
                                                                                                               

Host Homes Literature Review 
Youth Homelessness 

Youth homelessness is a critical issue in Canada with approximately 35,000 youth experiencing 

absolute homelessness annually including 20% of shelter users (Gaetz, Gulliver, and Richter, 

2014; Gaetz, Donaldson, Richter and Gulliver, 2013). Much more Canadian youth are at-risk of 

becoming homeless either now or as an adult or are living in hidden homelessness. Solving 

youth homelessness means creating specific solutions that are age-appropriate and relevant to 

Canadian young people. 

 

“Runaway and homeless youth frequently don’t have the financial, social, or emotional resources 

to get off the streets successfully on their own.  They have often been traumatized by violence 

and abuse at home or in their communities.  They have never had, or have lost contact with, 

supportive adult family members, educators, and faith leaders who could provide guidance and 

model healthy decision‐making.   And, they often fail to develop the educational and job‐
readiness skills that are so crucial to financial and housing stability in adulthood” (US Department 

of Health and Human Services, 2011, p. 1) 

 

Often, youth homelessness stems from family breakdown or conflict. By providing a respite to 

both youth and family, Host Homes allow space and time for tempers to cool; with appropriate 

intervention, reconciliation is often possible. When a youth returning home is not an option (i.e. 

due to abuse, irreconcilable differences) Host Homes provide a safe and secure temporary space 

for youth while they plan their next steps and work with community supports to secure 

transitional or independent housing.  

 

The Cost of Homelessness  

Overall, homelessness costs the Canadian economy at least $7 billion annually (Gaetz, 

Donaldson, Richter and Gulliver, 2013). While individual consequences of homelessness are 

severe, there is also a high societal cost associated with homeless youth. An Australian study has 

found that young people experiencing homelessness produce nearly 15 times the cost to the 

justice system as compared to young people in the general population and five times the health-

related costs of other young people. This would suggest that there are substantial savings to be 

had if young people are supported early and steered away from a path of chronic homelessness. 

(Mackenzie and Thielking, The Geelong Project). 

Preventing youth homelessness is critical in order to improve future outcomes. Only one in three 

homeless youth graduate high school compared to nine out of ten housed youth. In addition, 

more than half of homeless youth have spent time in jail, a youth detention center or prison and 

40-70% of homeless youth experience mental health issues. (Homeless Hub, 2014). 

 



                                                                                                               

Shelter Diversion 

In Canada, our focus on solutions to homelessness has primarily been one of emergency 

response. We use emergency shelters, drop-in centers, counseling, feeding programs etc. to 

provide assistance to someone after they have become homeless. Shelter diversion programs 

take a step back and look at creating a system where we do not rely on emergency shelters to 

support our young people but rather focus on providing alternatives before a youth becomes 

homeless.  

 

"Shelter diversion refers to the provision of alternative temporary housing options, supports and 

interventions designed to reduce the likelihood that young people, in particular, will wind up 

relying on the emergency shelter system" (Gaetz, 2013, p. 56). Shelter diversion is particularly 

useful for smaller and rural communities that do not have an emergency shelter or sufficient 

support programs. This allows a young person to stay in their home community rather than 

needing to leave all of their support behind. It can also prevent the young person from becoming 

immersed in a street youth culture or becoming institutionalized. 

 

There are a  number of programs that could be considered shelter diversion initiatives including 

Family Reconnect, Foyer models, Host Homes, Respite Accommodation, School-Based Homeless 

Prevention and Institutional/Systems Discharge Planning (i.e. hospitals, rehab, detox, corrections 

and child welfare). 

 

The underlying goal of shelter diversion is to help young people transition to stability and prevent 

homelessness. This is best done by providing young people with locally-based supports, drawing 

on the resources that exist in the community, and by giving young people temporary housing 

options (with extended family, friends, religious institutions, etc.). This allows time to work 

through the problems that led to homelessness, ideally with case management support. 

 

Host homes are considered a form of ‘shelter diversion’.  Emergency shelters for youth do not 

exist in every community, especially those that are smaller or located in rural areas. Even when a 

shelter is available, it is often located in downtown areas far away from a young person’s 

community.   

 

Research has shown that when young people are forced to leave their communities and natural 

supports, their health and mental health worsens, and they face increased challenges and 

problems. "…most emergency shelters for youth bring together a mix of young people, some 

who are new to the streets and some who have been on the streets for years and who have very 

complex challenges relating to mental health, addictions, criminal involvement etc. that are not 

being adequately dealt with. The challenges for shelter staff are considerable and preventing 

young people who are new to the streets from exposure to crime, sexual exploitation, violence, 

and addictions can be a difficult challenge. There is every reason to want to help young people 

avoid becoming mired in street youth culture" (Gaetz, 2013, p. 56). 

 

http://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/67511_EN_w12.pdf
http://homelesshub.ca/resource/foyer-toolkit
http://homelesshub.ca/solutions/early-intervention/respite-accommodation-and-host-homes
http://usich.gov/blog/promising-starts
http://usich.gov/blog/promising-starts
http://homelesshub.ca/about-homelessness/service-provision/discharge-planning


                                                                                                               

Host Homes Overview 

Host Homes is a form of secondary prevention as it targets youth who are at imminent risk of 

homelessness or who have recently experienced homelessness (Nichols et al., 2017). The goal of 

this model is to immediately support young people by diverting them from shelters 

accommodation to a safe place for youth to stay with an adult or family. Youth are given their 

own room and meals. The host family or adult serves as a support to the youth, but on-going 

supports are also provided by a youth-serving agency. Host Homes may offer space for a couple 

days, a few weeks or months, or even years. Host Homes are located in the youth's community 

which allows for young people to remain in school and stay connected to their natural supports 

(Gaetz & Dej, 2017). 

 

Combined with a family reunification strategy (when it is safe for the youth to do so), Host 

Homes gives youth and their family the ability to take a break and resolve issues causing conflict. 

This focus on family reunification can also strengthen families and potentially shorten the length 

of time young people experience homelessness (Gaetz, 2013). For youth who are leaving care, a 

Host Home can ease the transition to independent living, reduce isolation and prevent them from 

entering the youth homelessness system (Gaetz, 2013; Gaetz, 2017). 

In some cases, host families are paid a per diem by the agency or government program running 

the Host Homes system to cover their costs and to reimburse funds they might lose by not being 

free to rent that space out. By providing a stipend, it may also allow a senior, for example, to be 

able to afford to stay in their own home and maintain their independence. In other communities, 

the families are volunteers and there is no funding provided; this helps reduce the cost of 

homeless youth service provision.  

 

Host Homes provide communities with a great deal of flexibility and ability to scale the program. 

According to Avenues for Homeless Youth, because Host Homes don't rely on a fixed site for a 

congregate living (including staff, capital, and operating expenditures) they can cost as much as 

50% less per youth than congregate shelter options1. The flexibility of Host Homes includes their 

use as both a replacement of emergency shelter and use as longer-term transitional housing. 

This enables their use in communities of varying sizes depending upon the needs of their 

community. They should be seen as one of a range of housing options available to youth.  

 

Host Homes also provides a greater aspect of “choice” for young people, which can be a key 

contributor towards success. Youth do not get ‘placed’ into homes but rather they work with the 

community agency to choose which host family might best suit them. Additionally, youth are 

given an opportunity to nominate potential hosts from extended family and friends, or pre-

                                                           
1 Avenues for Homeless Youth relies on volunteer host families. If Host Homes receive a stipend there may be lower 

cost savings.  



                                                                                                               

existing supportive relationships (Gaetz, 2013; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

n.d.). 

Existing Host Homes Programs  

In the UK the most extensive and well-known Host Homes program is Nightstop (Depaul, UK). It 

operates in 40 communities (with over 500 volunteers).  Nightstop provides community-based 

supports for young people aged 16-25, who are able to stay with a single adult, couple or family 

for up to three weeks.  

 

There are a number of communities across the United States that use Host Homes programs. 

Based in Minnesota, Avenues for Homeless Youth offers three different Host Homes programs 

that serve youth ages 16-24: GLBT Host Home Program – for LGBT identified youth, Minneapolis 

Host Home Program – youth in the city of Minneapolis, and Suburban Host Home Program – 

youth in Hennepin County. In all these programs, a program manager supports hosts through 

regular contact, monthly meetings, and support groups. They engage with the host families 

through calls and meetings as deemed necessary including monthly support groups, monthly in-

home meetings and 2-3 training per year. 

 

Additional programs based in Minnesota are the YMCA Communities Host Homes program of the 

YMCA of greater twin cities, the Brainerd Host Home Program, the REACH drop-in center Host 

Home program and Rochester Host Home programs of the Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota. 

All of these programs have short term stays for youth with the Lutheran Social Services 

programs timeframe of 6-12 months.  

 

Leech Lake Housing Authority in Minnesota has Host Homes program with a more natural 

setting. Youth seeking support are usually taken in by family or friends who have opened their 

home to these young people. In these cases, the Leech Lake Housing Authority will help 

financially support the costs incurred by the youth’s stay. Youth aged 16-24 can stay in the 

program for 18 months or until they turn 25 depending on the case.  

 

In Winsconsin, the La Crosse WI Host Home Program at the Family and Children’s Center 

provides host homes to youth up to 21 years of age for up to 6 months’ time. Only one youth are 

allowed to be in a hosts’ home at a time and they are supported in living independently soon after 

they turn 21. 

 

Youth Advocates of Sitka, Inc. (Sitka, Alaska) is another transitional living program where youth 

from 5-21 can be placed with a host family. It is deemed to be “Therapeutic Foster Care” and the 

terms “resource parents” and “resource homes” to refer to the host family placement.  Youth can 

stay for up to 18 months. There is active involvement of resource parents for youth under 18 

whereas youth 18-21 receive mentoring to develop independent living skills. Resource homes are 

given $30/child/day and have access to extensive training. They also become licensed by the 

state to serve in this manner.  

http://www.depaulnightstopuk.org/


                                                                                                               

 

The Host Homes program at the Bill Wilson Center in Santa Clara, California provides shelter for 

LGBTQ youth ages 18-24. Youth are able to stay with hosts for 3-6 months. Volunteer hosts 

receive ongoing training, have access to a case manager at all hours of the day, and are 

supported with a stipend.  

 

New Host Homes programs are developing rapidly across the United states. The first Los Angeles 

based Host Home program is in its pilot phase. Youth 18-25 are accepted into the program. 

Currently this organization has 3 hosts solidified and 4 in the training and application process.  St. 

Ambrose House in Baltimore, Maryland is piloting their Host Homes program as well. The pilot 

Host Home Program identifies, screens, and trains community members who receive a stipend 

and ongoing support from the Host Home Coordinator. Youth aged 18-24 in need of immediate 

housing are accepted in to the program. 

 

The Bridge Services in Kelowna, British Columbia has a Host Homes program that is Funded by 

the Ministry of Children and Family Development. Youth ages 19 and under who have status with 

the ministry—either through a voluntary care agreement or a youth agreement— are able to stay 

with hosts and are provided with warm meals and a safe place to sleep on a night by night basis. 

Hosts are trained and approved foster homes. There is no limit on how many nights these young 

people can stay with hosts. Young people in this program have access to all the other services 

provided by the Bridge.  

 

Family and Community Support Services in Cochrane, Alberta has a program called Safe Coach 

that follows the Host Homes Model. Youth 13-24 stay with Hosts and are provided with warm 

meals and a safe place to stay. Young people can stay with hosts for approximately 6 months. 

Youth and hosts are supported by the Youth and Family Support Worker and Something unique 

about this program is it is in a rural community, illustrating how Host Homes uses existing 

infrastructure in all types of communities.  

 

Aura Host Homes Boys and Girls Clubs of Calgary is one of Canada’s Host Homes program at this 

time. It is operated by the Boys and Girls Club of Calgary with three distinct components and is 

designed to serve only LGBTQ2S+ youth between the ages of 14 and 24. They provide services 

to 10 youth maximum at one time.  Most of the youth they have worked with are 16-24 years old. 

Since not all youth are interested in a family setting because of age, life circumstances or trauma 

from their family of origin, Aura developed two complementary programs to support the 

traditional Host Homes model. Aura has a Standard Model where they match LGBTQ2S+ youth 

with adults or families that are LGBTQ2S+ themselves or who have awareness of and/or 

experience in that community. Host Home providers are required to commit for at least one year 

and must be able to provide an extra room or suite in their home.  

 

360°kids has brought Nightstop from the UK to York Region, Ontario and is in the process of 

piloting the program in a Canadian context. While reviewing the outcomes of the program, 

360°kids will adapt to what the needs are in York Regions communities. Youth in York Region 



                                                                                                               

16-26 years of age are able to find a host home where they will feel safe. This program works in 

the same way that the UK program works in that youth stay at host homes on a night by night 

basis for up to 3 weeks. Additionally, 360°kids has an extended version called Nightstop Plus 

where youth who may need to stay with hosts for a couple days past the 3-week mark are able to 

do so. 

 

Host Homes in Halton Region, Ontario has been implemented by Bridging the Gap for 10 years. 

The program predominately works with rural homeless youth and utilize the Host Homes 

approach in an attempt to address youth’s needs from a place-based approach. More recently, 

Bridging the Gap has been housed as a program arm of the Halton Children’s Aid Society. This 

unique arrangement positions Bridging the Gap to be a national leader on the Host Homes model. 

Partnered with a family mediation strategy, this program serves young people ages 16-24 who 

are considered to be low risk. Youth generally stay in this program for 6 months to a year, 

sometimes even two before they move on to more independent living. 

Implementation 

With the implementation of this program, it is important to keep possible issues in mind. All Host 

Homes programs have risk mitigation techniques that minimize issues in the implementation of 

their programs. Both youth and hosts are screened, vetted, and assessed. Additionally, hosts are 

trained and educated on how to support any youth in their homes. In Host Homes programs, 

young people are able to choose which of the available hosts they would like to stay with which 

helps with the comfort and integration of the situation. 

 

Logistical issues when implementing host homes can be not having enough volunteer host 

families for the number of youth in need or not having hosts close enough to a young person’s 

original home. Using the example of Halton Region, if a young person is from Acton but the only 

hosts available are in Burlington, that will still take the young person out of their community since 

it takes approximately three hours to take public transit between the two towns. This is 

something that defeats the purpose of host homes. 

Outcomes 

Based on the outcomes of current Host Homes programs, Raising the Roof hopes to see this in 

Bridging the Gap’s program. Prior to evaluation with Raising the Roof and the Canadian 

Observatory on Homelessness Bridging the Gap has noted that most young people move on to 

living independently or post-secondary education. 

 

Existing host homes programs have proven strong outcomes such as Youth Advocates of Sitka 

placing 54 youth between 2008-2012 with 96% of them transitioning to a safe living environment. 

It took an average of 3 days to place a homeless youth and the average length of stay was 7 

months. They have trained, licensed and supported 25 different resource homes in Sitka.  

 



                                                                                                               

Additionally, Nightstop in the UK has provided 13,500 bed nights to young people in 2014. In an 

extensive evaluation, it was determined that “after staying at Nightstop, 21% returned to their 

families, 36% moved into supported housing, 14% obtained private accommodation, 11% moved 

into social housing and 14% moved in with a friend” (Gaetz, 2013, p. 58). 

 

Nightstop measures success based on the successful transition of youth from a Host Home into 

another positive living situation (Move On Outcome) as well as their status six months after 

leaving Nightstop (Long-Term Outcome). They also measure their Education, Training, and 

Employment (ETE) status. 

 

A positive move on outcome means that immediately after leaving Nightstop the young person 

was no longer homeless or at risk of homelessness. This includes returning home, finding 

independent living, entering a transitional housing program etc. A negative move on outcome 

means that the young person is still at risk of homeless or is still homeless including any type of 

temporary accommodation such as couch surfing.  

 

A positive long-term outcome means that six months after leaving Nightstop the young person 

has secured stable housing which they have the right to occupy. A negative long-term outcome 

means that six months after leaving the individual still meets the definition of homeless including 

staying in an emergency shelter, couch surfing, living on the streets, squatting.  

For those young people who were already engaged in ETE when they entered the Nightstop 

program, there is a measurement of how many young people continued to maintain their 

involvement in the Nightstop program. 
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