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• 40,000 over the 
course of a year                           

• 7,000 on any given 
night



Gaetz, et al., (2016):6  

DIVERSITY



Mental 
Health and 
Well-Being

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



Dropping 
out?

This is not a result of their lack of desire 
or motivation, as 73.9% of those who 
have dropped out would like to return to 
school at some time. 



Criminal 
Victimization

PROLONGED EXPERIENCES OF HOMELESSNESS

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

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



Exploitation 

and Sex 
Trafficking



Pathways off the streets

and

Exits from Homelessness



Youth Experiencing Homelessness generally have a 
history of interacting with many public systems

Child Protection

Health

Health

Justice

Employment and Training

Education



30.9% were in group homes

Involvement 

with Child 
Protection 
services

Homeless youth are 193 times more likely 
to have been involved with the child 
welfare system than the general public.



Involvement 

with Child 
Protection 
services

In the province of Quebec, Goyette 
et al. (2019) also found that 20% (n 
= 138) of youth who aged out of 
care experienced residential 
instability being either on the street, 
in ad-hoc shelters, or in emergency 
shelters, compared to 8% of youth 
still in care. 



2First 

Experience of 
Homelessness





Age of first 
experience of 
homelessness

Many homeless youth become homeless before they 
were 16, and youth who leave home at an earlier age 
experience greater adversity on the streets.



Age of first 
experience of 
homelessness • 73.3% of youth who became homeless 

before the age of 16 reported child 
protection involvement. 

• They also reported higher rates of 
placement in foster care and/or group 
homes (62%) compared to youth who first 
left home between 16-18 (39.7%) or 19-24 
(28.7%).

Early experiences of homelessness and 
involvement with Child Protection services



 

Across Canada, youth shelter eligibility is limited to 
young people who are over 16 years of age, unless they 
have been placed temporarily in a youth shelter by the 
child welfare system due to insufficient housing 
placement options (Nichols, 2014; 2016a). 

Youth under 16 years of age, or those with young 
children themselves, may seek to avoid interaction with 
the child protection system and/or other institutional 
authorities (e.g., health care workers, social workers, 
and police officers), making them particularly 
vulnerable.



Age of first 
experience of 
homelessness

THOSE WHO LEAVE HOME AT AN 
EARLY AGE ARE MORE LIKELY TO: 
• Have more adverse childhood experiences
• Experience multiple episodes of homelessness 
• Become chronically homeless WHILE they are youth
• Be involved with child protection services 
• Be tested for ADHD 
• Experience bullying 
• Be victims of crime once homeless, including sexual assault 
• Have greater mental health and addictions symptoms 
• Experience poorer quality of life 
• Attempt suicide 



Age of first 
experience of 
homelessness

Research has shown that some youth experience housing instability while 
in care, often shifting between various foster care homes, group homes, 
friends’ homes, childhood home(s), and various other locations (Nichols, 
2014).



Response to 
Youth 
Homelessness 
in Canada

We do 
nothing

Crisis 
Response

Path to 
Chronicity

Can we end youth 
homelessness AND 
the production of 
chronicity?
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Involvement 
with Child 
Protection
Services

On average, young people reported initial 
encounters with the child welfare system at 8.5 
years of age and the termination of the 
relationship at 12.5 years of age. 

Youth participants described many 
different forms of involvement with 
the child welfare system 

(e.g., investigations, voluntary supervision and/ or care 
agreements, and non-voluntary custody and care orders). 



Indigenous populations (i.e., First Nations, M´etis, or Inuit) are almost four times 
more likely to have been involved with CPS than non-Indigenous populations 
(Alberton et al., 2020). 

Indigenous youth and Child Protection

Contributing factors to child welfare 
involvement and youth homelessness 
among Indigenous groups can be seen 
in the context of the Canadian history 
of colonialism, including practices 
aimed at eradicating Indigenous 
cultural traditions, such as Residential 
Schools and the Sixties Scoop, as well 
as ongoing racism against Indigenous 
youth (Thistle, 2017; Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, 2015). 



Indigenous youth and Child Protection

In the Without a Home (2019) 
study 34.9% of the CPS group 
were self-identified as 
Indigenous, and CPS 
involvement was more than 
twice as likely to be seen 
among the Indigenous 
population.

The Shawls Project, 2016. 
Photo: Eric Kozakiewicz.



Involvement 
with Child 
Protection
Services

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences



Involvement 
with Child 
Protection
Services

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences

With a history of CPS involvement  -  4.78

On average, youth with a history of CPS 
involvement were found to have been exposed 
to a greater number of adverse childhood 
experiences

With NO history of CPS involvement  -  3.42



Involvement 
with Child 
Protection
Services

Health Outcomes
In the 2019 Without a Home 
study, having a history of CPS 
involvement was associated with 
increased frequency of drug or alcohol 
overdose, suicide attempts, and 
hospitalization. 
More specifically, 38.8% of the CPS group reported at least one episode of 
drug or alcohol overdose in comparison to 29.0% of the non-CPS group. 
Among youth involved with CPS, 59.6% reported suicidality, and 52.4% 
reported having spent at least one night at the hospital. Similar observations 
emerged regarding youth involvement 



Involvement 
with Child 
Protection
Services

Education
Youth with a history of child 
protection involvement are 
more likely to:

• Report lower levels of educational attainment

• Have a diagnosis of learning disabilities
     (57.3% vs. 35.0%) 
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Leaving Home 

in Canada



35% of young people aged 20-34

Live with their parents!



For those aged 20-24:

62.6% are living 
with parents



In Toronto and 
surrounding areas, 

almost 50% of 
young people 

between 20-34 live 
with parents.





Transitions 
from CARE

In the Without a Home study, youth cite 
numerous reasons for leaving care, including 
the fact that they ‘aged out’ (26.3%), or were 
returned to their family (12.3%). 

Importantly, of the 
18.8% of youth who 
chose to leave care of 
their own accord, 16% 
explicitly referred to a 
‘bad experience’ in 
care as driving their 
decision. 



Transitions 
from CARE

Receiving Transitional Supports
Youth reporting they received help from a caseworker to 
plan their departure from foster care, group homes or both. 

Yes - 30%
No – 49%
Not sure – 21%
(Without a Home 2019)

Only 13.7% of the participants indicated that they were aware whether their 
risk of homelessness was assessed before transitioning from care. 



Transitions 
from CARE

Receiving Transitional Supports

For those who received support, it was in the 
following areas: 

• reconnecting with family or a relative (35.5%)
• support around life skills training (45.70%)
• budgeting (44.2%), 
• planning for school (46.4%)
• employment preparation (44.9%). 



5Solving problems through

Social
Innovation             



Youth
Homelessness
Social Innovation Lab



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

Funded Research









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

Demonstration Project Models: 
Upstream, Youth Reconnect, Family and 
Natural Supports (FNS), Housing First 
for Youth (HF4Y)

Demonstration 
Projects



Enhancing Family and 
Natural Supports1



Unfortunately, 
family is often 
framed as a 
problem and 
as part of a 
young 
person’s past.



SCHOOL-BASED
Early Intervention

2



Reconnect 
 

School        Community 
        Partnerships

Keeping young people 
in place through



4



Helping youth exit homelessness 
for good!3



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

Promoting housing stabilization, 
well-being, social inclusion and positive 
transitions to adulthood.



Currently 
homeless 

youth

Early 
Intervention: 
youth leaving 

care

ENDAAYAANG
Supporting 

Indigenous youth

31 2



Housing First for Youth Leaving Care



Hamilton: Endaayaang 

Target:
• Indigenous-identifying youth, aged 16-24
• Exiting systems (care, justice, hospital, etc.)

Goals:
• Indigenous-led
• Infusing the program model with culture
• Drawing from the Circle of Courage, and Seven Grandfather Teachings

Making the Shift
HF4Y Demonstration Projects
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