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Abstract. This paper examines the critical role of youth in advancing the 

sustainable development goals (SDGs) and fostering a shared ASEAN identity 

within the ASEAN Community. With youth making up more than a segment of 

the ASEAN population and a majority under the age of 30, they are a critical 

force for innovation and progress. The analysis identifies key contributions of 

youth, including leveraging digital skills, engaging in the political system, and 

initiating grassroots activities. The study also highlights barriers such as limited 

financial resources, expertise, and scope of impact, which emphasize the need to 

align youth-led initiatives with the SDGs where their influence is most effective. 

The authors discuss fostering an ASEAN identity as a foundation for sustainable 

development, arguing that unity in vision and action across member states is 

essential. Through case studies, the paper showcases youth-led projects across 

the region, addressing SDGs related to education, health, employment, climate 

action, and community development. Programmes such as the ASEAN Youth 

Volunteer Programme and the Green Summer Campaign illustrate the 

transformative potential of youth engagement. Finally, the paper underlines the 

interconnectedness of ASEAN identity and SDG implementation, advocating for 

policies that empower youth as agents of change. The paper concludes with 

recommendations to prioritize youth-friendly SDGs and encourage collective 

efforts to build a sustainable and cohesive ASEAN Community. 
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1 Introduction 

Southeast Asia is thriving as a one of the most dynamic hub of economic integration 

and trading. The geopolitical location lying at the heart of the Indo-Pacific region and 

straddling the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean, which is a busy intersection in the 

global supply chain; demographic superiority due to the golden resources of young 

workforce in the working age; geographical advantages with the consolidation of 

maritime and continental space containing considerable natural resources – these 

features have thereby become the momentum for the region's international status on the 

world map. 
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In 2015, ASEAN entered a new era with the establishment of the "ASEAN 

Community", including 03 pillars: Security – Politics, Economy, Society - Culture. By 

2025, it will officially celebrate a decade since that landmark milestone, ASEAN now 

stands before the necessity to redefine its mindset, policies and action plans so that the 

"ASEAN Community" can truly find the momentum for growth, overcome the grim 

forebodings and shape a community sharing united global efforts toward achieving the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for a better life and a brighter future for all. 

Accounting for more than 1/3 of the total population of ASEAN, 50% of whom are 

under 30 years old, the youth force is important driver to promote innovative values of 

mindset and action. They are "tech-savvy" youths with distinct characteristics shaped 

by technology-related features. ASEAN youth are now not only "beneficiaries" but also 

pioneers in creating multi-dimensional impacts, becoming "stakeholders" to lead 

people and co-act for a sustainable future based on the SDGs. 

In this paper, the authors strive to analyze and provide answers to three fundamental 

questions: How do young people contribute to achieving the SDGs? What role does 

youth awareness of ASEAN identity play in the sustainable development of the ASEAN 

Community? What challenges and solutions are there for ASEAN youth in striving to 

achieve the SDGs? 

2 Methods 

This study uses a qualitative method. Bogdan and Tailor in Moleong, define qualitative 

methodology as a research procedure that produces descriptive data in the form of 

written or spoken words or from the form of policy actions [11]. This research method 

is used to analyze the integrative approach in the development of ProKlim in Sukoharjo 

Regency, in accelerating the achievement of SDGs which will end in a matter of years. 

Data and information related to the research object were obtained through literature 

studies through various existing literature such as books, journal articles, mass media 

articles, and so on. The data analysis technique in this study will be carried out in 

several steps, namely data collection, relevant data reduction, data presentation, and 

drawing conclusions [12]. To analyze and help answer the research questions above, 

the author uses the concept of sustainable development in the hexagon model of local 

economic development theory and helix theory.  

3 Result and discussion 

3.1 ASEAN Youth and Sustainable Development Goals 

Youth are a crucial resource for the process of building, developing, and strengthening 

the ASEAN Community. For this Community to develop sustainably, its three pillars 

must be comprehensively constructed, guided by and based on the SDGs. The 
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contributions of the youth in the implementation plan of the SDGs are reflected in 

several aspects as follows: 

Large Youth Population: The large number of young people means a diverse and 

widespread network of youth organizations. This is significant as it promotes the active 

role of civil society in specific activities and programs aimed at effectively pursuing 

the SDGs, linking the action capabilities of various entities and individuals in society. 

Digital Mindset and Skills: Today’s youth grow up in a “digital society,” forming 

“digital thinking” and “digital skills,” thus becoming “digital citizens” of the ASEAN 

Community. Implementing digital transformation in communication, operation, 

research, and analysis of the SDGs is a prerequisite for forming unity in both thought 

and action, establishing consistent directions to achieve the SDGs at local levels. The 

application of technological achievements from digital transformation is also the way 

youth can convey the values and messages of the SDGs to the community. 

Active Participation in Political Systems: Youth are actively participating in the 

political systems and institutions of ASEAN and its member countries. This reality is 

supplementing human resources with new thinking and vision to promote policy 

changes and operational directions within the ASEAN Community. A young generation 

exposed to diverse cultures, education, and thinking is driving changes from breadth to 

depth, creating new dynamics in addressing issues related to the SDGs. 

However, the relationship between the role of ASEAN youth and the SDG 

implementation plan is still challenged by permanent barriers, requiring us to consider 

this reality in relation to the 17 SDGs. From there, we can establish and group the SDGs 

according to the feasible impact that youth can create. This helps us prioritize and create 

suitable conditions to promote youth-led actions and initiatives. 

Barrier 1: Financial Resources: This barrier is inherent in youth activities because 

projects and initiatives, whether proposed by individuals or organizations, require 

financial resources to realize ideas. The issue for youth is dependency and passivity as 

they have to call for external resources rather than directly implementing business 

activities like an enterprise. Therefore, the SDGs they can directly impact must be 

linked to considerations of this passive financial capacity. 

Barrier 2: Expertise Limitations: Youth still need time to develop deep expertise to 

create comprehensive and truly practical changes. Conducting research on the SDGs 

and local issues requires scientific content to support the implementation and 

monitoring process. Youth mainly impact through social projects and volunteer 

campaigns, so it is necessary to prioritize SDGs that provide the necessary conditions 

for youth activities with moderate expertise requirements. 

Barrier 3: Scope of Impact: Youth cannot yet create changes at the upper levels but 

need to focus on practically addressing issues related to daily life and local 

communities. SDGs with specific institutional, policy, and political resource 

orientations are not yet suitable spaces for youth to fully and directly promote their 

roles. 

3.2 ASEAN Identity and Sustainable Development Goals 
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The ASEAN Charter has established the fundamental values for ASEAN identity on 

the basis of key principles: united; inclusive; resilient; sustainable; highly integrated 

and cohesive; competitive, innovative and dynamic; with enhanced connectivity and 

sectoral cooperation; and integrated with the global economy; engages and benefits all 

its peoples. ASEAN's operational orbit is set by rule-based, people-oriented and people-

centred momentum, with the committed motto "One Vision - One Identity - One 

Community". By 2015, the process of building and consolidating ASEAN identity 

stepped up to a new base with the establishment of the "ASEAN Community" with 03 

pillars: the ASEAN Political Security Community (APSC), the ASEAN Economic 

Community (AEC), and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC). Explaining 

for this, the ASEAN Community and the ASEAN identity have a dialectical 

relationship: The ASEAN Community encourages multisectoral connectivity and 

cohesion of shared interests, ASEAN Identity strengthens the ASEAN Community by 

enhancing common values with a higher degree of we-feeling and sense of belonging 

to an integrated community. 

The orientation for sustainable development of the ASEAN Community must be linked 

with spreading the ‘we’ feeling among each ASEAN citizen to create unity in vision 

and action, mobilizing resources from civil society to bring about positive change. The 

SDGs are not the story of any particular group; they require a connection in thinking 

and synchronization in action to create multi-layered changes, from local, urban to 

national levels, and from each country to the entire ASEAN Community. Therefore, 

fostering ASEAN Identity is a process to promote awareness in each country and each 

citizen about the inseparable benefits of the whole community, aiming for the 

sustainable development of the community through strategies to achieve the SDGs. 

3.3 Youth-led Action for specific SDGs in ASEAN Community 

From analyzing the barriers in Section 2, the authors propose a priority framework 

example for youth-led activities and initiatives. Certain limitations in capacity, 

development level, and feasibility of contributions in youth activities require us to 

analyze based on practicality and consider which goals youth can best utilize their 

abilities and create substantial motivational impacts. In this section, the authors strive 

to identify specific SDGs and systematize the example for youth-led action to maximize 

their actions and contributions, thereby promoting the achievement of specific SDGs 

within the community.. 

Specific SDGs 

according to the impact 

potential of youth 

Example of impacts 

SDG 3 Gamlangchai (Lao PDR) founded by Phatsaline

Vongsaly, Anna Souvannalath, Ketsada Soysouvanh,



 

and Mayu Masuhara - three former ASEAN-Australia 
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Youth Mental Health Fellows - the initiative includes 

youth mental health champions and peer support 

programs. They have trained over 60 mental health 

champions and 25 peer supporters, with their Youth 

Wellness Festival in 2023 engaging 780 young people 

in Vientiane. Vietnam also pays attention to the health 

and well-being of young people. Many campaigns and 

projects, both from Youth Union in general and 

individual initiatives, have been implemented, 

contributing to promoting stability in health and well-

being for Vietnamese students. One of them is the "Gia 

su ao xanh" initiative which is held by Ho Chi Minh 

Student Union, to supports education and mental health 

care for students affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

SDG 4 Ruang Berbagi Ilmu (RuBI), or Knowledge Sharing 

Space is an education initiative of Gerakan Indonesia 

Mengajar(GIM), which recruits professional volunteers 

to help build teacher capacity throughout Indonesia. 

RuBI started in 2015 and even today is completely 

volunteer run. This program builds the capacities, skills 

and abilities of teachers in underserved areas, as well as 

identifies local talent to lead the education movement 

locally. Knowledge Sharing Space (RuBI) is a volunteer 

movement that invites people from diverse backgrounds 

to participate directly in efforts to improve the quality of 

education across Indonesia. 

One typical example is voluntary classes for children, 

training classes in information technology and digital 

transformation for older adults or rural residents, as well 

as basic first aid and rescue skills classes for vulnerable 



   

 

populations. These initiatives are part of the Green 

targeting those in rural areas. The program aims to 
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Summer Volunteer Campaign, the most prestigious 

volunteer campaign led by The Youth Union and Union 

of Students in Vietnam. It has established a network of 

‘co-action’ across all 63 provinces and cities 

nationwide. Thanks to systematic implementation 

efforts, a focus on collaboration, and leveraging support 

from policy, institutional, economic, and social 

resources to create impetus for collaboration, the 

volunteer activities within the Green Summer Campaign 

have truly brought about changes in the educational 

landscape of Vietnam, encouraging community 

participation and collective action for an education 

system that shares opportunities for all. 

SDG 8 In Vietnam, the Youth Union and Union of Students are 

crucial in connecting students with companies and 

organisations. They have organised numerous seminars, 

workshops, and programs on employment support and 

capacity building to ensure students have the necessary 

skills to enter the workforce. By annually organizing Job 

Fair in universities, they actively coordinate with 

functional branches to arrange training on knowledge 

and techniques of cultivation and animal husbandry. The 

Youth Employment Exchange Program links youth job 

seekers with employers who offer training and 

mentoring acitivities. Also, the entrepreneurship 

ecosystem in Vietnam receives considerable impetus 

from the youth involvement. 

The Philippines has initiated a comprehensive digital 

skills training program for young people, mainly 



 

bridge the digital divide by providing affordable and 

their families, ensure the livelihood. 
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quality internet access and training in digital literacy and 

online entrepreneurship. The Promoting Youth 

Employment Policy (PYEP) project, supported by ILO, 

has drawn attention to young unemployment as a 

separate policy issue, leading to local employment 

programmes and focused government responses. The 

SMILE project (Simple but Meaningful Acts Intended 

to Leave a Lasting Effect) is dedicating effort of the 

youth to uplift the lives of neglected and underprivileged 

Filipinos by sharing job opportunities and conducting 

community engagement events, thereby supporting 

marginalized group of Filipinos in achieving a better life 

with decent work and stable income. Their Hapag-

Kapwa project in collaboration with Agrabah Ventures 

backed up fisherfolks when dealing with the turbulence 

of income when the seaweed price, which is their major 

economic reliance, dropped to the bottom. They created 

an channel to approach more customers, rebuild the 

trade of seaweed, thereby helped the fisherfolks to feed 

SDG 11 In Indonesia, youth groups have been implementing the 

“Vertical Gardens in Jakarta” project to promote the 

construction of vertical gardens in densely populated 

areas to create green spaces and improve air quality, 

contributing to Goal 11.6 in SDG 11: air quality and 

waste management. Singaporean universities host many 

smart city solutions competitions where young people 

develop innovative ideas for smart city infrastructure, 

such as energy-efficient buildings or waste reduction 



 

systems, which contributes to SDG 11.6 resource 

young people, these teams combat plastic pollution 
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efficiency. 

In Vietnam, the Youth Union, Youth Federation and 

Union of Students has been actively carrying out regular 

annual volunteer activities with diverse contents such as: 

environmental protection, repairing and upgrading 

bridges and roads, implementing digital transformation, 

improving knowledge for children in remote areas, 

renovating physical infrastructure and the living 

environment involves hand-painted murals on existing 

walls, mobilizing funding and participating in building 

homes for disadvantaged residents, etc. All these drastic 

actions reaffirm that youth have demonstrated their 

ability to provide solutions to issues affecting their 

communities. When enabled, empowered, and correctly 

channeled, young people's enthusiasm can make 

significant positive changes in ASEAN Community-

building efforts. 

SDG 13 In Bali, Indonesia, the youth-driven movement Bye Bye 

Plastic Bag (BBPB) has tackled plastic pollution 

effectively. Their efforts include a massive annual 

cleanup called "Bali's Biggest Clean Up'', mobilizing 

over 60,000 volunteers across 430 sites, removing a 

staggering 155 tons of plastic waste. BBPB's relentless 

advocacy, including talks to over 50,000 students, 

ultimately contributed to Bali's successful ban on single-

use plastic bags in 2019. They further empower local 

women by providing income opportunities through 

reusable bag production. Inspired by the movement, 

over 50 BBPB teams have sprouted worldwide. Led by 



 

through beach cleanups, educational workshops, and 
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raising awareness about single-use plastics. 

In Vietnam, the annual Green Summer Volunteery 

Campaign attracts thousands of young people annually 

to engage in environmental volunteerism and 

community services. During the campaign, young 

Vietnamese volunteers deploy to various provinces to 

participate in environmental projects like tree planting, 

cleaning up waterways and public spaces, promoting 

sustainable practices and raising awareness about 

climate change . Along with this, they also provide 

assistance to disadvantaged communities including 

building or repairing infrastructure, providing 

healthcare services, and organizing educational 

workshops. Green Summer Campaign continues to be a 

leading force for youth-led climate action in Vietnam, 

contributing greatly to the practice of SDG 13 in the 

country and the region. Green Summer Campaign is not 

only the internal platform for Vietnamese youth, but also 

an extertal environment to unite the spirit of contribution 

across the Southeast Asia by welcoming international 

student delegation from ASEAN Community to join 

hand working for a better community. 

SDG 17 ASEAN youth cooperation according to SDG 17 

combines youth resources to act together, motivating 

them to contribute to other goals. The AYVP (ASEAN 

Youth Volunteer Program) aims to develop and support 

the ASEAN Youth volunteerism for innovative 

solutions to the social, cultural, economic, and 

environmental challenges facing communities across 

ASEAN. After the course of the program, for instance, 



   

 

youth delegates in AYVP Indonesia 2023 developed 

Sustainable Development Goals. 
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innovative business plans to address local challenges, 

such as connecting farmers with food service providers, 

providing sustainable menstrual hygiene products, and 

promoting ecotourism in Papua (encompasses SDG 1 

No Poverty, SDG 3 Good Health and Well-Being, SDG 

4 Quality Education, SDG 5 Gender Equality, SDG 8: 

Decent Work and Economic Growth, and SDG 11: 

Sustainable Cities and Communities). Additionally, the 

ASEAN Foundation, in collaboration with the Maybank 

Foundation, launched the eMpowering Youths Across 

ASEAN (EYAA) initiative in 2018. This program 

engages youth aged 19 to 35 from ASEAN Member 

States in developing community projects with long-term 

social and economic impacts. Prior to project 

implementation, volunteers participate in orientation 

and capacity-building workshops. Volunteers then 

mobilize simultaneously to ten community areas, where 

they work with local civil society organizations to carry 

out their projects over two weeks. Over four years with 

20 projects. EYAA has empowered 175 youths and 

benefited over 851,000 people through online events, 

directly impacting over 38,000 people through 

initiatives in Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the 

Philippines. AYVP and EYAA are a few examples of 

the impact of youth cooperation under SDG 17 which 

aims to unite youth resources for collective action, 

thereby inspiring and motivating young people to 

actively contribute to the achievement of other 



 

Asia region. 
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At local level, there are considerable effort from youth-

led organizations and universities to formulate the forum 

for partnership in sustainable development. In Ho Chi 

Minh city, the inauguration of the First World Student 

Festival in 2024 signifies the concerted efforts and 

commitment from Vietnam, as well as the Vietnamese 

youth and student community, toward action in pursuit 

of sustainable development goals. This event aims to 

foster amicable cooperation and create opportunities for 

collaborative action among youth and students from 

diverse countries, organizations, and locals. In 

Malaysia, Sustainable Development Solutions Network 

(SDSN), initiated by Sunway University and established 

in 2013, is an initiative aiming to mobilize  Malaysian 

youth and leverage their strengths to help realize the 

SDGs. Key focus areas include hosting its flagship 

National Solutions Forum to spotlight its members and 

the country’s most innovative solutions, creating a state 

and district-level SDG dashboard for key stakeholders, 

and fostering collaboration around education for 

sustainable development in Malaysia and the Southeast 

3.4 Youth-led Actions to foster ASEAN Identity toward Sustainable 

Development Goals 

After all, the orienting question that should be asked is: How can ASEAN youth and 

students contribute to an ASEAN Identity with unity in diversity? In the vivid pictures 

in the ASEAN Community, we will see a fact worth considering: ASEAN youth and 

students are not sufficiently empowered and navigate activities to nurture ASEAN 

Identity in a proactive manner at the local level. They are participating as "active 

participants" rather than "identity entrepreneurs". 

The ASEAN Secretariat has been making considerable efforts to promote its 

core intermediary role in facilitating forums to promote ASEAN Identity among young 
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people, demonstrating improvements in scientific awareness and implementation 

mindset in terms of policies. In the ASEAN Work Plan on Youth (2016-2020), the term 

"ASEAN Identity" has yet been used as an official definition. Instead, the term 

"Awareness" was used in conjunction with sub-local 3 – "Enhance awareness and 

appreciation of an ASEAN Community through mutually beneficial people-to-people 

exchange programme”. This reflects that the ASEAN Identity approach is still in its 

early stages of formation after the establishment of ASEAN Community in 2015. 

Moreover, by setting the goal to "enhance awareness and appreciation of ASEAN 

Community" through "people-to-people exchange programme", it can be seen that the 

action plan in practice was still not inclusive and comprehensive. Explaining for this, 

the "people-to-people exchange programme" should be considered as one, not singular, 

of the solutions to foster ASEAN Identity, other solutions deserve to be considered 

thoroughly such as: education about ASEAN identity, research and dissemination of 

science-based knowledge about ASEAN Identity to the community, etc. In that motive, 

in the ASEAN Work Plan on Youth (2021-2025), the ASEAN Identity approach has 

been developed more deeply in terms of scientific connotation and analysis of specific 

components to shape ASEAN Identity. In this Work Plan, "Awareness" is a component 

(rather than a complete combination), along with "ASEAN Appreciation" and "ASEAN 

Relevance" to form ASEAN Identity. 

The efforts of the youth and student community in fostering ASEAN Identity 

are also worthy of recognition with youth-led initiatives at the local level. Universitas 

Gadjah Mada, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, and AUN USR&S co-hosted The 

ASEAN Youth Volunteer Programme (AYVP) 2023 with the theme of “Social 

Entrepreneurship”, encouraging knowledge-driven volunteerism among ASEAN 

youths through capacity development and exchange of learning experiences, thereby, 

bringing ASEAN Identity closer to the youth and student community. In 2024, in Ho 

Chi Minh City, The Youth Fest, co-hosted by the Youth Union, Vietnam Union of 

Students and Vietnam Youth Federation, has dedicated a space for ASEAN Identity 

and an ASEAN Conference Stimulation to introduce political, economic, cultural and 

social values to more than 5,000 young people and students across the country, 

promoting ASEAN Identity in the Vietnamese youth community. 
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4 Conclusions 

To sum up, this paper is an initial effort to develop an approach to the role of youth in 

promoting the achievement of the SDGs in relation to fostering ASEAN Identity in 

building a sustainable ASEAN Community. The authors strive to clarify the key aspects 

of youth contributions to the action plan towards the SDGs in ASEAN and analyze the 

“specific barriers” that require us to consider and evaluate the appropriate role of 

ASEAN youth for each specific SDG. 

The analysis shows that these “specific barriers” require clear differentiation 

and assessment of the youth’s impact potential. Some SDGs have orientations beyond 

the youth’s contribution capacity and are difficult to implement in practice due to these 

“specific barriers.” Therefore, it is necessary to consider, orient, and create conditions 

for youth projects and initiatives to focus on the SDGs where youth can make truly 

practical changes, within their capabilities, and manage typical youth limitations. 

The paper also suggests that fostering ASEAN Identity is closely related to the 

effectiveness of SDG implementation in ASEAN. As ASEAN, as a Community, is 

gradually being shaped and consolidated, it needs to mobilize overall resources and 

connect the thinking, actions, and vision of each of its citizens to create unity. ASEAN 

Identity helps strengthen the “we feeling,” thereby enhancing awareness of mutual 

benefits in building a sustainable community. The youth, with their large numbers and 

diverse networks, need to better promote their role in this collective story of the entire 

community. 
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