
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Engaging young people experiencing 
homelessness 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 



 

 

 

Causes of youth homelessness 
 

 

 

Systems failures 
 

become homeless due to failures to adequately house and support them. 
 

 

Individual circumstances 
 

 

 

 
Structural factors 

 
 
 
 

 

 



 

 

 

Brain under construction 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The developing adolescent brain 



 

 

 

Implications of trauma 
 

 

 

 

 

Because humans are 
inescapably social 
beings, the worst 
catastrophes that 

can befall us 
inevitably involve 
relational loss 15. 

 



 

 

 

The impact of trauma 
 
 

Lack of safety, trust and chronic hyperarousal 

 

Lack of emotional management 

 

Learning problems 

 
 

Failure to communicate 

 
 

Abusive power relationships 

 
 

Injustice and narcissism 

 
needs, regardless of the consequences of this behaviour. 

Failure to grieve, foreshortened future 

 
 
 

 



 

 

 
 

Adolescence interrupted 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Adopting a trauma informed approach can assist in 

reducing the incidence of re-traumatisation; re- 

establish trust and safety; increase choice, 

collaboration and connection; and increase a young 

person’s inner resources to cope with trauma. 
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Practice Implications 
 
 

Theories of practice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Holistic practice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Trauma-Informed Care 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trauma-informed practice is more about the overall 

essence of the approach, or way of being in the 

relationship, than a specific treatment strategy or 

method 25. 



The centrality of relationships 

 

 

Workers 
remembering things 
about you, the little 
things, thinking of 
things, there was a 
worker here who saw 
something online that 
she thought I would 
like and thought hey 
I’m going to tell 
(clients name) about 
this, she would like it. 
The feeling like they 
actually know us, that 
we are real people. 

- Consumer 

 
 
 

 
 

 

threatening, and having clear boundaries creates an environment that 
is safe and restorative. 

 
 

In truth, a response can rarely make something better, 

connection is what heals 27. 
 
 
 
 



The centrality of relationships 

 

 

 
 

Attributes and skills required to build and maintain rapport 
 
 
 
 

  EMPATHY  BEING GENUINE  
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  BEING TRUSTWORTHY  BOUNDARIES  
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  ACTIVE LISTENING  WARMTH  
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The centrality of relationships 

 

 

It’s one thing to study 
the textbooks, to learn 
how to deal with people 
like us, and there is 
another thing like 
actually having 
experience and relating 
to us, we aren’t textbook 
studies, we are not like 
that, we are people, 
textbooks can’t cover 
everything. 

- Consumer 



Practical tips for engaging young people 
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Seeing behaviour as communication 
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“The initial approach to individuals should not be 
to convince them that they are wrong, but to 
approach them with a desire to understand 33.” 

 
 
 
 

TABLE 1. Possible causes and strategies for challenging behaviours 

BEHAVIOUR POSSIBLE REASON SUGGESTED 
RESPONSE 

WHY THIS HELPS 
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BEHAVIOUR POSSIBLE REASON SUGGESTED RESPONSE WHY THIS HELPS 
 

Attempts to avoid rejection/ 

disappointment/pain by ending 

relationship/opportunity/ 

experiences before someone 

else does 

 

Feelings of shame and 

worthlessness 

Notice possible trauma 

adaptations and link them 

to current behaviour 

 

Develop further coping 

strategies 

 

Focus on the strengths of a 

young person 

 

Allow time and be flexible 

in your approach 

Reduces blame 

 

 

Difficult to Lacks trust Put the  young person's Recognises that 

engage/ build needs and wants first trust is built over 

rapport  time 
Difficulty expressing emotions 

Be present 

Developed self-protective 
It often takes

 

behaviours Tailor responses 

 

Is service fatigued Don't give up 

multiple 

engagement and 

re-engagement 

 

Assists in building 

Celebrate achievements a belief in people 

and systems 
 

See a young people for 

who they say they are 

 
Removes 

suspicion and 

doubt 

Difficulty Young people may be 'stuck' Create consistent and Recognises that 

accepting change due to  constant memories of predictable environments change takes time 

past trauma, making it difficult to and relationships and needs support 

move forward  from caring adults 

Inform a young people of 
who are consistent

 

 
Do not trust that change will 

produce anything different 

change as early as possible 
and reliable 

 
 

Self-reliant 

Introduce change in small Removes blame 

increments 

 
 

Exhausted and/or depressed 

Moves away from 

Continued support and unhelpful terms 

encouragement such as 

'unmotivated' 

Appreciate that grief and 

loss is involved in letting 

go of old behaviours and 

accepting new 

mailto:leonie@chp.org.au
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Easily distracted Hypervigilant Create safe, calm and Assists with 

inviting environments emotional 
and relationships regulation 

Poor learning experiences 
 

 
Short attention span 

Redirect with care and Helps to build 

support trust and 

connection 

Consumed by novelty and peers Get to know a young 

person's interests and 

Past traumatic memories intrude passions 

 
Engage in playful, stress 

free activities 

Provides misleading Misunderstanding the question Probe with curiosity and Removes terms 

and false  withhold assumptions such as 

information  and judgement manipulative 
Attempting to provide the 'right' 

answers;  the  ones they think you 

want to hear Seek to clarify See behaviour as a 

understanding or ask for function of their 
feedback experiences 

Consumed by the feeling that 

there isn't enough (scarcity) 

therefore providing information Use clear and simple 

that is misleading to obtain what language 

they need 

 
 

Fragmented memory 

 
Being defensive Difficulty regulating emotions Be calm, clear and don't Recognises the 

when challenged  use Jargon impact of early 

childhood 

Limited emotional literacy adversity 

Present in a non- 

threatening way, 
Hypervigilant: already in an 

anxious, stressed state 

consider your body 
language 

Respects a young 

person's 

developmenta I 

progression 
Difficulty with self-reflection Notice and manage any 

reactivity in yourself 

 

 
Allow a young person to 

 

 
Focuses on 

aspects in your 

control: your own 
respond and be heard behaviour and 

responses 
 

Return to the 

conversation later if it 

becomes too much for a 

young person 

BEHAVIOUR POSSIBLE REASON SUGGESTED 
RESPONSE 

WHY THIS 
HELPS 

mailto:leonie@chp.org.au


Working with distress 
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