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Community Leaders Gather to Advance Belonging Through Dialogue at Our Kids Network’s Annual
Knowledge Exchange Conference

Halton, ON — More than 70 community leaders, service providers, and advocates dedicated to improving the
well-being of children, youth, and families came together on November 6 at the Royal Ontario Golf Club in Milton
for Our Kids Network’s (OKN) Annual Knowledge Exchange conference, themed “Advancing Belonging Through
Community Dialogue.”

The full-day event explored how belonging, a pillar of both physical and mental health, can be strengthened
across Halton through collaboration, innovation, and data-informed community solutions. Participants engaged
in meaningful dialogue about addressing what experts have called an “epidemic of loneliness” and a “crisis of
belonging,” which are affecting individuals and families across Canada.

“Our goal was to create space for community partners to share ideas, research, and approaches that make
belonging a lived experience for children, youth, and families,” said OKN Executive Director Liz Wells. “This
dialogue is critical to building a stronger, more connected Halton.”

The conference opened with local insights from OKN’s data, with important findings on the role of relationships
and social connection on youth mental health, followed by a keynote presentation by Karen Beitel, Project Lead
for Loneliness and Belonging at CMHA York Region & South Simcoe. Beitel introduced Solutions for Belonging
— a first-of-its-kind, evidence-based framework designed to address loneliness and foster belonging at a
population level through systems thinking and social innovation.

Throughout the day, attendees heard from community leaders including:

e Risha Burke, Executive Director, Community Development Halton
¢ Richard Pinnock, MBA, Board Vice President, Canadian Caribbean Association of Halton
e Hanadi Al Masri, Director, Social Innovation & Anti-Racism Programs, HMC Connections

Speakers shared diverse perspectives on inclusion, connection, and belonging through the lenses of cultural
identity, social innovation, and equity. The day also featured a panel discussion and structured dialogue session,
facilitated by OKN Knowledge Broker Rebecca Abavi, that encouraged participants to explore belonging in the
context of child and youth well-being, and identify strategies to strengthen belonging across Halton communities.

“Our Kids Network is built on partnership, and this event exemplifies how collaboration across sectors can create
real change,” said Wells. “When we build belonging, we build healthier communities.”
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OKN sincerely thanks the Halton Regional Police Board for their generous support as a valued sponsor of this
year's Knowledge Exchange Conference.

Our Kids Network is a Halton-wide partnership of agencies and organizations working together to ensure all
children and youth thrive. For more than 25 years, OKN has been gathering evidence to improve everyone’s
understanding of the strengths and needs of Halton’s youngest citizens. Connections among OKN'’s network of
more than 80 organizations lead to ever-improving supports and services for families.

Our Kids Network is online at ourkidsnetwork.ca.
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