
2024
Making the Shift 
Indigenous Land-Based 
Research Gathering
Summary of Learnings from Talking Circles

REPORT



2

Overview
A Way Home Canada and the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness’s Making the 
Shift Youth Homelessness Social Innovation Lab, in partnership with Waakebiness 
Institute for Indigenous Health, hosted a two-day, summative knowledge-sharing gath-
ering held on the land and in ceremony. We gathered 45 people working on projects 
aimed at Making the Shift research theme: Enhancing Outcomes for Indigenous Youth. 
Attendees included researchers, community partners, youth and elders, fire keepers, as 
well as Making the Shift and Hart House Farm staff, Nookomis Kitchen, and SpiritWind 
Women’s Hand Drum Group. 

Over the two days, those gathered had the opportunity to participate in talking cir-
cles focused on their experiences and hopes pertaining to Indigenous youth homeless-
ness programming and research. The event began each morning with an opening by 
Traditional Knowledge Holder Clay Shirt. After the opening, we did introductions and 
then had a talking/sharing circle focusing on the questions, ‘What were the key things 
learned through your research project?’ and ‘What were some of the challenges faced?’. The 
talking circles continued after lunch, concentrating on the same two questions. Everyone 
was given the opportunity to share their experience with the research and working with 
academic institutions, while also highlighting their successes and challenges.

Summary of Learnings from Talking Circles
The following are key learnings/teachings that community partners and researchers 
highlighted at the two-day Making the Shift land-based gathering talking circles. They 
are organized by main themes and subthemes.

	ϐ Section 1 highlights the main themes from what we learned in the sharing circles

	ϐ Section 2 focuses on successes and opportunities for change and moving forward.
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SECTION 1

Teachings/Learnings

Complexities of Homelessness
	ϐ Varied definitions: Youth homelessness can encompass not just lack of housing, but 

also loss of community, identity, and cultural connections

	ϐ Reluctance to seek help: some youth may prefer to stay on the streets due to mistrust 
of shelters or previous negative experiences or not wanting to ask for help

Indigenous Youth Empowerment
	ϐ Importance of Youth-Led Initiatives & Advisory Committees: Programs that prioritize 

youth leadership have led to more effective engagement. It is therefore important to 
ensure programs and research are helping to self-empower youth

	ϐ Importance of building cultural connection through programming: connecting with 
their Indigenous identify and culture is important for youth health and wellness

	ϐ Building trust through shared experiences with other youth through programming and 
events is important for helping build community and peer support.

	ϐ Story Sharing: creating safe spaces for youth to share their experiences with others 
helps create community understanding and empathy

	ϐ Need to provide support as needed for youth sharing their experiences as it can be 
emotionally triggering. This means that having Elders, Knowledge Holders, and/or coun-
sellors available is important

	ϐ Importance of self- empowering youth and developing youth peer support. Youth find 
empowerment and youth peer support an important component of programming in 
helping them feel a sense of community and support when needed. 

Systemic Issues
	ϐ The system is broken and is designed to break people. It is important to provide pro-

gramming but also need make systemic and structural changes that will help strengthen 
Indigenous people rather than breaking them down

	ϐ Child Welfare System: Children still being apprehended and taken away from families 
and community instead of working to keep families together with support. The child 
welfare system is a major contributor to youth trauma and homelessness
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	ϐ Child Welfare System: Current structure often fails to provide adequate support during 
critical transitions, such as aging out of care, leading to higher risks of homelessness and 
instability for youth

	ϐ Inflexible Policies: Institutional regulations can hinder service providers from adapting 
to the unique needs of youth, limiting their ability to be effective. Institutions need to 
remain flexible in order to be helpful in different situations

	ϐ For many youth the whole extended family is dealing with substance use issues 
and it can be hard for them to get support they need. This needs to be considered in 
approaches to programming and support. Often the whole family needs supports.

Funding and Resources 
	ϐ Funding and resource constraints are a major issue across the board. Many Indigenous 

organizations struggle to secure ongoing funding, impacting their ability to deliver con-
sistent services programming remains precarious as a result which can impact stability 
and youth trust

	ϐ Inequitable Resource Distribution: Funding models often favour urban centers over 
rural or on-reserve communities, which creates disparities in service availability

Organization and Programming Approaches 
	ϐ Developing trust between youth and service providers takes time – this is made more 

complicated due to high staff turnover in many organizations that results from funding 
issues and staff burnout

	ϐ Need to develop outreach strategies to engage youth to make sure youth who need 
support are being reached

	ϐ Need for stable funding and resources for Indigenous-led initiatives and programming

Youth Challenges
	ϐ It is hard to get past living in survival mode when you are struggling to cope day to day 

with being unhoused, or unsafely and precariously housed. Programming and com-
munity need to help youth thrive through financial support, cultural programming and 
other community, Elder and peer support.

	ϐ Four walls and a roof doesn’t solve everything. We also need to learn what youth are 
dealing with in terms of their day-to-day lives and work provide support wholistically

	ϐ Some youth, not wanting to be housed after they are housed, still spend a lot of time 
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outside. Housing is not always the priority, so we need to address the underlying issues 
these youth are facing, in addition to providing support housing

	ϐ The pandemic made everything harder.  It made things harder for youth due to isola-
tion and support services being shut down. The pandemic also made it and hard to do 
research

	ϐ Urban vs. Rural Challenges: Youth in urban settings may feel a lack of community, while 
those in rural areas may struggle with access to resources and support. In urban settings 
there can be a lack of safety and the risk of becoming involved in gangs (it was shared 
that gangs can feel like family if youth don’t have family)

Educational and Employment Barriers
	ϐ Access to Education: Youth often face obstacles in accessing quality education, 

including financial barriers, lack of transportation, and limited support systems

	ϐ Job Readiness: There is a gap in practical job training and mentorship opportunities, 
which can hinder youth from successfully entering the workforce which impacts their 
ability to support themselves financially

Research and Community Engagement
	ϐ Research needs to be Indigenous identified and led, and Indigenous youth research 

needs to be informed by youth with lived and living experiences of homelessness/
houselessness to be most impactful

	ϐ Indigenous communities and organizations face challenges when doing research with 
academic institutions. It can be hard to get academic institutions and researchers to 
stop taking the lead and allow community to lead

	ϐ Youth want to be involved in designing research and ways to share their experiences/
stories, and it is important to involve them throughout the projects

	ϐ It is hard for communities and organizations to do research if they don’t work with 
universities. Building respectful relationships with academic researchers who have 
experience in Indigenous research is important

	ϐ There is a lack of research infrastructure in many organizations and communities, 
which can make doing research difficult. It also means that staff involved in research 
are managing dual roles. Service providers can find it challenging to balance research 
and service provision – due to workloads and also due to switching between roles of 
researcher/service provider. This points to a need for community/organization research 
capacity-building 



6

SECTION 2

Moving Forward 

Key Learnings: Successes
	ϐ There are a growing number of Indigenous-led programs and initiatives 

	ϐ Community involvement and relationship building are important aspects of research 
and programing 

Key Learnings: Opportunities
	ϐ Need more collaboration among organizations and community members

	ϐ Many youths like sharing their experiences, but it can be triggering – it’s important to 
have supports in place

	ϐ Need to continue to create safe spaces for youth to connect and share their 
experiences

	ϐ Creating more opportunities for youth peer support and community building is 
important 

	ϐ Need for ongoing and long-term support for youth transitioning out of care

	ϐ Need to uplift youth voices and foster health and wellbeing

	ϐ Youth peer support is important. We need to foster more opportunities for youth to 
support other youth

	ϐ Recognition that there are diverse definitions of homelessness/houselessness – 
Indigenous concepts of home need to be considered in approaches to programming

	ϐ Need to develop personalized life skills training for youth. This involves looking at the 
needs of youth individually, as there is no one-size-fits-all solution

	ϐ Need more Indigenous staff and Indigenous-led organizations

	ϐ More focus on wholistic approaches that consider mental, emotional, spiritual and 
physical health and help develop cultural identity and connectedness

	ϐ Ongoing development of community supports that can be sustained over the long term

	ϐ Adoption of culturally based trauma-informed practices in service delivery is critical

	ϐ More advocacy for structural changes in funding and support systems
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Trust and Relationship Building
	ϐ Important to build trust between youth and service providers

	ϐ Past Trauma: many youths have experienced broken trust due to negative interactions 
with social services, making it difficult for them to engage with new service providers. 
Challenges posed by broken trust due to past experiences in the system and at the 
hands of service providers

	ϐ Staff Turnover: high turnover rates among support staff disrupt continuity, making it 
challenging to build lasting relationships with youth. Staff consistency and reliability is 
important to building and maintaining trust

Resilience and Strengths-Based Approaches
	ϐ Recognizing and building on the strengths and resilience of youth. It is important to 

see youth as having problems not as problematic youth. 

	ϐ Celebrating youth achievements and their capacity for leadership and building 
confidence

Wholistic Approaches to Well-Being
	ϐ Comprehensive Support Services: emphasis on mental health and wholistic well-being 

has improved youth outcomes significantly

	ϐ Traditional Healing Practices: integration of Indigenous healing practices has shown 
positive effects on mental and emotional health

	ϐ More emphasis on self-care, healing, and mental health support is needed for staff and 
youth

	ϐ Need for wrap-around services addressing various aspects of youth lives (housing, 
employment, health)

	ϐ Integrating traditional healing practices with modern support systems is important 

Cultural Safety and Competency
	ϐ Importance of culturally safe environments for Indigenous youth

	ϐ Training for non-Indigenous service providers on cultural competency

	ϐ Need for policies and practices that respect Indigenous cultures and identities
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Addressing Funding and Resource Needs
	ϐ Advocacy for increased funding and investment: push for more equitable funding 

distribution to support Indigenous-led initiatives, particularly in underserved areas

	ϐ Flexible Funding Models: Encourage the creation of funding models that adapt to the 
unique challenges faced by Indigenous communities

Youth Leadership and Advocacy
	ϐ Empowering youth to take leadership roles in their communities

	ϐ Encouraging youth-led advocacy initiatives to share their needs and experiences

	ϐ Supporting youth as agents of change within their communities

Barriers to Education and Employment
	ϐ Addressing challenges in accessing education and job opportunities for youth

	ϐ Need for mentorship and support in navigating educational systems

	ϐ Need for strategies to help break down employment barriers for youth transitioning 
out of care

Intersectionality and Diverse Identities
	ϐ Recognizing the diverse identities of Indigenous youth, including 2SLGBTQ+ 

experiences

	ϐ Addressing the unique challenges faced by different subgroups within the community, 
such as different Indigenous identities (First Nation, Metis, Inuit)

	ϐ Need for inclusive programming that respects all identities

Community-Centered Solutions
	ϐ Importance of community ownership in creating effective solutions

	ϐ Engaging families and natural supports in the care process

	ϐ Building a sense of belonging and community for youth

	ϐ Discussion on the challenges of securing sustainable funding

	ϐ Importance of flexible funding models that support community-led initiatives

	ϐ Need for advocacy for increased investment in Indigenous housing and services
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	ϐ Youth in urban centres may feel a lack of community, while those in rural areas may 
struggle with access to resources and support, so there is a need to consider different 
needs based on location

Feedback and Continuous Improvement
	ϐ Importance of ongoing feedback from youth to improve programming

	ϐ Creating mechanisms for youth to share their insights and suggestions

	ϐ Learning from successes and failures to enhance future initiatives


