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Executive Summary

Violence, substance use, and mental health difficulties are concerns for many adolescents in Ontario. These difficulties are of even greater concern in communities that face challenges of their own and do not have sufficient services to meet the needs of their residents. In 2005 the United Way and the City of Toronto identified thirteen neighbourhoods that were struggling with issues such as poverty and violence, yet had limited services available to address these concerns. Marginalized youths in these communities are at especially high risk for developing mental health problems and require additional help to trust adults and connect to services that can assist them with their specific needs. 

In order to address the needs of these priority neighbourhoods, the Government of Ontario recently provided funding for a Youth Outreach Worker (YOW) program, geared towards assisting marginalized youths in these communities. The YOW program is founded on a positive youth development framework. Positive youth development programs operate with the belief that adolescents are successful not only because they are able to avoid drugs, violence, and other risk factors, but also because they develop a variety of skills and support systems. The Youth Outreach Workers (YOWs) use this framework as they work to form trusting relationships with hard-to-reach youths and help them connect to existing community services that can meet their needs. The YOW program attempts to increase youths’ knowledge of these services and works to help youths view the agencies as accessible to them. 

The preliminary evaluation of the YOW program included a tabulation of contacts made by program staff, focus groups with youth, and interviews with youth, YOWs, and community agencies.  The results indicate that the YOW program is a promising approach to working with marginalized youths, especially for those who formed a positive working relationship with their YOW. The following summary provides a snapshot of the findings from the preliminary evaluation.

Youth in the Program: Youths found out about the YOW program in a variety of ways and reported that they were referred to the YOW program for a variety of reasons. The most common reasons were to serve employment, housing, education, and/or emotional needs. When the youths discussed their impressions of the YOW program and involvement with a Youth Outreach Worker, all of them indicated that they were comfortable throughout their involvement and that their time spent with a YOW was helpful. One of the most appreciated and valued aspects of the YOW program, according to participating youth, was that the staff and services operate in a timely manner. 

YOWs’ Roles, Training, and Challenges: All of the Youth Outreach Workers indicated that their primary responsibilities entail locating and engaging marginalized youth and assisting their access to community services. It was noted that their roles are continuously evolving due to a feedback-loop among the YOWs, the Steering Committee and the Ministry. The YOWs expressed that a range of attributes and skills are necessary to meet the expectations in their job description. The majority stressed the importance of being good communicators in order to work effectively as a team. According to the partner agency representatives, their experiences working with the YOW program have been satisfactory or better; however, the issue of communication was raised as a critical barrier.  Partner agency representatives also expressed concern with the parameters that the Ministry of Children and Youth Services had established for the YOW program. 

Perspectives of Change for Youth: All of the youth indicated that they had experienced meaningful benefits as result of the YOW program. Increased access to community services and increased exposure to opportunities, which are two of the YOW program’s main objectives, were mentioned most frequently. In addition, youths reported positive changes in their social support systems, engagement in their communities, ability to accomplish their goals, and self-concept. 

Perspectives of Change for Families:  Family members are also aware of the program’s ability to break down barriers and connect youths to the necessary community services. The YOW program has also positively impacted the family members residing in the targeted communities. Family members reported that the program has positively affected their home environment, as well as their own coping and parenting skills.

Perspectives of Change for Neighbourhoods: The youth, family members, and YOWs indicated an increase in opportunities and improved access to community services within their neighbourhood. The most common theme that emerged was based on increased opportunities and activities for youth. Representatives of partner agencies and other community stakeholders concurred with this them and indicated that they are better able to reach out and engage with youth as a result of their partnership with the YOW program.

The YOW Program: Strengths and Challenges 

Strengths: According to the data, the YOW program has many strengths. Youths highlighted the YOWs’ genuine interest in helping, their friendly demeanour, and promptness in responding to the youths’ needs. Other youths spoke of practical or functional aspects of the YOW program when describing their positive experiences. The family members appreciated the supportiveness of the program, the rapport the YOWs have with the youth, and the networking opportunities. Partner agencies highlighted the ways in which the YOW program has connected them to more youth, new agencies, and raised awareness of services that are lacking in their communities.

Challenges: Many of the YOWs held the opinion that parameters placed by the Ministry have prevented or impeded them from helping the youth to their fullest ability. YOWs believe that the lack of records and the inability to follow-up with the youth also interferes with their rapport-building, and inhibits the potentially long-term benefits for the youth and these communities. The partner and systems representatives confirmed what the YOWs said regarding the limitations placed by the Ministry mandate. At this level the issue of communication was raised as a critical barrier. 

Suggestions for Improving the YOW Program: When we asked the youths how the YOW program could be improved, many recommended that the program be better advertised in the community. Youth and family members also thought it would be beneficial to have a mechanism for YOWs to follow up with youth after their initial contact. Many of the YOWs stated the program needs to become more legitimatized and credible. The partner agency and community stakeholder representatives suggested that the YOWs be granted more flexibility in terms of their job description and parameters.

Summary
When the youth, YOWs, partner agency, system and funding representatives were asked what the most important parts of the YOW program are, they unanimously agreed. The YOWs’ ability to connect and engage with the youth is invaluable. These respondents acknowledge that the YOWs have done a remarkable job locating and relating to the youth. Members from each level indicated that the YOWs capacity for establishing a trustful and helping relationship with the youth is also paramount to the success of the program. In addition, members from each level expressed that the YOWs’ ability to form partnerships with service providers is also critical to the program.

Overall, there is an overriding theme which suggests the importance of the YOW – youth relationship. It appears that those YOWs who are able to establish a trusting, collaborative relationship with the youths are more effective in helping these adolescents to achieve their goals. Furthermore, this theme recurs in comments from youth, YOWs, and partner agencies and in answers to questions intended to assess many content areas (such as program strengths and  weaknesses, important characteristics of YOWs, etc.).  This recurrent theme suggests that the youths’ working alliance with their YOWs may act as a mediator, or mechanism of change, for the positive outcomes through the YOW program.
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Introduction
Violence, gang activity, substance abuse, and mental health concerns have been highlighted as challenges facing many adolescents in Ontario. In 2005, 15% of those charged with violent crimes in Toronto were youth, and over 30% of high school students reported that they were involved in a physical fight in the last 12 months (City of Toronto, 2003; Toronto Police Services, 2005). Toronto police estimate that there are over 70 gangs hosting more than 2000 youth, and that many of these gangs are involved in serious criminal activity (Toronto Police Service, 2006). Mental health is also an area of concern for adolescents: 20% of youth between the ages of 15 and 24 have been found to have a mental health disorder, and suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death in this age group (Statistics Canada, 2003). Unfortunately, youth also have the highest level of mental health needs that are not met by the available services (Statistics Canada, 2003). Furthermore, factors such as dropping out of school, teen pregnancy, and homelessness are concerns for a significant number of adolescents and are related to difficulties with interpersonal violence and mental health issues (Bowlby & McMullen, 2002; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2000; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2006). 

This report describes the preliminary evaluation of the Youth Outreach Worker (YOW) program, an innovative program funded by the Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services (MCYS) that engages marginalized youth and connects them to services that focus on addressing a range of risk and protective factors for youth violence and mental health difficulties. Although many adolescents face violence and mental health problems, these issues are of particular concern for those youth living in urban communities that are struggling to provide sufficient services in place to address the needs of youth. In 2005 the United Way and the City of Toronto identified 13 priority neighbourhoods that faced significant challenges such as violence, poverty, unemployment, educational struggles, and settlement issues, and where residents encountered limited access to essential services for education, health, recreation, and employment (Strong Neighbourhoods Task Force, 2005). 

The 13 priority neighbourhoods in three regions of Toronto involved with the YOW program are: 

                      East                                                   West

1) Steeles / L’Amoreaux


8) Jamestown

2) Eglinton East / Kennedy Park

9) Weston Mount-Dennis

3) Scarborough Village



4) Galloway / Kingston Road     
      
North

5) Malvern


           
10) Jane/Finch

6) Crescent Town

           
11) Lawrence Heights

7) Dorset Park

           
12) Westminster/Branson


                                                           

13) Flemingdon Park/Victoria Village
Following the Task Force’s report, the Government of Ontario announced, as part of the Youth Opportunities Strategy, the funding of the YOW Program as one of several programs geared towards addressing the needs of youth in these priority neighbourhoods, funded by MCYS. The YOW program recognizes that some youths living in these communities are particularly marginalized, hard-to-reach, and require additional support to be able to trust service providers and connect to appropriate services to meet their individual needs. The YOW program also addresses the need for additional services in the priority neighbourhoods and works with various agencies to increase the communities’ service capacities.  There were 21 partner agencies that are formally involved in the delivery of the YOW program and are funded to provide outreach workers or have YOW staff work out of their offices.  The YOW program is linked to numerous service systems within the community including: education, police, justice, income support, housing, etc. 

The YOW Program

The Youth Outreach Worker (YOW) programme is one of several place-based interventions in the MCYS’s tri-level campaign to prevent and intervene in the process of antisocial and/or violent behaviour among youth and to promote the development of skills and civic participation, including that of community/peer leadership. 

Outreach activities undertaken by Youth Outreach Workers are intended to be primarily person-to-person interactions that occur off-site in community or neighbourhood locations or settings.  YOWs are expected to attend/participate in community events for the purposes of establishing a community presence, making contacts and building trust with at-risk youth and their families.  In this model of service delivery, youth who interact with YOWs are considered to be “contacts” rather than “clients”, even though they are likely to have multiple interactions over a period of time.  The parameters established for the program was for outreach, rather than a service with “clients”. A “client” relationship implies an on-going relationship for direct service provision by the worker that is demonstrated by creation and maintenance of individual service plans and/or comprehensive case notes.  In the case of the YOW program, information maintained for “contacts” are limited to basic demographic data (name, contact information, etc.) and referrals made, if any. For a limited number of contacts, YOWs may directly facilitate service collaboration in follow up to referrals made to the home agency or other agencies, organizations or institutions.  

The Youth Outreach Worker program currently employs 35 Youth Outreach Workers (YOWs), who service youth in Toronto’s 13 priority neighbourhoods in three regions of the city (East, West and North). The workers use a number of approaches to locate and engage marginalized youths, aged 12 to 21, who have not successfully connected with school or other community organizations and/or services (e.g., approaching youth in public spaces, advertising, word of mouth introductions, belong to community planning committees for networking, attendance at community events, etc). 

YOWs provide individual youths with short-term support and mentoring, while working with them to determine their goals and connect them to more specialized services. They use a variety of techniques to encourage youths’ engagement with community services and reduce barriers to accessing these services (e.g., advocating for youths, accompanying youths to agencies, helping youths to access information about services). In addition to working with individual youths, YOWs work with community agencies to create youth development opportunities and to identify and address barriers and needs for youth. 

Specific efforts were made to hire YOWs from the neighbourhoods in which they would work to ensure their sensitivity to and awareness of the issues that local communities face.  Efforts were also made to hire for ethnic, cultural, academic, and experiential diversity.  The YOWs were, therefore, representative of the communities in which they work, and committed to engaging diverse populations of youth.  

All YOWs participate in an intensive 11-day training program, which was based on an anti-oppression perspective.  During the training, they covered a wide variety of topics including: 

· Community Development/ Violence Prevention Framework
· Beyond Diversity: Working from an Anti-Oppression Perspective
· Priority Neighbourhoods
· Adolescent Development
· Youth and Concurrent Disorders
· Suicide Risk Assessment
· Working with Marginalized Youth: Reporting Protocols
· Rights / Responsibilities of Youth
· Youth Engagement
· Immigration and Settlement Issues
· Neighbourhood Awareness and Personal Safety
· Conflict Resolution
· Working with the Service System
· School System
· Mental Health System
· Housing Services
· Working with the Youth Justice System
Literature Review

Positive Youth Development Framework

The YOW program is founded on a positive youth development framework. This framework takes into account that youth are able to navigate the transition to adulthood successfully not only through avoiding drugs, violence and other negative outcomes, but also by developing a variety of social, emotional, cognitive and behavioural competencies (W.T. Grant Consortium, 1992). Both positive and negative youth outcomes have been found to be influenced by similar risk and protective factors, and youth development programs are increasingly being designed to both decrease risk processes and increase protection processes across multiple social domains (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004). From a developmental contextual perspective adolescent development is influenced by the interaction of a variety of individual, familial, peer group, academic, and community-level factors (Lerner, 1986). Risk and protective factors have been identified across all of these contexts. In the case of youth violence, risk factors include living in a high crime neighbourhood, being exposed to violence or victimized at home, dropping out of school, associating with antisocial peers, substance abuse, and poor coping skills. Protective factors include engagement in community activities, positive relationships with family members, feeling connected to school, supportive relationships with peers and caring adults, and having a strong sense of self-efficacy and optimism for the future (Arthur, Hawkins, Pollard, Catalano, & Baglioni, 2002).  Traditional prevention and intervention programs for youths have focused on addressing their deficits and problems, often in one or two specific domains. In contrast, positive youth development programs, including the YOW program, focus on building multiple protective factors in youths and their contexts, in the hopes of fostering adolescents’ resiliency, their ability to cope with stress in effective ways and to respond constructively to future adversity (Catalano et al., 2004). 
The positive youth development approach may be of particular benefit to youths living in the priority neighbourhoods. For adolescents facing multiple challenges at home, at school, and in their communities, existing services that focus on addressing one specific risk factor (e.g., housing) may not be sufficient. Instead, a coordinated community approach is required, including partnerships among multiple agencies to effectively foster youths’ strengths and reduce their risk for violence and mental health difficulties (Resnick, 2000). In addition, the youths targeted by the YOW program are those who have not been successfully engaged in school or other existing community organizations. Many of these youths may be struggling to meet their basic needs, such as housing, food, and employment. Unless these youths have had contact with child welfare services or the court system, however, many of them may have fallen through the cracks (Morley & Rossman, 1997). The YOW program provides an opportunity for the outreach workers to build relationships with these youths and to act as advocates for them in connecting them to already-existing services that can meet their multiple needs. The YOW program also emphasizes a focus on boosting positive protective factors and enhancing youths’ resiliency, an approach that is less likely to alienate youths who may already feel stigmatized by having been labeled as “at-risk” when using services they have encountered in the past (Health Canada, 2001).   

Determinants of Health

In the priority neighbourhoods many residents, including youths, face significant challenges in meeting their basic needs. A range of determinants of health have been identified that are critical to the healthy development of children and youth. These include such factors as income, education, employment, housing, physical and mental health factors, and a person’s social environment (Health Canada, 1999). Youths in Toronto’s priority neighbourhoods struggle to meet many of their developmental needs as a result of poverty, lack of affordable housing, and high youth unemployment rates (Strong Neighbourhoods Task Force, 2005). For many marginalized urban youths, social exclusion may have a direct negative impact on education, employment, and income status. These factors, in turn, may influence adolescents’ abilities to meet their needs for housing, nutrition, transportation, and personal health (Raphael, 2004). Such daily stressors have an impact on adolescents’ coping abilities and may increase their risk for mental health difficulties or becoming involved in violence (Health Canada, 1999). The YOW program aims to address the determinants of health by referring youths to services able to address their specific needs such as co-operative housing, employment agencies, the school system, food banks, and counselling services.  

Youth engagement, the “meaningful participation and sustained involvement of a young person in an activity with a focus outside of him or herself”, has been linked with a variety of positive health outcomes for adolescents (Centre of Excellence for Youth Engagement, 2003; Pancer, Rose-Krasnor, & Loiselle, 2002). Youths who are more involved in community activities are less likely to engage in alcohol and drug use, risky sexual behaviours, delinquency or to face mental health difficulties (Allen & Philliber, 2001; Eccles, Barber, Stone & Hunt, 2003; Mahoney, Schweder & Stattin, 2002). These youths are also more likely to stay in school and have higher educational aspirations than adolescents who do not participate in extra-curricular activities (Eccles et al., 2003; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). The strong relationships between youth engagement and positive outcomes have led many positive youth development programs to provide adolescents with opportunities to become involved in social or volunteer activities with prosocial peers in their communities (Catalano et al., 2004). In the case of the YOW program, staff aim to bring marginalized youths into contact with prosocial peers through various recreational and civic engagement opportunities.

Perceived Accessibility of Services 

The priority neighbourhoods were identified as such in part because they lack sufficient resources and services to address the needs of their residents. As such, one of the goals of the YOW program has been working to increase the capacity of services in these communities. The problem may be compounded for youths who are unaware of the services that are available, or who are reluctant to seek help because they perceive these programs as inaccessible. Research has shown that youths are more likely to engage in treatment when they know about the service, when they do not feel judged, when they believe that the service providers understand the needs of youths, and when the service is accessible to them in terms of location and cost (French, Reardon & Smith, 2003). One of the primary goals of the YOW program is to help marginalized youths become more aware of available services. YOWs also enhance access to services by acting as advocates for youth, by accompanying them to appointments with other service providers and by helping to address barriers they may encounter at these programs so that youths will gradually become more comfortable seeking help on their own. 

Relationship with a Caring Adult

Having a relationship with a caring adult is one of the primary protective factors identified by positive youth development researchers. A relationship with a caring adult may challenge youths’ negative views of themselves or their relationships with adults and show them that positive relationships between youth and adults are possible (Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, Liang, & Noam, 2006). Caring adults can support youths’ sense of ownership over their decisions and actions, while providing the support required to enable them reach their goals (Larson, 2006). In the case of the YOW program, the relationship with the YOW is geared to providing a context that will allow youths who may have had difficulty trusting adults in the past to establish connections with programs and services that can help to reduce the various risk factors and address the obstacles they face in daily life. Although the simple instrumental connection with the YOW may be helpful, it is also likely that adolescents are more likely to experience significant change in positive outcomes when the quality of the relationship with the YOW is strong. Evaluations of mentoring programs have highlighted the importance of the mentors’ authenticity or genuineness, their empathy for the adolescents they work with, and a collaborative relationship with the youths (Spencer, 2006). Similarly, in clinical settings, the therapeutic alliance between youths and their therapists has been identified as a critical factor for the success of treatment (Shirk & Karver, 2003).  It is thus likely that those YOWs who are able to establish a trusting, collaborative relationship with the youths will be more effective in helping these adolescents to achieve their goals. 

In addition to connecting youths to their larger community through engagement opportunities, positive youth development programs have highlighted the importance of adolescents’ bonds with their social support figures, including family, friends, and other adults. Adolescents who have positive relationships with individuals able to provide them with the support they need are more likely to be able to cope with stressors as they arise (Wills & Cleary, 1996). For the youths targeted by the YOW program, social supports may act as a buffer against the daily challenges they face with respect to financial difficulties, staying in school, parenting, and finding employment or housing. The YOW program strives to enhance youths’ perceived social supports both by engaging them with activities and services that broaden their social networks, and by helping them view others as capable of assisting them to meet their needs. 

In addition to perceiving significant others as able to help, it is important that youths view themselves as capable of achieving their own goals. For this reason the majority of effective positive youth development programs work to build adolescents’ self-efficacy, their perceptions that they can meet their goals through their own actions (Catalano et al., 2004). Adolescents who believe that they are capable of coping with the stressors and challenges that they face are more likely to achieve positive psychosocial outcomes including improved academic achievement and reduced problem behaviour (Bandura, 1997). As youth experience success, their self-efficacy improves and helps them to remain motivated to persist in achieving their goals (Larson, 2006). The YOW program strives to foster self-efficacy in marginalized youths by providing them with the support  they require to improve their lives and to feel capable of setting their own goals and accomplishing the tasks necessary to meet those goals.
Overview of the YOW Preliminary Evaluation

The YOW Preliminary Evaluation was overseen by a Research Advisory Committee (RAC), specifically created for this evaluation.  Participants on the RAC included: the senior managers of the YOW program from each of the three lead organizations (East Metro Youth Services, Yorktown Child and Family Services, and the Jamaican Canadian Association), the lead YOW staff from 2 of the 3 organizations, director of YOW program operations, senior staff from some of the partner agencies, and the researchers conducting the evaluation.

This preliminary evaluation of the YOW program was designed to investigate its impact on the various ‘systems’ involved. The general questions guiding this preliminary evaluation included “What is changing as a result of the YOW program?” and “How can the program be adapted or improved to meet its goals?” The Research Advisory Committee determined that, in addition to data already being collected for the program, focus groups and individual interviews would provide valuable information. Thus, the evaluation included interviews with informants from each of the 13 neighbourhoods: youth aged 16 and older, a family member, Youth Outreach Workers, partner agencies, systems (e.g., Board of Education) and funders of the YOW program. Focus groups were only conducted with youth participants. Interview schedules were designed based on consultation with both the Research Advisory Committee and the Youth Outreach Workers.

For this evaluation, quantitative data collected by the YOWs as part of their regular reporting duties were also available.  YOWs kept records of the number of contacts they made with youth, as well as the age and gender of each contact. The YOWs did not, however, keep records identifying individual youth, because the youth were not consider to be registered clients, but rather participants in the program. 

Evaluation Objectives 

1. To conduct an international literature review based on a positive youth development framework with a focus on Canadian literature.
2. To examine quantitative data collected from the first year of operation to      determine: 
a) how many youth were connected to community services by Youth      Outreach Workers in each of the 13 neighbourhoods,  
b) what type of services the youth were connected to.
3. To conduct a series of focus groups and individual interviews with youth and their families, as well as with key stakeholders regarding the effectiveness of the YOW program.  

Method

Participants 

To convey a well-rounded picture of the YOW program, and so the evaluation would be seen as credible by the evaluation’s primary users, we employed purposive sampling to conduct focus groups with youth from all three geographic regions served by the program, and individual interviews with youth who were served by the YOW program, members of their families, YOWs, the program’s funders, and partner agencies and other systems that had come in contact with the YOW program.  In total across the 13 neighbourhoods, 36 interviews were conducted (see Table 1 below). Twenty-two additional youth participated in a focus group within each region (9 from the East region, 11 from the West, and 2 from the North).  The 13 neighbourhoods involved in the YOW program vary on factors such as size, location in the city, ethnicity, and socio-economic status, contributing to a diverse sample. Although it was not feasible to employ random sampling, purposive sampling yielded a sample that was reasonably representative by including multiple participants from every region and every group that was expected to be a stakeholder in communities served by the YOW program. It is believed that the data collected from the 13 distinctive neighbourhoods, adequately saturates the themes and captures the impact of the YOW program across settings Although the YOW program also targets youths aged 12-15, we chose to examine the impact of the program for youths who are most likely to have difficulty connecting to services as they are no longer being tracked by the school system (youth older than 16). This older age group was most representative of the young people who had participated in the YOW program.

Table 1.  Anticipated and Actual Sample Sizes

	Individual Interviews
	Anticipated Numbers
	Actual Numbers

	Youth
	13
	9

	Family Members
	13
	5

	Youth Outreach Workers
	9
	9

	Partner Agency Representatives
	12
	6

	Systems Representatives
	9
	5

	Funding Representatives
	2
	2


Procedure

Interviews and focus groups were conducted between August and December 2007. Our goal was to interview one youth from each of the 13 priority neighbourhoods.  Youth were chosen by the YOWs in each neighbourhood and were recommended by the YOW based on their perceptions of the youth as highly verbal and likely to be comfortable in the interview context. A family member of each youth was invited to participate in an interview. Because some youths were no longer connected with their families, interview participants designated as family members did not need to be “family” in the traditional sense, but an adult whom the youth trusted and who was involved in that youth’s life.

Once the Youth Outreach Workers in each region identified prospective participants, information flyers were presented to each youth. The flyer described the study, the types of questions that would be asked, and the voluntary and confidential nature of participation. If a youth and his/her family indicated an interest in being in the study, the YOW asked permission to relay their names to the research team.  A researcher contacted the youth and his/her family to set up times to obtain informed consent and conduct the interviews. Interviews took place in a public location of the youths’ and families’ choosing and took approximately 30 minutes to complete. 
The Research Advisory Committee and the YOWs identified key informants in each of the levels.  These were individuals who were very familiar with the YOW program and could respond to the interview questions.  Researchers contacted the YOWs, Partner Agencies, Systems, and Funders, once they were identified to arrange a meeting place for the interview. Informed consent was obtained before the interviews began, and interviews took approximately 35 minutes to complete. The participating youth and family members received two TTC bus tokens to cover their transportation, and $20.00 as an honorarium and token of appreciation.  

Creating the Interview Schedules

Program evaluation begins by engaging the stakeholders who have an investment in what will be learned from the evaluation and what will be done with the knowledge.  There is evidence to suggest that the inclusion of research participants and other stakeholders from the beginning design phase opens up areas for exploration that are otherwise often overlooked. Such areas include identifying important contextual issues to address, including geographic and cultural differences, and ensuring that the research instruments designed are culturally and linguistically appropriate (Boydell, Greenberg & Volpe, 2004). In addition, consulting with stakeholders assures the evaluation plan is relevant and the uptake and integration of findings is maximized.  To address these issues, the preliminary evaluation of the YOW program included consultations with the Research Advisory Committee and the Youth Outreach Workers. 

The first consultation with the Research Advisory Committee focused on the key questions guiding the preliminary evaluation of the YOW program: What is changing as a result of the YOW program? Who are the key informants? And, what questions should be included in the interview schedules? After brainstorming what is expected to change as a result of the YOW program, it became apparent that there were six domains for questioning that reach across informants:

a) Added value of partnerships

b) New perspectives about the youth and the neighbourhoods

c) Perceived accessibility of services 

d) Increasing opportunities

e) Gaps in services and networks of services

f) Changes in youth and their communities

Interview schedules were developed through a group consultative process. 

Based on the six themes of ‘change’ listed above, consultation with the Research Advisory Committee provided a preliminary list of questions to be included in the interview schedules for various informants. Further honing of the interview schedules followed consultations with the Youth Outreach Workers. These discussions offered solid advice on creating developmentally and linguistically appropriate interview questions. Furthermore, these consultations provided guidance about how the interview should be conducted. For example, a suggestion was made to conduct the interview in a directional conversation format (e.g., both interviewer and interviewee have equal talking time) as opposed to the way a standard interview is typically conducted. It was reasoned by the Youth Outreach Workers that this would empower the respondents and would elicit insights into the “natural” mode of thought through which they make sense of themselves and their experiences with the YOW program.

The Interview Process

Because of the sensitive nature of this research with marginalized youth, we recruited interviewers with a minimum of Master’s-level clinical training. Four female interviewers (average age of 23) were hired and provided with a half day of training, with role playing to ensure competence with the interview schedules. The research coordinator provided the interviewer training and ongoing supervision. The interviews were conducted with the following sequence:

1) Introduction and appreciation for participating

2) Explaining and obtaining informed consent

3) Addressing cultural sensitivity

4) Addressing narrative/linguistic sensitivity

5) Conducting the interview – directional conversation

6) Providing honorarium –signature on receipt

7) Appreciation for time and contributions 

The Interview Guides for the various informants are provided in Appendix B. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Narrative Coding

To analyze the transcripts from the interviews, we utilized a software program (NVivo 7, QSR, 2006) created for organizing qualitative data thematically. The research coordinator hired and trained a senior psychology undergraduate student to perform conceptual analysis, a method of content analysis that employs a coding system to quantify and analyze the presence, meanings, and relationships of themes and concepts that emerge in a set of data (Weber, 1990). To conduct this content analysis, the text was coded, or broken down, into manageable categories on a variety of levels (e.g., phrase, sentence, or paragraph). The six domains for questioning identified by the RAC guided the coding by acting as hierarchical ‘umbrella themes”, with other more specific themes  identified within each umbrella theme. Below are summary descriptions for the specific themes that emerged under each of the domains for questioning identified by the RAC.  

Added value of partnerships: This theme encompassed responses that focus on the development of new co-operative relationships among the various informants involved and the benefits that accompany such partnerships. 
New perspectives about the youth and neighbourhoods: Responses coded under this theme reflect a positive change in the language and perceptions about the youth and the neighbourhoods involved in the YOW program (to positive rather than negative). 

These responses focus on the strengths and affinities of the youth and the neighbourhoods. 

Perceived accessibility of services: This theme includes responses that are based on newly acquired knowledge and awareness regarding the services available in each neighbourhood as well as the challenges and barriers to accessing these services.

Increased opportunities: Responses coded under this theme centered on how the program’s services have increased the opportunities available to youth living in the targeted neighbourhoods. 

Gaps in services and networks of services: This theme encompasses responses about gaps in services/agency networks and where additional network connections should be developed. 
Changes in youth and their communities: Responses coded within this theme reflect views of what is changing as a result of the YOW program. Themes relate to the youths themselves or the communities in which they reside in.  

Quantitative Results

The East is the largest region of the YOW program including 7 of the 13 priority neighborhoods. Data collected from April 1, 2007 to March 31, 2008 indicated that YOWs in the East quadrant succeeded in connecting to 1795 youth who had not been previously involved with the YOW program and 222 family members. In the East, 60% of these youths were male and 40% were female. 

The North is the second largest region including 4 of the 13 priority neighborhoods. Data collected from April 1, 2007 to March 31, 2008 indicated that YOWs in the North region succeeded in connecting to 1313 previously uninvolved youth and 73 family members.  Forty-seven percent of these youths were male and 53% were female.

The West is the smallest region including 2 of the 13 priority neighborhoods. Data collected from April 1, 2007 to March 31, 2008 indicated that YOWs in the West region succeeded in connecting to 2217 new youth and 442 new family members.   Fifty-five percent of these youths were male and 45% were female.

As Table 2 indicates employment  services were the most frequent referrals in all three regions.  Referrals for education and training services and arts and culture were the next most frequent types of referrals across all regions, followed by sports and recreation (especially in the North region).  A variety of other types of referrals, each fairly infrequent on its own, characterized all of the regions.  Housing and income support referrals were fairly common in the East region, however, as were legal services in the West.  

Table 2. Service Sector Referrals by Region 

	Service Sectors Referrals 
	East
	North
	West

	Employment
	32%
	30%
	39%

	Education/Skill Development
	23%
	17%
	13%

	Arts/Culture
	10%
	16%
	15%

	Sports/Recreation
	7%
	15%
	8%

	Income Support
	5%
	4%
	3%

	Mental Health/Addictions
	3%
	4%
	3%

	Housing
	7%
	3%
	4%

	Settlement
	1%
	2%
	2%

	Primary Health
	1%
	2%
	1%

	Legal Services
	3%
	1%
	8%

	Parenting
	2%
	1%
	3%

	Relationship Violence
	1%
	1%
	1%

	Other
	8%
	5%
	1%

	Total Number of Referrals
	2053
	1123
	2408


Qualitative Results and Discussion

Youths Experiences in the Program

The youth outreach workers use a number of strategies to locate and engage youth who have not successfully connected to the community organizations and/or services that they require. The youth and family members interviewed found out about the YOW program in a variety of ways.  The most common ways were through a school (e.g., guidance counselor or principal), a Youth Outreach Worker (e.g., approached youth in public/advertising flyer), a community program, or a family member. 

In the priority neighbourhoods that the YOW program serves, many residents, including youths, face significant challenges in meeting their basic needs. The YOW program aims to address this issue and operates to support youths and other community members in meeting their needs. Youth reported that they were referred to the YOW program for a variety of reasons. The most common reasons were to serve employment, housing, education and/or emotional needs.  One youth said: 

“Well, at the time I was unemployed and still am, but because of the YOW program I have two upcoming job interviews this week.”

Another youth said:

“They build my resume, but more importantly my self-esteem. They are actually there when you need it. I feel I can call any of them and they will listen and help. For somebody who doesn’t have parents, like me, I lean on them for support and they’re always there for me.”

Other youth participants identified support with resumes, volunteering, emotional issues, parenting, and welfare. Practical supports provided by the YOW program, including bus tickets, field trips, and community outreach, were also identified as forms of assistance provided by the program.

When the youth discussed their impressions of the YOW program and involvement with a Youth Outreach Worker, all of them indicated that they were comfortable throughout their involvement. One youth noted:

“She knew how to cheer me up and make me feel comfortable and you know, well she’d say, ‘I can help you out with this or that by taking these certain steps.’ She just seemed like a real professional” 

Although the duration and level of involvement with a YOW differed among the participating youth (on average youth met with a YOW once per week for three weeks), they all believed their time spent with a YOW was helpful. 

Other common themes that emerged from the interviews and focus groups with the youth were centered on their positive perceptions of the YOWs.  Many youth relayed that the YOWs are reliable, good listeners, very helpful, and quick to respond. One youth said: 

“During our first meeting I felt like they were good listeners, like they never interrupted me or judged me. What I liked most is that they reacted quickly. For example, I told them I needed housing, and the following day they had something for me.”

YOWs’ Roles, Training, and Challenges

When we asked the Youth Outreach Workers to define their roles, all the respondents indicated that their primary responsibilities entail locating and engaging marginalized youth and assisting their access to community services. The more elaborative responses detailed rapport building and the short-term relationship formed between the YOWs and the youth. Other YOW responsibilities included: identifying resources that are needed in the neighbourhoods, identifying gaps in service networks, and developing networks among service providers.  For example, a YOW said: 

“I would define it as agency networking, but primarily as a resource facilitator for youth, finding youth who are off the grid and plugging them into what they need.”

We also asked the YOWs what personal characteristics they thought are essential for carrying out their role. Their responses reflected the range of the attributes and skills necessary to carry out the diverse and difficult nature of their job description. The YOWs noted that it is essential to be: realistic, calm-spirited, organized, focused, compassionate, sensitive, honest, professional, outgoing, open-minded, energetic, adaptable, flexible, knowledgeable, patient, as well as skillful in communication and problem solving. One YOW stated:    

“Compassion; it’s a very emotional job. It’s not all textbook theory. Sometimes one has to use discretion and intuition. It is something that you feel from your head and your heart.”

We asked the YOWs how their sense of their role had changed since they started with the program. There was consensus in their responses to indicate that their roles are continuously evolving due to a feedback-loop among the YOWs, the Steering Committee and the Ministry. The YOWs explained that the Ministry and Steering Committee established a mandate outlining their duties, and the YOWs supply feedback as to what is or is not working. As a result, the YOWs noted that all three parties must be trustworthy, flexible and adaptable, because ultimately the program’s goals and objectives should be defined by the needs of the youth and communities. One YOW commented that:

“Our role is really defined by what the demand is in the community. It is really hard to say to someone, ‘I know that you’re really upset now, but I can’t talk to you in that way, so why don’t you go to this walk-in clinic for help.’ You can’t be like that; it’s not a possibility or realistic.”

Another YOW said:

“We had the meeting with the Ministry and they gave us the freedom to express what we thought our roles were, and then they gave us their revised description of our roles. That was a fine-tuning moment. Things are clear now.”

When asked what resources are helpful in carrying out their jobs, many of the YOWs stressed the importance of supplying the youth with bus tickets so they can get to and from appointments that are set up. For example, one YOW said:

“Transportation assistance for the youth is huge. Being able to refer a youth somewhere and give them a bus ticket will ensure they get there. However, the Ministry has said we can’t provide bus tickets or food stamps.”  

YOWs indicated that the following resources provided by the program are invaluable for them to successfully carry-out their jobs: communication devices such as cell phones, blackberries, computers with internet, contact cards and flyers, and team meetings. Other YOWs stressed the importance of being well connected to resources in the community that serve housing, education and employment needs. 

The YOWs were very positive about the training that was provided to them. The majority of the YOWs reported that the training was very comprehensive and helpful. In particular, the training topics that the YOWs found most beneficial were: autism, occupational burn-out, anger management, self-esteem, safety, immigrants and suicide intervention. We asked the YOWs how training could be improved. They suggested workshops that focused on homosexuality, gender-identity issues, gang culture, and the available resources in each community. Several YOWs suggested that the workshops should be based on a peer mentorship model. Given that the YOWs have such diverse training and education backgrounds it would be advantageous for them to learn from one another.   

We asked the YOWs what it is like working as a team with other YOWs and the responses were very positive. The majority of responses were centered on the supportive nature of the team dynamic. As well, they expressed that working with such a diverse team allows different perspectives to emerge that otherwise would not be considered. One YOW said:

“I find that with open communication, being part of a team definitely helps us do our jobs rather than detracts from it.”

All of the YOWs stressed the importance of being good communicators in order to work effectively as a team.

We asked partner agency representatives about what it is like to work as a team with the YOW program. The majority of the respondents indicated that their experiences working with the YOW program were satisfactory or better. These responses highlighted the advantages of increased partnerships or networks and supports for youth.     

“It has brought the core youth-serving agencies closer together in Scarborough and it has resulted in the agencies understanding each other’s programs and services.”

Half of the partner agency representatives raised the issue of communication when asked about critical barriers. One  said:

 “It has never been clear what their relationship to our organization is.”

Some partner agency representatives also expressed a concern with the parameters that the Ministry places on the YOWs.

"I am sure you've heard a lot about this before. I think that there is a bit of a symptom here of the people who are making the policy decision in the Ministry, either choose not to recognize or don't recognize that a lot of youth require sort of extra care and extra connection in order to make what seems like a very simple connection. So the Ministry may think that if a youth says that she wants a job, the YOW simply has to give a card or make a phone call or take the person over to that place. In reality, I think even the group of youth who are not at the greatest risk still need some relationship building on behalf of the YOW."

Partner agency representatives expressed some frustration with the model of service delivery in the YOW program:
"I don't think I am the only one who has had some frustration with the program.  The mandate of the program is to connect with youths who are disconnected, and I think it takes more than a couple of connections to connect with disengaged youth. And, so, it doesn't seem to make sense, you know, the youth that we are trying to reach and the model of service. I think it would be more useful if the workers could have more of a like short-term involvement, but more than just contact."

Perspectives of Change for Youth

The Youths’ Perspectives of Their Change

When asked whether the YOW program has made a difference in their lives, all of the youths indicated that they had experienced meaningful benefits as result of the YOW program. Prominent themes focused on increased access to community services and increased exposure to opportunities, which are two of the YOW program’s main objectives. In addition to increased access related to housing, education, and other determinants of health, themes emerged relating to increased self-esteem, self-efficacy, civic engagement, and reduced drug use. 

“They helped me get back into school and now I am working towards my GED, and yeah they helped me with other stuff like I stopped smoking weed, so you know they helped me through a lot of difficulties.”

Another important way the program has made a difference for youth is by providing a setting for prosocial experiences. Many of the youth reported that they had made new and lasting friendships through the YOW program. Other youth acknowledged that they had made new pro-social connections with various community services, outreach staff and programs, and same aged peers.    

“It’s opened up opportunities for me and has let me know what’s out there…I have met a lot of people that have similar interest as me, you know, all these new relationships have helped build up my self-esteem.”

When asked whether they are more empowered or confident following their experiences with the YOW program, many of the youth stated that they have become more self-confident.

“Yeah. Like I am more powerful and confident. Like I think positively now. I’m going to be what I want to be. I have changed my life and the way it’s running. I am just going to step back and, you know, to me that’s power, to think how you can change in a successful way.”

Youths also reported that they are more focused and confident in pursuing and achieving their dreams regarding education and vocation. For example, one youth said:

“Well because my mind is not all over the place, you know, I am not thinking that I don’t know what I am going to do, you know. I am actually saying, okay, I’m going to be a nurse. I don’t think I am. I know I am going to be a nurse. Yeah.”

The youths were asked whether they are making choices now that they would not have made before the YOW program. The majority of youth said that, as a result of their experiences with a YOW, they were more motivated to plan for the future and to make informed decisions that have positive consequences. In addition, many of the youths reported they were given guidance and advice from a YOW that positively influenced their decision-making. For instance, the youths reported that YOWs shared advice on issues such as: making amends with friends and family, learning different things, going back to school, developing independence and a sense of freedom, and getting a job versus getting on welfare.       

“I am making good choices now, better choices. I like my freedom. I love my freedom. I make good choices like coming here everyday or just getting up. Being determined to get what I need to get things done. Go to college. Go to work. This made a big change in my life”

“Yes, definitely. My choices back then were definitely different from what’s going on right now because back then I wasn’t really pushed to go do things. Like here, when we want to get something done and we don’t do it, they push you to do it, which is very good in my opinion.”

Even when youths are making choices that are not the best, the YOWs point out suitable alternatives. Youths report that YOWs helped them find alternatives to a range of antisocial behaviours including: drug trafficking, chronic drug use, spending money foolishly, street fighting, as well as losing control of their temper, dropping out of school, and street crime.

     “Yeah, it goes back to the whole school thing. I wasn’t really thinking about going to school or anything and then the whole YOW program made me realize, no, I should go back to school because I need it.”

The youths were also asked whether they were planning ahead more carefully after engaging with the YOW program. Nearly all the youths reported that they were planning ahead more for the future then ever before. Generally, the youth indicated that they were setting more short-term and long-term goals regarding education, employment, working on resumes, figuring out who they are and where they fit in the big picture, developing a vocational identity, and starting a family. Some youth reported that they were planning more carefully because they are more organized as a result of engaging with the YOW program. 

The youth were asked whether their perceptions of adults had changed since they had become involved with the YOW program. Although some youths reported little change in their perceptions of adults, others indicated they had learned respect or empathy through the YOW program, and as a result, their view of adults had improved. For example, one youth said: 

“What we have learned here is respect. So you know I come here and respect the facilitators and the staff, and I’ll use it when I go out there too. So, yeah, the respect thing.”   
Some youths remarked that, in general, adults are beginning to care more about supporting and tolerating youth in their neighbourhoods, which positively affected these youths’ view of adults.

When the youths were asked whether they thought adults’ views of them had changed since the introduction of the YOW program, a few youth responded no, but the majority indicated that adults’ views had changed. For example, one youth said:

“I feel that the adults realize that, you know, the youth care about themselves and their whole entire community and how their community is looked at, so I think their opinions of youth must have changed.”  

Many of these responses were based on the idea that adults have noticed youths developing more positive relationships with their community (e.g., volunteering) and, therefore, view the youths differently.

The YOWs’ Perspectives of Change for Youth

The Youth Outreach Workers were asked what differences the YOW program has made for the youth involved. Their responses confirmed the youths’ views regarding increased access and connectedness to community resources. According to the YOWs, the program has been successful in increasing accessibility and engaging youth with the appropriate services to meet their needs. In addition, the majority of YOWs reported that they have enabled and empowered many of the youth to take responsibility for their lives by being assertive and taking action on issues of concern. These YOWs have noticed a difference in the initiative some youth have taken in their lives. 

“I know that our presence in the communities is great because we’re not only challenging the youth to change the way they think, but we’re challenging institutions to change the way they approach the youth”

The YOWs were asked if their perceptions of youth have changed as a result of their experiences working with the program. They related that their job requires them to conduct most of their work outside of the office, and, as a result, their experiences have allowed for insight into the community barriers these youth face on a daily bases. The YOWs realize many of the risk factors the youth face are out of their control. 

“I have realized how willing these youth are to make things happen for themselves when given the opportunity.”

Another YOW said:

“One thing I have learned working in this program is that the youth are a lot more innocent than people think. Most of them just need someone to talk to who cares for them.” 

All of the YOW’s noted a shift in their perceptions of youth from negative to positive. 

System Representatives’ Perspectives of Change for Youth

When the system representatives were asked about how things have changed for the youth, a common response was that the youth have an increased sense of confidence. Other representatives indicated that youth have become more committed to their personal goals such as pursuing their education and vocation, and reconnecting with family and friends.

“I think that the program helps the youth believe in themselves and that’s why they are taking the initiative to do things on their own. For instance, a very shy and timid girl came to me for help, but over time she came out of her shell. Now she is out there in the community getting other youth to get involved in the program. It’s wonderful to see the kids’ confidence flourish.”

Funding Representatives’ Perspectives of Change for Youth

When the funding representatives were asked about how things have changed for the youth, they both reported that the YOW program has acted as a forum for youth to voice their concerns about personal and community issues. Similar to the YOWs and the systems reps, the funding representatives also reported that the YOW program seems to have increased the youths’ self confidence.

Perspectives of Change for Families

Family Members’ Perspectives of Change

The family members were asked to describe what the YOW program means to them. Many of the responses reflected the program’s ability to connect youths to community services (e.g,. banks, resume workshops, etc.). Family members also said YOWs are breaking down barriers and enabling youth to gain access to public services that they otherwise did not have. For example, one family member said:

“I was informed that one youth went into the TD Bank planning to start up a bank account and was denied… I don’t know if it was the way they talked or the way they dressed, but no teller would allow them to start up an account. Once a YOW walked in with them, the service changed and they were able to open up their first bank account.”

Family members also said that YOWs are role models for the youth and have had a positive influence on many of them. They described YOWs as guiding youth in the right direction and preventing them from ever getting on the wrong track. One family member said: 

“I appreciate what they have done for my son and for all the kids around here. It has helped to point them in the right direction in terms of schooling and jobs; you know… it’s getting them involved in the right activities.”

Furthermore, the family members are respectful of the YOWs and view them as ambassadors of the organization and the province.

"I see them as ambassadors of, not only the organization, but of the province  … and this where I think the advocacy role comes in.”

Family members were asked how the YOW services helped them to meet their needs.  The primary needs they described as having been met through the YOW program included re-engaging with school, gaining employment, finding housing, and locating parenting resources. One family member stated:

“They helped with the education part with getting back into school. They also helped my son get a job and they are currently helping my daughter build her resume.” 

The program has not only facilitated a positive change in the lives of the youth; several family members reported that the program has positively affected their entire family and their own coping skills. One family member recounted that one of the YOWs helped her through a tough period in her life:

“We were going to be evicted, and I didn’t have anyone to turn to… a YOW became a friend that I confided in… when I spoke to them they would say not to worry, and they ultimately helped me understand my options in case I did get evicted. He was my supporter through it all.”

Other family members identified ways in which the YOW program had improved their abilities to manage their children and had improved the quality of their home environments. 

“My son used to get really angry when I’d ask him to turn the television off. He’d throw the remote controller and would ignore my request, but now he listens to me. He’s calmer now, and doesn’t blow up so easily. So I’ve seen big changes around the house.”

YOWs’ Perspectives of Change for Families

When the YOWs were asked what differences the program has made for neighbourhood families, they confirmed what the family members expressed. The YOWs believe that they are successfully reaching out and positively affecting many families in the targeted communities. Many family members are now gravitating toward the YOWs to ask for assistance; whether they need help accessing services or just want to talk, the family members are beginning to rely on the YOWs for support and advice. One YOW said:

“The community sees the successful change in the youth and now the wider community wants to access these resources. So I am seeing different people in the community gravitating towards us. They’re telling me, hey, you helped my son out, can you help me?”

The YOWs related that they have helped family members access parenting workshops, immigration services, welfare services and employment and education opportunities. 

Perspectives of Change for Neighbourhoods

In conducting the interviews for this preliminary evaluation of the Youth Outreach Worker program, we were interested in learning not only whether the participants had recognized changes in their neighbourhoods, but also whether their involvement with the YOW program had changed their own perceptions of their neighbourhoods.   

Youths’ Perspectives of Change for Neighbourhoods

The YOW program’s goals for assisting youth include increasing their awareness and access to services and other opportunities in their community. We asked youths whether their experiences with the YOW program has changed their perceptions of the neighbourhoods they live in. All of the youths reported that they had increased awareness of community networks and available services. One youth said:

“Before I met up with a YOW, I didn’t know about programs and opportunities in the community, but now I feel like there are a lot of programs opening up for youth.”

Other youth reported that they were now aware of opportunities with respect to housing, employment, workshops, access to computers, community networking, etc. 

When youth were asked whether their involvement with the YOW program had directly improved their access to opportunities and services in their community, all of them indicated that they had. Recurring themes in the youths’ answers related to obtaining help with: getting into college, finding a job, securing a volunteer placement, accessing computers and job postings, locating a place to live, accessing YOUTHLINK, becoming motivated, and booking a driver’s test. Other youths said the YOW program had provided new opportunities such as a gymnasium, food banks, youth programs, summer camp, and a place to hang-out. 

Family Members’ Perspectives of Change for the Neighbourhood

Family members were asked whether they noticed changes within their communities since the YOW program had been introduced. Similar to the youth, the family members reported that they found access in their communities to computers, jobs, and parenting workshops for themselves, through the YOW program. All of the family members indicated that they had noticed positive changes within their communities. The most common theme that emerged was based on increased opportunities and activities for youth. Some family members noted an increase in the prevalence and accessibility of outreach workers in their neighbourhoods, while others described an increase in youth civic engagement.

“Yes there is more opportunity for them through YOUTHLINK. The LINK is getting the youth out volunteering in the communities. They are making good connections with other youth that want to make a positive change in their lives. It’s really helping the community.” 

YOWs’ Perspectives of Change for the Neighbourhood

When the YOWs were asked how their work in the community has changed the neighbourhoods, the most common theme that emerged was increased collaboration among different service providers and outreach programs, as well as more structured activities for the youth. For example, YOWs cited an increase in workshops offered to youth (e.g., entrepreneurial and resume etc.), community barbecues, and employment opportunities. Some YOWs noted that the youth seem to be engaging more and are beginning to care for their community’s well-being and reputation. Other YOWs noted that there are more support structures within the neighbourhoods as a result of the YOW program.

We also asked the YOWs how their own perspectives of the services and opportunities available in the communities had changed as a result of the YOW program. All of YOWs indicated that they have a greater understanding of how the systems work and why there are challenges and barriers for youth in accessing services. They also have a clearer idea of the available services and the gaps in services for youth within the priority communities. 

Partner, System, and Funding Agencies’ Perspectives of Change for the Neighbourhood

Many of the partner organization representatives reported change within their community, which they attributed to their increased ability to better serve the neighbourhoods. For example, some partner representatives reported that they are better able to reach out and engage with youth, while others pointed out that they have a clearer picture of where support services are lacking and are therefore better able to intervene and help.

“Yes I’ve noticed a difference. The YOW program has helped change the youth and their families’ feelings towards the services and opportunities available in the neighborhoods.  It has also made the government sector more aware of all the organizations that are out there.”

The partner, system, and funding representatives were also asked if their experiences with the YOW has changed their perceptions of the neighbourhoods involved. These respondents believe that they are more aware of the services and opportunities available in the communities served. As well, they are more aware of the gaps in service networks and available opportunities. One funding representative said: 

“Certainly it has increased our awareness of the networks of services… For example, we are aware where there aren’t enough services, but we are also aware of where there are absolutely the right services but they are not accessible to everyone because they are overextended.”

The partner representatives were also asked whether their experiences with the YOW program had changed their perceptions of the neighbourhoods. The partner representatives indicated that they are more aware of the services and opportunities available in the communities that they serve, as well as the gaps in services. 

A number of system representatives also indicated that there had been positive changes for the neighbourhoods involved in the YOW project. These respondents expressed their belief that if there are significant changes for individual youths, then positive change in the neighbourhoods is very likely. 

The YOW Program: Strengths and Challenges 

Youths’ Perspectives of the YOW Program

Youths’ responses to the YOW program were strongly positive. Youths were asked to describe both the strengths and the challenges that they had experienced in their connections with the YOW program.  All but one of the interviewed youths and all of the focus groups participants reported an overall positive experience. Many of the positive responses were based on personal qualities and characteristics of the Youth Outreach Workers, including many of those that YOWs had described as being essential to doing their jobs. Youth described YOWs as reliable, friendly, flexible, good listeners, very helpful, and quick to respond to youth’s needs. One youth said: 

“During our first meeting I felt like they were good listeners, like they never interrupted me or judged me. What I liked most is that they reacted quickly. For example, I told them I needed housing, and the following day they had something for me.”

One of the most appreciated and valued aspects of the YOW program for participating youth was the timely manner in which help was provided. As the YOWs had observed, these youth’s lives tended to be unpredictable and uncertain. It appears that the YOW program plays an important role in providing youth with reliable and timely services. The needs young people brought to the YOWs were frequently experienced as urgent; YOWs’ ability to deal with them immediately not only brought relief for the acute problem but conveyed acknowledgement of its seriousness.
The youths also highlighted the YOWs’ authenticity and genuine interest in helping.  One said: 

“I liked how they just don’t help because it is their job; they help because they care.”

Other youths spoke of practical or functional aspects of the YOW program when describing their positive experiences. For example, many youth mentioned receiving bus tickets through the YOW program and found this helpful. Others reported enjoying the programs, community outreach services, workshops, field trips and after-school programs. One youth stated:

“I found it really helpful when they could provide bus tickets so we could get to our appointments with them and other service providers. That is really helpful.”

Only one youth described having a negative experience with the YOW program.  This young person said there had been a lack of follow-up, and limited availability of the YOW.

Family Members’ Perspectives of the YOW Program

The family members also viewed their experiences with the YOW program in a positive light. These respondents appreciated the supportiveness of the program (e.g., information brochures), the rapport the YOWs have with the youth, the accessibility and location of YOW offices, and the networking opportunities. 

“It has most definitely been a positive experience. A lot of the youths don’t have anybody that cares for them. So it’s really nice to see YOWs help them and assist them with what they need.”

When asked what they disliked about the YOW program, the family members could not think of one thing they disliked. 

YOWs’ Perspectives of the YOW Program

When we asked the YOWs what barriers they face when working with the youth, the majority identified issues of engaging the youth and building a trusting working alliance with them. Specifically, many of the YOWs stated that it is difficult to make the youth comfortable and to gain their trust. These YOWs explained that, for many of the youth whom they serve, there has never been a caring adult in their life who offers such reliable and authentic help.  

Many of the YOWs interviewed held the opinion that the parameters placed by the Ministry prevent or impede them from helping the youth to their fullest ability. Moreover, several YOWs believe that the lack of records and the inability to follow-up with the youth interferes with their rapport- building, and also inhibits the potentially long-term benefits for the youth and these communities. For example, one YOW said:

“It’s building a quick relationship and then referring them off. This is a huge barrier because in this case you are not establishing trust. You are not able to reconnect. You can at times, but the program’s emphasis is that you are not to build relationships with them. That makes it tough.”

Another YOW highlighted that there are factors that sometimes confound or complicate their initial engagement with youth, which are out of the program’s control. Particularly for female YOWs, because many of the male youth are not interested in accepting the help and services offered by a woman. For example, a male YOW reported:

“For my partner/co-worker, who is female, she receives a lot of sexual harassment from many of the older male youth that we work with. It is quite obvious that they are not interested in talking to me, but are extremely interested in talking to her. They all ask her, you know, for her number and whatever. So yeah, it’s a problem this program faces that I don’t feel has any solution.”

YOWs also mentioned language barriers and difficulties obtaining access to schools. For example, a YOW said:

“I know access to schools has been a major barrier. You need to go through a complicated process to obtain a partnership agreement if you are going to provide services in the school. This is really hard to do… We face many hassles and I don’t think we need this.”

Partner Representatives’ Perspectives of the YOW Program

In our interviews with the partner agency representatives, their responses highlighted the ways in which the YOW program has connected them to more youth, new agencies, and raised awareness of services that are lacking in their communities.

“It’s been positive working with the YOW program. A sense of unity has been established in these areas as we involve the communities themselves …the youth and their parents are building stronger bonds with service they are referred to…it’s a great program”

All but one partner representative indicated that the experience with the YOW program was positive. Partner agency representatives especially highlighted the ways in which the YOW program has connected them to more youth, new agencies, and raised awareness of services that are lacking in their communities. For example:  

“An ongoing issue is who the YOW program is targeting to help. First, we are told that the YOWs were to look for marginalized youth that are not visible in the community, but then we hear that that is not correct and the target group is not just marginalized youth but everyone in the community… mixed messages makes it very confusing for us to do our job.”

When the partner agency representatives were asked to describe the barriers that they face when working with the YOW program, they confirmed what the YOWs said regarding the limitations placed by the Ministry mandate. Several of the partner representatives believe that these limitations interfere with the YOWs’ ability to help the youth, and as a result, negatively affect the partner agency’s ability to help the youth. 

Partner representatives particularly raised concerns that the amount of time the YOWs spend with each youth is too short. These respondents believe that the YOWs could be more effective if they spent a longer period of time with each youth; it was reasoned that this would foster a more stable and supportive relationship.

Another barrier identified by the partner representatives is based on safety issues that face the YOWs when attempting to locate and engage marginalized youth in hard-to-reach and potentially dangerous locations within the neighbourhoods. Other challenges highlighted by the partner representatives included: language and cultural barriers, the hours that the majority of YOWs work, and the funding that some partner organizations receive . For example, one partner representative said:

“I think the hours that the YOWs work is a problem. The hours that they are most likely to find and engage youth are probably the hours that they are not willing to work.”

System Representatives’ Perspectives of the YOW Program

When we asked the system representatives to describe their experiences with the YOW program, they reported positive perceptions based on the YOWs’ effective support of the youth. The system representatives had some negative experiences centered around miscommunication and issues around the YOWs’ limited availability and accessibility.
Some system representatives raised a concern about the lack of public awareness regarding the YOW program. These representatives believe that there is insufficient communication between the YOW program and the communities involved. Another system representative indicated dissatisfaction with the communication between the system representatives and the YOWs. 

Suggestions for Improving the YOW Program

In completing the interviews with the stakeholders in the YOW program, we asked for their suggestions to improve the effectiveness of this program to engage and support marginalized youth.

Youths’ Suggestions for Improvements

The youths are the experts in knowing what aspects of the program work and do not work for them, as well as in being able to think about gaps in the program that might be addressed in the future.  When we asked the youths how the YOW program could be improved, many started by suggesting that the program needs to be better advertised in the community. These youth offered suggestions for promoting the programs such as: through television commercials, advertisements in the newspaper, and flyers on the streets, and in the schools. They thought that this type of marketing would raise awareness about the YOW program and would, therefore, increase its ability to help struggling youth. For example, one youth said:

“Go on TV or do an advertisement so that everyone can see you. I’m telling you, a lot of kids will come running at a chance to get out of the system and finish their GED or go to college. It’s that one chance people look for. You understand what I’m saying?”

Another youth said:

“Yeah, like, what would happen if you flicked on the news and heard about the YOW program…you would have youth that want to help, youth that need help, and even youth that don’t think they need help. You will just get more people into it.” 

Several youth highlighted the benefits of having a follow-up between the YOWs and the youth. These youth believe a follow-up would ensure that the goals they set out for themselves are being accomplished.  As well, it would decrease the likelihood that youths would get discouraged when faced with challenges and barriers in achieving their goals.  One youth stated:

“I think they should follow up with the people they talk to or refer… just to see how things are going, and how things went… if a youth was referred to a job interview and say it didn’t go well, then they can go back to the worker and discuss were they went wrong and how they can improve their chances of getting the job in the future. I think it would help a lot. It shows that someone really cares.”

Other suggestions identified by the youth were centered on the creation of after-school programs, as well as involvement in programs that entail further interaction within the community. Some youths think it would be helpful for the YOW program to offer workshops after school hours on school property.  Others indicated an interest in attending workshops and programs that require them to go out into the community. These youths believe it would be advantageous for youths receiving help from the YOWs to do some of the work on their own. They reasoned that this type of participation would instill a sense of independence and it would empower the youth, which ultimately motivates them to try harder. For example, one youth said:

“Instead of staying in here, I think we should do more community work… go out instead of having the workshops come to us…it motivates me  to go there on my own, knowing I was able to take the bus and then the train. I think, so why can’t I do it?”

Another youth suggested:

“Have the YOWs available at the school… If you want to know about jobs or whatever there would be an after-school program where you can hand in your resume… I think kids will be more motivated to get help if they see them located at school, you know?”

Other suggestions from the youths included: expanding the existing YOW services, adding more field trips and community excursions, having more YOWs on the streets (greater presence), supplying more bus tickets, and following up with the agencies to which they refer youth.

Family Members’ Suggestions for Improvements

When the family members were asked how the YOW program could offer better help, they confirmed what the youth said regarding a follow-up component. They also highlighted the benefits of keeping reports and tracking the youths’ progress in relation to their immediate needs and goals. They reasoned that these records could serve as a form of accountability, and would provide validation that the program is operating in the manner it was intended. One family member phrased it like this: 

“I don’t know if there are any stats or anything that will help them track how they’ve helped individual youth…I think it is important for accountability reasons…this information is also necessary to determine if the resources are being spent wisely.”

The family members also indicated their interest in having more recreational facilities built in their communities, as well as more food banks and after-school programs that provide academic help.

Other recommendations made by the family members were centered on the establishment of a summer YOW program. During this time, youth have a great deal of free time on their hands, which often leads to risk-taking and antisocial behaviours. Family members expressed an interest in having programs and activities offered throughout the summer months, so the youth have structured pro-social activities to keep them engaged. One family member said:

“I think the program should be longer in the summer…there would be more youth involved for the reason that they have nothing else to do. Specifically, the kids that are underage between thirteen and fifteen who can’t get a job … that gap before they go to work, they’re teenagers but they don’t know what to do. They’re confused, so a summer program would benefit them.”  

YOWs’ Suggestions for Improvements

When we asked the YOWs what could be done to improve the program, their responses were unanimous – the program needs to become more legitimatized and credible. Several YOWs requested tools such as badges identifying them as Ontario YOWs. They reasoned that this would help consolidate the program’s reputation and effectiveness. Other YOWs highlighted the benefit of having more quantitative and qualitative data about the program, and widely disseminating it. This dissemination and feedback would not only increase community awareness of the program, but it would also prevent the YOWs from having to reiterate their affiliation and purpose continuously to the partner agencies and systems within the communities. One YOW believes:

“The program needs to be more official and universal so it will be more easily accepted by both the private and public institutions… we need a stronger public identity, whether we carry a badge that says Province of Ontario YOW… It will help eliminate a lot of the red tape that we encounter daily.”

The YOWs posited that if the program is seen as more credible, the existing barriers between the YOWs and the school system will be reduced. The YOWs generally think that a better alliance with the school system would allow them to locate and engage more marginalized youth. One YOW explained:

“I know there is a population of youth that show up to school everyday, but are, in fact, not engaged in the educational process. It’s these same youth that eventually drop out or get pushed out of the system and ultimately become the youth we serve on the streets. Why not allow us to accomplish preventative work, rather than wait to carry out interventions later on?”

Another suggestion identified by the YOWs centers on communication. 

Specifically, the YOWs contend that greater communication regarding their responsibilities would guarantee that individual efforts in assisting youth are unified and consistent with the program’s primary mandates. For example, one YOW said:

“Better communication is needed. At this point, I don’t think the YOWs are aware what other YOWs are doing, and that makes many of us feel lost. Some of us are confident that we’re doing the right thing, but it may have nothing to do with our original job description. We need meetings and the creation of an open dialogue to put us all on the same page.”

Another YOW articulated:

“If the program’s objectives are to target youth at risk, we must clearly define ‘at risk’ so that we all understand the program’s parameters.”

Other recommendations made by the YOWs include expanding and improving the existing services by offering more workshops. YOWs want to offer workshops and programs that reward the youth with some sort of certification upon completion. One YOW stated:

“Any workshop that provides youth with training and certification is always good. I think if the kids are rewarded at the end of a program or workshop they will feel good… it will help build and strengthen their self-confidence, and that’s what we want to do is make these kids believe that if they try they will gain the rewards.”

When the YOWs were asked what additional services and resources could be provided in the neighbourhoods, they put forth ideas such as: more gymnasiums and basketball courts, greater access to computers, more community centres, more employment opportunities, more youth-led services and programs, and more opportunities for civic engagement.

Partner Representatives’ Suggestions for Improvements

When we asked partner agency representatives about their suggestions for improvements, we found that they responded with themes that were similar to those of the youth and YOWs. Many suggestions were that the Ministry should grant YOWs more flexibility in terms of their job description and parameters. These representatives believe the rigidity of the program’s mandate should be adjusted to allow the YOWs to provide follow-up support to individual youths who require extra attention. These partner agency representatives believe that re-connection will help the YOWs gain the youths’ trust, which is difficult to obtain after only one or two encounters. If the youths trust that the YOWs are there to help, the youths will be able to have their needs met and continue to thrive.  In this way, the program will be most successful.  

Other partner representatives echoed the YOWs’ suggestion with regard to building a stronger relationship with the school system. In particular, these representatives explained that partnership agreements with the schools would allow YOWs to engage in preventative work rather than just administering interventions. 

Summary and Recommendations

When the YOWs, partner agency, system and funding representatives were asked what the most important parts of the YOW program are, they unanimously agreed. The YOWs’ ability to connect and engage with the youth is invaluable. These respondents acknowledge that the YOWs have done a remarkable job connecting with and relating to the youth. Members from each level indicated that the YOWs capacity for establishing a trusting and helping relationship with the youth is also paramount to the success of the program. In addition, members from each level expressed that the YOWs’ ability to form partnerships with service providers is also critical to the program. 

The YOW program appears to have an important role in community development.  The referral patterns shown in Table 2 indicate that the youth and their families have been connected to a remarkably diverse range of community services in all three regions.  The YOW program has been important in strengthening the community service networks and identifying gaps for youth.  With respect to other characteristics of the YOWs that are seen as vital to the success of the program, the partner and system reps expressed that the YOWs are knowledgeable about the services and programs offered in the neighbourhoods and skilled at identifying where the gaps exist in relation to the programs and services available.       

Within this evaluation, there is an overriding theme which suggests the importance of the YOW – youth relationship. It appears that those YOWs who are able to establish a trusting, collaborative relationship with the youths are more effective in helping these adolescents to achieve their goals. Furthermore, this theme recurs in comments from youth, YOWs, and partner agencies and in answers to questions intended to assess many content areas (such as program strengths and weaknesses, important characteristics of YOWs, etc.).  This recurrent theme suggests that the youths’ working alliance with their YOWs may act as a mediator, or mechanism of change, for the positive outcomes through the YOW program.

This preliminary evaluation of the YOW program was designed to assist staff and the Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services in understanding the impact that the program is having on the youth, families and communities involved, as well as to identify how it may be improved. This project has focused on the ‘voices’ of the youth and family members, the YOWS, as well as the partner agencies, system representatives, and funders involved in this program within the 13 priority neighbourhoods in Toronto. The picture they have painted for us is one of YOWs succeeding to engage marginalized youth and families and linking them to the community resources that fit their needs. 

Drawing upon both the evaluation data and consultations with the Research Advisory Committee, we have shaped our recommendations to reflect the ‘voices’ of all parties involved. The recommendations fall into three related domains: following up on youth referred by YOWs, training and support for YOWs, and strengthening links with community partners and systems. 
1. Following Up on Youth Referred by YOWs

Marginalized youth living in priority neighbourhoods were the primary focus of the Youth Outreach Worker program. The preliminary evaluation data highlighted the importance of the relationship between the youth and YOWs and the potential benefits of having a follow-up between the YOWs and the youth.  Many of the interviewees believed that a follow-up component would ensure that the needs and goals of the youth are being supported, not just in the short-term, but over the extended period of time required to enable significant developmental advancement.  Having a caring, supportive YOW as a resource would decrease the likelihood that youths would get discouraged when faced with challenges and barriers in achieving their goals. Suggestions in this area include:

· Tracking the youths’ progress toward their immediate and long-term goals

· Have youth report back to YOWs with updates

· Obtain consent for YOWs to re-connect with youth to obtain updates

· Keep records of first and last names or assign all youth an identification number

· Develop a system for regular follow-up with agencies to which youth have been referred.

Most large systems and organizations develop policies, protocols and parameters that enable them to be effective in achieving their mandates and goals. The guidelines for the YOW program were established through collaboration between the Ministry of Children and Youth Services and the lead organizations directing the YOW program. This evaluation highlights the importance of continually examining the guiding principles for the YOW program to ascertain that they are not creating unintended barriers for the YOWs, and ultimately limiting youth success. 

2. Training and support for YOWs

At the time of our interviews, the Youth Outreach Workers had spent over a year reaching out to the most marginalized youth in Toronto’s priority communities.  They spoke about the joys and the strains of working everyday to connect with these youth and to engage the youth in community services to address their needs and support their development. Although the YOWs were highly satisfied with the training they received, they also expressed a need for continuing training and professional development.  

Our analysis of the YOWs’ experiences recounted through the interview process, underscores their diverse professional backgrounds and the critical importance of training and participation in on-going workshops. Given their diverse backgrounds, the YOWs have remarkable potential to share insights, knowledge, skills, and resources among themselves. Specific recommendations include:

· Map the body of knowledge among the YOWs

· Determine areas of specialization

· Determine areas where specialization is wanted and needed

· YOWs form small groups based on expertise and lead intra-region and inter-region workshops on topics they specialize in

· Establish additional learning through a mentoring program, in which long-standing YOWs could teach and guide incoming YOWs 

· Provide workshops on homosexuality, gender-identity issues, gang culture, and the available resources in each community to address the challenges that youth face.

     3.  Strengthening links with community partners and systems 

The YOW program brought together three lead agencies from across the broad metropolitan Toronto area.  These lead agencies reached out to 13 priority neighbourhoods to provide the YOW program for high-risk youth.  Within the YOW program structure, there were 21 partner agencies that have expertise and services critical to the needs of the youth.  The YOWs also connected to the broader systems within communities to ensure that the youth were engaged.  This model of engaging multiple partners and systems has broken down the barriers and connected the silos in which services are normally delivered.  The YOWs formed the critical links among the youth serving agencies in the communities and enabled the youth to find a pathway to healthy development.

In the interviews, the YOWs, partners and system representatives recognized the value of these newly formed links.  There were, however, some concerns expressed about the need to find ongoing mechanisms to promote the associations among the youth-serving organizations and systems. Suggestions in this area include:

· Initiate organized consultations amongst the YOW program and the partner organizations and systems 

· Map the services and opportunities available in each of the 13 neighbourhoods and nearby surrounding areas

· Identify the gaps in service networks and available opportunities

· Identify where services are overextended

· Develop a program of targeted outreach informed by this knowledge 
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Appendix A 
Sample Face Sheet for Evaluation Referrals

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation: 

Face Sheet for Youth and Family Member

Name: ___________       Age: ____    Participant #: ____________                 

Gender: ________                First Language: _____________

Phone Number: (    ) _________       E-mail: _____________

Neighbourhood: ______________

Family Member or Significant Adults’ Name (if applicable):  _______

	Type of Service Referral (indicate all that apply)

	Arts/ Culture
	Education/ Skill Development
	Employment
	Housing
	Income Support
	Legal Services
	Mental Health/ Addictions
	Parenting/ Parental Support
	Primary Health
	Recreation/ Sports
	Settlement
	Relationship Violence
	Other*

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	Availability for Interview (Please Check Three Boxes)

	Monday

 (12-4pm)
	Monday

 (4-8pm)
	Tuesday

(12-4pm)
	Tuesday

(4-8pm)
	Wednesday

(12-4pm)
	Wednesday

 (4-8pm)
	Thursday

(12-4pm)
	Thursday

(4-8pm)
	Friday

(12-4pm)
	Friday

(4-8pm)
	Saturday

(9am-12)
	Saturday

(12-4pm)
	Saturday

(4-8pm)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Youth Outreach Worker Name:________________  Phone Number:_______

Location for Interview: ______________________

 
Address:  ______________________

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE (PLEASE CHECK ONE)

                
I give CONSENT to be contacted by the YOW research team.  

Signature __________________________            Date:________________                                                                                                           
                
I DO NOT GIVE CONSENT to be contacted by the YOW research team.  

Appendix B

Interview Guides

Interview Guide for Youth

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Hello. My name is ________, I am a member of the YOW research team. You have indicated to _______, a Youth Outreach Worker, that you are willing to participate in an interview about your experiences with the YOW program. Thank you for your willingness to participate, your opinion is valued and appreciated. The research team is examining the program’s impact on some of the youth that it has connected with during the last year. Your participation in this research benefits the YOW program by providing feedback on the program’s impact and ideas for its future development.

This interview should take no more than 45 minutes. The interview will be tape recorded so that we can transcribe your responses to include in our analysis. All information gathered will be completely confidential. Your name will not be associated with any of the data collected. The tapes will be kept in a locked office and only Dr. Pepler, Greg Knoll and their research team will have access to them. At the completion of the research project, the tapes and transcriptions will be destroyed.

Your participation in this research is voluntary; you may decline to participate at any time without jeopardizing your access to services through the YOW program. Are you willing to participate in this interview? I am going to start the tape recorder now. Is that okay?

Interview for Youth

· Start tape recorder!

Good afternoon, it is __(Date)__, 2007 and I am here with participant number ______. 

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the interview I would like talk about your experiences with the YOW program and your perceptions of the Youth Outreach Worker.

1) How did you first hear about the program?

(Make sure you find out if it was through a friend, the school, YOW, police officer etc.)

2) Can you describe how you initially got involved with a Youth Outreach Worker?

                             (Make sure they explain the where, when, how and why of their initial 

                              connection to a YOW)

3) What was your initial impression, perceptions/feelings of that experience

i. Was it a comfortable experience?

a. What made you feel like that?

4) How many times did you meet with the Youth Outreach Worker?

i. Roughly how much time do you think you spent with the Youth Outreach worker?

5) It is my understanding that the YOW program helped you access _______ services.  Did our services help you meet your ______ needs?

i. Did the YOW ask you about your needs?

ii. Did the program help you in other ways?

6) Overall, how would you describe your experience with the YOW program?

i. Was it positive or negative?

ii. What things did you like/dislike about the Outreach Worker and the program?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services.  I want to get your perspective about some issues related to the program’s goals.

7) Has the YOW program changed your perceptions of (or the way you think about) the neighbourhood in which you live in? 

i. How? Or

ii. In what ways?

iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?

(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after engagement with the YOW program)
8)  Has the YOW program changed your awareness about the opportunities available in your neighbourhood?
i. How? Or 
ii. In what ways?
iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after engagement with the YOW program)
9) Has the YOW program changed your awareness about the services available in your neighbourhood?
i. How? Or 
ii. In what ways?
iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after engagement with the YOW program)
10) Has the YOW program changed your perceptions of (what you think about) adults?
i.  How? Or
ii.  In what ways?
iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after

       engagement with the YOW program)

11) Do you think adults in your neighbourhood view youth differently since the introduction of the YOW program?
i. In what ways

Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the impact the YOW program has had on you.

12) What difference has the YOW program made for you?
i. Has it made a difference in terms of your education?
a. In what ways?
ii. Has it made a difference in terms of your health and wellness?
a. In what ways? 
             (Make sure they talk about different areas of their life (i.e. personal and social issues)

13) Do you have access to services that you didn’t have previously? 
i. Which services are those?
ii. Are there services that you still don’t have access to?
a. Which services are those?
14) Following your experience with the YOW program, are you making choices now that you wouldn’t have made before?
i. What type of choices are they?
ii. What led you to make these choices?
iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
15) Following your experience with the YOW program, do you plan ahead more carefully (or more than you used to)?

i. In what ways?

ii. Can you provide an example?
16) Following your experience with the YOW program, are you more empowered/confident?

i. In what ways?

ii. Can you provide an example?

17) Do youth in your neighbourhood have more opportunity because of the YOW program? 
i. How?
The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

18) Did the YOW program meet your expectations?

i. Why or Why not?

19) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

i. How would this improve the program?

20) Would you refer a friend to YOW program? 
i. Why? Or Why not?
21) Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences with the YOW program that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. I am going to stop the tape recorder now. Thanks Again!

Note to interviewer: 1) Provide youth with honorarium. 

                                 2) Get signature for honorarium receipt. 

Interview Guide for Family

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Hello. My name is ________, I am a member of the YOW program research team. You have indicated that you are willing to participate in an interview about your experiences with the YOW program. Thank you for your willingness to participate, your opinion is valued and appreciated. The research team is examining the program’s impact on some of the families it has connected with during the last year. Your participation in this research benefits the YOW program by providing feedback on the program’s impact and ideas for its future development.

This interview should take no more than 40 minutes. The interview will be tape recorded so that we can transcribe your responses to include in our analysis. All information gathered will be completely confidential. Your name will not be associated with any of the data collected. The tapes will be kept in a locked office and only Dr. Pepler, Greg Knoll and their research team will have access to them. At the completion of the research project, the tapes and transcriptions will be destroyed.

Your participation in this research is voluntary; you may decline to participate at any time without jeopardizing your access to services through the YOW program. Are you willing to participate in this interview? I am going to start the tape recorder now. Is that okay?

Interview for Family

· Start tape recorder!

Good afternoon, it is __(Date)__, 2007 and I am here with participant number ______.

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the interview I would like talk about your experiences with the YOW program and your perceptions of the Youth Outreach staff.

1) How did you first hear about the YOW program?

(Make sure you find out if it was through a son or daughter, friend, the school, YOW, police officer etc.)

2) Did the YOW program assist you or a member of your family in accessing community services?

i. What types of services did the YOW program connect you or your family member with?

ii. Did the program help you in additional ways?

3) How are the Youth Outreach Workers different from other outreach staff/programs?

iii. Do you think this program’s approach to serving the public is more effective?  In what ways? 
4) Overall, how would you describe your experience with the YOW program?

iv. Was it positive or negative?

v. What things did you like about the Outreach Worker and the program?

5) What things did you dislike about the Outreach Worker and the program?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth and families by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services.  I want to get your perspective about some issues related the program’s goals.

6) Has the YOW program changed your perceptions of (the way you think about) the neighbourhood in which you live in? 

vi. How? Or

vii. In what ways?

viii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?

(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after engagement with the YOW program)
7) Has the YOW program changed your awareness about the opportunities available in your neighbourhood?
ix. How? Or
x. In what ways?
8) Has the YOW program changed your awareness about the services available in your neighbourhood?
xi. How? Or 
xii. In what ways?
xiii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after engagement with the YOW program)
Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the YOW program and how it has impacted you and your family.

9) What does the YOW program mean to you?

xiv. What do you think the YOW program means to your neighbourhood?

10) What difference has the YOW program made for you and your family?

xv. What changes if any have experienced as a result of YOW? 

11) Do you have access to services that you didn’t have previously? 
xvi. Which services are those?
xvii. Are there services that you still don’t have access to?
a. Which services are those?
12) Do youth in your neighbourhood have more opportunity because of the YOW program? 
xviii. How?
13) How helpful has the YOW program been in relation to parenting your children?
xix. In what ways?
The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

14) Why do you think the YOW program was created?

xx. Is the program meeting your expectations?

15) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

xxi. How would this improve the program?

16) What additional resources and services would you like to see in your community?
17) Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences with the YOW program that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. I am going to stop the tape recorder now.

Note to interviewer: 1) Provide family member with honorarium. 

                                 2) Get signature for honorarium receipt. 

Interview Guide for Youth Outreach Worker

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Hello. My name is ________, I am a member of the YOW program research team. You have indicated that you are willing to participate in an interview about your experiences with the YOW program. Thank you for your willingness to participate, your opinion is valued and appreciated. The research team is examining the program’s impact on some of the families it has connected with during the last year. Your participation in this research benefits the YOW program by providing feedback on the program’s impact and ideas for its future development.

This interview should take no more than 45 minutes. The interview will be tape recorded so that we can transcribe your responses to include in our analysis. All information gathered will be completely confidential. Your name will not be associated with any of the data collected. The tapes will be kept in a locked office and only Dr. Pepler, Greg Knoll and their research team will have access to them. At the completion of the research project, the tapes and transcriptions will be destroyed.

Your participation in this research is voluntary; you may decline to participate at any time without jeopardizing your employment with the YOW program. Are you willing to participate in this interview? I am going to start the tape recorder now. Is that okay?

· Start tape recorder!

Good afternoon, it is __(Date)__, 2007 and I am here with participant number ______.

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the interview I would like talk about your experiences with the YOW program and role as a Youth Outreach Worker.

1) How do you define your role as a Youth Outreach Worker?
xxii. What personal characteristics do you feel are essential for carrying out your role?
2) How has your sense of your role changed since you have started? 

xxiii. Why do you think it has changed?

3) What was training to be a Youth Outreach Worker like?

xxiv.  How could training be improved? 

4) What is it like working in a team setting?

xxv. How would you describe your experience working with other Youth Outreach Workers?

5) What resources are helpful in carrying out the job?

xxvi. In your opinion, what resources are useful in the success of the program?

xxvii. How do the available resources help you serve the community better?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services.  I want to get your perspective on some issues related to the program’s goals.

6) Has your experience working as YOW changed your perceptions of the youth living in the neighbourhoods involved with the program? 

xxviii. How

xxix. In what ways?

xxx. Can you elaborate or provide an example

7) Has your experience as a Youth Outreach Worker changed your perceptions of the neighbourhoods involved with the YOW program? 

xxxi. How? Or

xxxii. In what ways?

xxxiii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?

(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after working with the YOW program)
8)  Has your experience as a YOW changed your sense of the services/opportunities available in the neighbourhood you work in?
xxxiv. How? Or 
xxxv. In what ways?
xxxvi. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after working with the YOW program)

Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the impact the YOW program has had on the youth and neighbourhoods involved.

9) How have youth been impacted by the YOW program?

xxxvii. Can you give an example?

10)  How have the communities that are involved with the YOW program been impacted?

xxxviii. Can you give an example?

11) How have families been impacted by the YOW program?

xxxix. Can you give an example?

The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

12) What do you see as the most important parts of the YOW program?

xl. Why?

13) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

xli. How would this improve the program?

14) What additional resources and services would you like to see in the neighbourhoods involved with the YOW program?
15) What are some of the barriers the YOW program faces in serving youth?
16) Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences as a YOW that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. I am going to stop the tape recorder now.

Interview Guide for Partner Organizations

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Hello. My name is ________, I am a member of the YOW program research team. You have indicated that you are willing to participate in an interview about your experiences with the YOW program. Thank you for your willingness to participate, your opinion is valued and appreciated. The research team is examining the program’s impact on some of the youth, families, and neighbourhoods it has connected with during the last year. Your participation in this research benefits the YOW program by providing feedback on the program’s impact and ideas for its future development.

This interview should take no more than 45 minutes. The interview will be tape recorded so that we can transcribe your responses to include in our analysis. All information gathered will be completely confidential. Your name will not be associated with any of the data collected. The tapes will be kept in a locked office and only Dr. Pepler, Greg Knoll and their research team will have access to them. At the completion of the research project, the tapes and transcriptions will be destroyed.

Your participation in this research is voluntary; you may decline to participate at any time without jeopardizing your employment. Are you willing to participate in this interview? I am going to start the tape recorder now. Is that okay?

· Start tape recorder!

Good afternoon, it is __(Date)__, 2007 and I am here with participant number ______.

Questions for Partner Organizations

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the interview I would like talk about your experiences with the YOW program and your role at the organization in which you work.
1) What type of services do you provide at your organization?

2) What is it like working as a team with the YOW program?

3) Overall, how would you describe your experiences with the YOW program?

i. Positive or negative?

ii. What things did you like/dislike about the Outreach Worker and the program?

4) What is your impression of the nature of the relationships between the youth and the Youth Outreach Workers?

i. Can you provide an example?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services. Now I want to get your perspective on some issues related to the program’s goals.

5) Has the YOW program changed your perception of youth reached by your organization? 

i. How

ii. In what ways?

iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example

6) Has the YOW program changed your perception of the neighbourhoods served by your organization? 

i. How? Or

ii. In what ways?

iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?

(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after working with the YOW program)
7)  Has the YOW program changed your sense of the services/opportunities available in the neighbourhood (s) served by your organization?
i. How? Or 
ii. In what ways?
iii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after working with the YOW program)

Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the impact the YOW program has had on the youth and neighbourhoods involved.

8) Has the YOW program enhanced your ability to provide _______ services?

i. In what ways?

9) Has the YOW program enhanced your ability to reach-out and connect with youth?

i. In what ways?

10) Have new partnerships developed with service agencies as a result of the YOW program? 

i. How? 

11) What impact has having the YOW program had on the services you provide?

i. How was this accomplished?

ii. How has it changed the way you do business?

The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

12) What do you see as the most important parts of the YOW program?

i. Why?

13) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

i. How would this improve the program?

14) What are some of the barriers the YOW program faces in serving youth? 

15)  Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences with the program that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. I am going to stop the tape recorder now.

Interview Guide for Systems

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Hello. My name is ________, I am a member of the YOW program research team. You have indicated that you are willing to participate in an interview about your experiences with the YOW program. Thank you for your willingness to participate, your opinion is valued and appreciated. The research team is examining the program’s impact on some of the families it has connected with during the last year. Your participation in this research benefits the YOW program by providing feedback on the program’s impact and ideas for its future development.

This interview should take no more than 45 minutes. The interview will be tape recorded so that we can transcribe your responses to include in our analysis. All information gathered will be completely confidential. Your name will not be associated with any of the data collected. The tapes will be kept in a locked office and only Dr. Pepler, Greg Knoll and their research team will have access to them. At the completion of the research project, the tapes and transcriptions will be destroyed.

Your participation in this research is voluntary; you may decline to participate at any time without jeopardizing your employment. Are you willing to participate in this interview? I am going to start the tape recorder now. Is that okay?

· Start tape recorder!

Good afternoon, it is __(Date)__, 2007 and I am here with participant number ______.

Questions for Systems

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the interview I would like to talk about your experiences and perceptions of the YOW program.
1) What is your understanding of the YOW program?
xlii. Do you have a clear idea of what services the YOW program offers?
2) What were your expectations for the YOW program?

3) How did your experiences with the YOW program match your expectations?

4) What factors facilitate your access to the YOW program?
xliii. Can you provide an example?
5) What factors act as barriers, impeding your access to the YOW program?

xliv. Can you provide an example?

6) What is your impression of the nature of the relationships between the youth and the Youth Outreach Workers?
7) Overall, how would you describe your experiences with the YOW program?

xlv. Positive or Negative? 

xlvi. Can you provide and example?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services. I want to get your perspective about some issues related to the program’s goals.

8) Has the YOW program changed your perception of the youth involved? 

xlvii. How

xlviii. In what ways?

xlix. Can you elaborate or provide an example

9) Has the YOW program changed your perception of the neighbourhoods involved? 

l. How? Or

li. In what ways?

lii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?

(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after working with the YOW program)
10)  Has the YOW program changed your sense of the services/opportunities available in the neighbourhood (s) involved?
liii. How? Or 
liv. In what ways?
lv. Can you elaborate or provide an example?
(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after working with the YOW program)

Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the impact the YOW program has had on the youth and neighbourhoods involved
11) The YOW program has been running for one year. Do you think the program has improved the accessibility of community services for youth living in the neighbourhoods involved?

lvi. In what ways?

lvii. How was this accomplished?

12) In what ways has the YOW program impacted the youth involved?

lviii. Has the YOW program changed things for students?

lix. In what ways?

13) In what ways has the YOW program impacted the neighbourhoods involved?

lx. Example

The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

14) What do you see as the most important parts of the YOW program?

lxi. Why?

15) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

lxii. How would this improve the program?

16) What are some of the barriers the YOW program faces in serving youth?
17) Do you think the YOW program has the same impact in every neighbourhood?

lxiii. Why or Why not?

18) Do you feel that the community is aware of the YOW program?
19)  Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences with the program that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! I am going to stop the tape recorder now. Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. 

Interview Guide for Funding Organizations

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Hello. My name is ________, I am a member of the YOW program research team. You have indicated that you are willing to participate in an interview about your experiences with the YOW program. Thank you for your willingness to participate, your opinion is valued and appreciated. The research team is examining the program’s impact on some of the youth, families and neighbourhoods it has connected with during the last year. Your participation in this research benefits the YOW program by providing feedback on the program’s impact and ideas for its future development.

This interview should take no more than 45 minutes. The interview will be tape recorded so that we can transcribe your responses to include in our analysis. All information gathered will be completely confidential. Your name will not be associated with any of the data collected. The tapes will be kept in a locked office and only Dr. Pepler, Greg Knoll and their research team will have access to them. At the completion of the research project, the tapes and transcriptions will be destroyed.

Your participation in this research is voluntary; you may decline to participate at any time without jeopardizing your employment. Are you willing to participate in this interview? I am going to start the tape recorder now. Is that okay?

· Start tape recorder!

Good afternoon, it is __(Date)__, 2007 and I am here with participant number ______.

Questions for Funding Organization

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the interview I would like to talk about your experiences and perceptions of the YOW program.
1) What are your expectations for the YOW program?

i. Why or Why not?

2) How has the YOW program matched your expectations?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services. Now I want to get your perspective about some issues related to the program’s goals.

3) Has the YOW program changed the way the Ministry views the youth involved? 

ii. How

iii. In what ways?

iv. Can you elaborate or provide an example

4) Is the Ministry more aware of the services available in each neighbourhood?

v. Is there a different understanding of the needs of the neighbourhoods as a result of the YOW program?
5) Has the YOW program changed the way the Ministry views the neighbourhoods involved? 

vi. How? Or

vii. In what ways?

viii. Can you elaborate or provide an example?

(Make sure they compare/contrast their perceptions before and after the YOW program)

Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the impact the YOW program has had on the youth and neighbourhoods involved
6) Has the YOW program impacted the way the Ministry oversees services? 

ix. How?
7) Has the YOW program increased awareness about the gaps in services and networks of services?
8) The YOW program has been running for one year. Do you think the program has improved the accessibility of community services for youth living in the neighbourhoods involved?

x. In what ways?

xi. How was this accomplished?

9) In what ways has the YOW program impacted the youth involved?

xii. Has the YOW program changed things for students?

xiii. In what ways?

10) In what ways has the YOW program impacted the neighbourhoods involved?

xiv. Example

The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

11) What do you see as the most important parts of the YOW program?

xv. Why?

12) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

xvi. How would this improve the program?

13) Should the YOW program have the same impact in every neighbourhood?

xvii. Why or Why not?

14)  Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences with the program that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! I am going to stop the tape recorder now. Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. 

Appendix C

Youth Focus Group Guide

Questions for Focus Groups with Youth

Youth Outreach Worker Program Evaluation

Experience/Perceptions of the YOW program

During the first part of the group I would like to talk about your experiences with the YOW program and your perceptions of the Youth Outreach Worker.

1) How did you first hear about the program?

(e.g., through a friend, the school, YOW, police officer etc.)

2) Can you describe how you initially got involved with a Youth Outreach Worker?

                             (Where was it? how did the YOW approach you?)

3) What was your initial impression, perceptions of that experience

i. Was it a comfortable experience?

a. What made you feel like that?

4) How many times did you meet with the Youth Outreach Worker?

ii. Roughly how much time do you think you spent with the Youth Outreach worker?

5) What kinds of services did the YOW program  connect you with?  

iii. Did the program help you in other ways?

6) Overall, how would you describe your experience with the YOW program?

iv. Was it positive or negative?

v. What things did you like/dislike about the Outreach Worker and the program?

New Perspectives

The YOW program was created with certain goals and objectives in mind. Many of the program’s goals are related to assisting youth by providing support and increasing accessibility to community services.  I want to get your perspective about some issues related to the program’s goals.

7) Has the YOW program changed the way you think about the neighbourhood in which you live in? 

vi. How? Or

vii. In what ways?

8)  Has the YOW program changed your awareness about the opportunities available in your neighbourhood?
viii. How? Or 
ix. In what ways?
9) Has the YOW program changed your awareness about the services available in your neighbourhood?
x. How? Or 
xi. In what ways?
10) Has the YOW program changed the way you think about adults?
xii.  How? Or
xiii.  In what ways?
11) Do you think adults in your neighbourhood view youth differently since the introduction of the YOW program?
xiv. In what ways

Perspectives of Change

Now I want to talk about the impact the YOW program has had on you.

12) What difference has the YOW program made for you?
xv. Has it made a difference in terms of your education?
a. In what ways?
xvi. Has it made a difference in terms of your health and wellness?
a. In what ways? 
13) Do you have access to services that you didn’t have previously? 
xvii. Which services are those?
xviii. Are there services that you still don’t have access to?
a. Which services are those?
14) Following your experience with the YOW program, are you making choices now that you wouldn’t have made before?
xix. What type of choices are they?
15) Following your experience with the YOW program, do you plan ahead more carefully (or more than you used to)?

xx. In what ways?

xxi. Can you provide an example?
16) Following your experience with the YOW program, are you more empowered/confident?

xxii. In what ways?

xxiii. Can you provide an example?

17) Do youth in your neighbourhood have more opportunity because of the YOW program? 
The YOW program

Now I want to talk about your views of the YOW program in general.

18) Did the YOW program meet your expectations?

xxiv. Why or Why not?

19) Do you have suggestions for how the YOW program could offer better help?

xxv. How would this improve the program?

20) Would you refer a friend to YOW program? 
xxvi. Why? Or Why not?
21) Is there anything that you’d like to say about the YOW program or your experiences with the YOW program that you didn’t get a chance to say during the interview?
Thank you so much for your participation! Results from this research will help improve the YOW program and the services it delivers in the future. I am going to stop the tape recorder now. Thanks Again!

Note to interviewer: 
1) Provide youth with honorarium. 

                               2) Get signature for honorarium receipt. 






Youth Outreach Worker Program

