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What do you need to know?
There is an abundance of research on homeless youth that 
looks at the causes and consequences of homelessness. 
Findings have been quite consistent in revealing that 
youth become homeless as a result of familial conflict, 
abuse and trauma, poverty, addictions and mental health 
concerns, and involvement in the child welfare system. 
Less is known about how youth are able to exit street life, 
leaving the picture incomplete. It is equally important to 
understand the ways that youth get off the street and re-
enter what can be called ‘mainstream society’.

WHAT IS THIS CHAPTER 
ABOUT?

This chapter explores the ways in 
which homeless youth in Canada at-
tempt to exit or leave the streets. Re-
searchers spoke with youth that were 
no longer living on the street, as well 
as youth still engaged in street life 
to discover the strategies youth may 
use to get off the streets, as well as 
the challenges they face in doing so.

What did the researchers do?
Researchers interviewed 128 young 
people experiencing homelessness 
in six Canadian cities (Toronto, Mon-
treal, Halifax, Calgary, Ottawa and 
Vancouver).  Fifty service providers 

were also interviewed. Complement-
ing this data collection plan were brief 
case study analyses of a diverse set 
of organizational structures serving 
street youth across Canada.
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What did the researchers find?
The findings of this research sug-
gest that there are several con-
nected dimensions to the process 
of leaving the streets including 
contemplation (thinking about 
getting off the street), motivation 
to change, getting help, transi-
tioning from the street, changing 
daily routine and redefining one’s 
sense of self. Across these dimen-
sions, the organizational struc-
tures (e.g., drop-in centers, youth 
shelters, supportive housing, job 
training programs, etc.) available 
to youth play a significant role in 

“...street youth often have limited 
social connections, or networks to 
utilize in order to move forward”

How can 
you use this 
research?
This research can be used to inform 
service providers and policy makers 
of the experiences faced by home-
less youth trying to exit the streets. 
It can also be used to recommend 
the author’s suggestions, including 
developing methods of prevent-
ing youth homelessness that tackle 
poverty, family distress, abuse, and 
failures in the child welfare system, 
continuing to support front-line re-
sources, and developing structural 
initiatives such as supportive housing 
and meaningful employment oppor-
tunities for youth. 
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supporting their exit from street cul-
ture. Homeless youth face many chal-
lenges in exiting the street, and for 
some the process was not linear, but 
took on average six attempts before 
successfully getting off the street. 
These challenges include being part 
of an environment where trauma is an 
almost daily occurrence, coping with 
physical, mental, and spiritual health 
concerns, and a lack of life and em-
ployment skills. In addition, street 
youth often have limited social con-
nections, or networks to utilize in or-
der to move forward.


