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Executive 
Summary

1Foreword
In January 2024, Mohammed Bin Salman Foundation “Misk” participated in the World 
Economic Forum, through the “Youth Majlis” pavilion at Davos, providing a platform for 
decision-makers and thought leaders to discuss global issues of youth concern and identify 
collaborative approaches to enhance youth agency towards positive social impact. 

The Youth Majlis’s 2024 theme "Big Now: Exert your Influence” embodied the influence leaders 
can exert in the creation of opportunities and enablement of supportive ecosystems where 
youth voices, ideas and actions are valued and integrated into the very fabric of leader 
decision-making. 

Through Misk's participation at Davos, we amplified the voices of 18,000 youth between 
the ages of 18-35 years old from 20 countries across the global north and south. The ethos 
of the Youth Majlis was shaped by this research, which served as the cornerstone of the 
digital activations engaging global leaders and contributing to the insightful discussions 
on enablers for change - the research paved the way for meaningful dialogue. 

The subsequent publication of the survey’s key findings highlighted critical areas of 
support necessary for youth to drive positive social impact, including access to Networks 
of Influence, Role Models, Capacity Building, and Technology platforms. With 51 speakers 
breathing life into the findings, ideas and solutions emerged; culminating in a discussion 
roundtable with thought leaders to catalyze actionable steps for youth enablement. The 
findings were presented in a subsequent paper, "From Reels to Real Impact".

This report extends the conversation initiated at the WEF 2024, shedding light on concrete 
actions youth can take to amplify their impact, while also highlighting ways in which 
leaders across sectors can empower youth within their organizations and communities. 
Notably, the research emphasizes the pivotal role of role models, indicating that youth 
are significantly more likely to take action when inspired by role models addressing global 
causes.

Let us recognize that the future is not a passive outcome but a product of deliberate action 
and collaboration. Misk Foundation is committed to translating dialogue into tangible 
results, standing shoulder to shoulder with young leaders and partner organizations in 
effecting meaningful change. Together, let us forge a path towards a future where every 
young person is equipped to contribute meaningfully to society.

DR BADER ALBADR — CEO 
MOHAMMED BIN SALMAN FOUNDATION “MISK”
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https://miskyouthmajlis.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Misk-Youth-Survey-Key-Findings_2024.pdf
https://miskyouthmajlis.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Misk_From-reels-to-real-impact_April-22.pdf
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Misk Foundation is committed to fostering dia-
logue between generations to strengthen youth 
participation in tackling global social challeng-
es. This is the basis of the decision to survey youth 
and leaders in order to improve understanding of 
youth-led positive social impact. Asked about per-
sonal, social, economic, political, technological 
and environmental issues, the importance of men-
tal health clearly stands out as the greatest social 
challenge, especially for women. It was twice as 
important as the next most cited social causes: 
removing barriers to employment, improving envi-
ronmental sustainability and combating bullying.

Most youth involved in social change initiatives are 
negatively affected by the causes that they sup-
port, demonstrating a strong personal connection 
between youth’s causes and actions taken to ad-
dress them. Another trend that emerges through-
out the survey is that family and friends are a key 
group for youth, while they feel the least close to 
ethnic and religious communities. 

The emotions that predominate among youth are 
frustration, anxiety and even anger; very few expe-
rience feelings of indifference. Fewer show a sense 
of purpose, motivation and hope – which the sur-
vey shows lead to a stronger ability to drive social 
change – although the vast majority of youth 
possess a sense of duty towards their chosen so-
cial causes. Youth who have been exposed to a 
role model – often parents – are much more like-
ly to believe they can drive positive social change 
themselves.

Soft skills emerged as more important than hard 
skills. Youth rate themselves most highly on emo-
tional intelligence, problem-solving, and strate-
gic and critical thinking. Women rate themselves 
most highly in the soft skill known as emotional in-
telligence, while men rate themselves more highly 
in hard skills: technology skills, data analysis, and 
research.

Meanwhile, leaders rate strategic and critical 
thinking and technology literacy most highly. They 
see emotional intelligence and the ability to solve 
problems as the skills most lacking among young 
people. So what youth think they most possess is 
precisely what leaders say they most lack, high-
lighting a gap in youth and leader perceptions 
that is present throughout the survey.

In terms of mindsets, youth say they are curious, 
collaborative and disciplined. While leaders re-
port that discipline and focus are the mindsets 

that are most important for youth to bring about 
social change, it is precisely those two mindsets 
that leaders say youth most lack, again exposing 
the gap between youth and leader perceptions. 
The mindsets of youth that generate least con-
cern among leaders are curiosity and proactivity. 
Leaders believe that youth’s greatest asset is their 
open-mindedness and flexibility.

Most youth are proactive in building skills to tackle 
their chosen social causes, mostly by reading rel-
evant literature or watching educational videos. 
Youth are nearly as proactive in addressing their 
cause: mainly through raising awareness either 
online or offline, followed by lifestyle changes re-
lated to their cause. 

As for their confidence in their ability to achieve 
positive outcomes, youth are largely confident, 
and optimistic about the long-term impact of 
their actions. However, leaders are significantly 
more optimistic: once again the contrast between 
youth and leaders’ opinions is evident.

Most youth use multiple networks to support 
themselves in driving social change, but nearly 
half highlight family and close friends as a strong 
network for enabling social change – more than 
any other circle of support. Next most important 
were online communities: the survey shows re-
peatedly how social media plays a fundamental 
role for youth aiming to create a positive social im-
pact – using online platforms to find and connect 
with others is another key area.

Leaders perceive network access as by far the big-
gest barrier to creating social impact for youth. 
Meanwhile, youth say that their primary networking 
obstacle is finding the right people to help with ad-
vancing their social cause, more so than connect-
ing with people or convincing them to help out. If 
youth cannot find the right people, the other meth-
ods become irrelevant, suggesting that the most 
basic networking challenges require attention. 

More than a third of youth rate governments most 
highly compared to other institutions in their abil-
ity to achieve the greatest positive social impact. 
That may be because they have the highest social 
spending and are the biggest employers, but it is 
surprising given the trust gap between youth and 
governments. Academic institutions are the next 
most effective institution; international institu-
tions, NGOs and the private sector are just a third 
as impactful as governments, suggesting they 
could do more.

Youth trust governments most to lower barriers to 
access to information and funding, and the cre-
ation of youth-focused policies, and the private 
sector most to lower barriers to access to jobs and 
technology. In general, youth trust the private sec-
tor more than the public sector.

Almost two-thirds of youth reported that their em-
ployer provided support for their social causes: 
mostly access to their organization’s expertise or 
connections. Leaders provided almost three times 
more support than youth suggest, but when they 
do empower youth, they do so mostly in more pas-
sive ways: sharing information and expertise. Few-
er leaders actively enable youth through capacity 
building and access to jobs – even fewer provide 
funding. Nevertheless, leaders are extremely opti-
mistic about their effectiveness: almost all believe 
they make a significant difference to youth-led 
positive social impact, mostly guiding young peo-
ple on their initiatives, and encouraging their net-
work to support them.

Despite youth’s reliance on technology for driving 
positive social impact, just a third use AI to pro-
mote social change; almost half don’t at all. The 
extent to which youth use AI to gain access to rel-
evant and instantaneous information or to gen-
erate network recommendations is very low com-
pared to other methods, but more plan to use AI in 
the future. Youth trust governments least to low-
er barriers to AI tools, compared to other barriers 
such as access to information or funding.

While there is also scope for leaders to increase 
their use of AI, which is one of the weakest ways 
in which they currently enable youth, they recog-
nize AI as a powerful tool for social innovation and 
entrepreneurship. Leaders point to its ability to 
help youth identify pressing social issues, analyze 
vast amounts of data and provide them with fast, 
accurate, and reliable information on social con-
cerns in order to generate significant insights that 
will influence evidence-based decisions and the 
formation of innovative strategies and solutions 
for achieving positive change.

Recommendations for youth seeking to drive posi-
tive social impact include: finding a cause that af-
fects them personally; adopting more active ways 
of driving change; seeking role models and men-
tors that inspire action; strengthening skills and 
mindsets more dynamically; developing broader 
networks both in-person and online; and engag-
ing with technology, especially AI, from an earlier 
age. 

Recommendations for leaders seeking to empow-
er youth include: creating opportunities for dia-
logue with youth; dedicating personal time and 
expertise; building skills in future changemakers; 
enhancing network access for youth by sharing 
connections; fortifying institutional policy support; 
and empowering young innovators with AI.
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Introduction
2 Enabling Youth-Led 

Positive Social Impact
Youth’s Contribution to 
Social Change is Crucial 
Throughout history, youth have been at the front 
line of efforts to drive positive social impact. They 
are the natural challengers of the blind spots and 
outdated ideas of their times. From civil rights 
movements around the world to Tiananmen 
Square and the Arab Spring, youth have played 
a critical role in some of the defining moments of 
the last century.

Even so, the voice of youth is still too often down-
played or dismissed. The world ignores the young-
er generations at its peril: the “youth bulge” only 
continues to expand, with more than half of the 
global population now under the age of 25. Rare-
ly has the contribution of youth to social change 
been so urgent, yet at the same time youth feel 
that their opinions have been neglected, as 
Unicef’s Voices of Change initiative attempts to 
address.1 Yet, as the world faces increasingly com-
plex and globalized challenges, solutions are re-
quired on many fronts, in turn demanding the help 
of different skills and generations. The United Na-
tions’ Sustainable Development Goals, for exam-
ple, cannot be reached without the help of those 
for whom most is at stake.

In its commitment to fostering dialogue between 
generations and encouraging action, Misk Foun-
dation conducted a survey in 2023 that aims to 
strengthen youth participation in tackling global so-
cial challenges. Just as the role of youth as leaders of 
grassroots social change must be encouraged, in-
fluential leaders and decision-makers must do more 
to empower youth social engagement.

Building on the Global 
Youth Index
Misk Foundation has focused on empowering 
youth since its creation in 2011.2 This latest sur-

vey builds on one of Misk’s flagship initiatives, the 
Global Youth Index, whose most recent 2022 edi-
tion follows the first GYI published in 2018.3,4 It set 
out to evaluate the drivers of youth development 
and access to opportunity, given that many coun-
tries struggle to implement the right frameworks 
and policies, with vastly differing levels of policy en-
forcement, monitoring, reporting and evaluation 
around the world. To fill this information gap, the 
GYI assessed the state of youth development in 30 
countries across different geographies and levels 
of development, providing a practical tool for policy 
makers and youth to identify priorities for change 
and to track progress over time, and support policy 
makers in creating opportunities for youth to take 
the decisions that will shape their future.

In parallel with the GYI, the Misk Global Forum – the 
largest youth forum in the Middle East, hosted by 
Misk in Riyadh – aims to explore these issues fur-
ther, while promoting collaboration, the exchange 
of ideas, and networking opportunities for young 
leaders from around the world. Its seventh edition 
in 2023, themed “The Big Now”, encouraged youth 
to think ambitiously and act promptly in order to 
bring their visions to life through thoughtful plan-
ning and implementation.

In Misk Foundation’s most recent initiative to ena-
ble youth-led positive social impact, the 2023 sur-
vey sought the opinions of 18,000 youth and 500 
business leaders from 20 countries. 

For the youth survey, participants were mostly fe-
male (64%), and were split into two age categories: 
18–24 (43%) and 25–35 (57%). The highest level of 
education completed was distributed as follows: 
primary school (2%), high school (35%), vocation-
al training (16%), bachelor’s degree (37%), mas-
ter’s degree (9%), and PhD (2%). Most participants 
(64%) reported living in a city. Of the 48% of par-
ticipants that reported income, 15% said they re-
ceived a high income, 35% a medium income, and 
50% a low income.

For the leader survey, participants were mostly 
male (83%), and C-Level executives working in one 
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https://www.unicef.org/innovation/stories/voice-unheard
https://misk.org.sa/en/
https://hub.misk.org.sa/insights/education-career-entrepreneurship-giving-back/2022/global-youth-index/
https://hub.misk.org.sa/insights/education-career-entrepreneurship-giving-back/2022/global-youth-index/
https://hub.misk.org.sa/insights/education-career-entrepreneurship/2018/the-global-youth-index-2018/
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of six sectors: entrepreneurship, technology, me-
dia, gaming, finance, or sustainability and ener-
gy. Participants surveyed were mostly 36–45 (31%) 
or 46–55 (57%). Private sector leaders represented 
88% of participants, followed by government (8%), 
and NGOs (4%). Most participants (77%) reported 
living in a city.

The countries surveyed (Argentina, Australia, Bra-
zil, China, Egypt, France, Germany, India, Indone-
sia, Japan, Kazakhstan, Mexico, Morocco, Nigeria, 
Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Sweden, Turkey, United 
Kingdom, United States) were selected to reflect 
global variations in demographics, level of afflu-
ence, pace of economic progress, governance 
models, religious diversity, technological adoption 
and geography. 

The two surveys form the basis of this research pa-
per, which highlights the principal findings of the 
surveys, and delves into some of the most striking 
results with supporting case studies. Ultimately, 
Misk Foundation seeks a deeper understanding 
of youth’s perspectives on creating positive social 
impact, and their ability to bring their aspirations 
to life. At the same time, it taps into the insights 
and experience of leaders who support youth in 
their endeavors to improve global society.

How the Survey was 
Organized

What drives 
youth to create 
social impact?

What is 
youth’s 

capacity to 
create social 

impact?

What kind 
of support 

amplifies youth 
initiatives?

The survey is organized around three central pil-
lars. First, it aims to identify what drives youth 
around the world to create social impact. It looks 
at what causes matter most to them, how they 
feel about these causes, and what motivates 
them to address these causes, such as emotions, 
a sense of duty, and role models. Second, the sur-
vey measured the capacity of young people to 
implement positive social change, and how youth 
can improve their skills and mindsets to achieve a 
greater impact. Third, it explored ways to ampli-
fy youth initiatives through support from networks 
and institutions, including governments and the 
private sector.

In parallel, global leaders were also surveyed with-
in a similar framework, to shed more light on how 
they can support youth – both in a formal capac-
ity through their organizations, or an informal, 
more personal capacity such as mentorship – to 
do more to help communities around the world to 
thrive.

The fundamental goal of the 2023 survey is to un-
derstand how to turn the intentions of the younger 
generation into actions. By examining the differ-
ence between their aspirations to create social 
impact, and their ability to deliver on those aspira-
tions, the world will be in a better position to over-
come the multiple obstacles that prevent them 
from achieving their full potential.

Misk identified a number of questions regarding 
youth’s ability to drive social change that it set out 
to address through this survey:

• Can the gap between intention and action be 
narrowed through developing skills and mind-
sets? 

• Do correlations between factors like gender, lo-
cation, and socioeconomic status help to un-
derstand whether youth will engage in social 
action? 

• Are youth more unified than previously thought 
in terms of their worries, experiences and moti-
vations? 

• Is there a gap between the support leaders say 
they provide for social initiatives, and what em-
ployees say they receive? 

• Are youth using AI to create positive social im-
pact?

In addition, Misk developed the following ques-
tions in relation to leaders: 

• Are leaders doing enough to improve youth 
access to networks and institutions that could 
amplify their social initiatives?

• Despite agreement that youth are less able to 
create social impact than leaders, do youth and 
leaders agree on what skills and mindsets are 
most important? 

• Do leaders think youth are less disciplined, resil-
ient and results-oriented than them, but more 
agile and curious? 

• Do leaders think young people lack trust in their 
organizations?

Survey Finds Rich and 
Nuanced Results
The survey provides clear answers to these ques-
tions. Undoubtedly, there is a keen desire among 
global youth to tackle many of the most pressing 
issues facing society today. This is one of the clear-
est findings of the survey: almost nine out of ten 
young people report a sense of duty to their cho-
sen social causes. These range from a rise in men-
tal health disorders to finding steady work and 
the ever-growing climate crisis, with interesting 
geographical trends appearing. While youth show 
strong motivation and optimism, and experience 

varying degrees of support, they encounter obsta-
cles to achieving their full potential for driving pos-
itive social change.

This is complicated by the disconnect that often 
exists between global leaders and youth; they do 
not always see eye to eye on how youth can and 
should create positive social impact. There is no 
one-size-fits-all solution for addressing this gap, 
especially because of the different social contexts 
across countries highlighted by the contrasting 
national results that emerged in the survey. But 
greater dialogue between youth and leaders to 
bridge understanding is an important first step. 
That includes bringing the two groups together – 
in person – through forums, workshops, mentor-
ship, and training programs.

The rich and nuanced results from the survey have 
allowed Misk to bring forward a set of detailed, 
concrete and realistic recommendations for both 
youth and leaders that will help them to convert 
intentions into actions. 

Taken individually, these recommendations are 
eminently feasible, and each one could lead to 
significant improvements in different areas of the 
world of youth-led positive social impact. But we 
should be more ambitious. The wide-scale imple-
mentation around the world of all of these recom-
mendations would represent a major step forward 
for youth and the challenges they aspire to solve. 
Misk Foundation will enable their implementation 
however it can.

112. INTRODUCTIONA GLOBAL SURVEY 2023

Global 
youth 
survey
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Survey Insights: 
Results and 
Implications 
Explored

3
This section provides an overview and analysis of the findings of the youth and 
leader surveys. The findings complement a growing body of research which rec-
ognizes that in order to empower youth to convert their ideas into actionable 
initiatives, their motivations – which are often rooted in empathy, emotions, and 
feeling a sense of duty – must first be understood. To enhance youth-led positive 
social impact, it is imperative to understand what youth care about, how they 
feel about the causes they care about, how they can be empowered, and the 
influencing factors driving their actions. Therefore, we look at some of the most 
basic drivers of motivation, including emotions, sense of duty, and exposure to 
role models.

A. MOTIVATIONS 
What Drives Youth to 
Create Social Impact?

Mental Health — 
Youth’s Biggest Concern 
Youth were asked about ten pre-identified global 
social challenges, which spanned personal, so-
cial, economic, political, technological and en-
vironmental issues. The responses demonstrate 
that their concerns are diverse. However, there is 
one issue that clearly stands out: a quarter of re-
spondents prioritized mental health as the cause 
they are most passionate about. It is so important 
to youth that it was considered roughly twice as 
important as the next most cited social passions – 
removing barriers to employment (13%), increasing 
environmental sustainability (13%) and combating 
bullying (12%).

A. MOTIVATIONS WHAT DRIVES YOUTH TO CREATE SOCIAL IMPACT?12 A GLOBAL SURVEY 2023
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CHART 3.1

Youth are overwhelmingly committed to fostering mental health stability

*The other 5 causes were: Resource inequality (8%), technology-related challenges (8%), youth underrepresentation (5%), barriers to 
creative expression (4%), and forced displacement (3%).

TOP 5 CAUSES YOUTH ARE PASSIONATE ABOUT*

25% 12%

13% 9%

13%

Mental health 
challenges & 
stability

Bullying and 
harassment 

Barriers to 
employment

Barriers to 
education

Sustainability 
& environ-
mental issues

The fact that mental health stands out so much 
should come as no surprise. The global statistics 
are alarming: one in seven 10 to 19-year-olds ex-
perience mental health conditions, according to 
the WHO.1 Worse, these conditions remain largely 
unrecognized and untreated, leading to problems 
like social exclusion, educational difficulties, and 
human rights violations.

Regarding mental health, there is a striking gen-
der divide. Women are almost twice as interested 
in addressing mental health issues than men, and 
also care much more about bullying and harass-
ment. This may be because women are more likely 
than men to be carers, live in poverty, and expe-
rience abuse. Mental health also stands out as a 
much bigger issue for younger respondents (aged 
18-24), and in more developed regions, mostly the 
EU, especially Sweden (45%), as well as Australia 
(42%) and the US (39%).

CHART 3.2

Young women and men prioritize social causes differently

Women Men

TOP SOCIAL CAUSES FOR YOUTH: WOMEN VS. MEN

30% 7%

13%

12% 4%

12%

16% 10%

8%

14% 14%

15%

Mental health challenges and stability Resource inequality

Bullying and harassment 

Sustainability and environmental issues Technology-related challenges

Barriers to employment 

Issues Vary by Country 
and Gender
Meanwhile, as shown in graph 3.2, men are more 
than three times more interested than women in 
addressing technology-related challenges, from 
the digital divide to data security concerns and eth-
ical AI. Technology is also of most interest to those 
with higher incomes and higher levels of education, 
as well as older respondents (aged 25–35). Some 
research suggests that women see themselves as 
less capable at using technology, and may there-
fore in some cases be less interested in using it.2 
Another possible reason is that young men tend to 
have poorer mental health knowledge than young 
women. If they do not fully understand how to man-
age the mental health challenges caused by tech-

nology use, this could contribute to their greater 
concern about technology.3

Another global challenge that produced widely 
varying responses is environmental sustainabili-
ty, a field in which youth have been increasing-
ly involved over the last decade, especially since 
Greta Thunberg shot to fame, as research shows.4 
Older respondents and those with a higher socio-
economic status and level of education are more 
concerned about environmental issues. Stronger 
education systems and higher global awareness 
are likely to be beneficial in driving motivation to 
tackle challenges related to the environment. The 
same applies to those with higher incomes, since 
a certain degree of affluence can free up time and 
energy to think about global problems compared 
to those living in more precarious circumstances. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-mental-health
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-mental-health
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563219303498#:~:text=In%20this%20vein%2C%20various%20studies%20have%20revealed%20that,al.%2C%202010Liu%20and%20Baumeister%2C%202016Venkatesh%20and%20Morris%2C%202000%29.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563219303498#:~:text=In%20this%20vein%2C%20various%20studies%20have%20revealed%20that,al.%2C%202010Liu%20and%20Baumeister%2C%202016Venkatesh%20and%20Morris%2C%202000%29.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3510732/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3510732/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3510732/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2022.940876/full
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In general, those living in the EU, Asia and Latin 
America are also more concerned about sustain-
ability, with China (26%), France (24%) and Ger-
many (22%) standing out as the highest. At the 
other end of the scale, there was very limited con-
cern for such issues in Africa and the Middle East, 
especially Egypt (2%), Morocco (3%) and Saudi 
Arabia (3%).

In many developing countries – especially in Afri-
ca – respondents are far more worried about im-
mediate economic problems, especially barriers 
to employment, than less immediate obstacles to 
survival like mental health or the environment.

This makes sense: research by the ILO shows that 
youth unemployment in the developing world is 
a far greater problem than it is in more advanced 
countries, especially since the COVID-19 pandem-
ic.5, 6 In low-income nations with poor environmen-
tal conditions specifically, research suggests that 
immediate socioeconomic challenges are likely 
to overshadow the capacity of individuals to ad-
dress environmental concerns.7 Elsewhere, sta-
tistics published by the World Population Review 
confirm that the most environmentally-friendly 
countries are also some of the most affluent, with 
European countries dominating the top of the list.8

26%

2%

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS 

VS
EGYPTIANS

RANGE OF 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN

CHART 3.3

Youth in developing countries prioritize economic over environmental concerns

YOUTHS MOST CONCERNED ABOUT JOBS AND THE ENVIRONMENT AND 
SUSTAINABILITY BY COUNTRY

25% 15%

18%

26% 24%
22%

16% 16% 15%
19% 19%

0% 0%

12% 8%

24% 16%

36% 24%

48% 32%

36% 34%

Barriers to unemployment Sustainability and environmental issues
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The Importance of Family 
and Friends
Although research shows that individualism is on 
the rise among today’s youth, immediate family 
members and close friends remain fundamental 
to them, as showcased by the survey results.9, 10 In 
addition to their chosen social cause, respondents 
were also asked which community they are most 
connected to, in order to get a clearer idea of how 
they relate to the outside world. Overwhelmingly, 

it emerged that family and friends are the impor-
tant groups that youth feel most connected to, 
with 55% pointing to family as their closest con-
nections, followed by friends at 46%. In contrast, 
youth feel the least close to ethnic and religious 
communities. How can we ensure this funda-
mental community is empowered to provide the 
right level of support required to enable youth-led 
positive change? One example is a case in New 
Zealand that showed the impact of family and 
community empowerment through bilingual ed-
ucation.11

CHART 3.4

Youth are most connected to family and friends
COMMUNITIES YOUTH ARE MOST CONNECTED TO

0%

15%

30%

45%

60%

Family Friends Individuals 
who share 
my goals, 
values, & 
interests

Individuals 
who share 

my religious 
beliefs

Individuals 
with the same 

ethnicity 
or tribal 

affiliation 
as me

None of 
the above

Individuals 
in my age 

group

Schoolmates, 
classmates, 

or work 
colleagues
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While closeness to friends and family may seem 
intuitive, there are some nuances: respondents in 
developed regions – specifically Europe, the US 
and Australia – feel closest to their families and 
friends, and to a lesser extent individuals with 
shared interests. This may partly be because soci-
ety has become more fragmented and atomized 
due to globalization, but the absence of social-
ly-binding religious groups that youth can look to 
for support in some countries may be a factor in 
the more secular states.12 Indeed, respondents in 
Africa and the Middle East feel twice as connected 
to others from their religious group than Europe-
ans (14% vs 7%).
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https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_853078/lang--en/index.htm
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/youth_unemployment_in_the_developing_world_is_a_jobs_problem
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3963291/
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/most-environmentally-friendly-countries
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/most-environmentally-friendly-countries
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797617700622
https://www.ukessays.com/essays/sociology/young-peoples-identities-more-individualised.php
https://www.ukessays.com/essays/sociology/young-peoples-identities-more-individualised.php
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/261639127_Family_and_Community_Empowerment_through_Bilingual_Education
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/261639127_Family_and_Community_Empowerment_through_Bilingual_Education
https://rsj.scienceconnect.io/api/oauth/authorize?ui_locales=en&scope=affiliations+login_method+merged_users+openid+settings&response_type=code&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Froyalsocietypublishing.org%2Faction%2FoidcCallback%3FidpCode%3Dconnect&state=enJC7v93DxIuqRZmez29wV-8PPVJS-P8dTvs3fiPwi8&prompt=none&nonce=lTUCY%2BJHewfqtgZNdMNGnpzwNYCL%2Bx6szmqLlo3PiqM%3D&client_id=rsj
https://rsj.scienceconnect.io/api/oauth/authorize?ui_locales=en&scope=affiliations+login_method+merged_users+openid+settings&response_type=code&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Froyalsocietypublishing.org%2Faction%2FoidcCallback%3FidpCode%3Dconnect&state=enJC7v93DxIuqRZmez29wV-8PPVJS-P8dTvs3fiPwi8&prompt=none&nonce=lTUCY%2BJHewfqtgZNdMNGnpzwNYCL%2Bx6szmqLlo3PiqM%3D&client_id=rsj
https://rsj.scienceconnect.io/api/oauth/authorize?ui_locales=en&scope=affiliations+login_method+merged_users+openid+settings&response_type=code&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Froyalsocietypublishing.org%2Faction%2FoidcCallback%3FidpCode%3Dconnect&state=enJC7v93DxIuqRZmez29wV-8PPVJS-P8dTvs3fiPwi8&prompt=none&nonce=lTUCY%2BJHewfqtgZNdMNGnpzwNYCL%2Bx6szmqLlo3PiqM%3D&client_id=rsj
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Although youth in more developed regions report 
stronger family bonds in general, it is noteworthy 
that the higher the level of education of youth, 
and also the higher the level of their income, the 
more they feel connected with others who share 
their goals, values and interests, and also their 
work colleagues. Therefore, it can be deduced that 
the more professionally advanced that youth are, 
the less they rely on family and friends. 

Finally, those who worked at NGOs stand out for 
the importance that they attach to others with the 
same ethnicity or tribal affiliation, reflecting the 
depth of the work that NGOs carry out with those 
groups. Overall, the survey results show that youth 
affiliate with different types of communities that 
can reflect either the social landscape of their cul-
ture, exposure to their community, or the extent to 
which globalization and the spread of technology 
has impacted their surroundings.

Motivation: Personal 
and Community Impact
Empathy is a potent element when explaining 
youth motivation. Most youth involved in social 
change initiatives report being negatively affect-
ed by the causes that they support – both as in-
dividuals (76%) and as members of communities 
(78%). This suggests a strong personal connec-
tion between their chosen social causes and the 

actions that they are taking to solve them. These 
actions range from relatively simple ones like rais-
ing awareness, signing petitions and boycotting, 
to more complex and time-consuming ones such 
as volunteering, fundraising or even starting an or-
ganization to tackle their cause.

CHART 3.5

More than three quarters of respondents are 
negatively affected by their chosen cause

RESPONDENTS AND THEIR 
COMMUNITIES ARE PERSONALLY 
AFFECTED BY CHOSEN SOCIAL CAUSES
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76%
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impacted

At a personal level, connections to social causes 
are stronger in women than men (77% vs 73%), in 
low-income workers than high-income workers 
(79% vs 72%), and in those working in NGOs com-
pared to those in the public and private sectors 
(82% vs 73%). This suggests that youth in low-in-
come countries experiencing the adverse effects 
of global issues like climate change feel signifi-
cantly closer to their cause. While overall 32% of 
respondents said they are “extremely” negatively 
affected by their social causes personally, that 
number rose to 44% for Africa and 40% for the 
Middle East. In some countries it is even higher: 
65% in Turkey, 53% in Egypt and 47% in Nigeria. 
This helps to explain the high level of youth social 
engagement in those areas.

The importance of youth’s personal connection 
with their causes was underlined when most (38%) 
reported that they took action because they are 
personally affected (more so women than men, 

at 40% vs 34%; and low-income respondents than 
high-income ones, at 41% vs 33%). That was fol-
lowed by 30% answering that they do so because 
the cause affects their communities (or people 
close to them, at 29%).

CHART 3.6

Youth are most motivated by personal and community connection to social causes 
REASONS FOR ADOPTION OF CAUSES

The least important motivating factor is religion 
(10%), although respondents in the Middle East 
give religion significantly greater importance 
(17%). Personal connections to a cause were less 
important for higher educated respondents, who 

were much more influenced by their professional 
goals (32% for those with PhDs vs 13% for those 
educated only up to primary level), as is the case 
for those with higher incomes compared to low 
earners.
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Those affected 
personally by their cause 

are significantly more 
optimistic about their 

ability to drive change.
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Leaders’ perspective on youth 
motivation
From the leaders’ perspective, while 
overall only 30% of leaders saw mo-
tivation as something that youth 
lacked, this percentage rose for lead-
ers in the public sector (42%). In con-
trast, public sector leaders saw em-
pathy as something that very few 
youths lacked – just 8%, far lower 
than the 26% from the private sector 
(although not a single leader of NGOs 
saw youth as lacking empathy). In the 
private sector, empathy was seen as 
most lacking in the tech sector (33%), 
compared to just 19% in the sustain-
ability sector. In summary, youth em-
ployed in the public sector are seen 
by the surveyed leaders as less moti-
vated but more empathetic.

Emotions and Sense of 
Duty: Youth are Committed 
to Social Change 
It is clear that youth harbor strong feelings about 
their chosen social causes. According to youth, 
commitment is primarily driven by the following 
emotions: a sense of purpose, motivation and 
hope. However, more generally, the emotions that 
predominate are frustration (38%), anxiety (37%), 
and even anger (27%). Unfortunately, commit-
ment is not as strong among youth feeling these 
emotions, possibly as they are often more tran-
sient emotions. Nevertheless, very few (just 3%) ex-
perience feelings of indifference.

Emotions are important to consider since they 
are at the core of all human thought and ac-
tivity, and particularly relevant to social change 
initiatives, which are ultimately about people. It 
is noteworthy that the more negative feelings 
of frustration, anxiety and anger are prevalent 
among those with lower confidence in their abil-
ity to drive change, the younger age group of 
18–24, women, and those without a role model. 
Research on this subject is inconclusive, suggest-
ing that frustration, for example, can trigger ei-
ther withdrawal or increased engagement in so-
cial causes, depending on the individual’s coping 
mechanisms and support systems. Nevertheless, 
the more positive emotions of a sense of purpose, 
motivation and hope were stronger among those 
with a higher confidence in their ability to drive 
change. These are the older age group of 25–35, 
men, those working in the private sector, those 
with higher incomes and higher levels of educa-
tion, and those with a role model.

Positive emotions towards 
social causes are stronger 

among those with role 
models, higher levels of 
education, those aged 

between 25 and 35, and men. 

CHART 3.7

Youth with negative emotions around their causes feel they have a lower ability to drive change; 
youth with positive emotions feel a higher ability to drive change
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A growing body of research emphasizes the im-
portance of emotions with regard to taking social 
action, and stimulating it in others, since they play 
a key motivational role in translating values and 
concerns into action. This research shows that 

emotions influence and drive thoughts and ac-
tions at multiple levels, and can be a crucial – if 
underexploited – instrument for promoting action 
to drive positive social impact.13, 14, 15

https://www.annualreviews.org/content/journals/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115043
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590332221006163
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CHART 3.8

Youth in Asia and the Americas are more hopeful than those in Europe
YOUTH’S OPTIMISM AROUND CAUSES VARIES BY REGION
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A Sense of Duty Prevails 
Another powerful motivating factor for driving so-
cial change is the extent to which youth have a 
sense of duty. Unlike emotions, which can fluctu-
ate over time, a sense of duty is more durable, and 
as such is another extremely valuable character-
istic. One of the most positive findings of the sur-
vey is that the vast majority of youth do possess a 
sense of duty towards their chosen social causes, 
according to 88% of respondents.

This sense of duty is relatively evenly distribut-
ed across all ages, genders, regions and income 
groups. Nevertheless, those exposed to role mod-
els during their childhood, and those who are bet-
ter educated, tend to have a stronger sense of 
duty to fight for their social causes. As to which 
groups youth feel a sense of duty towards, their 
answers reinforced earlier responses: most young 
people feel the greatest sense of duty towards 
anyone affected by their chosen social cause (61%) 
and their family (58%).

CHART 3.9

A high percentage of youth feel a sense of duty 
towards their social cause

HIGH SENSE OF DUTY TO CHOSEN 
SOCIAL CAUSES

12%
No sense 
of duty

88%
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Although the passion among youth to drive so-
cial change is not a new phenomenon, the way 
they do so is being transformed by Gen Z – main-
ly because technology has given them a louder 
voice than ever before. This has meant that youth 
engagement in social causes has been gather-
ing force over the past decade, especially in the 
Global South. Some 70% of Gen Z say they par-
ticipate in a social or political cause. Meanwhile, 
those engaging are getting younger and young-
er. Today, all youth need is a smartphone to be 
able to speak up.16

In particular, youth involvement in social causes 
has been affected by the rise of social media, 
which is by far the most important way youth 
find out about how people feel about their cho-
sen cause, according to the survey.17 Social media 
has not only raised awareness of local causes, but 
made global causes more visible too – especially 
to the young. That awareness tends to inspire con-
scientious youth to action. 

Certainly, those young people who feel a sense 
of duty to their cause are significantly more likely: 
first, to believe they have a greater ability to drive 
change; second, to intend to drive more change 
in the future; and third, to have confidence in the 
long-term positive impact of their actions. The re-
verse is the case for those who do not feel a sense 
of duty. A close connection between motivation 
and action clearly emerges.

Role Models Have a 
Big Impact 
Youth who have been exposed to a role model – 
from a family or community member to a sporting 
or entertainment icon that set a good example 
by actively addressing social issues during their 
childhood – are 46% more likely to believe they can 
drive positive social change themselves. 

These findings are backed up by research that 
demonstrates how role models can play a central 
role in motivating youth to take action.18 By provid-
ing a visible template for success, they help youth 
to visualize their goals. One study identifies three 
distinct functions of role models: acting as behav-
ioral models, representing the possible, and being 
inspirational.19 Their power can be harnessed to 
boost motivation, reinforce existing goals, and fa-
cilitate the adoption of new goals.

This survey shows that being exposed to a role 
model at a young age has a very positive impact 
in several areas. Those who have been exposed 
to role models feel a stronger sense of duty, and 
are more active in building their skills and in ad-
dressing a social cause. One out of three are 
volunteering, changing their lifestyle, and rais-
ing awareness. Youth with higher incomes and 
more education are more likely to have had social 
change role models during their childhood.

A positive finding of 
the survey is that the 
vast majority of youth 

possess a sense of duty 
towards their chosen 

social causes.

Exposure to changemakers 
in childhood almost 

doubles the belief in the 
ability to drive positive 

social change.

https://www.edelman.com/insights/unleashing-power-gen-z
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/12/7/402
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304035431_Role_Models
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1037/gpr0000059
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CHART 3.10

Early exposure to role models active in addressing social issues increases youth’s social change efforts
HOW ROLE MODELS INFLUENCE YOUTH EFFORTS TO DRIVE SOCIAL CHANGE
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Overall, people who were exposed to change role 
models are also more active: more likely to engage 
in conversations about a cause (40% vs 29%), and 
inquire about and talk to people affected by a 
cause. Young people who were exposed to change 
early are more likely to learn about a cause 
through activists (17% vs 9%), suggesting that they 
are more engaged in the topic.

Exposure to role models varies 
widely between regions
Youth in Asia and North America are most ex-
posed to social change role models, with 56% re-

porting they had role models – especially from 
their close family and communities – compared 
to just 43% in Europe. In Asia, however, there was 
a wide variance: 84% of youth in China were ex-
posed to social change role models (more than 
any other country), compared to just 22% in Ja-
pan. This sharp contrast between neighboring 
countries may be partly explained by their very 
different cultural and historical contexts. China’s 
rapid economic growth in recent years may have 
generated a wave of high-profile individuals dur-
ing a period in which Japan’s economy has stag-
nated. Also, Japan’s cultural emphasis on humil-
ity, conformity and social harmony may lead to 
fewer public role models standing out.

CHART 3.11

Exposure to role models varies by country
EXPOSURE TO ROLE MODELS BY COUNTRY
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With regard to role models in communities spe-
cifically, again China stands out. Community role 
models have such an impact in China that youth 
were almost twice as likely to have one than any 
other country: 43% of youth in China had role mod-

els specifically in their community, followed by 22% 
in the US and Nigeria (Egypt, Japan and Morocco 
came last with just 8%). Research by Ashoka sug-
gests that geographical differences may point to 
cultural norms around parenting and education 
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https://socialinnovationsjournal.com/index.php/sij/article/view/2017/1769
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systems in different countries that may require dif-
ferent strategies and approaches to shift cultures 
towards embracing early changemaking.20

The most common type of role model was parents 
or siblings (reported by 21%), followed by teachers 
or mentors (20%); the least prevalent was sports, 
music or other idols (12%). This corresponds with 
the Ashoka survey that found that parents were 
the most influential group in their development as 
a person who creates social change.

Leaders and youth disagree 
about mentoring efforts
Leaders can also be role models for 
young employees they interact with. 
One way can be through mentorship, 
an area in which they rate themselves 
highly. 78% said that they mentor 
their young employees, while just 8% 
said that young employees mentor 
them – the vast majority of leaders 
mentored by youth were in the NGO 
sector (43% compared to none in the 
public sector). This may reflect a feel-
ing among some leaders that they 
“know better” than their younger em-
ployees – even if this is not necessar-
ily the case. Of those that see them-
selves as mentors, the proportion is 
also much higher in the NGO sector 
(86%), compared to just 65% of those 
who work in the public sector.

Evidently, mentorship is far stronger 
in the NGO sector, while awareness 
of the value of mentorship needs to 
be strengthened among leaders in 
the public sector. This conclusion is 
enhanced by the finding that 55% 
of leaders in the NGO sector believe 
that their mentoring strengthens 
young people’s ability to create social 
change, compared to just 14% in the 
public sector, and 34% in the private 
sector. Nevertheless, it is interesting 
to note that 88% of leaders in the pub-
lic sector say they offer mentorship 
opportunities during working hours to 
young employees for developing their 
social impact skills, compared to 71% 
at NGOs, and just 67% in the private 
sector. This was highest in Mexico 
(92%) and the US (86%), and lowest in 
France (41%) and Nigeria (43%). 

“The power of examples is infinite; each genera-
tion of youths has their own idols.”

The importance of role models in China is reflect-
ed by a survey carried out in 2019 by Xinhuanet, 
China’s state news agency, showing that more 
than 81% of the university students polled identi-
fied their role models as “heroes, successful busi-
nessmen, scientists and ordinary people who did 
great things”.22 Similarly, research carried out 
last year by the Beijing Academy of Educational 
Sciences found that scientists, actors and doctors 
were ranked as the top three categories of idols by 
primary and secondary school students.

Today, it is no longer just the Chinese Communist 
Party promoting role models. For example, Unicef, 
the UN agency that supports children, has part-
nered with a range of celebrities who it believes 
are in a unique position to help and influence 
children. They include Wang Shuang, a female 
professional footballer dedicated to the empow-
erment of children through sports; Wang Yuan, a 
Chinese pop singer and actor who became one 
of Time Magazine’s global top 30 influential teens 
as well as the first Chinese artist to attend the UN 
Youth Forum; and Yang Lan, a popular broadcast 
journalist rated as one of China’s “Top Ten Women 
Entrepreneurs”, and one of ten “National Women 
Pacesetters”.

CASE STUDY:
ROLE MODELS IN CHINA
Ever since the teachings of the philosopher Confu-
cius encouraged youth more than 2,000 years ago 
to look up to “junzi” – a noble person who embodies 
the ideal moral character – role models have been 
deeply embedded in Chinese culture. But Chinese 
role models have multiplied and developed great-
ly in recent decades, to the extent that this survey 
found that youth in China were more exposed to 
social change role models than any other country, 
especially community role models. 

This phenomenon has been fueled by China’s 
emergence as a global economic and political 
power, which has magnified the visibility of Chi-
nese role models. Major advances in areas like sci-
ence, technology and industry have increasingly 
put Chinese leaders, entrepreneurs, innovators 
and celebrities in the spotlight – not only within 
China but also on the world stage.

But youth’s perception of role models has been in-
fluenced by the spread of market-based reforms 
in the 1980s, moving to more consumer-style ce-
lebrities. This demonstrates China’s ability to re-
invent the past to serve present and future needs, 
according to one study.21 As the state-backed Chi-
nese website called “Evolution of the Idol” puts it: 
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https://english.news.cn/20230304/bc0354ddb2c2499e859c940a998ad392/c.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/287429379_Modern_China's_Idols_Heroes_Role_Models_Stars_and_Celebrities
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The right skills and mindsets are essential for youth seeking to drive positive so-
cial impact. This part of the survey looks at the most important skills and mind-
sets, from both a youth and leader perspective. It then proceeds to look more 
closely at how youth strengthen their capacity to drive change, as well as their 
perceived ability to put their skills and mindsets to good use by achieving posi-
tive social outcomes.

It is useful to distinguish between skills and mindsets. Skills can broadly be de-
fined as an ability or activity that can be learned through practice and training 
and are often important for specific tasks. Within skills, it is important to differ-
entiate between hard skills and soft skills: hard skills are functional or technical 
abilities, like using software or operating machinery, while soft skills refer to be-
haviors, such as teamwork, communication and adaptability. While the useful-
ness of hard skills has long been recognized, there is a growing body of research 
showing the importance of soft skills in various areas, such as positive long-term 
employment outcomes.23 

Mindsets, on the other hand, refer to attitudes and approach to life, and are 
shaped by personality, beliefs, experiences and circumstances – such as ed-
ucation, economic status and social environment. In at least one sense, they 
are even more important than skills: in a global survey by Reed, the recruitment 
company, 96% of employers are more interested in mindsets than skills in their 
employees because, unlike skills, they are much harder to learn.24

Top Skills for Creating 
Social Impact
Out of a range of skills needed to create social 
change, youth rate themselves most highly on 
problem-solving (51%), emotional intelligence 
(46%), and strategic and critical thinking (43%). 
Women rate themselves most highly in the soft 
skill emotional intelligence (50% vs. 37% of men). 

Meanwhile, men rate themselves more highly in 
hard skills: technology skills (30% vs. 18% of wom-
en), and data analysis and research (32% vs. 26% 
of women), showcasing the gender gap in digital 
literacy.

CHART 3.12

Youth and leaders highlight different skills to bring about social change

Youth views Leader views

TOP SKILLS FOR CREATING SOCIAL IMPACT: LEADER AND YOUTH VIEWS
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B. BUILDING SOCIAL IMPACT 
Skills and Mindsets

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/132/4/1593/3861633
https://www.reed.co.uk/career-advice/triple-your-chances-of-getting-a-job-you-love/
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Research clearly indicates that emotional intelli-
gence and soft skills generally, are of fundamental 
importance. A study carried out by YouthPower, 
identifies three key soft skills in particular for fur-
thering youth development: positive self-concept 

It often takes time to 
develop new skills while 
gaining knowledge from 

experiences.

South African business leader

“

(or a realistic appreciation of one’s strengths and 
potential), self-control and social skills.25 

It is also clear that if attempts to drive social 
change are to be successful, capacity building is 
a crucial part of the puzzle. The United Nations 
Population Fund underlines self-awareness – a 
soft skill that can be honed – as a prerequisite for 
implementing a youth social change initiative, as 
well as working with others and planning appro-
priately.26

Furthermore, the Center for Information and 
Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 
at Tufts University argues that youth social en-
gagement and capacity building can strengthen 
each other.27 While it is clear how skills can am-
plify social impact, it is also true that participat-
ing in creating positive social impact can benefit 
youth by encouraging them to improve skills and 

38%

58%

LEADERS SAY 
DISCIPLINE AND

OF LEADERS 
CITE A LACK OF 

FOCUS ARE THE MOST 
IMPORTANT MINDSETS FOR 
SOCIAL CHANGE

ACCESS TO NETWORKS 
LIMITS YOUTH

Leaders point to a lack of skills
Leaders believe that a lack of over-
all skills is relevant when considering 
what youth need to improve in or-
der to drive change. After a lack of 
access to networks and institutions 
(according to 58% of leaders), a lack 
of skills was the second most impor-
tant factor lacking in youth, accord-
ing to 33% of leaders. Leaders in the 
US were almost twice as concerned 
about this issue as the average lead-
er, with 60% citing it as a problem, fol-
lowed by South Africa (52%). “It often 
takes time to develop new skills while 
gaining knowledge from experienc-
es,” commented one South African 
private sector leader surveyed. 

While youth highlight problem-solving 
and emotional intelligence, leaders 
listed strategic and critical thinking 
(35%) and technology literacy (33%) 
most highly when asked what skills 
they felt youth needed to bring about 
positive social impact. Interesting-
ly, leaders see emotional intelligence 
and the ability to solve problems as 
among the principal skills that are 
most lacking among young people. 
This was especially notable among 
leaders in the NGO sector, who were 
far more critical than public and pri-
vate sector leaders in terms of their 
views on what youth lacked to drive 
change. In other words, what youth 
think they most possess is precisely 
what leaders say they most lack.
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20%

10%

30%

40%

Disciplined Focused Agile Collaborative Proactive Resilient Pragmatic CuriousResults- 
oriented

CHART 3.13

This graph illustrates which mindsets youth believe they possess in contrast to the mindsets that 
leaders observe as missing

YOUTH VS. LEADER MINDSET PERCEPITON
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networks that are valued in the workplace, there-
fore representing a source of economic mobility, 
according to Tufts. Clearly, it’s never too early for 
youth to start gaining experience by participat-
ing in social initiatives.

Important Mindsets For 
Changemakers 
In terms of mindsets associated with creating 
social change, youth report that they are most 
curious (41%), collaborative (36%), and disciplined 
(34%). In contrast, leaders report that discipline 
and focus (both 38%) are the mindsets that are 
most important for youth to bring about social 
change. However, it is precisely those two mind-
sets that leaders say youth most lack (34% said 
discipline, 29% said focus),reflecting a gap be-
tween the outlook of youth and leaders which 
must be bridged.

The regional differences in opinion, however, are 
quite striking. Of those leaders who ranked disci-
pline as the most important mindset, these includ-
ed 80% of German leaders at one extreme, and just 
17% of Brazilian leaders at the other. Meanwhile, 
when looking at which countries thought disci-
pline was most lacking, 60% of Indian leaders did 

(followed by leaders in the US, UK and Japan), while 
just 8% did in Turkey (followed closely by Nigeria 
and Egypt). This likely reflects differences in cultural 
norms, but raises important questions about which 
countries may have a greater potential to experi-
ence the most effective social change initiatives – 
if discipline is as important as leaders believe.

Youth views on mindsets they haveLeader views on mindsets youth lack

”

https://www.youthpower.org/sites/default/files/YouthPower/resources/Key%20Soft%20Skills%20for%20Cross-Sectoral%20Youth%20Outcomes_YouthPower%20Action.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/publications/step-pocket-guide-social-change-young-leaders
https://www.unfpa.org/publications/step-pocket-guide-social-change-young-leaders
https://circle.tufts.edu/understanding-youth-civic-engagement/why-it-important
https://circle.tufts.edu/understanding-youth-civic-engagement/why-it-important
https://circle.tufts.edu/understanding-youth-civic-engagement/why-it-important
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CHART 3.14

Global leaders believe discipline is the top youth mindset needed to create positive social impact

THE PERCENTAGE OF LEADERS WHO VALUE DISCIPLINE HIGHLY VARIES 
WIDELY BY COUNTRY

0%-30%
30%-45%
45%-70%
70%-100%

youth were actually more curious than them, while 
43% said they were more proactive. The abun-
dance of curiosity and energy in youth may be one 
of their greatest assets, but it remains to be seen 
whether this can counterbalance their perceived 
lack of discipline and focus.

In fact, leaders believed that youth’s greatest asset 
in terms of their ability to drive change is the fact 
that they are more open-minded and flexible, with 
29% saying this. “Youth have the mindset to adapt 
to situations and this approach allows them to 
address issues in a fast-paced environment,” said 
a UK private sector leader surveyed. One Nigerian 
leader praised youth’s “agility and perseverance 
to first understand the things happening around 
them and then to make plans accordingly.” A third 
stated: “Young people are better able to respond to  

There are widespread concerns that this lack of 
discipline and focus may be related to the rise of 
social media. A recent study of the general public 
in the UK by King’s College London showed that 
66% believe that youth’s attention spans have 
deteriorated in recent years, while 47% say that 
deep thinking has become a thing of the past.28 
More than half of UK adults blame tech compa-
nies and social media for this, and urge govern-
ments to step in by creating an environment that 
fosters more mindful use of technology. Possible 
approaches include education programs, strong-
er regulation, and raising awareness of the pitfalls 
of excessive use of social media.

In contrast, the mindsets of youth that generate 
least concern among leaders are curiosity and 
proactivity. Indeed, 55% of leaders confessed that 

Young people are 
better able to respond 
to changing societal 
concerns and trends 

because they are generally 
more flexible and open 
to change, while their 
familiarity with new 

technologies and level of 
digital skill can also be 

helpful in maximizing the 
potential of digital tools for 

social impact.

Nigerian business leader

changing societal concerns and trends because 
they are generally more flexible and open to change, 
while their familiarity with new technologies and lev-
el of digital skill can also be helpful in maximizing 
the potential of digital tools for social impact.”

Strengthening Skills 
and Mindsets
Most youth are proactive in building skills to tack-
le the social cause they care about most, with 
83% saying they do so. However, the most favored 
methods tend to require the least effort, suggest-
ing a preference for more passive methods of skills 
accumulation: 42% prefer either to read the rele-
vant literature and articles, or watch educational 
videos and tutorials. Learning from a mentor or 
peer was the next most cited method, together 
with learning by engaging in a relevant activity 
(such as volunteering), according to 23% of re-
spondents in both cases. These favored methods 
do not vary significantly by gender, age, country, 
and other variables.

CHART 3.15

Most prefer more passive methods like reading 
and watching videos 

EFFORTS YOUTH MAKE TOWARDS 
SKILLS ACQUISITION

42%

42%

23%

23%

21%

18%

17%

Watching videos

Reading

Learning through mentor

Learning through activity

Online classes

Leveraging AI

In-person classes

Youth with a higher socioeconomic status are 
more likely to be active in building their skills: just 
11% of high earners did nothing to build their skills 
compared to almost twice as many (20%) low 
earners. Similarly, youth who had a role model 
in some cases were as much as twice as likely to 
be building their skills, especially learning from a 
mentor or peer, or learning by engaging in a rele-
vant activity.

Without a doubt, youth’s confidence in their abil-
ity to drive positive social impact benefits hugely 
from making an effort to build up their skills. Those 

“

”

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/are-attention-spans-really-collapsing-data-shows-uk-public-are-worried-but-also-see-benefits-from-technology
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who did not make an effort were more than three 
times more likely to rate themselves as having a 
low ability to drive change, compared to those 
who rate themselves highly (33% vs 10%).

Organizations are key to 
building skills
Organizations can play an impor-
tant role in helping employees to en-
hance their skills to create change. 
Half of leaders overall say they pro-
vide youth with access to capaci-
ty building, compared to more than 
two thirds of those in the NGO sec-
tor. With regard to youth internship 
programs more specifically, 61% of 
leaders’ organizations say they offer 
them – considerably more in the US 
than in Europe (leaders from the US 
report about three times more intern-
ship programs than Sweden). NGOs 
offer the most internship programs, 
at 71%, compared to just 53% of gov-
ernments. 

Meanwhile 64% of leaders’ organi-
zations have dedicated training and 
development programs for young 
employees, most of all in the Mid-
dle East. Again, NGOs do this signif-
icantly more than governments (71% 
vs 59%). Clearly, governments – and 
to a lesser extent the private sector 
– could contribute more to positive 
social impact by catching up with 
NGOs when it comes to skills develop-
ment. One survey respondent, who is 
involved with youth NGOs and com-
munity service projects in a personal 
capacity, said they did the following 
to enable youth: “Encourage them 
to be curious and observant. Always 
challenge them. Encourage them to 
always think, telling them both sides 
of the same coin.”

Efforts Made to 
Address Causes 
Youth are very nearly as proactive in addressing 
their cause as they are in building the skills need-
ed to do so, with 82% saying they address their 
cause through the actions mentioned in the sur-
vey – from raising awareness, signing petitions 
and attending rallies to fundraising and commu-
nity engagement. However, the most common ac-
tion taken to address their cause is raising aware-
ness either online or offline, with 35% saying they 
do this. This is more common among higher earn-
ers and more educated respondents. 

CHART 3.16

Awareness raising and lifestyle changes are most reported ways to address social causes
YOUTH EFFORTS TO ADDRESS THEIR CAUSES 
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The fact that many respondents are likely to be 
raising awareness through online channels may 
lead to concerns that the youth are engaging in 
“clicktivism”. Despite criticisms that online activ-
ism is lazy and ineffective, experts increasingly ar-
gue that this is not the case, and have produced 
research proving that clicktivism – when credible 
and properly harnessed – can in fact be highly 
effective in providing an alternative way of raising 
public awareness of otherwise little-known ideas, 
and then encouraging people to take action.29

The second most common action that respond-
ents took to address their cause was lifestyle 
changes related to their cause, with 34% of re-
spondents choosing to do this. Here, by far the 
largest group that opted for this tactic were those 
whose cause was sustainability and the environ-
ment, at 57% (environmentalists were also two 
times more likely than the average respondent 
to sign petitions), followed by those interested in 
mental health (43%). Other actions were unusually 
highly favored by particular groups, such as crea-

tive action by 40% of those concerned about bar-
riers to expression – compared to 17% overall.

Clearly, certain forms of action lend themselves 
better to particular causes: an environmentalist 
can advance their cause through lifestyle chang-
es by abstaining from eating meat, for example. 
Therefore, many different forms of social action 
are valid; there is no silver bullet.

In general terms, some of the most demanding 
forms of action, such as starting an organization 
or raising funding, were the least popular – both 
chosen by just one in ten respondents. However, 
those activities attracted youth who were in gen-
eral much more confident about their ability to 
drive change (especially starting an organization 
– youth who do this are more than four times more 
likely to consider themselves capable of creating 
positive change). In contrast, easier options, like 
signing petitions or boycotting, are carried out 
by roughly equal numbers of youth who consider 
themselves as having a high or low ability to enact 

35% 34%

23% 22%

17% 16% 16%

11% 10% 10% 9%

1%

18%

https://blog.politics.ox.ac.uk/clicktivism-is-quick-easy-and-powerful/
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change. In conclusion, some actions may have a 
greater impact than others, but not all actions suit 
everyone. The actions that youth choose will often 
be determined by their particular skills and mind-
sets at the time.

Optimism About Ability to 
Enact Social Change Varies 
Even though youth report some negative feelings 
around the causes they are passionate about, 
when looking forward, more youth are broadly op-
timistic about their ability to create social change, 
providing a strong motivating impulse behind 
their activism. Most (68%) feel that they have a 
strong ability to achieve positive outcomes and 
are generally optimistic (77%) about the long-term 
impact of their actions.

However, there are nuances. Men are slightly more 
confident in their ability to drive change than 
women, and those who were exposed to role mod-
els are much more confident than those who were 
not. The same applies to youth with a higher level 
of income and education. Most youth also display 
considerable humility: more than twice as many 
young people (38%) think people with more expe-
rience in dealing with their cause have a greater 
impact than them, compared to youth that think 
they have a greater ability to make a positive im-
pact than more experienced people (16%). To a 
lesser extent, the same is the case when com-
paring themselves with senior business leaders, 
and only slightly more youth think that politicians 
and public officials are more capable than them, 
compared to those that don’t. In other words, their 
confidence in politicians is relatively low. This cor-
responds with research showing the increasing 
disenchantment and disengagement with tradi-
tional politics among today’s youth.30, 31

It is still undeniable that youth are broadly con-
fident in their ability to drive social change. This 
youthful optimism corresponds with research by 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation that has 
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80% 56%

71% 66%
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EXPOSED 
TO CHANGE 
MAKERS IN 
CHILDHOOD

NOT EXPOSED 
TO CHANGE 
MAKERS IN 
CHILDHOOD

MALES WOMEN
VS

VS

SAY THEY HAVE A STRONG ABILITY TO 
ACHIEVE POSITIVE OUTCOMES

shown that the youth of today believe that the 
world is becoming a better place – especially 
those living in low-income countries.32 Despite 
very real concerns among youth about growing 
social anxiety or the climate crisis (as shown in 
this survey), nearly three out of five young peo-
ple believe that the world is in fact improving, ac-
cording to UNICEF.33

Even so, this study found that optimism varied 
greatly from country to country. At one extreme, 
89% of youth in China, 84% in Mexico and 83% in 
Nigeria believed that they were capable of making 
a difference. That contrasts sharply with just 34% 
in Japan (where NGOs report that many youths are 
suffering a very distinctive mental health crisis), 
and 50% in France, the next lowest.34 Variances 
were less pronounced in terms of socioeconomic 
status and gender, although men and those with 
higher incomes tended to be more optimistic.

CHART 3.17

Japan has the highest confidence in youth capacity to drive social change

LEADERS WHO SAY YOUTH HAVE A “RATHER HIGH” CAPACITY TO DRIVE 
SOCIAL CHANGE BY COUNTRY 
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Leaders are more optimistic than 
youth about youth’s capacity to 
drive social change
Overall, they were far more optimistic 
than youth, with an average of around 
90% rating the capacity of youth to drive 
positive social change as high (either very 
high or quite high). But between coun-
tries there were interesting differences.

For example, Nigerian leaders, like their 
youth, remained very positive, with the 
highest proportion of leaders rating 
youth’s capacity to drive change as “very 
high” (56%). But Japanese leaders – in 

strong contrast with Japanese youth – 
were extremely positive, with 100% of them 
rating their youth’s ability to drive change 
positively (“very high” and “quite high” 
combined). The gap in optimism between 
Japanese youth and leaders may be for 
very specific reasons, with economic and 
social challenges that disproportionately 
affect younger generations, such as the 
country’s aging society, declining rural 
population, and rising income inequality. 
The least enthusiastic leaders were from 
the UK, with just 72% rating youth’s ability 
to drive change positively (“very high” and 
“quite high” combined).

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1103308820987996
https://www.bennettinstitute.cam.ac.uk/publications/youth-and-satisfaction-democracy/
https://www.gatesfoundation.org/ideas/media-center/press-releases/2018/09/gates-foundation-poll-finds-young-people-more-optimistic-about-future-than-older-generations
https://changingchildhood.unicef.org/stories/global-outlook
https://www.humanium.org/en/hidden-struggles-the-surprising-mental-health-crisis-among-japans-youth/
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sional and transferable skills to become suc-
cessful drivers of positive social impact.

Over about 25 learning hours, Upshift can be 
delivered in different formats, from in-person 
boot camps to interactive online courses. Youth 
explore how to solve community challenges they 
care about by building innovative products or 
services that address them. As part of an entre-
preneurial challenge, teams then pitch locally 
driven solutions, with seed funding and further 
mentoring provided to the most promising. 

For Sejnur Veshall, an Upshift alumni who be-
came Deputy Minister of Youth, Culture and 
Sports for Kosovo, the course was transforma-
tional: “When I participated in Upshift, it was the 
first time someone entrusted me with project 
management. I realized I could do even more 
because I had been trusted. The project lasted 
three months but changed my life forever.”

Although many youths want to address envi-
ronmental issues, other projects supported by 
Upshift include working with young people with 
disabilities in Ghana, migrants and refugees in 
Egypt, young people not in employment, ed-
ucation or training (NEET) in Kyrgyzstan, girls 
and young women in Bolivia, ethnic minorities 
in Montenegro, remote communities in the Mal-
dives, and conflict-affected groups in Ukraine. 

Crucially, Upshift provides an opportunity for 
global, regional, and local collaboration between 
the private sector, government, and civil society, 
either by supporting training courses and the in-
dividual initiatives taken by pupils, or Upshift’s in-
tegration into national education systems.

CASE STUDY: 
UNICEF’S UPSHIFT 
PROGRAM COLLABORATES 
TO BUILD SKILLS
After the COVID-19 pandemic wiped out almost 
two decades of progress towards making edu-
cation more inclusive and equitable, initiatives 
to transform education systems are more ur-
gent than ever. The United Nations Children’s 
Fund (Unicef) is making a valuable contribution 
at a global level through its Upshift program, a 
social innovator accelerator that aims to build 
skills using best practices in non-formal, experi-
ential, and enterprise education.35

Founded in Kosovo in 2014, Upshift now oper-
ates in nearly 50 countries, providing young 
people aged 10 to 24 with a holistic education 
through mentorship, workshops and entrepre-
neurial training in order to build solutions to lo-
cal problems. It is expected to reach as many as 
5 million children and young people (more than 
half of whom are female) annually by 2026. 

Growing interest in Upshift has even led to its 
integration into national education systems in 
Bhutan, India, Italy, Jordan, Kosovo, Morocco, 
Tajikistan, Turkey, Uganda, and Vietnam. Anoth-
er 15 countries are exploring how to follow their 
example.

By enriching youth with skills like problem-solv-
ing, creativity, teamwork, leadership, commu-
nication, presentation, time management and 
planning, Upshift helps youth develop profes-

There is no doubt that youth are passionate about social issues (see section 3a), 
and striving hard at an individual level to have a positive impact on them (see 
section 3b). But how can their efforts be amplified so that they can have an even 
greater impact? In this section, we focus on the potential for networks, institu-
tions, and leaders as individuals to enable the youth-led positive social impact 
initiatives of young people, and find that in each case – when harnessed prop-
erly – they can be a powerful force for good.

C. EMPOWERING YOUTH 
How Networks and 
Institutions Enable 
Social Impact

Strong Networks: 
Family First 
Social network theory explains that various types 
of relationships – such as family connections, 
friendships, work associations, or other social in-
teractions – heavily influence human behavior, 
including our approach to social change.36 These 
connections play a crucial role in driving change 
and can influence the spread of innovation and 
the imitation of successful practices. They can 
also limit potential resistance to change due to 
established norms. The theory emphasizes the 
importance of leveraging influential nodes within 
a network to facilitate change, understanding the 
impact of network positions on organizations’ be-
haviors and opportunities, and recognizing both 
formal and informal networks in effectively navi-
gating and implementing change initiatives.

As many as 94% of youth use multiple networks to 
support themselves in driving social change, ac-
cording to the survey. In line with earlier findings, 
which identify family as the group that youth feel 

most connected to and have the strongest sense 
of duty towards, once again the importance of 
family to youth wanting to create social impact 
stands out. It emerges that 44% of youth also 
highlight family and close friends as a strong net-
work for enabling them to actually engage effec-
tively with their chosen social causes – standing 
out more than any other circle of support.

Family is important for the development and em-
powerment of younger generations and act as a 

44%YOUTH SAY FAMILY
AND FRIENDS ARE AN 
IMPORTANT NETWORK TO 
SUPPORT THEM IN DRIVING 
CHANGE
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https://www.unicef.org/innovation/media/18671/file/Scaling%20UPSHIFT%20into%20Education%20Systems.pdf
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-97722-1_3
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CHART 3.18

Family and friends are the most important networks, with online communities close behind
NETWORKS YOUTH USE TO SUPPORT THEMSELVES
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source of both emotional and practical support. 
More specifically, recent research shows that 
family relationships – especially with mothers and 
grandparents – have a much more important im-
pact in developing an interest in engaging in civil 
society than is commonly understood.37 This is not 
surprising, when we see the impact of role mod-
els on driving youth towards social action. Despite 
the importance of family relationships for youth 
networks, other research studying the case in 
Ethiopia argues that family ties have suffered as 
a result of the growth of global online networking, 
which offers virtual connection sometimes at the 
expense of physical togetherness.38

Virtual Networks Have 
Real Influence
Certainly, social media plays a fundamental role 
for youth aiming to create a positive social impact, 
so it is no surprise that online communities (like Tik-
Tok, Reddit and Instagram) are ranked as the sec-
ond most impactful network by youth, highlighted 
by 38% of respondents. However, usage trends are 
not necessarily affected by country proximity. The 
survey shows that Chinese youth are the most en-
thusiastic about leveraging online communities, 
with 54% doing so. At the other extreme, just 14% 
do so in Japan, once again exposing the sharp 
contrasts between the neighboring countries, 
where youth use different sets of platforms (in Chi-
na, WeChat, Weibo, and Douyin dominate; while in 
Japan, LINE, X and YouTube are more popular). 

CHART 3.19
YOUTH PREFERENCES FOR ONLINE NETWORKS BY COUNTRY
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What comes as more of a surprise – but which 
also represents an opportunity – is the limited im-
portance that youth attribute to industry organi-
zations, including those devoted to specific social 
causes, with just 16% of respondents saying that 
they find support there. Academic, professional 
and community circles scored slightly better, but 
still significantly less than online communities, sug-
gesting that there is scope to provide more support 

16% OF YOUTH
SAY INDUSTRY AND CAUSE-
SPECIFIC ORGANIZATIONS 
ARE IMPORTANT NETWORKS

ONLY

through all of these networks, and perhaps a need 
for a more effective communication strategy to-
wards youth. (See section 4 for more about this.)

Expanding Networks: 
The Importance of Online 
Platforms
When looking at how youth grow their networks, 
once again the importance of the Internet to 
youth’s social change efforts stands out. The Inter-
net is youth’s principal source for finding out about 
the issues that they care about most, and nearly 
half use social media to do this, which explains why 
so many journalists use platforms like Instagram or 
X to engage with their audiences. But youth also 
rely on the Internet to build their social change skills 
(either watching videos or reading about relevant 
issues) and value online communities very highly.

10%-20%
20%-30%
30%-40%
40%-55%

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17448689.2018.1550903
https://academicjournals.org/journal/AJHC/article-full-text/CD6DA7755709
https://academicjournals.org/journal/AJHC/article-full-text/CD6DA7755709
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Leaders perceive access to 
networks as a barrier for youth
Network access emerges as the big-
gest barrier to creating social impact for 
youth from the perspective of leaders: 
58% of surveyed leaders believe youth 
lack access to networks and institutions 
that could amplify their efforts towards 
positive social impact – roughly twice as 
many as those who believe that youth 
lack skills (33%), motivation (30%) or em-
pathy (24%) to drive change. 

There is a wide variance between opinions in 
different countries, however: Australian lead-
ers (84%) are the most concerned about a 
lack of access to networks, followed by those 
in Japan (72%); at the other end of the scale 
just 32% of leaders in Kazakhstan are wor-
ried about this, and 36% in Turkey. As one 
leader from Australia commented, many 
young people experience “restricted access 
to networks that can motivate them in mak-
ing a difference in their communities.” 

Although network access is a major bar-
rier, many leaders still try to remedy this 
problem – even if not enough – with 51% 
of leaders saying they provide youth 
with access to networks of influence. 
But while Australian leaders appear to 
be acting on their concerns, with 60% 
saying they provide access, Japanese 
leaders do not, with just 32% saying they 
provide access. Kazakh leaders, howev-
er, are neither very concerned nor taking 
much action, with just 36% saying they 
do so. 

Overall, leaders in the US score most 
highly (68%), while Saudi Arabian lead-
ers score lowest (28%). Given that two-
thirds of the Saudi population are below 
the age of 35, with a prominent num-
ber of them in key positions across the 
country, this comes as a surprise. As one 
Saudi leader put it: “Youth networks and 
movements serve as platforms for col-
lective action [and are] what activates 
teamwork.” 

Connecting online 42%
Joining organizations 31%
Attending events 29%
Asking for introductions 23%
Using AI recommendations 17%
None. I don’t try to increase the size of my network 25%

TABLE 3.20

Connecting online and joining organizations are the most popular way to expand networks, 
but a full quarter say they don’t try to expand their networks

YOUTH PREFERENCES FOR EXPANDING THEIR NETWORKS

On top of this, youth’s preferred method for ex-
panding their networks is using online platforms to 
find and connect with others. This is an important 
finding, not least because there are multiple ben-
efits to be gained by using online networking, as 
research clearly demonstrates.39 As many as 42% 
choose this method, given that the Internet allows 
fast and cost-effective access to large groups of 
people, saving both time and money and allowing 
a more efficient allocation of resources. Those who 
do this tend to be more highly educated: 45% with 
university degrees do so compared to just 35% who 
only finished primary school. This trend is espe-
cially evident in Africa, where 52% grow networks 
online, compared to 34% in Europe. “In my expe-
rience young people are frequently more skilled 
at utilizing new technology and digital platforms, 
which allows them to reach larger audiences and 
have important opinions on pressing societal is-
sues,” said one leader from India.

Traditional networks remain 
irreplaceable
While purely online networking is hugely important, 
youth still rely heavily on more traditional network-
ing methods that do not necessarily take place on-
line. Taken together, joining relevant organizations 
(31%), attending an event where youth are speaking 
(29%), and asking people in their network for intro-
ductions (23%) are more widely used than exclusive-
ly online networks. As valuable a networking tool as 
the Internet may be, nothing can replace in-person 
methods – an issue that became especially evident 
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, which often 
made in-person networking impossible. Ultimately, 
a mix of in-person interactions augmented by vir-
tual tools is likely to be the way forward.

42% YOUTH CHOOSE
ONLINE PLATFORMS TO 
EXPAND THEIR NETWORKS

... young people are 
frequently more skilled at 
utilizing new technology 

and digital platforms, 
which allows them to 

reach larger audiences 
and have important 
opinions on pressing 

societal issues.

Business leader 
from India

“

”

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S000187912030021X
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 If I get any opportunity to 
share my networks with 
young entrepreneurs for 
funding, I usually share 

those with them.

Business leader, Nigeria

However, as many as a quarter of youth make no 
effort whatsoever to grow their networks. More 
should make an effort: those who don’t expand 
their network are almost three times more likely 
to lack confidence in their ability to drive change; 
they are also most likely to be unemployed, and 
less educated, according to the survey.

Unlocking Connections: 
The Challenge of Network 
Barriers
Finding the right people to help with advancing 
their social cause is the main networking obstacle 
for youth. This may be partly because older gen-
erations may fail to appreciate the importance of 
engaging with youth, consequently isolating them 
from larger political structures and restricting their 
opportunities to engage with society in meaning-
ful ways, as one study argues.40 Elsewhere it has 

been suggested that young people may prefer 
to use their own youth networks and do not have 
enough information on, or connection to, other 
more formal adult-led networks.41

CHART 3.21
YOUTH’S BARRIERS TO BUILDING NETWORKS

46%

38% 20%

7%36%

Difficulty in 
finding the 
right people 

Difficulty 
connecting with 
people that can 
help me

I haven’t tried to 
use my network 
to address social 
issues

I don’t have 
challenges using 
my network

Difficulty 
convincing and 
motivating 
people to help me

Finding the right people poses the biggest chal-
lenge (according to 46% of respondents), rather 
than subsequently connecting with people (38%) 
or after that, convincing them to help out (36%). If 
youth cannot find the right people, then whether 
or not they can connect with them or persuade 
them to help becomes irrelevant. This suggests 
that there are fundamental problems that need 
to be overcome at the most basic level: how 
should youth go about finding the right people? 
Overcoming this challenge will require compre-
hensive solutions involving both in-person and 
virtual approaches. A 2022 study underscores the 
significance of young adults forming robust so-
cial networks by actively participating in commu-
nity events, joining interest-based groups, and 
using social media platforms to connect with 
peers and mentors.42

When attempting to identify who faces the biggest 
barriers, youth in Africa (51%) see finding the right 
people as bigger than the other barriers. In terms 
of the top causes that youth care about, youth 
concerned about the environment are the only 
ones who say that it is easier to find people to help 
than it is to convince them to help (43% vs 45%). 
Those concerned about mental health say it is 
harder to find people, but much easier to convince 
them (47% vs 30%), as do those concerned about 
barriers to employment (50% vs 35%). This could 
be interpreted in two ways: it could be that at least 
the first stage of networking in the sustainability 
sector is more effective than in most other sectors, 
raising questions about what can be learned from 
their networking methods. But it could also be that 
once the initial barrier of finding people has been 
overcome, in other sectors youth find it easier to 
take networking to the next level.

A primary networking 
obstacle is finding the 

right people to help with 
advancing social causes.

51%

28%

AFRICAN 
YOUTH

MIDDLE 
EASTERN YOUTH 

SEE FINDING THE RIGHT PEOPLE AS 
THE BIGGEST BARRIER

DO NOT ENGAGE IN NETWORKING

43%
FIND PEOPLE 
TO HEP WITH 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
ISSUES

THE MOST EFFECTIVE 
NETWORKING TAKES 
PLACE AROUND 
ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

“

”

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19404476.2022.2033069
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/vnl-howyoungadultsview-2022.pdf
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/vnl-howyoungadultsview-2022.pdf
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/vnl-howyoungadultsview-2022.pdf


47

a different location – including Shenzhen in 
China in 2019, and Karnataka in India in 2022 
– to bring fresh perspectives and come up 
with disruptive ideas to design programs that 
can create a positive social impact. Last year, 
its Innovation Lab was held in Kigali, Rwanda, 
where youth came up with some 200 solutions 
aimed at addressing the planet’s most press-
ing challenges, as well as piloting a partnership 
with the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) to promote inclusivity by in-
tegrating 100 refugees.

The winning ideas included a solar drying pro-
ject that buys surplus crops at peak season and 
then sells them in off-season to local and inter-
national buyers at a premium; a project based 
on using Unstructured Supplementary Service 
Data (USSD) code that helps people take action 
before developing symptoms or complications 
of diabetes; a program that tackles transporta-
tion challenges encountered by pregnant and 
post-natal women in remote areas of Zambia; 
and a project that provides education to rural 
women in Sudan so that they can sell products 
online and earn a sustainable salary. 

Partners include a global fashion company that 
supports solutions for a circular future; an inter-
national development consulting firm; and one 
of the largest foundations in the world. 

CASE STUDY: NETWORKS AND 
INSTITUTIONS - UNLEASH
Unleash is a growing global community that 
attempts to bring together talented young 
changemakers focused on developing innova-
tive solutions to achieve the United Nations Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs).43

Founded in 2016 in Copenhagen, Denmark, the 
non-profit organization has grown rapidly by 
mobilizing thousands of young people from di-
verse socioeconomic backgrounds around the 
world to solve a wide range of social and envi-
ronmental problems.

Unleash aims to amplify the efforts of its grow-
ing community as a network that brings to-
gether youth from more than 170 countries. The 
organization forms an incubator that provides 
mentoring and business support for young en-
trepreneurs to implement and scale up impact-
ful solutions, and organizes capacity-building 
programs through hackathons. Unleash pro-
motes community leadership through its Am-
bassador program by training youth represent-
atives to make a positive local impact.

Every year, Unleash gathers together 1000 
young people (many more apply to attend) in 

Institutional Impact on 
Youth Efforts
Whether in the public, private or non-profit sec-
tor, institutions play a key role in amplifying young 
people’s efforts to create a positive social impact. 
This section looks at the significant support that 
institutions can provide and the range of chal-
lenges that prevent them from doing so, such 
as youth’s trust in institutions. We discuss areas 
where institutions can do more to help, already 
aware that funding is one of the most important.

Governments and academic 
institutions
Although youth seek support from a range of insti-
tutions, with more than a third rating governments 
most highly in their ability to drive positive social 
impact compared to other institutions. This may 
seem logical, since governments command the 
biggest social budgets, and in many countries are 
the biggest employers. But it may also be surpris-
ing, given how differently youth and governments 
often see the world – especially those from racial 
minorities or lower income groups, as a recent sur-
vey conducted in the US shows.44

Academic institutions are considered to be the 
next most effective institution, by 18% of respond-
ents, perhaps because of their role in educating 
social changemakers, or their traditional role in 
promoting free speech, especially in Europe and 
some Latin American countries, although this is 
in decline, as research shows.45 However, interna-
tional institutions, NGOs and the private sector are 
considered to be roughly just a third as impactful 
as governments (11–13%). Given the unlimited aspi-
rations youth have towards resolving social chal-
lenges, youth believe institutions across the board 
have an obligation to provide more support – but 
they also plainly believe that international institu-
tions, NGOs and the private sector can do more.

Opinions on government 
effectiveness vary by country
Opinions on the effectiveness of governments in 
driving social change varied significantly from 
country to country. In the UK, 45% of youth say 
governments have the biggest impact on their 
social causes, followed by Brazil (43%), while just 
22% feel this way in Japan. In general, there were 
no discernable similarities between governments 

CHART 3.22

Governments and academic institutions are the 
primary institutions where youth seek support

INSTITUTIONS THAT SUPPORT SOCIAL 
CHANGE MOST, ACCORDING TO YOUTH

35%

18%

Governments

Academic 
institutions

10%
None of the above

13%
NGOs

12%
Private 
sector

11%
International 
organizations

that were rated better or worse, suggesting that 
positive social impact transcends geographical 
or political boundaries. Opinions on this issue are 
more likely to be influenced by policy effectiveness 
or wider cultural factors.

Governments have the strongest impact when ad-
dressing resource inequality and environmental is-
sues, as well as removing barriers to education and 
employment. They were deemed least helpful with 
barriers to creative expression and technology-re-
lated challenges, issues which are perhaps often 
better attended by academia or the private sector.

Mostly, the more highly educated the respondent, 
the more they think governments can have an im-
pact. Meanwhile, those with high incomes were 
50% more likely to say NGOs and the private sec-
tor had the biggest impact, while they were 50% 
less likely to rate international organizations high-
ly – this may be due to perceptions of their effec-
tiveness caused by either direct or indirect expe-
riences. There was mutual appreciation between 
those working in the public sector and NGOs, with 
each ranking the other more highly than all other 
groups. This points to an interesting synergy be-
tween the two sectors which could possibly be lev-
eraged further, through greater cooperation.

C. EMPOWERING YOUTH HOW NETWORKS AND INSTITUTIONS ENABLE SOCIAL IMPACT46 A GLOBAL SURVEY 2023

https://unleash.org
https://thenext100.org/disconnected-and-skeptical-young-peoples-views-of-government/
https://thenext100.org/disconnected-and-skeptical-young-peoples-views-of-government/
https://academic-freedom-index.net/research/Academic_Freedom_Index_Update.pdf
https://academic-freedom-index.net/research/Academic_Freedom_Index_Update.pdf
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CHART 3.23

CHART 3.24

Nigerian youth report the most trust in government to create youth-oriented policies. Japan and 
France report the least trust

TRUST IN GOVERNMENTS TO CREATE YOUTH-ORIENTED POLICIES, BY COUNTRY

YOUTH CHALLENGES IN GETTING SUPPORT FROM INSTITUTIONS 
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Barriers to Institutional 
Support 
Youth rate the challenges they face in getting 
support from institutions fairly equally. The lack 

35% 24%

35% 24%

34% 4%

31%

Lack of effectiveness Transparency of information

Lack of trust in integrity I haven’t tried getting support from institutions 

Difficulty in finding the right institutions No challenges

Difficulty contacting/responsiveness

of effectiveness of institutions, their lack of trust 
in the integrity of institutions, and their difficul-
ty in finding, contacting, and getting a response 
from the right institutions to help them, were 
each highlighted as concerns by roughly a third 
of respondents. 

Interestingly, the results show that the more that 
institutional support is sought, the greater the 
concerns are about institutional effectiveness. So, 
the more that youth engage with institutions, the 
more they are aware of their flaws (it is not that lack 
of engagement is explained by concerns about a 
lack of effectiveness). This relationship is clearest 
when comparing individual countries: to take an 
extreme example, in China, where almost all (97%) 
respondents have sought institutional support, 
half are concerned by the lack of effectiveness of 
institutions; in Japan, where just over half (53%) 
have sought institutional support, far fewer (17%) 
are bothered about institutional effectiveness. As 
a result, depending on the country, there is often 
potential for institutions to extend more support to 
youth – the challenge will be to identify those who 
are most motivated and have the strongest sense 
of duty to their cause.

Trust in Governments vs 
Corporations
Without trust in institutions, youth are less likely 
to seek their support; trust is a cornerstone of a 
well-functioning institutional framework. Greater 
trust will help youth to channel the support that 
institutions are willing and able to provide to the 
maximum extent.

While a lack of trust in institutions did not stand 
out in comparison to other barriers, there are  

CHART 3.25

Youth trust corporates and government to be 
effective in different domains
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Governments access to information
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Government access to funding

Corporate access to funding

Government creation of youth-focused policies

TRUST LEVELS IN CORPORATES AND 
GOVERNMENTS FOR LOWERING 
ACCESS BARRIERS 
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significant differences between youth’s trust in 
governments compared to corporations. They 
trust governments most to lower barriers to ac-
cess to information and funding, and the crea-
tion of youth-focused policies in the context for 
driving social impact. Meanwhile, they trust cor-
porate leaders most to lower barriers to access to 
jobs and technology. In general, research by Edel-
man shows that businesses are significantly more 
trusted than governments in most countries.46 Ac-
cording to an OECD poll, less than half of young 
people expressed confidence in their national 
government in OECD countries in 2019.47 But there 
are even more striking differences in perceptions 
of trust between youth and leaders.

A trust disconnect in leader and 
youth opinions
Similar to other findings from this study, leaders 
are excessively optimistic about how much they 
are trusted by youth. This highlights a discon-
nect between the two groups, and the need for 
dialogue between them, which this report aims 
to stimulate. As already noted, about a third of 
young people say that trust in the integrity of  

institutions is an issue; but almost all leaders (99%) 
believe that young people trust both leaders and 
their sectors more broadly to enable them to cre-
ate social change. Showcasing this gap, only 29% 
of youth say they trust leaders to lower barriers to 
capacity building (the outliers were Indonesia, at 
52%, and Japan, at 8%), while as many as half of 
leaders say they build youth capacity to do this 
(72% in the US vs 24% in Turkey).

CHART 3.26
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Whilst 99% of leaders in all countries believe in they build youth capacity, trust in this varies widely in 
countries

YOUTH TRUST IN CORPORATE LEADERS FOR CAPACITY BUILDING IN 
SELECTED COUNTRIES

99%

22%

LEADERS BELIEVE 
THEY LOWER 
BARRIERS

YOUTH TRUST 
LEADERS TO 
LOWER BARRIERS

BUT

Research suggests that the discrepancy between 
leaders’ perceptions of trust and support and the 
actual experiences of youth can be attributed to 
differences in perception, communication gaps, 
evaluation challenges, and the complex nature of 
trust and support in youth-leader relationships.48 
Elsewhere, it is argued that cultural differences, 
including language barriers and social norms, 
as well as generational differences in values and 
communication styles, can widen the communi-
cation gap.49 This can result in youth feeling mis-
understood or disregarded by leaders who may 
not be aware of or sensitive to these differences.

Building Blocks of Youth 
Support: The Role of 
Institutions
Institutional support can come in many shapes 
and sizes. For example, access to an organiza-
tion’s expertise or connections, having formal pol-
icies supporting a cause, and allowing time off or 
the use of office space to support it. When bar-
riers are overcome and organizations succeed in 
supporting their young employees in driving social 
change, their initiatives are far more likely to have 
a greater impact. Almost two-thirds of youth re-
ported that their employer provided one of several 
types of support for their social causes – mostly 
access to an organization’s expertise or connec-
tions. As a rule, the higher the income earned, the 
more support is received – or the more valued an 
employee is, the more likely an employer is to in-
vest in their social impact initiatives. While it may 
be that employers are more willing to invest in em-
ployees they consider to be more skilled or compe-
tent (explaining their higher pay), it could also be 
that the higher pay is a reflection of the greater fi-
nancial resources of the organization in question, 
and therefore the greater their ability to invest in 
social change projects.

Leaders report more support than 
youth say they receive
However, when leaders were asked the same ques-
tions, they said they provided almost three times 
more support than youth suggest. For example, 
where 27% of youth say they are able to leverage 
expertise within their organization to achieve their 
goals, 73% of leaders say their organization pro-
vides support in this way; and where 26% of youth 

CHART 3.27

Youth find institutional support in a variety of ways

HOW YOUTH ACCESS SUPPORT IN 
THEIR ORGANIZATIONS
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I am able to leverage expertise within the organization that 
help me achieve my goals

I am able to leverage connections within the organization to 
support my cause

The organization I work for has a formal policy that supports 
me to pursue my cause
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activities related to my cause

Time off occasionally to pursue my cause

None the above

say they are able to leverage connections within 
their organization to achieve their goals, 70% of 
leaders say their organization provides support in 
this way. 

Once again, we see the disconnect between youth 
and leaders, which must be addressed. Youth to-
day make career decisions based on their values 
and want their organizations to empower them to 
drive change, according to research by Deloitte.50 
About a third say they have turned down employ-
ers that do not align with their values, while slight-
ly more have rejected assignments due to ethical 
concerns.

One leader from Egypt reflects the optimism seen 
in leaders: “The resources we have provided are 
very beneficial to [youth] as they expand their 
knowledge and networks, which leads them to cre-
ate a greater positive impact on the community.”

https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2023-01/2023%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20Global%20Report.pdf
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2023-01/2023%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20Global%20Report.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/1a587081-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/1a587081-en#section-d1e4902
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/1a587081-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/1a587081-en#section-d1e4902
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8219544/
https://fastercapital.com/content/Communication-gap--Breaking-Barriers--Overcoming-the-Communication-Gap.html
https://www.deloitte.com/global/en/issues/work/content/genzmillennialsurvey.html
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CHART 3.28
HOW LEADERS PROVIDE SUPPORT TO YOUTH
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on the community.

Egyptian business leader

Although nearly two-thirds of youth did report 
that their employer provided some kind of sup-
port overall, that still leaves just over a third who 
say their organization is doing little or nothing to 
support them in advocating for social change. In 
certain countries, youth receive remarkably lit-
tle support from their employers. In Japan, 60% 
of youth say their organization doesn’t support 
them; in France, it’s 57%. At the other end of 
the scale is China, where only 5% say they don’t 
receive support – possibly a reflection of the  

powerful economic growth that China has seen in 
recent decades. 

Overall, there is a clear positive relationship be-
tween institutional support and youth’s confi-
dence in their ability to drive change: those who 
receive support are about twice as likely to believe 
they have a high ability to achieve positive out-
comes in their social change initiatives; those who 
do not receive support are twice as likely to believe 
that they have a low ability.

60%

57%

5%

JAPAN

FRANCE

CHINA

PERCENTAGE OF YOUTH 
WHO REPORT LOW 
EMPLOYER SUPPORT FOR 
SOCIAL CHANGE

When their employers do empower them to enact 
social change, they do so mostly in more passive 
ways, for example, by sharing information and ex-
pertise (64%). Somewhat fewer leaders – roughly 
half – feel that they enable youth in more active 
ways by providing capacity building (especially 
NGOs) and access to jobs (mostly in the private 
sector). But little more than a quarter say that 
they go as far as providing funding, while twice as 
many NGOs (50%) do this, compared to just 18% of 
public sector leaders.

The vast majority of leaders (95%) rate the impact 
of their organization’s support of young change-
makers positively (most of all in Nigeria and 
Egypt), yet again reflecting a degree of optimism 
in leaders that is not apparent to the same extent 
among youth. 

A leader from India summed up the importance 
of institutions for their young employees, since 
they represent “the only environment you join af-
ter your home once you start working, so if that 
environment is supportive… automatically you will 
function towards social and personal growth and 
social engagements. That can only happen once 
you have a conducive environment, so the com-
pany environment is highly important as it helps 
in your growth.”

How Leaders Provide Support 
in a Personal Capacity 
It is helpful to distinguish between the support 
provided by organizations, and the leaders that 
run them. Leaders can provide support to youth 
not only as part of larger organizations, but also 
on a more personal level. Once again, leaders are 
extremely optimistic about how effective their per-
sonal contributions are: almost all of them (99%) 
believe they make a significant difference, with 
just over half (51%) believing they make a “big” dif-
ference – in this group, leaders in governments 
are significantly more confident in their support 
towards youth than NGO leaders (62% vs 36%), 
while women were more optimistic than men (62% 
vs 48%).

The most popular methods that leaders choose 
to provide support are in the most obvious ways: 
guiding young people on their initiatives, and  
encouraging their network to support them – 
about a quarter say they do this. Somewhat fewer 
(about a fifth) go further, and use their leverage 

CHART 3.29

Guidance, network support and advocacy are the 
most often reported forms of personal support

PERSONAL SUPPORT FROM LEADERS 
FOR YOUTH 

24%

24%

I lead or guide young people on positive social change 
initiatives

I encourage my network to support young people in creative 
positive social impact

19%

20%

9%

3%

I volunteer my time to train young people in skills conducive 
to creating positive social change

I use my leverage and credibility to advocate for supporting 
young people in creating positive social change

I help them become more empathetic

I donate money to social change projects led by youth

“
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and credibility to advocate for supporting young 
people, or volunteer their time to train young peo-
ple in the appropriate skills. But very few (3%) ac-
tually donate money to youth-led social change 
projects.

Beyond the specific methods they choose, lead-
ers say their support enhances youth’s ability to 
create positive social impact mostly in three ways: 
mentoring or networking (33%), skills development 
(31%), and opening up more opportunities (27%).

One private sector leader from Kazakhstan com-
mented on mentoring: “I dedicate myself to giving 
them my experience and time and teaching them 
to be a better version of themselves.” Another pri-
vate sector leader from Egypt said: “Sometimes, 
they lack proper guidance or a leader, and I help 
them by showing them the right path and practic-
es to do better in these situations.” 

On skills development, one private sector UK lead-
er said they “assist young people in developing 
strong techniques for monitoring the impact of 
their initiatives, such as identifying key perfor-
mance indicators and evaluating data to deter-
mine the efficacy of social change programs.”

Others see creating opportunities as valuable, as 
another leader from the NGO sector in Nigeria 
explained: “Giving young people meaningful op-
portunities to participate in decision-making and 
giving them access to a variety of resources to 
further engage them in informative activities can 
help them develop positive social changes.”

Although relatively few leaders highlighted emo-
tional support (just 13%), some do provide it. As a 
private sector leader from Turkey said: “We pro-
vide access to counseling, support groups and re-
sources to help them cope with challenges, build 
resilience and maintain their overall well-being, so 
they gain a wealth of knowledge they can share 
with others to create social change.”

24%

3%

LEADERS SUPPORT 
THROUGH 
GUIDANCE

LEADERS SUPPORT 
THROUGH 
FINANCIAL 
SUPPORT FOR 
SOCIAL CHANGE 
PROJECTS

I dedicate myself to giving 
them my experience and 
time and teaching them 

to be a better version 
of themselves.

Business leader from 
Kazakhstan

The fast arrival of AI has made it essential to consider it as an enabler towards 
positive social impact. Low AI literacy skills mean that its benefits are still un-
der-exploited, and there is much that both youth and leaders can do to harness 
its potential more effectively – for example in expanding skills and networks. This 
section looks at issues including the use of AI to drive social change, which coun-
tries are in the lead, and trust in governments to improve access to AI tools.

D. ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 
How Youth Harness AI 

Adoption of AI To Promote 
Social Change 
Despite youth’s reliance on technology for driving 
positive social impact, just 35% of youth use AI to 
promote this, while almost half don’t at all. This 
corresponds with the low ranking of technology 
literacy in the skills that youth identified as most 
applicable to them. It also contrasts with broader 
use of AI among youth, with a recent UN survey 

reporting that 80% of youth (aged 10–24) say they 
interact with AI multiple times a day, while 93% 
have a positive perception of AI.51 

Those more likely to use AI tend to be male (40% 
vs 33% female); they are also more likely to have a 
better education and a higher income, and be ex-
posed to social change in their childhood. 40% of 
respondents with university degrees use AI, com-
pared to 29% of those who went to high school; 
44% with a high income use AI, compared to 29% 
with a low income. Youth with high confidence in 
their ability to drive change are almost three times 
more likely to use AI than those with low confi-
dence (44% vs 16%), and they are much more likely 
to use AI if technology-related challenges are their 
chosen cause (60%) compared to all other youth. 
Evidently, there are opportunities to boost aware-
ness, capacity and access to AI for those groups 
that are under-represented.

CHART 3.30

Whilst AI is in wide use generally, it’s use to promote 
social change has not yet been widely adopted

LEVERAGING AI FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

39%

16%

No

I don’t know

49%
Yes

Where is use of AI to drive social 
change highest?
The use of AI is most prevalent in Asia: 47% of Asians 
(and 44% of Latin Americans) use AI to drive social 
change, compared to just 21% of Europeans and 
25% of North Americans. Nationally, 87% in China 
and 66% in Mexico use AI, compared to just 12% in 
Japan, 17% in France, and 18% in the UK.

“

”

https://unite.un.org/news/future-ai-voices-global-youth-report-launched#:~:text=the%20perception%20of%20AI%20and,but%20they%20can%20be%20controlled
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CHART 3.31

Asia and Latin America use AI more than other regions
AI USE: COUNTRY DIFFERENCES 
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China’s apparent leadership in AI – certainly 
where usage among youth involved in social im-
pact is concerned – can be explained by a big 
push by the country to invest in AI. According to 
IBM’s Global AI Adoption Index, China is in the 
lead globally in AI adoption (together with other 
Asian economies, notably India and Singapore), 
with 58% of Chinese companies deploying AI, 
compared to a global average of 38%.52 

Most European countries surveyed, including the 
UK (25%) and France (31%), were below the global 
average – as was the US, at 25%. The weakness 
of European countries is due to competitive disad-
vantages and an inability to match the amount of 
money, data, and computational resources it re-
quires to develop these systems that countries like 
China are able to provide, according to the Future 
of Life Institute.53 Stronger data protection regula-
tion in Europe is also considered a contributor to 
slower growth of its AI sector. 

While Japan was not included in the IBM index, the 
country is ranked 32nd out of 64 countries in the 

47%

21%

ASIANS 
USE AI

EUROPEANS 
WHO USE AI

IMD World Digital Competitiveness Ranking.54 This 
is due to a combination of factors, including rela-
tively low investment in research and a shortage of 
software engineers and large-scale supercomput-
ers in the private sector. Japan also has a conserv-
ative approach to AI adoption due to ethical and 
social concerns.

VS

AI’s potential for boosting skills 
and networks
When it comes to strengthening skills or growing 
networks, the extent to which youth use AI to gain 
access to relevant and instantaneous information 
(in terms of skills) or to generate network recom-
mendations (in terms of networks) is very similar, 
and also very low compared to their preferred 
methods. In terms of growing networks specifical-
ly, which most (42%) youth choose to do by finding 
and connecting with people online, only 17% use 
AI, which helps to make better and faster deci-
sions, and can allow processes to be automated.

It is noteworthy that 25% of youth from Asia adopt 
this strategy, almost three times as many as the 
9% from Europe. Once again, Chinese youth are 
a striking exception here, with 57% of them say-
ing they do this, more than twice as many as any 
other country in the world. Indonesia (26%), Mexico 
(26%) and Nigeria (23%) follow, but almost all oth-
er countries are at or below the 17% average. As 
elsewhere, the higher the level of education and 
income, the more likely youth are to leverage AI for 

strengthening networks and skills; they are also 
significantly more likely to do so if they are male.

Youth turning to AI for social 
impact
On the bright side, more youth plan to use AI in 
the future to address their cause. The proportion 
rises from just over a third using it today to almost 
half (47%), however 29% still say that they have no 
plans to, while almost a quarter of participants 
don’t know – possibly reflecting low AI literacy, 
although it is also unsurprising that uncertain-
ty is higher regarding the future. As usual, China 
stands out, with 87% of Chinese youth saying they 
will use AI in the future; Nigeria (75%) and Mexico 
(72%) too. And again, many European countries 
are behind – especially France at the bottom at 
just 18%.

Not all youth using AI today say that they will use 
it in the future. Of those who are using AI today, 
7% of them say they have no plans to use AI in the 
future. This may be connected with a lack of trust 
in AI.

CHART 3.32

More youth plan to use AI in the future to address their cause
YOUTH EXPECTATIONS OF FUTURE AI USE, BY COUNTRY
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https://www.ibm.com/downloads/cas/GVAGA3JP
https://www.ibm.com/downloads/cas/GVAGA3JP
https://futureoflife.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Emerging_Non-European_Monopolies_in_the_Global_AI_Market.pdf
https://futureoflife.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Emerging_Non-European_Monopolies_in_the_Global_AI_Market.pdf
https://www.imd.org/centers/wcc/world-competitiveness-center/rankings/world-digital-competitiveness-ranking/
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Navigating Trust: 
Governments and AI Access 
Governments are moving to shape AI policies to 
foster innovation while safeguarding human rights 
and well-being. The EU’s AI Act is a big step in this 
direction, emphasizing ethics and regulation. The 
fact that government policies regarding AI are still 
being shaped may help to explain why, of all the 
ways that global youth trust governments to lower 
barriers, they trust them least to do so in the nas-
cent field of AI.

Just 16% of youth trust governments to improve 
access to AI tools – much less than most other ar-
eas, with youth trusting governments to improve 
access to information and funding more than 
twice as much. 

However, trust was much higher in China (40%) 
and Nigeria (29%), while it was lowest in some of 
the most developed countries: Japan (7%), the UK 
(8%), Sweden (9%), France (10%), Germany (11%), 

and Australia (12%), possibly a reflection of the 
tighter regulation in Europe. Trust was three times 
higher in those with PhDs (30%) than those with 
only a primary school education (10%), and slight-
ly higher in those with higher incomes, and those 
who had been exposed to role models.

Trust in governments regarding AI was also much 
higher in those youth concerned about technol-
ogy-related challenges. Given that those con-
cerned about technology are more likely to have 
specialist knowledge about AI, their optimism may 
be well placed. 

It is worth noting that when separating the re-
sponses of just Chinese respondents (who show 
a far higher usage of AI than the global average) 
by their adopted causes, the optimism about gov-
ernments and AI of those concerned by technolo-
gy-related challenges does not stand out as clear-
ly as it does globally. Perhaps optimism in China 
is not just generated by a specialist knowledge 
of the sector, but an inherent confidence among 
most Chinese in their government’s commitment 
to AI.

CHART 3.33

Trust in governments to access AI tools is highest in China and lowest in Japan and the UK
YOUTH TRUST IN GOVERNMENT TO PROVIDE ACCESS TO AI TOOLS, BY COUNTRY
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YFLab believes this convergence of technology 
and human ingenuity promises a future where 
young individuals from Kenya’s marginalized 
communities can overcome obstacles and 
thrive. As new job opportunities emerge, YFLab 
is harnessing the demand for AI specialists and 
data scientists to make it possible for youth to 
secure quality employment and exit poverty. 

One beneficiary of YFLab’s work is Sarah Wanji-
ku. A young coder from Mathare, she honed her 
programming skills through AI-focused courses 
and mentorship provided by YFLab. She then 
developed an AI-powered chatbot that helps 
farmers in rural areas access crucial informa-
tion on weather patterns, crop management, 
and market prices, demonstrating the potential 
of AI to address real-world challenges and em-
power communities.

Another is Francis Otieno, a young entrepreneur 
from Kibera. He tapped into the power of AI to 
revolutionize healthcare access, bringing af-
fordable and reliable healthcare to underserved 
communities. With AI-driven algorithms, he de-
veloped a mobile application that uses image 
recognition technology to diagnose common 
ailments and provide relevant treatment sug-
gestions. 

By working with local partners including youth 
groups, educational institutions, religious 
groups, and local and national governments, 
YFLab reaches local communities by establish-
ing local and regional centers to localize service 
provision. 

CASE STUDY: 
YOUTH FUTURE LAB 
Youth Future Lab (YFLab), an organization com-
mitted to empowering Kenya’s youth through 
cutting-edge technology, is tapping into the 
growing potential of AI, which it believes can be 
a gamechanger for young people from disad-
vantaged backgrounds.55 

By supporting youth in the Mathare and Kibera 
communities, poor neighborhoods in the capi-
tal city of Nairobi held back by limited access to 
quality education and jobs, YFLab aims to har-
ness Kenya’s rapid growth in internet connectiv-
ity and smartphone adoption, with over 85% of 
its population now able to access the internet. 

Since 2018, YFLab has been supporting youth 
by equipping them with the skills, voice, con-
nections, and resources they need to bring 
about positive change in their local communi-
ties. It is now encouraging youth to venture into 
the realm of AI, offering mentorship programs, 
training workshops, and access to AI resources 
in order to bridge the gap between the potential 
of AI and its practical application in various sec-
tors, including agriculture, healthcare, finance, 
and education.

AI-powered tools allow Kenyan youth to address 
pressing challenges and bring about trans-
formative solutions, such as enhancing crop 
yield, improving diagnosis accuracy, facilitating 
access to financial services, and personalizing 
educational experiences. 
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CHART 3.34
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Leaders in India report providing the most access to AI. Lowest reported provision of access is in Japan 
and Kazakhstan

LEADERS PROVIDING ACCESS TO AI BY COUNTRY

Leaders recognize AI as a powerful tool for social 
innovation and entrepreneurship that enables 
young people to identify pressing social issues, 
analyze vast amounts of data and provide them 
with fast, accurate, and reliable information on 
social concerns. This can generate significant 
insights that will influence evidence-based deci-
sions and the formation of innovative strategies 
and solutions for achieving positive change.

“AI has the potential to be a game changer by 
assisting young people in recognizing and ana-
lyzing societal concerns, coming up with creative 
solutions, and reaching larger audiences through 
targeted content and communication tactics,” 
said one leader from India. “Through the use of 
AI-powered data analysis, youth can better under-
stand the needs of their beneficiaries and com-
munities by identifying opportunities for outreach 
and innovation which will ultimately improve deci-
sion-making,” said another from India. 

The fact that AI can be tailored to solve particular 
societal issues and create AI-driven solutions that 
address the particular requirements and difficul-
ties of each community is particularly valued by 
leaders. “AI is capable of analyzing socioeconomic 
data to pinpoint problem regions and create fo-

cused solutions to reduce poverty,” said one leader 
from Australia.

Leaders also highlight AI’s ability to forecast fu-
ture social issues and trends, allowing youth to 
address emerging challenges more proactively 
and allocate resources more effectively: “Based 
on historical data, AI models can forecast future 
patterns and outcomes and young people can 
use these projections to anticipate social con-
cerns and handle prospective challenges head 
on,” said one leader from Australia.

AI as a bridge for youth collaboration
AI also has the potential to connect more youth, by 
improving cross-platform connectivity, simplifying 
data sharing, and strengthening people’s ability 
to connect and collaborate across various chan-
nels. “AI-powered platforms have the potential to 
link up young activists with global groups and indi-
viduals who share their values, promoting cooper-
ation and information exchange for greater social 
good,” said one leader from the UK. “AI-powered 
platforms and social media algorithms can assist 
like-minded young activists and organizations, 
making it easier for young people to collaborate 

How Leaders Help Youth 
Harness AI 
There is much more scope for leaders to increase 
their use of AI, as well as youth. When enabling 
young people to create positive social impact by 
providing them access to a range of different tools, 
the only area to which they provide less access than 
AI is funding, at 26%. Some 38% say they provide 
access to AI tools, but that is still less than all other 
areas, with information and expertise the highest. 

Reflecting the lower interest in technology in young 
women, fewer female leaders provide access to AI; 
and almost twice as many leaders in the private 
sector (40%) do so than in NGOs (22%). Intriguing-
ly, Chinese leaders score slightly below average 
(36%), while the leaders from India (60%) provide 
the most access, followed by leaders in Austral-
ia, Nigeria and Saudi Arabia (all 56%). Those that 
scored lowest (all at 24%) were Argentina, Brazil, 
Japan and Kazakhstan.

Leaders on AI’s potential benefits 
and pitfalls
The leaders surveyed gave a wide variety of opin-
ions with regard to the role that AI can play in 
helping young people create positive social im-
pact by boosting their productivity and efficien-
cy, optimizing the allocation of limited resources, 
and automating repetitive tasks to free up time for 
youth to focus on more strategic areas where they 
can have a more beneficial impact.

In general, most leaders highlighted the advan-
tages of AI, such as learning platforms that can 
enable youth to increase knowledge, understand-
ing and skills that relate to social initiatives, while 
helping to raise awareness about social issues 
not only among youth but also beyond. AI-driven 
awareness campaigns, educational AI apps and 
chatbots for assistance were all mentioned as 
positive uses of AI.

AI has the potential to 
be a game changer by 

assisting young people in 
recognizing and analyzing 

societal concerns, 
coming up with creative 
solutions and reaching 

larger audiences through 
targeted content and 

communication tactics.

Business leader from India
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timistic than their peers elsewhere: 56% of stu-
dents in the UAE and 49% of students in Saudi 
Arabia believe AI will revolutionize teaching and 
learning methods (contrasting with their more 
cautious peers in the UK and the US, at 30% and 
38%, respectively).

Students in Saudi Arabia are particularly keen, 
with 49% reporting they will use significantly 
more generative AI tools in the next six months 
– more than any other country surveyed ex-
cept Brazil. Students in Saudi Arabia are also 
well ahead of other countries when it comes to 
chatbots: 47% are very comfortable with using 
them to get quick answers to questions, com-
pared to just 13% in the UK.

It should be noted that despite their overall en-
thusiasm, more than a quarter of students in 
both Middle Eastern countries believe AI is un-
ethical and should not be allowed in higher ed-
ucation due to the risk of cheating and plagia-
rism – more than the global average.

Although university leaders have been slower 
to incorporate AI than students – as might be 
expected – Saudi Arabia in particular has been 
busy preparing for the onset of AI, and was the 
most advanced country in developing and roll-
ing out university-wide policies for generative AI 
writing tools like ChatGPT, with 77% of universi-
ty leaders surveyed there doing so (the UAE was 
close behind, at 69%).

CASE STUDY:
MIDDLE EAST AI ADOPTION
Students in the Middle East are setting a global 
example with their rapid adoption of AI in the 
fast-evolving field of higher education, opening 
up new avenues for youth to boost their poten-
tial for creating positive social impact.

A recent study by Anthology, which provides 
EdTech solutions to more than 150 million users 
in 80 countries, shows that students in Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) are 
among the most enthusiastic users of AI, ac-
cording to the survey carried out in 11 countries 
around the world.56 Almost a third of students 
in both countries use AI at least weekly, which is 
over three times more than students in the UK 
and the US.

AI is poised to revolutionize EdTech by foster-
ing personalized learning experiences through 
AI-powered virtual tutors and supporting idea 
generation. This will enhance student engage-
ment, improve teaching practices and create 
dynamic and interactive content, also creating 
more equitable educational opportunities that 
can help to close the skills gap and bridge the 
digital divide through targeted interventions.

Middle Eastern students clearly recognize and 
accept AI’s revolutionary potential for the world 
of EdTech, and in general are much more op-

AI is capable of analyzing 
socioeconomic data to 

pinpoint problem regions 
and create focused 

solutions to reduce poverty.

Business leader 
from Australia

and mobilize for social change,” said another 
from the UK. AI-powered language translation 
technologies can also help young people connect 
with one another across cultural gaps by breaking 
down language barriers.

"There are many other aspects of AI that can be 
harnessed for the greater good. In order to protect 
customers and financial institutions, young en-
thusiasts can create AI solutions for fraud detec-
tion, risk management, and identity verification," 
observed one leader. Another from the US pointed 
out that “young people may ensure that AI tech-
nologies respect people’s rights and privacy by 
advocating for the development of AI with strong 
ethical and data privacy considerations.”

Others highlighted how AI should be leveraged in 
areas like mental health, inclusivity and human 
rights, by tracking abuses of human rights and 
supplying proof for advocacy campaigns. 

The environment was another particular area of 
interest for several leaders: “AI-driven solutions 
can be used by youth to monitor climate change, 
preserve natural resources and safeguard ecosys-
tems which will support environmental sustaina-
bility,” said one from the US. Another from the UK 
pointed out that AI can be used “to control energy 
storage, forecast the generation of renewable en-
ergy, and enhance grid stability, which will speed 
up the switch to clean energy.” 

Similarly, “its capacity to evaluate large datasets 
improves reaction, recovery, and preparedness for 
disasters, highlighting its powerful but little-known 
role in reducing environmental concerns,” accord-
ing to an Australian leader. It can also be used to 
solve urban challenges and build smart, more sus-
tainable cities, according to another Australian 
leader. “By optimizing public areas and dynami-
cally managing traffic patterns, artificial intelli-
gence algorithms in urban planning successfully 
mitigate noise pollution.”

AI’s double-edged sword
However, several leaders cautioned against the 
dangers of AI. While it can help to validate or in-

validate some of youth’s ideas more quickly, there 
is also a risk that AI can provide false information. 
“It’s not mature enough to be relied upon,” warned 
one leader from the US.

Another US leader suggested that access to AI 
should be given “only to some extent” and that 
it should be regulated more, to prevent its use in 
hacking, for example. While full access to AI should 
be given in areas like education, or increasing pro-
ductivity in manufacturing, “youth should be well 
trained before giving them full access,” according 
to an Australian leader.

Other leaders were more pessimistic with one from 
India, arguing that AI could even “degrade and 
hamper” youth opportunities in the future rather 
than increasing them, as they become increasingly 
dependent on AI and lose skills that were normal for 
previous generations. 

“Entrepreneurs might unintentionally contribute 
to a society in which people become less capable 
of doing important tasks without the assistance 
of AI, which could have an adverse effect on cre-
ativity and problem-solving skills,” said one leader 
from Indonesia.
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Taking Action
4 Catalysts for Youth-Led 

Positive Social Impact
Empowerment in Action: 
Practical Steps for 
Changemakers
The following recommendations mark a clear way 
forward through concrete actions for youth and 
leaders striving to create positive social impact. 
Each one is based on specific findings generated 
by the survey, with recommendations addressing 
all of the major areas covered in the report, from 
motivations, skills and mindsets, to networks, insti-
tutions and technology. Individually, these recom-
mendations are intended to be realistic, and are 
linked to real-world examples. However, if they are 
all implemented simultaneously, the impact could 
be profound.

Empowering Youth Action
AI also has the potential to connect more youth by 
improving cross-platform connectivity, simplifying 
data sharing, and strengthening people’s ability 
to connect.

1. Find a cause that affects you personally. A 
personal or community connection to a cause 
leads to stronger engagement, which helps 
to cultivate a greater sense of purpose, moti-
vation and hope. This in turn drives more pos-
itive and impactful actions, the survey shows. 
Whether the chosen cause affects youth per-
sonally, or their community, it is important to 
learn and understand more about them by 
speaking to those affected, visiting impacted 
places and contacting relevant organizations. 
By generating more online content about their 
causes, youth can create peer-to-peer learn-
ing and action opportunities, for example, 
which can help other youth that struggle to 
find out about their cause.

2. Adopt more active ways of driving change. 
While more passive methods, such as signing 
online petitions, are popular, focusing on more 

committed actions such as organizing and 
participating in youth-led campaigns, or col-
laborating with like-minded organizations and 
individuals can have a greater impact. Given 
that youth identify online communities as pow-
erful network enablers, they can use their voice 
to raise awareness by harnessing social media 
and digital platforms to mobilize other youth 
towards their causes and crowdsource solu-
tions. They can also make the case for social 
support for youth-led initiatives, lobby for poli-
cy changes, and advocate for solutions. 

3. Develop broader networks both in-person and 
online. While an alarming proportion of youth 
do not tap into this resource at all, given that 
youth continue to rely on family and friends it 
is possible that using a wider range of sourc-
es of support could help to achieve deeper 
change. It can be highly rewarding for young 
people to participate in youth forums (for ex-
ample, see Case Study on Unleash on page 46) 
and engage in discussions with policymakers. 
In particular, they can look for more support 
in expanding their networks at cause-specific 
organizations. The survey clearly shows they 
are underexploited by youth, despite their val-
ue because of their ability to provide more fo-
cused assistance. However, academic, profes-
sional and community circles also have ample 
scope to provide more support. 

4. Seek role models and mentors that inspire 
action. Given that networks are underused by 
youth, there is an opportunity for youth to lever-
age them to locate and adopt role models who 
address their chosen cause. This yields multiple 
and diverse benefits, from becoming more ac-
tive in addressing social causes, to increasing 
confidence and giving a greater sense of duty. 
Role models for social impact include both 
people seen on a regular basis (such as fam-
ily members, teachers, or community leaders 
who inspire social action), and more generally 
people who are successfully influencing social 
change. Mentor International is an example 
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of an international non-profit development 
organization that provides evidence-based 
mentoring programs which steer young peo-
ple towards strong role models that can set 
them on a path to a promising future.1 The sur-
vey casts light on the importance of mentors 
as well as role models. In the workplace, youth 
can seek mentorship from experienced profes-
sionals who share their passion and champion 
positive change. They can also apply for men-
torship programs in their community or organ-
ization to engage with experienced individuals 
to learn about social change. If mentorship 
programs are not readily available at work or 
in communities, youth can also seek support 
from NGOs and international organizations – 
one example is Global Changemakers.2

5. Strengthen skills and mindsets more dynami-
cally. Given the emphasis placed by youth and 
leaders alike on soft skills such as emotional in-
telligence, problem-solving, and strategic and 
critical thinking, multiple online and offline 

resources can offer development in this area. 
Beyond reading and viewing videos online, 
youth can adopt more dynamic methods of 
building skills such as volunteering, or applying 
for training and/or internship programs with 
prospective or current employers. This will lead 
to higher levels of confidence when seeking to 
drive positive social impact. Upshift program 
(see Case Study on page 38) provides an ar-
ray of opportunities globally.3 Misk also offers 
a range of programs aimed at strengthening 
skills, such as its NPO Essential Masterclasses.4 

While focusing on building the required skills, 
obtaining the right mindset is equally impor-
tant. Leaders recommend that youth should 
develop a greater sense of discipline and focus 
in particular.

6. Engage with technology, especially AI, from an 
earlier age. There is an opportunity for youth 
to do much more to harness developments 
in technology, especially AI, to drive social 
change. Choosing STEM subjects at school and 

signing up to immersive summer programs at 
local tech companies for hands-on experience 
can provide youth with a valuable start. Cod-
ing bootcamps, workshops, and online courses 
can enhance technical skills and build confi-
dence – especially for young women, who need 
to concentrate on sharpening their technology 
skills as early as possible. In terms of applying 
their skills, developing apps, websites, or social 
media campaigns that address social issues 
are all interesting possibilities. In particular, 
there is huge potential to make more use of AI, 
which helps to make better and faster deci-
sions, improve knowledge and understanding 
of their chosen social cause, and grow skills by 
gaining access to relevant and instantaneous 
information (see AI Case Studies on pages 59 
and 63).

How Leaders Can Empower Young 
Changemakers
1. Create opportunities for dialogue with youth. 

There is a clear lack of dialogue between youth 
and leaders, who need to be more mindful 
of youth’s problems, needs and differences. 
In their different capacities, whether formal-
ly through their organizations or informally 
through their personal capacity, leaders have 
the resources sought by youth that can help 
them to amplify the impact of their social ini-
tiatives. A greater awareness of their enabling 
function could help to empower youth, who 
perceive that leaders provide less support than 
they say they do. On an individual level, leaders 
can engage with younger people in their com-
munities and organizations to learn about their 
concerns, for example by including their voice 
in their organizations through youth councils. 
On a corporate level, they can also organize 
more ad hoc events and forums that enable 
leaders and youth to come together. One or-
ganization dedicated to promoting intergener-
ational networking and exchange is CIRKEL, a 
platform that connects people of all ages for 
reciprocal support, collaboration, learning and 
mentorship.5

2. Dedicate personal time and expertise. While 
leaders are committed to devoting time to pre-
paring youth for social impact, they could har-
ness youth potential more efficiently by allo-
cating a more specific – but realistic – number 
of hours per week to strengthen their commit-
ment to youth. That time spent could be allo-

cated to acting as a mentor to promising youth, 
allowing youth to access their personal exper-
tise and connections, and introducing them 
to other leaders. They can also implement in-
house programs such as “Employee Resource 
Groups” focused on young professionals, offer-
ing networking opportunities, mentorship, and 
professional development resources tailored 
to the needs of younger employees. One suc-
cessful initiative that could provide inspiration 
is the Youth Leadership Council, a non-profit 
organization in Houston that shows how men-
tors can use their personal time and expertise 
to foster leadership skills and social change 
competencies among youth.6

3. Build skills in future changemakers. Youth 
identify a lack of training and internship pro-
grams within their organizations to equip them 
with skills and mindsets that foster positive so-
cial impact. Providing financial and logistical 
support for educational pursuits, scholarships, 
or educational assistance programs to encour-
age continuous learning and personal growth 
for youth is a powerful way in which leaders can 
help – Powerful Youth is one such example.7 

They could also create workplace institutional 
practices and culture that empower youth to 
develop skills. Leaders in the public sector can 
look at incorporating non-formal, experiential, 
and enterprising educational practices into 
national systems (for example, UNICEF’s Up-
shift program, featured in the Case Study on 
page 38).

4. Enhance network access for youth by shar-
ing connections. Leaders can increase youth 
access to their diverse networks and explore 
community and organizational youth network-
ing needs. This will assist in implementing initi-
atives that will connect them to relevant peo-
ple like policy makers, academics or business 
leaders to advance their social agenda. Lead-
ers can also challenge other leaders to offer 
more of their network resources, and can invite 
youth to events and other in-person activities 
in order to increase their networking opportu-
nities. Examples of initiatives that have been 
successful in stimulating networking for youth 
include YouthConnekt Africa, bringing togeth-
er youth from around Africa, and the Opportu-
nity Youth Network, based in the US.8,9

5. Fortify institutional policy support. Institutions 
can enhance existing policies and practices 
to support youth changemakers, such as pro-
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Conclusion
5viding formal policies allowing time off or the 

use of office space for cause-related activities. 
Institutions can give youth more responsibility 
in social impact programs, for example by giv-
ing them greater decision-making powers, and 
encourage employees to participate in volun-
teer work, including providing paid volunteer 
time off, as well as consider creating a youth 
council at their organizations, incorporating 
young employees' voices into decision making 
and policy creation. Finally, institutions can 
develop their own community service projects, 
encouraging employees to contribute towards 
meaningful causes. Recognition programs set 
up by companies that celebrate and showcase 
positive social impact initiatives undertaken by 
both youth and leaders alike can inspire oth-
ers to follow suit. Leader advocacy is crucial in 
motivating peers towards a collective effort in 
supporting youth.

6. Empower young innovators with AI. Leaders 
can promote basic AI literacy – in youth and 
themselves – ensuring enough resources are 
devoted to training young colleagues, espe-
cially women, to avoid this becoming another 
driver of the digital divide.10,11,12 Organizations 
can strengthen their AI capacity, and consider 
the integration of AI-driven technological plat-
forms designed to actively contribute to posi-
tive social change (such as DataRobot). NGOs 
in particular have not begun to use AI enough, 
even though it has valuable real-world appli-
cations for solving social challenges in areas 
like forecasting future social issues and trends; 
fraud detection and identity verification; pro-
tecting human rights and privacy; monitoring 
climate change; helping to preserve natural 
resources and safeguard ecosystems; evalu-
ating large datasets to improve preparedness 
for disasters; and to build smart, more sus-
tainable cities. Leaders can promote AI knowl-
edge-sharing platforms that foster cross-gen-
erational collaboration and the exchange of 
ideas and experiences among individuals and 
organizations. AI-powered language transla-
tion technologies can also help young people 
connect. 
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Charting a Path for 
Youth Empowerment
Amplifying Youth Impact
The world today faces innumerable social chal-
lenges that youth are in a unique position to solve. 
While they are already making a great contribu-
tion to social change through a host of innovative 
initiatives around the globe, there is always more 
to do. But what, and how?

This survey seeks to provide answers by gaining 
a richer understanding of what youth want to 
change and what motivates them to do so; the 
extent to which they are capable of realizing those 
changes; and how their efforts can be intensified 
with help from networks, institutions and their 
leaders, and technology, especially the emerging 
potential of AI.

The findings are a source of hope. Youth are pow-
erfully motivated to drive change in a range of im-
portant areas, especially mental health, the en-
vironment and equality in the world of work. They 
are also well-equipped to advance social causes, 
possessing key skills and mindsets that will assist 
them in their journey, especially emotional intelli-
gence – even if they may be lacking discipline and 
focus, according to leaders. Importantly, there 
are many mechanisms that can help youth to do 
more and better – although, again, there is much 
that can be done to improve them.

Among the most profound messages of this study 
is that for youth-led positive social impact to be 
sustainable, it cannot be done in isolation. Throw-
ing light on the dynamic between youth and lead-
ers, in particular the positive influence that lead-
ers can have on youth, the survey shows that in 
areas such as creating opportunities, organiza-
tional support and expertise, leaders are central 
to the success of youth-led initiatives.

One of the most striking findings to emerge is the 
difference in opinions between youth and leaders 
in a wide range of issues, from their overall opti-
mism to the skills and mindsets that contribute 
to driving social change. It is clear that there is a 
greater need for dialogue between the two groups. 

The comprehensive set of recommendations pro-
vided here contain valuable insights for a wide va-
riety of audiences – including youth, policymak-
ers, academic institutions, the public and private 
sector, and non-profit organizations – so that 
together they can convert youth aspirations into 
effective actions that achieve stronger results.

Misk Foundation’s report aims to promote great-
er knowledge and understanding of the issues at 
stake, and create the conditions for bringing to-
gether all those who are interested in youth-led 
positive social change in order to power a more 
profound and longer-lasting impact.

Appendices
A. Methodology
In our survey, we observed a higher response rate 
among women compared to men, a common 
phenomenon in survey research that aligns with 
documented patterns of gender differences in 
survey participation.

Youth Survey
• Misk surveyed 18,000 participants across 20 

countries (900 from each country) from October 
to November 2023. 

• Participants were mostly female (64%), while 
34% were male, and 2% preferred not to say. 

• Participants were split into two age categories: 
18-24 (43%) and 25-35 (57%). 

• The highest level of education completed was 
distributed as follows: primary school (2%), high 
school (35%), vocational training (16%), bach-
elor’s degree (37%), master’s degree (9%), and 
PhD (2%). 

• Most participants (64%) reported living in a city, 
while 36% lived in towns or rural areas.

• Of the 48% of participants that reported in-
come, 15% said they received a high income, 
35% a medium income, and 50% a low income.

Leader Survey
• Misk surveyed 500 participants across 20 coun-

tries (25 from each country) from October to 
November 2023. 

• The leader's profile was C-Level Executives work-
ing in enterprises, large foundations (private 
sector) and advertisers that target young gen-
erations (18 to 35 years) within their communi-
cation. 

• Leaders were selected across five sectors — en-
trepreneurship, technology, media, gaming, 
sustainability, and energy and finance. 

• Participants were mostly male (83%), while 17% 
were female. 

• Participants surveyed fell into the following four 
age categories: 25-35 (6%), 36-45 (31%), 46-55 
(57%), and 56 or older (6%). 

• Private sector leaders represented 88% of par-
ticipants, followed by government (8%), and 
NGOs (4%). 

• Most participants (77%) reported living in a city, 
while 23% lived in towns or rural areas.

Countries Surveyed
• Argentina, Australia, Brazil, China, Egypt, France, 

Germany, India, Indonesia, Japan, Kazakhstan, 
Mexico, Morocco, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, South 
Africa, Sweden, Turkey, United Kingdom, United 
States.

• These countries were selected for inclusion in 
the study based on the following set of criteria: 

 — Age: Countries with a variation in population 
demographics (e.g., some skewing old, some 
skewing younger). 

 — Level of Affluence:  Countries with varied 
economic profiles, including advanced econo-
mies and emerging markets. 

 — Pace of Economic Progress: Both fast-grow-
ing and low-growth countries. 

 — Governance Models: Countries with different 
political systems. 

 — Religious Diversity: A variety of religious affil-
iations. 

 — Technological Adoption: Countries with var-
ying levels of technological development. 

 — Geography: Countries were lastly selected to 
represent a range of continents. 

Statistical Analyses
• All statistical analyses were conducted in the 

general linear model framework for continu-
ous outcomes (or the generalized linear model 
framework for binary/ordinal outcomes). 

• All models were run with robust estimators to 
account for any outliers or other violations of 
statistical assumptions. 
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• Group comparisons were conducted using the 
expected marginal means method, with a false 
discovery rate (FDR) correction on all p-values 
to control for false positives in statistical testing. 
A statistical significance threshold of .05 (the 
standard for scientific levels of confidence) was 
used to determine whether a comparison was 
statistically significant or not.

Supplemental research
These survey findings were supplemented and 
given greater context through additional desktop 
research, included throughout the text.

B. Youth Survey Questions

Q1 Hello! To begin with, tell us a bit about 
yourself. How old are you?
• Less than 18 years old

• 18-24 years old

• 25-35 years old

• 36-45 years old

• 46-55 years old

• 56 years old and older

Q2a Which gender do you identify most 
with?
• Male

• Female

• Prefer not to say

Q2b In which country do you live?
• Argentina

• Australia

• Brazil

• China

• Egypt

• France

• Germany

• India

• Indonesia

• Japan

• Kazakhstan

• Mexico

• Morocco

• Nigeria

• Saudi Arabia

• South Africa

• Sweden

• Turkey

• United Kingdom

• United States

• Other country

Q3 What is the highest degree or level of 
education you have completed?
• Primary school

• High school

• Vocational training

• Bachelor's degree

• Master's degree

• PhD

Q4 Which of the following best describes 
the place you live in?
• A city (50,000 inhabitants or more)

• A town (between 5,000 and 50,000 inhabitants)

• In the countryside (rural areas outside of towns 
and cities)

Q5 Which statement best describes your 
primary occupation?
• I work in the private sector

• I work in the public sector

• I work for an NGO

• I'm self-employed/freelancer

• I'm unemployed

• I'm a student

Q6 How many people, if any, are 
financially dependent on you?
• 0 people

• 1 person

• 2-3 people

• 4-5 people

• 6 or more people

Q7 What is your mother's educational 
level?
• Primary school

• High school

• Vocational training

• Bachelor's degree

• Master's degree

• PhD

• I'm not sure

Q7b What is your father's educational 
level?
• Primary school

• High school

• Vocational training

• Bachelor's degree

• Master's degree

• PhD

• I'm not sure

Q8 What is your personal total annual 
income?
[Options provided in country currency, with US op-
tions given here.]

• Under $30,000 a year

• Between $30,000 and $70,000 a year

• Over $70,000 a year

Q9 Which of the following causes are you 
most passionate about?
• Sustainability and environmental issues

• Resource inequality

• Mental health challenges and stability

• Barriers to education

• Barriers to employment

• Barriers to creative expression

• Youth underrepresentation

• Bullying and harassment

• Forced displacement

• Technology-related challenges

Q10 Which of the following communities 
do you feel most connected to?
• Family

• Friends

• Schoolmates, classmates, or work colleagues

• Individuals within the same age group as me

• Individuals with the same ethnicity or tribal af-
filiation as me

• Individuals who share my religious beliefs

• Individuals who share my hobbies and interests

• Individuals who share my goals, values, and in-
terests

• None of the above

Q11 How much are you personally 
negatively affected by causes identified 
in your answer to Q9?
• Extremely impacted

• Rather impacted

• Rather not impacted

• Not impacted at all

Q12 How much are people in your 
communities negatively affected by 
causes identified in your answer to Q9?
• Extremely impacted

• Rather impacted

• Rather not impacted

• Not impacted at all
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Q13 Which of the following best describe 
why you feel motivated to tackle causes 
identified in your answer to Q9?
• [Identified cause/causes] affect(s) me personally

• [Identified cause/causes] affect(s) people that 
are close to me

• [Identified cause/causes] affect(s) people in my 
communities

• I learned about the causes in answer Q9 from 
the news and was inspired to make a difference

• I learned about the causes in answer Q9 from 
activists and was inspired to take up their cause

• Books, magazines, and other written sources 
have exposed me to the causes in answer Q9 
and inspired me to take action

• Social media and influencers have exposed me 
to the causes in answer Q9 and inspired me to 
take action

• I feel motivated to take action because of my 
religious or spiritual beliefs

• My personal goals include addressing causes in 
answer Q9

• My professional goals include addressing the 
causes in answer Q9

• None of the above

Q14 Which of the following emotions 
represent your feelings when it comes to 
the causes in answer Q9?
• Fear

• Frustration

• Despair

• Anger

• Anxiety

• Guilt

• Indifference

• Hope

• Motivation

• A sense of purpose

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above

Q15 Do you feel a sense of duty to act 
and address causes in your answer to 
Q9?
• Yes, a strong sense of duty

• Yes, a light sense of duty

• No, not really

• Not at all

Q16 Who do you feel you have a duty 
towards?
• Immediate family members (parents, siblings, 

children, and spouses)

• Extended family members (cousins or other rel-
atives who are further removed from your im-
mediate family)

• Friends

• Schoolmates, classmates, or work colleagues

• People in my age group or generation

• People of the same ethnic background as me

• People who share my religious beliefs

• People with shared hobbies or interests

• People with shared goals and causes

• Anyone impacted by your answer to Q9

• None of the above

Q17 How do you find out how people in 
affected communities are feeling about 
the causes in your answer to Q9?
• I call or send them a message to inquire

• I pay them a visit

• I inquire about them through a mutual connec-
tion

• I read offline about people in similar situations

• I use social media

• I try to gain insight through NGOs that work 
with people impacted by those I identified in Q9

• I engage in social conversations about causes 
identified in Q9

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above/I don't try to find out how 
people are feeling about this

Q18 During your childhood, did you 
have role models who were active in 
addressing social issues?
• Yes, my parents or siblings were active

• Yes, my sports, music or other idols were active

• Yes, extended members of my family were active

• Yes, my teachers or mentors were active

• Yes, individuals in my community were active

• No, no one I knew in childhood was particularly 
active

• I'm not sure

Q19a The skills listed below are 
associated with creating change. 
Choose the skills that most apply to you:
• Visionary leadership

• Strategic thinking and critical thinking

• Problem-solving

• Effective communication

• Networking and relationship building

• Conflict resolution and negotiation

• Influence and persuasiveness

• Community creation and mobilization

• Emotional intelligence

• Data analysis and research

• Technology literacy

• Content creation

• None of the above

Q19b The mindsets listed below are 
associated with creating change. Choose 
the mindsets that most apply to you:
• Proactive

• Resilient

• Agile

• Focused

• Results-oriented

• Curious

• Disciplined

• Collaborative

• Pragmatic

• None of the above

Q20 What are you currently doing to 
build the skills you need to tackle causes 
identified in your answer to Q9?
• Attending in-person classes or skill-building 

workshops

• Attending online classes or skill-building work-
shops

• Learning by engaging in relevant activity (such 
as participating in volunteer programs)

• Learning from a mentor or peer

• Reading relevant literature or articles

• Watching educational videos and tutorials

• Leveraging AI to gain access to relevant and in-
stantaneous information

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above / I'm not actively building 
skills to address this cause

Q21 What kind of action(s) have you 
taken or are you taking to address 
causes identified in your answer to Q9?
• Attending rallies, marches, or demonstrations

• Boycotting

• Lifestyle changes related to causes in answer to 
Q9

• Volunteering

• Signing petitions

• Raising awareness, either online or offline

• Raising funds

• Community engagement and mobilization

• Starting an organization to tackle causes in an-
swer to Q9

• Creative action - art, music, or poetry

• Asking people around me for support or re-
sources

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above
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Q21b Do you leverage Artificial 
Intelligence to support you in the actions 
selected above?
• Yes

• No

• I don't know

Q22 How would you rate your ability to 
bring about positive outcomes related to 
causes in your answer to Q9?
• Very high ability

• Rather high ability

• Rather low ability

• Very low ability

Q23 How do you rate your ability to make 
a positive impact in relation to causes 
in your answer to Q9, compared to the 
following groups of people?
• People with more experience dealing with caus-

es in answer to Q9 than me

• Senior business leaders

• Politicians and public officials

• I believe my ability to make a positive impact is 
greater than theirs

• I believe my ability to make a positive impact is 
comparable to theirs

• I believe my ability to make a positive impact is 
not yet at their level

• I don’t know

Q24 In which of the following circles have 
you found the most support or resources 
for creating sustainable change towards 
causes in your answer to Q9?
• Intimate support circle (family, close friends)

• Professional network (work colleagues, industry 
contacts)

• Academic circles (teachers, schoolmates)

• Community groups (local organizations, clubs)

• Online communities (social media groups, on-
line forums)

• Industry or cause-specific organizations

• Other circle (please specify)

• None of the above - I didn't find any support 
from these circles

• None of the above - I didn't look for any support 
so far

Q25 How do you go about increasing the 
size of your network of people who are 
relevant to your cause?
• Finding and connecting online

• Joining relevant organizations

• Asking people in my network to introduce me

• Attending an event where they're speaking or 
appearing

• Using Artificial Intelligence generated network 
recommendations

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above/I don't try to increase the size 
of my network

Q26 Based on your experiences, what 
challenges or barriers have you faced 
when trying to make use of your 
networks for social impact?
• Difficulty in finding the right people that can 

help me

• Difficulty in connecting with people that can 
help me

• Difficulty in convincing and motivating people 
to help me

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above/I didn't face any challenges 
when using my network

• I haven't tried to use my network to address so-
cial issues yet

Q27 Which institutions do you think can 
make the biggest impact for change 
towards causes identified in your answer 
to Q9?
• Government

• Private sector entities

• Universities and academic institutions

• Local NGOs and charities

• International organizations

• Other institution (please specify)

• None of the above

Q28 What challenges or barriers have 
you faced when trying to get support 
from institutions for social impact?
• Difficulty in finding the right institutions that 

could help me

• Difficulty contacting institutions and getting a 
response

• Lack of effectiveness of institutions

• Lack of trust in the integrity of institutions

• Transparency of the information provided

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above/I didn't face any challenges 
getting support from institutions

• I haven't tried getting support from institutions 
yet

Q29 I have trust in government to lower 
the barriers for positive social impact in 
the following areas:
• Access to information

• Access to funding

• Access to technical expertise, training, or edu-
cation for relevant skills

• Access to decision-makers and networks of in-
fluence

• Access to spaces, venues, and transportation

• Access to legal support

• Access to internet

• Access to Artificial Intelligence tools

• Creation of youth-focused policies

• None of the above

Q29b I have trust in corporate leaders 
to lower the barriers for positive social 
impact in the following areas:
• Access to funding

• Access to networks of influence

• Access to capacity building

• Access to technology

• Access to job opportunities

• Access to decision-making opportunities

• None of the above

Q30 How does the organization you work 
for support your efforts toward tackling 
causes in your answer to Q9?
• Time off occasionally to pursue my cause

• I am allowed to use the organization’s offices to 
hold activities related to my cause

• I am able to leverage connections within the or-
ganization to support my cause

• I am able to leverage expertise within the or-
ganization that help me achieve my goals

• The organization I work for has a formal policy 
that supports me to pursue my cause

• None of the above

Q31 Do you see yourself doing more or 
less to address causes in your answer to 
Q9 in the next:
• 0 -12 months

• 13 - 36 months

• 36+ months

• More

• Less

• I don’t know

Q32 Do you expect to utilize Artificial 
Intelligence to address causes in your 
answer to Q9 in the time period you 
selected above?
• Yes

• No

• I don't know
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Q33 Do you think your actions will have 
long-term impact?
• Yes

• No

C. Leader Survey Questions

1 Hello! How old are you?
• Less than 18 years old

• 18-24 years old

• 25-34 years old

• 35-44 years old

• 45-54 years old

• 55 years old and older

2 Which gender do you identify most 
with?
• Male

• Female

• Prefer not to say

3 In which country do you work?
• Argentina

• Australia

• Brazil

• China

• Egypt

• France

• Germany

• India

• Indonesia

• Japan

• Kazakhstan

• Mexico

• Morocco

• Nigeria

• Saudi Arabia

• South Africa

• Sweden

• Turkey

• United Kingdom

• United States of America

• Other country

• I do not work

4 Which of the following best describes 
the sector in which your organization 
operates?
• Government

• Private sector

• Non-governmental organization

• Other sector (please specify)

5 Which of the following best describes 
the private sector in which your 
organization operates?
• Entrepreneurship

• Technology

• Media

• Gaming

• Sustainability & Energy

• Finance

• Agri-food

• Automotive

• Other sector (please specify)

6 Which of the following best describes 
the NGO in which you operate?
• Non-Youth NGO

• Youth NGO

• None of the above

7 How many employees does your 
organization have?
• 1 employee only - myself

• 2—19 employees

• 20—49 employees

• 50—249 employees

• 250—499 employees

• 500—999 employees

• 1,000—5,999 employees

• 5,000—9,999 employees

• 10,000—50,000 employees

• More than 50,000 employees

8 What is your level of seniority within 
your organization?
• CEO / Founder

• Vice President / Partner / C-level

• Director

• Manager

• Senior

• Junior

• Assistant

• Intern

• Other (specify)

• Not applicable to my organization

9 Which of the following best describes 
the place you work in?
• A city (50,000 inhabitants or more)

• A town (between 5,000 and 50,000 inhabitants)

• In the countryside (rural areas outside of towns 
and cities)

10 What type of interaction do you have 
with young people?
• I employ youth in my organization

• I engage in mentorship of youth, independently 
of my organization

• I volunteer my time to support youth sports 
and cultural activities in my community, inde-
pendently of my professional affiliations

• I advocate for and support youth entrepreneurs 
through workshops and access to funding, in a 
personal capacity

• I volunteer for youth-related issues and causes, 
in a personal capacity

• I am involved with youth NGOs and community 
service projects in a personal capacity, support-
ing youth or collaborating with youth

• None of the above

11 Does your company employ people 
from the following age categories?
• 18-24 years old

• 25-35 years old

• None of the above

12 To what extent do you interact with 
young people in your company?
• Every day

• Nearly every day

• Frequently

• Rarely

• Never

13 Based on the interactions you've had 
with young people, do you believe that 
they generally create a positive social 
impact?
• Yes

• No

• Maybe

• I don’t know

14 From your experience dealing with 
young individuals, how would you rate their 
capacity to bring about positive social 
impact? Would you say their capacity is:
• Very high

• Rather high

• Average

• Rather low

• Very low

15 Why is their capacity to bring positive 
social impact as in your answer to 
question 14?
[Essay/long answers]
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16 What do young people lack when 
it comes to creating positive social 
impact?
• They lack empathy

• They lack motivation

• They lack skills

• They lack access to networks and institutions 
that could amplify their efforts

• Other (please specify)

17 In your opinion, which skills are 
important for youth to bring about 
positive social impact?
• Visionary leadership

• Strategic thinking and critical thinking

• Problem-solving

• Effective communication

• Networking and relationship-building

• Conflict resolution and negotiation

• Influence and persuasiveness

• Community creation and mobilization

• Emotional intelligence

• Data analysis and research

• Technology literacy

• Content creation

18 In your experience, which of the 
following skills do you think young 
people lack when it comes to creating 
positive social impact?
• Visionary leadership

• Strategic thinking and critical thinking

• Problem-solving

• Effective communication

• Networking and relationship-building

• Conflict resolution and negotiation

• Influence and persuasiveness

• Community creation and mobilization

• Emotional intelligence

• Data analysis and research

• Technology literacy

• Content creation

• None of the above

19 In your opinion, what are the key 
mindsets that are conducive to positive 
social impact?
• Proactive

• Resilient

• Agile

• Focused

• Results-oriented

• Curious

• Disciplined

• Collaborative

• Pragmatic

• None of the above

20 Which of the following mindsets do 
you think young people might lack when 
it comes to creating positive social 
impact?
• Proactive

• Resilient

• Agile

• Focused

• Results-oriented

• Curious

• Disciplined

• Collaborative

• Pragmatic

• None of the above

21 How do today's youth differ from your 
generation in terms of the mindsets 
needed for positive social change?
• They are more ...

• They are less ...

• They are as ...

• Proactive

• Resilient

• Agile

• Focused

• Results-orientation

• Curious

• Disciplined

• Team players

• Pragmatic

• None of the above

22 Would you say that you, as an 
individual, bring about positive social 
impact?
• Yes

• I would like to be but am not currently

• No, I don't want to

23 How do you rate your ability to make 
a positive impact compared to young 
people?
• I believe my ability to make a positive social im-

pact is greater than their ability

• I believe my ability to make a positive social im-
pact is comparable to their ability

• I believe my ability to make a positive social im-
pact is lower than their ability

• I don’t know

24 As a leader, how do you enable young 
people to create positive social impact? 
Providing access to...
• Funding

• Networks of influence

• Capacity building

• Technology

• Job opportunities

• Decision-making opportunities

• Resources (spaces, venues, and transportation)

• Information and expertise

• Technology and AI tools

• Other (please specify)

25 What role do you think Artificial 
Intelligence will play in helping young 
people create positive social impact?
[Essay/long answers]

26 Which of the following statements 
describe your interaction with young 
people in your company?
• I manage young employees and oversee their 

work

• I work with young employees as colleagues

• I mentor young employees

• Young employees mentor me

• Other (please specify)

27 Does your company provide 
opportunities for young individuals to 
develop the skills required for positive 
social impact during work hours?
• We have a dedicated training and development 

program for our young employees

• We have an internship program for young peo-
ple

• We offer mentorship opportunities to help 
young people build their skills

• Our company culture empowers young employ-
ees to make decisions and lead on projects

• Our company culture encourages young peo-
ple to take on new challenges and develop their 
skills

• Other (please specify)

• My company does not provide such opportuni-
ties

28 To what extent does the support your 
organization provides enhance young 
people’s ability to create positive social 
change?
• It makes a big difference

• It makes some difference

• It makes little difference

• It makes no difference

• I don’t know
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29 Can you give more detail on how the 
support provided by your organization 
enhances (or not) young people's ability 
to create positive social change?
[Essay/long answers]

30 What else does your company do to 
support young employees in creating 
social positive change?
• Occasional time off to pursue their cause

• Using company resources (offices to hold ac-
tivities, transportation, licenced technology or 
software, etc)

• Leveraging connections within the organization 
to support their cause (to access funding, or 
networks of influence, etc)

• Leveraging expertise within the organization 
(legal expertise, technological expertise, mar-
keting expertise, or financial expertise, etc)

• Other (please specify)

• None of the above

31 Do you think young people trust 
the sector they identified in answer to 
question 6 when it comes to enabling 
them to create positive social change 
today?
• Yes

• No

• I’m not sure

32 What is the age group of the youth 
you support?
• 18-24 years old

• 25-35 years old

• None of the above

33 Which of the following statements 
describes your role in supporting young 
people when it comes to creating 
positive social change?
• I lead or guide young people on positive social 

change initiatives

• I help them become more empathetic

• I encourage my network to support young peo-
ple in creating positive social impact

• I use my leverage and credibility to advocate for 
supporting young people in creating positive 
social change

• I donate money to social change projects led by 
youth

• I volunteer my time to train young people in skills 
conducive to creating positive social change

• Other (please specify)

34 To what extent does the support you 
provide enhance young people’s ability 
to create positive social change?
• It makes a big difference

• It makes some difference

• It makes little difference

• It makes no difference

35 Can you give more detail on how the 
support provided by your organization 
enhances (or not) young people’s ability 
to create positive social change?
[Essay/long answers]

36 How can other leaders be encouraged 
to offer this support in their personal 
capacity?
[Essay/long answers]

37 Do you think young people trust 
leaders when it comes to enabling them 
to create positive social change today?
• Yes

• No

• I’m not sure
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