counsellingwr.ca/
https://here247.ca/
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Y O U T H  I M P A C T  S U R V E Y
D A T A  B R I E F S

WHAT IS THE YOUTH IMPACT SURVEY?
The Youth Impact Survey (YIS) is our community’s opportunity to hear directly from young people 
about their own well-being. It’s based on the Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being, 
a framework developed by UNICEF Canada to better understand how children and youth are 
doing across the country. Like the Index, the YIS focuses on nine domains that impact well-being. 
Together, the nine domains represent 125-related indicators that are monitored and tracked 
nationally by UNICEF Canada.

Through the YIS, children and youth, ages nine to 18, are invited to participate in the survey and 
share their perspectives on topics that are important to them – like how they’re feeling, what 
they do in their free time, their 
thoughts about school and 
community, and more.

Waterloo Region was the first 
community in Canada to test 
out the survey in 2020, with 
young people giving input and 
suggestions on how we can 
make the tool better. In 2021, 
we were excited to have Halton 
Region, Ottawa, and the Tri-
County region in Nova Scotia join 
the survey – hosting it in their 
communities!

This year, we are so grateful to the 
1,074 young people in Waterloo 
Region who participated in 
the 2021 YIS and shared their 
experiences. These data briefs 
are only possible because of the 
valuable contributions of each 
and every respondent. 

INTRODUCTION 2021

https://oneyouth.unicef.ca/en/child-and-youth-well-being-index
https://childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca/youth-impact-survey/
https://oneyouth.unicef.ca/en/child-and-youth-well-being-index
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INTRODUCTION 2021

WHY DO WE CARE ABOUT A SYSTEM LEVEL VIEW 
OF WELL-BEING?
The Children and Youth Planning Table of Waterloo Region (CYPT) is a community-wide 
partnership that includes service providers, researchers, planning bodies and funders serving 
children, youth and families in our community. Members share the common vision of “Happy, 
healthy children and youth - today and tomorrow.”

In 2019, the CYPT aligned our shared goals and shared measurement framework with UNICEF 
Canada’s Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being. The YIS is one way the CYPT seeks to 
gather and collectively understand local child and youth well-being data as it compares to the 
national picture. 

Children and youth are the experts of their own lives, and hearing from young people first-hand 
about their well-being (e.g. through the YIS) is particularly valuable. This information offers our 
community the opportunity to listen to young people and to better inform our decisions and 
actions based on the same community-wide data. When our collective actions come from a 
place grounded in a shared understanding of well-being, the impacts for children and youth can 
be far greater. 

WHY IS THIS DATA IMPORTANT RIGHT NOW?
Without a doubt, over the past year and a half, communities across Canada have been impacted 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and by other social, political and environmental movements across 
the globe. We all recognize that the ways we interact with our loved ones and with members of 
our community has drastically changed. 

There is, however, very limited local data that paints a detailed picture of how children and youth 
have been coping with these changes, and how these changes have shaped their understanding 
of their own well-being. The following data briefs, alongside the 2020 YIS briefs, provide a much 
needed, but concerning, snapshot of the lives of many children and youth in our community during 
this time.

Given the importance of centering equity, social inclusion, and anti-discrimination in our 
belonging-related work, the CYPT is partnering with the Whole Family Lab at the University of 
Waterloo to disaggregate the YIS results. Wherever possible, we’ll be taking the total responses 
and breaking them down into different sub-categories (e.g., geographical locations, racial 
backgrounds and various gender identities) to paint a more reflective picture of the experiences 
of diverse children and youth in our community. Stay tuned for additional briefs!

We hope that the information in this document and future briefs inspire meaningful reflection 
and discussion. Putting the findings of the data briefs into action, we also hope that they spark 
change in our community, ultimately improving the lives and well-being of children and youth – 
today and tomorrow. 

https://childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca/
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DEVELOPING AND LAUNCHING THE SURVEY
Through the broader CYPT network1 and with the support of our CYPT Youth Connectors, we 
encouraged children and youth, ages nine and 18 from Waterloo Region, to complete our survey. 
This included young people from the cities of Cambridge, Kitchener and Waterloo as well as the 
townships of North Dumfries, Wellesley, Wilmot, and Woolwich. The survey was officially launched 
on April 30th and was kept active until June 7th of 2021. 

The CYPT, UNICEF Canada and the Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) at the University of 
Waterloo worked together to select the survey questions based on validated survey questions 
and consultation with children and youth. Core questions were asked across all communities, with 
options for each community to add additional (module) questions. Questions were not mandatory 
and respondents were able to skip any they wished.2 

To connect with children and youth in Waterloo Region we used a combination of direct outreach 
methods such as emailing our networks, presentations, as well as through social media and radio/
television campaigns. During the five weeks that the survey was open, we actively worked with 
the CYPT network (including adults and young people) to connect young people directly to our 
survey.3

A major limitation related to the YIS data, and an important consideration when reading the 
report, is that the survey was completed virtually in the midst of a global pandemic. This means 
that the comparability of the YIS data to pre-pandemic data is somewhat limited, including the 
comparisons made throughout the report to UNICEF Canada research. Another limitation is the 
comparability of the 2021 and 2020 YIS data. While we do point out major changes between the 
two datasets by highlighting in maroon when there is a percentage point difference of five or 
more, our outreach methods and the number of different respondents across each survey limits 
our ability to draw any exact conclusions on how the well-being of individuals has changed 
between 2020 and 2021.  

While we have to be cautious in drawing any broader conclusions about all children and youth 
in Waterloo Region from our data, the briefs represent the valuable experiences of 1,074 diverse 
children and youth who chose to respond to our survey. We thank all of you for taking the time to 
inform and shape the report!

“THANK YOU FOR GIVING YOUTH THE VOICE IN ISSUES 
WE DO NOT ALWAYS HAVE.” 

—YIS 2020 Feedback Form Respondent
1 The CYPT is a network of 70+ organizations and other tables/networks supporting children, youth and families in Waterloo 
Region. More information can be found on our website, here. 
2 The number of responses per question varies throughout the survey depending on the number of respondents choosing to 
answer or skip over each question. We have rounded our digits to one decimal place and as a result, percentages may not exactly 
sum up to 100 percent in every finding.
3 In research terms, we used non-random or non-probability sampling techniques, such as convenience and snowball sampling 
(this explains how we reached out to our respondents). As there are limitations in our ability to use alternative random sampling 
techniques, the 1,074 individuals making up the final sample cannot be considered representative of all children and youth in 
Waterloo Region. However, given the large number of respondents and their diverse composition, the children and youth who 
chose to participate do reflect a reasonable cross-section of children and youth in Waterloo Region. 
 

INTRODUCTION 2021

https://childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca/
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RESPONDENT PROFILE 2021

A total of 1,074 children and youth completed the 2021 Youth Impact Survey (YIS).4 That’s three 
times as many participants as we had in 2020.5 Of those who responded this year, just over 5% 
also participated in the 2020 survey.

GENDER
In response to our gender identity question, 62.8% of 
respondents identified as female, almost double that 
of the number of male identifying respondents (32.7%). 
Another 4.5% of respondents described themselves as 
either non-binary (2.5%) or another gender identity other 
than male or female (2.0%). 

AGE
While youth ages nine to 18 responded to the survey, 
the most common age range for respondents was 
between 14 to 16 years of age (56.3%). The average age of 
respondents was 14.2 years old.

Age Per cent
9 4.2%
10 4.9%
11 6.5%
12 7.3%
13 7.4%
14 16.7%
15 21.6%
16 18.1%
17 9.3%
18 4.1%  

COUNTRY OF BIRTH
86.2% of respondents were born in Canada while 
13.8% were born outside of Canada. For those 
born outside of the country, on average they 
have lived in Canada for 8.2 years. 

4 We checked the survey with our partners at CIW to make sure that we removed any response errors or duplication. In alignment 
with best practices in data collection at CIW, we included respondents who responded to at least 30% of survey questions, result-
ing in a total final sample of 1,074 children and youth. 
5 We received 297 respondents to the first Youth Impact Survey which was launched in the summer of 2020. To read our 2020 data 
briefs, click here. 

GEOGRAPHY
Almost nine in 10 respondents 
(88.6%) said they lived in one 
of the three cities making 
up Waterloo Region, while 
11.4% lived in one of the four 
townships. 

Born in Canada
86.2%

Born out of Canada
13.8%

Female

A gender identity other 
than male or female

Non-binary

Male

https://childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/YIS-Data-Briefs.pdf
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FIRST NATION, METIS, AND INUIT
2.5% of respondents identified as either Métis, or Inuit 
or another Indigenous identity. An additional 2.6% of 
respondents weren’t sure or didn’t know, while 1.1% preferred 
not to answer.

RACIAL BACKGROUND
Respondents to the survey were asked to self-identify with 
one or more racial categories. While the most popular racial 
category selected was White (i.e., of European descent) with 
63.0% of total responses, 27.0% of responses were included across diverse racial categories such as 
South Asian, Black, East Asian, Middle Eastern, Southeast Asian, Latino, Indigenous, or a different 
racial category that was not expressed in one of the other categories. For additional detail, 93.7% 
of respondents indicated just one racial identity, 6.0% indicated two, and 0.3% indicated three.6

Racial Background  Per cent

White    63.0%
South Asian   8.9%
East Asian   5.5%
Black     5.3%
Another race 7  4.7% 
Middle Eastern   4.6%
Southeast Asian   3.2%
Latino    2.5%
Indigenous   2.3%

HOUSEHOLD TYPE
At the time of the survey, the majority of respondents (82.1%) lived in two parent/guardian 
households, with one parent/guardian homes being the second most common household type.

Two parents/     One parent/  Other type8      Extended family    Separate households/  
  guardians           guardian        divorced parent
     82.1%    9.7%           3.1%   2.6%               2.5%

6 Identity is complex and can’t be summed up to just one thing. Therefore, it’s important to remember that these percentages are 
the total number of responses to the question (rather than total number of respondents), recognizing that some YIS participants 
may identify with more than one race.
7 Other racial identities named by children and youth include bi-racial or mixed, Guyanese, Indo-Caribbean, and North African.
8 Other household types named by respondents include shared time between separated parents, a single parent and grandpar-
ent(s), and a mix of parents and guardians.

LONG-TERM HEALTH & LIMITED ACTIVITIES
When asked if there were any particular condition(s) 
that may have limited them from fully participating in 
community, school,
work, or other 
activities, 12.3% of 
respondents said they 
had either a long-term 
physical or mental 
health condition. No long-term

condition
Long-term 
condition

RESPONDENT PROFILE 2021
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WE BELONG 2021

WE BELONG
UNICEF Canada defines belonging as “feeling loved and supported and 
having mutually caring and respectful relationships.”9 This love and support 
can come from many sources including friends, family, teachers, pets, 
and people in the community. Locally, when we think about belonging for 
children and youth, we recognize the importance of equity, relationships and 
attachment, and feeling valued, heard and included.

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING 
A sense of belonging among children and youth has positive impacts on health and well-being. 
We know that children and youth who have a sense of belonging (i.e. a feeling of social and 
environmental connection) have a greater sense of stability which can help them deal with 
challenges and uncertainty.10 Those with a strong sense of belonging tend to be engaged in 
their community, have social networks, and build relationships with others, reducing feelings of 
loneliness.11 The impacts of feeling like you belong have also been linked to life expectancy, with 
a lack of social connections having negative impacts on your health similar to smoking, obesity, 
and diabetes.12 When children build healthy relationships at home, school, with friends and in the 
community, it contributes to their overall well-being.

“BELONGING… MEAN(S) YOU DON’T HAVE TO HIDE WHO YOU 
ARE IN ORDER TO FIT IN.”

—Mobina, Youth in Waterloo Region

KEY FINDINGS
The percentage of young people that said they had a weak sense of belonging to their 
community stayed consistent in the findings from last year.

A notable amount of respondents felt lonely and/or said they lacked social connection to 
others around them.

Most respondents felt they received support from family, friends, and/or teachers, but more 
felt free to express themselves with their friends than their families.

Many respondents experienced discrimination, most frequently about their physical 
appearance or their sex.

9 UNICEF Canada. (2020). Worlds Apart: Canadian Companion to UNICEF Report Card 16: UNICEF Canada, Toronto. Available here.
10 Hatala, A.R., Pearl, T. Bird-Nartowhow, K., Judge, A., Sjoblom, E., & Liebenberg, L. (2017). “I Have a Strong Hope for the Future”: 
Time Orientations and Resiliency Among Canadian Indigenous Youth. Qualitative Health Research 2017, Vol. 27(9) 1330–1344.
11 UNICEF Canada (2019). Where Does Canada Stand? The Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being 2019 Baseline Report. 
UNICEF Canada, Toronto. Available here.
12 Office of the Chief Medical Officer of Health (2017). Connected Communities: Healthier Together. 2017 Annual Report of the 
Chief Medical Officer of Health of Ontario to the Legislative Assembly of Ontario. Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. 
Available here.

https://oneyouth.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/2020-09/UNICEF%2520RC16%2520Canadian%2520Companion%2520EN_Web.pdf
https://oneyouth.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/2019-08/2019_Baseline_Report_Canadian_Index_of_Child_and_Youth_Well-being.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/common/ministry/publications/reports/cmoh_19/cmoh_19.pdf
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

SENSE OF BELONGING
64.1% of respondents said they felt a very strong or somewhat strong sense of belonging to 
their community. This also means that over one in three respondents (35.9%) felt a very weak 
or somewhat weak sense of belonging to their community. These findings have unfortunately 
remained consistent throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, with 36.1% of respondents reporting a 
very weak or somewhat weak sense of community belonging in our 2020 survey.13 

The sense of belonging statistic continues to be about 20 percentage points off from 
pre-pandemic levels. According to data from the Canadian Community Health Survey, young 
people between the ages of 12 and 17 in Waterloo Region reported a generally positive sense of 
belonging to their community prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. in 2017-2018, 83.9% reported a 
very strong or somewhat strong sense of belonging).14 

To read more about local resources, data and CYPT’s journey towards increasing belonging for 
children, youth and families, check out our Belonging Report.  

13 These local pre-pandemic findings also align closely with national children and youth data, where according to UNICEF 
Canada’s 2019 baseline report, 84.6% of Canadian children and youth indicated a strong or somewhat strong sense of belonging 
to their local communities. 
14 Statistics Canada. Health characteristics, two-year period estimates for Waterloo Health Unit, in Table: 13-10-0113-01. Available 
here. Please note that there are general limitations in making direct comparisons with Statistics Canada data on children and 
youth’s sense of belonging based on age groups surveyed, sample sizes and considerations for how the Waterloo Region Health 
Unit’s geographic parameters are defined.

WE BELONG 2021

64.1% OF RESPONDENTS SAID THEY FELT A VERY 
STRONG OR SOMEWHAT STRONG SENSE OF 

BELONGING TO THEIR COMMUNITY.

https://childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/A-Case-for-Child-and-Youth-Belonging.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action%3Fpid%3D1310011301%26pickMembers%255B0%255D%3D1.71%26pickMembers%255B1%255D%3D2.2%26pickMembers%255B2%255D%3D3.1%26pickMembers%255B3%255D%3D5.4%26cubeTimeFrame.startYear%3D2017%2B%252F%2B2018%26cubeTimeFrame.endYear%3D2017%2B%252F%2B2018%26referencePeriods%3D20170101%252C20170101
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LONELINESS & SOCIAL ISOLATION
Over a third of respondents (34.4%) reported that they felt lonely. This percentage has increased 
compared to those in 2020 who answered in the affirmative.15 Likewise, only 55.3% of respondents 
said they felt like they were a valued member of their community. In a more positive light, 85.9% 
felt they had a strong emotional bond with at least one other person.

I feel lonely... 

 Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree or Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

I feel a strong emotional bond with at least one other person...

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree or Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

I feel like I am a valued member of my community...

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree or Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

15 In the 2020 YIS, respondents were asked how often they felt lonely. Almost a third (28.6%) of respondents said they felt lonely on 
at least a regular basis (regularly, very often, or all the time). The question changed slightly for the 2021 YIS, which makes it more 
difficult to compare the results. However, we can note that many children and youth in our community feel lonely - and that their 
sense of loneliness may have increased between 2020 and 2021.

19.3%

20.0%

21.4%

26.4%

13.0%

3.9%

31.5%

36.6%

9.4%

18.6%

1.1%

10.4%

35.9%

2.5%

50.1%

Relating to their social 
connections to others 
around them, respondents 
also shared that:

30.6% felt isolated from 
others in their community

26.4% felt they lacked close 
friends

24.7% felt left out

18.2% didn’t have enough 
time to socialize with 
friends

10.6% didn’t feel they were 
part of a group of people 
who shared their
attitudes and beliefs

6.0% didn’t have close 
relationships that provided 
them with a sense of
emotional security and 
well-being
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SOCIAL SUPPORT FROM FRIENDS AND FAMILY
YIS respondents were asked if, and how, they felt supported by family and friends. According to 
UNICEF Canada, key support can include having friends and family to help with decision-making, 
having emotional support from those around us, having someone to count on and to talk through 
problems with and having others to share our joys with.16 

SUPPORT FROM FAMILY

SUPPORT FROM FRIENDS

SUPPORT FROM TEACHERS
A supportive school environment and positive relationships with teachers are important in shaping 
a young person’s sense of belonging and well-being.17

83.1% felt their teachers accept them as they are

79.0% felt that they can get extra help when needed

74.8% felt that their teachers treat them fairly

72.6% felt their teachers care about them

59.8% felt they could trust their teachers 
16 UNICEF Canada (2019)
17 UNICEF Canada (2019)

61.6%
felt they could talk to 

their family about their 
problems

87.6%
felt their family was 
willing to help them 

make decisions

82.5%
felt their family really 

tries to help them

70.8%
felt they received the 
emotional help and 
support that they 
needed from their 

family

76.9% 
felt they had friends 

with whom they could 
share their joys and 

sorrows

69.8%
felt their friends really 

try to help them

69.0%
felt they could talk 

about their problems 
with friends

68.9%
felt they could count 
on their friends when 

things go wrong

WE BELONG 2021
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WE BELONG 2021

EXPERIENCES OF DISCRIMINATION18

41.5% of YIS respondents said they experienced discrimination due to characteristics such as 
physical appearance, sex, age, and race. 2021 results are similar to 2020, in which 43.8% of 
respondents indicated experiencing some sort of discrimination.

Experiences of discrimination due to...  Per cent
Physical appearance     21.6%
Sex       16.3%
Age       12.4%
Race or skin colour     10.5%
Ethnicity or culture     9.4%
Sexual orientation     9.3%
Gender identity     7.1%
Religion      6.3%
A disability      5.7%

FEELING VALUED, HEARD, AND INCLUDED19

An important aspect of feeling valued, heard, and included is feeling like you have a voice and 
that someone is listening. When young people feel heard, like their opinions and perspectives 
matter, there is a stronger sense of connection and inclusion. 

Three-quarters (75.1%) of YIS respondents felt that when they 
speak, someone in their family listened, which is consistent 
with responses from the 2020 YIS (75.3%). Almost seven in 
10 (68.3%) respondents said that they are free to express 
themselves with their family, while feeling free to express 
themselves with friends was notably higher (77.7%).  

68.3% FELT THEY CAN EXPRESS THEMSELVES WITH THEIR FAMILY.

77.7% FELT THEY CAN EXPRESS THEMSELVES WITH FRIENDS.

18 This indicator is part of the We are Protected Domain of the Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being
19 This indicator is part of the We are Protected Domain of the Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being

Said they experienced 
discrimination
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WE ARE HEALTHY - MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL 
HEALTH
Child and youth mental and emotional health includes their feelings, 
behaviour and thoughts. In particular, mental health “refers to cognitive, 
behavioral, and emotional well-being. It is all about how people think, feel, 
and behave. Mental health can affect daily living, relationships, and physical 
health.”20

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING
Children and youth who have good mental and emotional health are able to understand and 
manage their own emotions and those of others. This includes being able to cope with challenges 
they experience in life and build healthy relationships with others, including peers and adults.21 
In addition, children and youth who have good social and emotional skills have greater success 
in school and in life more generally.22 Children and youth who do not have good emotional well-
being can face many challenges in life. This includes challenges to relationships with family and 
friends, experiencing higher rates of stress, and social anxiety.23 Helping children develop good 
mental and emotional health can provide them with the skills to better overcome such challenges, 
and have better overall well-being which is important to healthy development.

“WE SHOULD...PAY MORE ATTENTION TO OUR MENTAL HEALTH, 
AS MANY PEOPLE DON’T FEEL SEEN/HEARD OR FEEL HOPELESS 

DURING COVID. I THINK IT’S TAKEN A LARGE TOLL ON ALL 
YOUTH...”

—YIS 2021 Feedback Form Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
A growing proportion of respondents have self-assessed their mental health to be fair or 
poor.
 
Many respondents reported feeling sad or hopeless for a considerable stretch of time over 
the past year.

A notable number of respondents felt they had more school work than they could handle.

20 Felmen, A. (2020, April 13). What is Mental Health? Medical News Today. Available here. 
21 National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2004). Children’s Emotional Development is Built into the Architecture of 
Their Brains: Working Paper No. 2 (3rd printing). Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 1-8. Available here.
22 Thomson, S. (2019, August 05). Assessing and Understanding Social and Emotional Skills: The OECD Study on Social and 
Emotional Skills [Paper presentation]. Research Conference 2019 – Preparing Students for Life in the 21st Century: Identifying, 
Developing and Assessing What Matters. Available here.
23 UNICEF Canada (2019).

WE ARE HEALTHY - MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH 2021

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/154543
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/national-scientific-council-on-the-developing-child/
https://research.acer.edu.au/research_conference/RC2019/5august/4
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WE ARE HEALTHY - MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH 2021

WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

SELF-ASSESSED MENTAL HEALTH
About one-quarter of respondents (26.3%) described their mental health as very good or 
excellent.24 This is more than 10 percentage points lower than 2020 survey (37.4%). For context, 
45.1% of respondents assessed their mental health as either fair (25.8%) or poor (19.3%). 

FEELING SAD OR HOPELESS25

During the past 12 months, just over half (51.5%) of respondents said they felt sad or hopeless for 
several days in a row, to the extent that they stopped doing some of their usual activities. This is 
6.9 percentage points higher than 2020 (44.6%). Likewise, about half (47.3%) said that over the last 
6 months, they felt low at least once a week.

51.5% OF YIS RESPONDENTS SAID THEY FELT SAD OR HOPELESS 
SEVERAL DAYS IN A ROW.

DIAGNOSED MOOD OR ANXIETY DISORDER
About one in 10 
(9.2%) respondents 
said they’ve been 
diagnosed with a 
mood disorder.26 
15.1% of respondents 
said they’ve been 
diagnosed with an 
anxiety disorder.27

24 In comparison, 47.9% of respondents reported very good or excellent self-assessment of their physical health.
25 This indicator is part of the We are Happy and Respected Domain of the Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being.
26 Mood disorder - e.g.. depression, bipolar disorder, mania.
27 Anxiety disorder - a phobia, obsessive- e.g.. compulsive disorder, panic disorder.

26.3%
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COPING WITH STRESS IN SCHOOL28

Respondents were asked to reflect on their overall experience throughout the 2020-2021 school 
year, which for many young people meant a mix of online and in-person learning. According to 
respondents, over one third (36.4%) said they had more school work than they could handle. This is 
a slight increase from the response given to the same question in 2020 (32.3%).

How much do you agree or disagree that you have more school work than you can handle?

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neither Agree or Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

“THE PANDEMIC PROBABLY HAS BEEN THE HARDEST ON ME. MY 
ANXIETY DEFINITELY HAS GOTTEN WORSE; NOT BEING ABLE TO 
BE WITH FAMILY AND FRIENDS, NOT BEING ABLE TO BE AROUND 

OTHER PEOPLE HAS BEEN HARD...” 

—2021 YIS Respondent

28 This indicator is part of the We are Learning Domain of the Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being.

WE ARE HEALTHY - MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH 2021

6.7%

33.1%

25.4%

23.8%

11.0%
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WE ARE HEALTHY - PHYSICAL HEALTH
Physical health refers to our bodies, how we take care of our bodies, and 
our capacity to participate and perform in everyday activities that are 
right for us. It includes physical activity, healthy eating, and access to care. 
Health is shaped from birth, and is influenced not only by choices made, 
but conditions children and youth grow up in, and access to resources 
and appropriate health care services.29 Physical health, along with mental 
and emotional health, and social well-being all come together to shape a 
complete understanding of what it means to be healthy.30

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING
“Young people’s own sense of health and their views about their health care are critical to their
overall well-being.”31 Establishing healthy behaviours early in life improves mental health, and
reduces the risk of long-term health problems. Physical health is linked with quality of life and
participation.32

“COVID MADE ME LOSE INTEREST IN BEING ACTIVE AS I 
COULDN’T PLAY TEAM SPORTS ANYMORE AND WASN’T SOCIAL 

IN PERSON...” 
—2021 YIS Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
On a weekly or more frequent basis, some respondents experience physical symptoms such 
as nervousness, difficulty getting to sleep, and/or irritability or bad temper.

On average, respondents engaged in five hours of light exercise and one and a half hours 
of vigorous exercise per week.

Most respondents self-assessed their physical health as at least good. 

29 UNICEF Canada (2019).
30 UNICEF Canada (2019).
31 WHO (2020). Constitution of the World Health Organization. Basic Documents, 49th edition. World Health Organization, Geneva.
32 Aston, R. (2018) Physical Health and Wellbeing in Children and Youth: Review of the Literature. OECD Education Working Papers 
No. 170. OCED Publishing, Paris. Available here.
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https://www.oecdilibrary.org/docserver/102456c7-en.pdf%3Fexpires%3D1600970656%26id%3Did%26accname%3Dguest%26checksum%3D270A3EB64ECEE7FE87DD3FB8961B1534
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

SELF-ASSESSED PHYSICAL HEALTH
Just under half (47.9%) of all respondents said they feel they have very good or excellent physical 
health. This is 10 percentage points less than last year (57.9%). Most reported good health (33.1%), 
with about 19.0% reporting either fair or poor health.

SELF-REPORTED PHYSICAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS
YIS respondents also indicated the specific physical health symptoms that they have experienced 
in the last month. The following symptoms were the most common and most frequently 
experienced (either more than once a week or about everyday):

SLEEP
Respondents slept an average of 7.8 hours per day (including daytime naps). As mentioned above, 
almost one in four respondents (39.6%) said they have trouble getting to sleep more than once 
a week. Responding to other questions related to their sleep, more than two in ten respondents 
(22.2%) agreed or strongly agreed that they had trouble staying awake during the day. 16.5% of 
respondents said they don’t get enough sleep or rest. Likewise, 22.2% agreed or strongly agreed 
that they had trouble staying awake during the day and 16.5% of respondents said they don’t get 
enough sleep or rest.

22.2% OF RESPONDENTS NOTED THAT THEY HAD TROUBLE 
STAYING AWAKE DURING THE DAY.

WE ARE HEALTHY - PHYSICAL HEALTH 2021

47.9%

Nervousness Difficulties 
getting to sleep

Feeling low or 
depressed

Irritability or 
bad temper
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SPORTS AND EXERCISE
Respondents were asked how many hours in a typical week they participate in physical activities, 
which may be connected to aspects of their overall physical health. On average, they spent five 
hours per week engaging in light exercise (e.g., going for a walk, riding their bike) and one and a 
half hours per week in vigorous exercise (e.g., exercising, playing basketball).

 Light exercise

 Vigorous exercise

“THE PANDEMIC HAD THE BIGGEST TOLL ON MY MENTAL AND 
PHYSICAL HEALTH IN THE LAST 12 MONTHS.” 

—2021 YIS Respondent

WE ARE HEALTHY - PHYSICAL HEALTH 2021
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WE ARE LEARNING
Learning begins from birth, in families, in communities, and in cultures.33 Often 
we think of learning in relation to school, but learning also extends beyond 
the classroom to everyday life. Learning allows children and youth chances to 
explore and understand the world, make mistakes and learn from challenges, 
and develop skills used throughout the lifespan.

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING
Learning and education has been directly linked to positive youth 
development, greater socio-economic opportunities, and positive 

health outcomes.34 Settings in which children and youth feel comfortable and valued create 
opportunities to focus on personal growth, passions, and abilities.35 Children and youth engaged 
in their learning and provided opportunities to set their own goals develop concepts of shared 
responsibility and accountability applied in later life.36 Both formal and informal learning 
environments also provide opportunities for children and youth to build social connections with 
peers, form positive relationships with adults, and feel a sense of belonging.

KEY FINDINGS
Respondents are split between how they feel about school and if they feel like they belong 
there. Most also feel pressured from the amount of school work they have.

In comparison to 2020, more respondents said they didn’t like school, and learning 
experiences inside and outside of the classroom decreased.

“THE BIGGEST IMPACT ON MY WELL-BEING IS DOING SCHOOL 
ONLINE. I FEEL LIKE I AM NOT LEARNING AS MUCH AS I WOULD 

BE IF I WAS IN A NORMAL SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT. “

— 2021 YIS Respondent

33 UNICEF Canada (2019)
34 Nishad, K., MacCormack, J., Kutsyuruba, B., McCart, S., & Freeman, J. (2014). Youth That Thrive: A Review of Critical Factors and 
Effective Programs for 12-25 Year Olds. Queen’s University, Kingston, ON. Available here.
35 Joselowsky, F. (2007) Youth Engagement, High School Reform, and Improved Learning Outcomes: Building Systemic Approaches 
for Youth Engagement. NASSP Bulletin, 91(3), 257-276
36 Ibid

WE ARE LEARNING 2021

http://educ.queensu.ca/sites/webpublish.queensu.ca.educwww/files/files/Youth-that-Thrive-Report%281%29.pdf
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

STRESS AND SCHOOL
Close to seven in 10 respondents (65.0%) said they felt some or a lot of pressure from the school 
work they had to do. This is up 4.5% from 2020.

FEELINGS ABOUT SCHOOL
When asked how they felt about school, over six in ten (61.9%) of respondents said they liked it a 
bit or a lot. On the other hand, just under four in ten (38.1%) said that they either didn’t like it at all 
or that they didn’t like it very much. The 2020-2021 school year saw a number of school closures 
and adjustments to virtual learning, which may help explain why some young people indicated 
their dissatisfaction with school. 

When asked about their experiences in school, about two-thirds of respondents felt that the 
rules in school were fair (68.5%), that their school was a nice place to be (68.4%), and that they 
belonged at school (62.3%). These results remained similar to the results from the 2020 survey 
(66.4%, 65.6%, and 64.5%, respectively).

How do you feel about school?   

65.0%

9.1% 29.0% 47.4% 14.5%

WE ARE LEARNING 2021

I don’t
like it at all

I don’t like
it very much

I like it a bit I like it a lot
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LEARNING EXPERIENCES OUTSIDE OF THE CLASSROOM
When looking at responses from 2020 to 2021, it’s clear that participation among young 
people both outside of school and in school has generally dropped. Outside of school, 2021 YIS 
respondents were most likely to participate in sports (35.8%) and/or in church, religious, or spiritual 
group activities (28.0%). Inside school, respondents most often participated in ‘other’ group 
activities such as model building, chess, etc. (19.6%) and on sports teams (18.9%.) 

Respondents were also asked about the barriers that prevented them from participating in 
recreational activities. The following were the most common responses:

65.0%

18.9%
school sports teams

35.8%
community sports 

teams

28.0%
church, religious 
or spiritual group 

activities

19.6%
other group 

activities

WE ARE LEARNING 2021

4.4%
didn’t have a park nearby 

that they could go to

29.0%
didn’t have anyone to 

participate in recreational 
activities with

21.2%
didn’t have enough time to 

participate

11.8%
didn’t have a recreation 
centre nearby that they 

could get to

11.4%
didn’t have money to 

participate 

10.0%
didn’t have access to 
public transportation 

to get them where they 
wanted to go
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WE ARE PARTICIPATING
Children and youth have the right to be heard, valued, and included 
in decisions that affect their lives. Participation includes “being 
actively engaged, according to their capacity, in family affairs, 
in community organizations, at school, in social movements and 
in civic and political life”.37 To make this happen, children and 
youth need access to information and services, opportunities to 
use their voices and express their ideas, and reduced barriers to 
participation and inclusion.

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING 
Decisions are more effective and responsive to needs when children and youth are involved 
in their communities and their voices included in decisions. When children and youth are 
meaningfully participating they also develop their capacity to express themselves, feel confident 
to make their own choices, believe they can succeed, and can better see their ability to impact 
the world around them.38 Opportunities for participation early in life lead to stronger connections 
to community and stronger long-term civic engagement.

“[THERE’S] ALMOST NO WAY FOR KIDS WITH DISABILITIES LIKE 
ME TO BE INCLUDED… I GET LEFT OUT OF MY COMMUNITY - 

DURING NORMAL TIMES BUT ESPECIALLY THIS YEAR.” 

—YIS 2021 Feedback Form Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
About half of respondents feel good about managing their responsibilities every day or 
almost every day.

The majority of respondents feel free to express themselves every day or almost every day, 
but more are comfortable expressing themselves to their friends or in the classroom than to 
their family.

Some don’t feel they have control over things that matter to them or over their lives.

37 UNICEF Canada (2019), pg. 33
38 Joselowsky, F. (2007).

WE ARE PARTICIPATING 2021
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

MANAGING RESPONSIBILITIES & FEELING IN CONTROL
More than half (52.6%) of respondents felt good about being able to manage their responsibilities 
every day or almost every day. This is notably lower than what was reported in 2020 (57.8%). 

When asked to assess their level of agreement to having control over important things in their 
lives:

52.2% AGREE TO HAVING CONTROL OVER ISSUES THAT 
MATTER TO THEM, WHILE 20.3% DISAGREE.

ONLY 41.0% AGREE TO HAVING TOTAL CONTROL OVER 
THEIR LIVES, WHEREAS 32.0% DISAGREE.

SELF EXPRESSION
Having regular opportunities to participate helps young people to develop their capacity and 
confidence to express themselves.39 When asked how often in the past month they felt confident 
to think or express their own ideas and opinions, almost six in ten (58.2%) of respondents felt 
confident to express themselves daily or almost every day, similar to the number of 2020 
respondents (59.3%).

When asked to whom they feel free to express themselves, over two-thirds (68.3%) of respondents 
felt comfortable expressing themselves with their family. More than three-quarters of respondents 
(77.7%) felt comfortable expressing themselves with their friends. In their classrooms, just under 
three-quarters (73.2%) felt they were encouraged to express their own views.

39 UNICEF Canada (2019)

WE ARE PARTICIPATING 2021

Friends

77.7%
School

73.2%
Family

68.3%



26

GETTING INVOLVED
Just over half (51.7%) of respondents participated in at least one civic engagement activity in 
the past 12 months. This is a 20.8% point decrease from last year’s data. The most common civic 
engagement activities were joining a discussion on social media about a local issue (36.9%) and 
participating in a local event in support of a charitable organization (24.4%).

Civic engagement participation in the past 12 months: 

 

WE ARE PARTICIPATING 2021

“ANY DECISION THAT INVOLVES PEOPLE SHOULD ALWAYS 
INCLUDE THE OPINIONS OF THOSE PEOPLE.”

—2021 YIS Respondent

36.9%
joined a discussion on 

social media about a local 
issues

24.4%
participated in a local 
event in support of a 

charitable organization 15.5%
participated in a public 

demonstration or protest

11.23%
wrote a letter or e-mail to, 
or spoke with, a municipal 

official (e.g., the Mayor) 
about a local issue

2.0%
wrote a letter to the editor 
of the newspaper about a 

local issue
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WE ARE FREE TO PLAY
According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, a 
right to play refers to rest, leisure, recreational activities and play appropriate 
to the age of the young person.40 Play can refer to both structured and 
formal opportunities available to children and youth, as well as free-space 
for self-directed play and unstructured leisure.41 Participation in social and 
cultural activities are also included.

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING
Play and leisure are critical to development. Opportunities for play and 

leisure provide space for children and youth to explore their identities, interests, and passions 
while practicing independence, social skills, and decision-making.42 Play and leisure have also 
been linked to positive physical health and psychological well-being, supporting young people in 
feeling a sense of connection and coping with stress.43

“I THINK THE MULTIPLE LOCKDOWNS IMPACTED MY ABILITY TO 
SOCIALIZE AND HAVE FUN.”

—2021 YIS Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
Most respondents spent three or more hours weekly taking part in outdoor activities and 
three or more hours on a typical day doing individual activities like reading.

Compared to last year, more respondents said COVID-19 and social distancing had a 
negative impact on their participation - this is almost eight in 10 respondents.

The vast of respondents majority had access to the internet when they wanted or need it.

40 UN Commission on Human Rights (1990). Convention on the Rights of the Child. UN Commission on Human Rights (46th Session), 
Geneva. Available here.
41 UNICEF Canada (2019).
42 Ibid.
43 Shin, K & You, S. (2013). Leisure Type, Leisure Satisfaction and Adolescents’ Psychological Wellbeing. Journal of Pacific RIM Psy-
chology, 7(2), 53-62. Available here.

WE ARE FREE TO PLAY 2021

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professional%20interest/pages/crc.aspx.
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/BEFB7723CC9F9D737FD9FB97C743DFD0/S1834490913000068a.pdf/leisure_type_leisure_satisfaction_and_%20adolescents_psychological_wellbeing.pdf.
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

REGULAR OPPORTUNITIES FOR PLAY AND LEISURE
When asked how often they take part in outdoor activities in a typical week (outside of organized 
sports and gym class), more than half (53.5%) of respondents said they spent three or more hours 
each week doing activities outdoors such as pick-up basketball and skateboarding. This is a 
slight increase from the 50.5% of children and youth who responded to the same question in 2020.

Just under two-thirds (64.0%) of respondents said they spent three or more hours on a typical 
day doing individual activities (outside of homework or chores) such as playing or reading—a 
comparable response to last year (65.3% in 2020). About half of respondents (48.5%) said they 
visited a library this year and 14.1% said they attended live theatre.

WE ARE FREE TO PLAY 2021
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TECHNOLOGY AND MEDIA USE
Among 2021 respondents, almost eight in 10 (79.5%) said they were very often able to use the 
internet when they wanted or needed to, either at home, at school, or elsewhere. Only 0.6% of 
respondents said they were never or hardly ever able to use the internet when they wanted or 
needed to.

On a typical day, respondents spent on average:

IMPACTS OF COVID-19
COVID-19 and social distancing safety precautions continue to have a significant impact on 
young people’s experiences and opportunities to participate in play and leisure activities. 
Respondents were asked both in 2020 and 2021 to think about how COVID-19 and social 
distancing measures have impacted their free time and participation.

Eight in 10 (79.8%) 2021 respondents reported that because of COVID-19 and social distancing, 
their participation had gone down either a little or a lot. This is a 19.7% point increase from 2020’s 
data. In 2021, less than one in 10 (7.0%) respondents said that their participation has gone up a 
little or a lot, compared to the two in 10 (19.6%) that said the same in 2020.

WE ARE FREE TO PLAY 2021

1.8 hours 
playing computer 
or video games

1.5 hours 
searching the 

internet for 
interest

2.5 hours
watching 
television, 

online movies/
videos, or live 

streams

2.2 hours 
using social media to 
connect with friends
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WE ARE CONNECTED TO THE ENVIRONMENT
A young person’s environment includes both the natural and built 
spaces surrounding them. It is important that children and youth 
feel safe and welcome in these spaces; this can help them to have 
a sense of place, which supports a sense of belonging.44 Children 
need to have access to open, green spaces, such as parks and 
trails; these environments provide children with room to move freely 
and to participate in leisure activities.45

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING
Critical to the well-being of children and youth is living in and having a relationship with a 
sustainable environment.46 Fundamental to their health and development is having access to 
clean air and drinking water yet, “many Indigenous communities are disproportionately affected 
by a persistent lack of access to clean, safe water, despite incremental changes.”47 “Children are 
more sensitive than adults to deprivation, toxins and air pollution, and they can be particularly 
vulnerable to disasters and displacement, which can threaten their survival and health, disrupt 
their education, relationships and culture, and drain resources that could have been used to 
invest in their well-being.”48

“... I THINK IMPROVING PEOPLE’S ACCESS TO NATURE WITH 
MORE TRAILS, CREATING MORE OUTSIDE SPACES FOR MEETING, 

AND ACTIVELY ENCOURAGING PEOPLE TO BE OUTSIDE WILL 
IMPROVE WELL-BEING IN THE COMMUNITY.” 

—2021 YIS Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
Many respondents said they feel a personal responsibility to protect the natural 
environment.

A notable number of respondents said their neighbourhood cultural and recreational 
facilities weren’t easy to get to or of high quality.

44 UNICEF Canada (2019).
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Raphael, D., Bryant, T., Mikkonen, J. and Raphael, A. (2020). Social Determinants of Health: The Canadian Facts, 2nd Edition. 
Available here., p.57
48 UNICEF Canada (2019), p.55
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
About two out of three (68.7%) respondents
agreed that they had a personal 
responsibility to protect the natural 
environment. This has decreased slightly 
from last year’s data (72.6%).

Almost two in 10 (17.0%) said they regularly participated in events organized by local groups to 
protect the natural environment (e.g., protests, fundraising, community clean-up). On the other 
hand, more than half (53.8%) said they didn’t regularly participate in such activities.

 

THE ENVIRONMENTS AROUND US
When thinking about the quality of the natural environment in their neighbourhood, almost 
three-quarters (74.0%) of respondents indicated that the quality was very high. Also, 76.0% of 
respondents felt that there were plenty of opportunities to enjoy nature in their neighbourhood. 

Regarding cultural and recreational facilities, almost six in 10 (57.2%) of respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that there are facilities that were easy for them to get to. On the other hand, 
15.5% said that these facilities weren’t easy for them to get to. About half (50.7%) of respondents 
agreed or strongly agreed that the quality of these recreation and culture facilities was very high, 
while 12.8% disagreed or strongly disagreed.

WE ARE CONNECTED TO THE ENVIRONMENT 2021

Opportunities to enjoy nature Easy access to recreation
and culture facilities

Quality of recreation and 
culture facilities in their 
community is very high
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WE ARE PROTECTED
Children have the right to be safe and protected. They “need 
to be safe and protected in their homes, at school, at work 
and in communities, online and offline.”49 “They should not be 
exposed to bullying, discrimination, exploitation, serious crime or 
disproportionate risk of harm – physically, socially, emotionally or 
psychologically.”50 When children and youth do not feel that they 
are safe or protected, it is important that there are resources or 

trusted adults that they can go to for help. Children and youth may not be able to avoid risk 
completely; to help protect young people, we can provide them with opportunities to develop the 
necessary skills to better manage the risks or dangers they may encounter.

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING 
“Children who experience one form of violence are more likely to experience multiple forms 
of violence.”51 When protective factors are not present, individuals who have had adverse or 
negative childhood experiences, such as abuse and neglect, may experience poor mental and 
physical health later in life.52

“[TO IMPROVE WELL-BEING] MAKE SURE EVERYONE FEELS SAFE 
AND HAS A TRUSTED PERSON TO COMMUNICATE WITH.”

—2021 YIS Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
Most respondents had experienced some form of bullying at least once over the past 
couple of months. The most common form of bullying was being left out of things on 
purpose, followed by name-calling and harmful teasing.

The vast majority of respondents said they felt safe from crime in their neighbourhood.

49 UNICEF Canada (2019), p.41
50 Ibid.
51 UNICEF Canada (2019), p.43
52 Crouch, C. (2019). Safe, Stable, and Nurtured: Protective Factors against Poor Physical and Mental Health Outcomes Following 
Exposure to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 12(2), 165-173. Available here.

WE ARE PROTECTED 2021

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32318189/
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WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

COMMUNITY SAFETY
When asked how safe they feel from crime in their 
neighbourhood, nine out of 10 (91.2%) respondents felt 
reasonably safe or very safe. 

EXPERIENCES OF BULLYING
A little over half (53.2%) of 2021 respondents experienced some form of bullying at least once over 
the past couple of months, which is a 7.8% point decrease from last year’s data.

Young people were also asked about the forms of bullying they experienced over the past couple 
of months. Occurring at least two or three times a month:

12.9% said they were left out of things on purpose, excluded 
from their group of friends, or completely ignored

12.3% said they were called mean names, were made fun of, 
or tease in a hurtful way

8.8% said others made sexual jokes, comments, or gestures to 
them

8.1% said others told lies or spread false rumours about them 
and tried to make others dislike them

3.2% said they were made fun of because of their weight

2.2% said they were hit, kicked, pushed, shoved around, or 
locked indoors

WE ARE PROTECTED 2021

Respondents felt reasonably 
safe or very safe
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WE ARE SECURE
“Children are secure when their parents have access to decent 
employment, and when they live in safe and affordable housing, 
have enough nutritious food, and can meet their basic needs, as 
well as the things that enable them to feel included in society and 
among their peers, such as having access to the internet.”53 Income 
is an important social determinant of health as it impacts food 
security, housing, education, and early child development.54

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING
Having access to quality and nutritious food supports children’s 

physical and mental health and the experience of malnutrition during childhood can lead to long-
term consequences for their development.55 Housing security or living in a safe and affordable 
living environment is necessary for children’s well-being. For their well-being, it is important that 
not only are children’s basic needs met, but that they also have broader societal opportunities to 
participate within their community.56

“ONE THING THAT CHALLENGED MY WELL-BEING WAS 
MOVING DUE TO SAFETY REASONS AND HAVING TO GO TO 

SEVERAL SHELTERS.” 

—2021 YIS Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
Some respondents had experienced either homelessness or hidden homelessness and/or 
some form of food insecurity, like going to bed or school hungry.

Most respondents felt that their family was well-off or on par with the average.

53 UNICEF Canada (2019), p.29
54 Raphael et al., (2020)
55 Ibid.
56 UNICEF Canada (2019)

WE ARE SECURE 2021
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WE ARE SECURE 2021

WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

HOUSING & FOOD (IN)SECURITY
Almost one in 10 respondents (8.1%) had experienced either 
homelessness or hidden homelessness.57 All respondents who 
had experienced homelessness also had experiences with 
hidden homelessness.

Regularly going to bed hungry can often be an indicator 
of other factors that can impact wellbeing, like poverty 
or family stress. In our survey, about one in 20 (4.8%) 
respondents said they went to school or bed hungry at least 
sometimes, often, or always. This is an improvement on what was reported in 2020 (7.5%).

Food insecurity can also be experienced in other ways. In the past 12 months, 2021 YIS 
respondents said the following forms of food insecurity were sometimes true or often true for them:

8.1% said they only ate a few kinds of low-cost foods because they 
couldn’t afford alternatives

6.6% said their family couldn’t afford the food for more balanced meals

4.7% said they ate smaller meals

2.4% said they didn’t eat enough

2.5% said they skipped meals

1.1% said they didn’t eat for a whole day

MATERIAL (IN)SECURITY
“Material security supports health, protection, learning, freedom to play and the opportunity to 
dream.”58 In our survey, about half (49.3%) of respondents felt their families were quite well off or 
very well off.  On the other hand, 44.8% thought their family was on par with the average and 5.9% 
thought that they were either not very or not at all well off.

57 Homeless: Had to live in a shelter, on the street, or an abandoned building. Hidden Homelessness: Had to temporarily live with 
family or friends, in your car, or anywhere else because you had nowhere else to live.
58 UNICEF Canada (2019)

49.3% felt family was quite 
well off or very well off

44.8% felt family was 
average

5.9% felt family was not well 
off at all



36

WE ARE HAPPY AND RESPECTED
“Young people’s sense of well-being—how they tell us they are—is 
ultimately how we know how Canada measures up.”59 To answer 
the question, ‘Are we happy and respected?’, we look at how all of 
the indicators in the Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being 
influence the overall assessment children and youth make about 
their lives.60

WHY IT MATTERS TO WELL-BEING 
Happiness can be understood as a general descriptor of life 
satisfaction; and “life satisfaction is a strong proxy indicator of 

overall well-being.”61 It is important that children and youth know their opinions and contributions 
are being listened to and valued. Feeling cared about, accepted, and respected contributes to a 
young person’s sense of belonging.62

“GOING OUT OF MY COMFORT ZONE AND TRYING NEW THINGS. 
I REALLY CHALLENGED MYSELF TO DO THINGS FOR MYSELF 

THAT WOULD MAKE ME HAPPY AND THEY HELPED RELIEVE A LOT 
OF STRESS.” 

—2021 YIS Respondent

KEY FINDINGS
The total percentage of respondents that said they found most days stressful increased 
when compared to last year.

Most respondents felt they were constantly under stress trying to accomplish more than 
they could handle.

In general, respondents had a moderate sense of life satisfaction when asked to rate how 
they feel about their own lives.

59 UNICEF Canada (2019), p.19
60 UNICEF Canada (2019)
61 UNICEF Canada (2019), p.19
62 Johnson, R. M., Strayhorn, T. L., & Parler, B. (2020). “I just want to be a regular kid:” A qualitative study of sense of belonging 
among high school youth in foster care. Children and Youth Services Review, 111(Complete). Available here.

WE ARE HAPPY AND RESPECTED 2021
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WE ARE HAPPY AND RESPECTED 2021

WHAT DOES THE DATA SAY?

STRESS IN LIFE
When asked about their daily stress, almost 
three in 10 (29.7%) of respondents said they 
found most days quite a bit or extremely 
stressful. This is a 11.4% point increase from 
last year’s data. Respondents also indicated 
their level of stress in other ways: close to six 
in 10 (56.5%) of respondents felt they were 
constantly under stress trying to accomplish 
more than they could handle. 

LIFE SATISFACTION
UNICEF Canada often focuses on life satisfaction—how children and youth feel about their own 
lives—which is an important measure of their overall happiness and well-being. About 77.0% of 
children and youth in Canada reported at least a moderate level of life satisfaction (based on a 
2018 study), ranking 28th out of 38 peer countries.63 

70.4% of 2021 YIS respondents said they had at least a moderate level of life satisfaction.64 This is a 
slight decrease from 2020 (74.8%).

63 UNICEF (2020); UNICEF Innocenti (2020) ‘Worlds of Influence: Understanding what shapes child well-being in rich countries’, 
Innocenti Report Card 16, UNICEF Office of Research – Innocenti, Florence. Available here.
64 Based on collaborative discussions with CIW and UNICEF Canada, for the purposes of our reporting “moderate level of life 
satisfaction” refers to a self-reported level of 6 or higher on a scale of 0-10, with 0 being very dissatisfied and 10 being very 
satisfied

70.4% OF 2021 YIS RESPONDENTS REPORT AT LEAST A 
MODERATE LEVEL OF LIFE SATISFACTION.

https://www.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/2020-08/WorldsOfInfluence_EN.pdf
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TAKING ACTION
The YIS provides an opportunity to learn directly from children and youth in Waterloo Region 
about their own well-being and their experiences. Gathering insights from young people is 
a valuable first step to informing the action we need to make our community a better place 
for children and youth. After completing the survey, young people were invited to share their 
feedback and answer the question: How do you think adults in our community should use this 
information and data? Young people think adults should:

Proactively implement/change programs to improve things for young people in Waterloo 
Region. 

Learn and better understand the diverse needs of children and youth in our community, 
making strides towards inclusivity.

Do their best to improve our community as a whole and the spaces that young people use.

Share the results with other community partners and stakeholders (e.g., schools and 
community centres, government and other institutions). 

Personally reach out to young people more often.

“ACTUALLY USE IT. DON’T JUST LOOK AT IT AS A THEORETICAL 
THING THAT YOU COULD DO SOMEDAY, ACTUALLY DO IT.”

— 2021 YIS Respondent

So, how are you going to “actually do it?” Perhaps you’ll use the data in conversation with young 
people to design new programs or opportunities. Or maybe you will use the data to identify 
gaps in service and include the data in funding applications. Or let’s think bigger! Maybe you 
can bring the data into spaces where children and youth voices are not traditionally included, 
to complement adult data when doing strategic planning at an organizational, municipal, or 
regional level! 

Share how you plan to use and action the valuable insights children and youth shared through the 
Youth Impact Survey 2021 here. This information will be shared back with children and youth so 
they know, we’re here and we’re listening!

https://childrenandyouthplanningtable.ca/
https://surveys.regionofwaterloo.ca/?e=251360&h=2BEE4C7434EF702&l=en

