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Our Kids Network 2025 Annual Knowledge Exchange Conference 
Advancing Belonging Through Community Dialogue 

About the Conference 
On November 6 th

, 2025, Our Kids Network (OKN) convened 74 professionals from organizations across 
Halton to engage in a day of learning, reflection and discussion on the theme of belonging for children and 
youth. The event featured a keynote presentation from the Canadian Mental Health Association of York 

and South Simcoe on the Solutions for Belonging Framework 1, an evidence-based framework that 
addresses loneliness at the community level. The framework provided a starting point for participants to 
discuss the topic of belonging, how organizations are currently promoting belonging, and opportunities to 
enhance belonging in the community. 

Four further presentations were offered by local organizations including OKN, the Canadian Caribbean 
Association of Halton, Halton Multicultural Council, and Community Development Halton. These presentations 
spotlighted belonging-focused initiatives and programs, and local research and data on belonging. 

The goals of the event were to: 

• Increase awareness of belonging and social connection as a protective factor for child and youth
well-being.

• Increase knowledge of evidence-based tools, research and local initiatives to reduce social isolation
and increase belonging.

• Convene child and youth agencies and strengthen cross-sector relationships.

• Provide a structured environment for participants to build their capacity to understand and promote
belonging through discussion.

Twenty-two organizations participated in the event, representing child welfare, community agencies, early 
years, education, government, health and mental health, and recreation and culture. 
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Participating Organizations 

Canadian Caribbean Association of Halton 

Centre for Diverse Learners 

City of Burlington 

CMHA York Region & South Simcoe 

Community Development Halton 

Community Living North Halton 

ErinoakKids 

Grandmother's Voice 

Halton Catholic District School Board 

Halton Children's Aid Society 

Halton District School Board 

Halton Region 
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HMC Connections (Halton Multicultural Council) 

Links2Care 

MCRC (Milton Community Resource Centre) 

Milton Public Library 

Oakville Community Foundation 

ROCK (Reach Out Centre for Kids) 

Royal Botanical Gardens 

Town of Halton Hills 

Town of Milton 

Y MCA of Hamilton/Burlington/Brantford 
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Belonging can be understood as having a supportive, beneficial network of relationships and connections 

that promote well-being. 2 The conference theme of belonging was selected in consultation with the OKN 

Knowledge Translation and Research Committee due to the foundational role of relationships and 
connection in the well-being of children and youth. During the early years (ages 0-6) it's essential that 

infants and young children learn how to attach to their caregivers and play with their peers. These 

interactions are crucial to healthy brain development, learning and the ability to form relationships as 

children continue to grow. 3 4 

Adolescence is a period of continuing growth during which relationships are central to well-being and learning. 

Relationships that are defined by adults expressing care to youth, challenging their growth, providing 

support, sharing power and expanding their possibilities are critical and linked to positive youth development. 5 

Peer relationships are equally essential, helping young people develop social skills and self-confidence. 6 

Although often thought of as an individual experience, communities play an important role in belonging by 

providing opportunities for connection. 7 The OKN conference examined different facets of belonging, 

including the types of experiences and connections that foster belonging in young people, and the role of 

the community and social service system in ensuring all young people belong. 
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In addition to the presentations, the conference included a one-hour community dialogue session during 

which participants engaged with the Solutions for Belonging Framework in small groups. 

The Solutions for Belonging Framework outlines four evidence-based conditions that, if met at the community 

level, can end chronic loneliness. The four conditions are: 

During the community dialogue session, participants worked through a series of reflection questions 

organized around the four conditions of belonging. Participants were asked to discuss how children and 

youth can experience each of the four conditions of belonging in the community, and how each condition 

can support and nurture belonging. 

The discussion format built the capacity of conference participants to understand and apply the Solutions 

for Belonging Framework through repeated discussion and sharing with other participants. First, participants 

had the opportunity to discuss the questions in small groups of approximately 6 people. They were then 

invited to merge with another small group to share the key insights of their discussion. Finally, each table 

was invited to share the highlights of their conversation and responses to the questions back to the entire 

room of participants. 
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Participants engaged in a rich discussion on the conditions, supports and opportunities that promote 

belonging among children and youth in Halton. OKN collected the notes of each table's small group discussion 
and identified six broad themes that participants discussed on promoting child and youth belonging. The 

themes were youth volunteerism, youth engagement, caring adults, cultural representation, engaged 

parents, and inclusive programming for children and youth. Each theme is described below. 

Youth Volunteerism 

Participants discussed the importance of volunteering as a mechanism for building responsibility, leadership 

and self-awareness among youth. Participants discussed a number of different ways that volunteerism can 

promote belonging, including: 

• Creating opportunities for connections to different adults and potential mentors

• Providing opportunities to build new skills

• Helping youth develop a sense of purpose, value and reciprocity with their community

• Building youth capacity to engage in new and different environments

Youth Engagement 

Youth engagement was identified as an important strategy for developing agency and fostering a sense of 
belonging among youth. Youth engagement was described in the following ways: 

• Ensuring that youth have opportunities to influence program planning and decision-making processes

• Having spaces, such as youth centers, where youth can participate in how the space is designed and used

• Involving youth in data collection and data interpretation (sense-making)

• Ensuring that youth are recognized for their contributions

• Celebrating youth and youth culture
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Participants discussed the important role that adult mentors play in helping youth build self-awareness and 
confidence, qualities that in turn foster belonging. Key steps that caring adults can take to help foster a 
sense of belonging among youth include: 

• Demonstrating a willingness to support children and youth in developing their interests

• Providing meaningful skill-building activities

• Raising awareness of opportunities that are available

• Communicating with parents about their child's strengths

• Providing mentorship

• Advocating for youth

Cultural Representation 
The representation of diverse cultures in programs and institutions was recognized by participants as an 

essential element of fostering belonging. Participants recognized that culture is a part of a person's identity, 
and hence has important impacts on belonging. Key discussion points on culture included: 

• Cultural events and representation are key mechanisms for promoting pride in youth people's cultural
backgrounds and heritage

• Importance of cultural programming, and having diverse cultures recognized and represented in the community

• Importance of programming and events that aren't as common in Canada (e.g., cricket) that allow young
people to build relationships

• Promoting education on cultural competence can increase inclusion

• Ensuring that cultural representation isn't isolated to days of significance, but is embedded more intentionally
in programs and spaces

Engaged Parents 
Another theme that participants discussed was the importance of engaging parents in programming. This 

type of engagement was recognized as having benefits for parents through increased social support, and 

by fostering positive family dynamics. Key points discussed included: 

• The importance of parents having other parents or adults to learn from and model their parenting skills

• Having programming that invites families and provides opportunities for parents to get to know one another

• Importance of family-based programming focused on specific cultural groups so that children can learn
about their family culture and develop a greater sense of pride

• Importance of family-based programming for fostering increased intergenerational understanding
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Participants discussed the importance of programs in fostering belonging among children and youth. Inclusive, 
universal and low-barrier programs can play a pivotal role in providing opportunities to develop new 
relationships, skills and confidence. Key points discussed included: 

• Ensuring that programs have a strong youth engagement framework, and that programs are built around
youth interests

• Addressing barriers to program participation, especially barriers related to transportation and cost

• Bringing programs to rural communities, which are often left out of opportunities

• Limiting strict criteria for participation, as it can be exclusionary

• Service providers taking an active approach to predicting barriers to participation, and taking steps to
mitigate them

• Service providers assessing which groups are underrepresented in programs, and responding accordingly

• Lack of awareness among youth of what program opportunities are available and finding strategies to
communicate more effectively

• The importance of having dedicated spaces for youth

• The importance of recognizing digital spaces as social spaces for youth

Having the opportunity to hear from a variety of different service providers and service navigators 
reminded me, that there is still so much work to be done in sharing current opportunities out to the 
public and other providers to ensure that the individuals we are creating programs for know that 
they are welcomed and wanted in our programs and spaces 

- Conference Participant
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Conference participants were invited to complete a post-event survey. Thirty-nine participants responded. 
Key findings of the evaluation are described below. 

Increased awareness of belonging as a protective factor 

• All respondents (100%) agreed or strongly agreed that the conference strengthened their understanding

of belonging and social connection as a protective factor for child and youth wellbeing.

• 82% reported that they will share what they learned with their colleagues, and 74% reported that they will
now promote greater awareness of the importance of belonging.

Increased knowledge of evidence-based tools 

• 97% agreed or strongly agreed that the conference increased their awareness of frameworks and best
practices for promoting belonging among children and youth.

• 92% agreed or strongly agreed that they have a better understanding of how to apply best practices on
belonging.

• All respondents (100%) agreed or strongly agreed that the conference increased awareness of local data
and research focused on belonging.

Strengthened cross-sector relationships 

• 97% agreed or strongly agreed that, because of their participation in the conference, they formed new
connections among professionals supporting children, youth and families in Halton.

• 54% reported that they will use the information learned from the conference to develop a new partnership.

The theme of Belonging resonated with all community members and left us wanting more. I was 
inspired with the research and the differing perspectives. I made connections and reconnected 
with community members that I had not expected to see. OKN has the unique gift of bringing us 
together as strangers, and through this event, leaving as friends, well done! 

- Conference Participant
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The OKN Annual Knowledge Exchange Conference, Advancing Belonging Through Community Dialogue, 

provided a unique opportunity for conference participants to explore practical ways to foster belonging 
among children and youth in Halton, discover work taking place in the community, and learn about 

research and best practices. 

Guided by the Solutions for Belonging Framework, the community dialogue session focused on how to 

create belonging using the four conditions: Presence, Access, Cultures and Place. Participants emphasized 

that belonging is not achieved through isolated efforts but through intentional, collaborative strategies that 

engage youth, families, and communities. 

Moving forward, these insights can inform programs, policies, and community initiatives that strengthen 
social connections and reduce chronic loneliness. By working together, Halton can create a community 
where every child and youth experiences a genuine sense of belonging. 
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Reflections to Promote Belonging for Children and Youth in Halton 

The community dialogue session allowed participants to delve into the question, how can we work together 

so all children and youth in Halton can experience belonging? For organizations and individuals working 

directly with young people, this reflection section provides a series of questions to articulate opportunities 
to strengthen belonging. 

Providing young people with opportunities to develop their decision-making skills, and sense of 
agency and personal responsibility strengthens belonging. 

• How does your organization positively impact children and youth through volunteer, leadership or decision­

making opportunities?

• How does your organization communicate the benefits of these types of opportunities?

Program opportunities that embed cultural representation promote inclusion and stronger 
connections between families and young people. 

• Who can access the opportunities that your organization provides, and why?

• What types of activities can your organization include that cater to the cultural and social interests of
children and youth in your community?

• How can families, and not just children and youth, be included in the opportunities your organization provides?

Adult mentors play a critical role in promoting belonging by supporting young people's interests, 
offering opportunities to build skills, and raising awareness of opportunities. 

• How does your organization foster meaningful and supportive relationships between adults and children
and youth?

• What steps can you take to ensure that all young people are seen and heard by the adults who provide
programs and services at your organization?
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