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Introduction
In April 2026, A Way Home Canada partnered with Nick Falvo Consulting to deliver a 
five-day international study tour focused on youth homelessness prevention in Dublin 
and Belfast. The tour brought together approximately 30 participants from Canada 
and the United States, including service providers, funders, advocates, researchers, 
and systems leaders. Through site visits, panel discussions, webinars, and meetings 
with local experts, participants explored innovative approaches to homelessness 
prevention, Housing First for Youth (HF4Y), family supports, aftercare for youth leaving 
care, and systems integration.

The study tour highlighted how Ireland and Northern Ireland have developed national 
and regional strategies focused on youth homelessness prevention, while also under-
scoring the challenges posed by housing shortages, fragmented systems, and 
increasing social inequities. Across all sessions and site visits, several key themes 
emerged: the importance of prevention over emergency response, the role of fam-
ily and natural supports, the need for coordinated systems, and the value of lived 
experience in shaping policy and practice.

What follows is a summary of the key themes and insights that emerged across 
the five days. For a detailed day-by-day account, including session notes, speaker 
highlights, and site visit reflections, please refer to the full study tour report here.

https://awayhome.ca/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Dublin_Belfast_Study-Tour_2026_06_10.pdf
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1. Prevention as the Central Strategy
A dominant message throughout the study tour was that homelessness prevention 
must become the primary focus of policy and service delivery. Leaders in both 
Ireland and Northern Ireland repeatedly emphasized that emergency responses 
alone cannot end homelessness.

Participants learned about several prevention-focused initiatives, including:

•	 Upstream NI, inspired by Australia’s Geelong Project, which identifies young 
people at risk of homelessness through schools and community systems 
before homelessness occurs.

•	 Youth Family Mediation (YFM) programs in Ireland that support young peo-
ple and families to resolve conflict and avoid family breakdown.

•	 New Foundations, focused on preventing homelessness among youth leav-
ing care.

•	 School-based homelessness prevention presentations and early interven-
tion strategies.

Speakers consistently stressed that youth homelessness is often the result of cumu-
lative disadvantage, including poverty, trauma, unstable housing, family conflict, and 
experiences in care systems. Early intervention was described as significantly more 
effective and less costly than emergency shelter responses.

One recurring insight was that prevention requires systems beyond the homeless-
ness sector to work together. Housing, education, health, child welfare, and justice 
systems all influence whether young people experience homelessness. Participants 
heard repeatedly that siloed systems remain a major barrier to effective prevention.

Another strong message was that prevention must include support beyond age 18. 
Several presenters argued that youth leaving care are often expected to become 
independent far too early, despite ongoing developmental and housing needs. 
Many speakers advocated for longer-term aftercare planning and stronger housing 
guarantees for care leavers.



4

2. Housing First for Youth and Long-Term 
Housing Supports
Housing First for Youth emerged as one of the most influential and widely discussed 
approaches during the tour. Both Focus Ireland and Simon Community described 
how HF4Y principles have reshaped their work with young people.

Programs in Belfast demonstrated how HF4Y can support highly vulnerable youth 
with complex needs, including:

•	 Histories of trauma and adverse childhood experiences

•	 Mental health challenges

•	 Substance use

•	 Criminalization and exploitation

•	 Multiple care placements and placement breakdowns

The Belfast HF4Y initiative stood out for its intensive wraparound supports and deeply 
relationship-based approach. Staff shared examples of supporting young people in 
unconventional ways, including responding to crises in the early hours of the morning 
and meeting youth where they were, rather than expecting them to engage through 
traditional service settings. This flexibility challenged established norms around how 
non-profits and public agencies work with young people and required considerable 
trust-building with funders. Through a scattered-site Housing First for Youth model, 
young people access housing without preconditions and receive 24/7 support. 
Service providers consistently emphasized that trust, continuity, and safety are the 
foundations of their work and critical to achieving positive outcomes.

Participants also learned that HF4Y in Northern Ireland evolved organically through 
practice before staff formally identified it as Housing First for Youth. Programs demon-
strated strong retention rates and reduced reliance on hospitals and crisis systems.

At Greenhill in Dublin, Focus Ireland described its transition from a traditional time-lim-
ited transitional housing model toward an approach more closely aligned with HF4Y 
principles. This included:
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•	 Greater focus on natural supports and family reconnection

•	 Increased flexibility for visitors and relationships

•	 Longer-term continuity supports after move-out

•	 Improved physical environments and community spaces

•	 Relationship-centered support planning

Across multiple programs, providers emphasized that housing alone is insufficient. 
Long-term relationships, continuity of support, and individualized responses were 
repeatedly identified as critical to successful outcomes.

3. The Importance of Family and Natural 
Supports
Another central theme was the role of family and natural supports in preventing and 
ending youth homelessness.

Participants heard that family reconnection does not necessarily mean returning 
home. Instead, it may involve rebuilding relationships with siblings, grandparents, 
extended family, mentors, or trusted adults. Speakers emphasized that many young 
people experiencing homelessness still want meaningful family connections, even 
if returning to the parental home is unsafe or unrealistic.

Focus Ireland and other presenters described deliberate efforts to help youth identify 
and strengthen natural support networks. This included:

•	 Family mediation and conflict resolution

•	 Coaching youth to reconnect with supportive adults

•	 Supporting safe family visits

•	 Helping youth develop social and community connections

Presenters stressed that these supports take time and trust to develop. Staff rela-
tionships were repeatedly identified as essential to helping youth feel safe enough 
to reconnect with others.
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The importance of lived experience was also strongly emphasized. Speakers with 
lived experience shared how system gaps, abrupt transitions from care, and lack 
of coordinated support contribute to homelessness. Their contributions highlighted 
the need for services to be co-designed with young people and grounded in dignity, 
autonomy, and empowerment.

4. Rethinking Emergency Shelters
One of the most thought-provoking discussions of the tour came during Mike Allen’s 
keynote presentation on “The Shelter Dilemma.” Allen challenged participants to 
critically examine the role of emergency shelters within homelessness systems.

Key critiques of shelters included:

•	 Lack of autonomy and privacy for residents

•	 Institutional rules that can undermine independence

•	 Safety concerns that discourage some people from using shelters

•	 The tendency for shelters to become permanent system responses rather 
than temporary solutions

Allen argued that emergency shelters often absorb political pressure to visibly address 
homelessness without addressing structural housing shortages. Over time, systems 
can become focused on managing shelters rather than solving homelessness.

At the same time, presenters acknowledged the humanitarian importance of emer-
gency responses and the complexity of balancing immediate needs with long-term 
system transformation.

A major takeaway was that homelessness systems must continually ask whether 
programs are creating pathways to housing or unintentionally perpetuating 
homelessness.
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5. Trauma, Systems Integration, and 
Structural Challenges
The study tour also highlighted the deep connections between trauma, structural 
inequality, and homelessness.

In Northern Ireland particularly, speakers discussed the long-term effects of “The 
Troubles” and transgenerational trauma. Participants learned how political conflict, 
segregation, violence, and historical inequalities continue to shape housing instability 
and social exclusion.

Research presented by Simon Community demonstrated extremely high rates of 
adverse childhood experiences among people experiencing homelessness, including:

•	 Mental health challenges

•	 Exposure to violence

•	 Care system involvement

•	 Self-harm and suicidal ideation

•	 Substance use

•	 Community violence and trauma

Several initiatives demonstrated the value of integrated systems approaches. Belfast’s 
“Complex Lives Project” showed how coordinated partnerships between housing, 
health, justice, and social service systems can improve outcomes for chronically 
homeless individuals with complex needs.

Participants also observed how multidisciplinary partnerships, regular communica-
tion, and shared accountability were essential for effective prevention and housing 
stabilization.

At the policy level, recurring challenges included:

•	 Severe shortages of affordable housing

•	 Limited social housing supply

•	 Insufficient cross-departmental accountability

•	 Fragmented government systems

•	 Inconsistent aftercare supports for youth leaving care

•	 Increasing pressures related to migration and asylum systems
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Despite these challenges, presenters consistently expressed optimism about pre-
vention-focused reform and collaborative action.

Conclusion
The Dublin and Belfast study tour provided participants with a comprehensive look at 
innovative youth homelessness prevention strategies, while also offering an honest 
assessment of ongoing systemic challenges.

Several overarching lessons emerged:

1.	 Prevention must be prioritized over crisis response.

2.	 Youth homelessness is deeply connected to family systems, trauma, care 
systems, housing supply, and structural inequities.

3.	 Long-term housing and relational supports are essential.

4.	 Cross-sector collaboration and shared accountability are critical.

5.	 Young people and people with lived experience must help shape policy and 
practice.

Participants left the tour with a deeper understanding of how prevention-oriented 
systems can be built through policy, practice, and partnerships. While Ireland 
and Northern Ireland continue to face significant housing pressures, many of the 
approaches observed during the study tour demonstrated promising models that 
may inform future work in Canada and internationally.

The study tour reinforced the idea that ending youth homelessness requires more 
than emergency responses—it requires coordinated systems that provide young 
people with housing, relationships, dignity, stability and long-term opportunity.
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A sincere thank you to our hosts, Focus Ireland and Simon Community Northern 
Ireland, whose generosity and expertise made this tour possible, and to every par-
ticipant who joined us. Your questions, reflections, and conversations deepened the 
learning for the whole group. 

Interested in future study tours or training opportunities related to youth home-
lessness prevention? Connect with A Way Home Canada at: info@awayhome.ca

A Way Home Canada 
192 Spadina Avenue, 
Toronto, ON M5T 2G7

mailto:info%40awayhome.ca?subject=Study%20Tour%20Inquiry

