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WHY IT MATTERS
Research shows the potential for youth at risk of or experiencing 
homelessness to have better outcomes when their families and/or 
natural supports are engaged in their lives – when it is safe, possible 
and appropriate to do so (e.g., Mayock, 2011; McConnell et al., 2016; 
Morris et al., 2017; Smolkowski, et al., 2017; Valentino, 2017; Write et 
al., 2017; Gaetz, et al., 2018; Tyler, et al., 2018). 

As communities increasingly adopt the Family and Natural Supports 
approach to supporting youth at risk of or experiencing homeless-
ness, they will need to be prepared to support youth in (re)engaging 
with their families and/or natural supports. This endeavour can be 
complex and challenging. While research and knowledge about the 
effectiveness of family and natural supports is emerging, very little 
has been written about how to facilitate the involvement of family and 
natural supports and considerations in the process.                                                                

OBJECTIVES 
This research brief provides key considerations, complexities and op-
portunities involved in the process of connecting to family and natural 
supports for youth at-risk of and experiencing homelessness based 
on the literature. It is intended to contribute research knowledge to 
frontline practice in engaging family and natural supports to prevent 
young people from becoming homeless or transitioning them out of 
homelessness. 

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS 
In a systematic review of the research on the effectiveness of interven-
tions for preventing youth homelessness, Morton et al. (2020) found 
that the largest evidence base in this area focuses on interventions to 
address mental health or health risk behaviours that are associated 
with youth homelessness. 

CONSIDERATIONS
 “Family” can be  
comprised and defined  
differently depending on  
individual circumstances 
and cultural contexts. 

For example, there are  
different attachment styles 
within Indigenous nations 
and ways of conceptualizing 
and supporting family. This 
will determine the nature of 
supports offered and should 
be established in consulta-
tions with the appropriate 
services and supports in  
the community.

 There is a need for more 
research on group-specific, 
culturally appropriate family 
and natural supports  
interventions.

Jacqueline Sohn, PhD



Among studies on evidence-based, family-focused programs, five evaluations demonstrated promising 
results for youth outcomes in behavioural health and well-being. Ecologically Based Family Therapy 
(EBFT); Functional Family Therapy (FFT); Support to Reunite, Involve and Value Each (STRIVE); 
Family Reconnect Program and Home Free are all aligned to Family Systems Theory (Broderick, 
1993), which is based on the understanding that family members have a mutually influencing role on 
each other through their interactions. 

The available research focuses on the outcomes of family-focused interventions on particular risk 
factors for homelessness (such as high-risk behaviours including suicide attempts, substance use and 
justice involvement), highlighting the potential for engaging family and natural supports in interventions 
to prevent homelessness (e.g., Milburn et al., 2012; McCallops et al., 2020; Milburn et al., 2020; Wu et 
al., 2020). However, studies on best practices in these interventions and the long-term effects on young 
people’s home lives and housing situations are scarce.  

Despite these gaps, we can apply insights from these and other family-focused interventions to support 
evidence-based practice for (re)engaging families and natural supports in preventing youth homeless-
ness, in light of the promising evidence on better outcomes for youth well-being. 

Following are implementation lessons for frontline practitioners to consider when implementing family 
intervention approaches, aligned to Family Systems Theory and the aforementioned evidence-based 
programs (e.g., Mayock et al., 2011; Pergamit et al. 2016). 

Trust-building: Thoughtful consideration to and recognition of families’ 
unique contexts, experiences and situations and how these factors 
might affect their willingness or capacity to engage as supporters. For 
example, begin conversations to assure supporters that they will not 
be blamed, and instead, emphasize their roles as allies. 

Critical enablers include:
• A shift in thinking among youth, their families and/or natural supports 

– from blame, to new interpretations and reframing behaviour in light 
of relational interpretations and patterns.

• Willingness and motivation to resolve conflicts.  

• Developing plans that focus on the interconnected needs of young 
people and their families/natural supports early on. 

Acceptance of roles and responsibilities: youth and their families must be able to understand and 
acknowledge their own roles in leading to the problem; based on an understanding of family systems 
principles. A shift to understanding problems as an outcome of interactions must occur.

Joint decision-making: Based on agreed upon goals and boundaries established by youth and their 
families/natural supports, in collaboration with involved service providers.

https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/Ch1-5-MentalHealthBook.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4172308/
https://nfrc.ucla.edu/STRIVE
https://www.evas.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/family.reconnect.toolkit.2016.pdf
https://yoc.memberclicks.net/assets/docs/News/Home%20Free.pdf


Manage expectations: youth, their families and natural supports and frontline practitioners/service 
providers should expect an extended period of negotiations and compromise with boundaries. They 
should also anticipate a process that is incremental, fluctuating and challenging. 

Frequent and continuous support: the most effective approaches require regular, frequent coach-
ing and check-ins from service providers throughout and beyond reunification or (re)engagement with 
families and/or natural supports.

ABOUT THE RESEARCH BRIEF SERIES 
This research brief series was created as part of the efforts of MtS DEMS to build stronger links be-
tween research and practice, towards improving program processes and outcomes in preventing youth 
homelessness. Topics are established based on the identified needs and interests of our Communi-
ties of Practice through documentary analysis of meeting minutes, refined based on the literature and 
confirmed in consultation with members. The research is conducted through a systematic process that 
is based on a modified scoping review framework (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Literature across fields 
such as prevention, social services, health, and homelessness are included and themes are extracted 
based on the objectives of the brief. 

For more information on the process to 
develop the research briefs, please contact 
the author at: sohnj@yorku.ca
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