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We believe we can prevent and end youth homelessness

In Canada. This is the story of how we’re doing it.



The Canadian Observatory on 

Homelessness (COH) is a research 

and policy partnership working to 

conduct and mobilize research 

designed to have an impact on 

solutions to homelessness.

ABOUT US:



ABOUT US:

A Way Home is a national coalition 

reimagining solutions to youth 

homelessness through transformations 

in policy, practice and planning. We also 

lead the National Learning Community 

on Youth Homelessness.



Part 1

The problem we 
are trying to solve



Youth Homelessness 
is a seemingly 

intractable problem 
in Canada





Survey Results
From the first 

Without a Home 
study
2016

Stephen Gaetz, Bill O’Grady, Sean Kidd & Kaitlin Schwan. (2016). Without a Home: The 
National Youth Homelessness Survey. Toronto: Canadian Observatory on Homelessness Press. 



Gaetz, et al., (2016):6  



Age of first 
experience of 
homelessness



30.9% were in group homes

Involvement 

with Child 
Protection 
services



Mental 
Health and 
Well-Being

Findings indicated that a total 
of 85.4% (942) of the youth 
fell in the ‘high’ symptom/ 
distress category. This is 
indicative, in the general 
Canadian population, of youth 
midway between inpatient 
and outpatient psychiatric 
care levels. 



Criminal 
Victimization

PROLONGED EXPERIENCES OF HOMELESSNESS

Exposure to street violence makes the impact of pre-street 
adversity much less relevant. This suggests that whether prior 
to becoming homeless young people were exposed to 
adversity or not, experiencing violence while homeless has a 
‘leveling’ effect on youth mental health risk. 

Exposure to sexual and physical violence 
on the street made youth over three times 
as likely to be in the high mental health 
risk group. 



Exploitation 

and Sex 
Trafficking



Pathways off the streets

and

Exits from Homelessness



Research and Data point to important conclusions

First, we are waiting too long to intervene.

Second, experience of homelessness has a devastating impact on health, safety, mental 
health and well-being.

Third, some young people – Indigenous, LGBTQ2S, newcomer youth – experience 
additional burden of discrimination and exclusion.

Fourth, the emergency response does not prevent or end youth homelessness.

Fifth, our public systems are failing to prevent youth homelessness.

Sixth, when young people exit homelessness, recovery and inclusion are challenging. 

Seventh, people with lived experience of youth homeless strongly profess the need to 
shift to prevention.



Prevention

Housing 
and 

Supports

Emergency 
Response

The change we want to see …



Emergency 
Response

The change we want to see …

Prevention
Housing

and 

Supports

Emergency 
Response
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The role of Social 
Innovation



Youth
Homelessness
Social Innovation Lab



Co-Leadership 





Making the Shift brings together 
our collective body of work on 

the prevention of youth 
homelessness



Our work focuses on a singular goal: 
to conduct and mobilize quality research that supports 
governments, communities and service providers to 
make the shift from managing the crisis of youth 
homelessness, to a focus on prevention and enabling 
sustainable exits from homelessness.



Participating Researchers:  +100

Participating institutions:
• 33 networks, centres and institutes 
• 18 universities 

Researchers



x

Indigenous

Sustainable
Exits from 

Homelessness

Schools

Child 
protection Resilience

Policy

Justice

Disability

Inclusion

Leveraging 
Data &

Technology

Web of 
Research
Networks

Addictions

Prevention

Health, Well-
Being & 
Inclusion

Employment 
& Training

HF4Y
x
Housing



Within the 
Homelessness 

Sector

External to the 
Homelessness 

Sector

Partnerships

Hamilton 
Regional 

Indian
Centre

Waakebinness
Bryce Institute for 
Indigenous Health



1. Student Training

2. Service Provider Capacity Building

3. Advanced Training Modules

4. Events and Convenings

HIGHLY QUALIFIED PERSONNEL



ENGAGING People with Lived 

Experience of Youth 

Homelessness (PLEYH)



International Profile of the work



RESEARCH 
AGEENDA



MtS Research Program



Making the Shift has funded 
40 research projects across Canada 
focusing on the prevention of youth 
homelessness

Funded Research



Employing design thinking, our 
demonstration projects are 
intended to expand our knowledge 
and understanding of innovative 
approaches to preventing and 
ending youth homelessness by 
identifying, developing, 
prototyping, testing, evaluating, 
and mobilizing innovations in 
policy and practice through the 
implementation of comprehensive 
demonstration projects.

Demonstration 
Projects



Program Design & Prototyping



Research and Evaluation

Evaluation: 
• Developmental Evaluation
• Outcomes Evaluation

Research:

Research and Evaluation

• Qualitative and quantitative methods
• Outcomes tied to service and supports
• For HF4Y - Randomized Control trial



• The cultures, values and practices of research and service organizations are 
profoundly different 

• Knowing when and how to push against the status quo is essential for seeding 
the ground for innovation

Nurturing an Iterative Relationship 

between Research and Practice

• This was an identifiable problem not only at the community (Demonstration 
Project level) but also within Making the Shift



Enhancing Family and 
Natural Supports1



To Find Out More ….



SCHOOL-BASED
Early Intervention

2





To find out more …



Helping youth exit homelessness 
for good!3



Housing First for Youth
Demonstration Projects 

Toronto - PREVENTION focus: 

Housing First for Youth leaving care

Hamilton – ENDAAYAANG - Housing First for 

Indigenous Youth (An Indigenous led project) 

Ottawa - Housing First for Youth

Kelowna – New Demonstration Project site



Part 3

Housing First 
for Youth





2010 - The first Housing First for Youth program to 
emerge in Canada was developed by the Boys and Girls 
Clubs of Calgary



What began as a collaboration between 
researchers, service providers, and youth 
with lived experience of homelessness …
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2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

First HF4Y 
Framework

HF4Y 
Presentations in 

Canada & 
Europe

Presentations @ 
FEANTSA youth 
study sessions

Week-long 
training @ 

FEANTSA youth 
study session

Launch  Youth 
Homelessness 

Social 
Innovation Lab

Roadmap for the 
Prevention of 

Youth 
Homelessness

THIS is Housing 
First for Youth 

Program Model 
Guide

Launch HF4Y 
Demonstration 

Projects in 3 
cities Preliminary 

outcomes data 
emerges

Estimated 25-30 
orgs with HF4Y 

programs in 
Canada

*NEW* Program 
Guide + 

Operations 
Manual

TIMELINE





The importance of 
developing a response 

based on the needs of 

developing adolescents 
and young adults. 



1Core Principles of HF4Y



Housing First for Youth 
promotes housing stabilization, well-
being and social inclusion.



1. A Right to Housing with No Preconditions

• What does “no preconditions” 
mean?

• Separation of Housing and 
Supports



2. Youth Choice, Youth Voice and Self-Determination

• What does CHOICE mean?

• Limits to choice?

• Putting choice into action!



3. Positive Youth Development and Wellness 
Orientation

The HF4Y model employs a 
“positive youth development” 
orientation, a strengths-based 
approach that focuses not just on 
risk and vulnerability, but also 
youth’s assets. A positive youth 
development approach:

Identifies the youth’s personal strengths in 
order to build self-esteem and a positive 
sense of self

Works to improve the youth’s 
communication and problem-solving skills

Enhances and builds natural supports, 
including family relationships

Assists the youth in personal goal setting

Helps the youth to access educational 
opportunities and identify personal 
interests.



4. Individualized, Client-Driven Supports with No Time 
Limits

Active engagement without coercion

In doing so, one must consider:
• Supports must be flexible in terms of time frames. 

• The needs of young people will evolve over time. 

• What the worker thinks the young person needs or wants is not necessarily what they 
want for themselves.

• It may take a long time to build a trusting relationship to engage in this kind of work.

• Young people should be encouraged to focus on positive change and to learn from 
mistakes.

• The importance of harm reduction 

• Consider the impact of trauma and disabling conditions



5. Social Inclusion and Community Integration

• Housing models should not stigmatize clients

• Make available opportunities for social and 
cultural engagement

• Enhance Family and Natural supports

• Ensure opportunities to identify and engage 
in meaningful activities



2Models of Accommodation 

and Support

Supporting 

youth who 

have exited 

homelessness 



The importance of developing a 
response based on the needs of 
developing adolescents and young 
adults 



The importance of developing a 
response based on the needs of 
developing adolescents and young 
adults 



 Help in obtaining housing

 Housing retention

 Rent supplements

 Support when things go wrong

 Aftercare



 Trauma informed care

 Mental Health

 Substance use and addictions

 Harm Reduction

 Healthy Sexuality

 Personal Safety



 Income supports

 Training

 Employment

 Education



 Life skills

 Adult support and mentoring

 Supporting young people with children

 System Navigation and Advocacy

 Peer support

 Legal supports



 Developing social relations

 Enhancing Family Relations and 
Natural Supports

 Community engagement

 Cultural engagement

 Meaningful activities



3Case Management
Thinking beyond housing supports





Case loads

Recommended: 
7-10





Consider the importance of enhancing 

Family and Natural Supports



4OUTCOMES
Thinking beyond housing supports



The importance of developing a 
response based on the needs of 
developing adolescents and young 
adults 

Housing Stability is 
an outcome of a 
focus on well-being.



Embedding HF4Y within an integrated systems response



OUTCOMES 
AREAS



- Participant level Outcomes Evaluation
- Program level Developmental Evaluation

Nurturing an iterative relationship between research and practice
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EVIDENCE!



Randomized Controlled Trial
Group 1: Receiving 
Housing First for Youth 
intervention

Group2: Treatment as Usual 
(TaU) - NOT receiving the 
intervention.  



Housing outcomes Sometimes it takes a few months for 
individuals in the HF4Y program to 

move into stable housing.

Toronto HF4Y SiteOttawa HF4Y SiteTOTAL

93,3%

55,4%

HF4Y TAU

58,3%

47,8%

HF4Y TAU

Table 2

Comparing Housing Outcomes – Toronto and Ottawa



“My worker from Free2B has helped me a lot. Like, 
whenever I went any place to give in, like an application, like 
they’ll think of me, like oh, you’re too young, or we don’t 
want to accept you because of your age. But this apartment, 
she actually came with me to go speak to the landlord and 
they said the same thing and she said that they’re not 
allowed to do that. They have to accept my application. So –
and then when they accepted it they took me in.” 

(Participant 2031)



EDUCATION Outcomes

Column 1 – Baseline
TOTAL N= 62  HF4Y N=31  TAU N=31

OTTAWA site

Column 2 – 12 months
TOTAL N= 47  HF4Y N=23  TAU N=24

Column 1 – Baseline
TOTAL N= 86  HF4Y N=42  TAU N=44

Column 2 – 12 months
TOTAL N= 75  HF4Y N=39  TAU N=36

TORONTO site

HF4Y group participation in education – Baseline vs. 12 months
Table 3

44,2%

40,5%
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25,8%

32,3%

19,4%

48,9%

56,5%

41,7%
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50,0%

60,0%

Total HF4Y TaU

Baseline 12 months



“My worker helped me get in contact with a peer support 
worker, which helped a lot. She also helped me apply for 
school. I wasn’t really sure on the whole process, but she 
got me in contact with someone that was able to help. She 
also helped me get into contact with a therapist. I don’t 
think I would have been able to do that myself. 

(Participant #1004)



EMPLOYMENT Outcomes
Table 4

Labour Force participation – Baseline vs. 12 months
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Column 1 – Baseline
TOTAL N= 62  HF4Y N=31  TAU N=31

OTTAWA site

Column 2 – 12 months
TOTAL N= 47  HF4Y N=23  TAU N=24

Column 1 – Baseline
TOTAL N= 86  HF4Y N=42  TAU N=44

Column 2 – 12 months
TOTAL N= 75  HF4Y N=39  TAU N=36

TORONTO site



Quality of Life Outcomes
In conducting this research, and based on learning from the At Home / Chez Soi study, impact in 
other outcomes areas including health status and social functioning were generally thought to 
be outcomes that would be more likely to emerge in the second year of the study.

58,5%

47,4%

54,9%
51,7%

60,4%

49,5%

60,1%
58,5%57,7%

45,9%

54,1%

46,2%

61,2%

56,9%

60,4% 59,5%

0,0%

10,0%

20,0%

30,0%

40,0%

50,0%

60,0%

70,0%

Physical Psychological Social Environment

TAU Baseline TAU 12 Mo. HF4Y Baseline HF4Y 12 Mo.

Table 5

WHO Quality of Life after 12 months - HF4Y compared with TaU



“She’s absolutely amazing and I’m really glad I have been 
able to have her as a case worker. She’s made sure that I have 
what I need and that I understand my responsibilities kind of 
in general, whether it’s with work or my apartment, or in the 
program itself. Yeah, I don’t think any of what I’ve done or 
any progress I’ve made would have been possible without 
having my case worker or being a part of the program.” 

(Participant #1004)



48,1%

44,9%

13,9%

23,3%

31,0%

48,8%

44,6%

13,5%

25,1%

30,9%

45,7%

42,9%

13,8%

21,6%

29,7%

48,6%

44,7%

13,8%
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TAU Baseline TAU 12 Mo. HF4Y Baseline HF4Y 12 Mo.

Youth Life Skills Assessment (YSLA)

Life Skills
Table 6

Youth Life Skills Assessment (YLSA) after 12 months - HF4Y compared with TaU



“At first, I just tried to just figure it out myself and 
that didn’t work out at all. I was like broke by the 
end of the week and then I had to wait another 
week for a paycheck, but [HF4Y worker name] 
taught me a lot about saving. Gave me like good 
budget ideas.”                  (Participant #1049)



Resilience Scale-14 (RS14), Herth
Hope Index (HHI), & Attitudes 
Towards School Scale (ATS)

Resilience

0,0%

10,0%

20,0%

30,0%

40,0%

50,0%

60,0%

Baseline 6 month 12 month

Table 8  

Improvement in Resilience by Item (RS14)

Gains 
greater 
than 6%



Researcher: What has helped 
you to keep your housing?

Researcher: OK. What are 
the challenges to keeping 
your housing?

Youth: The Housing First 
Program, that’s the only 
answer.

Youth: If the Program gets pulled 
then I don’t know what I’m going 
to do, that’s my only challenge.
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SUPPORT





SUPPORT FROM THE HOUSING FIRST EUROPE HUB 

T H E  H O U S I N G  F I R S T  E U R O P E  H U B  C A N  P R O V I D E :

• t r a i n i n g
• e v i d e n c e ,  k n o w l e d g e  o n  h o w  t o  i m p l e m e n t  H F 4 Y  –

• a  p a r t n e r s h i p  w i t h  p e e r s  – c o m m u n i t y  o f  p r a c t i c e  

m e e t i n g s ,  

• t r a i n i n g  t h e  t r a i n e r  o p p o r t u n i t y  i n  O c t o b e r  2 0 2 2
h t t p s : / / h o u s i n g f i r s t e u r o p e . e u / h o u s i n g - f i r s t - f o r - y o u t h /

https://housingfirsteurope.eu/assets/files/2021/10/Introduction-to-HF-and-FAQ-FINAL-13.10.2021.pdf
https://housingfirsteurope.eu/assets/files/2021/07/HousingFirst4YouthFinalPrint.pdf


T R A I N  T H E  T R A I N E R  / /  S T U D Y  

S E S S I O N

H O U S I N G  F I R S T  F O R  Y O U T H

October 2 - 7, 2022

European Youth Centre - Budapest ,  Hungary

Opportunity  to:

• learn about  Housing  F i rst  for  Youth

• meet  and share  with  col leagues f rom across  

Europe

• gain  sk i l l s  as  a  t ra iner 

Costs  - covered by the Counci l  of  Europe

Appl icat ions wi l l  open on 20 May 2022 - deadl ine 30 

June

Contact :  Samara. Jones@housingf irsteurope.eu or

Robbie.Stakelum@feantsa.org

mailto:Samara.Jones@housingfirsteurope.eu
mailto:Robbie.Stakelum@feantsa.org



