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What do you need to know?
Solutions to homelessness are often considered to be the 
responsibility of NGOs, government, and the individuals ex-
periencing homelessness. Yet as homelessness affects every-
one in society, it can be argued that solutions require action 
across all sectors. In short, homelessness is everybody’s 
business. Raising the Roof, a national Canadian charity, has 
embarked on a multi-year Private Sector Project, aimed at 
engaging a sector that has traditionally been left out of dis-
cussions of solutions to homelessness: the private sector. 

WHAT IS THIS CHAPTER 
ABOUT?
This research has two goals: To learn 
more about the ways community 
programs in Canada are working with 
the private sector and second, to use 
the findings from this research as a 
catalyst for change in attitudes and 
hiring practices within the private 
sector, thereby paving the way for 
new employment opportunities for 
at-risk and homeless youth. In this 
chapter, some of the findings from 
Raising the Roof’s Private Sector En-
gagement research are reviewed. 
Specific strategies for engaging the 
private sector are outlined, as well 
as the major challenges in doing so. 
The chapter concludes with a discus-
sion of the next steps in the project, 
as well as how homelessness affects 
all Canadians and therefore requires 
action from a cross-section of society.What did the researchers do?

Eight community programs currently 
working in partnership with the pri-
vate sector to train and/or employ 
homeless or at-risk youth were select-
ed to partner with Raising the Roof 
for a year-long research study. These 
agencies were selected to represent 
a diverse sample geographically (5 
different provinces), as well as a di-

versity of program models and type 
of training/employment opportunity 
provided (from retail to construction 
to ‘green’ jobs). Researchers visited 
each community agency, and 123 
semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with program staff, some 
of their private sector partners, and 
youth participants. 
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What did the researchers find?
Program staff and their private sec-
tor participants identified six major 
strategies for successfully engag-
ing the private sector: 1) promot-
ing the agency’s employment 
program in the community and uti-
lizing ‘corporate champions’ when 
possible 2) building relationships 
based on honesty and reciprocity 
3) being strategic in selecting ap-
propriate businesses to approach 
4) initiating contact in a thoughtful 
manner 5) pitching the benefits of 
participation including potential 
wage subsidies, free HR services 
and pre-screening, agency sup-
port, and pre-employment train-

“This chapter points out that in order to work 
toward solutions to youth homelessness, all 
sectors of society must work together.”

How can 
you use this 
research?
This research can be used to provide 
guidance and support to community 
agencies currently working to form 
partnerships with the private sector. 
It also calls upon members of the 
private sector to become involved 
in a social issue that impacts all Ca-
nadians by taking a chance on youth 
whose opportunities in life may have 
been limited. This chapter points out 
that in order to work toward solutions 
to youth homelessness, all sectors 
of society must work together. This 
includes all levels of government, 
community agencies, and the private 
sector. Employment opportunities 
will not single-handedly solve home-
lessness. Instead, a holistic approach 
that addresses individual concerns 
(including basic needs such as food 
and housing), as well as broader 
structural barriers is needed.
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ing for the youth, which includes 
obtaining certificates and health 
and safety training, and 6) keep-
ing the process as simple as pos-
sible for private sector partners. 
Participants reported several 
challenges in doing this work, 
including a lack of resources, 
strong competition from other 
youth and agencies, a scarcity of 
quality jobs with adequate pay, 
the recent economic crisis, dif-
ficulty making contact with deci-
sion makers, employer fears and 
stereotypes, and difficulty main-
taining relationships if a place-
ment does not work out. 


