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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally altered what it means to be a young person in

Niagara. For youth, the economic landscape has shifted, the ways in which people engage
with each other have changed, and almost all aspects of work and life have been impacted by
the pandemic. While these transformations brought on by the pandemic are readily
apparent, what is less well-understood is how these changing realities impact youth.
Driven by a mission to empower youth, Civiconnect’s Youth Advisory Committee (YAC) was
interested in ascertaining how the pandemic has impacted youth in the Niagara region and
beyond. While the starting point for this project was to look at existing data, Civiconnect’s YAC
quickly realized that there are many knowledge gaps concerning youth's experiences as there
is a lack of youth-specific research and age-specific data. This poses a problem for youth,
policy-makers, stakeholders, and the community at large. To effectively respond to the
pandemic and to ensure post-pandemic recovery benefits everyone, it is imperative to
understand how the pandemic has impacted and will continue to impact youth. Thus,
this survey research and associated report were sparked by a desire to capture the unique
experiences, perspectives, and challenges for youth consumed by a pandemic.
Through an analysis of findings from Civiconnect’s survey research alongside pre-existing
provincial and national data, this report serves as a community needs assessment. This data
creates a narrative about the struggles of being a youth living in the COVID-19
pandemic in order to inform the Niagara community about the myriad of new and worsened
challenges youth face. Our findings indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a moderate
to a significant impact on youths’ education, employment, mental health and access to
technology, either compounding existing problems or posing new ones in each of these
interconnected areas.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The known challenges of youth unemployment, underemployment, and precarious
employment, which have all been exacerbated by the pandemic, were highlighted in this
survey’s findings. The results also identified financial insecurity, housing insecurity and
increased cost of living as significant concerns for youth, which are further aggravated
by challenges in finding and maintaining gainful employment. Being a student during
the COVID-19 pandemic has also posed many new obstacles for youth, specific difficulties
with online learning such as eye strain, low concentration, and limited motivation, social
isolation, difficulties with course material, lack of support systems and added
responsibilities, all of which can, and often do, impact employment and mental health
challenges.
Perhaps most startling is this survey’s findings regarding youth mental health, which
indicate that over three-quarters of youth respondents are self-identifying as
currently experiencing mental health challenges and far fewer are receiving any
mental healthcare. Overwhelmingly, youth explained that the pandemic has worsened
their mental health and added barriers that prevent or deter them from accessing care.
Furthermore, the survey findings shed light on barriers youth face when accessing
technology and the internet including the limited access to accessible technology and
internet due to closures of public places, the financial burden of buying new technology and
paying for internet service, pervasive internet connectivity issues, and having to share
devices and internet between multiple people in a home. Overall, these barriers worsen
youth's access to technology and the internet, which has become increasingly necessary for
school and work.
This research illuminates some of the youth's struggles during COVID-19 in order to promote
further research and action for the youth's benefit.

Serving as a community needs
assessment this report can
inform discussions and decisionmaking about youth issues and
help all actors ensure youth are
supported and empowered both
in the short-term and long-term
in post-pandemic recovery.
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CANADIAN YOUTH
There are over 7 MILLION youth
across Canada, aged 15 to 29
(Government of Canada, 2019)

The unemployment rate for Canadian
youth fell by 3.1% in March to 14%, it
remained 3.6% higher than February
2020 (Government of Canada, 2021)
15
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97% of 15-year-olds attend high school
36% of 21-year-olds attend university
24% of 19-year-olds attend college
(Government of Canada, 2019)

Nearly 100% of youth use the internet
on a daily basis and 77% of youth (aged
15 to 30) use the internet to follow current
affairs (Government of Canada, 2021).

February 2020

March 2021

64 to 87% of mental health issues in
young people are undetected and
untreated (Scholten & Granic, 2019)

Only 4 of the 12 municipalities in the
Niagara region mention youth in their
stategic plan. Youth's unique needs and
experiences must be prioritized.

There is no universal definition of the youth age group. For the
statistical purposes of this research project, Civiconnect
defines ‘youth’ as those persons between the ages of 15 and 29 years.
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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this report is to provide Niagara region stakeholders with needed

information about youth experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic in order to make
informed policy decisions.
The COVID-19 pandemic has only exacerbated the youth problem in the Niagara region.
Issues surrounding youth attraction and retention should be high priorities, since young
people’s involvement is essential for the region’s future success.
Overall, the youth of today are more educated than their predecessors, but they face
barriers to employment and gaining career-building experience. Youth employment is an
important issue because youth make up the present and the future of their communities.
According to Canada’s Youth Policy, youth “are changing our communities, challenging the
status quo, and taking the lead on building a better, fairer, and more sustainable future”
(2020). While the Government of Canada cites that youth are more diverse, connected,
socially engaged, and educated, the COVID-19 pandemic has challenged youth in more
ways than one (2021).

Youth are burdened by barriers to
education and employment, increased
mental health challenges, and the
digital gap, all of which have become
more pronounced during the pandemic.

4

METHODOLOGY
Youth Advisory Committee Members

11

Civiconnect’s Youth Advisory Committee is comprised of eleven
members. The Youth Advisory Committee includes youth from
Niagara, across Ontario, and international students. For the full list of
contributors, see “Acknowledgements” above. The committee reached
out to youth they knew to answer the survey in order to receive a large
number of responses. This is why the regions included in the survey
reflect where the YAC members are located.

Survey Research
The Youth Advisory Committee created a survey that asked
quantitative and qualitative questions about the impacts of
COVID-19 on youths’ education, employment, mental health
and access to technology/internet. Consent forms were
administered to the respondents prior to their participation in
the survey and confidentiality was and will be maintained
throughout the collection and analysis of this data.

Recruitment & Sampling
From February 15th to April 27th, 2021, survey responses were collected via
a combination of convenience and non-random, snowball sampling
methods. Paid advertising on Facebook and Instagram was used to
encourage responses. Committee members and supporters also shared
the survey on their personal social media platforms. The respondents were
not compensated. The committee includes youth from different areas
within and outside of the Niagara region, so the respondents'
demographics reflect this. This sample serves as a starting point for further
research and is not meant to accurately depict the youth population.

Analysis
The survey findings were made into data visualizations using
Tableau. The Tableau allows the data to be spliced, so that way
intersectionality between gender, region, etc. can be analyzed.
The Tableau can be viewed by clicking here. This report
comprises findings from this survey with provincial and national
data and interprets them to highlight the experiences of youth.
5

THE RESPONDENTS
In total, Civiconnect's survey received

321 responses
64%

from the Niagara region

76%

women |

22%

identified as being a visible minority group

8%

19%

5.3%

non-binary

identified as having a disability

The 2016 census
(Niagara region) found
that 49% of youth aged
15-29 were women and
8.7% of Niagara's
population identified as
a visible minority.
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men |

The YAC survey is overrepresentative of women.
Women have been more
disproportionately affected by
job loss and mental health
challenges. Thus, this is
primarily a case study of
young women in Niagara.

EMPLOYMENT IN NIAGARA

Aging Population

This means that Niagara’s population will

With an aging population that will increasingly

adapt to young people’s employment

rely on services; Niagara must attract and

needs.

continue to age if the region does not

retain youth in order to promote sustainable
economic growth (Brock University et al.,
2017). Overall, the Niagara region’s population

Employment Recovery

grew by 3.8% from 2011 to 2016 (Government

On a positive note, April 2021 saw 2,200

of Canada, 2019). Yet, the youth population in

more youth employed than in April 2020

Niagara has declined from 18.3% in 2011 to

(Niagara Workforce Planning Board,

17.6% in 2016 (Government of Canada, 2019).

2021).

The 2015 Niagara region survey found that

This change reflects 1,900 more youth

young professionals and post-secondary

working full-time and 300 more working

students under the age of 35 most often

part-time (Niagara Workforce Planning

relocate to where there are employment

Board, 2021). This employment growth

opportunities (Phillips and Durrant, 2017, p.

mirrors the rise in the general labour

6). Job opportunities and cost of living are

force and it suggests that

among the most influential factors that
determine where young people will choose to

Niagara’s youth are experiencing some

settle.

success in returning to the employment
market (Niagara Workforce Planning
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Employment Attracts Youth

Board, 2021).

Although survey respondents from the

However, Niagara’s youth workforce in

Niagara region generally rated Niagara as a

April 2021 remained 14.8% smaller

“beautiful and safe place to raise a family with

than it was in April 2020 (Niagara

a favourable cost of living,” job opportunities

Workforce Planning Board, 2021). Niagara

were perceived as poor (Phillips & Durrant,

needs to promote youth employment to

2017, p. 6).

recover from the pandemic.

YOUTH EMPLOYMENT
Jobs for Young Women

Pandemic Affects Jobs

Young women are particularly disadvantaged

Without intervention, the changes in the
labour market will affect young people in
three ways (Hamilton and Wolff, 2021):

when it comes to employment in Canada. In
March 2021, employment increased for both
men and women in all major age groups.
However, employment growth for young
women remained the furthest behind at
10% less than men's growth (Government of
Canada, 2021).
Niagara is known for its tourism industry,
which was a strong employer for youth
(specifically those from 20-24 years of age)
before the pandemic (Conteh et al., 2017).
Also, young women typically hold these jobs
more often than young men. Many tourist
attractions that were once packed with people
have stood empty during lockdowns and stayat-home orders, causing youth to lose
employment experience and income.
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A reduction in earnings and
employment due to the
current wave of job losses;
The emergence of greater
obstacles to finding work,
entering the labour market
and trying to transition to
better jobs; and
Disruption to education and
training, especially for those
who struggle to afford it, which
could reduce potential
employment opportunities
and earnings in the future.

BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT
Civiconnect’s survey found that 40% of respondents said that they were unemployed and
64% said they were seeking employment. This indicates that the majority of youth in this
survey were not deliberately choosing to be unemployed, but rather youth face barriers to
employment that can be eliminated.

Of those who disclosed their barriers to employment:

19% did not see enough job postings/opportunities
11% did not have enough experience
11% had mental health challenges
10% lacked networking opportunities
8% had difficulty accessing employment resources
6% did not know where to look
Civiconnect also found that 26% of those who were employed had
more than one job and only 36% of those who were employed
worked full-time. These findings can be explained by the fact that fulltime employment rates have declined in Canada. Now, youth are not
gaining full-time employment after their education in the same numbers
as their parents and grandparents did. This is because part-time
employment is becoming more common. Young people are more likely
to work in part-time positions, often involuntarily, rather than be
unemployed or leave the labour force (Government of Canada, 2018).
On a global level, the International Labour Organization’s 2015 report,
Global Employment Trends for Youth, states that “It [youth
employment] matters for economic growth, health, civil unrest,
demographics, environmental sustainability, and certainly personal
levels of happiness and life satisfaction” (International Labour
Organization, 2015, p. 5).
A 2016 federal “Expert Panel on Youth Employment” identified “training
gaps” as one of the primary causes of youth unemployment (Conteh
et al., 2017). The ILO report argues that educational and career-building
services and resources are “the most effective strategies… which
acknowledge that such targeted interventions must go hand in hand with
an integrated strategy for growth and job creation” (International Labour
Organization, 2015, p. 4). Niagara needs to focus on career-building
initiatives so that youth can promote the region’s economic growth.
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YOUTH EDUCATION
66.9%

of the respondents who were
unemployed were in university

Challenges in Education
Civiconnect's survey found that 76% of those
who disclosed their educational status were
enrolled in university, college/trades school,
or high school. Students have also had to cope
with the transition to e-learning and related
challenges.

81%
Student Unemployment
University students are disproportionately
represented in the unemployment rate. While
58% of the respondents were in university;

The following percentages reveal the top
challenges to education that respondents
cited:

university students.

65%

Social isolation

This is further evidenced through a 2017

61%

Mental health challenges

36%

Financial insecurity

16%

Forced move/relocation

10%

Limited technology /
internet access

67% of unemployed respondents were

policy brief which found that transit
accessibility is a significant impediment to
youth employment in the Niagara region, with
a large percentage of youth not owning a car
and not being able to use public transit to
travel to other cities in the region for work
(Conteh et al.).
When asked about challenges in education
during the COVID-19 pandemic, 36% said that
they faced financial insecurity and 16% said
that they faced housing insecurity.
As students, youth are facing extreme barriers
to employment that have been heightened
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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of respondents experienced
challenges with online learning

This indicates that social isolation and mental
health challenges, which in some instances go
hand-in-hand, were the most common
educational challenges that respondents
cited. This is followed by financial insecurities,
which may be correlated with the increased
unemployment rate for university students
specifically.

YOUTH EDUCATION
Financial Insecurity

E-Learning Challenges

Financial insecurities, which are often caused

Even if students continued to pursue their
education via e-learning, they identified
many challenges in the transition from inperson to online.

by unemployment, can take a toll on mental
health and education especially if students
use personal income to fund themselves.
Of those who were enrolled in post-secondary
education:
38% used personal income
37% used OSAP or provincial funding
36% used assistance from their families
26% used scholarships and/or bursaries
Since the pandemic has increased youth
unemployment, youth may have less personal
income to allocate to their education.
Furthermore, a lack of personal income forces
youth to rely on their parents despite youth’s
wishes in some cases.
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Of the respondents that experienced elearning challenges, the following were
reported:
42% struggled with online course
content and/or their educators
18% cited mental health challenges
18% noted an increased workload
16% had issues with concentration
16% experienced a lack of motivation
13% struggled with internet issues
These e-learning challenges are
compounded by challenges in the areas of
employment, mental health, and technology.

EMPLOYMENT & EDUCATION
Workforce Readiness
In an international study, 74% of educators believed youth were adequately prepared for
the workforce, while only 38% of youth and 35% of employers thought the same
(Mourshed et al., p. 10). Although it is beyond the scope of this research to identify whether
or not this disparity has worsened due to the pandemic; Civiconnect’s survey results reveal
that respondents most often mentioned their educators and online course delivery to be
challenging during the pandemic. This indicates that those respondents feel that there are
downsides to online delivery that affects the quality of their education.
A 2013 assessment by TD Economics found that 40% of post-secondary graduates take more
than 3 months to land their first job and 10% take over a year. The “scarring effect” (i.e. the
wage penalty associated with a period of unemployment when youth are first entering the
labour market) could be equivalent to 0.7% of GDP or a potential loss of up to $12.4 billion in
the next 18 years (TD Economics, 2013).
The youth of today are economically disadvantaged and need help gaining career
experience. Civiconnect and other organizations are advocating for youth and connecting
them to their communities on a small-scale.
The following comments reflect some of
the struggles youth face when
e-learning during the pandemic.

“Household stresses/lack of
private and comfortable space
for study and class makes it
hard to focus. Has had effects
on mental health. At least at
Brock you could find a quiet
space to study, even if it was
shared. It definitely has been
one of my biggest challenges.”
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“Coping with no
socialization, zoom
fatigue, overwhelmed,
burnout no matter how
hard I set breaks and
time manage.”

“Screen fatigue,
unmotivated,
exhaustion,
helplessness,
boredom, antisocial
behaviour.”

MENTAL HEALTH CHALLENGES
77%

of respondents said they
struggled with mental health

Civiconnect’s survey found that 77% of
respondents said they experienced
mental health challenges and of those
respondents, 34% said they began
struggling with their mental health during
the pandemic.
Furthermore, 82% of respondents said
their mental health challenges have
worsened. This data confirms that the
pandemic is challenging the mental health
of youth in particular (Birnie et al., 2020).
In general, people aged 15 to 24 are more
likely to experience mental illness and/or
substance use disorders than any other
age group, which makes it crucial that
youth get the help they need (Mental
Illness and Addiction: Facts and Statistics).
Civiconnect's survey identified that:

46%
30%
13

said the pandemic had a
significant impact on their
mental health
said the pandemic had a
moderate impact on their
mental health

40%

of respondents who said their
mental health has worsened
have used mental health care
services and/or resources

According to a Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF)
study, about 51% of the public said their mental
health has deteriorated because of the
pandemic. But women, who were already more
vulnerable to conditions like depression and
anxiety, are far more likely to have suffered:
57% of women said their mental health has
been negatively affected, compared to 44%
of men (The 19th, 2020). Furthermore, the
Deloitte report predicted that Canada will
continue to face a major increase in mental
illness past the end of the pandemic, with
women being disproportionately affected
(Flanagan, 2020a).
Despite the high percentage of youth who
reported mental health challenges, only 40% of
the respondents who experienced mental
challenges have used publicly-funded
mental health services/resources.
Types of Mental Healthcare Accessed
Private therapist

Primary healthcare provider

Educational institution

Free online services
0

25

50

75

MENTAL HEALTHCARE

18%
had long wait
times in order to
access available
resources
and/or services

Youth Need Care
Civiconnect’s survey data found that
overall youth mental health has
worsened during the pandemic. What is
even more alarming is that less than half
of the total number of respondents
who said they struggled with mental
health have received care. Youth
identified many barriers that they face
when accessing or attempting to access
resources. These findings are consistent
with the CIHR study, which revealed
youth (<25yrs) reported feeling more
anxious, depressed, and lonely,
compared to their older counterparts
(Birnie et al., 2020).

Pre-Existing Challenges
Mental health challenges are likely to
worsen in families and youth that have a
history of mental health challenges or
face additional barriers (Bacon, 2021).
Civiconnect’s research found that
financial difficulties, precarious housing
with roommates, and mental health
challenges were named by respondents
as some of the major challenges they
endured during the pandemic.
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18%
Cost

had difficulty
finding resources
or didn't know
what was
available

Time

Knowledge

22%

had financial
barriers to
accessing
resources
and/or services

Those who have to cope with financial
difficulties, overcrowded and/or
precarious housing, abuse and/or
neglect, special needs, or pre-existing
mental illness are more likely to be
negatively affected by the pandemic
(Bacon, 2021).

Youth are Stuck
While reactions to quarantine and
confinement measures have varied across
different age groups, measures to curtail the
spread of the virus may be particularly
challenging during adolescence. The
isolation that has been imposed on youth
interferes with necessary individuation and
separation processes during adolescence
(i.e. interactions with peers, rules imposed
by adults) (Rousseau and Miconi, 2020, p.
1204).
These restrictive measures can leave longlasting impacts on youth’s ability to
differentiate themselves from their parents
socially and professionally.
How are youth supposed to build their
careers through activities like networking
when they must increasingly rely on their
parents?

MENTAL HEALTH
3.54

When asked to rate how their mental
health challenges impacted their ability
to do school work, paid work (or search
for a job), and/or meet any other
responsibilities they had, the average
number reported was 3.54 on a scale
of 1 to 5 (with 1 being no impact and 5
being significant impact).

Mental Health & Employment
Unemployment not only deprives youth of
career-building experience but can also harm
their mental health. For those Canadians who
were recently unemployed, 57% cited the
negative impact of job loss on their mental
health (National Polling on Impact of COVID19, 2020). Furthermore, Civiconnect’s survey
found that 10.9% of respondents said their
mental health challenges interfered with their
ability to gain employment.
Some action has been taken in Canada to
support mental health during the pandemic,
but there has been limited action to help the
youth demographic specifically. Those who
start a career during a recession can make
less money for decades, have a less satisfying
family life, and cause higher crime rates
(Thind et al., 2020).
Civiconnect’s survey found that 16.8% of
respondents said they were impacted by
burnout/mental health when working from
home. Furthermore, of those youth who were
still in school or in the workforce, 8% noted
losing school days and/or workdays to mental
health and 30% noted that their
productivity was significantly impaired.
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Increased Prevalence of
Mental Health Challenges
Even though youth may be building their
careers or continuing their education,
the pandemic can still have an impact on
their performance. Additionally, youth’s
challenges with school and work can
create long-lasting negative impacts not
only for the individual but also for the
community.
Canadians' mental health challenges
have worsened as the pandemic
continues. Canadians cite the highest
levels of anxiety (25%) and depression
(17%) to date, covering both selfreported and diagnosed anxiety and
depression (Government of Canada,
2020). This means that the proportion
of Canadians who have reported their
level of depression as high has
increased by 70% since the height of the
pandemic’s first wave (Government of
Canada, 2020).

ALLEVIATING BARRIERS
Civiconnect’s survey found that most
people who used mental health care
resources and/or services discovered
support through an online search. Yet,
Civiconnect’s survey results indicate that a
majority of youth facing mental health
challenges are not receiving care. This
indicates that youth need increased access
to mental health care services
and resources.

Early Intervention
Youth’s access to mental health care is
essential as youth need early intervention
to prevent further harm to themselves and
their communities. Stressors and trauma
can cause physical pain in youth and
chronic pain (lasts more than 3 months)
already affects 1 in 5 Canadian youth. The
prevalence of chronic pain will increase
during the pandemic as mental health
worsens (Birnie et al., 2020, p. 2).
Additionally, poor physical and mental
health requires treatment that can create
more stress on the healthcare system.
Therefore, youth need better access to
mental health care resources and services.

26% of respondents suggested
increased mental health supports:
Providing in person and
online mental health services

Alleviating financial barriers
for services like counselling
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An expansion of virtual care and mental
health care services and resources would be
beneficial as it would increase access for
youth. A majority of youth with mental
health or substance use challenges would be
willing to consider individual virtual services
(Hawke et al., 2021).
However, fewer respondents from this study
would consider group virtual services
(Hawke et al., 2021). This indicates that
youth are interested in accessing a wide
variety of virtual services and other
supportive wellness services.
Increased recreational activities can also
help to promote recovery post-pandemic.
Canadians reported that spending time
outside (39%) had a more positive effect on
their mental health than any other activity
(MHRC, 2020).
Whereas young people (ages 18 to 34),
healthcare workers, and those who indicated
that they are not following COVID-19
guidelines are reporting high levels of
anxiety and depression (MHRC, 2020).

Creating a centralized hub
with information about all
mental health services

Decreasing wait times for
services like counselling

Increasing awareness of
services already available

TECHNOLOGY
Internet Access

Usage of Public Spaces

There is a digital gap that separates youth

Prior to the closures throughout the
pandemic, youth used public spaces for the
following purposes:

from obtaining employment and career
experience. Youth with limited access to
technology lack the resources to learn skills
and access essential services that are needed
for them to gain employment. Even for youth
who obtained employment and were working
from home, in some cases, internet
connectivity issues limited their productivity
and increased their stress.
Lockdowns and stay-at-home orders have
further challenged youth’s ability to stay
connected using digital technology. Youth who
rely on public spaces for technology have
been especially disadvantaged by the
pandemic.
Civiconnect’s survey found that 12% of those
working from home cited internet
connectivity issues as a stress inducer. While
only 3% of respondents said they did not have
internet, 52% of respondents
had challenges accessing the internet when
multiple people were online and 21% of
respondents had challenges accessing the
internet due to limited internet capabilities in
their neighbourhood.
Only 8% of respondents said they had

71% used free WiFi
37% used printers
23% used software licenses
21% used public computers
On a scale from 1 to 5 (with 1 being no
impact and 5 being significant impact),
respondents rated the closures as 3.04 in
terms of how not being able to go to public
spaces impacted their ability to do school
work, paid work, look for a job, etc.

1

For those who faced barriers in accessing
technology during the COVID-19 pandemic,
35% of respondents experienced
financial barriers to buying new
technology.
Yet, only 7% of respondents accessed
funding or grants to buy new technology.
These results indicate that youth who face
financial barriers when buying new
technology do not access funding even
though they are in need.

excellent access to the internet while the most
recurrent rating (28%) was poor access. The
poor internet ratings were even more
dramatic for those living in the Niagara region.
For youth in the Niagara region,
only 5% of respondents said they had an
excellent connection and 30% said they
had a poor connection.
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5

“I had to buy a new internet
router for my house
and pay an additional
$40 dollars per month”

CONNECTING YOUTH
Policy-makers should keep these points in mind:
Participation in the online world should be treated as a core
principle of citizenship
The lack of broadband service is a widespread issue in rural and
remote parts of Canada.
According to the most recent statistics from the CRTC, 41% of rural
households and 31% of Indigenous reserves had access to highspeed internet as of 2018 (Flanagan, 2020b).
The digital divide is more than technological—it has spatial,
temporal, and social dimensions;
Although the infrastructure may be in place to allow for
broadband access, this does not necessarily imply that low-income
families can afford internet or technology.
Technical 'solutionism' can only temporarily bridge the digital
divide, not permanently close it
The Ontario government distributed 21,000 iPads with free
wireless data to students who did not have access to online
learning tools when the pandemic forced schools to close in 2020
(DeClerq, 2020). Yet, this is a temporary solution that left students
disadvantaged once the summer began.
As a result of the pandemic, 39% of respondents said they bought
new technology for work or school.
20 respondents faced financial barriers in buying new technology
and only 7 respondents said they used funding or grants. This
means that most of the respondents who needed financial
assistance did not receive any.
Policy solutions should reflect lessons from initiatives that have
sought to enable disadvantaged individuals to work or pursue
higher education while also caring for their families.
In 2019, the federal government committed to spending $6 billion
to connect every home in Canada to broadband internet by 2030.
But is this soon enough?
To provide perspective, a child entering junior kindergarten this
fall would be starting high school in 2030 (Flanagan, 2020b).
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Cited from (Camillo, 2020)

INTERNET ACCESS IN NIAGARA
Broadband Internet
in Niagara
In January 2021, Southwestern
Integrated Fiber Technology (SWIFT),
a non-profit broadband company that
subsidizes the construction of highspeed, open-access internet networks in
Ontario announced it would be coming
to the Niagara region (Rickers, 2021).
This project is a 21 million-dollar
investment that will promote online
learning, work-from-home opportunities,
and greater economic growth.
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The Voice of Pelham stated that this
initiative will increase equity between
rural and urban regions. Yet, the digital
divide will remain so long as other
obstacles are not addressed.
While the expansion of broadband
internet access is positive,
disadvantaged individuals may still
struggle to pay for internet and/or
technology as indicated through
Civiconnect’s survey results.
Perhaps these challenges could be
mitigated through initiatives like mobile
Wi-Fi hubs (i.e. mobile units that provide
in-person access to technologies and
services).

SUGGESTIONS FROM YOUTH
Solutions for Youth, by Youth
When asked what youth needed in order to cope
with challenges posed by the pandemic, youth
provided the following comments:

“Better support for
graduates as they come out
of schooling and into lack of
job opportunities. This in
combination with mental
health regarding covid
makes situations far less
than ideal.”

“Funding for access to
technologies (used in school
but can’t do it at home),
increased assistance from
professors on how to use
technology and access it”

“….I think it’s clear that
Niagara region
especially needs a lot of
improvement in their
mental health services.”
“Job search support
services and
networking / industry
connection services.”

“Increased mental health
supports (knowledge of
where to find help for
different reasons,
diversified options)”
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“Option to work from
home without prejudice,
decreased costs for
mental health care,
decreased costs in
education (i.e tuition,
books, supplies etc)”

SUGGESTIONS FROM YOUTH
Solutions for Youth, by Youth
Participants were asked to provide specific suggestions about what would
have made their experiences during COVID-19 easier. Of those that chose
to answer this question, the following percentages display the most
common qualitative answers that were given.

26%

suggested increased
access to online & in person
mental health resources

9%

suggested financial
assistance

9%

opportunities for youth

8%

suggested better
quality internet

9%

suggested increased
socialization

7%

suggested flexibility
from employers/educators

suggested
job
“Job search support
servicesmore
and networking/industry
connection services.”
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STRATEGIC PLANS
Youth Representation in Strategic Plans
Youth have struggled with education, employment, mental health, and technology during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Youth have been disproportionately challenged in these areas by
a pandemic that threatens to negatively impact their entire careers and connections to
their communities.
The Niagara region’s 12 municipalities vary in their approaches to youth engagement and
employment in general. The following chart breaks down some key points from each
municipality’s strategic plan, specifically what each municipality aims to do in order to
address issues mentioned in this report.
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Fort Erie

Maintain and invest in sustainable infrastructure that serves the
entire community and builds a strong, vibrant, and attractive
community (Town of Fort Erie, 2019, p. 4)
Implement an effective Economic Development strategy that
promotes and improves Fort Erie's competitive advantage,
invests in strategic infrastructure and ultimately supports
business development, job growth, talent attraction, and the
local labour market (Town of Fort Erie, 2019, p. 4)

Grimsby

Continue to be an inclusive community that considers needs
from all generations, backgrounds and abilities (Town of
Grimsby, 2019, p. 4)
Support programs and information for entrepreneurs and
small businesses and explore greater use of incentives to
encourage new ventures (Town of Grimsby, 2019, p. 7)

Lincoln

Create opportunities for youth and all levels of employment
income (Town of Lincoln, 2021, p. 4)
Grow business to employ youth and people that don’t drive
(Town of Lincoln, 2021, p. 4)
Reach out to youth graduating from Brock University and
Niagara College (Town of Lincoln, 2021, p. 5)
Attract and retain youth (Town of Lincoln, 2021, p. 12)

STRATEGIC PLANS
Niagara
Falls

Niagara-on
-the-Lake
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Create opportunities to attract and retain families, youth, and
newcomers (City of Niagara Falls, 2019, p. 11)
Improve digital equity to ensure all residents and
neighbourhoods have the information technology capacity
needed for civic and cultural participation, employment, life-long
learning, and access to essential services (City of Niagara Falls,
2019, p. 20)
Work with post-secondary institutions to address student
housing issues in the city (City of Niagara Falls, 2019, p. 25)

Ensure employment lands are protected long term to provide
certainty to economic enterprises and promote economic activity
and employment growth (Niagara-on-the-Lake, p. 4)

Pelham

Explore feasibility of expanding youth programs each year (Town
of Pelham, p. 16)

Port
Colborne

Continue economic development projects and tourism initiatives
that will bring investment, jobs, and new residents to the
community and support the downtown, the waterfront, and City
businesses (City of Port Colborne, 2020, p. 13)
Promote fair and equitable representation (City of Port Colborne,
2020, p. 17)

St.
Catharines

Focus on employment, investments, partnerships to attract,
retain and grow the economy (St. Catharines, 2019, p. 4)
Provide high-quality of life for all residents (St. Catharines, 2019,
p. 5)

Thorold

Develop a new brand and elevate the community’s profile with
increased marketing and visibility for Thorold among target
audiences (City of Thorold, 2020, p. 9)
Continue to explore partnerships with community partners and
neighbouring municipalities (City of Thorold, 2020, p. 12)

STRATEGIC PLANS
Wainfleet

Explore a variety of ways to communicate with residents and
involve them in municipal life (Township of Wainfleet, p. 4)

Welland

Expand residential and non-residential development which is
attractive to youth and young families, supports family building
and allows for aging-in-place (City of Welland, 2019)
Encourage development of places of employment which will match
youth’s needs (City of Welland, 2019)
Look for gaps in the system that affect youth – programs, services,
amenities, and facilities (City of Welland, 2019)
Emphasize youth-driven arts and culture (City of Welland, 2019)
Develop employment opportunities that match youth who are
seeking jobs (City of Welland, 2019)

West
Lincoln

Continue to have a positive image and a strong brand that
supports local businesses and attracts new industries (Township
of West Lincoln, 2019, 3)
Continue to create an environment where it is easy to do
business, resulting in more opportunities to work in the
community and continued support for agriculture as West
Lincoln’s largest sector (Township of West Lincoln, 2019, 3)

The Niagara region and its respective municipalities have made strides towards youth
empowerment as is evident in the strategic policies and priorities shown here. However, the
COVID-19 pandemic has seriously altered the realities facing youth in the region and
presented new or worsened challenges that municipalities need to address.
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RESEARCH LIMITATIONS
Sample Size

Scope

The first limitation of this research study is
its sample size relative to the total
population of youth in Niagara. As noted
above, 64% of respondents (206 youth)
were from Niagara, with the remainder of
the 321 total respondents being from other
geographic locales.

Another unavoidable limitation of this
type of survey design is its large scope,
which investigated the areas of youths’
lives that have been largely impacted by
the pandemic. Due to the breadth of this
survey’s scope, it is not designed to
generate micro-level data or in-depth
insights. Yet, this data is valuable as there
had not been enough research conducted
about the impacts of COVID-19 on youth
in Niagara.

Several factors affected the sample size of
the survey including the difficulties
associated with receiving responses from
youth during the academic term.
Furthermore, Civiconnect had a limited
budget for recruitment efforts and we only
had a two-month data collection timeframe.
Another consideration for the limitations of
the study's sample size is the fact that 76%
of respondents were women. This study's
sampling methods did not intentionally
differentiate respondents of different
genders. Upon reflection, our paid
advertising may have inadvertently
contributed to this; we used paid advertising
on Instagram and Facebook but after the
fact realized that these social media
channels are primarily used by women.
Additionally, two factors explain why so
many respondents are women: 1) women
are more likely to complete surveys in the
first place, and, 2) women have largely been
more affected by the pandemic (as
evidenced by provincial and national data),
which will make them more likely to respond
to the survey. This gender bias is worthy of
note but does not detract from the overall
validity of the data.
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Although this is a limitation of this specific
survey, it is also an area of future
research that should be explored.

Further Research
To paint a full picture of the youth
experience during the pandemic, further
research is necessary on topics such as:
Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
males in Niagara
Effects of youth unemployment on
economic development
Awareness of mental health services
The experience of postsecondary
graduates entering the workforce
Youth not currently enrolled in
postsecondary education

"Youth are the future, but
they are also the present.
Youth voices matter and their
insights can make an impact
on the community."

CALL TO ACTION
The Youth Skills Studio

Youth Mental Health

To address some of these challenges,
specifically those facing youth in the areas
of employment, Civiconnect has launched
the Youth Skills Studio (YSS), which is a
partnership between Civiconnect and the
Town of Lincoln designed to provide youth
with the skills and experience they need to
make valuable contributions to the
workplace and beyond.

The most jarring statistics in this report
come from the findings regarding youth's
mental health.

The YSS work-integrated learning
environment provides paid employment to
youth aged 15-29 to work on technologybased projects for local businesses.
Our experienced Tech Team facilitates
high-demand technical skills development
while youth deliver digital technology
solutions to business. At regular intervals
each week, our Programming Team
delivers training focused on teamwork,
communication, and work ethic to develop
the most important non-technical skills
identified by employers.
The results are that: youth gain the skills
and experience needed to thrive in the
workplace and community, businesses gain
risk-free access to emerging young talent
and youth gain the benefits of a workintegrated learning experience with added
skills training at an organization designed
explicitly for this purpose.
The Youth Skills Studio helps to mitigate
challenges related to youth unemployment
and the digital divide by paying youth to
acquire technical skills.

26

While youth report an increase in mental
health challenges, less than half of them
are receiving care. Youth listed a number
of challenges that arose when they
attempted to access mental healthcare.
Therefore, youth need help to connect to
mental health services and resources.
Civiconnect does not directly provide
mental health services, but we look
forward to working with Niagara Region
Mental Health and discussing these
findings with stakeholders.

Prioritize Youth
Focussed Research
To conclude, Civiconnect would urge
community members, policy-makers,
educators, employers and all other
relevant stakeholders to investigate the
many ways in which the COVID-19
pandemic has created new challenges for
youth and reinforced pre-existing
obstacles.

Website: civiconnect.ca
Email: info@civiconnect.ca
LinkedIN: Civiconnect
Instagram: @Civiconnect
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