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Solving “Wicked Problems” through 
Social Innovation
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It’s important to name that what we’ve designed as our Social Innovation Lab speaks directly to the problem we are trying to solve – making the shift to prevention and sustained exits for young people – thus ensuring the best possible outcomes for young people and their families.

Our social innovation lab is built upon a solid research to impact pathway.

STEVE
As with other wicked problems, with Homelessness, the solutions curve isn’t keeping up with challenges (problems) curve.
The Government of Canada and communities are calling for data driven, evidence-based and informed approaches to homelessness.  Unfortunately, little of this actually exists.

The goal is for social R+D to enhance our understanding and knowledge base through the intersection of research AND practice – in order to improve social outcomes; however, we need a greater ability to research, prototype and experiment.

In the Government of Canada’s Social Innovation and Social Finance report Inclusive Innovation, it is claimed 
“Today, more than ever before, we need to draw on this innovative spirit. The complex social, economic and environmental challenges facing our country — homelessness, climate change, youth employment, and the opioid crisis — demand creativity and transformative solutions. If we are to create better outcomes across the country, we need to work differently
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Homelessness
Social Innovation Lab
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AWHC and the COH acknowledge the location of this meeting on the traditional territory of many Indigenous Nations. The area known as Tkaronto has been care taken by the Anishinabek Nation, the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, the Huron-Wendat, and the Métis. It is now home to many Indigenous Peoples. We acknowledge the current treaty holders, the Mississaugas of the New Credit First Nation. This territory is subject of the Dish with One Spoon Wampum Belt Covenant, an agreement to peaceably share and care for the Great Lakes region.



Making the Shift 
Research Program
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The work undertaken through MtS’ five research theme areas will assist end-users in government, foundations, communities, and amongst service providers to make the shift from a crisis response to a focus on prevention and ending youth homelessness. Mindful of multiple intersecting issues driving and impacting upon youth homelessness, our research program is multidisciplinary, including key researchers, research centres, allied networks and institutes from across the Tri-council funding mandates. MtS has engaged high impact partners from the non-profit, private, and government sectors to help mobilize learnings to impact policy, practice and service delivery. 
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What are MtS Demonstration projects?
Demonstration projects blend experimental program delivery with research and evaluation. They allow for key learning to come forward by answering questions such as: are the needs of the target demographic being adequately met? What program adaptations might be needed? What can others learn from this intervention? Answers to these questions provide practitioners and researchers with critical data about their theories and practice.
For MtS DEMS, this means implementing programs in community settings and allowing simultaneous qualitative and quantitative data analysis. Each community site has a specific focus, with a dedicated research and evaluation team to track the data and collect feedback from program participants and staff. The national team closely monitors and guides the research and evaluation work being done at the community sites.




PREVENTION 
Demonstration Projects 

• Enhancing Family and Natural Supports
• Youth Reconnect
• The Upstream Project
• Housing First for Youth
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THIS is what 
the FUTURE 
looks like





A Statutory Responsibility 
to Prevent Youth Homelessness

• Legislated requirement, State responsibility
• Retool the sector
• Fund prevention programs
• Promise of assistance to 

youth (13-25) within 14 days
• Place-based youth-centred



A “Duty to Assist” means that communities are provided 
with necessary resources and supports by higher levels of 
government to enable them to fulfill the requirement of 
providing information, advice and assistance to young 
people under the age of 25 who are at risk of, or are 
experiencing homelessness. 

Community-level supports



How DUTY to ASSIST works



Who is responsible?
Meaningful adults in the lives of young people who 
identify or reasonably suspect that a young person 
is at risk of, or is experiencing homelessness, have a 
duty to offer support and / or facilitate access to 
supports.  This includes, for instance:

• Teachers
• Instructors
• Coaches
• Community workers
• Child protection workers
• Employment workers
• Faith leaders, etc.



What institutions must be at the table
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PATHWAY
MAPPING

Friends
Relatives

Teachers or counsellors
Doctor or nurse

Coach or instructor

Friend’s parents 
or neighborsFaith leader



Why do SCHOOLS matter?



Youth Reconnect - Keeping young people in place

Reconnect is an Early Intervention Program
• School / Community partnerships

• Students, teachers and families engaged

• At risk youth identified

Program goals
•Keeping young people ‘in place’

•Stabilizing living situation

•Supporting young people AND their families

•School engagement



Supporting Indigenous youth



Components of 
School-Based 
Duty to Assist

Supporting youth
- Information
- Access

Supporting Teachers, 
counsellors and 
other staff

- Information
- Access Accessing support

- Centralized Intake
- Youth Reconnect staff
- Use of technology
- Strong school-community 

engagement

Collective Impact
- Community of services 

and supports





For YOUTH



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



Meets Youth
Reconnect Worker
Who supports Sarah 
and her family.



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



For TEACHERS, COUNSELLORS and STAFF



Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors



YOUTH RECONNECT Workers
Engage with students, 
teachers and counsellors
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Stakeholder
Buy-In

• City of Hamilton
• Government of Canada
• Homelessness sector
• Schools and Board of 

Education
• Child protection
• Justice System
• Health Care System



Planned roll-out 
of Duty to Assist 
by sector

1. Education System

2. Child Protection 
Services

3. Health and mental 
health services

4. Justice system

5. Community Services

6. Employment 
Services

7. Faith Community



Engagement and relationship building:
• Education system and schools

• Child protection services

• City of Hamilton

• Indigenous community 
and services



Planning Training and Technical Assistance:
• Building out “Youth Reconnect”
• Design and implement training for 

educators and child protection staff

• Design and development of 
technology

• Coordinated access
• Data strategy



Final 
Considerations for 
implementation:



Questions 
or 

comments?



Designing the adaptation and implementation of the Welsh model of Duty to Assist in Canada, 
and the role of evidence.
Stephen Gaetz, Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, York University Toronto Canada
Melanie Redman, A Way Home Canada
The notion of a Duty to Assist is a central feature of Welsh prevention legislation which was 
intended to overcome persistent housing exclusion in a context where housing is considered a 
human right. In this session, Stephen Gaetz and Melanie Redman will discuss the how the 
adaptation of Duty to Assist is a central feature of the Canadian Roadmap for the Prevention of 
Youth Homelessness, and current efforts under way to design and implement the Duty to Assist as a 
demonstration project to address youth homelessness in the city of Hamilton, Ontario. Such a 
demonstration project requires a high degree of systems planning at the local level, coordinated 
access, existing programming that supports the prevention of youth homelessness, and 
collaboration between the municipality, youth homelessness service providers and mainstream 
services. Using design thinking along with a consideration of a data driven approach to systems 
mapping, coordinated intake and accountability, this proposed pilot will be used to test the 
feasibility of adapting and implementing D2A more broadly in Canada. Our presentation will focus 
on the results of a developmental evaluation of the planning, design and prototyping process as 
part of our Making the Shift – Youth Homelessness Social innovation Lab. The timing of this pilot is 
important as it suggests a potential prevention-based strategy to actualize the recently declared 
Right to Housing in Canada.
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