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2) Supports for Health and Well-Being
The core principles of Housing First for Youth clarify the kinds of health and well-being supports that 

should be provided to by young people. Developing adolescents and young adults have age-specific 

needs, and the experience of homelessness may have had a profoundly negative impact on well-being. 

Housing stabilization requires that attention be paid to youths’ physical and mental health needs, 

and more generally to their well-being. Housing stabilization case management should incorporate a 

recovery-orientation based on trauma-informed care. Interventions should be person-centred, and 

strengths-based, taking into account the developmental needs of young people, as well as their assets 

within a positive youth development context. Support services should respond to the diverse needs 

identified by each individual (Kidd et al., 2014). The range of supports identified here are considered in 

terms of how they enhance well-being, mitigate the effects of mental health and addictions challenges, 

improve quality of life and foster self-sufficiency.

The range of housing supports include:

1)	 Access to health care – Obtaining good primary care is important for a population that may not 

have had access to it in the past, particularly for individuals with ongoing health challenges and 

disabilities (Kulick et al., 2011). Access to diagnostic testing is also important, as many individuals 

may have disabilities or conditions for which they can receive additional supports (Macdonald, 2015).

2)	 Mental health supports – A large percentage of young people who experience homelessness also 

endure considerable mental health challenges (Kidd, 2013; Kidd et al., 2018; Gaetz et al., 2016). 

Research by Kidd et al. (2016) shows that even a year post-homelessness, many young people still 

have poor mental health and quality of life - putting at them risk for re-entry into homelessness. 

Such findings demonstrate the need for ongoing health and well-being supports once young 

people are stably housed, including systems navigation strategies to help youth to quickly access 

supports when things go wrong. Others youth may suffer from undiagnosed developmental delays, 

brain injury, or other disabling conditions. As part of a system of care, such individuals should be 

supported to access assessments and suitable interventions, if required.

3)	 Trauma-informed care – Many people who become homeless often have experienced trauma 

either prior to becoming homeless or once they are on the streets. It is, therefore, essential that 

those providing supports practice trauma-informed care, in which there is acknowledgement of 

traumatic experiences, and an understanding that the experience of trauma can be paralyzing, can 

affect behavior and decision-making, and can lead to addictions (Kirst et al., 2016; Elliott et al., 

2005; Fallot & Harris 2005).

http://homelesshub.ca/HF4Y
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4)	 Harm reduction support – Some young people who have experienced homelessness will need ongoing 

support to deal with substance use problems and addictions. Harm reduction is a humane, client-

centred and evidence-based approach to working with people with addictions, and such supports 

should help people retain their housing; reduce the risk of harms to themselves, people close to them, 

and the community; and help them become more engaged with education, training, employment, 

and other meaningful activities (Kirst et al., 2011; 2013; Gaetz, 2015). Harm reduction and substance 

use supports as part of housing stabilization interventions have been found to stabilize housing and 

improve mental health (Kreindler & Coodin, 2010). Powell et al. (2016) also found evidence for the 

efficacy of these approaches to housing stabilization for LGBTQ2S+ identifying young people.

5)	 Enhancing personal safety – Many youth experience physical, sexual, and/or emotional abuse prior 

to being homeless. Once on the streets, they are exponentially more likely to be victims of crime 

(Gaetz, 2004; Gaetz et al., 2010). Two recent studies of youth homelessness in ten cities identified 

that almost one fifth were victims of human trafficking (mostly sex trafficking) (Murphy, 2017). When 

young people leave the streets, they may continue to be victims of criminal exploitation, including 

home takeovers. Enhancing the personal safety of young people by ensuring that they have access to 

housing that is safe, are protected from exploitation, and build resilience and strategies to avoid such 

exploitation, is a key component of wellness supports. 

6)	 Food security – For young people, a good diet is important 

for proper growth and development. Without enough food 

or the right kinds of food, our health is compromised and 

our ability to get things done is undermined. The surest way 

to guarantee food security is to ensure young people have 

an adequate source of income (Tarasuk et al., 2009; 2013).

7)	 Promoting healthy sexuality – Sexual health is a 

central feature of physical, emotional, and social health 

and well-being that influences individuals of all ages. 

Unfortunately, many young people with lived experience 

of homelessness have been exposed to physical and 

sexual abuse at a young age. Furthermore, young people 

who remain homeless for extended periods of time are 

exposed to early sexual activity, exploitation, including 

pressure to exchange sex for food, shelter, money, or 

companionship, and a greater risk of sexual assault 

(Milburn et al., 2009; Saewyc et al., 2013; Gaetz, 2004; 

Gaetz et al., 2010). Finally, youth who self-identify as LGBTQ2S+ may face additional challenges in 

their transition to adulthood. It is important that services are sensitive to the diverse sexualities and 

gender expressions of youth by providing safe, welcoming, and gender-appropriate services.

“I’m just trying to say 
that, if you’re hungry or 
something, older dudes are 
going to take advantage of 
you when you’re younger. 
And then you have all these 
drugs in you and you’re only 
14 ... And the way he looked 
at you - you’re just a little 
girl, and you don’t know 
what to do. And you’re 
hooked on drugs now.”

Calgary Youth

https://www.covenanthouse.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Loyola%2520Multi-City%2520Executive%2520Summary%2520FINAL.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/resource/cuckooing-home-takeovers-vulnerable-tenants
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Considering Housing Stabilization 
for Indigenous Youth
One of the consequences of historical and ongoing 

colonization and discrimination in Canada is that Indigenous 

peoples, who make up 4.5% of the Canadian population, 

are significantly over-represented in homeless populations 

(Segaert, 2012), making up 30% of the national youth 

homelessness population (Gaetz et al., 2016). Dr. Suzanne 

Stewart and others (Monette et al., 2009; Stewart, 2016, 

2018; Walker, 2008) have identified multiple barriers faced 

by Indigenous peoples in accessing housing that is safe, 

affordable, and appropriate, which include “poverty, lack of 

access to culturally appropriate social services and housing, 

literacy issues, discrimination, addiction, mental health 

problems, and intergenerational trauma resulting from 

experiences with residential schools and the child welfare 

system. Systemic racism affects access to housing and 

supports” (Stewart, 2018, p. 89).

“Colonization, like if that 
didn’t happen, I feel I would 
be so good.”

Vancouver Youth

Mainstream/colonial thinking about the nature 

of homelessness is insufficient to describe the 

experience of homelessness among Indigenous 

youth. The Indigenous Definition of Homelessness 

in Canada (Thistle, 2017) contends that for 

Indigenous peoples, homelessness is much more 

than the lack of a house, but is an undermining 

of ‘All My Relations’, which is the connection and 

unity to all things, including culture, land, and 

people. Homelessness for Indigenous peoples is 

also an experience of isolation from “relationships 

to land, water, place, family, kin, each other, 

animals, cultures, languages and identities” 

(Thistle, 2017, p.6). For Indigenous youth, solutions 

to homelessness will not only require housing, 

but facilitating improved well-being, cultural 

connection, and opportunities for healing.

To best support Indigenous youth to exit 

homelessness in a sustainable way, it is 

important to acknowledge and address past and 

present tensions between Western individualist 

approaches to health and well-being, and more 

holistic Indigenous worldviews and ways of 

knowing, focusing on cultural connections, 

relationships, and community. Colonialism, 

intergenerational trauma, and separation from 

family and community can leave Indigenous youth 

with a sense of dislocation and alienation from 

their culture and ways of knowing, which can 

be exacerbated by homelessness. The ability to 

connect to culture, communities, and traditional 

practices, when desired, is important for healing 

among Indigenous youth.
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While the range of services and supports 

outlined in the sections above are applicable 

to Indigenous youth, it is possible to adapt and 

infuse them with Indigenous ways of knowing 

to make them more culturally relevant. Duran 

(2007) refers to hybrid approaches to therapy 

and healing, bringing together the knowledge, 

techniques, and practices that reflect both 

Indigenous and mainstream approaches. 

Stewart suggests that “(h)ybridism allows the 

practitioner and the client to jointly explore 

the client’s identity, culture, and worldview in 

order to clarify the client’s needs and determine 

the appropriate interventions for facilitating 

healing” (Stewart, 2018, p. 96). 

Whether looking at youth homelessness prevention 

or housing stabilization, Indigenous peoples 

must have a leadership role in the design and 

implementation of solutions, to ensure culturally 

appropriate housing and supports are made 

available to Indigenous youth. Interventions must 

be infused with traditional knowledge, and account 

for the impacts of colonialism and intergenerational 

trauma that continue to impact young people. 

Embracing the importance of cultural connection 

and Indigenous ways of knowing as part of housing 

stabilization not only advances better and more 

inclusive outcomes for Indigenous youth, but can 

also potentially inform how we work with all young 

people at risk of or who experience homelessness. 

Conclusion
Youth’s path out of homelessness and into housing is mired with adversity. It is incumbent 
upon us to design interventions that make this path as easy to traverse as possible, 
providing young people with meaningful supports that extend beyond the provision 
of four walls and a roof. In order to do this, we need to invest in not just in a range of 
affordable housing models, but supports for social inclusion, well-being and health, 
identity development, and opportunities for education, employment, and training. 

Once housed, the work begins to repair, reconnect, and 

rebuild, implementing supports that can assist a young 

person’s transition to adulthood. This requires that we take 

on a new level of organizational preparedness, strategy, and 

commitment to young people. Stability depends on how we 

engage young people and what support we wrap around 

them (e.g., mental health, addiction, family reconnection, 

trauma-informed care, and community connection). It is 

time to provide youth exiting homelessness with all of the 

supports they need to maintain that housing long term.

It is time to think about 
successful housing 
stabilization as more than 
just having a place to live. 
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If the prevention of youth homelessness is to be grounded in a human rights approach, 
we must consider the positive obligations of governments and communities to ensure 
the rights of youth are protected. The fulfilment of young people’s social and economic 
rights must include legal and practical mechanisms to seek assistance and redress in the 
event that their rights are violated (or soon will be). Currently, there largely is no protocol 
or legal requirement to assist youth in distress outside of the child welfare context. 
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Duty to Assist also helps us resolve the contradiction between a human rights based approach to 

resolving homelessness, and the more narrow prioritization of chronic and high acuity (and mostly adult) 

populations that is dominant in North America.

Preventing youth homelessness requires that young people be assured of 
a process to gain immediate access to housing and supports to remedy the 
risk or experience of homelessness.

In practical terms, this means that higher levels of government provide a policy and funding framework 

for homelessness prevention, and provide communities with necessary resources and supports to 

enable them to fulfill the requirement of providing information, advice, and assistance to young people 

under the age of 25 who are at risk of or experiencing homelessness. This is the work of Duty to Assist.

DUTY TO ASSIST
Taking a Rights-Based Approach 5
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Defining A Duty To Assist
A Duty to Assist means there is a statutory obligation, or a legal duty, requiring that local 
authorities make reasonable efforts8 to end the person’s homelessness or stabilize their 
housing. This means ensuring that young people under 25 are provided with information, 
advice, and housing-led supports to avoid an experience of homelessness, or to make 
that experience as brief as possible.

A rights-based approach to youth homelessness, Duty is Assist is legally enforceable and judiciable, 

providing a young person with the opportunity for legal recourse if the state fails to take reasonable 

steps to prevent their homelessness. Duty to Assist legislation identifies and articulates jurisdictional 

responsibilities within and between different orders of government in order to make their best effort to 

ensure any young person who is referred for assistance (including through self-referral) is provided with 

the appropriate supports, information, and advice to remain housed, or quickly become re-housed. 

This statutory duty is not met by referring a young person to an emergency shelter or other 

homelessness services that do not proactively prevent their homelessness or help them exit 

homelessness rapidly and in a sustained way.

An International Example of A Duty To Assist: Wales
The concept of Duty to Assist has been put in practice in Europe with the Housing (Wales) Act of 

2014, articulated a comprehensive and rights-based approach to homelessness prevention (it should 

be noted that the Welsh legislation applies to all people at risk of homelessness, and does not 

specifically target youth). Central to this legislation is a requirement that local authorities (municipal 

government) have a duty to provide information, advice, assistance, and navigation supports to 

people seeking help, and a “duty to help to prevent an applicant from becoming homeless” (section 

66) if a person or family is: a) threatened with homelessness, and b) eligible for help. In addition to 

ensuring that there are funded early intervention programs in place, this strategy stresses a systems-

based approach to collaboration. Practically, this means local authorities are directed to “cooperate 

with other public authorities, non-profit and voluntary organizations, and other individuals and 

providers to ensure services are in place to meet the needs of particular groups who are deemed to 

be at higher risk of homelessness” (Gaetz & Dej, 2017, p. 52). 

A preliminary evaluation of the impact of the Welsh legislation has demonstrated positive results 

in that services have been “successfully reoriented towards prevention, creating a more supportive 

environment, reducing the number of people in temporary accommodation and decreasing the number 

who remain homeless after seeking help” (Mackie et al., 2017, p. 81).  

8 �We define reasonable efforts as involving due diligence and care in finding effective, appropriate, housing-led services and 
supports to meet the needs of the young person and their family, taking into account the age and developmental stage of the 
young person, and the availability of supports in the local community.

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2014/7/contents/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2014/7/contents/enacted
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How can Canadian governments effectively utilize 

legislation and a systems approach as a tool to prevent 

youth homelessness? Are such learnings transferrable 

to the Canadian context given the complex division of 

responsibilities and resources between different orders of 

government? The answer is that the experience of Wales 

can be drawn upon to build a ‘Made in Canada’ Duty to 

Assist strategy. 

The sections below illustrate how Canadian governments 

can put in place Duty to Assist legislation as a cornerstone 

of a prevention-based response to youth homelessness. 

It is best built upon the five elements of the Typology for 

the Prevention of Youth Homelessness. It can also act as a 

catalyst for systems integration at the community level. Such 

a policy direction can break open the silos of the ministries 

and departments that, while often driving young people into 

homelessness, must also be part of the solutions.

How can Canadian 
governments effectively 
utilize legislation and 
a systems approach as 
a tool to prevent youth 
homelessness? Are such 
learnings transferrable 
to the Canadian context 
given the complex division 
of responsibilities and 
resources between 
different orders of 
government?  The answer 
is that the experience of 
Wales can be drawn upon 
to build a ‘Made in Canada’ 
Duty to Assist strategy. 

1) Establishing a Statutory Duty to Assist 
Duty to Assist legislation makes homelessness prevention a statutory responsibility with defined roles 

for all orders of government. In practical terms and in the Canadian context, this means that:

1)	 The Government of Canada is responsible for defining and enforcing the rights of Canadians to 

housing, and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Additionally, through Reaching Home, 

Canada’s Homelessness Strategy, the Government of Canada can create an enabling environment 

for community entities to: i) include youth strategies within community systems plans, ii) implement 

systems of coordinated entry (with special provisions for youth), and iii) implement youth-focused 

prevention interventions. Through its Social Innovation and Social Finance agenda, the Government 

of Canada can support Duty to Assist demonstration projects (involving social R&D) in order to 

develop the knowledge and evidence base, and advance our understanding of implementation. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
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2)	 Provincial and Territorial (P/T) governments are responsible for passing and enforcing Duty to Assist 

legislation, and impose the Duty to Assist on municipalities (constitutionally, P/T’s are the order 

of government that defines municipal duties). Provinces and territories design the Duty to Assist 

responsibilities of municipalities, define roles for different ministries, and provide a policy and 

funding framework to support this work at the municipal level.

3)	 Municipal governments, working with the local homelessness sector,9 are responsible for the 

coordination and delivery of Duty to Assist. Young people at risk of, or who are experiencing 

homelessness, will make contact with the local homelessness authority (through coordinated entry, 

discussed below). Following the Welsh model, P/T legislation should define the responsibilities 

of municipalities/community entities, and specify “the minimum set of interventions that local 

authorities must have in place … and local authorities are expected to consider the most appropriate 

intervention(s) for each person” (Mackie, 2017, p. 86). It is recommended that supports must be 

offered within 14 days of the young person presenting for help.

The Duty to Assist can result in four different outcomes: 

i)	 A young person’s homelessness is prevented if they are at risk of homelessness;

ii)	 If prevention efforts are not successful, a young person’s homelessness is relieved; 

iii)	If a young person is currently homeless but did not access prevention support previously, their 

homelessness is relieved; 

iv)	A young person is offered referral or assistance but refuses (young people should have the right to change 

their mind at any time, and refusal of help does not discharge the state of its ongoing duty to assist).

9 �It should be noted that in Canada, the federal government has defined “community entities” as the coordinating bodies for 
local responses to homelessness.  In some cases this is the municipal government, in other cases it is a third party organization 
(Calgary and Edmonton are good examples). In the latter case, municipalities will be directed to collaborate with third party 
community entities to implement Duty to Assist.

In the latter case, Duty to Assist requires that local government offer the necessary supports (including 

reasonable steps to access housing) in order to remedy this situation. Any person at risk of or 

experiencing youth homelessness is assisted by this duty. All efforts must be designed to account for 

the specific needs of developing adolescents and young adults.    
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Finally, given the history of colonialism and the resultant over-representation of Indigenous children 

and youth both in homeless populations (Gaetz et al., 2016) and in child protection (Blackstock, 2011), 

engagement and collaboration must also include Indigenous leadership and communities in a nation-to-

nation relationship. An effective Duty to Assist policy will need to identify and resource responsibility 

across each of these jurisdictions.

Why focus on youth homelessness?
The Welsh legislation is designed to support all people at risk of or experiencing homelessness, 

regardless of age. This too should be the long term goal of Canadian policy. A compelling case can 

be made for a structured, phased approach to implementation, beginning with a targeted focus on 

youth homelessness. First, our knowledge base regarding youth homelessness prevention is well 

established and growing, and there is momentum in this area in Canada. Second, there are complexities 

in addressing youth homelessness that don’t exist within the adult population that need to be worked 

out (e.g., jurisdictional issues based on age, the challenge of supporting youth under 16, for instance). 

Third, it is now becoming clear that if we want to tackle chronic homelessness amongst adults, there 

is a compelling case for focusing on youth homelessness. Recent Point-in-Time counts in Canada are 

showing that a majority of people who are currently homeless had their first experience before they 

were 25, and many before they were 18.10 The Without a Home study demonstrated that 40% of youth 

currently experiencing homeless had their first experience before the age of 16. If we better support our 

youth, we can have a long term, sustainable impact on the broader problem of homelessness.

10 �Victoria, 55.8% (Hardman, 2018); Peterborough, 58% (Vink, 2018); Niagara, 53% (Nickel, 2018), and; Regina, 74% 
(Docherty, 2018).  

Considerations for Policy and Program Design
Implementing a statutory Duty to Assist in Canada requires the following key elements and 

considerations in terms of policy and program design:

1) Policy

Duty to Assist legislation would signal a shift in policy direction on homelessness from a considerable 

investment in the crisis response, to one that prioritizes the prevention of homelessness and reorienting 

systems, services, and funding.

http://homelesshub.ca/YouthWithoutHome
https://www.crd.bc.ca/docs/default-source/housing-pdf/housing-planning-and-programs/2018-pit-count---community-report---final---july-19.pdf?sfvrsn=a92ee2ca_2
http://www.peterborough.ca/Assets/City+Assets/Social+Services/Documents/Reports+and+Research/Emergency+Shelter+and+Assistance/A+Roof+Over+My+Head.pdf
http://www.niagaraknowledgeexchange.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/2018-07-24-Niagara-Counts-2018-Report-to-Committee.pdf
http://reginahomelessness.ca/userdata/files/82/2018 PiT-Count Report.pdf
http://reginahomelessness.ca/userdata/files/82/2018 PiT-Count Report.pdf
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As a statutory responsibility that enshrines a universal right to 
homelessness prevention, a Duty to Assist will include the following:

\\ Rights-based approach – The rights protected under a Duty to Assist are not only human rights, but 

legal rights.11 In other words, the right to housing and supports would be enforceable and judiciable, 

providing a young person with the opportunity for legal recourse if there was a failure to take 

reasonable steps to prevent their homelessness. 

\\ Age mandate – The Duty to Assist applies to young people aged 13-24, consistent with the Canadian 

Definition of Youth Homelessness. Provincial and territorial legislation regarding children and youth 

may already define at what age young people can access supports independently of parents, or who 

is responsible to for addressing the needs of young people at risk under the age of 16 (such as child 

protection authorities). Therefore, considerations will have to be made to align existing legislation to 

ensure that young people can access appropriate supports of their choosing.12

\\ Obligation to act – Upon presentation to the organization/entity locally coordinating the Duty to 

Assist, state actors are obliged to act within 14 days13 in order to provide assistance in the form of not 

just information, but the offer of housing-led support and/or referral. 

\\ Youth choice, youth voice, and self-determination – As a rights-based, client-centred approach, Duty 

to Assist emphasizes youth choice regarding the range of supports offered. Choices are best made 

when young people have been provided with sufficient information to make an informed decision on 

the appropriate options available to them. In supporting youth choice, one also needs to consider age 

and cognitive functioning (e.g., FASD, developmental delays, and/or brain injury) and how this may 

impact decision-making. A young person turning down options presented to them does not discharge 

provider responsibility to continue to find ways to support the youth. Young people must also be 

supported and respected when they change their mind regarding the kinds of support or housing 

they want. It is critical that in all instances, the design and implementation of Duty to Assist does not 

operate coercively or punitively, and that young people’s right to choice and self-determination is the 

cornerstone of this legislation in policy and practice. 

11 �The rights guaranteed to young people under international conventions that Canada is a signatory to are outlined in the report 
Youth Rights, Right Now. It should also be noted that the Government of Canada’s National Housing Strategy also declares 
housing as a right, and special measures must be in place to ensure that the rights of young people are protected.

12 �This is important, considering that some young people at risk of homelessness, or who are experiencing homelessness at a 
young age may already be in the care of child protection authorities, but may be fleeing such care.

13 In the Welsh legislation the obligation to act is 60 days. Because of the vulnerability of young people, we recommend 14 days.

http://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/Definition_of_Youth_Homelessness.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/Definition_of_Youth_Homelessness.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/youthrightsrightnow
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\\ Reconciling different duties to assist – Different mainstream services may have similar duties 
to report or assist, including health, justice and child protection, for instance. In child protection 
legislation, there typically already exists a duty to assist and an obligation to report in cases of 
suspected abuse and neglect. A Duty to Assist youth homelessness prevention policy should not 
be confused with similar directives outlined in child protection, for instance. As such, Duty to Assist 
policy and practice should clarify the circumstances under which reporting and assistance involves 
child protection or other systems, programs, and services, to avoid confusion and systems dumping 
(i.e., merely transferring youth from one system to another).

\\ Addressing the needs of Indigenous youth – In alignment with the Calls to Action of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, all Duty to Assist efforts must strive to be equitably applied to Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous youth, without service disparities. Indigenous youth should be able to obtain 
culturally appropriate, Indigenous-led housing and supports. Assistance must be based on a respect for 
traditional knowledge, cultural traditions and practices, and account for the impact of colonialism on 
Indigenous communities, including intergenerational trauma. Taking into consideration the Definition of 
Indigenous Homelessness in Canada, young people who are identified as being culturally disconnected 
from their Indigenous heritage should be offered opportunities and supports for cultural reconnection.

Implementation of Duty to Assist raises the issue of the need for nation-to-nation negotiations on 
how this can be co-developed with Indigenous communities. A Duty to Assist must be responsive 
and accountable to Indigenous governance and Indigenous forms of restorative justice. Indigenous-
led approaches to Duty to Assist can foster not just place-based interventions, but culturally 
engaged community-based interventions. 

\\ Quality Assurance – Duty to Assist legislation must be backed up by measures to ensure full access to 
support, quality services, opportunities for client feedback and input, and a demonstration of impact. 
This includes clarity regarding a determination of when the Duty to Assist has been met. In the Welsh 
legislation, there are three main ways that the Duty is met: “homelessness is relieved (accommodation 
is available for at least 6 months), homelessness is unsuccessfully relieved (having taken steps to help, 
no solution is found within 56 days), or some ‘other’ reason (either an offer is refused or they fail to 
cooperate)” (Mackie et al., 2017, p. 87). A Canadian Duty to Assist should assess more than whether a 
young person has been successfully housed or not, including other quality of life measures that will 
have an impact on their risk of becoming homeless in the future. Young people need to have a say in 
whether the offer of support is reasonable, appropriate, and desirable, given their circumstances. Duty 
to Assist must be focused on truly preventing homelessness, rather than merely deferring homelessness. 

All of this is best assured through the appointment of a regulator/ombudsperson for homelessness 

services, who will be charged with ensuring that providers are in fact recognizing and practicing their 

duty to assist in a way consistent with the letter and intent of the duty legislation.

As part of quality assurance, there must be mechanisms in place so that youth can appeal to the 

ombudsperson or pursue legal action if there is evidence that “reasonable efforts” have not been made. 

In such cases, each youth should have the right to independent legal representation before any decision 

maker, as well as a clear and empowered role in their own cases or complaints. It is critical that these 

redress mechanisms are timely, equitable, free, highly accessible, and youth-friendly. 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/IndigenousHomelessness
http://homelesshub.ca/IndigenousHomelessness
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2) Program Design

In designing a Duty to Assist program, the following components should be 
considered essential for the delivery of preventive supports at the local level:

\\ Duty to Refer – While a Duty to Assist is a statutory 

responsibility, there needs to be a process in place 

whereby adults who engage with young people make a 

reasonable determination as to whether and/or how a 

young person is at risk of homelessness. This can be a 

challenge because youth homelessness is often hidden, 

and many young people experience repeated bouts of 

homelessness before they ever come in contact with 

emergency supports. 

Having said this, it is possible, and even likely, that meaningful adults in the lives of young people 

may become aware that something is wrong. This may be due to changes in behaviour, or upon 

learning that a young person is ‘couch surfing’, for instance. Meaningful adults include people who, 

because of their role or profession, work directly with young people and in some cases are acting ‘in 

loco parentis’ (latin for “in the place of a parent”). This refers to the legal responsibility of a person or 

organization to take on some of the functions and responsibilities of a parent.

Currently, teachers, instructors, coaches, employment workers, community workers, or others14 may 

suspect a young person is at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness. Many adults in such positions 

will not know what to do; they may not have the knowledge, capacity, or access to resources to 

directly assist a young person who is at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness. A Duty to Assist - with 

appropriate referral processes and systems of support - will give them the means to support young 

people and get them the help they need. The responsibility to support and refer can be defined 

through professional standards, and augmented through professional development and training.

A Duty to Refer means that in these situations, and with the consent of the young person, a referral 

is made to an appropriate agency, care provider, professional (medical, legal), helpline, or other 

appropriate support – ideally through a coordinated entry system. When young people present at 

homelessness services, including both within the adult and youth systems, there is a similar Duty to 

Assist (or refer) to wider and more appropriate supports in cases where the shelter in question does 

not practice shelter diversion.  

14 �Other circumstances where adults are in positions of authority regarding young people will need to be considered as well. 
For instance, private landlords should be required to report when filing a notice of eviction. 

MEANINGFUL ADULTS MAY INCLUDE:
Teachers 

Coaches 

Instructors 

Doctors or Nurses 

Counsellors 

Community or Social Workers
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\\ Housing-led supports – Assistance should always be housing-led. In other words, referring a young 

person to an emergency shelter or other homelessness service that offers minimal supports to 

rehouse the young person will not count as having provided assistance or completion of a duty 

to assist, if it does not end the person’s homelessness or stabilize their housing. This does not 

necessarily mean the elimination of shelters, as there will always be a need for the crisis response. 

Rather, in the long run it means retooling the emergency sector to support prevention and rehousing.

\\ Client-centred supports – The supports offered to young people through Duty to Assist must 

be client-centered, whereby the choice of young people as to whether they want help and what 

supports they need is respected (consistent with the core principles of Housing First for Youth). The 

offer of assistance must be accepted by the young person before contact with supports proceeds.15 

Additionally, supports, including housing, must be individualized, strengths-based, and allow young 

people to change their mind without fear of negative consequences. The Duty to Assist legislation 

must not be used coercively in policy or practice.

\\ Engaging Families and other Natural Supports – Consideration of the needs of both young people 

and their families drive the case management process. Addressing family conflict and strengthening 

family (as defined by the youth) and natural supports will have positive longer-term consequences 

and reduce the risk of simply delaying homelessness. However, the first response should not be to 

remove the young person from their home, or sever ties with family or caregivers, unless there is an 

imminent risk to the safety of the young person or other family members.

\\ Quality of service – To support Duty to Assist, there needs to be early intervention-based prevention 

services in place that ensure access is timely, and that services are individualized, persistent, and 

delivered under a Positive Youth Development orientation (European Commission, 2013).

\\ Supporting young people who do not wish to or are not able to engage – In designing policy, 

programs, and interventions, there must be a special consideration of the needs and experiences 

of particularly marginalized groups who may be reluctant to accept assistance (for reasons such as 

previous negative interactions with police, public systems, or people in positions of authority). Groups 

that may be hesitant to accept assistance include young people who are experiencing marginalization 

or criminalization due to:

òò Experiences of human trafficking or sexual exploitation;

òò Sex trade involvement;

òò Discrimination, including LGBTQ2S+ youth, gender non-binary youth, racialized youth, Indigenous 

youth, and others;

òò Precarious legal status (e.g., youth whose visa ran out);

òò Intimate partner, familial violence, or violence experienced while in the child welfare system;

òò Gang involvement or fleeing gang violence, or;

òò Fleeing criminal charges.

15 �The exception is if there is evidence of abuse and/or the young person threatens to harm themselves or others. In such cases, 
existing duty to report legislation (e.g., child protection, health) will override the young person’s right to refuse help.

https://www.homelesshub.ca//sites/default/files/COH-AWH-HF4Y.pdf


The Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness 

136

In supporting youth in these situations, then, it is imperative that youth have the 
power to say yes or no to referrals or supports offered, particularly if they fear 
that assistance or intervention will increase their risk of surveillance, result in 
criminalization, or otherwise put them in even greater jeopardy.  

More broadly, it is critical that the progressive realization of Duty to Assist adopts a particular focus 

on addressing the structural and system factors that make it more difficult for some youth to take 

advantage of the supports offered through Duty to Assist. For example, particular immigration 

policies may create fear of deportation amongst newcomer or refugee youth, making it difficult for 

these young people to actualize their rights as entailed in Duty to Assist. Upstream efforts to address 

system and structural factors can thus assist in democratizing access to Duty to Assist and ensuring 

equitable access to this right.

\\ Unconditional support – The offer of assistance cannot come with conditions such as abstinence, 

engagement in education or employment, or participation in programming.

\\ Equitable provision of Duty to Assist – There must be a commitment to the equitable provision of 

this Duty to Assist, with efforts to ensure barriers to benefitting from this legislation are minimized 

as much as possible. This can be done through broad structural and systems prevention efforts (e.g., 

amendments to sex trafficking laws, equitable systems funding on First Nations reserves), and through 

accountability mechanisms established throughout the System of Care. The ombudsperson appointed 

in each province/territory is responsible for ensuring the equitable implementation of Duty to Assist 

across municipalities. 

\\ Emphasis on place-based supports – There is a need to ensure that as much as possible, supports 

are place-based and that young people are not forced to leave their communities to receive services 

due to lack of available supports. In other words, government and public systems must be funded 

and coordinated in such a way to ensure young people have access to appropriate supports in their 

home community.
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2) How Duty to Assist works at the Community Level
Implementing Duty to Assist will undoubtedly require an investment of resources, cross-
ministerial responsibility and mandate, and potentially several years of systems work at 
the community level to ensure prevention-focused systems to support young people are 
fully in place and well-functioning before Duty to Assist becomes a requirement.

With a legal responsibility for a Duty to Assist defined, and an investment in preparing communities to have 

systems and supports in place to enable implementation, an important question to ask is: how this would 

work at the community level? What happens between the point where the need for help is identified, and 

actual supports are delivered? The diagram below illustrates how Duty to Assist might work in practice.

FIGURE 6: DUTY TO ASSIST PROCESS
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1) Identification 

2) Connection: A Place to Access Support  

There are two main routes through which a young person at risk of, or 
experiencing, homelessness can be identified as needing assistance:

A Duty to Assist will have no impact if those who make the determination 
that a young person is at risk have no place to refer to for assistance. A visible, 
accessible overarching system needs to be in place to handle referrals, triage, 
and ensure young people get the supports and housing they need. 
The pathway to supports involves the following:

\\ Self-referral – Young people may seek assistance themselves and should be able to access services 

and supports on their own. Young people may also seek assistance and support from adults in 

meaningful roles whom they are already in contact with or can easily access, or through centralized 

systems of assistance, such as helplines or coordinated entry systems. To facilitate youths’ self-referral 

for Duty to Assist, young people need to know that help is out there and that the help will be useful.

\\ Adult referral – Adults in meaningful roles who are aware of, or who suspect a young person is in 

need of assistance, should offer help. If the required support is beyond the scope of the adult in 

question, they have a Duty to Refer the young person to others who can help. This must be done with 

the knowledge and informed consent of the young person, so that they will not fear that bringing 

forward their concerns will get them ensnared in a system they are trying to avoid. 

\\ Visibility – A person needs to know help is available before they can access supports. With a good 

communications strategy, all people implicated in Duty to Assist, including young people, their families, 

community members, and those working with youth, must be made aware that there is someone they 

can contact. There are different ways of doing this, including 211 helplines, children helplines, mobile 

apps such as HelpSeeker, and coordinated entry programs organized as part of the local response to 

homelessness. Social marketing campaigns could help increase knowledge about where to seek support. 

\\ Coordinated Entry – Coordinated entry is key to both system integration and early intervention 

models for young people at risk of homelessness. Many communities that implement systems plans 

to address homelessness employ ‘coordinated entry’ to create a standardized process for intake, 

assessment, and referral. Access to coordinated entry can be through a call centre, or a young person 

can also go in person to organizations that are part of the coordinated entry system. Supporting 

coordinated entry should be a community-wide data management system that allows the community 

to track the young person and the supports they are receiving. The intent of coordinated entry is to 

create a standardized process for intake, assessing a young person’s current situation, the nature of 

their needs, and the services they currently receive and may require in the future.
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Coordinated entry systems should include:

òò Standardized intake and assessment (using youth-specific assessment tools that are strengths-based)

òò Triage, prioritization, and referral

òò Data management systems

\\ Case management – At intake, a young person is then referred to, and connected with, a support 

worker who has sufficient experience and expertise to support the youth and address the underlying 

issue that is making them vulnerable to homelessness. This is when the intervention begins. The 

young person meets (in person or through the use of technology), and a personalized plan is 

developed and implemented.  

Based on the needs of the young person and their family, appropriate case management and support 

should be provided. This might involve simply short-term support in terms of information provision, 

referral, and system navigation, or it may involve more intensive, longer-term supports. The case worker 

will be responsible for developing a personalized, youth-driven plan for the youth and their family. 

In providing an intervention, key considerations include:

\\ Taking Reasonable Steps - The institution, organization, and personnel mandated to offer assistance 

must take action involving steps that an objective and reasonable person would undertake to address 

and remedy the situation in the best interests of, knowledge of, and approval of the young person in 

question. This is their duty. The notion of ‘reasonable steps’ also identifies that in real world contexts 

there may be limitations to the outcomes that can be delivered through a Duty to Assist. For instance, 

a Duty to Assist cannot mandate a guaranteed end to a young person’s homelessness. This is because 

young people may not choose to accept support, or may choose not to accept the specific supports or 

housing offered to them. Young people may refuse supports for any number of (legitimate) reasons, 

for instance because the young person does not consider the options offered to be reasonable or 

appropriate, or feels that the options may in fact endanger them. Refusing support cannot be the 

outcome of poor service delivery or barriers to access. Overt and/or subtle efforts to dissuade young 

people from accessing supports are to be avoided, and accountability measures must ensure this 

doesn’t happen. In such cases where there is a refusal to accept supports, a Duty to Assist cannot be 

discharged, as a young person has the right to change their mind, and/or may request assistance again.   

Given the challenging nature of a refusal by a young person to cooperate or accept supports, it will be 

important to research and evaluate the experiences of young people in order to understand why this 

happens, and what can be done to improve service delivery and support. Research and evaluation will 

also help us identify with more precision what kinds of steps are considered to be reasonable.
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\\ Accessibility – It is important that young people are able to equitably access and benefit from public 

systems, supports and entitlements. A Duty to Assist mandate means that supports – including 

the outward facing coordinated entry system – must follow the “Four ‘A’s” of system prevention: 

availability, access, affordability, and appropriateness. There should be as few barriers as possible 

for accessing support, with a ‘no wrong door’ approach. Any young person should be able to connect 

with and access the supports they need in a way that is timely, seamless, and effective from the 

perspective of the young person and their family. Given the over-representation of some sub-

populations of youth experiencing homelessness, accessibility also means implementing an equity 

framework designed to meet the needs of LGBTQ2S+ youth, Indigenous youth, and other youth 

groups experiencing additional forms of exclusion. 

\\ Response tied to housing need – Young people who are at risk of homelessness need support to 

maintain their current housing, or if that is not possible or advisable, to find alternative housing that is 

safe appropriate and affordable. For young people who have recently experienced homelessness, the 

goal is to help them return home (with supports) or find an alternative. Young people who are currently 

homeless (including chronically homeless youth) are also entitled to support from Duty to Assist, and 

should be assisted through a range of housing-led interventions, including Housing First for Youth. 

\\ Timeliness - Given what we know about the negative consequences of prolonged exposure to 

homelessness for young people, assistance must be timely and appropriate. Providers should be 

required to offer assistance in the form of referrals and planning within 14 days.  If young people are 

without housing, they should reasonably be offered housing within 60 days.

Appropriateness Accessibility

Availability Affordability

the four ‘a’s
of system

prevention

https://www.homelesshub.ca//sites/default/files/COH-AWH-HF4Y.pdf
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3) System of Care to Provide Supports

It is through the system of care that a young person receives support, services are provided, and 

personalized plans are developed and implemented. Young people will be introduced to a youth 

worker with sufficient experience and expertise to support the youth, address their needs, and assist 

them in navigating systems to get additional support when needed.

A well-functioning community response to youth homelessness requires a ‘system of care.’ This is an 

approach to systems integration that is client-centred and ensures that young people get access to the 

services and systems they need in a timely and appropriate way. A system of care ideally needs to be in 

place to implement a Duty to Assist. 

Originating in children’s mental health and addictions sectors, a System of Care is defined as ‘‘an 

adaptive network of structures, processes, and relationships grounded in system of care values and 

principles that provides children and youth with serious emotional disturbance and their families 

with access to and availability of necessary services and supports across administrative and funding 

jurisdictions’’ (Hodges et al., 2006, p. 3). A system of care, then, is a client-centred approach to systems 

integration involving coordination of services designed to ensure that young people (and their families) 

get timely and appropriate access to the supports they need. 

At the local level, a system of care requires more than 

just service integration within the homelessness sector, 

but integration of the many systems that youth interact 

with. Systems integration involves engaging with and 

convening a range of public institutions and systems, 

including healthcare, education, employment, family support 

services, and the justice system, to identify and support 

young people at risk of homelessness. The principles of 

Collective Impact (Kania & Kramer, 2011; Harwood, 2014; 

Cabaj & Weaver, 2016) provide guidance on how to achieve 

systems integration. In particular, communities need strong 

leadership and a backbone organization to coordinate and 

keep the work progressing. 

A system of care, then, is 
a client-centred approach 
to systems integration 
involving coordination of 
services designed to ensure 
that young people (and 
their families) get timely 
and appropriate access to 
the supports they need. 

4) Range of Services and Supports 

For Duty to Assist to work, there must be in place a range of prevention-focused early intervention 

programs and systems of support. In addition, the key components of the system of care described 

above are essential for early intervention prevention strategies on youth homelessness to be effective.
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Enhancing Family
& Natural Supports

School-based
Early Intervention

Shelter Diversion Housing-led Supports Preventing Sexual
Exploitation & Trafficking

Key early intervention program areas describe in the Roadmap include:

Early intervention program models: a) nurture and/or restore Family and Natural supports; b) are Youth-

driven; c) are responsive to Cultural and Linguistic differences, and d) are Place-based. When young 

people are forced to leave their communities because they are homeless, they not only lose their family 

and home, but also their community and potentially a web of natural supports, friends, and meaningful 

adults (neighbours, teachers, coaches, counselors, etc.). 

The most effective early intervention strategies are designed to bring services and supports directly 

to young people (and their families), so that they remain embedded in their system of natural supports, 

continue to attend school, and can move forward in a safe and supported way. 

The program areas described below are all evidence-based, and have been implemented in one form 

another in communities across the country. While there are clear design characteristics to each of 

these program models, they should not be thought of in isolation, but as mutually reinforcing and with 

the potential for integration within a system of care. Elements of one program model – for instance, 

enhancing family and natural supports – are likely present within and across most examples of early 

intervention. Just as with other system of care approaches where there is some degree of service 

integration, the different program models of early intervention intersect in terms of program elements, 

services offered, and sites where young people find support.

In the Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness (Section III), a range of early intervention 

program areas are discussed, all of which could support a Duty to Assist. 

Supports linked to Outcomes

The kinds of services and supports to be provided to the young person should be based on an 

assessment of needs and the presenting problems. More than this, however, a broader understanding 

of the needs of developing adolescents and young adults should drive the services and supports. The 

service delivery model and outcomes framework for Housing First for Youth (described in The Roadmap 

for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness, Section V – Housing Stabilization) provides a good overview of 

the kinds of supports that can build assets and resilience, enhance social inclusion, contribute to health 

and well-being, and overall help young people transition to adulthood. 

https://www.homelesshub.ca/youthpreventionroadmap
https://www.homelesshub.ca//sites/default/files/COH-AWH-HF4Y.pdf
https://www.homelesshub.ca/youthpreventionroadmap
https://www.homelesshub.ca/youthpreventionroadmap
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1) HOUSING STABILITY
\\ Obtaining housing
\\ Maintaining housing
\\ Enhancing knowledge and skills regarding housing and independant living
\\ Reducing stays in emergency shelters

2) HEALTH & WELL-BEING
\\ Enhanced access to services and supports
\\ Improved health
\\ Food security
\\ Improved mental health
\\ Reduced harms related to substance use
\\ Enhanced personal safety
\\ Improved self-esteem
\\ Healthier sexual health practices 
\\ Enhanced resilience

3) EDUCATION & EMPLOYMENT
\\ Established goals for education and employment
\\ Enhanced participation in education
\\ Enhanced educational achievement 
\\ Enhanced participation in training
\\ Enhanced labour force participation
\\ Improved financial security

4) COMPLEMENTRY SUPPORTS
\\ Established personal goals
\\ Improved life skills
\\ Increase access to necessary non-medical services
\\ Addressing legal and justice issues

5) SOCIAL INCLUSION
\\ Building of natural supports
\\ Enhancing family connections
\\ Enhancing connections to communities of young person’s choice
\\ Strenthening cultural engagement and participation
\\ Engagement in meaningful actvities

Areas of support include:
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3) �Getting Ready: What needs to be in place 
to implement a Duty to Assist?

Addressing youth homelessness and homelessness at large requires all governments 
to collaborate and take responsibility. While provincial/territorial and federal orders of 
government should be responsible for legislation, policy, and most of the funding16 for 
Duty to Assist, it is at the community level that much of the work is operationalized and 
experienced by young people.

A key challenge in implementing a Duty to Assist in Canada is that few communities/municipalities 

are currently in a position to assume responsibility and implement a Duty to Assist. Prevention-based 

systems are not yet in place to refer young people or to provide necessary supports.

Change Management and the Progressive Realization of a Duty to Assist – Managing change is 

inherently challenging. A place to begin is to acknowledge that establishing a Duty to Assist requires 

significant changes in terms of policy, practice, and funding at the community level and within higher 

orders of government. Rather than imagining a sudden shift in policy and practice, it is more reasonable 

to think about how we can move towards the progressive realization of Duty to Assist. 

Before a Duty to Assist can be established as a statutory responsibility, a first phase of systems 

transformation must necessarily take place before the second phase of legislation and 

implementation can take place. A necessary requirement of Phase 1 systems transformation is that 

community responses to homelessness be retooled to focus on prevention. Legislation alone will not 

fix the problem of youth homelessness, or ensure that young people receive the supports they need, 

if those supports do not currently exist in practice. Experience from Wales shows that it is at the 

implementation stage where key challenges emerge. This suggests that there needs to be appropriate 

time and investment in designing and implementing prevention supports, and communities must have 

effective monitoring and regulation regimes in place to ensure people are getting the supports they 

need. “Whilst a legal right to homelessness prevention assistance is an effective driver of change, 

without attention to implementation and the quality of services being offered, legislation cannot 

realize its full potential impact” (Mackie, et al., 2017, p. 81). In Wales, there were several years of 

program design and implementation, as well as significant investments, prior to the implementation of 

legislation requiring a Duty to Assist.

16 �It should be pointed out that currently in the Canadian context, some policy development and funding is generated at the 
municipal/local level.
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In legislating a Duty to Assist, provincial and territorial governments, as 
well as the Government of Canada, must support communities to take on 
the responsibility of a Duty to Assist through:

\\ Community systems plans and systems integration – Only a small number of communities in Canada 

have clear youth homelessness strategies (ideally as part of broader community plans), and fewer 

still have ones that truly support a prevention response. Communities will need to be supported to 

plan and implement such strategies. In fact, a Duty to Assist agenda would mandate a youth-focused 

community systems planning process and its implementation. 

The best community plans are ‘systems plans’, which focus on systems integration in their design and 

which support the system of care.  Integral to systems of care is the integration of service planning, 

coordination, and service delivery management at the sector, agency, and program levels, in order to 

create client-centred pathways that allow young people to access the services they need (Nichols & 

Doberstein, 2016). In other words, communities must work towards an integrated systems response 

involving coordination at every level, including policy, intake, service delivery, and client outcomes 

tracking. The best integrated service models are client-focused and driven with supports designed 

to ensure that the needs of young people, and potentially their families, are met in a timely and 

respectful way. 

Triage, systems navigation, and case management depend on the presence of integrated systems at 

the local level. This would require detailed systems mapping to identify what services and supports 

are in the community. This means not just the homelessness sector, but other mainstream public 

institutions and services, as well as private service providers (counsellors, psychiatrists, etc.). Both 

mainstream services and those supporting young people who are homeless are connected to allow 

for seamless service delivery and rapid access. In some cases where fear of engagement with the 

justice system is a deterrent for young people to seek or accept support, systems interface17 rather 

than integration is what is needed.

Within Reaching Home: Canada’s Homelessness Strategy, the Federal government has indicated 

its expectation that communities implement youth-specific systems plans within their broader 

homelessness systems plans. The A Way Home: Youth Homelessness Community Planning Toolkit is an 

excellent resource to support communities in their efforts. 

17 �An integrated system is where programs and services operate ‘as one’ in a seamless and collaborative way, whereas interface 
suggests defined limits to collaboration, in areas such as data sharing and access to information, for instance. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/06/reaching-home-canadas-homelessness-strategy.html
http://homelesshub.ca/toolkit/way-home-youth-homelessness-community-planning-toolkit
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\\ Retooling the sector – The community response to youth homelessness must be oriented to 

prevention, with federal and provincial/territorial orders of government providing the funding, 

policy and legislative frameworks to support a Duty to Assist. This also means retooling the youth 

homelessness sector so that they can support the prevention of youth homelessness. The valuable 

skills of people in emergency services who have expertise working with youth can - through program 

redesign, training, and support - be redirected within a system to support housing-led preventive 

efforts and early intervention. 

\\ Investment in early intervention prevention initiatives – A minimum set of interventions must be 

established, and based on an assessment of whether a young person is: a) currently homeless with 

no promising prospect of returning home to live with caregivers; b) at imminent risk of homelessness, 

and c) at risk, but not imminently. The intervention strategies outlined in this report offer concrete 

examples of what this would look like at the local level, including:

òò Enhancing family and natural supports

òò School-based early intervention

òò Shelter Diversion (an important touch point of Duty to Assist)

òò Housing-led supports

òò Preventing sexual exploitation and trafficking

òò Eviction prevention

òò Housing First for Youth

\\ Addressing housing affordability for youth and their families – The lack of affordable housing in 

many communities presents a challenge for young people with low earning potential who can no 

longer remain living with caregivers. For families, it may also be a significant stressor that contributes 

to family conflict and instability. Communities will need at their disposal public funds for a range of 

supportive housing options for youth, as well as eviction prevention. The new Canada Housing Benefit 

should be designed so that it does not have requirements that exclude youth who are no longer able 

to live with caregivers.

\\ Mobilizing mainstream institutional responsibility – Many young people become homeless after 

leaving or being discharged from public institutions. This includes: 

òò Young people leaving care (foster care or group homes);

òò Young people leaving correctional facilities (adult or juvenile), regardless of whether they are 

convicted or held on remand, and;

òò Young people leaving hospital or community mental health services as an inpatient after receiving 

medical and/or mental health treatment.

Well-designed Duty to Assist legislation would outline the responsibility and specific obligations of 

such public institutions, bearing in mind the different jurisdictional responsibilities, and variances in 

programs/services and age cut offs. 
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As part of a Duty to Assist, mainstream institutions will have to dedicate resources for transition 

supports, which may already exist in some cases. This is necessary to assess the risk of homelessness 

for those young people leaving such institutions, including their direct access to housing, the 

strength of family and natural supports, and the need for specific services and supports upon leaving. 

Mainstream institutions would be required to put plans in place, offer assistance, and track young 

people. Those young people who refuse assistance at first would have a right to change their minds 

and access supports at a later date.

\\ Accommodation for contextual and geographical variation – The implementation of Duty to Assist 

will have to account for the considerable variation in institutional services and supports that exist 

across communities. This includes differences between urban and small town/rural areas, where there 

may be a lack of infrastructure to support young people and their families. Innovative solutions are 

needed to ensure that access to assistance is universal regardless of where youth live. While these 

contexts can present particular challenges, there are examples of rural youth homelessness prevention 

work being done in Canada.18 This is an area where provincial and territorial governments have a key 

role and responsibility. 

\\ Piloting A Duty to Assist – Before provincial/territorial governments can move towards Phase 

2 – Legislation and Implementation, it makes sense to invest in pilot projects where selected 

communities become Duty to Assist ‘Living Labs’. Small and medium sized communities would 

be ideal for this kind of experimentation, as the level of systems complexity is more manageable. 

Communities would have to demonstrate readiness through having in place: 

òò Community systems planning with a youth stream

òò Coordinated entry system

òò Advanced service integration

òò Advanced system integration, including service mapping

òò Prevention interventions

òò Housing First for Youth

One route to enabling municipalities to implement a Duty to Assist is for a city to become established 

as a Charter City. This would enable municipalities to define their approach to homelessness in a 

unique way, and provide them with the flexibility to implement reforms, spending responsibilities, 

and raise additional revenue to support their efforts. Partnering with universities to intensively 

conduct research and evaluation (process and outcomes) would generate an opportunity to test and 

learn from an experiment in Duty to Assist.

18 �Lanark County and Niagara Region in Ontario are both good examples.
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Conclusion 
Any serious and comprehensive effort to prevent and end youth homelessness must ensure that all 

young people who are at risk of homelessness have access to housing, services, and supports that are 

age appropriate and delivered in a timely and effective way. Welsh prevention legislation that mandates 

a ‘Duty to Assist’ has proven to be successful in reducing the inflow of individuals and families into 

homelessness. Adapting Duty to Assist to address the needs of developing adolescents and young 

adults in Canada would enshrine a rights-based approach to addressing youth homelessness. Indeed, a 

statutory responsibility to provide information, advice, and concrete assistance to young people under 

the age of 25 who are at risk of or experiencing homelessness will not only stop the inflow, but will 

produce much better outcomes for young people and their families. Such assistance must be immediate, 

accessible, appropriate, and responsive to youths’ human rights and expressed desires for their life. 

As part of this work, articulations of clear responsibility at the federal, provincial/territorial, and 

municipal levels are critical. The degree of course correction required for Duty to Assist would not only 

bring departments across government into closer alignment, but would pinpoint which areas within 

government would have the responsibility for these actions. 

Finally, a Duty to Assist must be accompanied by other reforms that address primary prevention. In this 

report, the sections on Structural Prevention and Systems Prevention clearly articulate changes necessary to 

provide better supports for young people and their families, and ways we can stop the flow of young people 

into homelessness from mainstream institutional contexts (child protection, justice and health, for instance).

Implementing a Duty to Assist in Canada is a necessary and achievable goal. Getting there will 

require systems transformation and a willingness to change the status quo. This will necessarily take 

work, heart, and political courage, and if successful, it will radically transform the outcomes and life 

trajectories for vulnerable youth in Canada.
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The Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness offers policymakers, community 
organizers, researchers, and frontline workers a conceptual framework for prevention, 
and concrete examples of how to put prevention into practice. This report aims to assist in 
reimagining our response to youth homelessness in Canada, offering a clear understanding 
of what youth homelessness prevention is, what it’s not, and why it’s important.

CONCLUSION6
Prevention is essential to ending youth 
homelessness in Canada, and is the collective 
responsibility of all those directly and 
indirectly involved in young people’s lives. 

The approach we take to addressing youth homelessness 

must be proactive, rather than reactive, given that research 

consistently shows that even a brief experience of 

homelessness is extremely harmful (Gaetz et al., 2016). The 

good news is there are strong examples of youth homelessness 

prevention in policy and practice, both in Canada and abroad.

As promising prevention interventions are 
pursued, researched, and scaled more deeply and 
widely, our understanding of the path forward 
grows. We can no longer ignore the opportunities 
we have for implementing preventative policies 
and practices across Canada. 

A shift to prevention will require systems change, and systems change is difficult work. Across 

Canada, youth with lived experience of homelessness emphasized that system change is where 

youth homelessness prevention efforts could be most effective (Schwan et al., 2018a). These youth 

were very clear – we are waiting too long to intervene when a young person is at risk or experiencing 

homelessness. Young people called for a sweeping shift to rights-based prevention and early 

intervention. This requires communities and governments to adopt innovative models for programs 

and practice, as well as make significant policy and systems change. Multiple public systems, sectors, 

and all orders of government are implicated in this shift. Effective implementation of a systems-wide 

prevention approach requires deep, meaningful collaboration in order to create a System of Care to 

support young people and ensure they receive the supports they need to live healthy and fulfilling lives. 

Young people called for a 
sweeping shift to rights-
based prevention and 
early intervention. This 
requires communities and 
governments to adopt 
innovative models for 
programs and practice, as 
well as make significant 
policy and systems change.

https://www.homelesshub.ca/youthpreventionroadmap
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Youth homelessness prevention must be driven not only by community and societal-level outcomes, 

but also by the positive outcomes we want to see for any young person. These outcomes are broader 

than whether a young person has been successfully housed or not, and must include other quality of 

life measures that will have an impact on their risk of becoming homeless in the future. We must ensure 

young people have access to supports and resources that also improve their health and well-being, 

education and employment, life skills, and social inclusion. 

Youth homelessness prevention must also take into 

account and actively respond to the needs of developing 

adolescents at different ages and stages, ensuring youth 

are provided with opportunities to shape the supports 

they receive. From design through to evaluation, youth 

must be enabled to have their voice drive service 

provision and policy change. Processes must be in place to 

create feedback loops that listen and respond to youths’ 

experiences interacting with public, private, and non-

profit systems and sectors, with the goal of continued 

improvement. Within any prevention-based approach, 

a human rights lens must be applied. The Youth Rights! 

Right Now! Ending Youth Homelessness: A Human Rights 

Guide suggests that we look beyond the physical needs 

of homeless youth to their social, economic, and political 

rights to be recognized as equal citizens with a right to 

dignity and full participation. 

From design through to 
evaluation, youth must be 
enabled to have their voice 
drive service provision and 
policy change. Processes 
must be in place to create 
feedback loops that listen 
and respond to youths’ 
experiences interacting 
with public, private, and 
non-profit systems and 
sectors, with the goal of 
continued improvement.

With new opportunities federally, including the new homelessness strategy Reaching Home, and 

increasing local desire for better outcomes for youth, the timing is optimal to pursue targeted, 

measurable strategies to prevent and end youth homelessness.

Resources, such as this Roadmap and the Youth Homelessness Community Planning Toolkit 
(Turner, 2016), provide Canadian communities and governments with the frameworks, 
tools, and step-by-step guides to start on the path toward ending youth homelessness. 
By utilizing these resources and tapping into learnings from other communities and 
provinces, communities can go further, faster. 

http://
http://
http://
http://homelesshub.ca/toolkit/way-home-youth-homelessness-community-planning-toolkit
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As part of this work, an effective community plan/strategy to prevent and end 
youth homelessness should:

\\ Include a statement of guiding principles and core values;

\\ Engage the necessary players from the community, all levels of government, and the non-profit and 

private sectors to work toward real reductions in homelessness;

\\ Collaborate with a wide range of stakeholders, including funders, governments, service providers 

(mainstream as well as homeless-serving organizations), and those affected by homelessness (via 

Collective Impact);

\\ Articulate necessary actions at the service, local, and government levels; 

\\ Involve young people in planning, delivery, and evaluation;

\\ Articulate clear goals and objectives, timelines, responsibilities, benchmarks, and measurable targets;

\\ Outline the resources needed for implementation, including projected budgets and cost-savings;

\\ Provide direction on implementation actions and governance options to move actions forward;

\\ Lead to real changes in young people’s lives in implementation; and

\\ Position itself as a ‘living plan,’ renewed on an ongoing basis to ensure relevance and progress is maintained.

The Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness is put forward with the 
intention of beginning a broader, national conversation on what youth homelessness 
prevention could look like.

It cannot be considered the final word on the subject, but rather a way to frame future conversations, 

discussions, and decisions. In the coming years we anticipate that our conceptual framing will evolve. 

In Canada, we need people to take up the issue of youth homelessness prevention across the country; 

to hone and sharpen our thinking about what works. Each sector, order of government, community, 

practitioner, and caring individual must make the commitment to wholeheartedly and relentlessly pursue 

this new vision for young people in Canada, aligning their collective strengths, knowledge, and resources 

to move from vision to reality. Allowing the status quo to remain is a choice, whether active or passive. 

We can end youth homelessness, if we choose to.

https://www.homelesshub.ca/youthpreventionroadmap


The Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness 

152

They are grounded in a review of the evidence-base, consultation with experts with 
lived experience of youth homelessness, and consultations with international experts 
in youth homelessness. They aim to build on the expressed need and community 
momentum we see across Canada.  

RECOMMENDATIONS197
The following recommendations are intended 
to guide investments, policy development, 
and community implementation of youth 
homelessness prevention.

Our recommendations are directed at:

\\ The Government of Canada

\\ Provinces and Territories

\\ Provincial/Territorial Ministries & Departments (e.g., Education, Child Welfare, Corrections)

\\ The Youth Homelessness Sector

\\ Communities 

\\ Funders

For expanded recommendations, including targeted recommendations for provincial/territorial 

Ministries and Departments, see the Appendix.

While no one government has full autonomy to lead action in all of these areas, our recommendations 

reflect a comprehensive and collaborative approach to youth homelessness prevention in Canada. In 

implementing these recommendations, all levels of government should prioritise consultation with 

people with lived experience of youth homelessness. Youth have a fundamental right to be engaged in 

decisions that affect them and should be supported to actualize that right. 

19 �These recommendations draw from and build upon recommendations identified in multiple reports, including: 
Without a Home: The National Youth Homelessness Survey; Mental Health Care for Homeless Youth: A Proposal for Federal, 
Provincial, and Territorial Leadership, Coordination, and Targeted Investment; Child Welfare and Youth Homelessness in Canada: A 
Proposal for Action; Opportunity Knocks: Prioritizing Canada’s Most Vulnerable Youth; What Would it Take? Youth Across Canada 
Speak Out on Youth Homelessness Prevention; Funding Services for Homeless Youth in Canada: Review & Recommendations; and 
Preventing Youth Homelessness: An International Review of Evidence. We wish to thank all authors of these documents for their 
insights, and hope this document will extend the impact of their work.

http://homelesshub.ca/YouthWithoutHome
http://homelesshub.ca/youthmentalhealth
http://homelesshub.ca/youthmentalhealth
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
http://homelesshub.ca/opportunityknocks
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/mars-funding-review
https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Preventing-Youth-Homelessness-full-report.pdf
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Government of Canada

1) �Within implementation of the National Housing Strategy, ensure the 
housing needs of all youth and their families are adequately addressed 
and resourced. To do so, the Government of Canada should:

\\ Dramatically increase the availability, affordability, and adequacy of housing in Indigenous 

communities and on reserves across Canada (including rural and remote Indigenous communities), 

enabling youth and their families to remain in their home communities (if they so desire).

\\ Work with provinces, territories, and communities to increase the availability and portability of the 

Canada Housing Benefit to best meet the needs of youth and families at risk of homelessness.

\\ Address affordability challenges for youth and their families using multiple policy tools, including rent 

subsidies, the building of social housing, increased regulation of development and speculation, and 

the protection of existing affordable rental housing units.

\\ Encourage the creation of youth-focused social housing stock, as well as investments to support 

communities to implement youth-focused models of housing, such as Housing First for Youth.

\\ Invest in innovative, evidence-based housing models and approaches that serve diverse youth at risk 

or experiencing homelessness, including through the CMHC Affordable Housing Innovation Fund. 

\\ Support provinces/territories to amend or remove housing policies or laws that create barriers to 

youth accessing housing in the private market or public system.

https://www.placetocallhome.ca/
https://www.homelesshub.ca//sites/default/files/COH-AWH-HF4Y.pdf
https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/nhs/affordable-housing-innovation-fund
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2) �Within implementation of Reaching Home - Canada’s Homelessness 
Strategy, the Government of Canada should:

\\ Support communities to align their prevention-based efforts with the program areas and models identified 

within the Roadmap. A range of alignment efforts should be employed (see the Appendix), including:

òò Identifying and advancing program interventions that focus specifically on intervening well before 

a young person experiences homelessness, and supporting youth to exit homelessness as rapidly 

as possible and in a sustainable way.

òò Identifying and advancing policies and practices that proactively address the unique needs of 

particular populations, including Indigenous youth, racialized youth, newcomer youth, young 

women, and youth who identify as LGBTQ2S+.

òò Prioritizing investment in innovative, outcomes-based solutions to youth homelessness, drawing 

on international and domestic evidence-based approaches, practices, and policies. 

òò Meaningfully involve people with lived experience of youth homelessness in the creation and 

monitoring of prevention-based efforts, compensating them for their work.

òò Developing an evaluation framework for frontline services to assess their progress towards youth 

homelessness prevention.

òò Ensuring that in writing program directives for Reaching Home, the unique needs of young people 

are acknowledged and addressed.

\\ Facilitate cross-ministerial engagement to align federal youth policies (e.g., the Youth Employment 

Strategy, the forthcoming Youth Policy, Youth Justice Services) under the typology articulated within 

the Roadmap. 

òò Alignment efforts should include opportunities for co-funded investments through programs 

supported by Employment and Social Development Canada, Crown-Indigenous Relations and 

Northern Affairs Canada and Indigenous Services Canada, the Department of Justice, Health 

Canada, Status of Women Canada, and other relevant ministries and departments.

òò Establish a cross-departmental fund for youth which emphasizes a collaborative outcomes-based 

approach to these pooled funds. These funds should promote flexibility, aligned outcome targets, 

integrated policy alignment, and foster innovation across the prevention continuum.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/06/backgrounder-reaching-home.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/06/backgrounder-reaching-home.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/03/backgrounder---youth-employment-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/03/backgrounder---youth-employment-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/youth/programs/policy.html
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/fund-fina/gov-gouv/yjsfp-pfsjj.html
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\\ Apply a youth-focused, cross-systems assessment and screening tool within the Homeless Individuals 

and Families Information System, in order to identify, assess, and respond to the needs of youth 

experiencing or at risk of homelessness.

òò Prioritization of youth must be determined separate from adult prioritization within coordinated 

entry and collaborative planning tables to ensure timely interventions for youth.

òò The goal of this tool should be the early identification of homelessness risk amongst youth and 

their families, thus providing the opportunity to intervene before youth become homeless.

òò Integration of this tool, across various public system contexts (e.g., primary healthcare, schools) 

must be accompanied by mechanisms to ensure that identified youth are immediately connected 

to appropriate services and supports (as well as the benefits and resources they are entitled to).

\\ Through a formal Federal/Provincial/Territorial agreement, incentivise provinces and territories to 

implement strategies to prevent youth homelessness by addressing:

òò The delivery of the Duty to Assist legislation which is enforced by provinces and territories and 

distinguishes the responsibilities, policy, and funding framework to support this work at the 

municipal level.

òò The need for harmonized data across provinces, territories, and the federal government to better 

inform and strengthen outcomes, facilitate cross-government partnerships, and capture data for 

unaccompanied youth (ages 13 - 24).

òò The various system pathways that lead to youth homelessness, as well as the system gaps and 

barriers to supports that increase a young person’s risk of homelessness. 

\\ Address the overwhelming number of people who first experience homelessness as a youth, (based 

on what we have learned from the national Point-in-Time count data), through deliberate prioritization 

of prevention-based initiatives within communities.

\\ Work with Indigenous communities to develop and implement a focused homelessness prevention 

strategy for Indigenous youth and their families, supported by targeted investments sufficient to 

address the overrepresentation of Indigenous youth in homeless populations.

\\ Develop a national research agenda on youth homelessness in order to advance a cross-systems 

focus on youth homelessness prevention, organised according to the prevention typology 

identified in the Roadmap.

\\ Implement an independent review process to assess progress towards ending youth homelessness 

in Canada.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/communities/homelessness/nhis/hifis.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/communities/homelessness/nhis/hifis.html
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3) �Within implementation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy, the 
Government of Canada should:

\\ Advance and implement housing as a human right for all youth, regardless of citizenship status. 

òò Leverage the UN General Comment No. 21 - Children in Street Situations long-term international 

strategy that emphasizes a child rights approach and addresses both prevention and response in 

line with the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

\\ Eliminate all policies, laws, and protocols that directly or indirectly discriminate against youth or their 

families on the basis of their housing status.

\\ Provide additional investments to support Indigenous-led reforms of child protection, as outlined 

in the Calls to Actions of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada and Child Welfare and 

Youth Homelessness: A Proposal for Action.

\\ Revise the Youth Criminal Justice Act’s judicial measures and sentencing to ensure a focus on the 

decriminalization of youth experiencing homelessness, and that courts follow the directive that 

judges must consider the youth’s ability to pay before a fine is levied.

\\ Implement amendments to the Criminal Code of Canada’s legislation on sex trafficking in order to 

better identify, support, and protect survivors of sex trafficking across Canada. Amendments should 

include, but are not limited to:

òò Adding a provision that provides immediate immunity to minors who commit non-violent offenses 

as a direct result of being trafficked.

òò Adding a provision allowing survivors to vacate prior convictions for non-violent offenses that 

directly resulted from being trafficked. 

òò Adding a clause that prohibits knowingly patronizing a victim of sex trafficking.

òò Adding a clause that requires convicted traffickers to pay restitution to the victim, and to forfeit 

real or personal property or wealth used in or gained from human trafficking activities.*

* �Recommendations drawn from Barrett, N. A. & Shaw, M. J. (2013). Laws to Combat Sex Trafficking: An Overview of International, 
National, Provincial, and municipal Laws and their Enforcement. Ottawa, ON: Canadian Women’s Foundation.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/reports/strategy.html
https://www.streetchildren.org/resources/general-comment-no-21-2017-on-children-in-street-situations/%3F
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/Y-1.5/
https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/cj-jp/tp/legis-loi.html


The Roadmap for the Prevention of Youth Homelessness 

157

20 �Recommendations in this section have been primarily drawn from What Would it Take? Youth Across Canada Speak Out on Youth 
Homelessness Prevention (2018).

Provinces/Territories20 
An investment in youth homelessness prevention will pay long term dividends for Canadian provinces 

and territories. Preventing youth homelessness will not simply result in fewer people experiencing 

homelessness, but will also contribute to reductions in poverty across Canada. Ministries and 

departments across all orders of government play integral roles in this collective response. The 

recommendations below are expanded in greater detail in the Appendix, including for: 

\\ Ministries of Housing

\\ Ministries of Children and Youth 

\\ Ministries Responsible for Income 

Supports

\\ Ministries of Health

\\ Ministries of Justice

\\ Ministries of Education  

In order to support the prevention of youth homelessness, 
provinces and territories should:

1)	 Implement a provincial/territorial strategy to prevent and end youth homelessness, supported by a 

targeted investment.

2)	 Embed youth homelessness prevention within provincial/territorial poverty reduction strategies, 

ensuring that the strategy provides the social and material supports to reduce poverty, housing 

need, and food insecurity among families with youth.

3)	 In liaison with the federal government, establish provincial/territorial service standards in the area 

of youth homelessness, which in turn can be tracked to inform funding decisions.

4)	 Prioritize and support systems planning and integration (where appropriate) in all efforts to 

proactively address the needs of youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. 

As part of this systems integration, all provincial/territorial ministries and departments should be 

mandated to identify their roles and responsibilities in addressing youth homelessness.

5)	 Invest in provincial/territorial knowledge development and data management specific to youth 

homelessness in order to advance an integrated systems approach to youth homelessness prevention.

http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
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6)	 Engage in the ongoing review of current system barriers to assess how the prevention of youth 

homelessness can be improved across systems, including through integration (where appropriate) 

and improved access to services, supports, and housing for youth and their families.

7)	 Meaningfully involve people with lived experience of youth homelessness in the creation and 

monitoring of prevention-based efforts, compensating them for their work.

8)	 Create provincial/territorial housing and shelter standards that meet the diverse needs of youth 

at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness, developed in partnership with youth and 

Indigenous communities.

9)	 Pass and enforce youth homelessness prevention legislation enshrining a Duty to Assist. 

Such legislation should:

òò Assign responsibility for Duty to Assist to municipal governments/community entities and define 

their roles and responsibilities.

òò Define eligibility for young people between the age of 13-24.

òò Define the obligation to act as requiring the offer of assistance within 14 days and to resolve the 

housing situation (if necessary) within 60 days.

òò Reconcile the youth homelessness Duty to Assist with other duties to assist (within child 

protection or education, for instance).

òò Address quality assurance and establish a provincial ombudsperson who will be responsible for 

Duty to Assist.

òò Ensure municipalities and communities have the time, resources, and capacity to put in place 

prevention interventions to support Duty to Assist.

òò Ensure municipalities and communities are funded to do this work.

òò Evaluate the effectiveness of Duty to Assist.

The Youth Homeless Serving Sector
1)	 Work with cross-systems stakeholders, municipalities, youth with lived experience, and other 

stakeholders to develop and implement regional and community-based plans to prevent and end 

youth homelessness. These plans should align with existing poverty reduction plans, as well as plans 

to end homelessness writ large, utilizing knowledge in the sector to ensure that the diverse needs of 

youth are met. 

2)	 Embed a focus on prevention, in alignment with the Roadmap, within the existing youth 

homelessness services and supports. As part of these efforts, existing agencies and organisations 

serving youth who are homeless should be supported to implement evidence-based prevention 

interventions for youth, including family mediation and reunification, systems navigation, rapid exits 

from homelessness, and supports that enable youth to remain in their communities and school.21

21 �Preventing Youth Homelessness: An International Review of Evidence (2018).

https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Preventing-Youth-Homelessness-full-report.pdf
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3)	 Ground all interventions, supports, and services for youth experiencing homelessness in a human 

rights approach and the principles of Housing First for Youth, as outlined in THIS is Housing First for 

Youth: A Program Model Guide. 

4)	 Adopt a youth-focused, cross-systems assessment and screening tool that identifies, assesses, and 

responds to the needs of youth experiencing or at risk of homelessness by:

òò Prioritizing youth separately from adult prioritization within coordinated entry and collaborative 

planning tables to ensure timely interventions for youth.

òò Using this tool to identify youth at risk of homelessness early, thus providing the opportunity to 

intervene before a young person or their family become homeless.

5)	 Systematically identify and abolish any policies, protocols, or practices within homeless serving 

agencies or organizations that:

òò Create barriers to youth accessing services and supports within the youth homelessness sector. 

This should include altering or abolishing policies that require youth to: 

• Be homeless for a specified period of time before receiving help, 

• Meet a particular acuity standard in order to access services and supports, 

• Obtain parental permission in order to access services and supports, 

• Possess identity documents, 

• �Engage in programming, education, or employment in order to receive supports, services, or 

benefits, or

• Be 16 years of age or older in order to access services and supports.

òò Discriminate against youth on the basis of their identity or life experiences. Services must meet 

the needs of diverse youth experiencing homelessness, including Indigenous youth, racialized 

youth, newcomer youth, and youth who identify as LGBTQ2S+. 

• �Provide ongoing training, education, and accountability measures for all staff on anti-

oppression, cultural competency, trauma-informed care, LGBTQ2S+ allyship, and positive youth 

development approaches. 

6)	 Through systems integration provide highly integrated, ‘one-stop,’ barrier-free services to youth 

experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness, in collaboration with other systems and 

sectors. Rather than have a singular point of access, this integrated system should adopt a ‘no wrong 

door’ approach.

7)	 Ensure within every community, young people are able to access a continuum of supports and 

services that are guided by a ‘harm reduction’ philosophy whereby young people are able to choose 

from a range of supports (including abstinence only environments) based on their needs, desires, 

and where they are at. Staff in all services should be trained to support youth’s self-determination 

with respect to their preferred supports, and all young people should be able to access high quality 

supports irrespective of their use of substances. 

https://www.homelesshub.ca//sites/default/files/COH-AWH-HF4Y.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/HF4Y
http://homelesshub.ca/HF4Y
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8)	 Work with a range of sectors (e.g., healthcare, education) to dramatically increase public 

awareness of available services for young people who are at risk of homelessness or experiencing 

homelessness. Efforts should seek to ensure every young person is aware of available supports and 

services in their community.

9)	 Meaningfully involve people with lived experience of youth homelessness in the creation and 

monitoring of prevention-based efforts, compensating them for their work.

10)	 Actively seek to prevent sexual exploitation and sex trafficking recruitment within all youth-

serving homeless services and programs. This should include education on the characteristics and 

dynamics of sex trafficking recruitment and luring for frontline staff, senior personnel, and youth 

themselves. Young people should be provided with education on how to identify and manage sex 

trafficking recruitment efforts, including within the context of intimate partner relationships.

11)	 Invest in the implementation of early intervention and housing stabilization efforts to 

prevent sexual exploitation and trafficking amongst youth at risk of homelessness or 

experiencing homelessness. 

Municipal Governments and Communities
1)	 Develop and implement a community-level strategy or plan to prevent and end youth homelessness 

with ambitious targets, aligned with complementary investment. 

2)	 Prioritize and support systems planning and integration (where appropriate) in all efforts to 

proactively address the needs of youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. 

3)	 Meaningfully involve people with lived experience of youth homelessness in the creation and 

monitoring of prevention-based efforts, compensating them for their work.

4)	 In reflecting on practice and programmatic responses to youth homelessness as articulated in the 

community-level strategy, community organizations should ensure prevention-based activities exist 

within the continuum of supports provided to youth. 

5)	 Implement a Duty to Assist, including through:

òò Coordination and delivery of services

òò Alignment with coordinated access systems

òò A communications strategy that ensures young people and adults are aware that assistance is available

òò Working with mainstream services including education, child protection, health authorities, police, 

and the justice system to develop an integrated systems response to support Duty to Assist

òò Ensuring prevention-based interventions are in place to support the work

òò Implementation and enforcement of quality assurance
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Funders (Foundations, Community Entities)
1)	 Increase comfort levels with funding pilot projects to not only contribute to a growing evidence-

base, but support innovative practice at the community level. To make the most of these pilots, 

funders should mandate precise evaluation.

2)	 Provide program funding to service organizations for a minimum of three years to allow for 

concentrated program development, establishment of robust program evaluation and data measures, 

and adequate time to report on program successes.

3)	 Develop granting streams that support activities across the Roadmap’s prevention continuum, 

building a foundation for delivering and sustaining effective prevention-based practice. 
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APPENDIX
Expanded Recommendations8

Government Of Canada
Within implementation of Reaching Home - Canada’s Homelessness Strategy, the 
Government of Canada should:

1)	 Support communities to align their prevention-based efforts with the program areas and models 

identified within the Roadmap. A range of alignment efforts should be employed, including:

òò Identifying and advancing program interventions that focus specifically on intervening well before 

a young person experiences homelessness and supporting youth to exit homelessness as rapidly 

as possible.

òò Identifying and advancing policies and practices that proactively address the unique needs of 

particular populations deemed to be at greater risk of homelessness, including Indigenous youth, 

racialized youth, newcomer youth, and youth who identify as LGBTQ2S+.

òò Prioritizing investment in innovative, outcomes-based solutions to youth homelessness, drawing 

on international and domestic evidence-based approaches, practices, and policies. Prevention-

based investments should follow a ‘patient capital, patient investing, patient granting’ philosophy. 

òò Meaningfully involving people with lived experience of youth homelessness in the creation and 

monitoring the development and implementation of prevention-based efforts, compensating 

them for their work.

òò Developing an evaluation framework for frontline services to assess their progress towards youth 

homelessness prevention.

2)	 Facilitate cross-ministerial engagement to align federal youth policies (e.g., the Youth Employment 

Strategy, the forthcoming Youth Strategy, Youth Justice Services) under the typology articulated 

within the Roadmap. 

òò Alignment efforts should include opportunities for co-funded investments through programs 

supported by Employment and Social Development Canada, Indigenous and Northern Affairs 

Canada, the Department of Justice, Health Canada, Status of Women Canada, and other relevant 

ministries and departments

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/03/backgrounder---youth-employment-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/news/2018/03/backgrounder---youth-employment-strategy.html
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òò Establish a cross-departmental fund for youth which emphasizes a collaborative outcomes-based 

approach to these pooled funds. These funds should promote flexibility, aligned outcome targets, 

integrated policy alignment, and foster innovation across the prevention continuum. These 

investments should follow a ‘patient capital, patient investing, patient granting’ philosophy. 

òò Foster meaningful youth engagement in all federal policy development, planning, and 

implementation processes related to preventing youth homelessness. Ensure the provision of 

necessary supports (reimbursement, compensation, accessibility, etc.) at all events, forums, and 

discussion groups.

3)	 Apply a youth-focused, cross-systems assessment and screening tool within the Homeless Individuals 

and Families Information System, in order to identify, assess, and respond to the needs of youth 

experiencing or at risk of homelessness.

òò Prioritization of youth must be determined separate from adult prioritization within coordinated 

entry and collaborative planning tables to ensure timely and appropriate interventions for youth 

are actioned.

òò The goal of this tool should be the early identification of homelessness risk amongst youth and 

their families, thus providing the opportunity to intervene before youth become homeless.

òò Integration of this tool, across various public system contexts (e.g., primary healthcare, schools), 

must be accompanied by mechanisms to ensure that identified youth are immediately connected 

to appropriate services and supports (as well as the benefits and resources they are entitled to).

4)	 Through a formal Federal/Provincial/Territorial agreement, incentivise provinces and territories to 

implement strategies to prevent youth homelessness by addressing:

òò The delivery of the Duty to Assist legislation which is enforced by provinces and territories and 

distinguishes the responsibilities, policy, and funding framework to support this work at the 

municipal level.

òò The need for harmonized data across provinces, territories, and the federal government to better 

inform and strengthen outcomes, facilitate cross-government partnerships, and capture data for 

unaccompanied youth (ages 13 - 24).

òò The various system pathways that lead to youth homelessness, as well as the system gaps and 

barriers to supports that increase a young person’s risk of homelessness. 

5)	 Address the overwhelming number of people who first experience homelessness as a youth, 

identified through the national Point-in-Time count data, through deliberate prioritization of 

prevention-based initiatives within communities.

6)	 Work with Indigenous communities to develop and implement a focused homelessness prevention 

strategy for Indigenous youth and their families, supported by targeted investments sufficient to 

address the overrepresentation of Indigenous youth in homeless populations.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/communities/homelessness/nhis/hifis.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/communities/homelessness/nhis/hifis.html
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7)	 Develop a national research agenda on youth homelessness in order to advance a cross-systems 

focus on youth homelessness prevention, organised according to the prevention typology identified 

in the Roadmap.

8)	 Implement an independent review process to assess progress towards ending youth 

homelessness in Canada.

Provinces/Territories22

1)	 Implement a provincial/territorial strategy to prevent and end youth homelessness, supported by a 

targeted investment.

2)	 Embed youth homelessness prevention within provincial/territorial poverty reduction strategies, 

ensuring that the strategy provides the social and material supports to reduce poverty, housing 

need, and food insecurity among families with youth.

3)	 In liaison with the federal government, establish provincial/territorial service standards in the area 

of youth homelessness, which in turn can be tracked to inform funding decisions.

4)	 Prioritize and support systems planning and integration (where appropriate) in all efforts to proactively 

address the needs of youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. As part of this 

systems integration, all provincial/territorial ministries and departments should be mandated to identify 

their roles and responsibilities in addressing youth homelessness. This can be achieved through:

òò Requiring that all ministries and departments adopt a proactive, rather than reactive, approach to 

supporting youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness.

òò The development and employment of a standardized assessment tool that can be used across 

systems to assist in determining homelessness risk for youth.

òò Collaboration across departments, ministries, and sectors by establishing inter-ministerial 

planning tables to coordinate activities within government and hold each ministry accountable for 

the roles they play in outcomes for youth.

òò The promotion of strategic partnerships between youth-serving organizations and agencies, 

schools, health care providers, child protection services, law enforcement, and other institutions 

which interact with young people.

òò Collaboration with communities to rapidly divert youth from homelessness and create rapid 

pathways out of homelessness for youth.

22 �Recommendations in this section have been primarily drawn from What Would it Take? Youth Across Canada Speak Out on Youth 
Homelessness Prevention (2018).

http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
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5)	 Invest in provincial/territorial knowledge development and data management specific to youth 

homelessness in order to advance an integrated systems approach to youth homelessness 

prevention. This should include the establishment of:

òò A provincial/territorial approach to gathering comparable data by establishing common and 

consistent data collection and data sharing methods, in partnership with the federal government.

òò Information sharing agreements with youth-serving organizations to facilitate improved systems 

integration (where appropriate).

6)	 Engage in the ongoing review of current system barriers to assess how the prevention of youth 

homelessness can be improved across systems, including through integration (where appropriate) and 

improved access to services, supports, and housing for youth and their families. This should include:

òò Ongoing jurisdictional reviews to ensure provincial/territorial legislation and policy does not 

become a barrier to accessing services and supports for youth experiencing homelessness (e.g., 

age cut offs that deny services and supports to young people based on the assumption that they 

are currently in the care of parents or guardians).

òò That facilitators/program staff are mindful of participants’ wishes regarding the need to obtain 

parental/caregiver permission in order to access health, mental health, and addiction services, 

supports, and programs.

7)	 Meaningfully involve people with lived experience of youth homelessness in the creation and 

monitoring the development and implementation of prevention-based efforts, compensating them 

for their work.

8)	 Create provincial/territorial housing and shelter standards that meet the diverse needs of youth 

at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness, developed in partnership with youth and 

Indigenous communities.

23 �Unless otherwise indicated, recommendations in this section have been primarily drawn from What Would it Take? Youth Across 
Canada Speak Out on Youth Homelessness Prevention (2018).

Provincial/Territorial Departments & Ministries23

Provincial/Territorial Ministries Responsible for Housing
1)	 Increase the availability of affordable housing and rent subsidies in all communities, including for 

young people who are at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. Ensure young people 

have equitable access to rent subsidies and are not screened out of supports on the basis of age.

http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
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2)	 Provide investments to support the implementation of youth-focused, evidence-based models 

of housing, such as Housing First for Youth, Host Homes, and the Foyer. These models should be 

grounded in principles of youth choice, youth voice, and self-determination. As part of these 

investments, front-line services should be required to report on how implementation of these 

models addresses the needs of youth experiencing multiple challenges and disadvantages.24

3)	 Invest in the development and expansion of low-income rent subsidy program for families and individuals 

experiencing housing precarity and other challenges (e.g., health difficulties, disability), implemented with 

comprehensive housing, mediation, health, and case management supports. This program should be highly 

accessible and immediately responsive to need (i.e., 7 days/week, 365 days/year).

4)	 Develop, invest in, and implement evidence-based eviction prevention interventions to support 

young people and their families. Interventions should be highly accessible, immediate, and 

adequately financed to ensure all youth and families facing eviction are provided the supports they 

need to avoid homelessness.

5)	 Collaborate with the federal government and Indigenous communities to improve the availability 

and affordability of housing for Indigenous Peoples in all communities, supported by sufficient 

investments to ensure all Indigenous Peoples can access affordable, safe, and adequate housing.

Provincial/Territorial Ministries Responsible for Children and Youth
1)	 Ensure young people in the child welfare system experience safe, appropriate, and stable housing, 

as outlined in Child Welfare and Youth Homelessness in Canada: A Proposal for Action.25 All ministries 

should seek to promote out-of-home-placement stability for youth in the child welfare system.

2)	 Implement ‘zero discharge into homelessness’ policies within health and social services contexts 

serving youth, recognising that public system discharge is a key contributor to youth homelessness. 

As part of this work, all young people leaving healthcare or social service institutions should be 

engaged early and often in planning processes that address their housing stability and necessary 

wrap-around supports. These policies should be accompanied by sufficient investment to ensure the 

provision of financial supports to youth post-discharge, if needed.

3)	 Identify opportunities for collaboration and improved service coordination between the child 

welfare system and other ministries and departments (for instance, between education, child and 

family services, and health and justice).

4)	 Champion and implement youth-friendly models of harm reduction within care placements (e.g., 

foster care, group homes) and post-care (e.g., post-care transitional housing) that focus on reducing 

risk or harmful effects associated with substance use and other behaviours.

24 �Preventing Youth Homelessness: An International Review of Evidence (2018).
25 Child Welfare and Youth Homelessness in Canada: A Proposal for Action (2017).

https://www.homelesshub.ca//sites/default/files/COH-AWH-HF4Y.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
%20https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Preventing-Youth-Homelessness-full-report.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
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5)	 Create aftercare provision that commits to the provision of ongoing support (as needed) to youth 

in care until the age of 25, provided through existing youth-serving providers. Any care guarantee 

should be evaluated annually to assess its efficacy at improving housing stability for youth post-care. 

It should also:

òò Provide highly accessible systems navigation supports upon entry into care until the age of 25, 

provided by an After Care Worker.

òò Ensure discharge planning processes which engage youth early and often, and centre on providing 

youth with a range of housing options post-care, including family reunification. Planning should 

explicitly address employment, education, health and mental health, life skills, and social 

inclusion, and connection with family, friends, and community post-care.

òò Offer a guarantee to housing that is safe, appropriate, and affordable for all young people leaving 

care, up to the age of 25, guided by the principles of youth choice, youth voice, and youths’ right 

to self-determination.

òò Provide financial supports (e.g., rent subsidies, social assistance) that are highly accessible and 

sufficient for youth to meet their basic needs.

6)	 Review all child welfare policies and practices to ensure that supports and services equitably 

and adequately meet the needs of youth from equity-seeking groups and youth facing multiple 

challenges, including mental health challenges, disabilities, precarious citizenship status, and 

criminal justice involvement.

7)	 Given the overrepresentation of Indigenous and POC youth in the child welfare system, all ministries 

must recognize and concretely address the structural racism that drives the removal of children of 

colour and Indigenous children from their homes and into state care, in turn increasing the likelihood 

that they will experience homelessness. To that end, all ministries must support Indigenous-led 

reforms of child protection, as outlined in the Calls to Actions of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada and Child Welfare and Youth Homelessness: A Proposal for Action.

8)	 Implement policies and practices that prevent the recruitment of youth from the child welfare 

system into sex trafficking circumstances, including the recruitment of youth who have exited the 

child welfare system. 

Provincial/Territorial Ministries Responsible for Education26

1)	 Convene and/or participate in cross-ministerial planning tables in order to better coordinate 

supports, services, and educational attainment for young people at risk of homelessness or 

experiencing homelessness.

26 �Unless otherwise indicated, these recommendations have been primarily drawn from What Would it Take? Youth Across Canada 
Speak Out on Youth Homelessness Prevention (2018).

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/childwelfare
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
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2)	 Mandate that all school boards support early intervention strategies to prevent youth homelessness, 

in collaboration with community organizations. The foundation of these interventions should be 

partnerships between schools, healthcare, mental health supports, and community-based social 

services, with a focus on:

òò The early identification of housing precarity and other issues for young people through effective 

screening mechanisms, which could build of good examples from the Geelong Project or Youth 

Assessment and Prioritization Tool examples highlighted in this evidence review;

òò Preventing early school leaving due to housing precarity or other issues;

òò Family mediation, counselling, outreach, and reunification (if appropriate); and

òò Highly accessible, low-barrier, trauma-informed supports and services for young people at risk of 

homelessness or experiencing homelessness.

3)	 Require that all school boards adopt policies, protocols, and practices to support the educational 

attainment and engagement of youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. This 

should include:

òò Reviewing policies and procedures to ensure they do not create barriers to education for 

precariously housed youth.

òò Mandating that all elementary and secondary schools implement innovative, flexible, and 

evidence-based programming and/or curriculum to ensure youth at risk of homelessness are able 

to remain engaged and enrolled in school.

òò A strong commitment to providing alternatives to suspending or expelling students, particularly 

in cases in which young people are forced to engage in subaltern forms of work in order to make 

ends meet (e.g., drug dealing, sex work), or are struggling with mental health or addiction issues.

òò The provision of rapid pathways through which students can challenge suspensions, expulsions, 

and experiences of inequity and discrimination within the school system.

òò Adoption of a harm reduction approach in all schools.

4)	 Mandate that all elementary and secondary schools offer mental health services within the school, 

provided by highly trained professionals. This work should:

òò Be supported by targeted investments sufficient to meet the needs of all students.

òò Enable all children and youth to self-refer to mental health services, and ensure access to services 

is not predicated on caregiver permission and does not require that caregiver(s) be informed.

òò Require that mental health professionals are trained in anti-oppression, cultural competency, 

trauma-informed care, LGBTQ2S+ allyship, and employ a positive youth development approach.

òò Ensure mental health professionals are given an appropriate caseload in order to effectively 

support all students under their care, and that all schools are provided with a sufficient number of 

professionals relative to school size.

òò Ensure that students are accurately screened for mental health challenges, disabilities, and 

learning needs.
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5)	 Provide ongoing education and training for teachers and school staff on how to support students 

at risk of homelessness, experiencing homelessness, or facing other challenges in their lives (e.g., 

abuse, neglect, mental health challenges). This should include:

òò Training on anti-oppression, cultural competency, trauma-informed care, LGBTQ2S+ allyship, and empathy.

òò Training on how to identify abuse and neglect among students, and how best to support and refer 

students experiencing abuse and neglect.

òò Education on available services and supports for youth in the community, and how to best 

connect students to these supports.

6)	 Develop targeted curriculum, courses, programs, and/or workshops that prepare young people for 

independent, healthy lives. This should include education on:

òò Healthy relationships, abuse, self-esteem, and sexual consent.

òò Young people’s human and legal rights, including access to legal supports.

òò Life skills (e.g., paying bills and taxes, cooking, budgeting).

7)	 Implement educational campaigns in schools focused on sex trafficking prevention, including 

education on how young people can identify and manage sex trafficking recruitment efforts. To 

do this work, school boards should be supported to partner with community-based social services 

addressing sexual exploitation in the community.

Provincial/Territorial Ministries Responsible for Justice27

1)	 Ensure youth being discharged from the criminal justice system are engaged in planning processes 

early and often, providing youth with a range of housing options following incarceration. Planning 

should explicitly address employment, education, health and mental health, life skills, and social 

inclusion and connection with family, friends, and community post-care.

òò Family and community reconnection or reunification efforts, where possible, desired, and appropriate, 

should be imbedded within a suite of options for youth transitioning from justice systems.28

2)	 Review existing youth justice policies to determine how these policies, in writing or in practice, 

contribute to housing precarity or homelessness for young people.

òò Amendments, if required, should provide youth with alternatives to incarceration, remove 

minimum sentencing policies and zero tolerance policies for youth, and provide mechanisms 

through which the courts can take into consideration childhood experiences of trauma, violence, 

and neglect during sentencing.29

27 �Unless otherwise indicated, these recommendations have been primarily drawn from What Would it Take? Youth Across Canada 
Speak Out on Youth Homelessness Prevention (2018).

28 Preventing Youth Homelessness: An International Review of Evidence (2018).
29 Ibid.

http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Preventing-Youth-Homelessness-full-report.pdf
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3)	 Provide youth-centred education and advocacy on legal and human rights, coupled with tools and 

pathways to access legal supports when their rights are violated. Legal representatives should be 

qualified to provide legal support for the numerous issues this population often faces (e.g., unlawful 

eviction, workplace discrimination, sexual violence) and should employ a human rights approach.

4)	 In sentencing young people who have experienced homelessness or poverty, judges and juries 

must take into consideration the socio-economic context within which the crime was committed. 

Alternatives to incarceration should be considered, particularly when young people engage in non-

violent criminal activities in order to survive (e.g., robbery).

5)	 Restorative justice approaches must be considered in response to all Indigenous young people who 

come into contact with the criminal justice system.

6)	 Increase the enforcement of laws against domestic violence, intimate partner violence, and sex 

trafficking, ensuring that survivors of this violence are provided with swift access to justice and 

safety. As part of this work, provide immunity to minors who commit non-violent offenses as a direct 

result of being trafficked.

7)	 Ensure restorative justice approaches are considered in response to all Indigenous young people 

who come into contact with the criminal justice system.

8)	 Collaborate with all youth-serving sectors and systems to create a safety strategy to reduce the risk 

of criminal victimization of youth who are homeless, establishing special mechanisms to address 

victimization committed by police and organized criminal organizations.

9)	 Abolish all laws that criminalize survival sex among young people at risk of homelessness or 

experiencing homelessness.

Provincial/Territorial Ministries Responsible for Income Supports
1)	 Increase and simplify income assistance for youth-led and low-income families, including through 

improved maternity allowances, child care subsidies, and subsidies for families with children who 

have disabilities and/or mental health challenges.30

2)	 Increase income supports for people with disabilities and chronic illnesses, ensuring these amounts 

are livable and enable these community members to meaningfully participate in civic life and their 

communities.

3)	 Conduct a review of income assistance for youth-led and low-income families to determine if 

financial support provided by government is sufficient to prevent youth and family homelessness.31

4)	 Implement policies and mechanisms to ensure that people who are transitioning between different 

forms of income supports are provided with income during the transition. 

30 �Ibid.
31 �Ibid.
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32 �Unless otherwise indicated, recommendations in this section have been primarily drawn from What Would it Take? Youth Across 
Canada Speak Out on Youth Homelessness Prevention (2018).

Provincial/Territorial Ministries Responsible for Health32

1)	 Prioritize and support systems integration (where appropriate) in all efforts to address the health 

and mental health needs of youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. To do so, 

Ministries must:

òò Invest in the provision of coordinated and integrated mental health and health supports and 

services at the community level, as outlined in Mental Health Care for Homeless Youth: A Proposal 

for Federal, Provincial, and Territorial Leadership, Coordination, and Targeted Investment.

òò Work across departments, ministries, and sectors by establishing inter-ministerial planning tables 

to coordinate activities within government and hold each ministry accountable for the roles they 

play in the health and mental health outcomes of youth experiencing homelessness. Led by 

provincial/territorial Ministries of Health, the mandate of these tables should be to ensure that no 

young person slips through the cracks.

2)	 Work with communities to ensure that a harm reduction approach is embedded within schools and 

all youth-serving organizations, agencies, programs, and initiatives.

3)	 Engage in the ongoing review of current system barriers to accessing health and mental health 

supports for youth at risk of homelessness and experiencing homelessness. Remove or alter 

identified barriers to accessing care, including cost, discrimination, citizenship, proof of identity, and 

other factors. Meaningfully involve youth with lived experience of homelessness in these reviews 

and the development of alternative health and mental health care delivery mechanisms (e.g., mobile 

health clinics, community health hubs).

4)	 Collaborate with communities to create rapid care access pathways for homeless youth and their 

families with severe health and mental health needs.

5)	 Develop and invest in capacity building initiatives which support medical professionals to better 

meet the needs of youth at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness. These initiatives 

should span from community service direct care levels through to mainstream service domains (e.g., 

emergency rooms, first responders, etc.).

6)	 Expand the availability of youth-specific mental health and addictions supports and services, 

including youth-specific rehabilitation centres. Targeted investments should be made to increase the 

availability of mental health and addictions services in communities that often lack these services, 

including rural, remote, and Indigenous communities.

http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
http://homelesshub.ca/whatwouldittake
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