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Introduction
Urban planning and policies shape how we live, play and work, and can create communities and neighbourhoods
that support us to thrive. However, not everyone feels they have a seat at the table when it comes to contributing and
benefiting from their city. Many residents face significant barriers to feeling included in their community, such as
having limited access to resources, a lack of opportunities to be involved or contribute to decision-making and facing
discrimination. These structural barriers can limit their ability to fully participate in society and this, in turn, can
have a negative impact on their well-being.1  

In many cities, racialized youth can often feel socially excluded and isolated; they may not have public spaces they
can go to or adults they can turn to in times of need.2 How do we build cities where racialized youth feel they belong?
Building inclusive cities for all requires an understanding of how different community members, including
racialized youth, experience their local neighbourhoods and cities and how this impacts the types of resources,
supports and spaces they need. 
 

Sense of Belonging, Inclusion and Health
Research evidence has demonstrated strong links between a sense of belonging and health and well-being.3,4 A strong
sense of belonging or connection can influence one’s sense of purpose and enhance coping when experiencing stress.5 
In particular for youth a strong sense of belonging to the community can lead to improved mental health and
well-being.6 A sense of belonging is often difficult to define but intuitively we have an understanding of what it means
to us. In this paper, sense of belonging is focused on belonging to one’s neighbourhood and city and defined as
feeling part of a larger community and having social connections and ties with friends, neighbourhoods and
community residents. 

Belonging is not only important for an individual’s health but also for the health of the community. A community
with a strong sense of belonging has rich social support networks that can act as a source of support for individuals
when facing adversity.7 Individuals who participate and engage in their communities feel more connected to their
city and have a greater sense of belonging.8 With a strong sense of belonging, youth are better able to adapt when
faced with challenges, less likely to get involved in violence and can form lasting positive relationships and
connections in their neighbourhoods.9 As a result, they feel more invested in the future of their cities by giving back,
remaining connected and finding opportunities to make their cities a better place.10 Facilitating supportive
environments for belonging and addressing the systemic barriers that exclude the most marginalized youth can
promote their inclusion and well-being.
 

Factors that contribute to belonging
The health research points to four key factors that can contribute to feeling a sense of belonging to one’s community
or local neighbourhood including: having access to quality social networks, social support in the community, active
participation in social, cultural and recreational activities and involvement in local decision-making.11,12 These four
factors have a clear connection to the role municipalities play in our lives. For instance, cities play a role in
delivering programs and services that offer diverse activities for engagement and developing shared public spaces
that become sites for building social networks and support in the community. Additionally, cities can create
opportunities for residents to be involved in local decision-making. Figure 1 below describes the links between these
four factors and sense of belonging. Each factor can contribute to belonging in one’s local community.
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Social Inclusion, Built Environment and Income
There are also higher level contextual factors that facilitate access to the four factors. These contextual factors include
social inclusion, the built environment and income. Social inclusion has been defined many ways in the literature.
According to the VicHealth Foundation social inclusion is about “being able to participate in and contribute to social
life – in economic, social, psychological, and political terms.13” For social inclusion one needs access to opportunities
and personal capacity to get involved. A socially inclusive environment aims to be accessible and free from
discrimination for different communities. Secondly, the built environment also influences one’s ability to participate
in their community. One’s place or neighbourhood has implications for its perceived safety, the availability and
quality of community resources and physical spaces, and proximity to activities and shared spaces in the community.14

Finally, income plays a major role in influencing participation in society. Individuals with lower income may have
less access to education and better employment opportunities. This ultimately limits their ability to engage and
contribute in society. An adequate income is needed to participate in many activities and opportunities and individuals
with lower income may not have the time or resources to be involved in their communities.

Social inclusion, the built environment and income are interconnected and can facilitate supportive environments
for the four factors that influence a sense of belonging. For example, individuals living in a lower income
neighbourhood may face financial barriers to participating in recreational activities and have limited community
infrastructure but community members may create communal spaces that improve the built environment and create
opportunities for community members to come together and participate in activities. Cities can act as leaders and
facilitators for opportunities to improve a sense of belonging to the community. However, many racialized
communities face barriers to engaging and participating in the city.
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Racialized communities and exclusion
Racial diversity in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) continues to grow and now racialized individuals represent a
growing proportion of many communities. In the GTA 48.8 per cent of the population identifies as a “visible minority.”
In particular, cities in the GTA the rate is much higher such as 78 per cent in Markham, 73.3 per cent in Brampton,
57.2 per cent in Mississauga, and 51.5 per cent in Toronto.15,16 Racialized communities include a diverse population,
encompassing a variety of ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds and unique histories in Canada. Racialized
youth make up a growing proportion of our cities. If we take a closer look at the younger population in these cities,
such as youth aged 15-24, then 81 per cent in Markham are racialized, 77.8 per cent in Brampton, 62.6 per cent in
Mississauga and 61.2 per cent in Toronto. 

Racialized populations are disproportionately impacted by poverty and exclusion.17 For example, racialized populations
are more likely to be low income or work precarious or low wage jobs, especially racialized or recent immigrant
women.18 Children in racialized families in Toronto are more than twice as likely to be living in poverty.19 Racialized
populations often live in lower-income neighbourhoods with less access to resources and services.20 The social
exclusion experienced by racialized communities impacts their everyday experiences in the city.

Racialized youth may face significant barriers to factors that support a sense of belonging. Two key structural barriers
that influence the experiences of racialized youth are social exclusion and spatial inequality. Persistent systemic
exclusion undermines the ability of racialized youth to succeed and thrive leading to a lack of trust in institutions and
powerlessness.21 Many racialized youth do not see themselves reflected in city issues and may feel excluded from
their city and its opportunities.22 When mainstream sectors and programs do not meet the needs of racialized youth
they can feel unsafe, unwelcome and unsupported. Additionally, the growing spatial inequality further marginalizes
racialized youth when where they live, work and play lacks access to community infrastructure, public spaces and
community-based services and supports.23

Social exclusion experienced by racialized youth can lead to differential access to programs, services and shared
spaces in their city. Their experiences in public spaces, navigating cultural and financial barriers and experiences of
discrimination within the city can negatively impact their sense of belonging.
 

Racialized youth and public spaces
Some racialized youth feel unwelcome in public spaces in their cities, because of racial stereotypes. They find they are
treated with suspicion or perceived as a threat to one’s safety. A 2015 study by United Way Peel found that Black youth
in Peel were more likely to feel socially isolated and alienated. Participants reported experiencing discrimination in
schools, the transit system, retail stores and by police.24 One’s perception of safety and feeling welcome in the
community is negatively impacted by experiences of discrimination. This can lead to feeling less social support in the
community and less access to social networks.

Racialized youth from immigrant backgrounds often have to navigate their immigrant experiences and cultural
heritage within the larger society.25 For example they may feel discouraged or uncomfortable with practicing cultural
traditions when it does not fit the norm and may as a result feel excluded. On the other hand, racialized youth who
recently immigrated to Canada will experience different opportunities and challenges to integrating in society
compared to racialized youth who grew up in Canada. The cultural background of racialized youth is a rich social and
cultural asset that can enrich communities but is often framed as a barrier that needs to be overcome.26 For example,
a lack of culturally relevant services and supports can deter racialized youth from accessing mainstream organizations
that provide recreation, arts, civic engagement and other programming.27 Existing programs may also fail to consider
the language needs of the youth they serve.

Additionally, given that racialized youth disproportionately live on low income, factors such as the timing of programs
and services, accessibility and financial barriers can impact what racialized youth have access to. Financial barriers
to participation in different social and recreational activities and may limit opportunities for meaningfully participating
in their communities. In addition, youth may also have limited access to social networks where people are connected
to influence or decision-making power.
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Racialized youth and school 
Racialized youth may also face differential treatment in settings such as in schools. For youth, school should be a safe
space and an integral place for building community and fostering belonging. However, racialized students can face
discrimination and racism that negatively impacts their education and well-being. A 2017 report, led by Dr. Carl James
at York University, showed the differential treatment of Black youth in the Toronto District School Board (TDSB). For
example, 48 per cent of the students expelled at the TDSB were Black, although they made up only 12 per cent of the
total student population.28 Black students were over twice as likely to be enrolled in applied programs and were more
likely to be suspended at least once during high school. Facing suspensions and expulsions can lead students to drop
out of school and continues a cycle of unemployment and exclusion.29 In Ontario, Muslim students have faced
Islamophobia, particularly young women who wear headscarves. In a report by Tessellate Institute, Muslim students
describe a lack of awareness among teachers and peers about Islam and Muslims, as well feeling isolated and
alienated.30

 

Racialized youth and the workplace 
In the workplace, persistent experiences of discrimination can lead racialized youth to leave employment or pose
challenges in securing employment. A report by Civic Action on youth who face barriers to accessing employment
revealed that many youth face racism and structural discrimination in the workplace.31 Lower expectations, negative
stereotypes and biased recruiting and screening practices can unfairly exclude marginalized youth from the job
market including racialized youth. 

When racialized youth face systemic racism and discrimination in their day-to-day lives this can have long-term
negative impacts on their health, well-being and ability to achieve to their potential. City-run services and programs
such as libraries, youth drop-in centres and community centres have a role to play in creating welcoming and safe
spaces for all youth. Cities can also champion the needs of racialized youth and advocating to tackle discriminatory
practices in other sectors such as education and employment to promote social inclusion.
 

Spatial inequality is a growing challenge  
In the GTA, racialized youth are disproportionately impacted by spatial inequality. Racialized populations are more
likely to live in the inner and outer suburbs of Toronto.32 The majority of recent immigrants to the GTA also settle in
the inner and outer suburbs where there may be more affordable housing available and large, existing networks
from their ethnic communities.33 These inner and outer suburbs of Toronto are more poorly resourced relative to the
downtown core of Toronto.34 The suburbs are increasingly lower-income and have lower employment opportunities
and less access to social services. As a result, programs, services, and quality public spaces are often concentrated
in the downtown core with less availability in the suburbs. 

While the suburban communities outside the City of Toronto may appear to be middle-class and more affluent,
recent census data demonstrates that in suburban regions such as Peel the majority of neighbourhoods are now
low-income.35 The financial barriers faced within these communities both increases the need for programming and
resources and creates additional barriers to accessing them.

The exclusion, discrimination and spatial inequality faced by racialized youth are reproduced in how mainstream
services are delivered. Racialized youth living in the suburbs may have less access to diverse arts, sports and cultural
programming. Less resourced neighbourhoods have less access to opportunities for participation and different forms
of civic engagement. Often youth who have access to meaningful roles in their school and community are those who
already have a lot of social support and rich social networks.36

Accessible and affordable transit is essential to connect youth to places in the community to build support networks
outside home and participate in activities. However, many racialized youth who live in suburban neighbourhoods
face challenges in accessing public transportation.37 When transit is available, there may be limited transit access
during off peak hours. As many racialized communities live on lower income they are more likely to rely on public
transportation to get around. The availability of youth leadership and mentorship opportunities alone are not 
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sufficient without ensuring they are accessible to racialized youth who live in communities that are lower income and
less transit friendly. Investment in public transportation in poorly resourced communities in the inner and outer
suburbs can positively impact the inclusion of racialized youth. A lack of mobility should not limit the opportunities
available to youth or prevent them from being connected to their city. 

The negative stereotypes of particular neighbourhoods can also drive perceptions of lack of safety and increased
presence of authorities. For example racialized youth living in the Jane and Finch neighbourhood of Toronto feel
unfairly targeted by authorities and are impacted by the persistent negative stereotypes in the media.38 There is a lack
of safe public spaces in many suburban neighbourhoods. Many racialized youth living in suburban communities
gather in spaces like malls with a lack of alternatives but when racialized youth do gather in public spaces they are
often seen as loitering.39 Public spaces are an important place for connecting with other people in the community and
broadening social networks. Living in a neighbourhood with a lack of public spaces hinders the ability of racialized
youth to participate and occupy space in their city. From an urban planning perspective, suburban spaces need to be
reimagined and incorporate the views of racialized youth who may have the greatest need for safe public spaces and
walkable, transit-friendly neighbourhoods but have less agency to influence decisions.

Mainstreaming equity to build inclusive communities 
As the above makes clear, racialized youth often face barriers to participating and engaging in their communities.
Existing programs and civic engagement opportunities do not always reflect their diverse needs. So how do we begin
to address the needs of racialized youth in our cities and foster a sense of belonging? 

As a starting point, when developing new strategies and programs to support vulnerable youth, it is important to
adopt an equity lens and understand the differential impact and consequences on different communities. For
example, the City of Ottawa has developed a handbook to help staff embed equity and inclusion in planning and
program development that looks at needs of different population groups such as racialized people, women and
people with disabilities.40 Making cities more inclusive for racialized youth includes tailoring programs to meet diverse
needs, supporting racialized youth in leading initiatives, creating meaningful opportunities for involvement in local
decision-making and investing in community infrastructure that can promote access and participation.

Existing trainings and tools to engage with youth can be adapted to meet the diverse needs of racialized youth.
Programs and youth groups that recognize the unique needs of racialized youth from different backgrounds can
support tailored programming that will improve their belonging and connectedness to the community. Racialized
youth may have a greater need for mentors in the community who are connected to strong social networks and require
more supports to participate and engage in their community and feel like their voices are heard.41 At a programmatic
level, mentorship programs ensure mentors reflect the diversity of their communities and are able to support
racialized youth in participating and engaging with their communities in new ways.

Another approach is to provide support for grassroots youth-led initiatives. For example, Gashanti Unity – a
Toronto-based program – provides a safe space for young Somali women to develop positive relationships, participate
in leadership and mentoring programs, develop skills and build capacity through programming and leadership
opportunities. The program is centred on the experiences of young Somali women, and the programming tackles
issues such as racism, sexism, cultural alienation, Islamophobia, stress-management and responsible decision-making.42  

Racialized youth also need meaningful opportunities to be involved in local decision-making. They need to be able to
define their own priorities for their neighbourhoods, cities and regions. The Toronto’s Youth Equity Strategy, centred
on youth who are vulnerable to serious violence or crime, is a good example of a city taking initiative to support the
inclusion of vulnerable youth.43 While the strategy prioritizes equity and inclusion, its initial goals were framed in
terms of preventing violence and crime. It was through active participation of youth that many systemic issues were
included as part of the strategy and it offered a more nuanced perspective on their lived experiences.

The term “vulnerable youth” is often used to describe youth from racialized backgrounds. We need to reframe this
conversation and recognize the strengths of youth from different communities, backgrounds and parts of the city.
Terms like “vulnerable youth” are stigmatizing and a more strengths-based approach to program planning and
policy development is needed to tackle systemic barriers faced by youth. Municipal youth cabinets and youth advisory
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committees are one mechanism for engaging youth in decision-making. Toronto’s Youth Cabinet engages with diverse
youth to increase their participation and engagement in the city and has established working groups on issues of key
interest to youth including community safety, education, the budget, newcomer issues, equity and employment,
transit and housing.44 It is also essential to create alternative platforms for youth to have a voice in the future of their
cities. The digital space and youth-led campaigns that advocate for city issues are avenues for engaging a wider range
of racialized youth.

Finally, from a systems level perspective, investment in infrastructure that supports racialized youth in participating
and engaging in their communities should be an essential part of inclusive city building. For instance, transportation
can be a significant barrier for participation in social, cultural and recreational activities for racialized youth.
Prioritizing investment in regional transit and making public transportation more accessible for communities living
in the inner and outer suburbs can have a major impact on the lives of racialized youth. The lack of public spaces
available to racialized youth depending on where they live can also be addressed through investment in hub spaces
for youth. 

To build inclusive communities, cities need to embed equity into decision-making. This calls for a change in how we
design and deliver services, programs and policies. We know significant barriers exist for racialized youth that can
prevent their engagement and participation in the community and cities have a major role to play in promoting their
inclusion. The experiences and structural barriers that affect racialized youth call for a shared vision of how to foster
belonging, so youth feel they are valued and accepted regardless of their background or circumstances. All youth,
including racialized youth, play an integral role in the future of our cities and communities – their voices need to be
included in city building. 
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