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CHILDHOOD STRESS AND MOBILITY
AMONG RURAL HOMELESS YOUTH
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What do you need to know?

Homeless youth in rural settings face unique circumstances

including fewer housing options and services to meet their needs.

They are frequently forced to leave their communities and social

networks in order to receive services or find shelter. Moreover,

research suggests that homelessness is often one of several

traumatic experiences these young people will face in their lives.

While understanding the causes of youth homelessness (such as

trauma) is important, to date this increased awareness has not

lead to a shift in service provision, away from emergency services

alone to providing the long-term support necessary to heal from

the impact of childhood trauma.

What did the researcher do?

Longitudinal research was conducted
with youth experiencing homeless-
ness in four districts of the Niagara
Region. The researcher attempted to
contact youth for a total of three inter-
views spaced on average every four
months. Forty youth participated in
the first interview, 30 in the second,
and 15 in the third. This study utilized a
mixed-method approach where both
quantitative and qualitative data was
collected. The quantitative data was
collected through the use of surveys
filled out at each meeting. The initial

questionnaire asked questions about
demographics (age, gender, etc),
education, employment, income, par-
ents’ employment and income, social
support, childhood stressors, current
and past housing situations, services,
and future dreams, while the follow-
up questionnaires included a brief his-
tory of events since the last interview,
current housing situation, school at-
tendance, employment, income, so-
cial support, and connection to serv-
ices. Qualitative interviews were also
conducted with the youth.

WHAT IS THIS CHAPTER
ABOUT?

This chapter investigates the circum-
stances of youth experiencing home-
lessness in Niagara region. It seeks to
understand the causes and impacts
of homelessness, with the goal of
providing information to improve
policies and programs and bet-
ter meet the needs of these young
people. It provides an in-depth ex-
ploration of the multiple childhood
stresses faced by this population
(including parental conflict, physical/
sexual abuse and substance abuse)
as well as the movement (or mobility)
of these youth.
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What did the researcher find?

This research found that, similar to oth-
er studies, youth experiencing home-
lessness often come from very chaotic
lives characterized by family conflict,
unstable housing, parental substance
abuse, and high levels of mobility
(frequent moves including cycling be-
tween homelessness, youth shelters,
couch surfing and rental housing). The
frequent stressors in the lives of these
youth were present before becoming
homeless and in many cases remained
after they found housing. The results

demonstrate that as damaging as home-
lessness can be psychologically, this ex-
perience is often only one of many trau-
mas incurred. Drawing conclusions about
what causes youth homelessness and
addressing emergency needs, though
important, is not enough if we do not
also fully understand and respond to the
cumulative effects of multiple traumas.
Similarly, youth who do not end up on
the street, but have equally chaotic lives
might not get their needs met because
their concerns are not visible publicly.

“The frequent stressors in
the lives of these youth
were present before
becoming homeless and
in many cases remained
after they found
housing.”

What can we
do with this
research?

Stcphen GAETZ  Bill 0'G
Jeff KARABANOW

sty BUCCIERI
RSOLAIS

YOUTH

HOMELESSNESS
IN CANADA

ﬁ}\"z—;meless hub

This research can be used to
broaden

youth homelessness.

understanding  of
The
recommends that rather than asking

our
author

why youth become homeless, it
might be more fruitful to understand
all of the events that occurred during
the process of becoming homeless,
and how can we respond to these
needs at the same time as addressing
homelessness. This research can be

About the researcher

used to advocate for a holistic response
to youth homelessness, which includes
and

prevention, family mediation,

general counselling. Services must
go beyond emergency shelter and
extend to the multiple factors needed
for youth to achieve stable housing,
such as addressing past trauma, current
strained relationships and the lack
of resources youth generally have to

maintain housing.
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