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It’s Everybody’s Business:
Raising the Roof’s Private
Sector Engagement Project
Amanda Noble, Lola Oseni

Solutions to homelessness are often considered the responsibility of NGOs,
various levels of government, and the individuals experiencing homeless
ness. Homelessness, however, affects everyone in society – morally, socially,
and economically. Hence, genuine solutions require action across society,
including the private sector. In short, we believe that homelessness is eve
rybody’s business. After years of neglect, there is a growing consideration
of the ways in which the private sector can play a role in addressing social
problems such as homelessness (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Change Toronto,
2010; Street Kids International, 2008; Burnett & Pomeroy, 2008). To date,
however, there is little research that outlines successful strategies to engage
the private sector in this work. Realizing this gap, Raising the Roof sought
to learn more about increasing private sector involvement in solutions to
youth homelessness through our “Private Sector Engagement Project”, one
component of Raising the Roof ’s Youthworks initiative.1
1. Raising the Roof launched its Youthworks initiative in 2006, which is aimed at breaking
the cycle of homelessness among young Canadians. During the first phase we released
the report Youth Homelessness in Canada: The Road to Solutions, which gave voice to
nearly 700 youth experiencing homelessness. The second phase is aimed at advocating
for the recommendations made in this report through a combination of community,
government, and private sector engagement, as well as by designing a public education
campaign. For more information visit www.raisingtheroof.org.
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The private sector can contribute to solutions to homelessness in many ways,
including donating money to service organizations and lobbying for change
from government. Although these are very important and necessary contribu
tions, we are particularly interested in strategies to engage the private sector in
supporting the integration of at-risk and homeless youth into the labour mar
ket through training, mentorship, and employment opportunities. There are
currently a myriad of community agencies across Canada that work tirelessly
to prepare youth for employment by helping them secure their basic needs and
develop valuable life and employment skills. While this work is vital, it relies
on youth having access to jobs where they can apply their newly learned skills.
Everyone, at the beginning of their career, needs someone to give them a break,
and this is particularly true for at-risk and homeless youth, who often lack the
invaluable connections and supports necessary to find entry-level jobs.
Raising the Roof’s “Private Sector Engagement Project” was created with two
intentions: first, to learn about the ways community agencies are currently
working with the private sector, and second, to use knowledge gained from
this as a catalyst for change in attitudes and hiring practices within the private
sector, thereby paving the way for new employment opportunities for at-risk
and homeless youth across Canada. In this chapter we review the existing lit
erature on private sector engagement, and outline some of the major findings
from this project, particularly with regard to strategies that both community
agency and private sector participants have recommended for engaging the
private sector. We will also discuss the major challenges identified in doing this
work. We conclude by discussing next steps for this project, as well as the ways
in which homelessness affects all Canadians. We argue that for this reason, all
segments of society must work together towards a solution to homelessness;
there are important roles that different stakeholders can play in this process.

Existing Literature
While some Canadian research examines the effectiveness of employment train
ing programs for at-risk and homeless youth (see Robinson, 2005; Robinson
& Baron, 2007; Karabanow et al., 2010, for example), to date, very little inves
tigates specific strategies for engaging private sector employers. Some authors
have articulated the importance of the private sector becoming involved in social
concerns in general, such as Porter & Kramer (2011), who suggest that capitalist
enterprises can include both social and business goals. The authors argue that
the social service and private sectors exist in a mutual relationship where each
depends on the other. Businesses require healthy communities made up of citi
zens who can buy their products, and communities require successful businesses
to provide jobs and create wealth. Hence, “shared value” can be created where
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both profit-making and healthy communities are of equal importance (Porter &
Kramer, 2011:4). Porter and Kramer argue that not only do businesses have an
ethical obligation to the community, but by building stronger and more vibrant
communities, businesses will also be able to increase their profitability.
Some literature highlights strategies for employers looking to hire youth in gen
eral, as well as calls for the social service sector to hire individuals with experi
ence of homelessness. For instance, the City of Toronto (2009) has published
a tool kit for the private sector, which highlights the benefits of hiring youth,
provides suggestions for working with “generation Y”, and outlines myths about
hiring youth (i.e. they will be disrespectful, disloyal, have a sense of entitlement,
and lack a strong work ethic). Another report, Change Toronto (2009), outlines
strategies to help the social service sector hire persons with lived experience of
homelessness. These include developing more inclusive policies and practices and
pushing municipal governments to work with organizations to develop social en
terprises (businesses focused on providing employment to people often excluded
from the labour market). Organizations should also increase entry points so that
individuals can get their ‘foot in the door’, including establishing volunteer and
internship positions, holding job fairs, and hiring people with lived experience of
homelessness for relief positions. Additional support should be provided once an
individual is hired, including a lengthy orientation and frequent supervision so
that employees can speak directly to employers about their needs (Change, 2009).
In terms of outlining specific strategies to engage the private sector in solutions
to homelessness, the literature is very scarce. Two exceptions exist. Street Kids
International (2008) identifies seven critical factors necessary for an effective
partnership between the private sector and NGOs, including a clear purpose
for the partnership, compatibility in terms of mission and values, clear and
valuable roles for both organizations, open lines of communication, a process
of continual learning, and a commitment from both parties to the relationship.
Burnett and Pomeroy’s (2008) report, developed for the Homelessness Part
nering Secretariat, provides seven case examples of programs in Canada
where the private sector is involved in initiatives related to homelessness,
including hiring individuals with experience of homelessness. Their main
focus is to outline the motivation of private sector participants, as well as
the benefits they receive as a result. They found that while private sector
members were primarily motivated by philanthropic or social reasons, they
did in fact receive several bottom-line benefits as a result of their participa
tion, including social branding (a good reputation in the community), new
business opportunities and sources of labour, stronger human resources, and
safer and more attractive communities.
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Burnett and Pomeroy (2008) argue that a two-tiered strategy may be nec
essary to engage the private sector in solutions to homelessness. The first
element requires recruiting ‘corporate champions’ who have experience hir
ing individuals with current or past experience of homelessness. The second
strategy involves building the capacity of community agencies to promote
the benefits of hiring homeless or previously homeless individuals to busi
nesses and society as a whole through marketing strategies, as well as assisting
community agencies in assessing their local context and opportunities.

Methodology
After initial research was conducted with 25 community agencies and corpora
tions across Canada currently involved in employment/skills-training programs
for at-risk or homeless youth, eight community programs were selected to partner
with Raising the Roof for a year-long research study. The eight programs include:
• A.C.C.E.S.S. – BladeRunners, Vancouver, BC
• Community Futures Development Corporation of the North
Okanagan – EMPLOY! Vernon, BC
• Resource Assistance for Youth (RaY) – Growing Opportunities,
Winnipeg, MB
• St. Christopher’s House – Toronto Youth Job Corps (TYJC),
Toronto, ON
• Carpenters’ Union Local 27 – CHOICE Pre-Apprenticeship
Program, Vaughan, ON
• Pinecrest-Queensway Community Health Centre – Youth
Retail Employment Program, Ottawa, ON
• Spectre de Rue – TAPAJ, Montreal, QC
• Choices for Youth – Train for Trades, St. John’s, NL
The agencies were selected to represent a diverse sample geographically (5 dif
ferent provinces), as well as a diversity of program models and types of training/
employment opportunities provided (from retail to construction to ‘green’ jobs).
Researchers visited each community agency, and semi-structured interviews
were administered with agency staff, their private sector partners, and youth par
ticipants. In a few cases, focus groups were conducted with agency staff. A total
of 63 youth were interviewed, as well as 31 agency staff and 31 private sector
participants (n = 125). Agency staff assisted in the recruitment of youth and pri
vate sector members, who included both current and past participants. Programs
varied according to the criteria youth had to meet in order to participate (for ex
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ample, in some programs the youth had to have housing, whereas in others they
did not), as well as their definition of ‘youth’. For instance, programs funded by
Service Canada defined youth as individuals between the ages of 15-30. This
was the age range used in this sample, although the vast majority of youth were
between the ages of 18-25, with a mean age of 20.3 years. Nearly all of the youth
were housed at the time of the interview, although most identified precarious
housing situations in the past. This most likely reflects the strong need for an
individual to have secure housing before they can maintain employment, as well
as the assistance provided by agency staff in ensuring that the youth’s basic needs
are met. Youth were offered a $30 honorarium for participating. Unfortunately,
due to limitations in scope and the chapter’s focus on engaging the private sector,
results from youth interviews will not be discussed in this chapter.2

Strategies for Engaging the Private Sector
Both agency and private sector participants were asked to recommend strate
gies for engaging the private sector. The most commonly suggested strategies
were 1) promoting the agency’s employment program in the community,
2) building relationships based on honesty and reciprocity, 3) choosing the
right businesses to approach, 4) initiating contact in a thoughtful manner, 5)
pitching the benefits of participating, and 6) keeping the process as simple as
possible for private sector partners. Each will be discussed in turn.
Getting the Word Out

Businesses might be looking for innovative ways to get involved in their com
munity, but might not know how to do so. Several agency staff spoke about
the importance of promoting their employment program in the community
so that potential private sector partners can become aware of opportunities
to collaborate. Various methods were outlined, including having an up-to
date website and social media sites, hosting community events, and placing
ads in the newspaper. Others adopted more proactive methods of engaging
businesses. One participant suggested inviting members of the business and
political communities to speak to the youth at the agency in order to raise
awareness of the program within the business community, hopefully mak
ing those businesses more receptive when the agency goes in search of youth
employment opportunities. Other methods to raise awareness included hav
ing a ‘meet-and-greet’ night for local businesses to come and learn about the
program, and having agency staff attend job fairs, rotary clubs, boards of
trade, and monthly trade-related meetings.
2. The full report can be found at: http://www.homelesshub.ca/Library/View.aspx?id=55210
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When promoting the program, several participants suggested that agency staff
bring testimonials from members of the private sector, such as a quote from
the CEO of a partnering company who has had a positive experience with
hiring marginalized youth. In general, using ‘corporate champions’ or private
sector partners who feel passionate about their involvement and are willing to
encourage others to do the same, can provide a very powerful peer influence.
These findings mirror those reported by Burnett & Pomeroy (2008). Private
sector champions can open doors to employment positions in other businesses
in a way that most non-profits cannot, as they have vast networks and are bet
ter positioned to understand the needs of the business community.
Several agency staff discussed the importance of recognizing and promoting the
work of their private sector partners using any platforms available to them, includ
ing their website, community events, newspapers, and newsletters. A few agencies
have also provided awards to their long-time partners. For instance, BladeRun
ners has held banquets and award ceremonies to honour their loyal partners, and
TYJC paid tribute to a partner who has remained with them for 20 years.
Relationship Building

Most agency staff identified relationship building with business partners as the
most important factor in developing a successful partnership with the private sec
tor. While respondents varied in how they described relationship building, most
understood it to be a personal, empathetic and long-term process with mutual
and practical benefits. Relationship building was described as an ongoing process
that can take time to develop (possibly beginning long before a youth is hired),
and that continues throughout the employment period, and afterwards if possible.
At its very core, relationship building starts with understanding the business. This
means doing your research. For instance, Kim from EMPLOY stated:
I think it’s about really learning the business...because every business
is different, so really finding out what they do, how they do it, what
works for them, what’s their culture, really finding out what their
mission statement is, what their bottom line is, and trying to match
a youth who might be best suited for that business.
Most interviewees agreed that basic research on what the company does, who
is authorized to make decisions, and the general environment and philosophy
of the business is essential. It is also important to understand the context in
which the company operates. This includes understanding the sector, and any
regulatory or political issues they may be facing. Doing your research before
initiating contact, shows that you are interested in not only meeting your own
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objectives, but are committed to making the business more successful as a
whole; as such, it is a way to invest in the relationship building process.
Honesty is a crucial element in engaging the private sector, so that potential part
ners are willing and prepared to face the challenges that may occur while work
ing with at-risk youth. While most private sector partners overwhelmingly agreed
that their overall experiences with the youth were positive, many did report some
challenges. In some cases these issues were resolved with or without help from the
agency, but in other cases, the employment placement did not work out in the end.
While every effort should be made to ensure the youth and partner are a good
match and are prepared to work together, long-term involvement in the program
will likely yield an occasional unsuccessful placement. This is why relationship
building is so important. When a long-term plan was in place, or at least when
the big picture was emphasized over immediate benefits, and when agencies were
honest about some of the challenges that might be ahead, partners appeared to
understand the nature of what they were getting into, and were more prepared
to face the challenges. They were also less willing to give up on the program if a
placement did not work out, and were often quite dedicated to not only address
ing problems but learning from them. While some private sector participants
expressed that their partner agency could do a slightly better job of ensuring
youth were ready for work and truly understood the jobs they were placed in,
these concerns did not appear to weaken commitment to the program. Whereas
this should certainly be addressed by the agency, it is not always possible to avoid
these problems, so having a strong relationship with the business seemed to re
duce the damage done by missteps on the part of the agency or youth.
Finally, relationship building requires patience and flexibility. Using the ‘hard
sell’ approach to quickly close the deal is not appropriate in this situation. It
is important to show enthusiasm, but showing an interest in the needs of the
business and highlighting how their organization can improve not only the lives
of the youth they take on, but the community as a whole, is a more effective
method. This approach, however, may take time. In most cases, commitment
to participate in the program did not occur on initial contact but after several
meetings, after talking with different levels of staff or after a period of delibera
tion. Roz from Choices for Youth stated: “Build the relationships. You know you
might not get the answers you want right out the door, but leave it open”. It is
important that the business take the time to consider whether they can provide
the necessary environment and to ensure that they will be in a position to hire
the youth after their ‘trial’ period ends, should the placement work out. Also,
because every business and youth is unique, it is important to be flexible. A one
size-fits-all approach will not suit every interested business or youth. In addition,
293

Y OU TH HOM ELESSN E SS IN CA N A D A

the amount of ongoing support needed will vary. Depending on the size and lev
el of commitment to the program, some private sector partners took on more of
the responsibility for supporting youth than others. Some businesses, particularly
those where the program was integrated into human resources, were in a better
position to provide support to youth, whereas others seemed to rely more on the
agencies. This is not to say those that relied more on agencies were less enthusias
tic about the program; they simply lacked the capacity to provide support to the
same degree as other organizations. A part of the relationship building process is
figuring out how much of a role the partner wants to play and adapting to that.
Choosing a Business to Approach

When considering which businesses to approach, it is critical that the needs of both
the business and the youth are taken into consideration. Jason from RaY stated:
[We] try to make it a good fit so we’re not just throwing kids wherever,
they’re in a place that makes sense for them to be with a business that
understands what the program is and has bought into the program.
Therefore, it is also important to be selective in the types of businesses that
are approached. Many of the programs offer practical benefits such as wage
subsidies and employee pre-screening services that may attract the wrong
type of partners, including those who fail to see the ‘big picture’ and are in
terested in securing free or cheap labour alone. It is the responsibility of the
agency to ensure that the business is capable of providing the type of support
the youth need and that partners are in for the long haul. Businesses must
provide a supportive environment where youth receive training in the duties
of the job, and possibly also some coaching in professionalism and how to
conduct oneself in a business. While this may not be an issue for all youth,
some may not be used to basic aspects of work, such as getting up on time,
interacting with supervisors, and appropriate workplace behaviour (i.e. not
wearing an mp3 or talking on your cell phone during working hours). While
it is important for employers to express their concerns over such conduct,
without the right approach, youth may feel embarrassed, ashamed, angry, or
even victimized. In a truly supportive environment, youth realize that they
are not being attacked personally, but are being provided with a learning op
portunity and a chance to improve so that these lapses become less common
over time. It is important to note that these behaviours are not exclusive
to at-risk youth, and may occur with all employees. In fact, many private
sector partners expressed facing similar challenges from regular employees,
and those who did make comparisons, did not see the ‘burden’ as being sig
nificant, even if more support was needed than with their regular employees.
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The process of finding private sector partnerships and ensuring an appropriate fit
begins with choosing which private sector partner to approach. Organizations
that operate with an explicit socially-conscious mandate were a natural target for
agencies. For example, Boon Burger seemed like an attractive target to RaY be
cause they specialize in organic foods and use environmentally-responsible pack
aging and disposal methods, and thus, appear to be a socially-conscious business
environment. While providing socially-conscious products does not guarantee a
positive reception, it does increase the likelihood that the owners are mindful of
other community issues as well. In most cases, however, private sector partners
were not directly in the business of providing a socially conscious product or
service. In these instances, agency staff suggested approaching businesses that
have a well-defined human resources department, a corporate social responsibil
ity mandate and the capacity to provide a supportive environment.
Social responsibility is a great start, but other factors contribute to a comfortable
learning environment for youth. Three of the programs profiled in this study
provide training for youth in the trades (Choices for Youth, BladeRunners, and
Carpenters’ Union Local 27), which is likely a suitable placement, as youth often
work alongside people who come from similarly challenging backgrounds or
neighbourhoods, yet were able to find success through the trades. Many of the
youth interviewed commented on how they felt comfortable around their men
tors in the trades, and likewise many of the staff reported that they saw them
selves in the youth. For instance, Alex from Choices for Youth stated:
I grew up downtown too, I even know some of the people they hung
around with, so at first I think they kind of looked down upon me,
but they realized, this is what is going on with him, he’s kind of like
us and he changed, so I know I can do the same thing.
Although there is some debate on the subject (which we will return to in the
discussion section), service environments like Harvey’s and Boon Burger may
also be appropriate as they often hire other youth who, despite coming from
less troubled backgrounds, are similar in age to the at-risk youth hired, and may
share common interests and dreams. This type of normalization is important, as
it gives youth a chance to identify with their mainstream peers. Mike from EM
PLOY also noted that the service sector may be more willing to take on unskilled
workers, and that smaller businesses tend to be easier to partner with than larger
corporations. This may be because they have more to gain from the benefits (i.e.
wage subsidies), or because there is less corporate bureaucracy in their hiring
processes. In terms of the construction industry, new developments were often
the targets of partnership requests. Garry from BladeRunners described read
ing the newspaper regularly to see if any new developments were being built in
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Vancouver, and then setting up meetings with the developers to ask how they
could get their youth working on these projects. He also spoke of a councillor at
City Hall (one of the founders of BladeRunners) creating ‘community benefit
agreements’ when a new site was approved, requiring development companies to
hire a certain number of local employees, which Garry was ready to provide. In
addition, new developments were described as ideal as they create new jobs once
built and businesses move in, or services, such as janitorial, are required.
Initiating Contact

A diversity of strategies was reported for finding private sector partners. The
most common strategy was simply networking. For example, Lambrina at
Toronto Youth Job Corps finds contacts from “One Step”, a network of non
profit organizations that deliver training and employment programs in Ontar
io. She also suggested forming relationships with local Business Improvement
Associations (BIAs). Presenting at BIA meetings and networking within these
organizations may be a good approach, as members are often sensitive to the
needs of their community. Another participant suggested asking the board
members of an agency if they have connections in the business community, or
even asking business associates to join their board, in order to make contacts.
In most cases, networks were informal in structure but based on the profes
sional experience of agency staff. Networking strategies included working with
other community agencies and organizations to build networks, as well as
asking existing private sector partners for leads. One participant suggested ap
proaching businesses currently involved with the agency, such as donors. Busi
nesses currently donating funds to an agency might not be aware of other ways
they can contribute to their communities. Even personal networking played a
role. For instance, Dave from EMPLOY described making contacts through
activities such as skiing and golfing, and Shawn from TYJC discussed meeting
people on public transit and talking to them about the program.
When contacting a potential employer for the first time, it is important to
choose the appropriate person to contact. This is where research becomes im
portant. For smaller organizations, it may be as simple as contacting the store or
site owner. When navigating a complicated corporate structure, however, most
respondents recommended taking the time to find out who the decision mak
ers are. For some, this meant reaching upper-level executive staff or human re
sources personnel. Where trades were involved, there was some disagreement on
whether developers should be approached initially, or if it was more efficient to
contact the subtrades directly. Of those with existing contacts, most used their
contact to set up a meeting with the appropriate decision maker. While having
296

EM PLOYM ENT, EDUCATIO N & TR A IN IN G

a contact provided a clear advantage, the same concepts of research, relationship
building and genuine interest in youth remained important.
In terms of method of contact, the most effective method described was present
ing the program in person, rather than over the phone or through email. While
one successful partnership did form through email presentation, this type of
pitch was usually done face-to-face. Many cited this as important to the relation
ship building process, but also highlighted the fact that email communications
in particular are too impersonal and are often ignored. Most businesses are flood
ed with various offers and spam, and emails are easy to disregard. Making the
effort to come in person makes the program stand out, shows dedication and al
lows for the relationship building process to begin. Some noted that face-to-face
communication is a better way to tap into the moral/emotional benefits of the
program. Favoured locations for the meetings were in the business themselves, or
in the case of corporate clients, in a relaxed setting like a restaurant.
The Pitch – Highlighting the Benefits of Participating

When making their pitch to potential private sector partners, agency staff
highlighted the importance of being honest and up-front about both the ad
vantages and disadvantages of hiring at-risk youth. As previously mentioned,
all agreed that nothing is to be gained by sugar-coating the process, as missteps
are to be expected and an appreciation for the big picture is needed. Several
participants articulated the importance of tailoring the pitch to the company.
For instance, does the agency provide a particular type of training, such as
WHMIS3, that may appeal to the employer? How does the potential partner
ship fit into corporate culture, company philosophy or community image?
When participants were asked to identify the most important message to con
vey to prospective partners, the majority emphasized the benefits that employ
ers receive by taking part in the program (similar to the findings of Burnett &
Pomeroy’s (2008) research). After all, even the most altruistic business person
needs to consider the bottom line. The benefits highlighted included wage subsi
dies, agency screening and support, access to trained, quality employees, positive
public relations, and strengthened communities. With the exception of Choices
for Youth and the Carpenters’ Union, which pay their youth directly, and TAPAJ,
which has employers pay the full wage, all of the programs profiled in this study
offer full or partial wage subsidies to employers for a set period of time. The
subsidy is provided with the expectation that youth will either get hired directly
by the company or be trained in the skills necessary to enter the competitive job
3. Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System.
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market. Wage subsidies were a very important motivation for many private sector
partners, as they remove the economic risk of taking on the youth. One employer
stated that it usually takes 2-3 weeks for a new employee to become productive,
and in some cases, given their inexperience and barriers to learning, it could take
longer. By lessening the financial risk, both agencies and employers agreed that
participation in the program became more likely. Interestingly, Heather from In
tact Financial Corporation reported that the wage subsidy was not a factor for her
company when they considered partnering with TYJC. She stated:
We really wouldn’t feel comfortable taking that. I mean our messag
ing is that we’re trying to give back to the community, but at the same
time, how could we take money from a city program or from whatev
er that is, to subsidize what we would have spent anyways.
Hence, wage subsidies may not be such a motivator for large corporations,
particularly if they are not creating a new position for the youth, but filling one
that would need an employee regardless of their partnership with an agency.
Another benefit these programs provide is valuable pre-screening and sup
port services that can save employers time. After spending a minimum of
several weeks with the youth, agency staff are usually in a great position to
select those they feel are ready to hold a job, and are most capable of doing
the job. Adrien from RaY articulated this point:
And just making sure that they [the employers] understand that ulti
mately we’re making the placement or the decision about who will be
placed there as the result of a sort of selective decision making process.
We’re not just some employment agency that’s just throwing someone
their way and hoping it will stick. We’re selecting someone whose
personality, whose skills, whose interests seem to be a really good fit
for your organization. So really identifying that I think helps them to
understand that we’re not just hoping that whoever will take them…
there’s some serious thought put into the decision-making process.
This selection process was very important for small businesses, who often
do not have a human resources department. While employers still wanted
to interview the youth themselves, the referral process was far less difficult
than creating job postings, interviewing a large number of applicants, and
potentially hiring applicants that do not work out.
In addition to providing valuable HR services, agency staff are available to
provide support to both the youth and the employer throughout the duration
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of the employment period. If the youth require support for any personal or
employment related problem, agency staff are there to assist them. Similarly,
employers are not left alone to resolve any concerns that might arise with the
youth. Simon, an employer from Natural Cycle Courier highlighted this point:
Just to let them [other employers] know that RaY does a lot of the support
ing as well. Like if there’s any issues that came up, RaY was pretty respon
sive in dealing with it right away. So for the workplace to know that you’re
not on your own hiring someone that has come from a more difficult
background. There is support for the workplace in a situation like that.
In addition, because many programs offer pre-employment training and certi
fication, program youth often became attractive candidates as they were better
qualified than some other applicants. All of the programs profiled in this study
provide a variety of training opportunities, such as WHMIS, fall protection, cus
tomer service excellence, and first aid. They also offer valuable life skills and
employment readiness workshops. This training is an asset to employers, who
would otherwise have to provide it themselves. Every private sector participant
interviewed described gaining access to at least one, but often more, high-quality
employee through their agency partners. One participant highlighted the impor
tance of tapping into every available resource for skilled workers, particularly as
many workers in the baby-boom generation prepare to retire. Several employers
discussed the ongoing challenge of finding high-quality employees who would
remain loyal to their organization. Rhiannon from West Bank Projects Corp.
spoke about how her work with BladeRunners helped in this regard:
Well I think when it works, it really works. You get these incredible
employees that are very loyal. And you can’t buy that, you can’t al
ways find that. A lot of times there is huge turnover on a construction
site, and there’s not a huge turnover for BladeRunners kids.
In all cases, the benefits to companies in terms of employee recruitment,
training and retention were highlighted during the pitch. Some agencies
went a step further and offered additional services to their private sector
partners, which can be particularly useful for smaller businesses. For example,
one agency used a staff member who also teaches human resources courses to
educate private sector partners on conducting orientations, providing train
ing, and developing HR guidebooks and tools to effectively evaluate em
ployee performance. While not all agencies have the capacity to offer these
additional services, where it is possible, it is a great way to demonstrate that
the agency understands and is dedicated to the business. It is also a great way
to maintain ongoing contact and communication.
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Finally, agency staff and members of the private sector, spoke of how business
es can benefit both directly and indirectly by giving back to their communities.
Directly, businesses are able to build a positive reputation as an organization
that cares about their community, which attracts socially conscious customers
and employees. Similarly, companies are able to highlight their partnership in
marketing and public relations materials. Indirectly, businesses benefit from
having healthy communities full of people who can buy their products and
services. Garry, a coordinator from BladeRunners, calls this opportunity “an
economic windfall,” as youth who were previously using social services become
tax-paying employees, and more skilled workers are added to the workforce.
It should be noted that several participants from the private sector spoke about
the importance of giving back to the community whether they obtained any
benefit or not. For instance, Thomas from Boon Burger in Winnipeg stated:
Right now, the benefit to me, is the gratification of being able to help
someone like Bill 4 out, which is like, very rewarding, you know, just
to think that he has gone through like such hell in his life and to know
that he enjoys coming to work here, and you can see how he is making
friends here, you know what I mean? It’s really nice to see. I know it
sounds kind of corny, but you can’t really put a monetary value on it.
Keeping it Simple

As a final note, several participants from the private sector expressed the impor
tance of keeping the process as simple as possible for business partners. This in
volves calling or visiting them at an appropriate time (for example, in retail, not
while managers are busy), having all necessary information available for them,
and not bombarding them with paperwork. It is important that the pitch be
made in an efficient manner, and that agency staff have answers to potential ques
tions or concerns ready. Agencies should make the hiring process as seamless as
possible, and be readily available to support employers should any concerns arise.

Challenges in Engaging the Private Sector
While all agency staff appeared very passionate about their work and about
the need for the private sector to become involved in their programs, many
challenges were reported. The main challenges described were 1) a lack of re
sources, 2) strong competition with other youth and agencies, 3) a scarcity of
quality jobs with adequate pay, 4) the recent economic crisis, 5) difficulties
4. Name has been changed to protect confidentiality.
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making contact with decision makers, 6) employer fears, and 7) challenges
maintaining relationships with employers if a placement did not work out.
Availability of Resources

The most frequently reported challenge faced by the agencies in this sample
related to funding. The availability (or lack) of ongoing funding impacts an
agency’s ability to seek and maintain partnerships. Without secure, long-term
funding, it may be hard to develop a long-term plan or relationship with em
ployers. Dave from EMPLOY described this difficulty: “[funding has] been
a real issue with the partnering and the ability to develop long-term relation
ships. I mean you never know if the program is going to be here next year”.
Ongoing support is also a condition necessary for the comfort of potential
private sector partners interested in participating. While all agencies received
positive reviews from their private sector partners, some agency staff pointed
out the challenge of providing support to partners in the resource-limited
environment of the non-profit sector. While agency staff work tirelessly,
long-term success may require additional training that the agencies simply
do not have the capacity to provide. For example, some private sector part
ners suggested that additional training in social skills, literacy and numeracy,
and support for substance abuse issues would make the experience less chal
lenging, though they recognized that this was not possible.
In addition to being short on resources, agency staff are increasingly evaluated
by funders based on the number of youth employed at the end of the program.
If numbers are not high enough, agencies run the risk of losing that funding
source. While at first glance it makes sense to ensure that agencies are account
able to their funders in this way, this type of pressure can put agency staff in the
difficult position of recommending youth for positions that are not an ideal fit,
so that they can continue to produce high employment statistics. Funders very
rarely require long-term statistics, so while a youth may be employed at the end
of the program, this does not ensure that they will be in several months time,
or that they are gaining the skills and experience needed to build a career. This
pressure to place youth in jobs may also endanger relationships with private
sector partners who are counting on agency staff to find appropriate candidates
for their organizations. Moreover, while finding employment is obviously a suc
cessful outcome, for many of the youth who have faced tremendous barriers in
their lives, some of the greatest benefits they receive during participation in these
programs are less concrete, such as gaining social support, or an increase in selfesteem. While these benefits will ultimately help youth move forward in their
lives, they cannot be captured by statistics and often go unrecognized.
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Availability of Jobs/Competition

Finding employment can be challenging for youth in general, including for those
who have high school or post-secondary educations. Many of the youth in these
programs do not have a high school diploma or a General Equivalency Diploma
(GED), and often have little work experience. It can be difficult for agency staff
to get employers to take a chance on these youth, particularly if there are more
qualified applicants available. Moreover, competition does not only come from the
competitive job market, but in some cases from other agencies running employ
ment programs. This appears to be particularly true for those working in large cities
such as Toronto and Montreal. Lambrina from TYJC recalls hearing from poten
tial employers, “you’re like the ninth agency that’s called us,” particularly during the
recession. Two respondents from TAPAJ also noted that agency competition has
been a significant challenge, particularly when the program was first established.
A related difficulty faced by agency staff is finding quality jobs with reasonable
pay for the youth. While the definition of a ‘quality job’ may vary from person to
person, it should include interesting, challenging work that is within the youth’s
ability. The types of jobs offered to youth, excluding those in a specific trade, are
often low-skill customer service positions including fast food and restaurant po
sitions, various retail positions, general labour, and in one case, a bicycle courier
position. Of course, this is to be expected given the limited education and work
experience of the great majority of the youth. There was disagreement among
participants as to whether any job is a positive step forward for youth, as they are
able to get ‘a foot in the door’ and can develop transferable skills such as social
and job maintenance skills (punctuality and attendance, for example). Other
participants stood firm on the need to place youth in jobs that they can structure
a career around. For instance, Garry from BladeRunners states:
I think the message too that we want to get through to potential
funders or private industry… is that we’re not just trying to get them
a job, it’s long-term attachment to the workplace, building careers.
It’s not just getting them a job, getting them out the door, getting rid
of them. We want to see these kids in careers in this industry.
This may be easier for agencies using a training model for a specific trade
such as BladeRunners, The Carpenters’ Union and Choices for Youth, which
all provide on-site training to prepare youth for a possible career in the con
struction industry. Unfortunately, however, challenges exist in this model as
well. Youth are often given specific, repetitive tasks, and options for employ
ment outside the program environment may be limited.
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While it is to be expected that the positions available to at-risk youth are entrylevel, the problem is that many of these positions do not provide a living wage.
This is important, as poverty itself affects readiness for work. Without adequate
income, it can be difficult to keep stable housing so that youth can rest and pre
pare for work the next day. It may affect food security, and hunger can affect
performance. Travelling to and from work can become difficult to afford, and
the stress of chronic poverty can also impact concentration, attitude and energy
levels. It can also make quick money available through the underground economy
more alluring. While small businesses are a good target for agencies due to higher
community involvement and less red tape, they may lack opportunities for ad
vancement. Even retail stores and restaurants that appear to offer opportunities
for advancement in their administrative offices are unrealistic, as these positions
are often given to those with post-secondary education. In fact, like most oc
cupations, the retail and hospitality sectors have become academic disciplines in
many colleges across Canada, and most advanced positions within these large
companies require some type of post-secondary education, leaving youth without
this education stuck in the lowest positions in the organization. To be sure, many
agency staff noted entry level positions that their youth are capable of perform
ing well that do provide opportunities for career advancement. Office work, for
example, can be a great starting point, as general administrative skills are highly
marketable, can be used in any sector, and can be added to gradually. Moreover,
several programs assist youth in furthering their education, such as Choices for
Youth, which dedicates one morning per week during their program to GED
prep or other literacy training. Hence, while employment opportunities are vital
to helping at-risk and homeless youth move forward in their lives, it is critical
that educational opportunities also be made available to ensure long-term success.
Economic Context

If the availability of quality jobs is a significant challenge for agencies trying to en
gage the private sector, it is not hard to imagine that the recent global economic cri
sis has created additional challenges for private sector engagement in youth home
lessness. Economic downturns are often associated with layoffs, increased focus on
the bottom line and less concern for social responsibility. Employers are also less
willing to take what they perceive to be risks. Many agency staff reported that the
recent economic downtown created additional challenges for them in their work,
particularly in terms of finding employment for the youth. As many Canadians
lost their jobs in the recession, competition for available jobs became quite strong.
Many Canadians who worked in skilled, well-paying jobs found themselves work
ing in service or general labour positions that are the main target for employment
programs. This not only created additional competition with regard to numbers,
but also put youth in direct competition with adults with many years of experience,
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and in many cases, post-secondary education. Lambrina from TYJC said:
There may be a woman who is working in an office where there have
been cut backs and ends up getting a job at Tim Horton’s or Harvey’s
because that is all that that person can get at the time, and they have
bills to pay, so you know, so I think the recession has created a little
bit of competition in a lot of those jobs.
Similarly, Dave from EMPLOY explained how his small town of Vernon,
BC was affected by the recession:
Our forest industry has taken a hard hit, our Grasslands closed, our
RV manufacturing they shut, capital foods shut, so lots of big indus
tries with the recession, took a big hit...So I think that’s a big chal
lenge. Front Line Global, a big call centre, used to be here, moved
out too, I think they took their business off shore, and that employed
300 people. So lots of our industries left.
Even programs with established partners, like the trades prep programs, faced
tremendous challenges during the recession. For example, BladeRunners and the
Carpenters’ Union both faced a shortage of work due to the recession. Very few
new developments were created, and current sites were shut down. Staff from
both organizations described this as being particularly hard for their youth who
face harsh economic realities and need to be working. It was difficult to get the
youth to remain positive and motivated during these hard times. On the flip side,
one agency respondent reported increased interest in his program during the re
cession due to the wage subsidies. However, these ‘partners’ may not be appropri
ate as they are only looking for short-term gains and may not provide long-term
support. As such, an additional challenge for agencies is to take extra precaution
in assessing the motives of potential partners during times of economic turmoil.
Making Contact

Making contact with potential partners in the private sector, and specifically
with the right person within the organization, can be challenging for agency
staff at times. While it was recommended in the previous section that face
to-face meetings be arranged with potential partners, these meetings can be
difficult to secure, particularly if businesses are flooded with other requests
from non-profits or charities. Several participants, such as Tony from TYJC,
stated that it is especially difficult to get the attention of key decision mak
ers in private sector organizations: “You’re continually calling the HR depart
ments, being transferred and transferred...waiting and waiting. There are just
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so many challenges you have to go through”. Speaking to those in authority is
important, as several participants described speaking to employees who were
very keen on participating in the program, only to find that those in a higher
position were not interested. For instance, one respondent spoke about the
enthusiasm he often gets from store managers at various locations only to be
told later that head office does not wish to form a partnership with the agency.
Employer Fears/Stigma of Youth Homelessness

Several participants described the challenges they face when telling employers
that they work for an agency that supports at-risk or homeless youth. A common
reaction is that either there is ‘something wrong’ with the youth, or that they are
dangerous. In this sense, it can be a tough ‘sell’ for agency staff, who not only have
to convince employers of the importance of the program, but also educate them
about the youth they work with. One participant discussed how he regularly has
to give employers background on who the youth are, what kind of situations
they may come from, and what kind of barriers they face in gaining employment.
Another respondent spoke about how many employers are uninformed about
homelessness in general, and how he works to increase their understanding of
this issue and of the circumstances youth experiencing homelessness face.
This challenge not only affects employer willingness to hire at-risk youth, but
also the types of positions they may offer. For instance, some employers will
send youth to the back of their stores where they do not have any interaction
with the public, or will refuse to train them in certain tasks, such as handling
cash. This can be a barrier to youth learning valuable skills and increasing their
confidence. Finally, due to the perceived risk of working with at-risk youth (or
any population with barriers), some organizations have policies against work
ing with employment agencies such as the ones profiled in this study.
Burning Bridges

Unfortunately, sometimes the fear expressed by employers is grounded in
reality. Although every private sector participant in this study indicated a
willingness to continue working with their community agency partners in
the future, several agency staff spoke about difficulties in forming long-term
relationships with employers after a placement does not work out. The real
ity is that due to tremendous barriers and the often troubled pasts of these
youth, it is likely that some placements will not be successful. One agency
stated that some youth may even sabotage themselves once they reach a po
sition of success, perhaps because they feel overwhelmed or afraid. In these
scenarios, agency staff reported working to control the damage however they
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could, but some employers still chose to withdraw their participation.
One agency staff described how he attempts to prevent this by being up front
with employers about this possibility. He stated that in general, if employers
do not understand this risk, it is probably best that a partnership does not
form. Agency staff also try to provide support to employers when a position is
not working out by speaking to the youth themselves, and in some cases firing
the youth. Of course, the problems that might arise in these placements are
not unique to at-risk youth, and are a risk that employers must take with any
employee. Some employers explained that they accept this risk, understanding
that by taking a chance they have the potential to help a youth with few other
options. For example, Rhiannon from West Bank Projects Corp. stated:
You need partners that really understand that it’s about more than
getting a person on the site to do a job, it’s about changing a life.
When you think about it in those terms, you’re more willing to roll
with the punches of it. And you know having people on site that don’t
work out, that happens to the best of us. We have, you know, gradu
ates with their MBAs, Master’s in Development that don’t work out.
It’s no different than any employee. Not everyone is going to work out.

Conclusion
Many community agencies such as the ones profiled here work tirelessly to
ensure that at-risk and homeless youth have their basic needs met and ac
quire the skills necessary to maintain employment. This work, however, de
pends on the presence of employers willing to take a chance on youth whose
life opportunities may have been limited, and to provide jobs where their
new skills can be put into practice. Private sector engagement, therefore, is
crucial to providing youth with pathways into the labour market. We are not
arguing that increased employment opportunities will single-handedly solve
youth homelessness. We are reluctant to contribute to the misguided notion
that ‘getting a job’ is the only barrier preventing young people from escaping
homelessness. Solutions to youth homelessness require a holistic approach,
one that addresses both individual concerns and broader structural barri
ers. This involves a well-coordinated strategy including emergency services
(shelters, drop-ins), long-term services in areas such as mental health and
addiction, and structural changes such as an increase in affordable housing,
universal access to post-secondary education, and the availability of quality
jobs that pay a living wage. Homeless and at-risk youth face multiple barriers
to employment (most notably, finding housing), which must be addressed
before they can realistically be expected to hold a job. It is our intention to
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address one component in an overall strategy: engaging the private sector,
which has traditionally been overlooked when developing solutions to social
problems such as youth homelessness.
Increased private sector engagement in itself will not solve youth homelessness.
In fact our message is quite the opposite. We believe that homelessness is an is
sue that affects everyone in society, and thus requires action across society. This
includes governments, community agencies, and the private sector. Homeless
ness affects everybody in Canada, and it is therefore necessary that all segments
of society work together towards a solution. Engaging the private sector in no
way lessens the responsibility of the government to address homelessness. In an
era of massive debts and pressure to introduce austerity budgets, there has been
increased pressure on governments to withdraw spending on social programs,
such as employment programs for homeless and at-risk youth. Agencies are
increasingly being asked to seek private dollars to fund their programs, or are
provided with short-term funding with the expectation that they will obtain
an alternative source for the long-term. This, of course, will only make the
problem worse, as the agencies profiled in this study require long-term, stable
funding from public sources, as well as solid partnerships with the private sec
tor. In this sense, our call for increased private sector engagement assumes that
there will be continued, if not increased, public funding.
By bringing various segments of society together, we can begin to develop a more
comprehensive strategy to address youth homelessness. While it is only one com
ponent of an overall strategy, much can be gained by increasing the involvement
of the private sector in training and employing homeless youth (and in address
ing homelessness in general). Raising the Roof’s research suggests there are many
benefits of private sector engagement, including but not limited to:
1) Homeless and at-risk youth have the opportunity to participate
in meaningful job placements and potentially gain long-term,
permanent positions. Increasing opportunities for youth with
few options allows them to develop the skills needed to struc
ture a career, and perhaps instils hope for a brighter future when
previously there was none.
2) Private sector engagement can lead to meaningful collaboration
between businesses and the non-profit sector with the goal of
addressing important social issues. By engaging a sector that
has traditionally been left out of discussions about solutions to
social problems, the two sectors can work together towards a
common goal rather than being pitted against one another.
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3) Businesses and their staff have the opportunity to directly con
tribute to solutions to youth homelessness by changing the lives
of the youth they work with.
4) Such engagement nurtures and supports a collaborative, com
munity-based response to homelessness – citizens can work to
gether to strengthen their own communities.
5) It can lead to the development of new understandings of youth
homelessness. As more people have direct contact with youth
whose lives have been affected by homelessness, a greater aware
ness will develop regarding the hardships and barriers to em
ployment many youth face, hopefully challenging common
stereotypes and misperceptions.
In this paper, we have identified not only the goals of private sector engage
ment, but also key strategies for engaging the private sector. In addition, we
highlighted some key challenges to consider when engaging the private sector.
All of this information is intended to help communities engage the private sec
tor in ways that will benefit the community, and in particular, homeless youth.
Moving forward, the findings from this research will be used to develop a
major report and two toolkits: one for community agencies and one for the
private sector. We are currently working on a distribution strategy to ensure
that our work reaches a large audience of community agencies and private
sector companies across Canada. We hope to stimulate further collaboration
between community agencies and the private sector, ultimately resulting in
increased employment and training opportunities for at-risk and homeless
youth. We will use the strategies and suggestions gathered from this research
to strengthen the capacity of community agencies to approach and work ef
fectively with the private sector, and to be a catalyst for a change in attitudes
and hiring practices within the private sector.
Homelessness affects all Canadians morally, socially, and economically. The only
way for society to exist in a peaceful, cohesive, and productive manner is to en
sure that all of its citizens are taken care of. If we wish to live in a peaceful and
relatively crime-free society, we need to address the exclusion and deprivation of
some, which leaves them with few options but to turn to alternative, sometimes
criminal, means to survive. Homelessness also exerts a financial burden on society.
The costs of emergency shelter, social services, health care, and the use of the crimi
nal justice system to ‘address’ homelessness is extremely expensive, much more so
than putting money into preventive measures such as affordable housing and in
come security (Wellesley Institute, 2010; Gaetz, 2012). By ensuring that all of our
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citizens have access to housing and employment, not only are the costs of services
drastically reduced, but there are more people to contribute to our tax base and
stimulate the economy through increased spending. Furthermore, the costs in
curred in terms of the lost potential of these youth are incalculable. With current
demographic shifts, such as the mass retirement of the baby-boomer generation,
society needs a skilled and knowledgeable population of youth to take their place.
On a moral level, how a country takes care of its vulnerable citizens reflects its
priorities and values; it is a statement of the kind of country we want to live in. For
these reasons, we hope that through our work the most important message of all
can be heard – homelessness is everybody’s business. Our work has demonstrated
that there are ways to increase the engagement of the private sector in solutions to
youth homelessness. We have also learned that in many cases, members of the pri
vate sector would like to contribute, but do not necessarily know how. Although
there are challenges in doing this work, it is ultimately a worthwhile initiative, one
that can help tens of thousands of youth reach their true potential.

References
Burrett, J., & Pomeroy, S. (2008). Doing well by doing good: Analysis of the business case for private
sector engagement in homelessness. Retrieved from http://monctonhomelessness.org/documents/
doing_well_by_doing_good.pdf
Change Toronto. (2010). Trusting potential: The benefits and how-to of hiring people with lived
experience of homelessness. Toronto: Author.
City of Toronto. (2009). Why hire youth? Retrieved from http://www.toronto.ca/yep/ease/whyhire.htm
Gaetz, S. (2012). The real cost of homelessness. Can we save money by doing the right thing? Toronto:
Homeless Hub.
Karabanow, J., Carson, A., & Clement, P. (2010). Leaving the streets: Stories of Canadian youth. Black
Point: Fernwood.
Porter, M. E., & Kramer, M. R. (2011, January). Creating shared value: How to reinvent capitalism
– and unleash a wave of innovation and growth. Harvard Business Review. Retrieved from http://
hbr.org/2011/01/the-big-idea-creating-shared-value
Robinson, J. L. (2005). Street youth, employment experiences and crime: Exploring the role of employment
training programs (Master’s thesis). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database.
(UMI No. 305369616)
Robinson, J. L., & Baron, S. W. (2007). Employment training for street youth: A viable option?
Canadian Journal of Urban Research, 16(1), 33-57.
Street Kids International. (2009). NGO and private sector partnerships: A framework for success.
Toronto: Author.
Wellesley Institute. (2010). Precarious housing in Canada. Toronto: Author.

309

