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Executive Summary
In York Region, there is a growing awareness of the problem of youth homelessness.  In the past 

many people saw it as a ‘big city’ problem, more likely to occur in places like downtown Toronto or 
Vancouver.  But we now know from research that the factors that drive youth to become homeless 
are not isolated in big cities, but are also present in urban, suburban and rural areas.   This is most 
certainly true of York Region.  The question then becomes, what do we do about it?

York Region is a large and growing urban area with over one million residents. In York Region, 
there are a range of public, non-profit and charitable programs, systems and services that serve low-
income and homeless individuals and families. There is also a regional government, as well as nine 
municipalities. While there are a number of service providers in the region doing great work, the 
problem of youth homelessness continues. Too many young people have to leave the community 
because they and their families are not getting the supports they need. When a young person leaves 
their community and moves to the streets of Toronto or another big city, the consequences can be 
dire.  Health worsens and the risk of victimization and exploitation increases, making it harder and 
harder to escape homelessness.  

The good news is that across York Region many people are recognizing the need to approach 
things differently, since the current response does not meet the needs of young people and families 
in crisis, or provide services that prevent crises.

This report is the culmination of a community engagement process designed to raise awareness 
of youth homelessness and potential solutions, and to inspire progressive change.  Led by United 
Way York Region and supported by the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, the goal of this 
initiative is the development of a more coordinated and integrated systems response to youth 
homelessness, one designed to support families and help young people stay in their communities, 
stay in school, and grow into an adulthood characterized by happiness, well-being and opportunity.

This collaboration shed light on the fact that more information about the nature and scope of 
youth homelessness in York Region was necessary. There was a need for a deeper understanding of 
both the conditions that produce and sustain youth homelessness, as well as the range of supports 
that young people access.  

The result was the roll out of an intensive research project over the summer of 2013.  Interviews 
were conducted with 60 young people from York Region who had experienced homelessness, as 
well as a number of service providers. This report presents the findings from this research and 
concludes by bringing lessons learned from other jurisdictions together with key findings from our 
research. Key recommendations are also presented. All are intended to inspire and contribute to 
a broader conversation about the problem of youth homelessness so that young people and their 
families get the supports they need to avoid this undesirable outcome.  

The factors that drive youth to become homeless are not isolated in 
big cities, but are also present in urban, suburban and rural areas.   
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Research on Youth 
Homelessness in York 
Region: Key Findings

The key findings from this research project 
highlight a number of issues that increase 
our understanding of the nature of youth 
homelessness in the region, both in terms of its 
causes and conditions.  Much of this is consistent 
with established research knowledge regarding 
young people who experience homelessness, 
underlining the degree to which we must recognize 
that the factors that produce youth homelessness 
exist in every community.  The research points to 
the specific challenges that York Region faces in 
addressing this problem.  At the same time, key 
findings help point the way to solutions.  

Pathways into homelessness — 
Contrary to some popular misconceptions, 

very few young people leave home and become 
homeless for frivolous reasons.  A combination 
of individual/relational problems (conflict with 
family, mental health or addictions issues on the 
part of either the young person or other family 
members, involvement with the law) intersects 
with structural problems (lack of employment 
opportunities and affordable housing) to create 
the conditions for homelessness.  For some 
young people, difficult transitions from care 
(child protection) or from the criminal justice 
system result in homelessness.  The important 
point is that each person’s pathway into 
homelessness is unique and complex.  Moreover, 
this research demonstrates that homelessness 
for young people in York Region is rarely a 
‘one-off’ event with linear causes and effects, 
but is more adequately described as a process. 
The vast majority of youth in this sample moved 
in and out of homelessness with a great deal 
of fluidity and experienced multiple barriers 
well before and after any particular episode of 
homelessness.

Our research shows that for some youth, 
there were multiple missed opportunities for 
intervention. In some cases a youth may have 
avoided homelessness had their family received 
increased supports to address conflict or abuse. 
Some youth may have benefited from increased 
support from their school. For other youth, 
better access to mental health services and 
addictions treatment may have prevented them 
from leaving home.

Family conflict — 
At the center of most youth homelessness is 

conflict within the family.  This conflict can 
result from a range of factors, some having to 
do with the broader family, others having to 
do with the young person in question. In this 
study, 92% of participants reported that conflict 
with parents or caregivers was a factor that 
contributed to their eventual homelessness, and 
72% said this was a major cause.  

In addition, almost 60% reported either 
physical or sexual abuse as being a contributing 
factor leading to their eventual homelessness 
and 21.7% identified it as a major factor. 

Youthful age – 
The average age at which participants left home 

for the first time was 15.83, with a median age of 
16. A key finding is that 44.4% of participants first 
experienced homelessness at age 15 or younger. 
The implications of this are significant, as we know 
from research that those who leave home at a very 
young age tend to fare worse over the long run. In 
terms of solutions, it suggests the need to design 
interventions that catch kids when they are in 
school and before they become homeless.

At the center of most 
youth homelessness is 
conflict within the family. 
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representation of minorities — 
In our sample, some sub-populations of 

young people were under-represented, while 
others were over-represented. Contrary to the 
established literature on youth homelessness, 
young people who are sexual minorities 
(LGBTQ), as well as ethno-racial minorities were 
underrepresented in our research.  Only 23% 
of participants identified as a ‘visible minority’ 
compared to 37% in the general population of 
York Region. Similarly, only 8.2% of participants 
identified as LGBTQ, whereas research in large 
urban centers consistently finds that 25-40% of 
homeless youth identify this way. 

This may suggest that these groups are not 
accessing services (as we interviewed young people 
at service sites), and that there is a need to find 
out more about the pathways into homelessness 
for minority youth. This was not the case for 
Aboriginal youth who make up 4.3% of the 
general population, but were overrepresented in 
this sample at a rate of 14.8%. 

Inadequate housing — 
Perhaps not surprising for most people in the 

region, one of the barriers youth experiencing 
homelessness face in moving forward with 
their lives is the inability to access affordable 
housing.  Low-cost housing in the region is in 
short supply, and the vacancy rate for rental 
housing is low.  As a result, young people who 
are living independently find it challenging 
to find accommodation. An outcome is that 
they stay temporarily with friends, in homeless 
shelters or leave the region altogether. Young 
people also reported facing discrimination 
from landlords based on their age or if they 
were on income assistance. 

Access to employment — 
Compounding the housing problem is the fact 

that young people have difficulty obtaining and 
maintaining employment that pays a living wage.  
For young people with low education and skill 
levels, the types of employment that are usually 
available are part-time, seasonal and precarious 
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labour with low wages and no benefits. In this study, 
only 12 young people, or 19.7%, reported current 
employment. Of those that were employed, few 
were engaged in jobs with any long-term prospects.

Education — 
While the high school drop out rate in Canada 

is now below 9%, for the young people in this 
study, the rate was approximately 70%. In fact, 
21% had only completed grade 9 or lower. Less 
than 30% reported currently attending school.   
For some, the process of disengagement 
began before they left home.  For others, the 
experience of becoming homeless – and the 
dislocation from their communities – led them 
to drop out.  Given the centrality of educational 
attainment to important outcomes later in 
life (including employment, health and well-
being) enhancing access to education for this 
population should be a priority.  

Mental health — 
For anyone who works with young people 

– and in particular, those who are homeless – 
concerns about mental health and wellness 
are difficult to ignore. Young people in this 
study reported frequent bouts of anxiety and 
depression. For instance, when asked if they 
experienced feelings of depression in the past 30 
days, three-quarters said they did several times 
a week, and nearly 40% reported experiencing 
these feelings daily. Similarly, nearly 60% 
reported feeling lonely at least once a week, 
and 71.7% reported difficulties sleeping. A 
large number had attempted suicide as well, 
with 14.8% having done this prior to becoming 
homeless, and 8.2% once homeless. A few youth 
(under 10%) experienced more serious mental 
health difficulties, including schizophrenia and 
bipolar disorder. Unfortunately, youth were 
less likely to receive support for these struggles 
once they left home, and several young people 
reported experiencing difficulties accessing 
mental health services, despite a desire to do so. 

Youth with disabilities   
or special needs — 

Disabilities can create barriers to educational 
engagement and achievement, as well as access 
to programs and services. Research in Canada 
has found that approximately 20% of young 
people between the ages of five and fourteen 
have a chronic disability, 22% have a learning 
disability and 14% have a speech disorder 
(Statistics Canada, 2008).  Undiagnosed 
learning disabilities can also be the source of 
family conflict, because the disengagement 
from school that sometimes results in being 
misinterpreted as a behavioural issue or a lack 
of motivation.  In our study, the percentage of 
youth who cited diagnoses of ADHD (28.3%) 
or other learning disabilities, such as dyslexia 
(5%), is higher than the Canadian average.  
Many young people felt their needs in this area 
had not been fully addressed. These figures 
do not take account of young people with 
undiagnosed learning disabilities. 
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Substance Use — 
The use of substances, both legal and illegal, is common amongst adolescents and young adults. This 

is also the case amongst youth experiencing homelessness, particularly in regards to tobacco, marijuana 
and alcohol use.  For many, but not all, substance use can be highly problematic and addictions can 
ensue. It needs to be pointed out that while many young people already have addictions when they 
become homeless, problematic substance use is also an outcome of the trauma and difficulties young 
people face while homeless.  Young people in this study demonstrated higher rates of substance use, 
and a minority identified their use as problematic.  For instance, seventeen participants, or 28.3%, 
indicated substance use was an‘important’ or ‘very important’ factor related to their leaving home.

Effective responses to this issue should be based on evidence.  While across Canada many 
mainstream services, as well as those in the youth homelessness sector, embrace an ‘abstinence 
only’ model, there is considerable evidence that harm reduction models are more effective and 
should be incorporated into responses to youth homelessness.

Service Use — 
Shelters are operating at capacity and many of the youth interviewed had recurring shelter stays. In 

addition, some youth had exhausted the maximum number of nights allowable in a particular shelter, 
leaving these youth in a holding pattern, waiting to get back into the shelter. This suggests that too many 
youth in York Region are relying on emergency services and become stuck in a cycle of homelessness. A 
positive development is that new contracts with shelters in the region stipulate that individuals cannot 
be discharged into homelessness.  This is a very progressive and supportive move. Youth using various 
services were more likely to find the experience positive when they forged strong connections with staff.  

For some youth, shelters – along with transitional units and drop-ins – were the only access points for 
support services. Youth were often not aware of other support services within the community. This may 
mean that young people who are not in contact with shelters, transitional units or drop-in centers are 
not accessing the supports they need.

Service providers identified two recurring barriers that young people face in accessing service in 
York Region: geography and a lack of knowledge of and clarity about how to access services. The 
region is not sufficiently covered by public transportation to allow ease of travel between youth 
services. Moreover, service providers reported long wait times for services and expressed frustration 
at having to refer youth outside of York Region due to the lack of local services. Youth who leave 
the region run the risk of becoming disconnected from positive support networks, including 
service staff, friends and family, and wait lists can be so long that staff lose contact with youth, thus 
diminishing their opportunity to provide assistance. 

System Integration — 
In York Region, there has been a notable effort by individual service providers to improve the level 

of coordination between community organizations and mainstream services. However, stakeholders 
throughout the region have expressed concern that these efforts fall short. Our findings reveal that 
both service providers and youth are left to individually navigate a fragmented system. The ability 
of services providers to do so is dependent largely on their interpersonal relationships, knowledge 
of services and a great deal of personal commitment to supporting youth in need.
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Developing a Response to Youth Homelessness
Across Canada, communities are recognizing that the current response to homelessness – one that 

focuses for the most part on emergency services – is inadequate. There is a growing sense that we 
need to move from simply managing the problem, to actually preventing homelessness, and for those 
who experience this crisis, helping them rapidly move into accommodation with necessary supports.

In York Region, there is also a building momentum for change. The question is then, what can 
be done differently?   In moving towards a more integrated model, York Region can benefit from 
extensive research and practical examples from elsewhere in the world and adapt these learnings to 
develop an effective, humane and “Made in York Region” response to youth homelessness.  Below 
are key elements of such a response. 

Preventing youth homelessness
The goal of prevention is of course to stop young people from becoming homeless in the first place.This involves:

I. Primary prevention  - 
This means working upstream to address factors that increase the risk of youth homelessness, 
by addressing broader structural issues such as poverty, family violence and neglect for 
instance.   Primary prevention also involves working with: a) protective factors, b) families 
to address conflict and enhance support, and c) the education system to ensure that 
teachers, counsellors and other adults are able to identify young people at risk and to 
mobilize effective interventions.  The latter point about working with schools is particularly 
important, given how young many people are when they become homeless. Additionally, 
virtually all young people attend school at one point or another, and the adults they 
encounter there (teachers, coaches, counsellors etc.) may be aware that something is not 
right, but not know what to do.  There are excellent examples from the UK and Australia of 
effective responses to youth homelessness that are integrated into schools.

II. Systems prevention -
This means stopping the flow of young people from institutional care into homelessness.  
The research on youth homelessness in York Region demonstrates that many young people 
had some sort of engagement with either child protection services in the past, or with the 
criminal justice system.  Inadequate support for young people either transitioning from 
child protection services or leaving detention means that many fall into homelessness.  
While both child protection services and youth criminal justice are largely the purview of 
higher levels of government, there are ways of providing community based services and 
supports that more effectively respond to the needs of young people leaving care.

III. Early Intervention -
This means placing special attention on early intervention with the goal of helping young 
people remain ‘in place’ – that is remain in community where their natural connections 
and supports are.  Early intervention strategies are designed to address the immediate risk 
of homelessness by ensuring that young people and their families get access to necessary 
supports before homelessness occurs.  It also means providing those who do become 
homeless with immediate supports to ensure their time spent homeless is not prolonged.  
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The diagram below identifies four key and interrelated early intervention strategies that 
together are designed to help young people stay in place.   This supports, where possible, the 
reconciliation of relationships enabling young people to move back in with family member 
or caregivers, and where this is not possible (for other reasons including safety), to help 
them move into independent (and supported) accommodation in a safe and planned way.

A successful strategy to 
address youth homelessness 
moves beyond the provision 
of emergency services

Supports for young people    
when they are homeless

A successful strategy to address youth 
homelessness moves beyond the provision of 
emergency services. The research suggests that 
a successful and effective framework starts with 
accommodation and supports that are built 
around the needs of the developing adolescent 
and young adult.  We cannot take for granted 
that models developed for adults will work well 
for young people.  Following from this, the goal 
should be to ensure that young people avoid 
emergency shelters, and where this is not possible, 
to ensure that their stay be short, so as to avoid 
greater risk of prolonged homelessness.

The diverse needs of young people, determined 
in part by age and experience, require an equally 
diverse range of housing options. One must 
consider the extent and kinds of supports a young 
person might need, in addition to providing 

access to stable housing.  A more comprehensive 
model of accommodation and supports based 
on existing literature about effective practices 
should be built upon the following pillars:

•	 Housing support 

•	 Health and well-being 

•	 Complementary supports, including life skills 

•	 Education, employment and training 

•	 Youth engagement 

Figure 1   Models of Accommodation
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How do we get there? An Integrated Systems Response. 
For York Region, adopting a plan to end youth homelessness will invariably mean doing things 

differently. Communities across Canada are becoming more and more interested in developing 
strategic and coordinated plans to prevent, reduce and end youth homelessness as part of their 
broader homelessness strategies.  We are learning much about how to plan and implement 
successful strategies.  Below are key elements that should be part of a plan.

1. Develop a plan 
The first step in preventing, reducing and ending youth homelessness is to devise and 
implement a plan or strategy. The plan should be inclusive in its process, be strategic in its 
objectives, set real and measurable targets for change, be clear to all stakeholders and lead 
to real changes in young people’s lives.

2. Create an integrated system response  
Youth homelessness is a ‘fusion policy’ issue in that it involves many different parts of 
government, including health, education, child and family services, housing and social 
services, and corrections, for instance.  In other words, youth homelessness cannot be solved 
by the homelessness sector alone.  An integrated systems response means that programs, 
services and service delivery systems are organized at every level – from policy, to intake, to 
service provision, to client flow – based on the needs of a young person. A “system of care” 
approach means that the services in the system are designed and coordinated to meet the 
needs of the young person, rather than having the young person fit the program.

The plan should be inclusive in its process, be strategic in its 
objectives, set real and measurable targets for change, be clear to 
all stakeholders and lead to real changes in young people’s lives.

3. Facilitate active, strategic and coordinated engagement by all levels   
 of government, including interdepartmental collaboration  
It is important that all levels of government – not just within the region, but the province, as 
well - work together to align policy and funding to support an end to youth homelessness.  
The federal government renewed the Homelessness Partnering Strategy in 2013, with a 
new emphasis on Housing First.  In Ontario, the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 
funds service managers to coordinate housing and homelessness initiatives at the municipal 
level.  The new poverty reduction strategy “Realizing our Potential” also articulates a plan 
to end homelessness, which will support local initiatives.  Aligning these initiatives with a 
strategic response to youth homelessness will be important.
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4. Adopt a positive youth development orientation 
Effective models of support for young people are based on an understanding of the needs 
of developing adolescents and young adults.   A Positive Youth Development approach 
should be adopted broadly, focusing on the assets and protective factors necessary to 
support healthy development and transitions to adulthood. Young people should also be 
engaged as active partners in developing solutions to youth homelessness.

5. Incorporate research, data gathering and information sharing 
Evidence matters.  Research, data gathering and information sharing support the planning, 
implementation and evaluation of effective, evidence based solutions.

The process to address youth homelessness in York Region has already begun.  There is a real 
opportunity for York Region to emerge as a national leader in this area, by adapting learnings 
from elsewhere and creating innovative new possibilities to change the lives of many young 
people and families in the community.  The goal should be to help young people develop into 
adults whose lives are characterized by opportunity, well-being, engagement and support.  This is 
where the people of York Region can make a difference.

Recommendations
Part 1: Building Capacity and Readiness

1.1 Develop a working group/round table to address youth homelessness

1.2 Raise public awareness about youth homelessness

1.3 Engage young people in the planning and implementation of solutions

Part 2: Planning an end to youth homelessness

2.1.   Develop a comprehensive plan to end Youth Homelessness in York Region

2.2.   Engage key organizations to support planning 

2.3.    Engage the Province in the development of the provincial strategy to end youth homelessness

Part 3: Implement strategic initiatives to address youth homelessness

3.1.   Engage the York Region District School Board and the York Catholic District School Board in a  
             youth homelessness prevention / early intervention initiative

3.2.   Support the use of harm reduction approaches when working with young people who have or  
             are at risk of experiencing homelessness

3.3.    Develop a region-wide program to support families that are struggling with instability   
              and youth homelessness

3.4.   Increase young people’s access to necessary supports and services

3.5.    Develop and implement research and data strategy to support plan

3.6.    Implement anti-discrimination framework


