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“Youth should be given a chance to take an active part in the decision-making at 
local, national and global levels.” 

 
 — United Nations Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon — 
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Background  
 
The last decade in global affairs, specifically relating to democracy and its 
institutions, can be looked at as a study on the effects and consequences of a lack of 
involvement in politics, with a particular focus on the world’s youth. Starting from 
the financial crisis of 2008, and the Occupy movements that captivated the world, to 
the Arab Spring, and ultimately, the rise of a more authoritarian form of leadership 
in the democratic world, the world has undeniably changed (Milkman, 2017). 
 
The unifying factor in these wide-ranging series of world events is the involvement 
of the youth of the respective populations and societies. After the financial crisis saw 
the middle class diminish around the world, the young people in the world saw that 
the straightforward path towards upward mobility was no longer guaranteed 
(Milkman, 2017). They saw their parents, extended family members, friends and 
societies struggle to pay back their debts, loans and meet their basic monthly needs. 
This brought about a realization that they have not really been a part of the 
decision-making process up until that point, despite having the right to vote and 
contribute.  
 
During the Arab Spring, hundreds of thousands of youth in the Middle East and 
North Africa used social media to spread awareness and connect with one another 
in a way that had previously been suppressed by the control of traditional media in 
oppressive regimes. These efforts collectively toppled dictators from Tunisia, Libya, 
Egypt and Yemen; although, tragically, some democratic gains have now been 
brutally pushed back on and repressed for personal gain (Cavatorta, 2012). 
 

Introduction 
 
The series of elections that occurred in Europe and the United States from 2015 to 
2017 also had a common factor among them: youth engagement. Campaigns such as 
those of Jean-Luc Melenchon in France and Bernie Sanders in the USA had 
progressive platforms that saw high levels of youth engagement and support that 
have not dissipated (Shelley, 2016). Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Ilhan Omar’s 
successful elections to the House of Representatives are important and significant 
examples of how eager young people are to make their voices heard and to be 
represented in government, even if they have to do it themselves.  
 
That being said, it is not so simple. Young people around the world face direct and 
indirect barriers to their entry into the political world either due to intentional 
reasons or evolving realities. While these youth around the world lag behind in their 
ability to contribute to politics and be actively politically engaged, the whole 
citizenry suffers as a result (Lührmann, 2013). When decision making isn’t gradually 
passed down and excludes younger generations from the entire process, the 
realities of yesterday’s world become the burden of today’s youth, without the 
capability to influence the outcomes that they are most affected by. Participation, on 
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its own, is a fundamental democratic right (Lührmann, 2013). It alone should be 
considered the reason why increasing youth participation in politics, and removing 
existing barriers, is of vital importance.  
 
Climate change is one major example of such a scenario. The belief of previous 
decades – that pollution is cost-free and has little impact on the world – is rapidly 
changing. Climate change is making a noticeable effect on the earth and poses a 
significant threat to the present and future. Today’s youth are galvanized to turn the 
tide against the point of no return when it comes to our global climate (UNFCCC, 
2018). However, the decision-makers of today who will not live to see the 
consequences of climate change, in many cases, are not incentivized to give it much 
thought. Regrettably, this is only but one example.  
 
As the youth, known as “Millennials” or even “Generation Z” – between the ages of 
18 and 35 – come of age and realize their political power as a growing voting bloc, 
much will be impacted (Lührmann, 2013). Ideologies that were once considered to 
be on the fringe of mainstream politics are becoming increasingly salient political 
issues, and youth are divesting themselves from the established parties and the 
politics-as-usual method of governance (Fletcher, 2018). From local community 
campaigns to municipal, provincial and federal elections, the youth populations of 
the world are taking on a much more influential role. For true change to happen, and 
for real representation in government, youth must be “actively, meaningfully and 
substantially involved throughout political parties and beyond” (Fletcher, 2018). 
 
At the very least, the necessity for the representation and involvement of youth into 
politics, as declared by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) and the United Nations, must be recognized as a vital asset to security 
(Smith, 2017).  
 

The Right Approach 
 
For youth to want to get involved in political life, they must first feel comfortable 
that the process is transparent, respectful and rights-based, youth-friendly and 
relevant, accountable, voluntary and safe (Lührmann, 2013). Without those main 
tenants, most youth would feel as if the system is already designed to exclude and 
fail them.  
 
Young people have to be informed of the purpose and scope of the political process 
from the very beginning and be ready to measure the impact of their involvement in 
their own lives and in the larger political picture. By seeing other youth-driven 
activities and a youthful environment, many youth would be more inclined to 
participate (Lührmann, 2013). Accountability of elected officials, as an incentive for 
young people to put effort into helping campaigns, is a first step (Lührmann, 2013). 
Ensuring that they can properly follow-up on the implementation of youth-impacted 
decisions with their respective constituencies is also key. Being inclusive of 
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marginalized groups, such as women and minorities, creates a larger pool of skilled 
and experienced young people who are eager to get involved but don’t feel the 
welcoming, voluntary, safe and inclusive space that they need to thrive in 
(Lührmann, 2013).  
 
Formally, among political organizations and governmental institutions, the norms 
and procedures do not favour youth’s inclusion (Lührmann, 2013).  When 
leadership positions are available, youth are often not considered for them. Even 
consistent and active engagement by youth does not lead to noticeable results.  
 
For the full potential of youth in politics to be realized and for democracy to reach 
its full maturity for a dynamic and efficient society, the barriers that hinder youth’s 
motivation to get involved must be considered and ultimately, addressed.  
 

Creating New Realities 
 
The political system and the actors that comprise that system must first change their 
perspective on youth and the young voters of Canada. There should be consistent 
advocacy towards bringing youth into the fold and making them feel welcomed and 
a vital part of the democratic process. These include efforts such as awareness-
raising, creating exciting youth-based opportunities within and around politics, 
changing policies and embracing systems and cultures that help foster youth 
engagement.  
 
Regardless of the reason, the political system must encourage youth to run for office 
(Fletcher, 2018). Age aside, they must be given a platform to make a stand, draw 
attention to the issues they care most about and even run as a simple but symbolic 
act of protest. Youth are very likely to be committed to causes that could either get 
them elected or build momentum towards the issues they embrace as vital to their 
livelihoods; this requires the reciprocal championing of their involvement from 
political parties and party platforms.  
 
Youth must always be considered as voters with intrinsic value (Fletcher, 2018). 
Even though youth have had the right to vote when they reach the age of 18 in 
Canada, they are often disregarded as a powerful voting bloc (Elections Canada, 
2018). The mindset amongst many politicians remains that youth won’t show up to 
the polls anyway, and so, would be a waste of campaign time, money and effort to 
include them in their respective platforms (Fletcher, 2018). As a candidate, fighting 
for issues that affect youth and demanding youth rights as a platform could go a long 
way with the youth voters (Fletcher, 2018). Youth can also cast a protest vote, going 
to a polling station to cast a blank ballot and show their dissatisfaction with the 
political system, as well as vote for a youthful candidate who may be currently 
unknown to the political system s, but ready to be the voice that youth need.   
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Canada’s Youth  
 
In Canada in particular, a poll conducted by Statistics Canada in 2015 indicated that 
only 47% of youth aged 15-19 and 61% of youth aged 20-24 indicated that they 
were ‘very likely’ to vote in the upcoming 2015 federal election (Statistics Canada, 
2015). In comparison, 84% of senior’s aged 65-74 indicated the same likelihood to 
vote (Statistics Canada, 2015). When asked if they were at least somewhat 
interested’ in politics, the poll showed just over one-half of youth and three-quarters 
of seniors answered accordingly. For those that reported being ‘not very’ or ‘not at 
all interested’ in politics, 25% of youth said that they were ‘very likely’ to vote in the 
next election, compared to 63% of seniors (Statistics Canada, 2015).  
 
The ‘politically inactive’ category of people was defined as “those who did not 
participate in non-electoral political activities and who were not very likely to vote 
in the election.” 32% of youth in the 15-19-age range belonged in that category, 26% 
for the 20-24 age range, and 12% for seniors aged 65-74 (Statistics Canada, 2015).  
 

 
Source: Canadian Association of Student Alliances (CASA) & ABACUS DATA 
 
Among the youth aged 20 to 24 that did not vote in the 2011 federal election and 
were asked to identify a reason, 17% of respondents said it was because they were 
not informed on the issues. 10% of non-voter respondents in the 25 to 54 age range 
identified the same cause, whereas only 3% of those aged 55 and over responded 
similarly (Statistics Canada, 2015). Another commonly given reason among non-
voters was that they were too busy; of those that responded with this answer, 12% 
were in the 20 to 24, 11% were aged 25 to 54 and 5% were aged 55 and over 
(Statistics Canada, 2015). 
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Of those that responded with the answer that they “did not believe that their vote 
would affect the outcome,” only 3% of respondents were in the 20 to 24 age range 
(Statistics Canada, 2015). The same response for non-voters aged 25 to 54 came to 
7% and 10% for those aged 55 and over. It is worth cautioning that statistical trends 
do not necessarily mean that Canada’s youth are not interested in political or social 
issues; instead, youth may choose to express their beliefs in other ways such as 
petitions, marches, sit-ins, demonstrations and boycotts. The data shows that 
younger Canadians are more inclined than their older counterparts in the electorate 
to participate in non-electoral political activities (Statistics Canada, 2015).  
 
The Canadian Alliance of Student Associations’ (CASA) report on young Canadians 
as Canada’s next electoral powerhouse states that in the 2015 election, turnout 
increased upwards of 12 percentage points among young potential voters (Coletto, 
2016). In many provinces in Canada, these young voters supported mainly one 
political party and one political leader in ways that hadn’t been seen in the past 
decade. CASA goes on to explain that it is possible to give credit to the Liberal Party 
of Canada’s majority government in the 2015 election to young Canadian voters 
(Coletto, 2016). The 2015 federal election was largely different than past elections 
in the context of youth voter turnout.  
 

“[The Youth] are a powerful voting bloc that is able, if engaged and mobilized, to 
change politics in Canada.” 

 
 – David Coletto, P.h.D, Canadian Alliance of Student Associations. – 

 
Nevertheless, while civic engagement is important for the health and stability of 
dynamic and vibrant communities and societies in non-partisan ways, it remains the 
case that for those that do not vote, especially youth, their next government will be 
less likely to reflect and represent youth ideals, visions, interests, and beliefs 
(Coletto, 2016). The 2015 Canadian Federal election was a stepping-stone, but it 
cannot be the only one. That is why there must be a broad-based effort on the part 
of many stakeholders to actively and sustainably engage Canada’s youth of today 
and tomorrow in the political process through long-term strategies and the breaking 
down of barriers.  
 

Legislative Reforms 
 
A large barrier for youth entry into politics is that their potential is not seen or 
believed in; this is perpetuated across generations. Youth face a lot of stereotypical 
norms, some very similar to those that women face in a patriarchal society. 
Experienced older individuals – usually men – are seen to be more capable and 
suited for leadership positions than women or youth. Canada’s electoral system 
ensures that that won’t change anytime soon.  
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Canada’s first-past-the-post system is a form of majoritarian politics. Political 
parties plan according to what the riding or the polls say is most likely to win over 
the fifty plus one threshold that is necessary to be elected. In such a system, youth 
candidates are heavily sidelined in many ways, making it difficult for them to remain 
competitive, win the support of a party or electoral organization, or even choose to 
run in the first place. If these organizations and parties suspect that these norms are 
prevalent in society, they become more likely to nominate another older candidate 
instead of a youth candidate (Lührmann, 2013).  
 
These scenarios begin to change when considering a proportional voting system. 
Proportional voting systems give young candidates more of a fighting chance due to 
the simple fact that it would make it easier and more possible for them to win over 
the support of key stakeholders in the political process (Lührmann, 2013). The 
majority of the population that is necessary for a victory in a first-past-the-post 
system is still well represented, alongside the different demographic groups within 
any given constituency or riding, without alienating voters along urban/rural, socio-
economic, ethnic, racial, religious, or ideological lines (Lührmann, 2013). In the 
process, it levels the playing field, remains fair and democratic, and gives women 
and youth a fighting chance in elections (Lührmann, 2013). 
 
Other legal reforms that could increase youth participation in politics are the 
introduction of quotas into electoral laws, addressing context-specific legal or 
indirect barriers to participation and strict campaign financing laws (Lührmann, 
2013). Giving a party a certain quota of young people, say under the age of 35, that 
they must include in their nominations or on their campaign lists creates a threshold 
of youth involvement that remains sustainable and has the potential to only grow 
from there (Lührmann, 2013). Legal and governmental support for youth-led 
organizations that help champion young candidates is another way of ensuring that 
indirect and context-specific barriers don’t become too much of a factor in limiting 
the participation of youth.  
 
Likewise, campaign financing laws that are strict and fair, represent a level playing 
field in the socio-economic context and improve the implementation of the 
democratic one person, one vote principle (Lührmann, 2013). By being strict, the 
laws limit the ability of the more affluent members of the population to influence 
elections or have more of a say in the success of a candidate simply due to their 
wealth or status, which in many cases could be inherited. The fact is that young 
people find it challenging to mobilize sufficient funds to run an effective campaign. 
This does not and should not limit the validity or necessity of their platforms or 
ideas in a campaign cycle (Lührmann, 2013). Canada’s limit of $1,500 (CAD), and a 
ban on corporate or union donations is an effort in the right direction (Hudon, 
2013). 
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Civil Society 

 
Civil societies are important; they represent the health of a democracy. When civil 
societies are free to take part and hold the responsibility of issues that largely affect 
the country they exist in, everyone benefits (Lührmann, 2013). In effect, civil 
societies democratize involvement and make it easy for anyone - if they so choose - 
to get involved and become an active citizen, regardless of partisanship or political 
involvement (Lührmann, 2013).  
 
Regarding the youth participation issue, civil societies can review and debate the 
legal frameworks behind youth’s involvement in politics. They can look at what 
proposals are considered to be youth-friendly whilst debated in parliament, and 
above all, they can campaign for effective change (Lührmann, 2013). Through 
research or by supporting dialogue and the consultative process, civil societies can 
leverage public opinion and the support of large swaths of society (Lührmann, 
2013). In a healthy and properly functioning democracy, the legislative branch of 
government would be increasingly focused on that support. 
 
Other than advocating for specific legislation and proposals, civil societies and their 
benefits to youth involvement is crucial in the pre and post-electoral periods, urging 
youth to participate in elections and then hold the newly elected members of 
parliament accountable to their campaign platforms (Lührmann, 2013). When 
students learn about civic involvement through a textbook in school, civil societies 
help keep that torch moving by giving youth the opportunity to try it out for 
themselves.  
 
Encouraging continuous youth participation and civic education in schools and 
universities is helping to foster political acumen and relationship-building in the 
next generation of leaders (Lührmann, 2013).  Educational institutions provide the 
right environment for youth to get directly involved in politics, as well as increase 
their knowledge of political processes (Lührmann, 2013).  
 
For many youths, volunteering with community groups and civil society 
organizations is the first step in their careers, particularly if they are seeking to 
enter the fields of public policy or government relations (Lührmann, 2013).  In 
volunteer roles, youth can comfortably define the time, level of effort and 
responsibility they want to take on, based on their capacity.   
 
Bridging the digital divide with new mass-media platforms is a tactic that civil 
societies have become very proficient in, as their pool of volunteers is highly 
dependent on the youth that most actively engage with these platforms. 
Governments can learn from civil societies and their communications and outreach 
strategies, as well as the low access barriers to innovation in small-scale projects 
(Lührmann, 2013).  
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The political climate today represents a very strained relationship between youth 
and the established political parties. In order to break that cycle of skepticism, it is 
important for political parties to break and remove these barriers to youth 
involvement (Lührmann, 2013).  
 
After polls close in any given elections, citizens must shift their focus. Citizens need 
to and must be ready to hold their new representatives-elect accountable to their 
platforms from the time they are elected until the next election cycle. Youth can be 
highly engaging in these areas and form a formidable force of accountability if their 
voices are heard loud and clear, especially in parliament and directly to the 
government (Lührmann, 2013).   
 
The youth-led ‘Parliament Watch’ in Germany is a platform that allows citizens to 
hold legislators accountable by scrutinizing their performance as legislators whilst 
also being able to access information about voting behaviour. Civil societies and 
youth groups like Germany’s ‘Platform Watch’ can also become participants in 
specific parliamentary committee hearings to focus or deliberate on issues that 
impact them directly (Lührmann, 2013). 
 
Canada’s formation of the Prime Minister’s Youth Council in 2016 is one great 
example of such an effort, as it provides a power base for young members and 
reaches out to young voters (Privy Council Office, 2018). Political parties, as the 
intermediary institutions that act as a link between the state and civil societies, can 
make the change from policy suggestions to political action (Privy Council Office, 
2018). The provincial and federal legislative internship program and the House of 
Commons’ Page Program are also good first steps to increase youth interest and 
participation in politics. But the effort must go even further than that.  
 

Indirect Barriers  
 
Even though Canada has more progressive and equitable policies than other 
countries around the world that allow for youth participation in politics, there are 
still some factors that legislation, if not comprehensive, cannot deal with directly. 
These factors indirectly affect the involvement of young people in politics on any 
level of government, be it municipal, provincial or federal.  
 
Most youths have very busy lifestyles as a result of external pressures to remain 
competitive in the demanding world we live in. Students must excel academically 
while keeping up with their extracurricular activities, part-time jobs and home life 
commitments. Some students must care for elderly family members or younger 
siblings, and some may be parents themselves. After their schooling is finished, if 
they are lucky enough to find a permanent full-time position, the 
interconnectedness of the world today via e-mail, social media and digital work-
related applications often means that their work is not actually limited to a nine-to-
five schedule (Reyes, 2016).  
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There must be an understanding by older members of society who are more 
established in their careers, that the experiences of young people may vary 
significantly but hold similar respective value. This is especially true in opposition to 
the notion that “more experience is always better” and the view that some schools 
or professions hold a higher value than others, as this perpetuates privileged youth 
and excludes youth that come from more challenging backgrounds (Reyes, 2016). 
There must be an effort to recognize the youth’s valuable skillsets and knowledge in 
all different kinds and levels of experiences.  
 
Demographics have a part to play in getting to that understanding and recognition. 
The demographics in Canada are changing across the country as younger 
generations become more and more diverse. Recruiters need to consider how young 
people from different ethnic, racial or socio-economic backgrounds hold different 
worldviews (Reyes, 2016).  The relevance of these different backgrounds becomes 
more apparent when considering the ability of different youths to navigate around 
the city. Having a driver’s license and access to a car on a regular basis is not a given 
for younger generations. Recruitment efforts will not be as successful if there isn’t a 
way to travel to the scheduled meeting place. Scheduling meetings closer to public 
transportation routes could create a much bigger capability for youth to attend 
(Reyes, 2016).  
 
Assuming that these youths were recruited and had access to transportation, they 
then have to contend with the fact that their voices are limited in meetings. Youths 
are often outnumbered in meetings, and once given a seat at the table, need an 
environment of respect that allows their voices to not just be verbalized, but actually 
heard (Reyes, 2016). To attract a greater number of youth to participate in political 
engagement on a larger scale, recruiters and organizers should make meetings and 
events more appealing to younger generations. Considering what issues that youth 
want to be engaged in is a brainstorming imperative before attempting to recruit 
them to be a bigger participant in the project at hand (Reyes, 2016).  
 
The unfortunate self-fulfilling prophecy when it comes to the organizers, who do 
keep this in mind, is that outreach is usually to the same young people that are 
already involved (Reyes, 2016). These youths tend to have had more privilege in 
their lives than others might have, and the ability to pursue opportunities that 
would have otherwise been unavailable to other segments of the youth populations. 
These youths are repeatedly invited to meetings and events in a tokenistic attempt 
to check off the youth demographic box. If there isn’t a genuine outreach effort, it is 
easy for the invited youth to be homogenous (Reyes, 2016).  
 
The involvement of young women must also be addressed separately with specific 
training and mentoring. Women tend to face discrimination based on their gender 
and can be overlooked for leadership positions. Young women face double 
discrimination based on their gender and age, so there has to be a particular focus 
on the issues that affect them (Lührmann, 2013). One short-term solution is the 
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introduction of skills-training workshops to assist young women in overcoming the 
barriers that limit their potential within a safe space. Mentoring programmes can 
make a big difference, as young women are teamed up with women in leadership 
positions and can benefit from the experience and networks that the mentorship 
offers them (Lührmann, 2013).  
 
It is easy to underestimate youth, given their limited life experience relative to the 
older and more experienced individuals in politics. However, allowing young people 
to try something that didn’t work in the past could yield great results (Reyes, 2016). 
Approaching the same idea via different methodology, processes and worldviews 
might work the second, third or fourth time around. Most importantly, young people 
need to have the space to express their ideas and opinions freely. With limited 
experience comes limited awareness of the unspoken norms in the political sphere 
(Reyes, 2016). When given the opportunity to be taught, to learn, and develop their 
own mindsets, youth can become their own greatest success story.  
 
Actively involving young people of different backgrounds, providing convenient 
transportation options, focusing on issues of importance to young people, and 
making it known that they are welcomed and important to the conversation can 
limit the barriers that prevent young people from getting involved. To emphasize a 
message of inclusion, initiatives should be transparent, respectful and accountable, 
and should link to specific issues that affect youth, such as unemployment or the 
environment (Lührmann, 2013). 
 
Youth voices are important, their experiences are invaluable and their worldviews 
are the blueprints of tomorrow’s world. It would be strategic to start listening, with 
an understanding of the heterogeneous and intersectional nature of today’s youth.  
 

Changing Politics Through Youth Participation  
 
With all the barriers that need to be removed so that young people can become 
more engaged in the political process and in political life, three main tenants for a 
short-term solution can be found in education, training and inspiration (Anthony, 
2016). For youth to become effectively involved, they must learn about the political 
system, action and issues, as well as other realities and factors inside, on the 
outskirts and relating to the political system altogether (Anthony, 2016).  
 
Furthermore, training youth on how to become the change they wish to see in the 
world is imperative and correlates to the skill sets they need, such as 
communication, problem-solving, change management and conflict resolution. It 
also means participating in knowledge-sharing and democratizing knowledge in 
ways that are designed to shape their ability to take action and make change 
(Anthony, 2016).  
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If political parties and existing politicians want to champion youth involvement in 
politics, they must be innovative with their communication strategies (Anthony, 
2016). Youth are mainly reached via online platforms and much less so through 
traditional methods like direct mail. A dialogue must first be started in ways that 
include youth, rather than simply broadcast messaging to them. A more open and 
inclusive style of party memberships would also allow young people to participate 
in party politics without these parties indirectly excluding those that aren’t able to 
join in the regular ways of donating and actively contributing to the party’s activities 
(Anthony, 2016).  
 
A noteworthy difference between the youth of today and their older counterparts is 
that they are much less likely to be partisan and are not a homogenous group. 
Intersectionality of ideas, policies and social causes shapes much of the young 
voters’ political outlook (Anthony, 2016). Being inclusive and aware of this 
intersectionality can create a long-term benefit for the parties that invest in 
engaging youths in their societies.  
 

Conclusion  
 
Change cannot happen unless youth are able to see that there is the potential for 
change and that they are instrumental in creating this change. What characterized 
the success of progressivism in campaigns around the world was the ability to 
inspire and mobilize youth to support their candidates.  Young people have been 
told from a very young age that their voices don’t matter or don’t have much of an 
effect, and they haven’t been treated as if they are or could ever become serious 
political actors. With opportunity and inspiration, that can change.  
 
Whether it is through electoral or legislative reforms, support for civil society 
organizations, or recognizing the indirect barriers to youth’s involvement in their 
daily lives, a lot can be done to mitigate the barriers to youth’s entry into politics. 
This concerted effort will break the long-term trend of youth’s disinterest in political 
life and inspire them to be the leaders of their own future. Municipally, provincially 
and federally, the youth of today have a lot to say and have ideas that can further 
Canada’s interests both domestically and internationally. It takes the political will to 
turn the tide and bring the country’s soon-to-be largest political voting bloc into the 
fold as influential political members of their communities.  
 
As long as it remains that education, inspiration and training become the regular 
method of inclusion from a young age, and a rights-based, transparent and 
accountable approach to politics holds steady, with support from the different levels 
of government, youth can prove that they belong at the decision-making table. The 
eagerness, dedication and commitment of youth is there. A collective, 
comprehensive and holistic effort to include and engage youth would yield positive 
results for Canada and act as a lesson to the world about the importance of the 
youth voice in politics. 
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“No one is born a good citizen; no nation is born a democracy. Rather, both are 
processes that continue to evolve over a lifetime. Young people must be included from 
birth. A society that cuts itself off from its youth severs its lifeline; it is condemned to 

bleed to death.” 
 

— Kofi Annan, Former Secretary-General of the United Nations — 
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