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Our goal is to build strong, resilient communities and 
ensure that more people achieve and sustain physical, 
social and mental health. To frame our contribution 
to health and wellbeing, we look to the social 
determinants of health1 which demonstrate how 
health is, to a large part, determined by where you 
live, work, learn and play.

Under the leadership of Dr. Michael Hall, the  
YMCA has invested in a Program Research and 
Development department that is committed to 
impact measurement and improvement. We are 
dedicated to designing programs that positively 
impact the health and wellbeing of individuals  

across the Greater Toronto Area. This requires multiple 
levels of research – from a micro (program) level to a 
macro (GTA-wide) level.  

This first edition of the YMCA’s Research Insights 
highlights the work of Dr. Hall’s team and their 
important contribution toward the realization  
of the YMCA’s strategic vision to make the GTA  
home to the healthiest children, teens and young 
adults. I hope you will be inspired by both the 
ambition and the results of the YMCA’s research 
efforts to improve the health of our communities,  
as well as our commitment to continuous learning 
and improvement. 

LETTER FROM
THE CEO
I’m pleased to share with you the YMCA of 
Greater Toronto’s inaugural Research Insights:  
Impact in Action, in which we aim to demonstrate  
our commitment to research and evaluation – how  
we learn, identify opportunities for improvement and  
measure our success. 



In this edition, you will get a first-hand look at 
how our YMCA seeks to address two urgent issues 
in the GTA: newcomer integration and youth 
disengagement. One third of all immigrants  
in Canada who arrived between 2006 and 2011  
have settled in our catchment area – that’s over 
375,000 peopleii.  

Looking just at the City of Toronto, it has more than 
twice the proportion of recent immigrants than the 
rest of Canadaiii.  Residents of the City of Toronto  

come from almost 200 different countries and  
speak more than 160 different languagesiv,  
and accessing language services is particularly 
important for integration. 

We also know that people who feel connected to 
their community have higher self-rated mental and 
physical healthv.  As you will see, our programs help to 
address these issues.  

The YMCA’s Newcomer Youth Leadership 
Development (NYLD) is our response to these 
prevalent issues. Offered at six YMCA locations across 
the GTA, NYLD is a group settlement program that 
addresses some of the challenges of newcomer 
integration through leadership development, skill-
building, volunteerism and community involvement 
opportunities for youth aged 13 to 24. Participants are 
mostly from low income and low to middle income 
households, compared to the GTA youth populationvi.  

Since 2013, NYLD staff and youth have been 
collaborating with the YMCA’s Research & 
Development department in the program’s first 
impact measurement and improvement process. Our 
focus has been on measuring changes in behaviours, 
attitudes, conditions or knowledge of participants 
over the course of a program. 

“Ever since I joined NYLD, it has gotten easier for me to fit in  
with the people of this area and the new environment.”

- Participant



We have identified five interconnected outcome areas 
that contribute to the social determinants of health 
for youth who are newcomers to the GTA: 

1. Increased settlement  
and integration

2. Improved leadership capacities

3. Greater community engagement

4. Healthier habits 

5. Greater awareness and 
demonstration of Y values

I’m going to introduce you to Ahibba Kazi and 
Andrew Kowalchuk, who are at the heart of our 
impact through their involvement with NYLD, and 

to Gobi Sriranganathan and Sarah Earl, who have 
been working with our youth programs to measure 
and improve their impact.

Through their stories, you’ll see how our YMCA 
uses direct feedback to evaluate how effective our 
programs are from the participant’s perspective 
as well as to guide our decision-making for future 
program enhancement. Why do we invest in these 
areas? So that together, with your generous support, 
we can enhance our ability to change lives across our 
communities for the better. 

I hope you enjoy this different look at your YMCA 
through the lens of those involved with our 
Newcomer Youth Leadership Development Program. 
I’d love to hear what you think and answer any 
questions you may have – and I look forward to 
sharing our next edition with you later this year. 

Yours,

Medhat Mahdy
President & CEO, YMCA of Greater Toronto



Thank you for your vital support 
of the YMCA of Greater Toronto! 

You play such a critical role in our 
impact across the GTA. It is those 
we collaborate with and those we 
serve across our communities who 

are at the heart of our YMCA.



Right away, I felt like I belonged. I loved the 
program that first year, learning about the 
YMCA, how they help so many people across 

the city, and how all the programs are built on Y 
values: caring, health, honesty, inclusion, respect  
and responsibility.

I was so inspired by NYLD that I decided to become 
a mentor in the program, so I could help other 
newcomers the way I was helped. As a mentor, I 
helped organize workshops and activities and lead 
other volunteer groups. One of our most memorable 
experiences was volunteering at a seniors’ centre. We 
learned how to interact with seniors, how to make 
them feel comfortable and connected – and how to 
help them learn new skills too. I remember feeling 
more confident. I remember understanding how it felt 
to really collaborate with fellow mentors and other 

youth. I’m still involved with the YMCA, in addition to 
attending university where I’m studying biomedical 
science. As a part-time Program Integrity Assistant, 
my role is to help ensure that the Y’s employment 
programs are delivered consistently across locations. 

Today I was looking at the Youth Job Connection 
program, where youth who have multiple barriers to 
employment can gain skills and try to find work. It is 
so interesting to see the different ways that the YMCA 
is involved in supporting youth!

What’s next for me? I go back and forth between 
wanting to become a doctor or a pharmacist. One 
thing I do know is that my experience with the YMCA 
will make me better at either! 

MEET
AHIBBA
When I came to Canada in 2013, I could never have imagined  
how much the YMCA would mean to me. I heard about the  
Newcomer Youth Leadership Development program at school,  
and I decided to join with a friend. 





Why it matters: 
People who feel connected to their community have higher  

self-rated mental health and physical healthix  

Youth felt more connected to  
their communities after NYLD

felt a somewhat or very strong sense 
of belonging to their community  

(2015 summer)

94% 
agreed that their feelings of connectedness to 
their community has increased because of the 

NYLD program (2013-2014 school year)

93%





Why it matters: 
Building social networks and friendships reduces the risk of  

mortality and also helps individuals recover when they do fall illviii.

Youth made friends through NYLD

made friends with youth from 
ethnic/cultural groups different 
than their own (2015 summer)

reported making a new friend  
(2014-2015 school year)

93% 77%



NYLD Participants in Kensington Market, Summer 2016



You see these bright young people meet other 
curious, passionate newcomers and this weight 
just lifts off them.  

First of all, it’s a positive and safe 
space socially, where young 
people know they can relax and 
be themselves. And because 
we’re outside school and outside 
the family, program participants 
aren’t being judged, and they 
can set their own expectations.  
That’s where the leadership 
development happens – it 
comes after feeling safe, 
comfortable and supported. 

As with all YMCA programs, we 
collect specific information from our participants 
to evaluate how we’re doing and what we could do 
better. We were delighted to see that we score really 

high on what’s called “adult ally measurements”, which 
means that our youth feel connected to their mentors 
and the program staff, and that those relationships 

are important to them. It’s like I 
said before, we’re not teachers or 
parents, but we’re adults they can 
talk to and look up to. They know 
we care about them and their 
success. 

Because of that specific piece of 
research, we decided to adjust 
the program to allow for more 
one-on-one time between 
program staff and participants. 
We wanted to let things be a bit 
more unstructured, so we made 
a simple change. We added half 

an hour at the beginning and end of each session to 
be available, ask how they’re doing and see if there’s 
anything else we can offer. 

MEET
ANDREW
I’m a Program Specialist with NYLD and what I love most about  
the program is the sense of belonging that happens instantly, almost like magic. 

“NYLD is very good 
especially to those 

who are really new in 
this country, and I’m 

proud that I’m part of 
this program.”

- Participant



Why it matters: 
Youth who experience long-term unemployment are at greater risk  
for poverty, poor health and social exclusion throughout their livesx  

Youth improved their job-related  
skills through NYLD

reported that the program positively impacted their self-efficacy, teamwork and leadership skills,  
all of which are important to success in the workplace (2014 and 2015). There was a significant increase 

 in familiarity with education and employment (2013-14 and 2014-15 school year)

85% to 95% 



We survey participants to capture their 
health status and skills when they start 
the program, and then measure what’s 

changed by the end.  

Through the survey, we learn how being part of 
NYLD impacts participants’ skills and experiences. 
For example, NYLD focuses on job-readiness and 
employment which is linked, in the long term, to 
financial security, social status, social relations, and 
protective effects for general mental health .

Our impact measurement process helps us see how 
NYLD is aligned with the needs of newcomer youth, 
and understand where there are opportunities to 
improve. It’s great to get meaningful insights directly 
from our youth participants; their involvement  
makes such a difference in our potential for even 
greater impact. 

MEET
GOBI
I’m part of the Program and Research Development team and I work closely  
with NYLD program staff to understand how the YMCA can better serve 
newcomer youth. 

“Attending NYLD has 
taught me a variety 

of things, such as 
volunteering. I also  

made a bunch of  
friends who were  

always there for me  
when I needed  

someone to talk to.”
- Participant





Across our YMCA youth programs, including 
NYLD, we look at a variety of health-related 
measures and indicators. For example, we 

know from existing research and evidence just how 
important the adult ally relationship is for teenagers. 
With NYLD, we wanted to understand how well 
program staff and volunteers were doing as adult 
allies in different programs and over the course  
of time. 

And why do we do this? Program improvement.  
In other words, we don’t just want to look at  
our programs and say, “We’re doing great!” We  
want to look at our programs and say, “How can  
we improve?”

Our commitment to our value of social inclusion 
extends to our program evaluation work. Involving 
youth in our evaluation process has been 

tremendously rewarding – and fun! They’ve helped us 
develop questions, collect information, make sense of 
responses, and find ways to improve. We use this to 
make sure our participants experience the program as 
safe and welcoming. 

Evaluation also allows us to ask really important 
diversity questions. For example, who did the 
program set out to reach in terms of gender, age, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, and income? Are these 
target groups participating, and, if so, how are they 
benefiting? Our commitment to learning means we 
use what we find to do better. 

Ultimately, this investment in evaluation and research 
will support the Y in realizing our vision to make  
the GTA home to the healthiest children, teens and 
young adults. 

MEET
SARAH
I’m part of the Program Research and Development team here at the YMCA. We 
work with programs and participants to evaluate what they do, so that they can 
find ways to improve.  



NYLD participants top 10 
countries of origin (2013 -2017)
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NYLD serves newcomer youth aged 13-24. More than 70% of participants have been in Canada for less than  
24 months and have come to Canada from across the globe. 

The GTA benchmark is a 2014 estimate derived from the 2011 Census, and includes all households, not only those with youth.
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PARTICIPANTS
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