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Background

BACKGROUND

a The term “equity-denied” is used to describe individuals and communities who face barriers that hinder them from having access to 
resources and opportunities due to systemic discrimination and oppression. For more details on this term, please see this resource: 
Guide on Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Terminology. Government of Canada; 2023.

Employment and Education are a 
Part of Youth Health and Wellness
Employment is often framed as a practical, 
economic need. In reality, as a key 
determinant of health, it is much more: 
it offers a structure for daily routines and 
supports self-confidence, self-esteem and 
feeling productive and valued.1 It creates 
opportunity to connect with others and 
broaden one’s community, and it supports 
one’s sense of belonging, identity and 
independence.2 Indeed, one of the of strongest 
indicators of mental health or substance 
use ‘recovery’ is a person’s ability to obtain 
and maintain meaningful employment or 
participate in [higher] education.3,4 The role 
of quality employment in supporting overall 
well-being is particularly significant for youth 
who are at a crucial life stage for developing 
broader social, intellectual and life skills and 
networks to support their individual journeys 
into adulthood. 

 “I think having something to wake 
up in the morning and go where 
people need and wait for you is a 
wonderful experience.”

Youth 

Training and education are also crucial 
pathways for well-being. Education shapes 
access to opportunity, employment and 
income — thereby working to reduce broader 
socioeconomic inequality. As a key social 
determinant of health, education can also 
increase capacity for decision making and 
facilitates access to the social and personal 
resources that support health and well-being.

Yet the barriers to employment for many 
young people are multiple. They include 
lack of work experience, mental health 
symptoms and stigma, systemic racism 
and discrimination, lack of transportation 
and a siloed service system approach, 
among others.5 Mental health symptoms, 
such as anxiety and low motivation, 
impact one’s ability to obtain and maintain 
employment.6 Previous negative experiences 
with employers can also deter youth from 
seeking new opportunities — yet stopping 
their involvement with employment can, 
in turn, contribute to a worsening of their 
mental health symptoms.5 For equity-denied 
youth,a such as Indigenous, racialized and 
gender and sexually diverse youth, these 

HIGHLIGHTS

Employment and education 
are key social determinants 
of health that are integral to a 
wholistic approach to youth 
health and wellness.

A person-centred, 
individualized, time-unlimited 
approach to inclusive 
employment, education and 
training provides more equitable 
access so each young person 
can achieve their full potential.

The Foundry Work and Education 
(FWE) program is an effective, 
strengths-based model that 
supports youth before and 
after achieving a work or 
education outcome to ensure 
sustained gains. In comparison 
to traditional employment 
programs, the rate of youth 
in FWE who are completing 
training, returning to school 
or gaining employment is 
more than double.
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