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ABOUT AMAs
Ask Me Anything (AMA) sessions provide an opportunity for 
members of the Community Workspace on Homelessness to ask 
experts questions about homelessness. This AMA, hosted on May 
9th 2016, invited David French, Manager of Homeless Supports 
Initiatives within Alberta Human Services, and Dr. Alex Abramovich, 
Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, to share their knowledge 
on LGBTQ2S youth homelessness.

LGBTQ2S youth are highly overrepresented in the homeless youth 
population. It has been estimated that approximately 25-40% of 
homeless youth identify as LGBTQ2S. LGBTQ2S youth are especially 
vulnerable to mental health concerns, and face increased risk 
of physical and sexual exploitation, substance use and suicide. 
Finding a safe place to live is especially difficult for this population 

as they often face family rejection, inadequate social services, 
and discrimination in housing, employment, and education. As 
communities work on strategies to address and end homelessness, 
it is important to prioritize and develop targeted responses specific 
to the needs of LGBTQ2S youth.

Alberta has been leading in this regard and recently released 
A Focused Response to Prevent and End LGBTQ2S Youth 
Homelessness. The report provides a list of recommendations 
for responding to the needs of LGBTQ2S youth at risk of or 
experiencing homelessness and supports the work of Alberta’s 
Youth Plan to Prevent and Reduce Youth Homelessness.

This document is a transcript of the youth homelessness AMA. You 
can find the original discussion at: http://bit.ly/1YQIomG

THE EXPERTS
Dr. Alex Abramovich has been addressing 
the issue of LGBTQ2S youth homelessness in 
a variety of ways for the past 10 years. Alex is 
a nationally recognized leader in the area of 
LGBTQ2S youth homelessness and is one of few 
Canadian researchers studying the phenomenon 
of queer and trans youth homelessness.

Alex’s research investigates homophobia and transphobia in the 
shelter system, institutional erasure, the experiences that LGBTQ2S 
young people have in shelters and mental health services, and 
how broader policy issues serve to create oppressive contexts for 
LGBTQ2S youth.

Alex’s research has been highlighted extensively by the media, 
including, The Current, CBC, The Toronto Star, CBC Ottawa, NOW 
Magazine, and Huffington Post. Most importantly, this work has 
had an impact on policy and Alex has been working with municipal 
and provincial government to help address the needs of LGBTQ2S 
youth experiencing homelessness. Alex is committed to research 
that successfully and ethically engages the community and situates 
LGBTQ2S people experiencing homelessness as knowledge makers 
and creators. For more information on Alex’s work, 
please visit: www.ilona6.com

 David French has been working in Government 
and with community organizations in Edmonton 
and across Alberta for 10 years. David has a 
passion for developing programs and policy 
that meet the needs of vulnerable youth.

David led the development of Supporting 
Healthy and Successful Transitions to Adulthood: 

A Plan to Prevent and End Youth Homelessness (the Youth Plan) and 
now supports its implementation across ten Alberta communities 
and is tasked with leading key strategic policy areas, embedded 
within the Youth Plan, across Government. The Plan is a unified, 
integrated, provincial response to youth homelessness that engages 
government, communities, parents and youth in building solutions. 
The Plan was the first of its kind in Canada.

David’s Pan-Canadian roles include membership on the A Way 
Home National Advisory Board, the National Learning Community 
on Youth Homelessness and Home Depot Foundation Canada’s 
Thought Leadership Council.
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QUESTION #1 – ROBERT CULHANE
Hi David and Alex, I have a question relating to mental health: A lot of research and evidence notes that LGBTQ2S youth are 
disproportionately affected by mental health issues. Why is this the case, and what types of services can shelters provide to 
support these youth? Thank you.

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
Thank you for these important questions. I’ll start by responding to your first question: 

Yes, there is significant research highlighting that LGBTQ2S youth are especially vulnerable to mental health 
concerns and face increased risk of physical & sexual exploitation, substance use & suicide. For example, the 
TransPULSE study, a large Canadian study that investigated the health needs of trans people across Ontario, found 
that 77% of trans people in Ontario seriously considered suicide, and that 45% had attempted suicide. Trans youth 
are at the greatest risk of suicidality.

For many LGBTQ2S youth, rejection and discrimination begins in the home, as soon as they come out. Identity-
based family conflict resulting from a young person coming out as LGTBQ is a leading cause of youth homelessness. 
The high rates of mental health difficulties, depression, anxiety, trauma, and self-acceptance are a direct result of 
facing ongoing and long-term discrimination and rejection related to their gender and/or sexual identity.

Another important factor is the pathologization of LGBTQ2S identities. For example, homosexuality was classified 
(in DSM) as a “mental disorder” until 1973. Identities that do not fit into the gender binary are still pathologized 
and classified as having a “mental disorder” today. This of course, has led to stereotypes and stigma.

 Research supports a strong link between these higher rates of mental health challenges and long-term exposure 
and increased rates of societal and institutional discrimination, rejection, and violence against LGBT2S individuals.

It’s important to note that the high rates of suicide, mental health challenges, and substance use are a direct result 
of the daily discrimination and violence experienced by LGBTQ2S youth, rather than a result of their gender and/
or sexual identity. It is also important to note that not all LGBTQ2S people have the same experiences, although a 
high proportion of queer and trans youth face family rejection, homelessness, and discrimination, which of course, 
can and often does result in mental health difficulties, including depression and anxiety, not everyone does.

LGBTQ2S individuals may also end up internalizing the ongoing and long-term exposure to homophobic and 
transphobic discrimination and violence, resulting in internalized homophobia and internalized transphobia, as 
well as shame and guilt.

Now for the 2nd part of your question: What types of services can shelters provide to support these youth?

First and foremost, LGBTQ2S youth need a strong foundation of support, especially if they have been kicked out or 
forced to leave home and have faced ongoing rejection and discrimination.

The Trans Pulse study, mentioned above, also found that with strong family support, the risk of suicide decreases 
by 93%. So, we know that having support is absolutely critical to mental health and wellbeing of LGBTQ2S youth. 
Services and shelters can support LGBTQ2S youth by making sure that they are able to see themselves reflected in 
all aspects of a service, from the questions that are asked during intake, to the posters on the walls, to the policies 
and standards, to the programs offered. This will help queer and trans youth feel welcome.

Staff members need to be able to recognize and stop homophobic and transphobic discrimination and violence. 
Ensuring that staff have received LGBTQ2S cultural competency training and understand the importance of 
intervening and stopping all incidents of homophobia and transphobia, but also, so that LGBTQ2S youth have 
someone they can speak to that understands (someone they do not have to educate, especially in a crisis situation).

Integrating mental health services for LGBTQ2S youth in shelters is certainly ideal. These types of services should 
be LGBTQ2S culturally competent and grounded in the principles of trauma informed care. There are minimal 
LGBTQ2S specific services available to queer and trans youth, which makes it extra difficult for LGBTQ2S youth to 
access mental health support.
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DAVID FRENCH
Stay tuned for more details. We are moving forward with recommendation #4 in the report (Develop integrated, 
provincial training solutions for expanded staff training for all aspects of LGBTQ2S cultural competency.). The 
Calgary Sexual Health Centre in partnership with the Pride Centre of Edmonton are working on this training. We 
will be addressing those pieces within that training.

Happy to stay connected as we work with our community partners.

QUESTION #2 – ILYANA KEOHANE
How can schools support LGBTQ2S youth who are experiencing homelessness or at risk of becoming homeless? Family rejection 
of sexual orientation or gender identity is a strong contributing factor to LGBTQ2S youth homelessness, and young people may 
face additional discrimination in school from peers. In what ways can schools, teachers and counsellors provide support?

DAVID FRENCH
This is an important area of focus for our work in Alberta and the intersections between Gay Straight Alliances (Bill 
10) and the work we are endeavoring with LGBTQ2S Youth Homelessness. Much of our response at the moment is 
being driven out of report completed by Alex Abramovich and our LGBTQ2S Youth Homelessness Working Group. 
It can be found here: http://www.humanservices.alberta.ca/documents/abramovich-report.pdf.

We were also conscious within the report and within our future response to look at family as solutions to the 
issue vs. causes. This is again where there are important intersections with school based Gay Straight Alliances. 
Recommendation #5 focuses specifically on those elements.

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
There are difference ways that schools, teachers and counsellors can provide support. Oftentimes young people 
are afraid to come out because they do not know how their family, teachers, friends, school, etc. will respond or 
react. School’s can encourage the development of Gay/Queer–straight alliances (e.g., Gay/Queer-straight alliances 
are school clubs that are open to youth of all gender and sexual identities).

School’s with Gay/Queer–straight alliances can explore the role of Q/GSA’s to support LGBTQ2S youth in schools. 
Schools can create LGBTQ2S safe, positive, and affirming spaces by implementing zero-tolerance policies 
and ensuring that teachers are well equipped/trained to intervene and stop homophobic and transphobic 
discrimination every time.

Ensuring that students have someone to talk to at school about coming out, and/or family rejection, such as, a 
counsellor that openly identifies their office as a “safe space” for all youth. Schools can help educate students and 
families, so that they are readily prepared to support young people when they come out.
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QUESTION #3 – CAITLIN BOROS
Are there resources available for 1. Governments and 2. Youth-serving organizations looking to integrate LGBTQ2S policies and 
practices into their service delivery?

DAVID FRENCH
What we have realized through this work is there are a ton of resources available for this work. Our LGBTQ2S 
Working Group developed a resource list that we would be happy to share with you. Please connect with 
Nesreen.Ali@gov.ab.ca and she can share that with you.

More specifically, the LGBTQ Toolkit developed by the National Learning Community is a great resource. Alex is 
going to share that.

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
Here are some resources available to youth serving organizations looking to integrate LGBTQ2S policies and 
practices into their service delivery: 

1) Eva’s National Learning Community Toolkit: http://learningcommunity.ca/lcwp/tags/lgbtq2s-toolkit/

2) True Colors Fund Report on LGBTQ youth homelessness: http://attheintersections.org

3) Toronto Shelter Standards: http://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2015/cd/bgrd/backgroundfile-83315.pdf

4) How to be an ally: http://lgbtqia.ucdavis.edu

QUESTION #4 – TREVOR JOHNSON
We are planning and building a new emergency shelter for youth in London. Based on your experience what are some of the key 
physical space considerations for this sort of building to ensure a welcoming, positive and safe space for LGBTQ2S?

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
That’s fantastic to hear!

Some of the key physical space considerations to help to ensure a welcoming, positive and safe space for LGBTQ2S 
youth, include:

Ensuring that all shelters are equipped with single-stall, gender-inclusive bathrooms, this may be in addition to 
gendered (M/F) washrooms, depending on the set-up. Sometimes this is as easy as converting the signage on a single-
stall washroom, from M/F to “All Gender”.

Close consideration of the physical environment of shelters is key, for example, private & semi-private rooms with 
washrooms increase access by improving safety. The first point of entry into a shelter is crucial for all young people. All 
young people should see themselves reflected in the space, from the messages that are up on the walls to the fliers/
pamphlets in the waiting area. 

I have heard many young people talk about how the posters and messages on the walls played a role in them deciding 
whether to stay or leave a service. LGBTQ2S posters on walls (e.g. rainbow flag, LGBTQ2S inclusive posters) can play an 
important role in the physical space considerations, however, positive space posters DO NOT make a space positive. 
The attitudes and polices must align and staff need comprehensive training prior to posters going up on walls.

Private intake areas will also help ensure a welcoming and positive space, and ensuring that the intake procedures are 
inclusive and that youth are provided with options, rather than forced into categories that they do not identify with.

Here is a helpful blog post by the team at the True Colors Fund, NYC, about how to make a safe space even safer for 
LGBTQ2S youth: https://truecolorsfund.org/2016/01/25/lgbtq-cultural-competency-trainings/
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QUESTION #5 – CAMERON VOYAME
What additional barriers do LGBTQ2S youth experience in finding, obtaining and maintaining employment, and what services or 
supports have been shown to be helpful in overcoming those barriers?

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
Thanks for this important question regarding obtaining and maintaining employment.

LGBTQ2S youth may experience limited access to employment and housing, due to stigma and social exclusion. 
Securing employment can be especially difficult for LGBTQ2S youth who are street-involved or homeless, due to 
ageism, homophobia, transphobia, racism, etc.

We know through research, that the longer youth experience homelessness, the more likely they are to become 
attached to street culture, prostitution, survival sex, and drugs. A 2013 study found that LGBT youth are more than 
three times as likely to have engaged in survival sex (Cray, Miller & Durso, 2013). Survival Sex is defined as the 
exchange of sex for basic needs, such as housing, food, or clothing. “Exchange” implies “choice” rather than “force 
or coercion,” however, many LGBTQ2S youth must engage in survival sex in order to literally survive.

Some of the barriers that LGBTQ2S youth experience in finding, obtaining and maintaining employment, include:

•	 No	stable	address	–	Although	LGBTQ2S	youth	are	overrepresented	in	the	homeless	youth	population,	they	are	
underrepresented in shelters and housing programs due to issues regarding safety. I have had many LGBTQ2S 
youth experiencing homelessness tell me that they feel safer in a park, alleyway, or anywhere, but shelters. 
This of course creates a situation where young people do not have a fixed address and are part of the hidden 
homeless population.

•	 Emotional	instability,	Trauma,	Limited	education.

Transgender youth may experience these additional challenges when trying to secure employment:

•	 Misgendering	on	the	phone	prior	to	interview	and	during	interview.

•	 Legal	name	and	ID	may	not	match	with	gender	expression,	chosen	name,	or	pronouns.

•	 	Unable	to	access	workplace	restroom	facilities	and	harassed	by	coworkers	and	supervisors	on	the	basis	of	
gender identity.

•	 Daily	transphobia	may	make	it	difficult,	if	not	impossible,	to	successfully	perform	one’s	job.

•	 	Chronic	stress	and	anxiety,	such	as	worries	about	how	others	perceive	them	and	dilemmas	about	gender	
presentation. 

Some things that shelters and support services can do to help include:

•	 Ensure	that	all	frontline	staff	receive	LGBTQ2S	cultural	competency	training.

•	 Ensure	that	shelters	are	LGBTQ2S	safe,	affirming,	and	inclusive.

•	 Assist	trans	youth	with	legal	name	and	sex	designator	changes.

•	 Developing	education,	training	and	employment	(ETE)	programs	for	youth	experiencing	homelessness,	and	
ensure that the challenges faced by LGBTQ2S youth are included.
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DAVID FRENCH
I think within any employment response, we need to consider much like we do within keeping people housed, 
how can we keep youth employed. Whether that be through Employer relations, specific outreach to those youth 
that are employed, I think it is an area that needs some attention. 

Alberta’s Youth Plan, launched February 2015, speaks to ways we can Improve Access to Learning, Training and 
Employment http://www.humanservices.alberta.ca/documents/plan-to-prevent-and-reduce-youth-homelessness.pdf.

QUESTION #6 – AMBS A
What are some known best practices/policies at youth shelters that have been successfully implemented in serving transgender youth 
in order to improve residential services on matters of safety, inclusion while fostering positive development? These are broad terms 
that look different everywhere so if you could provide concrete examples and/or even expand on how to improve services overall. 

DAVID FRENCH
Best practice/promising practice in Alberta as it relates to LGBTQ2S youth housing is just unfolding at the moment. 
The Calgary Boys and Girls Club launched Aura which is an LGBTQ2S focused housing program last summer. They 
continue to learn from that program model and evolve. 

As some additional context, there is conversation around our LGBTQ2S Youth Homelessness Working Group table 
around LGBTQ2S housing specifically. There are a couple schools of thought. 

1) Do we develop “specific” LGBTQ2S housing options;

2) Do we work to ensure spaces are as inclusive as possible;

What I’m seeing is that there is a huge commitment from community to adapt and respond to the needs of these 
youth but those program changes will take time.

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
Transphobia and ignorance are rampant in most institutional settings, especially in the shelter system. 
Institutional rules and policies that do not consider trans people often end up erasing trans people from existence.

Even though shelters are supposed to be accessible to trans and two-spirit residents, in their self-defined gender; 
unfortunately, this is not always the case. Trans and gender non-conforming youth are frequently rejected by 
shelters based on their gender identity and are regularly not permitted to access the shelter that matches the 
gender with which they identify because shelter workers often do not feel equipped to support trans youth and 
tend to struggle most with issues regarding access to services and support for trans people.

Solutions to these issues include practice and policy changes, but first and foremost, people must be respected 
and treated in their self-identified gender. Every young person should be asked what name and pronoun they go 
by, not just the residents/clients that staff perceive as trans or gender non-conforming.

Evidence based-research and best practice guidelines encourage:

Close consideration of the physical environment of shelters is key, especially trans youth. We know that private & 
semi-private rooms with washrooms increase access by improving safety.

Gender-inclusive washrooms - you can easily convert a single occupancy washroom into a gender-neutral 
washroom by replacing the female and male silhouette signs with an all gender inclusive sign.

My research has looked at the different ways that institutions such as the shelter system further oppress LGBTQ 
people, and how they can actually work to erase queer and trans people through institutional erasure.

For a young person who just came out as trans and was kicked out or forced to leave home, and they are looking 
for support, the first point of entry into the shelter system is so crucial.

Ultimately, taking the time to listen to trans youths’ perspectives and needs will help service providers create 
services that are safe, accessible, and supportive of trans and gender non-conforming youth.
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QUESTION #7 – SYLVIE LETOURNEAU
In this article about the Sprott House - the first LGBTQ2S Youth shelter located in Toronto, Alex mentions that the shelter aims to 
have targeted LGBTQ2S-specific programming such as outreach and counselling services. Could you elaborate on those programs? 

If you had the funding, what kind of programming do you think would be most beneficial for these youth shelters?

DAVID FRENCH
Alex is going to respond to your question specific to Sprott House given his experience and involvement. I’ll 
answer this: If you had the funding, what kind of programming do you think would be most beneficial for these 
youth shelters?

As a policy maker and a fan/advocate for engagement of young people, I would be asking them this question. Is 
there a Youth Advisory Table/Engagement Group that you could tap into?

Some interesting work happening in Edmonton that I think should be replicated is through http://www.safqey.
com/. They offer a Trans ID Bursary for those youth (25 and under) who need to change their gender markers or 
identification http://www.safqey.com/#!trans-id-bursary/hv7w1. 

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
It is essential that programs that are developed with the needs of LGBTQ2S youth and the challenges they face at 
the forefront. For example, counselling services with counsellors that are either part of the LGBTQ2S community or 
those that have a solid understanding of the challenges that LGBTQ2S youth experience, so that they do not have 
to educate or provide counsellors and facilitators with LGBTQ cultural competency 101, which unfortunately, is 
often the case.

LGBTQ2S health care services are also essential. These types of services are led by LGBTQ2S competent physicians 
that understand the health needs of the population. For example, physicians that understand how to prescribe 
hormones to trans youth.

Family reunification programs that understand that it may not always be possible to reunite LGBTQ2S youth with 
their parents or families. These types of programs redefine traditional definitions of “family” and focus on building 
a community of support for youth and helping them find supportive family members or adults in their lives, and 
reuniting them with those people.

It is also essential that there be population-based programs for LGBTQ2S youth that foster an intersectional 
approach, such as:

•	 Drop-in	programs,	including:	arts,	social,	cultural,	and	recreational	activities.

•	 Mentoring	programs.

•	 LGBTQ2S	health	clinic	hours.

•	 Skills	building	and	employment	support.

•	 	Population	and/or	cultural-specific	programming	to	provide	cultural	connectedness	and	access	to	cultural	
traditions and practices, including: newcomer/immigrant LGBTQ2S youth; LGBTQ2S youth of colour; and Two-
Spirit Indigenous youth.
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QUESTION #8 – SARAH SHERIDAN
Given the recognised hidden dimension of homelessness among LGBT populations, can you recommend some successful strategies 
in recruiting LGBT young people experiencing homelessness, to a qualitative research study?

Separately, could you discuss how important it is to record sexuality and gender identity within organisational databases and 
recommend some ways in which homeless services can approach this sensitively?

DAVID FRENCH
Calgary is currently refreshing their 2011 Plan to End Youth Homelessness and made a specific point of doing 
targeted consultations with LGBTQ2S youth. Youth were accessed through youth serving organizations/agencies 
to participate. Information and data gleaned from these focused discussions have been instrumental in guiding 
the re-work of the Plan to specifically target LGBTQ2S youth experiencing homelessness. I can connect you with 
the consultant who lead this work if you like. Message me at david.french@gov.ab.ca. 

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
Thank you for this important question regarding measurement.

Recruitment can certainly be quite challenging, which is why LGBTQ2S youth with lived experience and LGBTQ2S 
organizations need to be integrated into the design and execution of counts and research; this can help improve 
outreach, especially to those who are not accessing services. Some of the promising practices include conducting 
counts in areas that LGBTQ2S youth experiencing homelessness frequent.

Personally, I have had minimal success recruiting LGBTQ2S homeless youth via posters in shelters and online. A 
strategy that has worked for me (in recruiting LGBTQ2S youth experiencing homelessness) is ensuring that youth 
have an opportunity to meet the researcher. Setting up a time to attend a youth program, so that the researcher 
can meet the youth group in person, provide details re: study, and begin building trust.

Now I’ll address the 2nd part of your question re: the importance of collecting data...

While research on LGBTQ2S youth homelessness has expanded in recent years, there is still minimal investigation 
into these issues, and large-scale data collection remains limited. Services often do not collect data on people’s 
gender or sexual identities and key forms often do not include transgender people. For example, during the intake 
process, when forms often only provide the option for people to identify as “male” or “female”, and sometimes “other”.

Point in time counts are also not necessarily collecting this type of data or if they are, there is still quite a bit of 
work to be done regarding training around asking specific questions concerning LGBTQ2S identity and making 
sure that every respondent is asked the same questions. For example, every respondent should be asked about 
gender identity, regardless of what they look like or how they are perceived to identify.

We need data to understand how LGBTQ2S youth move through programs and systems and to determine what 
interventions are working.
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS

DAVID FRENCH
More broadly. Within the report http://www.humanservices.alberta.ca/documents/abramovich-report.pdf, 
Appendix C speaks to some examples of questions that we could be asking within our programs. I highly 
recommend orgs start doing this to help support the data required to continue to influence policy in this area.

We are working to incorporate gender-specific questions within the Human Services Homeless Management 
Information System (HMIS) Youth Shelter Data collection system based on the best practices identified in the 
Report (Appendix 3). In addition, we are developing a Youth Assessment and Prioritization Tool that will allow 
community partners to gain a broader understanding of a young person’s needs, better coordinate services within 
the community and avoid duplication of supports. This tool will ask specific questions related to gender and 
sexuality as well.

FINAL THOUGHTS

DAVID FRENCH
I’d like to personally challenge everyone online and who reads this post:

1) Enroll in specific LGBTQ2S training; and

2) Start incorporating Gender Specific Questions into your intake and assessments;

I can’t articulate strongly enough how important this will be for the population and our ability to develop more 
targeted responses going forward. 

Challenge accepted?

ALEX ABRAMOVICH
Thank you everyone for your questions today.

I am on board with David French. This how we begin the much needed shift towards a safe and supportive society 
for LGBTQ2S youth.

Thank you.

http://www.homelesshub.ca
https://homelesshub.igloocommunities.com
https://homelesshub.igloocommunities.com/youthhomelessness/discussion/lgbtq2s/ask_me_us_anything_lgbtq2s_youth_homelessness_with_alex_abramovich_a
http://www.humanservices.alberta.ca/documents/abramovich-report.pdf



