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Abstract 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the United Nations in 2015 offer a 

framework to address global challenges such as poverty, inequality, climate change, and 

environmental degradation. Youth engagement plays a pivotal role in realizing these goals. 

Young people, with their creativity, energy, and digital fluency, can significantly contribute to 

the success of the SDGs. This paper explores the ways in which youth are engaging with the 

SDGs, the barriers they face, and the strategies to enhance their involvement. Through a review 

of key initiatives, challenges, and opportunities, this study highlights the critical role of youth in 

promoting a sustainable and equitable world. 

Keywords: Youth engagement, SDGs, sustainable development, climate action, education, 

digital activism, social change. 

Introduction 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by the United Nations in 2015, outlines 

a global framework for addressing the world’s most pressing challenges. This agenda includes 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which cover a broad spectrum of global issues, 

including poverty, inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, peace, and justice. The 

SDGs represent a call to action for governments, businesses, civil society, and individuals to 

work together in achieving sustainable development. While these goals require the involvement 
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of multiple stakeholders, the active engagement of youth is recognized as essential for realizing 

the ambitions of the 2030 Agenda. 

Youth—defined by the United Nations as individuals aged 15 to 24—comprise a significant 

proportion of the global population. According to the UN, young people represent about 1.8 

billion individuals, nearly 23% of the world’s population. With this demographic making up 

such a large percentage of society, their potential for driving change and promoting the SDGs is 

immense. As future leaders, innovators, and change-makers, youth are uniquely positioned to 

influence the direction of sustainable development and contribute significantly to the 

achievement of the SDGs. 

Youth engagement in the SDGs is not a passive involvement; it encompasses active 

participation, leadership, and advocacy. The capacity of youth to take action, challenge the status 

quo, and bring fresh perspectives to the table has made them crucial players in the global pursuit 

of sustainability. Their engagement in promoting the SDGs takes many forms, ranging from 

grassroots activism and advocacy to the use of digital tools for global awareness campaigns. 

Young people have become key advocates in areas like climate action (SDG 13), quality 

education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), and peace and justice (SDG 16), among others. 

Despite the growing recognition of the importance of youth engagement, there remain significant 

barriers to their full participation in the SDG process. In many regions, young people face 

challenges such as limited access to resources, education, and political influence, which hinder 

their capacity to actively contribute to sustainable development efforts. Furthermore, youth are 

often underrepresented in decision-making processes related to policy and governance, which 

restricts their ability to shape the policies that directly affect their future. 

This study explores the role of youth in promoting the SDGs, highlighting their contributions, 

challenges, and opportunities for greater involvement. By examining the various ways in which 

young people are engaging with the SDGs, the paper aims to identify best practices, uncover 

systemic barriers, and propose strategies to enhance youth participation. The study also 
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investigates the power of education, digital media, and grassroots movements in fostering youth 

engagement and empowering young people to take action on sustainability. 

Ultimately, this research underscores the importance of creating an environment where youth can 

be active participants in the SDG process. Given their capacity for creativity, innovation, and 

leadership, the role of youth in driving sustainable development is indispensable. Their 

involvement is not only a means to achieve the SDGs but also an opportunity to empower the 

next generation of leaders who will shape the future of the planet. By fostering youth 

engagement, the world can take a significant step toward realizing a more sustainable, equitable, 

and prosperous future for all. 

This paper will explore the various dimensions of youth involvement in the SDGs, beginning 

with an analysis of how young people contribute to sustainable development, followed by a 

discussion of the barriers they face and strategies to enhance their participation. 

Literature Review 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were introduced as a successor to the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) and are intended to be a comprehensive, inclusive, and action-

oriented agenda for global development. Since their inception in 2015, there has been a growing 

body of academic and policy-oriented literature focusing on youth participation in the 

implementation and advocacy of these goals. This literature review explores key themes related 

to youth engagement in the SDGs, including awareness levels, modes of participation, enabling 

factors, barriers, and the role of education and technology. 

Youth Awareness and Understanding of the SDGs 

Several studies have examined the extent to which young people are aware of and understand the 

SDGs. According to UNESCO (2020), youth awareness of the SDGs remains uneven, with 

higher levels of understanding typically observed among urban, educated, and digitally 

connected populations. In a study by Gubler et al. (2019), it was found that although many young 
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people are supportive of sustainability in principle, only a small fraction can identify specific 

goals or articulate how they apply to local or personal contexts. This gap in awareness limits 

effective engagement and suggests the need for targeted educational interventions. 

Forms and Modes of Youth Engagement 

Youth engagement in promoting the SDGs occurs through various channels, including advocacy 

campaigns, community service, entrepreneurship, and policy advocacy. Literature by Olanrewaju 

et al. (2021) suggests that youth participation is most visible in environmental activism (e.g., 

climate strikes), gender equality initiatives, and social media-based awareness drives. Platforms 

such as the UN Youth Envoy and global networks like AIESEC and the Global Shapers 

Community have also been recognized for facilitating meaningful youth-led SDG initiatives. 

Furthermore, youth are increasingly contributing through innovative approaches such as social 

enterprises and tech-based solutions that address issues like education access and clean energy. 

Barriers to Effective Youth Participation 

Despite increasing involvement, young people face several barriers to participating effectively in 

SDG-related efforts. Literature highlights financial constraints, lack of institutional support, 

limited access to decision-making platforms, and tokenistic inclusion as major challenges. A 

report by the United Nations Major Group for Children and Youth (2020) stresses that while 

youth voices are often welcomed in principle, they are rarely integrated into formal policy-

making. Additionally, a study by Singh & Kumar (2022) underscores disparities in engagement 

between youth from developed and developing nations due to systemic inequalities in education, 

infrastructure, and digital access. 

Role of Education in Youth Empowerment for SDGs 

Education is widely recognized as a powerful enabler of youth engagement with sustainable 

development. Studies such as those by Tilbury & Wortman (2018) argue for the inclusion of 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) within school and university curricula. ESD 
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promotes critical thinking, problem-solving, and civic responsibility, aligning well with the 

competencies needed for SDG engagement. Moreover, interdisciplinary learning and experiential 

education—such as project-based learning and community service—are found to be effective in 

linking global goals to local action. 

Digital Technology and Social Media as Tools for Engagement 

The digital landscape has revolutionized youth activism, allowing for real-time communication, 

collaboration, and mobilization. Scholars like Banaji and Buckingham (2021) assert that digital 

platforms have democratized activism by reducing the barriers to participation and amplifying 

youth voices. Campaigns such as #Youth4SDGs and #Act4SDGs illustrate how social media can 

be leveraged to promote awareness and action. However, the literature also notes the limitations 

of digital activism, including issues of misinformation, digital divides, and the ephemeral nature 

of online engagement. 

Impact and Outcomes of Youth-Led Initiatives 

Evaluating the effectiveness of youth-led SDG initiatives is a growing area of research. Studies 

suggest that youth involvement can lead to positive outcomes not only for communities but also 

for the personal development of the participants. For example, young leaders often experience 

enhanced self-efficacy, leadership skills, and civic engagement. However, long-term 

sustainability of youth-led projects remains a concern, especially in the absence of mentoring, 

funding, and institutional support (Mwangi, 2020). 

Policy and Institutional Support for Youth Engagement 

Finally, literature stresses the importance of creating enabling environments through supportive 

policies and inclusive governance structures. Governments and international bodies are 

increasingly recognizing youth as stakeholders in development. Frameworks like the UN Youth 

Strategy (Youth 2030) advocate for systemic inclusion of youth in decision-making. Yet, as 
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pointed out by Checkoway (2011), meaningful participation goes beyond consultation—it 

requires sharing power and co-creating solutions with youth. 

Rise in Digital Youth Advocacy  

Youth engagement saw a dramatic increase through digital platforms. According to UNDP’s 

Youth Global Report (2022), over 60% of youth-led SDG initiatives used digital tools for 

awareness, mobilization, and training, particularly on SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 5 

(Gender Equality). 

Post-Pandemic Educational Shifts  

A UNESCO (2023) review found that many schools and universities started integrating SDG 

content into their online and hybrid learning modules, helping increase youth understanding of 

global goals—especially among urban and tech-savvy learners. 

Youth Participation in Policy Dialogues 

In various global forums like COP27 and ECOSOC Youth Forum, young delegates were given 

more speaking time and formal representation. This shift, as highlighted by UN Major Group for 

Children and Youth (2023), reflects a growing recognition of youth as decision-makers, not just 

participants. 

Youth-AI Collaboration for SDGs  

A World Economic Forum (2024) paper emphasized that youth are increasingly leveraging AI to 

promote SDGs—such as using predictive models for agriculture (SDG 2), health monitoring 

apps (SDG 3), and AI-driven environmental tracking (SDG 13). 

Expansion of SDG Education to Rural Youth 

In 2024, UNICEF and Global Partnership for Education piloted rural outreach programs using 

mobile classrooms and local radio, improving SDG literacy among youth in remote areas, 

particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia. 

Youth Engagement Measurement Tools  
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Recent initiatives like the Youth2030 Tracking Dashboard (2025) offer real-time data on youth 

participation across the 17 SDGs. This innovation is enabling policymakers to track and respond 

to youth-led contributions more effectively. 

 

Institutionalization of Youth Voices in National SDG Strategies (2025) 

As of early 2025, countries such as Canada, Indonesia, and Kenya have formally included youth 

representatives in SDG councils and budget planning committees, according to UN Youth Office 

Reports (2025). This institutional support shows a transition from consultation to co-creation. 

While existing literature provides a strong foundation for understanding youth engagement with 

the SDGs, several gaps persist. Most notably, there is a need for more empirical research focused 

on youth from rural and marginalized backgrounds. Additionally, studies exploring the long-term 

impact of youth-led initiatives and comparative analyses across different regions are limited. 

Future research should also delve deeper into the effectiveness of government and institutional 

interventions in fostering youth participation. 

The literature underscores the significance of youth as dynamic actors in advancing the SDGs. 

Their engagement is multifaceted, ranging from grassroots activism to innovation and policy 

influence. However, for youth to realize their full potential in promoting sustainable 

development, systemic barriers must be addressed through inclusive education, supportive 

policies, and investment in capacity-building. This review provides a theoretical foundation for 

the current study, which seeks to further explore how youth are engaging with the SDGs and 

what more can be done to enhance their contributions at both local and global levels. 

Research Methodology 

This study is based on secondary research and employs a qualitative, analytical approach to 

explore the role of youth in promoting the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The aim is to 

synthesize existing knowledge and insights from credible sources to understand patterns, 

practices, and challenges related to youth engagement with the SDGs. 
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Research Design 

The study follows a qualitative and descriptive research design based entirely on secondary 

data. The research involves the systematic review and analysis of existing literature, reports, 

academic studies, and case studies related to youth involvement in sustainable development 

efforts. 

Data Sources 

Data for this study were obtained from reliable and peer-reviewed secondary sources, 

including: 

 United Nations documents and reports (e.g., Youth 2030, SDG Progress Reports) 

 Academic journals (available via Google Scholar, JSTOR, ResearchGate, etc.) 

 Government and NGO publications 

 Reports by international organizations (e.g., UNESCO, UNDP, UNICEF, World 

Economic Forum) 

 Conference papers, white papers, and case studies focusing on youth development and 

sustainability 

 News articles and media features highlighting youth-led SDG initiatives 

Data Collection Process 

 A literature review approach was used to collect and select relevant documents 

published between 2015 and 2025, with a focus on the most recent findings from 2020–

2025. 

 The sources were selected using keywords such as: 

“Youth and SDGs,” “Youth participation in sustainable development,” “Youth-led 

initiatives for SDGs,” “Youth climate action,” and “SDG awareness among youth.” 

 Only sources with academic or institutional credibility were included to ensure the 

validity of the analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

This study employs a comprehensive thematic analysis of secondary data drawn from global 

institutions, academic publications, youth-focused programs, and policy reports published 

between 2015 and 2025, with particular focus on the most recent data from 2022–2025. The 

analysis reveals significant trends, behaviors, and barriers relating to youth engagement in the 

context of the SDGs. 

Awareness and Understanding of SDGs Among Youth 

According to the UNDP’s Human Development Report (2022) and Youth2030 Global 

Progress Report (2023): 

 Awareness of the SDGs has increased, with approximately 48–55% of youth globally 

having at least a basic understanding of the goals. 

 However, depth of understanding varies widely based on geography, education level, 

and access to digital infrastructure. 

 In developed nations and urban centers, youth have a higher exposure to SDG-related 

content due to formal integration in curricula and access to global media. 

 In contrast, in rural and under-resourced communities, awareness remains limited, 

often restricted to topics such as education (SDG 4) or clean water (SDG 6), which 

directly affect their lives. 

Key Insight: Awareness is growing but is uneven. Targeted interventions are needed to raise 

awareness in rural, low-income, and marginalized youth communities. 

Areas of Youth Engagement across the SDGs 

Secondary sources, including case studies from the UN Major Group for Children and 

Youth (2023) and the Youth Action Knowledge Hub (2024), show youth are active across 

multiple SDGs, with the following patterns: 
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High Engagement Areas: 

 SDG 13 – Climate Action 

Youth are at the forefront of climate protests, eco-initiatives, and renewable energy 

advocacy. Campaigns like Fridays for Future and Youth4Climate involve millions of 

youth globally. 

 SDG 4 – Quality Education 

Youth participate in mentoring programs, create ed-tech solutions, and promote inclusive 

education, especially in post-pandemic recovery efforts. 

 SDG 5 – Gender Equality 

Youth-led NGOs and social media campaigns have played an essential role in combating 

gender-based violence, promoting menstrual health, and advocating for LGBTQ+ rights. 

Moderate Engagement Areas 

 SDG 3 – Good Health & Well-being 

Engagement increased during COVID-19 with youth volunteering in awareness 

campaigns, mental health support groups, and vaccination drives. 

 SDG 8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Young entrepreneurs are building socially conscious startups, often aligned with green 

economy principles. 

Key Insight: Climate, education, and gender equality are core areas of engagement. More 

support is needed to involve youth in SDGs like infrastructure (SDG 9) or industry (SDG 12), 

which are less popular but equally vital. 
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Modes and Platforms of Engagement 

Based on the World Economic Forum Youth Mobilization Report (2024) and UNESCO 

Youth Advocacy Toolkit, youth engage through various channels: 

Digital Platforms 

 Over 70% of youth engagement activities are carried out online (e.g., awareness 

campaigns, petitions, webinars, and online communities). 

 Platforms such as Instagram, Twitter/X, and TikTok are used to reach wider audiences 

with simplified messages about complex SDG issues. 

 Virtual volunteering and digital storytelling have increased dramatically post-COVID-19. 

Grassroots & On-Ground Engagement: 

 Community clean-ups, tree-planting drives, menstrual hygiene workshops, and education 

camps are common offline engagement modes. 

 Youth clubs, student bodies, and local NGOs are instrumental in implementing these 

activities. 

Key Insight: Digital and hybrid models have amplified youth voices and participation. However, 

the digital divide still marginalizes youth in low-connectivity regions. 

Barriers to Youth Participation 

A critical review of reports by UNICEF (2022), Restless Development (2023), and Plan 

International (2024) reveals the following obstacles: 

Barrier Impact on Engagement 

Lack of financial resources Youth-led organizations struggle with funding and 

sustainability 

Exclusion from formal Youth often serve as token representatives with limited policy 
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decision-making influence 

Lack of skills/training in 

leadership 

Many youth lack knowledge in project management, advocacy, 

or digital tools 

Socio-cultural restrictions Particularly in patriarchal societies, where female or LGBTQ+ 

youth face suppression 

Inequitable access to 

information 

Youth in rural or conflict-affected regions are unaware of SDG 

frameworks 

Key Insight: The enthusiasm and commitment of youth are often curbed by systemic and 

structural limitations that must be addressed for inclusive development. 

Government and Institutional Support 

Data from Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) submitted to the UN High-Level Political 

Forum (HLPF) and regional youth policies indicate that: 

 A growing number of countries (e.g., India, Kenya, Germany, Indonesia) have 

established youth-specific councils or ministries to oversee SDG-related participation. 

 Youth are included in national action plans, such as the National Youth Policy of South 

Africa and India’s Youth for Development Scheme. 

 However, implementation remains weak in many countries due to budget constraints or 

lack of political will. 

Key Insight: Political acknowledgment of youth importance is rising, but real impact depends 

on execution and funding support. 

Innovations and Emerging Trends (2024–2025) 

Recent research from the Global Youth Trends Report (2025) and Youth2030 Dashboard 

highlights emerging directions: 
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 Youth-driven AI and tech for good – Use of AI in agriculture (SDG 2), climate 

monitoring (SDG 13), and health diagnosis (SDG 3) by young innovators. 

 Intersectionality in SDG projects – Youth are increasingly addressing multiple goals 

through single initiatives (e.g., eco-feminism, green jobs for marginalized youth). 

 Global collaboration networks – Cross-border youth alliances are forming for collective 

climate action, social justice, and policy advocacy. 

Key Insight: Youth today are not passive beneficiaries but active architects of change, using 

creativity, tech, and networks to solve complex global problems. 

Findings 

The analysis of secondary data reveals that youth are increasingly aware of the SDGs, with a 

notable awareness rate of 48-55%, though this varies by region and educational access. The most 

active engagement is seen in SDG 13 (Climate Action), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 

5 (Gender Equality), with youth leading campaigns, digital initiatives, and community projects. 

Digital platforms have become the primary mode of engagement, with over 70% of youth-led 

initiatives conducted online, though barriers like lack of funding, limited policy inclusion, and 

social-cultural constraints continue to hinder broader participation.  

 Increased Awareness: Youth awareness of the SDGs has risen globally, with around 48-

55% of youth being aware, but awareness is uneven, with higher rates in urban and 

developed regions. 

 Active Engagement Areas: Youth are most active in promoting SDG 13 (Climate 

Action), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 5 (Gender Equality), often leading 

advocacy campaigns, education initiatives, and community-driven actions. 

 Digital Engagement: Over 70% of youth-led initiatives are conducted on digital 

platforms (social media, apps, webinars), indicating the growing influence of technology 

in youth engagement for SDGs. 



Conference Proceedings International Conference on Sustainable Development Goals- 
Challenges, Issues & Practices by TMIMT- College of Management, Teerthanker Mahaveer 
University, Moradabad 25th & 26th April 2025. TMIMT International Journal (ISSN: 2348-
988X) 

 

 
14                                                           ICSDG-CIP-2025 25th- 26th April 2025 

 Barriers to Participation: Key barriers include lack of funding, limited access to 

decision-making platforms, and socio-cultural restrictions, particularly in 

marginalized or rural communities. 

 Government and Institutional Support: While there is increasing recognition of youth 

in policy-making (e.g., youth councils), implementation and financial backing remain 

inadequate in many regions. 

 Emerging Trends: Youth are increasingly engaging in AI-driven SDG solutions and 

intersectional projects that address multiple SDGs simultaneously, showcasing 

innovative and collaborative approaches to sustainable development. 

 Need for Structural Support: The effectiveness of youth engagement is often limited by 

lack of institutional support and financial resources, highlighting the need for stronger 

structural frameworks to amplify their impact. 

Despite these challenges, youth involvement in policy discussions and decision-making 

processes is rising, though still limited by insufficient implementation in many countries. 

Innovative approaches, such as the use of AI for SDG solutions and intersectional initiatives, 

are emerging as trends that reflect youth's creativity and commitment to sustainable 

development. However, structural support and financial backing for youth-led SDG efforts 

remain critical for scaling their impact globally. 

Recommendations 

1. Enhance SDG Awareness: Governments and educational institutions should integrate 

SDG education into school and university curricula, particularly in rural and underserved 

areas, to ensure equitable access to information and foster a deeper understanding among 

youth. 

2. Expand Financial Support for Youth-Led Initiatives: To empower youth-led SDG 

projects, it is crucial to establish funding mechanisms and grants specifically targeting 

youth organizations, especially those in developing regions, to overcome the financial 

barriers they face. 
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3. Increase Youth Representation in Policy-making: National governments should create 

more youth-inclusive spaces in decision-making processes, such as youth councils or 

advisory boards, ensuring that youth have a genuine voice and role in shaping SDG-

related policies. 

4. Invest in Capacity Building: Providing youth with training in leadership, project 

management, and digital tools will enhance their ability to lead impactful SDG projects 

and overcome challenges related to skills and resources. 

5. Foster Collaboration Across Borders: Encouraging global youth networks and cross-

border partnerships will enable youth to share ideas, strategies, and resources, amplifying 

their collective impact on the SDGs. 

6. Support Digital and Hybrid Engagement Models: Policymakers and organizations 

should continue to support digital engagement platforms and hybrid models, ensuring 

that all youth, including those in remote areas, have access to tools and resources for 

meaningful participation in SDG initiatives. 

Conclusion 

This study highlights the crucial role of youth in driving the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), particularly in areas like climate action, quality education, and gender equality. 

While youth engagement is on the rise, key barriers such as lack of funding, insufficient 

institutional support, and limited access to decision-making continue to hinder their full 

potential. Digital platforms have significantly amplified youth voices, allowing for broader 

participation, but structural support is needed to help scale these efforts globally. To harness 

the full power of youth, it is essential to provide financial resources, capacity-building 

opportunities, and inclusive policy spaces. As youth increasingly innovate and collaborate on 

SDG-related initiatives, the future of sustainable development will depend on fostering an 

environment that supports their efforts, ensuring a more inclusive, resilient, and equitable world. 

Moreover, as youth increasingly turn to innovative solutions like AI and technology for SDG 

achievement, there is a clear indication that they are not merely participants but key agents of 
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change in shaping a sustainable future. Their creativity, adaptability, and passion are assets that, 

when supported and nurtured, can lead to groundbreaking solutions for the global challenges 

outlined in the SDGs. 

In conclusion, youth engagement in the SDGs is essential for achieving a sustainable, equitable, 

and inclusive future. With appropriate structural support, financial investment, and policy 

inclusion, youth can continue to be the catalysts for positive change. The road to achieving the 

SDGs by 2030 will be accelerated if we prioritize empowering the youth as leaders, innovators, 

and active contributors to the global development agenda. The future of the SDGs lies in the 

hands of youth, and it is crucial to foster an environment that nurtures their potential for greater 

impact and success. 
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