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1. Background 
 

The Tri-Cities Homelessness & Housing Task Group is a coalition of concerned individuals and 

organizations that meets to address the problem of homelessness in the Tri-Cities communities of 

Coquitlam, Port Coquitlam, and Port Moody, British Columbia. Their goal is to advocate for the 

actions necessary to eliminate homelessness in the Tri-Cities.  

 

In September 2010, the Task Group formed a Youth Homelessness Committee because the 

vulnerabilities specific to homeless youth had yet to be directly addressed in any of the 

endeavours targeting homelessness in the Tri-Cities. Since the inception of this committee faculty 

from Child, Family and Community Studies at Douglas College have been involved, and 

meetings have been held at Douglas College’s David Lam Campus in Coquitlam. The 

committee's mandate is to look at issues that lead to homelessness for youth and young adults, 

aged 12-24, identify needs and gaps, establish priorities, promote remedial actions, and identify 

potential sources of funding.  

 

In the fall of 2011 the Tri-Cities Youth Homelessness Committee determined a need to gain a 

better understanding of the numbers of youth who are homeless and at risk of homelessness in the 

Tri-Cities as well as the local services available to them. We created a small research study, using 

service providers who work directly with youth as our informants. We asked them the following 

questions: 

 

(1) How many youth who are homeless or at risk of being homeless live primarily in the Tri-

Cities?  

(2) What are the characteristics of these youth (e.g. gender, age, ethnicity, other risk factors)?  

(3) How many Tri-Cities youth who are homeless or at risk of being homeless are in contact 

with service providers in the area?  

(4) What are the primary barriers and needs of Tri-Cities youth who are homeless or at risk of 

being homeless?  

2. Working Definitions: Homelessness 
 

Initially we used a definition of homelessness that was developed by the Vancouver Foundation’s 

Youth Homelessness Initiative.  

 

(1) Homelessness means not having a home. Even if you have a roof over your head you can 

still be homeless. This is because you may not have any right to stay where you live or your 

home might be unsuitable for you. You don't have to be sleeping on the streets to be 

classified as homeless. You might also be homeless if you are: 

 temporarily staying with friends or family;  

 staying in a hostel or bed and breakfast; 

 living in very overcrowded conditions; 

 at risk of violence or abuse in your home; 

 living in poor conditions that affect your health; 

 living somewhere that you have no legal right to stay (squatting); 

 living somewhere that you can't afford to pay for without depriving yourself of basic 

essentials; or, 



   

4 

 

 forced to live apart from your family, or someone you would normally live with, 

because your accommodation isn't suitable. 

 

After we reviewed the survey responses we suspected that our definition was so broad that it led 

to results that included youth at risk of homelessness in addition to youth who were homeless. 

We consulted again with our survey participants and with their input we developed a second, 

more intuitive definition of youth homelessness that would help us more accurately determine the 

number of homeless youth in the Tri-Cities. That second definition was: 

 

(2) Youth are deemed homeless if they: 

 have no shelter;  

 have no fixed address;  

 are squatting 

 are couch surfing; and / or 

 are living with friends 

3. Research Methods 
 

Our Committee spent several months developing the survey. (Survey questions are included as 

Appendix A.) After gaining approval from the Douglas College Research and Ethics Board, we 

distributed the survey in early February 2012 and asked for completed surveys to be returned by 

the end of the month. 

 

We invited all members of the Tri-Cities Youth Committee (a collaboration of Tri-Cities youth-

serving agencies) to participate. Participants included service providers from the Ministry of 

Children and Family Development, PLEA Community Services, PoCoMo Youth Services 

Society, Place Maillardville Community Centre, School District 43, SHARE Family & 

Community Services, and Mental Health & Substance Use (a department of the Fraser Health 

Authority). All research participants were service providers working directly with at-risk youth in 

the Tri-Cities.  

 

A key consideration in administering the survey was the potential for double counting youth who 

access more than one community service. In an effort to prevent this, we organized the 

participating agencies and their representative service providers into clusters and asked them to 

complete the survey together (while maintaining their clients’ confidentiality). In some cases 

more than one service provider from a single agency participated in completing the survey. Each 

cluster completed one survey representing the youth with whom that cluster works directly. The 

clusters were:  

 

1. Ministry of Children and Family Development/PLEA Community Services/PoCoMo 

Youth Services Society (MCFD/PLEA/PoCoMo) 

2. Place Maillardville Community Centre (Place Maillardville)  

3. School District 43 (SD 43) 

4. SHARE Family & Community Services/Mental Health & Substance Use 

(SHARE/MHSU) 
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In the survey respondents were asked to base their responses on the youth (aged 12 – 24 years) 

they were aware of or had worked with in the Tri-Cities during the 4 week period ending Friday, 

February 24th, 2012. Survey questions included a variety of mostly close-ended questions, 

including short answer, tick boxes, and Likert scale. Frequencies were tabulated.  

 

In March 2012, the Committee met to review the surveys and were surprised by the high number 

of homeless youth reported by two of the clusters. At that time we decided to convene a focus 

group to gather more detailed information to better understand the findings. The questions we 

asked at the focus group are included in Appendix B. The focus group discussion revealed that 

there was a lack of consistency among the respondents regarding the definition of youth 

homelessness. We concluded that the responses to the survey had included both youth who were 

actually homeless and a significant number of youth who were at-risk of homelessness. In an 

effort to ensure more consistent results we created a narrower, more intuitive, definition of youth 

homelessness. (See definition (2) in the section titled Working Definitions: Homelessness.) With 

this revised definition we emailed the research participants asking them to reconsider the 

numbers they originally reported. Therefore our data set includes 4 surveys, a focus group 

transcript, and email responses from the original survey respondents. 

4. Findings 

4.1 Survey Findings 
 

The number of youth who are homeless in the Tri-Cities were reported as follows: 
 

Cluster Definition 1 

(Vancouver Foundation definition) 
Definition 2  

(Committee definition) 

1. MCFD/PLEA/PoCoMo 225 10 

2. Place Maillardville 53 10 

3. SD 43 more than 225 (reported in focus group) 23
1
 

4. SHARE/MHSU 10 6 

 

With respect to youth at-risk of homelessness: 

 

1. The majority of the at-risk youth who accessed services in the Tri-Cities in February 2012:  

 are living in the Tri-Cities rather than living elsewhere or moving back and forth 

between communities;  

 do not feel secure in their home/living situation;  

 have moved 3 or more times in the last 12 months;  

 would prefer a different living situation; and / or 

 would prefer to live independently if they had the economic means.  

  

                                                 
1
 The SD 43 reporting period covered the full school year, September 2011 – June 2012.  All other respondents 

reported on their experience with youth over a period of 4 successive weeks. 
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2. At-risk youth in the Tri-Cities are in contact with the following service providers: 

 Act II  Child & Youth Mental Health 

 MCFD  MHSU 

 Municipal Parks & Recreation  Place Maillardville 

 PLEA  PoCoMo 

 Probation  Public Health 

 SD 43  SHARE 

 Tri-City Transitions Society  Victim Services RCMP/Port Moody Police 

 Youth Crisis Response Program  

 

3. The incidence of the following risk factors was reported as ‘often’ by 3 or 4 of the clusters:  

 low level of parent supervision/connection 

 difficulties at school 

 family violence, abuse, or neglect 

 low family income 

 

4. Additionally, the incidence of the following risk factors was reported as ‘sometimes’ by 3 or 4 

of the clusters: 

 substance use by parent/family members 

 not attending school 

 cultural challenges 

 youth with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 

 LGBTQ youth 

 

Interestingly, “being sexually exploited or at-risk of sexual exploitation” was reported as ‘rarely’ 

a risk factor, while both “immigrant youth on their own (with family living overseas)” and 

“youth with an acquired brain injury” were reported as ‘never’ a risk factor for homelessness by 

3 of the clusters.   Further investigation may be warranted. 

 

4.2 Focus Group Findings and Discussion 
 

The purpose of the focus group was to explore the variation in the numbers of “homeless” youth 

reported on the original survey. The main goals of the survey were to assess the number of youth 

who are homeless or at risk of homelessness and to determine the demand for and gaps in 

services for these youth. When we saw significant variation in numbers reported by different 

clusters whom we thought were serving a similar population, we wanted to ask the survey 

participants directly about their understanding of the definition of youth homelessness. We hoped 

that in addition to answering our specific questions we would gain further narrative detail to help 

us put the issue of youth homelessness into context.  

 

Five service providers and 4 members of the Committee who do not provide direct service 

attended the focus group on May 15, 2012 at Douglas College. Much of the discussion centered 

on the complexity of youth homelessness, the ways in which it is distinctly different from adult 

homelessness, and how difficult it is to clearly define youth homelessness. The major themes that 

arose in the focus group included: (1) expectations regarding who is responsible for housing 
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youth who are under 19 years of age; (2) the difference between homelessness and being AWOL 

(absent without leave) or running away; and (3) the implications of a youth’s developmental 

stage.  

Responsibility for housing youth 
 

Homelessness for youth often involves a range of issues that are complex in different ways than 

is the case for adults who are homeless. Service-providing agencies recognize the unique 

vulnerabilities of young people and as a society we feel a strong desire to protect them as they 

complete their journey to adulthood. Services for youth are innately different from those 

available to adults, even when they address the same or similar issues. There is an expectation 

that adults will take responsibility for accessing services on their own whereas youth service 

providers work to engage young people who are typically not pro-active in seeking support and 

often do not recognize when they need help. Youth services focus on meeting the youth where 

they are developmentally and socially and recognizing risk factors so that early intervention is 

possible.  

 

Our focus group participants discussed at some length the role of the Ministry of Children and 

Family Development (MCFD) in responding to youth homelessness, and how that response 

shapes the way in which youth homeless is understood and managed. When a young person does 

not have a stable living situation due to safety concerns in the home or when a family is not able 

to provide adequate housing, MCFD will view this as parental neglect and intervene. That youth 

may not be considered homeless by MCFD. It can be difficult to establish, for a given situation, 

whether the parents are derelict in their responsibility or whether the young person ought to be 

treated as independent and supported through some of the same housing options available to the 

adult population. If a youth is deemed homeless by MCFD, he will be assigned a higher priority 

for services. 

 

One service provider told us,  

This definition [homelessness] is tricky for a child that has a home to go to even if it 

is not the best place for them. 

 

If the home exists but is not safe, MCFD has a responsibility to act to protect the child. 

But in some situations the youth may be reluctant to disclose the nature of the threat out 

of loyalty to the caregiver, shame over the abuse, lack of trust in service providers' ability 

to resolve the situation, or any of a range of similar reasons.  

 

In specific response to the question of the role of MCFD, another participant in the focus 

group said, 

If you say you have a homeless youth, you get challenged by MCFD. What would 

they expect the youth to be experiencing to be considered homeless? [If] it falls 

under guardian not willing to have youth at home: this is [deemed] neglect. Couch 

surfing does not count as homeless [to the Ministry].  
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A third told us of an example she was aware of where, 

All recommendations were that the mom needed to kick the child out in order for the 

child to get services. 

 

From the perspective of child welfare, it is the family's responsibility to provide youth under the 

age of 19 with a safe place to live. In reality, the age at which a young person becomes genuinely 

independent, and both capable and responsible for making a home for herself, varies with her 

development and the resources available to her.  

Youth who are AWOL or who run away 
 

Service providers also discussed youth who run away from home or from resources set up 

for the youth by MCFD, such as foster placements or group homes. Service providers 

must decide, first, at what point to consider a youth homeless; for example, does the 

youth count as "gone" after one night away? After one week away? Second, they must 

decide how to respond. Is a youth homeless if his family can provide a safe home and 

wants him to return but he chooses not to? In many instances there are compounding 

factors that lead a youth to run away, such as family relationship breakdown, violence in 

the home, instability of residence, poverty, the youth's sexual identification, and so on. 

One service provider told us,  

Family relationships break down. There is a low level of parent supervision [and] a 

disconnect from community, especially in the suburbs. There is not a lot of stuff for 

kids to do; they congregate in high traffic areas. There are not a lot of options to 

build sense of community. 

 

Another noted the importance of peer influences: 

The largest factor is a lack of connection with anyone or anything other than peers 

that leads to "at-risk" factors. If these connections [with the family] start to break, 

kids are at more risk.  

 

Our respondents told us that when youth run away, they often gravitate to their peers. 

While it is developmentally appropriate for adolescents to want to increasingly become 

independent from their families and to connect with their friends, the decision to run 

away makes youth vulnerable to unsafe and unstable situations. Focus group participants 

said that staying in some hostels, squatting in buildings where they have no legal right to 

be, or staying with older peers can be unsafe and can put youth at risk of violence, abuse, 

or exploitation. 

Youth’s developmental stage 
 

The last two sections have touched briefly on the ways that youth are particularly vulnerable due 

to their stage of development. We have an intuitive recognition that all youth require special 

protection as they continue to mature. Some of the specific concerns that make the issue of youth 

homelessness distinct from adult homelessness include youth's incomplete brain maturity and 

their vulnerability to the onset of mental illness. 

 

Recent research suggests that adolescence is a particularly sensitive time for brain development 

(Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006; Burnette & Blakemore, 2009; Lewis & Carpendale, 2009). 
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While the empirical research on teens' brains is still emerging, results suggest that executive 

function, the capacity that allows us to control and coordinate our thoughts and behaviour, is still 

developing through adolescence and into early adulthood (Lewis & Carpendale, 2009). This 

means that adolescents are less able to discern between important and unimportant information in 

decision-making. It also means that they have less well developed prospective memory (the 

ability to hold in mind a plan to carry out in the future) and that they are less capable of inhibiting 

impulses than are adults (Blakemore & Choudhery, 2006).  

 

Youth are also more likely than adults to experience their first episodes of significant mental 

illness, as one member of our focus group pointed out. According to the BC Division of the 

Canadian Mental Health Association, about 3% of the population will experience psychosis at 

some point in their life. Psychosis usually first affects people in their late teens and early 

twenties, with men usually experiencing symptoms at a slightly earlier age than women. 

Psychosis is most often caused by mental illness, such as schizophrenia, but may also be caused 

or worsened by other factors such as substance use, stress, brain injury or other health factors 

(CMHA, 2010). The response to the first episode of psychosis can have a significant impact on 

the future mental health of the individual (Cadario et al., 2012). 

 

A young person's immature capacity for decision making, possibly compounded by undiagnosed 

mental illness, can sometimes make it difficult for her to tell the difference between a place she 

wants to live in and a safe place to live. She may have a safe and stable living situation but be in 

conflict with the rules or boundaries at home. She may choose a dangerous situation as an 

alternative without realizing it; for example, staying with friends she doesn't know well or 

squatting. 

 

We noted above the difficulty in distinguishing between a youth who is homeless, a youth who is 

AWOL and a youth for whom his lack of housing is a child protection concern requiring support 

from MCFD. When their incomplete brain development and their vulnerability to mental illness 

are also taken into account, it becomes increasingly clear why we, in the Tri-Cities, need to 

acknowledge that ‘youth homelessness’ is a complex issue with no “one size fits all” approach. 

We need to increase the resources and support we provide to these young people. 

 

5. Recommendations 

Provide services for youth at risk 
 

In their responses to the survey, participants listed a number of gaps in youth services in the Tri-

Cities. Alongside a lack of data pertaining to youth, our participants suggested that a number of 

services are either missing or inadequate to meet the need. One focus group participant said, 

[There is] a lack of services, a lack of knowledge of services, and a lack of 

accessibility to services. 
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Another participant noted: 

At the street level it is difficult to navigate the services that are available.  In accessing 

services, it’s easier to say they are homeless.  This is not ethically correct, but we don’t have 

services for youth at risk. 

 

Specific facilities and programs that are considered lacking include alcohol and drug 

detoxification and treatment programs, and housing (discussed in more detail below). Service 

providers told us that there are not adequate services for youth who have developmental delays or 

for whom there are other significant barriers to service.  

 

Respondents also suggested an increase in community activities such as youth groups targeting 

youth who identify as LGBTQ, have mental health concerns, or struggle with substance use. 

They recommended organized fun activities for youth such as a skateboarding club, graffiti art 

class, or other activities that would engage youth and support a sense of connection to the Tri-

Cities community.  

 

Service providers told us that they feel at-risk youth do not have a voice in the community and 

that this could be ameliorated through not only inviting them to events but offering incentives to 

attend such as rides, transit tickets, food, etc. Finally, one of our participants suggested that Tri-

Cities youth would benefit from a mentorship program.  

 

Provide a safe house and second-stage housing  
 

Data in both the survey and focus group suggested a need for a youth safe house and second 

stage housing. In the survey question regarding ‘gaps in services’, three of the clusters indicated 

the need for housing, including a long-term low barrier youth shelter in the Tri-Cities. In the 

focus group, one service provider pointed out that when youth access a safe house it is generally 

because they have run out of options.  

Kids will usually crash on a couch of a known person rather than going to a safe 

house where they know no one. 

 

Fund prevention-based programming  
 

Respondents listed a range of protective factors that could decrease the risk of youth 

homelessness in the Tri-Cities. They included: 

 Better trained mentors who can handle homeless or “at risk” youth;  

 Opportunities to build a sense of community through organized events and activities 

that bring together people from all age groups;  

 Services for parents such as a parents’ crisis hot-line, a parenting skills group, a 

communication skills group, and support groups for parents; 

 Services to support the relationship between youth and their parents such as increased 

counselling for family and youth;  

 Respite beds for youth; and, 

 More access to low income housing for families and youth. 
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Respondents also noted that increased collaboration between youth-serving agencies would 

support all of the above suggestions.  

 

Improve methodology for future youth homelessness surveys 
 

The Committee had many discussions about how best to capture the data on youth homelessness 

in the Tri-Cities. Over the course of this project we were reminded about the importance of clear 

definitions. We also discovered how important it is to create a strongly collaborative research 

processes with service providers who work directly with youth. Specifically, we have the 

following recommendations for future research in the area of youth homelessness:  

 

1. Refine the definition of youth homelessness to clearly separate ‘homelessness’ 

from ‘at-risk of homelessness’. 

 

2. Vet the survey instrument with a focus group of potential survey respondents and 

reach a common understanding of terms and process before administering. 

6. Next Steps 
 

Following the release of this report, we plan to convene a forum with the community of youth 

service providers in the Tri-Cities to: 

 Discuss the survey findings; 

 Develop and prioritize actions in response to the survey findings; 

 Consider further research into the needs of individual homeless and at-risk youth; and, 

 Engage the community of youth service providers in implementing the prioritized actions. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 
 
1. Of the youth you are aware of or work with in the Tri-Cities, how many: 
 

a) Fit the Vancouver Foundation Youth Homelessness Initiative definition of homelessness? 
Please indicate the age and gender of the youth.  
How many of the above youth are in contact with other Tri-Cities service providers? 
Please indicate the age and gender of the youth. 
(Categories for ages included 12-15 yrs, 16-18 yrs, 19-21 yrs, and 22-24 yrs.) 

 
b) May be “at risk” of becoming homeless? Please indicate the age and gender of the 

youth. 
How many of the above youth are in contact with other Tri-Cities service providers? 
Please indicate the age and gender of the youth. 
(Categories for ages included 12-15 yrs, 16-18 yrs, 19-21 yrs, and 22-24 yrs.) 

 
c) Of the youth recorded in a), how many are living in the Tri-Cities ______?  How many are 

from the Tri-Cities but living elsewhere _______? And how many move back and forth 
between the Tri-Cities and other communities _______? 

 

2. Of the youth you are aware of or work with in the Tri-Cities who may be at-risk of 
homelessness, how many: 

a) Do not feel secure or content in their home/living situation?  _______ 
b) Have moved 3 or more times in the last 12 months? ______ 
c) Would prefer a different living situation to the one they are currently in? ______ 
d) Would prefer to live independently if they had the economic means? _______ 
e) Have been away from their primary residence for 7 or more days in the month of January 

2012? ______ 
f) Are AWOL from an MCFD placement? _______ 
g) Are gang/peer/boyfriend/girlfriend supported? _______ 
h) Of the youth you have indicated as being “at risk of homelessness” who are in the 12 – 

18 year age range, how many: 
i) Do not live with their parents or legal guardians? _______ 
ii)   Do not live with any adults? _______ 

i)  Are there any youth you feel are at risk of homelessness due to other factors not 
mentioned in the previous questions?  If yes, list how many and briefly describe what 
factors make them “at risk.”  
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3. Additional information about protective/risk factors and gaps in services: Please place 
a check mark beside each core risk factor for homelessness that apply to the youth you work 
with, and to what degree they occur (never, rarely, sometimes, often). 
 

Check Risk Factor Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

 Substance use by youth     

 Substance use by parent/family members     

 Mental health concerns     

 Being or at-risk of sexual exploitation     

 Low level of parent supervision/connection     

 Family breakdown     

 Difficulties at school     

 Not attending school     

 Lack of housing     

 In care of government/youth agreement     

 Family violence, abuse, or neglect     

 History of sexual abuse     

 Disconnected from community     

 Cultural challenges     

 Low family income     

 Legal issues     

 Youth with developmental disabilities     

 Immigrant youth on their own ( with family 
living overseas) 

    

 Youth with an acquired brain injury     

 Youth with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder 

    

 Aboriginal youth     

 LGBTQ Youth     

 
 
What do you think youth need to stay connected to home? Indicate three protective factors 
that could decrease the risk of homelessness in the Tri-Cities:  
 
Prioritize three gaps in youth services in the Tri-Cities: 

 
4. Information about respondents: 

a) 

Respondent 
 

Agency Catchment Area 

 
b) What other services are the youth in your cluster in contact with?  
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Appendix B: Focus Group Questions May 15, 2012 
 

Questions: 

1. Please describe your cluster’s process for filling out the original survey. 

2. Is it difficult to measure the number of homeless or at risk of homelessness youth? Why 

or why not?   

3. How did you define homelessness and at risk of homelessness? Was there agreement 

among your group? Was it based on the Vancouver Foundation definition?  

4. Do you agree with the Vancouver Foundation definition of youth homelessness? Why or 

why not?  

5. In the current / revised survey, are any categories missing regarding protective or at risk 

factors for youth homelessness? What do you feel are the most pressing risk factors to 

address? Are these factors related specifically to the Tri-Cities or are they typical for 

homeless youth in jurisdictions across metro Vancouver / BC?  

6. What would precipitate “risk of homelessness” into “homelessness”? 

7. What do you feel are the most important protective factors that could decrease the risk of 

youth homelessness in the Tri-Cities? 

8. What are the most major gaps in youth services in the Tri-Cities? 

9. What other services are the youth who access your organization in contact with?  

10. Given what you know about youth homelessness and the findings from this survey, what 

recommendations would you give to policy makers?  
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