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1. Framing the problem 

The project team has been tasked with identifying strategies and tactics to improve youth 
retention in small and/or rural communities in Ontario. Given the breadth of the problem, it 
was important to reframe it in a more specific way that identifies root causes and allows for the 
development of appropriate strategies and tactics. 

Interviews with economic development officers (EDOs), people who moved back to their 
hometowns after a lengthy absence and high-school students, in conjunction with the domain 
expertise of the authors, pointed to several key insights: 

1. Youth often struggle to identify career prospects in rural communities. 

2. Some youth will not be stopped from leaving after graduating high school and/or post-
secondary - their desire for new professional, social and cultural experiences as well as 
growth opportunities is simply too strong to try and control. A more productive 
approach would be to acknowledge this need by youth and support it, while seeking to 
position the rural community as a great place to return to at a later life stage (e.g., when 
deciding to settle down and build a family). 

3. The decision for community “ex-pats” to return home is first and foremost an emotional 
one - a desire to be closer to family and/or childhood friends, a desire for children’s 
upbringing to resemble theirs, a longing for their hometown’s culture and/or amenities 
(e.g., access to nature). Secondary to this but also of priority is career transition and 
development. While work-from-home arrangements brought forth by COVID-19 have 
somewhat eased concerns on this issue as individuals have been able to retain city-
based jobs while working from anywhere, it is important to note that the post COVID-19 
knowledge-based workforce will likely still be at least a hybrid of work-from-home and 
in-office work, reinforcing the importance of proximity to the office and by extension, 
large economic areas such as Toronto. 

4. The non-career aspects of returning home after a prolonged absence can be 
intimidating - it is important to minimize barriers and hurdles in this part of the return 
process to ensure that the experience of returning home remains a positive one and one 
that can be spread to other potential returnees. 

5. The flip side of the post-COVID-19 hybrid work structure is that more newcomers may 
consider moving to rural communities, as already evidenced by some booming rural real 
estate markets throughout the pandemic. It is important to capture the imagination and 
curiosity of this demographic through authentic storytelling that feels relatable.  

The project team has taken the above insights and re-framed them into “how might we” 
questions that reflect the specific barriers that contribute to a lack of youth retention in rural 
communities: 
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1. How might we communicate to youth (grades 9-12) that their hometowns can support 
their career development? 

2. How might we increase emotional engagement and connection for youth (grades 6-12) 
to build a strong association of their rural community as being their “home”? 

3. How might we communicate to community “ex-pats” that their hometowns can support 
their career development? 

4. How might we minimize non-career-related friction for returnees and/or newcomers to 
rural communities? 

The following selection will detail proposed strategies and tactics under each of the above 
questions which the project team expects will amount to a strong overall strategy to tackle 
youth retention in rural communities. 

 

2. Recommended strategies and tactics 

This section outlines the strategies and tactics that the project team believe will help 
communities retain youth and increase the likelihood that youth who move away will 
subsequently return. 

Each recommendation begins with a summary of practicality (how practical is it to implement 
the recommendation), cost (high/medium/low estimate of cost to implement) and potential 
impact (anticipated positive impact on either youth retention or subsequent return). 

 

2.1. How might we communicate to youth that their hometowns can support 
their career development? 

2.1.1. Educate EDOs about opportunities to bring together schools and businesses 

● Practicality: High 

● Cost: Low 

● Potential Impact: High 

EDOs play an important role in connecting local schools seeking community support with local 
businesses and non-profits that can provide that support.  While some EDOs have close 
relationships with local schools and have a good understanding of what community supports 
are needed, other EDOs have less familiarity with schools’ needs. 
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Providing these EDOs with a toolkit to better understand what community support needs 
schools commonly have will improve how EDOs can identify opportunities for the community to 
help schools, make the relevant connections, and support greater Community Economic 
Development. 

The objectives of the toolkit are to (1) provide the EDO with greater understanding of what 
programs offered by schools require community support, (2) provide canned slides and 
material for topics that EDOs can regularly discuss with students, and (3) provide the EDO with 
resources to offer to teachers. 

The project team did not find an existing example, but believe that a toolkit including the 
following resources would help EDCO’s members: 

● An overview of programs where students often interact with local businesses and non-
profits, including the Specialist High School Major (SHSM) program (including ICE 
Challenges), co-op, Ontario Youth Apprenticeship Program (OYAP) and skilled trades. 

● Slides to introduce Summer Company including application milestones. 
● Tips for navigating through key school board rules and requirements. 
● Example of an ecosystem map (discussed in the next section) that EDOs could create for 

their local communities. 

 

Expected Outcomes 
The expected outcomes from implementing a toolkit are threefold: 

• EDOs are more effective in their interactions with schools – being specific about how 
they can help teachers and students, setting up time to meet with students, making 
impactful connections for students, and supporting teachers and their students. 

• Short term: increased employment in co-op placements, part-time work, and full-time 
work for graduating students. 

• Long term: increase the likelihood that current students will consider either staying or 
returning (if they choose to leave for post-secondary or employment) due to their 
increased affinity with the community. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To create this toolkit, the project team recommends the following next steps: 

• Establish a small team that ideally includes representation from EDOs and teachers from 
the relevant geography 
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• Identify what types of content would be useful for EDOs in approaching and working 
with schools and teachers 

• Work to create that content, ensuring that the content isn’t specific to a particular 
municipality 

• Disseminate toolkit (electronic formats) and related best practices from one 
municipality with other EDCO members 

 

2.1.2. Educate teachers and schools about opportunities to engage local businesses 

● Practicality: High 

● Cost: Low 

● Potential Impact: High 

EDOs can leverage Ministry of Education programming to build bridges with schools and 
connect with students in order to encourage more students to either remain or eventually 
return to their hometowns. 

Teachers often look for a local business or non-profit (“Community Partner”) to help create 
learning experiences for their students – these experiences could include field trips, speakers, 
SHSM partners, ICE community partners, sponsors, hackathons and more.  A common challenge 
for teachers looking to engage with a community partner is not having a wide network to 
recruit from. 

EDOs can help teachers find community partners by helping their school boards create a 
database (e.g., in Google Sheets) where the contact information and specifics of companies 
interested in working with students is stored and viewable by all teachers from said school 
board. If there are both a public-school board and a catholic board in the same geography, the 
boards can share the same database. 

To reduce the administrative burden required to populate the database, an Intake Form can be 
created using Google Forms, which will automatically add to the database as new companies 
submit their interests. 

A database like this was created in York Region, and it is shared by the York Region District 
School Board and the York Catholic District School Board. Staff from each board own privileges 
for editing and exporting from the database. An image of the database is below, and the reader 
can view the live database here. 
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The associated Intake Form is here, and some of the questions are shown below. 

 

A tactic to help support the build-out of the database and raise teachers’ awareness of what 
resources are available to help them is to create an ecosystem map. This map provides 
information about the various organizations (e.g., non-profits, educational, associations) in a 
community that teachers could connect with for additional support. The ecosystem map can be 
stored in a public folder (e.g., Google Drive) or on a municipality’s website. 

Below is an example ecosystem map from York Region, and the live version can be accessed 
here. 
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Expected Outcomes 
Building teachers’ awareness of local resources will increase the number of school-business 
partnerships, in turn increasing student engagement with the local community.  In the short 
term, this could lead to increased employment (co-op placements, part-time work, full-time 
work post-graduation).  In the long term, this will increase the likelihood that current students 
will consider returning due to increased affinity with their community ("I want to stay here and 
belong here."). 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To create this database and / or ecosystem map, the project team recommends the following 
next steps: 

• EDOs connect with local school boards and teachers (e.g., SHSM and co-op leads) to 
show them the example database and Intake Form from York Region, to gauge the 
school boards’ interest. 

• EDOs help the school boards (ideally, they own and manage the data) create the Intake 
Form in Google, which in turn will create the Google Sheet automatically. 

• Once the Intake Form and associated Google Sheet are created, share the Intake Form’s 
URL with local businesses, along with context/instructions on the nature and intent of 
the initiative. 

• Share the Intake Form’s URL with agencies that work with local businesses, including 
Chambers of Commerce, Boards of Trade, Business Improvement Areas, EDOs, 
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Workforce Planning Boards, the Mayor’s office and grassroot communities of business 
owners, to share with their members and networks.  

o Discussing the purpose and process around the Intake Form with the agencies 
(and preparing draft verbiage to be adapted by the agencies) prior to sharing the 
URL can help increase the likelihood that the agencies will share it with their 
members. 

• Work with schools to communicate to parents that this engagement is taking place to 
help students.  

• Support teachers (as needed) when they are promoting to students the opportunities to 
engage with the community - e.g., co-op placements, speakers. 

• Work with local media to build community awareness of this engagement. 

 

2.1.3. Educate businesses about opportunities to engage and hire students 

● Practicality: Medium 

● Cost: Low 

● Potential Impact: High 

A common challenge for businesses who are interested in working with high-school students is 
not knowing what opportunities are available to them and how to approach schools. EDOs can 
help facilitate connections between businesses and schools by building awareness of mutually-
beneficial opportunities. 

EDOs can work with Chambers, Boards, BIAs, Small Business Enterprise Centres, Workforce 
Planning Boards and other organizations that work with many businesses to execute marketing 
campaigns that: 

• Build awareness of opportunities to work with students, such as co-op placements, 
mentoring, site visits and participating in SHSM activities as a community partner. 

• Encourage businesses to actively participate in SHSM programs. 
• Explain to business owners the benefits of hiring co-op students, requirements for hiring 

students (e.g., reporting, insurance, WSIB) and tips for hiring and employing youth 
• Provide business owners with training on how to create job descriptions and co-op role 

profiles to help schools and students understand specific opportunities, along with 
examples of role descriptions. 

Marketing tactics could include videos (which may be easier to consume than text for some 
audiences), social media, newsletters, features on Economic Development websites and 
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teachers or students who speak to the members of the Chambers etc. As an example, the City 
of Markham was promoting high-school co-op opportunities in their Small Business Enterprise 
newsletter even during the early days of lockdown, such as this one. 

Specific to the Specialist High School Major (SHSM) program, another tactic is to share 
examples of challenges that schools and businesses have collaborated on, as this may spark an 
idea in a local business owner or community leader. Some examples of past SHSM school-
community collaborations from across the province include (SHSM sector noted in 
parentheses): 

• How can we attract more young people to Symphony concerts? (Arts and Culture) 
• In many salons you get walk-in or referral clients. Sometimes you serve them once and 

never see them again. You aren’t sure if they loved the service or were dissatisfied. How 
can Lori get feedback on her service? How can she get existing clients to refer to their 
family and friends? (Business, Health & Wellness) 

• How might we help The Department of Recreation and Culture engage youth? (Arts and 
Culture) 

• How might we design and construct a Christmas Float for the Town of Pickering 
Christmas parade? (Construction) 

• How might we assist the food bank in planning nutritional meals with a limited budget 
and limited supply selection? And how might storage area redesign help? (Construction, 
Hospitality & Tourism) 

• What emergency mock disaster response would benefit the North Huron Emergency 
Services Training Centre (ESTC) the most? (Health & Wellness) 

• How can we assist the Greater Toronto Hockey League (GTHL) expand their reach to 
new Canadians to encourage their children to participate in hockey related activities? 
(Health & Wellness and Sports) 

• How might we help senior citizens move heavy recycle/garbage bins down a 1,000-foot 
driveway? (Manufacturing) 

• When it comes to hiring a skilled trades co-op, how can a company ascertain the 
relevant skills from high school students beyond a resume, given the short recruiting 
process? (Transportation) 

• Pitch a launch campaign for a packaged-food company’s new and improved branding, 
which features new packaging design, improved nutritional profile and additional 
recipes (Business, Manufacturing, Health & Wellness) 

• How could we build more awareness and attract more people from the community and 
internationally to join a company’s online art classes? (Arts & Culture) 

There are many examples of how EDOs, Chambers and other associations created opportunities 
to bring students and businesses together - the following are some highlights. 
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Some organizations have facilitated events and communications to help business owners 
understand how to engage with students. For example, the Newmarket Chamber of Commerce 
hosted a lunch & learn with a local school board to help business owners understand how to 
onboard co-op students. The Workforce Planning Board of York Region provides an overview of 
how businesses can work with students. In Kapuskasing, EDOs work with local businesses to 
create meaningful summer employment opportunities for youth and internship positions for 
recent graduates. The EDO works with various agencies to secure funding for these positions - 
additional details are available here.  As another example, this newsletter is an example of how 
co-op details and logistics were communicated to businesses and potential placements in York 
Region. 

Ecosystems can work together to highlight opportunities and career paths in specific industries.  
The Workforce Planning Board of Grand Erie runs an annual Epic Jobs fair to bring students and 
businesses together (works with schools).  In the fair, students hear from several speakers who 
come from various trades industries and have the opportunity to visit booths stationed with 
local companies. The Newmarket Chamber hosts an annual Career Pathways Expo to give 
grade-10 students an opportunity to see what job and career opportunities are available to 
them in Newmarket. 

 

Expected Outcomes 
The goal of building engagement between businesses and schools and educating businesses 
about opportunities to work with students is to increase the interactions between students and 
businesses. In the short term, this could lead to increased employment (co-op placements, 
part-time work, full-time work post-graduation). In the long term, this will increase the 
likelihood that current students will consider returning due to their increased connection with 
the community. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To create a series of marketing campaigns or events to build engagement of local businesses 
with schools, the project team recommends the following next steps: 

• EDOs connect with co-op leads in local schools or school boards to understand the 
process for businesses to onboard co-op students and reporting requirements. 

• EDOs connect with SHSM leads in local schools or school boards to understand the 
process for businesses to speak with students. 

• EDOs survey local businesses to identify needs that could potentially be filled by co-op 
students and share the findings with school boards. 
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• EDOs share a consumable version of this information (e.g., via newsletter or social 
media postings) with local organizations, making sure that there is a clear call to action 
for businesses who want to engage with students. 

• EDOs connect with co-op and SHSM leads on a quarterly basis to review the impact of 
the process and potential opportunities for improvement. 

 

2.2. How might we increase emotional engagement for youth with their 
hometown? 

By deliberately increasing emotional engagement, EDOs could help youth (grades 6-12) build a 
greater sense of belonging and personal connection to their hometown. In turn, youth would 
be inclined to stay, live and work within their hometown and should they decide to move out at 
a later stage in life, will have an anchor for a potential return. The following strategies strive to 
establish stronger connections between youth and their community. 

2.2.1. Work with school boards to design a youth mentorship program 

● Practicality: Low-Medium 

● Cost: Low 

● Potential Impact: Medium-High 

A mentorship program that connects younger-aged youth with their older counterparts in the 
community could help strengthen community bonds, potentially carrying into adulthood as 
well. A mentorship relationship that cultivates trust-building, accountability, goal setting, skill 
development, problem solving and networking can make for a powerful experience for the 
individual being mentored (the mentee). 

Mentorship relationships could cut across various age groups. Younger age groups (e.g., grades 
6-8) could be paired with high-school students (e.g., grades 11-12); in turn, high-school 
students could be paired with local post-secondary students sharing a similar field of interest.  

It’s important to establish good matching criteria for a mentorship program such that a balance 
is struck between curating to specific interest areas while maintaining sufficient flexibility to 
pair individuals that don’t perfectly overlap in their interests. For instance, a student who is 
looking to apply for a sports scholarship and is heavily investing their time in applying to schools 
in the US can still be connected to a Canadian athlete.  

A mentorship program could be delivered by having the school boards develop the program 
and the schools implementing it, either through teachers or guidance counselors. The program 
can be communicated via newsletters to student and parent email addresses.  
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If mentorship programs already exist in the community, youth can be made aware of those 
opportunities. Anecdotal evidence from interviewing a 10th grader suggests that youth 
generally are not aware of mentorship programs available to them and the potential that those 
programs have for personal and professional growth. An EcDev team could develop a resource 
list and share it with school boards for distribution and raising awareness. 

 

Expected Outcomes 
The goal of having a mentorship program in place is to create a network of connections and 
circles for both mentor and mentee, ultimately tying their relationship and common thread to 
their hometown despite whether they choose to migrate out at a later stage. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
The project team recommends the following steps in creating a mentorship program: 

• EDOs connect with a local school board to explore interest and feasibility 
• EDOs create and share templates and guidelines for school boards to leverage, such as: 

o Criteria for mentors and mentees to participate in the program (e.g., 
experiences, Police Vulnerable Sector Check) 

o Marketing materials (e.g., social post template, newsletter template for school 
boards to communicate with students and parents) 

o Guidelines for an effective mentor-mentee relationship (e.g., level of respect for 
time, method of communications established, mentee brings specific questions 
to mentor) 

o Criteria for success (e.g., defining goals and objectives, how to track, approach 
for implementing) 

o Recruiting, selection and matching process and criteria 
§ If there is a large turnout of participants, then technology can be used for 

defining profiles and a pre-matching assessment can be done as a first 
stage prior to guidance counsellors confirming a match. 

• This list of existing mentor programs can provide additional support to some 
municipalities:  

o https://www.mentoringcanada.ca/en/front 
o https://ocwi-coie.ca/project/youth-career-mentorship-program/ 
o http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/youthopportunities/eoyap/index.

aspx 
o https://youthassistingyouth.com/  
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o https://canadianimmigrant.ca/news/black-youth-mentorship-program-launches-
in-ontario  

o https://www.kiwanis.org/clubs/member-resources/service-leadership  
o https://toronto.bigbrothersbigsisters.ca/what-we-do/our-programs-3/  
o https://www.stepstonesforyouth.com/ 
o https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28441129/  

 

2.2.2. Work with youth council and school boards to promote youth sport  

● Practicality: High 

● Cost: Medium to High 

● Potential Impact: Medium (depends on scope) 

One way in creating an emotional tie at a young age is developing relationships through team 
sports. By encouraging participation in a youth sport program and creating an equal playing 
field for all youth despite their financial background, relationships can be created leading to 
memories associated with their hometown.  

One approach is to develop a biking program for youth encouraging them to explore the 
hometown streets and local hot spots. In an interview with a youth in grade 10, he noted that 
would like to attend University of British Columbia and potentially live there because of warmer 
winters however would certainly vacation back in Ontario for potential return. He noted that he 
knows the Town of Ajax “on the back of his hand” by bike riding with his friends and by easily 
navigating the town, allowing a blueprint of memories associated to his birth town. This bike 
program event can be executed by the Youth Council and in collaboration with the school 
boards. A key insight from conversations with youth indicated the need for social interaction, 
and by exploring the hometown with friends, in turn, created a stronger connection. In 
communicating the program, the benefits to the age group would have to be outlined in order 
to ensure motivation and success in participation. To ensure full participation, partnering with 
sport brands who can sponsor youth unable to budget for a bike, can now partake in the 
program. 

A second approach would be for the EcDev teams to create partnerships with corporations who 
lead in sports for youth, such as the following examples: 

• www.participaction.com  
• https://kidsportcanada.ca/  
• https://athleticsontario.ca/youth-development-clubs-2/  
• https://charityvillage.com/organizations/directory/sports-and-recreation/  
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Expected Outcomes 
By allowing youth within the same city to meet, staying healthy and active, while exploring each 
street of their hometown, deeper connections are formed both in relationships as well as with 
the hometown.  Second, with participation in sports, a sense of belonging and inclusion is 
created. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
The project teams recommend the following actions:  

• EcDev to house within playbook, a list of recommended youth sport related initiatives  
• EcDev to identify sports organizations within the community and develop partnerships 

for executing. Potentially pairing up with the Student Council for further distribution to 
youth. 

• Communicating and promoting sports for youth level 
• EcDev to create a fund and receive sponsors who will cover the expense for youth who 

cannot afford to join sports as this program could be 100% free or partially covered. 

 

2.2.3. Promote and encourage on-going volunteer opportunities among youth 

● Practicality: High 

● Cost: Medium 

● Potential Impact: Medium (depends on scope) 

The purpose of a volunteerism program for youth is to foster relationships within the 
community and creating a sense of responsibility, purpose, and pride in giving back. By giving 
time to the cause will allow new friendships to develop, creating a network of new connections 
for youth to tap into in the future, ultimately establishing an emotional connection to the 
hometown. 

During an interview with an ex-pat, it was mentioned that volunteering helped to develop a 
deeper connection with her hometown. The space and community involvement allowed for 
relationships to grow and her memories connected with her home were related to the 
volunteer work she had with her Church. 
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Although there are numerous events that can be executed, one approach is a tree-planting 
service in honour of a particular cause.  Other examples of resources that promote 
volunteerism include the following: 

• https://charityvillage.com/ 
• https://www.canada.ca/en/services/youth/canada-service-corps.html 
• https://www.ontario.ca/page/volunteering-ontario 

 

Expected outcomes 
The goal of developing a volunteer program for youth is to encourage participation, grow their 
skill set, develop memories associated with their hometown and create opportunities for 
stronger connections so that should they choose to move out of their hometown, a stronger 
connection has been established allowing the youth to choose to return home at a later time.  

 

Key Implementation Steps 
• Develop a hub showing a list of non-profit organizations within the region 
• Promote volunteerism via multiple avenues (e.g., youth council, school communications, 

social media) 

 

2.2.4. Encourage participation in Youth Council 

● Practicality: Medium 

● Cost: Medium 

● Potential Impact: High-Medium 

The objective of establishing a Youth Council is to execute on the common goals and initiatives 
led by youth. It provides a platform for youth to participate in their community, voice their 
concerns and address youth issues. By addressing what matters most to youth, seeing changes 
addressed and their visions executed, they will feel a sense of accomplishment in contributing 
change, and a deeper sense of belonging to their hometown.  

The council would have a scope of responsibilities and meet on a regular basis (e.g., virtual 
calls) plan and execute on their deliverables. Some examples of youth councils include: 

• Front Page - Markham Mayor's Youth Council (markhamyouth.com) 
• Oshawa Youth Council 
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• Ajax Youth Council 
• Whitby Youth Council 
• https://toronto.thecyc.ca/  

 

Expected Outcomes 
The goal of developing a Youth Council and encouraging youth to partake is to develop a sense 
of purpose and voice within the community. By contributing to the community and decision 
making at council level, youth will be more inclined to live and grow within their hometown or 
if they choose to move out, they will consider returning to their hometown due to their 
personal contributions. Although there are a range of topics each team can focus on, some 
include youth events, safety/transportation, counselling, anti-bullying programs, and volunteer 
opportunities. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To provide awareness of a Youth Council for each region, an announcement is provided on 
school websites, school boards newsletters and the local newspaper prompting youth to 
partake in council. 

• Each city/town will head their own Youth Council. A nomination for students to apply 
and become a part of the council is determined each year. 

• A standard platform for collaboration (e.g., Slack, Facebook group, Email) is in place and 
a standard list of categories/agenda for the Youth Council to address is outlined. If a tool 
like Slack is used, then youth councils can collaborate across regions in bringing together 
ideas, addressing problems as a whole, knowledge-sharing as oppose to working in silos. 
In addition, social media channels can also benefit the collaboration of the group (e.g., 
LinkedIn, Instagram, Facebook). 

• As representatives for youth, the Youth Council team will stay connected with local 
youth to listen to their concerns/feedback; meet regularly to discuss and plan activities,  

 

2.2.5. Create a networking group for youth 

● Practicality: High 

● Cost: Low 
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● Potential Impact: High 

Youth networking groups can be very effective in creating opportunities for youth to meet one 
another who share similar interests and values.  While some are hosted by school boards, many 
groups are created and maintained by youth themselves.  This document contains examples of 
youth networking groups in and around the Greater Toronto Area. 

The impacts of participating in a youth networking group often includes a greater feeling of 
connection with one’s community.  Schools and EDOs can collaborate to encourage youth to 
start their own networking groups, including sponsoring youth networking groups with relevant 
areas of focus (e.g., groups focused on eco-friendly causes or diversity and inclusion). 

 

Expected Outcomes  
The purpose of creating a youth networking group is to develop a sense of connection within 
the community and to develop relationships outside of their school environment. This way, 
they will meet others in the same age category from the same hometown working towards the 
same common goal. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To create a platform where a list of programs is housed for students to choose and become 
involved in the community.  

• Create a private Facebook group specifically for “Youth Networking” 
• A moderator of the group will pose a weekly question for fostering engagement. 

 

2.2.6. Invite youth to share their feedback about the community 

● Practicality: High 

● Cost: Low 

● Potential Impact: Medium 

While some municipalities survey their communities, a common observation is that getting 
feedback from youth between the ages of 15 and 19 years old can be challenging. This is 
problematic because feedback from this age range can be extremely valuable for shaping 
youth-related activities, events and campaigns run by the municipality, important tools for 
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fostering a sense of belonging for youth. Sending surveys that reach youth can be done through 
various means.   

One approach is to work with schools and school boards to invite youth to provide their insight 
via a survey.  The EDO designs and prepares the survey, and the school or board sends the link 
to its students’ email addresses. Some school boards may be more inclined to participate than 
others – check with your local board. 

A similar approach is to share the survey link with other organizations that work with youth, 
such as youth groups, youth centres, organizations that work with new Canadians, faith-based 
groups and sports associations. 

Some communities have gone further and created a youth engagement strategy, which 
provides EDOs with additional context by conducting discussions about youth’s feedback and 
making youth perspectives more prominent in decision making and visible to the community. 
An example from Innisfil is a campaign that started in late 2019, asking youth for feedback 
about growing up in Innisfil, top-of-mind issues, barriers to engagement and ideas to improve 
the community for youth. This was all made available on the municipality’s website. 

Leveraging social media, such as Instagram or Twitter, to encourage youth to provide feedback 
can be an effective tactic.  If your municipality has a social media presence, consider what 
topics and messages would engage local youth. 

Creative and experiential tactics can also be effective in fostering a sense of connection with 
the community among youth, such as: 

• Asking youth to select a colour of tulip to plant, with each colour representing a 
different opinion or perspective about the community.  When the tulips bloom, the 
youth’s perspective about the community is revealed.  

• Setting up a booth at an outdoor festival or fair and posing questions to residents where 
they can respond via a medium put in place, such as chalk on a wall or sidewalk, or 
markers on an oversized canvas or Bristol board. 

• Questions could include “What do you love about your community?”, “Where would 
you like to work for your first job?”, “Where is your favourite local spot you like to visit 
with your family or friends?” and so on. 

Finally, municipalities can consider partnering with youth-focused groups such as Participaction, 
Girl Guides, and Boy Scouts to create engagement programs. 
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Expected Outcomes 
The goal of soliciting feedback from youth is to increase youth engagement and a sense of 
belonging (“my community is listening to me”), as well as generating new ideas for the 
community. In the short term, this could lead to the creation of innovative programs or 
initiatives to address unmet needs in the community. In the long term, this will increase the 
likelihood that youth will consider staying in the community or eventually returning if they do 
leave in the near term, due to their increased affinity with the community. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To survey students, the project team recommends the following next steps: 

• Identify key questions to ask youth. 
• Identify organizations who might consider partnering with the municipality to send out 

the surveys. 
• Approach organizations that may be interested. 
• If there is still a gap in terms of being able to reach youth, consider whether the 

municipality would support a campaign on its website (such as the case in Innisfil) to 
drive engagement. 

 

2.3. How might we get the message out to ex-pats that their hometowns can 
support their career development? 

 

2.3.1. Develop a local ambassador program to showcase success stories 

● Practicality: Medium 

● Cost: Low 

● Potential Impact: High 

While many municipalities/economic regions (e.g. Bay of Quinte, North Bay) post labour force 
data on their websites, highlighting key economic sectors in the region, this is often targeted at 
a business audience considering setting up shop or expanding into said municipality. What this 
approach lacks are a level of personalization and emotional engagement targeted at 
prospective residents considering a move back home. The project team views this “demand-
side” employment approach as equally important to the “supply-side” approach of private 
sector-led job creation, both from an economics perspective - population growth, particularly 
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of the working age type, is a key driver of economic growth - and for tackling the challenge 
question at hand of retaining youth.   

From conversations with an ex-pat now living and working back in her hometown (non-urban), 
a key insight was that younger working-age folks (our interviewee in this case was a 
twentysomething) are best engaged through personal stories of their friends shared on social 
media. The project team therefore proposes the launch of a local ambassador program as a 
means to showcase success stories of former youth that have left town and have later come 
back in their young adult lives. The project team believes that storytelling that feels relatable, 
both because of a connection with the storyteller and due to similarities in life circumstances 
and past experiences, can be a powerful tool in grasping the attention of young ex-pats that are 
actively considering (at best) or simply intrigued (at worst) by a relocation back to their 
hometown. Once that engagement and initial curiosity is piqued, a selected ambassador could 
continue to drive engagement, through a combination of ongoing storytelling from their 
personal journey as well as the dissemination of information relating to local career 
opportunities. It is important to maintain flexibility and open-mindedness in the marketing of 
possible career opportunities, as ex-pats living and working in large metropolitan areas may 
seek opportunities that allow them to tap into a broad range of work experiences, professional 
networks and career ambitions. This may include supporting entrepreneurial opportunities, 
partnerships with organizations external to the municipality or incubation of new sectors in the 
hometown. Additional information that would be relevant in helping ex-pats consider career 
prospects could include profiling of local companies and their employment opportunities, 
compensation information for local jobs and a directory of employer contact information. 

 

Expected Outcomes 
The goal of a local ambassador program would be to illustrate to young working-age folks that 
the prospect of returning to their hometowns without necessarily jeopardizing their career 
prospects is not so far-fetched. By seeing and hearing about stories from familiar voices, be it 
friends, classmates, former neighbours, young ex-pats would be able to more easily envision 
themselves returning home and successfully re-integrating into their hometowns. The goal of 
employment-oriented content to be disseminated through the ambassador(s) would be to 
provide more specific information about local employment prospects, pay and actionable next 
steps such as contacting a potential employer. 

An additional benefit arising from the ambassador program would be increased visibility and 
promotion of the hometown across social media platforms, which in addition to ex-pats, could 
attract newcomers that have never lived in the municipality but are intrigued by lifestyle and 
affordability prospects of living outside of a metropolitan region. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
To develop this ambassador program, the project team recommends the following next steps: 
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• Identify local ambassador prospects in the municipality that fit the profile of a young 
returnee (e.g., 20-35 years old) that is both motivated and has the network reach to 
conduct social media outreach efforts highlighting their journey through relocating back 
home. While a former ex-pat would be an ideal component of an ambassador’s story, it 
may not be a dealbreaker if such an individual cannot be found. Focusing on age and life 
circumstance as relatable factors to ex-pats may be sufficient pulls. 

• Develop a storyline with the selected ambassador that will be shared on social media 
platforms. Focus on delivering an engaging story that touches on some of the key 
desires and worries of ex-pats that may be considering or could be intrigued by the 
prospect of a relocation to their hometown. Such desires and worries may include 
career development, proximity/re-integration with family, old friends and the 
community, proximity to nature, integration of family members into the community and 
leaving new relationships formed in the city. 

• Decide on media forms (e.g., text post, video) to use for the storytelling, the social 
media platforms to disseminate through, and tools that can be used to maximize 
engagement (e.g., hashtags, tagging folks, group chats etc.) 

• Develop a social media engagement plan that details the ongoing content to be shared 
by the ambassador, including employment-oriented content (e.g., job opportunities, 
compensation information for local jobs, a directory of employer contact information, 
training programs, incubator/funding programs for entrepreneurs) 

• Decide on the frequency of dissemination and appropriate follow-ups to maintain 
ongoing engagement (e.g., group chats, newsletters, events) 

• Decide on key performance indicators to track progress and success of the program. 
These may include number of reactions per social media post, number of people 
reaching out to inquire further and receive more information, number of people that 
end-up relocating and reference the ambassador program as an important contributing 
factor 

 

2.4. How might we minimize non-career-related friction for returnees and/or 
newcomers to rural communities? 

 

2.4.1. Create a social media group to share non-career resources 

● Practicality: Medium 

● Cost: Low 
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● Potential Impact: High 

As stated in the previous section, personalized engagement via social media is an important 
tool for connecting with young adults considering a return to their hometown. While a focused 
ambassador program feels like the more effective means to tell stories and capture the 
attention and curiosity of prospective young returnees, particularly with regards to their top-of-
mind relocation consideration (career prospects), a more distributed approach feels 
appropriate to address secondary considerations. Such considerations may include housing, 
schooling and childcare, healthcare, recreational amenities, social and cultural groups, 
community norms and values, public events and transit/proximity to larger cities/hubs.  

The project team therefore proposes the launch of a social media group for existing residents 
and prospective residents to share content relating to local life at their hometown. Such a 
group could be tethered to the ambassador program in various ways. One example would be to 
tap into the ambassador(s) as facilitators of the social media group - this would include 
moderating content and interaction, by ensuring that the group gets utilized for its intended 
purpose, encouraging and catalyzing interaction by initiating discussions and managing and 
welcoming new members joining the group.  

Other ways for the ambassador(s) to catalyze interaction within the group could be to invite 
local experts to share their perspectives on various topics. For example, a local realtor could 
provide an update of the local housing market and what returnees or newcomers can expect in 
terms of housing prices and rental rates. A principal or school board member in the town could 
provide an overview of the various programs and extra-curricular activities available in local 
schools and how the local curriculum may differ slightly from other school boards in the 
province. A doctor or nurse from a local hospital could provide an overview of the types of 
surgeries and procedures available locally vs. what would need to be accessed outside of town 
and at what distance (in terms of nearest hospital/healthcare facility where such services are 
available). Similarly, members of other industries, including local government, recreation & 
culture, non-profit, agriculture/food production or police could be invited to share insights 
relating to their area of work/expertise. 

Such an initiative is not unprecedented - Chatham-Kent has successfully managed such a group 
since 2008, growing it to 18,300 members (total population of Chatham-Kent is 105,259): 



Strategies for Youth Retention 

Page 24 of 29 

 

 

 

 

 



Strategies for Youth Retention 

Page 25 of 29 

 

 

 

Expected Outcomes 
The goal of a social media group that shares non-career resources and content is to create a 
digital space for current residents, returnees in the process of relocation and prospective 
newcomers to discuss important life considerations for returning and/or moving into a rural 
community. The desired outcome is for ex-pats and/or potential newcomers to be comforted 
that their non-career needs can be met locally and ultimately make for a successful relocation. 
More specifically, it is expected that individuals considering returning/moving into the rural 
municipality will be able to quickly assess important questions related to housing, 
schooling/childcare for their kids, healthcare for their families (and potentially their parents), 
recreational amenities, social and cultural groups, social and cultural etiquette in the 
community, public events/festivals and transit options/city access. Longer-term, the online 
group is expected to form into an organically active and engaged community sharing resources 
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and offering support to existing, new members and prospective members of the community. 
There’s also potential to tap into this group for civic engagement around future municipal 
initiatives, be it through surveys, focus groups, webinars or direct solicitation of opinion. 

 

Key Implementation Steps 
• Create a Facebook group - leverage local ambassador program to lead formation, 

facilitation and administration of the group and its members 
• Identify relevant topics for discussion - start with frequently asked questions (e.g., 

housing, schools, recreational amenities, social & cultural groups) 
• Connect with experts that can share insights on the identified topics, e.g., a realtor to 

discuss recent trends in the local housing market - decide on medium of communication 
with each expert, e.g., information sheets, videos, live webinars/Zoom calls  

• Monitor engagement and feedback from group members/users to iterate and improve 
content  

 

3. Key Takeaways and Conclusion 

Youth retention is critical for sustaining economic growth and vibrant life in rural communities. 
The world’s increasingly knowledge-based economy places rural communities at a disadvantage 
to large economic centers where the concentration of talent and capital makes for a virtuous 
cycle of wealth creation and opportunity. That being said, COVID-19 has disrupted this reality, 
by demonstrating technology’s ability to sustainably support remote-work arrangements. Rural 
communities with good broadband access have an opportunity to capitalize on this change in 
order to retain their current youth, bring back former youth currently residing elsewhere and 
potentially attract newcomers that are intrigued by the affordability and life quality benefits or 
rural living. 

This report has outlined some key insights on the root barriers for youth retention: 

1. There is a perception by youth of limited career prospects 

2. Rural municipalities and their EDOs are fighting an uphill battle with trying to retain 
youth that are determined to leave - resources need to be shifted towards attracting 
former youth that are now working elsewhere and have the ability to bring with them 
not only their families, but useful skills, networks and perspectives that can contribute 
to economic and cultural life in the community 
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3. Some youth that leave rural municipalities lack the emotional bond and attachment that 
is essential as an anchor for pulling them back as they enter their adult lives and 
consider settling down to start a family. 

4. Many community “ex-pats” that have left rural municipalities are emotionally attached 
but need to be supported in their decision to return home by showcasing relatable 
stories of successful transitions by their peers and easing concerns around career and 
non-career considerations, such as housing, schooling and social, cultural and 
recreational amenities. 

The above insights were converted to “how might we” questions that in turn informed the 
strategies and tactics developed in this report to help EDOs in rural municipalities improve their 
success in retaining youth. Below is a summary of those questions and their corresponding 
recommendations: 

“How might we” Question Recommended Strategies 

How might we communicate to 
youth (grades 9 to 12) that their 
hometowns can support their 
career development? 

Educate EDOs about opportunities to bring together 
schools and businesses 

Educate teachers, schools and school boards about 
opportunities to engage local businesses 

Educate businesses about opportunities to engage and 
hire students 

How might we increase 
emotional engagement and 
connection for youth (grades 6-
12) to build a strong association 
of their rural community as 
being their “home”? 

Create mentorship program for youth 

Promote youth sport 

Encourage volunteerism among youth 

Create a youth council 

Create a networking group for youth 

Invite youth to share their feedback about the community 

How might we communicate to 
community “ex-pats” that their 
hometowns can support their 
career development? 

Develop a local ambassador(s) program to showcase 
success stories 
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“How might we” Question Recommended Strategies 

How might we minimize non-
career-related friction for 
returnees and/or newcomers to 
rural communities? 

Create a social media group to share non-career resources 

 

COVID-19 can be the opportunity for rural communities and their EDOs to make a meaningful 
push in bolstering youth retention efforts. While it would be naive to think that the appeal of 
cities and their breadth of professional, social and cultural opportunities will diminish in a post-
COVID-19 world, there are tangible strategies and tactics outlined in this report that EDOs could 
use to both retain current youth as well as bring former youth back, along with potential 
newcomers, at later life stages. 

Please feel free to contact the project team (contact information included below) to inquire 
about any matters pertaining to this report. 
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