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THE SPECTRUM OF VISIBILITY: YOUTH EXPERIENCES OF MARGINALIZATION
AND HOMELESSNESS

Jane Robson, Lynda M. Ashbourne, and Kevin De Leon

Abstract: In this paper, we present some of the results of a youth participatory action
research (Y-PAR) project that involved youth aged 16 to 20 who reported being
marginalized in their community, primarily due to a lack of stable or consistent housing.
Participants met in weekly group meetings to explore the influences of structural violence
on their lives. The participants used arts-based methods to express their experiences of
inclusion and exclusion, the influences of structural violence in their lives, and how they
see those factors contributing to their ability to influence their own visibility in their
communities. Themes in their visual arts projects highlighted aspects of visibility of
marginalized youth. Youth participants described visibility as both a positive and
negative attribute, depending on the youth’s need for resources or support. We include
examples of the participants’ arts projects to demonstrate these themes and descriptions.
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This youth participatory action research (Y-PAR) project involved youth aged 16 to 20
who reported experiences of marginalization related to inconsistent or unstable housing. A lack
of consistent or stable housing can be identified by accommodations that lack security of tenure,
couch surfing, living temporarily with others, transitional or interim housing, living temporarily
in institutional contexts, or living without permanent housing arrangements (see examples in
Gaetz, Donaldson, Richter, & Gulliver, 2013). The presented feedback explores youth
experiences of visibility and invisibility. The youth reported that they were most visible when
they were acknowledged in the community, were able to access support, or felt safe. They felt
least visible when they were not acknowledged, were unable to access support, or did not feel
safe. The youth explained that support systems, community networks, and personal
resourcefulness were factors that they felt youth could control to make choices about when and
how they wanted to be visible in the community. The participants portrayed the media,
socioeconomic class, financial resources, police, city planning, and geography/space in urban
areas as factors that they could not control and that influenced the degree to which they felt
exposed, safe, or unsafe. This small group project was part of a larger research program *
exploring the everyday experiences of diverse groups of young people in Canada in relation to
the implicit and explicit influences of structural violence, how it affects their health and well-
being, and what strategies they use to resist it. The primary focus of this paper is visibility, which
was one of the main themes that emerged in visual artwork and group discussions.

Literature Review

Structural violence refers to those social and institutional practices that produce and
maintain pervasive and enduring inequalities between groups of people (DeVerteuil, 2015; Gil,
1999), obstruct persons from accessing resources and reaching their full potential (Galtung,
1990) and violate human rights (Jeong, 2008). Understanding the influences of such systemic
oppression requires attending to subtle patterns of exclusion and marginalization. These
subtleties manifest themselves through language, religion, ideology, gender, class, ethnicity, and
other markers of social identity. Systemic inequalities between groups can serve to normalize
this violence, erasing its political and social origins so it is seen as an inevitable and natural
consequence of individual choices or characteristics (Gatlung, 1990). This study’s construction
of structural violence is derived from these ideas, and suggests that the imposition of gendered,
class-based, or racialized social hierarchies, in various contexts and formations, serves to
produce violence that socially and culturally marginalizes individuals® opportunities for
emotional and physical well-being.

Although the number of homeless individuals is difficult to ascertain, it is estimated by
the Homelessness Partnering Secretariat of Canada that 150,000 to 300,000 individuals in
Canada experience homelessness every year. Further, it is estimated that youth make up 20% of

! Promoting Health through Collaborative Engagement with Youth in Canada: Overcoming,
Resisting and Preventing Structural Violence (Pl Dr. Helene Berman), renamed “Voices Against
Violence” by our National Youth Advisory Board, is funded by Canadian Institutes of Health
Research (2011-2016). See website at www.voicesagainstviolence.ca.
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that population (Gaetz, Donaldson, Richter & Gulliver, 2013). Literature on youth who have
experiences of unstable or inconsistent housing is largely focused on the health and social
consequences of unstable housing, drug and alcohol misuse (Boivin, Roy, Haley, & Galbaud du
Fort, 2005; Hwang, 2001), and young people’s participation in frequent at-risk behaviours
(Karabanow, 2010) such as criminal or risky sexual activities (Votta & Manion, 2004). Youth
who are deemed to be at risk or engaging in risky behavior are often seen as the authors of their
own misfortune (see Kidd, 2007).

Communities across Canada continue to be challenged by the increasing number of
individuals who experience inconsistent and unstable housing (Gaetz, 2013). In Ontario, the
provincial government has attempted to move toward long-term approaches to homelessness
rather than focusing on short-term emergency responses that have proven to be difficult to
sustain. Some of the more recent initiatives developed in Ontario include the Expert Advisory
Panel on Homelessness, which provides recommendations to reduce ongoing and chronic
homelessness; the Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative, which grants increased
funding to municipalities for homelessness programming; and the Canada-Ontario Investment in
Affordable Housing Agreement (IAH), which contributes to the development and maintenance
of numerous affordable housing units (Ontario Poverty Reduction Strategy, 2014). Although
these initiatives are beginning to shift policy and practices, researchers suggest that there is still a
need for youth-focused prevention strategies. Such proposed strategies include: multifaceted
assessments in youth integrated systems (Gaetz, 2013); outreach programs and funding rooted in
communities, including specialized services for subsets of the population (Springer, Lum, &
Roswell, 2013); and enhanced transitional programming for youth exiting institutional care
(Nichols, 2013).

Gaetz (2004) suggested that one of the most likely experiences that youth with unstable
housing will encounter is social exclusion. Social exclusion may occur across several domains
such as housing, shelter (protection from the elements), employment, or education. Youth may
be denied participation in economic, social, or cultural aspects of society (Arthurson, 2003;
Robinson, 2013; Silver & Miller, 2003), which negatively affects their quality of life and well-
being (Levitas et al., 2007). Youth who have experienced inconsistent or unstable housing may
undergo a cumulative process of exclusion, which can result from a lack of ongoing care and
nurturing relationships (Kelly & Caputo, 2007) and intensifies as youth are exposed to the risks
that accompany unstable housing. Their lives often take place in a public environment in which
their movements are constrained and they have limited opportunities to control the people,
places, or activities that surround them (Gaetz, 2004). Consequently, the subsistence strategies
they utilize may directly impact the risks that they are exposed to on a day-to-day basis, and thus
their immediate safety and well-being (see Frankish, Hwang, & Quantz, 2005). These strategies
can cause youth to disengage from mainstream services (Baron, 2001) or reject assistance from
others (Kelly & Caputo, 2007).

Other researchers have explored the experiences of children and youth when accessing
social service delivery systems. Ungar (2006) found that these children and youth go through a
dual process of navigating and negotiating in order to locate resources and services. There is
little research regarding the influence of power, marginalization, or personal agency of the
children and youth accessing social services; rather, some have suggested that the main focus has
been on intervention and outcomes (Karabanow, 2010; Ungar, 2005). Ungar (2005) argues that
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researchers need to spend more time engaging with the youth who access these services, and
considering how their personal agency influences their ability to access social resources and
supports. This could provide an opportunity to explore how at-risk youth can mobilize resources
to become resilient in their communities and manage experiences of unstable housing.

Current Study

The current study is part of a larger national research team project utilizing youth
participatory action research (Y-PAR) methods to examine the ways in which structural violence
is woven into the everyday lives of young people. Across the larger team project, various Y-PAR
groups were conducted with diverse groups of marginalized youth. In order to extend our
knowledge of youth who are deemed to be at risk of victimization, lack of access to services, or
other forms of marginalization and exclusion due to their experience of homelessness and
poverty, the current study examines the day-to-day influences of structural violence in
collaboration with young people who have experienced unstable and inconsistent housing.
During this research project, we invited the youth participants to reflect on how they understand
structural violence, its influences in their lives, and how they might respond to these influences.

Disclosure

I, first author, am a white female graduate student in my late 20s who lives in stable
housing, attends university, and works as an attachment and trauma family therapist in the same
community as our participants. I, second author, am a white academic researcher and family
therapist in my 50s, and a co-investigator in the larger research project team. While | have
worked with diverse marginalized and mainstream client populations in rural and urban settings
as a family therapist, my relative privilege and age means that I am quite different from these
participants. | served primarily in an advisory capacity during data collection and analysis,
although I also attended one meeting in order that the participants would have a sense of who |
was as a person rather than simply as a “removed researcher”. 1, third author, am an Asian-
Canadian male in my late 20s who lives in stable housing and attends university in the same
community as our participants.

Method

Participatory action research (PAR) is grounded in the ideas that the world is
transformable, and that people can actively participate in the world as change agents (Flicker et
al., 2008). PAR research recognizes the power of collaboratively produced knowledge (Cahill,
2007), where participants are viewed as knowledge experts, and their lives and experiences are
integral to shaping questions and framing interpretations of the research (Torre & Fine, 2006).
More specifically, for the purpose of this study we used Y-PAR, which encourages youth
engagement in social research (Ozanne & Saatciogul, 2008), gives voice to youth concerns
(Cammarato & Fine, 2008), and invites social action (Cahill, 2007; Newbury & Hoskins, 2012;
Powers & Allaman 2012), in an attempt to engage with individuals whose lives are directly
affected by the issues under study (Bradbury & Reason, 2003). Rather than conducting research
“on youth”, Y-PAR allows us to conduct research “with youth” — co-researching local and
contextualized knowledge, and considering what change might follow from enhanced critical
consciousness. Y-PAR is a tool that generates youth leadership and youth enthusiasm for social
justice and community change (Cammarato & Fine, 2008). This methodology enables space for
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critical reflection and has empowering potential that may contribute to change either at the
individual level or at broader structural and social levels.

After obtaining institutional research ethics approval from the University of Guelph, we
recruited a total of 13 youth between the ages of 16 and 24 years for this arts-based Y-PAR study
in a mid-sized urban centre in south-central Ontario, Canada (population approximately
120,000). The inclusion criteria for participating in the project were that the youth had to be 16
to 24 years old and report experiences of unstable or inconsistent housing. Our recruitment
methods included meeting with local community partners who provide direct services to young
persons, such as youth shelters, alternative education programs, and drop-in centres. These
community partners posted recruitment posters at their agencies, and some agencies allowed us
to be on-site during programming in order to speak with youth.

In our first meeting with the youth we explained the purpose of the project, shared
various ideas and definitions regarding structural violence, and answered the youth’s questions
about the project. Not all of the recruited youth were able to continue to attend the research
group, and the final group comprised six persons, three females and three males?, ranging in age
from 16 to 20 years. The youth who participated in this project stated that they had experiences
of housing instability or homelessness ranging from direct personal experience to supporting
someone else in their life through an experience of inconsistent or unstable housing. These
participants were also socially and economically disadvantaged. For example, all of the youth
participants were receiving supports at the time of the research group or in the recent past from
child welfare agencies, food banks, local shelters, and youth drop-in centres. Experience of
inadequate housing was self-identified as among the most salient characteristics of these youth at
the time of recruitment. At the time of the research project, two of the participants were finishing
high school, two had dropped out of high school, and two were in alternative education
programs. They reported living arrangements at the time of the group that included living at
home with their parents, renting space, and living in youth shelters. Sexual orientation and
ethnicity or racialized identity were not explicitly noted by participants at the time of
recruitment.

Attendance at weekly group meetings over the course of two and a half months was
somewhat sporadic and not all the youth were able to attend all the sessions. We believe that this
inconsistent attendance reflected some of the complexity and uncertainty in these participants’
daily lives (see Gaetz et al., 2013 for examples). The youth did not all have phones or someone
else in their living space to wake them up in the morning.

The participants attended weekly three-hour Y-PAR sessions for a period of ten weeks
co-facilitated by the first and third authors. Participants were paid $10 an hour ($30 a session) at

2 Although it was not explicitly noted by the youth participating in this project, the literature
suggests that the gender ratio of youth with a lack of stable or consistent housing is roughly two
males on the street for every female (O’Grady & Gaetz, 2009) and that Aboriginal youth
(Belanger, Weasel Head, & Awosoga, 2012: Higgitt et al., 2003) as well as lesbian, gay, and
transgendered youth (Abramovich, 2012) are more likely to have unstable or inconsistent
housing.
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the end of each group session attended. The Y-PAR sessions typically began with a check-in,
and preliminary discussion about topic areas determined by group members’ recent experiences
of structural violence. The youth and facilitators used the original definitions of structural
violence discussed in the introductory meeting to collectively brainstorm ideas regarding
structural violence, how it is defined, and in what ways it is present in the youth’s lives. These
conversations would build on discussions from previous meetings and preliminary ideas
regarding structural violence that were introduced in the first group meeting by the group
facilitators. Discussion and arts-based activities followed from these topic areas. The arts-based
activities drew from the interests of the participants, and the group worked together to brainstorm
two or three options before selecting what they wanted to do. These discussions were conducted
collaboratively in order to generate youth leadership and enthusiasm (Cammarato & Fine, 2008).
During these sessions, group facilitators and participants made notes of themes, quotes, or other
information that emerged; incorporated multiple voices in the data; and provided space to
acknowledge that “no one voice can be characterized by one perspective” (Newbury & Hoskins,
2008, p. 228). The group facilitators and youth checked in with each other following group
conversations to discuss whether all of their views were being expressed, whether the individuals
felt their ideas were being captured, and whether the focus of the group was fitting with the
youths’ own experiences. These check-ins served to ensure that the knowledge generated and
documented was collaboratively produced (Cahill, 2007).

In the Results section, we present the participants’ artistic expressions and reflective
comments made during group discussions, as recorded in writing by facilitators and youth
participants during each meeting. These represent the participants’ observations of structural
violence, marginalization, the effects of inconsistent or unstable housing, and their experiences
of various degrees of visibility in their communities. The three authors of this paper selected the
themes and observations by reviewing all of the artwork and group notes after the group had
finished. Member-checking occurred in the form of ongoing checking with participants during
the course of group meetings, including conversations about how they would like their ideas and
thoughts captured in writing and their artwork presented. We were unsuccessful at member-
checking after the group meetings were completed. We used various means to try and contact the
youth to discuss the selected themes but did not hear back from them after numerous attempts. It
was evident while the group was wrapping up that following up might be difficult due to
complexities such as hospitalization, residential treatment programs, and a general lack of access
to the Internet. These barriers are addressed in our Limitations section. The presented findings
speak to the notion of visibility, a prominent theme proposed by participants in art production
and dialogue. Pseudonyms are used throughout to denote participants, with the exception of
Devin, who explicitly requested that his name be included with his quotations, artwork and
photos.

The youth used a variety of arts-based methods in examining their experiences and
considering their social responses. The methods included painting, collages, drawing, comic
strips, community mapping, self-portraits, and mask-making. These activities were used in a
variety of ways to facilitate reflection on the influences of structural violence and
marginalization, and to express personal life-experiences. Drawing comic strips provided an
introduction to ideas related to structural violence and participants’ experiences, and allowed
participants to explore the political climate of their experiences. Producing collages about
structural violence in the community, especially as related to homelessness, allowed an
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exploration and expression of the varied dimensions of these influences. Creating paintings on
the theme of the roots of structural violence allowed the youth to illustrate what systems
contribute to marginalization and exclusion, and how these influences might be seen in society.
The youth also completed maps using the technique of community mapping, a data collection
and communication tool based on constructing maps of different neighbourhoods in order to
identify capacities, abilities, gaps, and assets (Amsden & Ao, 2003; Amsden & VanWynsberghe,
2005). The youth used these community maps to explore and describe spaces they experience as
safe or unsafe, as well as how they experience their own visibility in the community. Self-
portraits provided expression of how individuals are affected by structural violence. The multiple
faces of structural violence were expressed through mask-making.

A photovoice project was the final arts-based project decided upon by the youth
participants. Photovoice is a tool used to support participants in capturing their experiences
through photographs. Using this mode of observation and expression encourages participants to
reflect on community concerns or strengths, day-to-day lived experiences of marginalization, and
influences of structural violence; it also promotes critical knowledge and dialogue regarding
community issues (Catalani & Minkler, 2010). This methodology has been used with a range of
populations who have experiences with marginalization (Castleden & Garvin, 2008; Graziano,
2004; Harley, Hunn, Ellio, & Canfield, 2015;Wang, Cash, & Powers, 2000) and is particularly
useful for youth-based research because it is not constrained or mediated by language and is
often more attuned to youth culture (Rudkin & Davis, 2007). This methodology enables dialogue
that reaches more nuanced aspects of experience, which may not be accessed through direct
questioning (Leitch, 2006). In photovoice, participants are taught how to use cameras creatively
and usually work together to generate a theme to be the focus of their photos (Newbury &
Hoskins, 2008). In this project, each youth collaborator was given a camera and some basic
photography training, and spent three weeks taking photos in the community. The group decided
to take photos related to the common themes that were contained in the group discussions over
the course of earlier research meetings. The participants chose to take pictures that they felt
represented their understanding of structural violence, homelessness, and class. These photos
were brought back to the group, discussed, and organized into a photovoice presentation. The
group worked together to decide which photos to include in the photovoice project, based on the
messages the group members felt the photos conveyed and how these messages fitted into the
overall presentation. Typically, the final step of photovoice involves sharing the photos or
presentation with decision-makers, community members, or policymakers in the hopes of
influencing social change (see Carleson, Engebretson, & Chamberlin, 2006; Wilson et al., 2007).
The youth in this group shared an interest in having their presentation viewed by city council, in
schools, by social service employees (such as social workers or probation officers), and by
decision-makers in the community.

Results

The youth involved in this group pointed to their own experiences of visibility as
evidencing structural inequities and social marginalization. They made a distinction between
being “actually seen” versus being “looked through” by others in the community. They described
institutional practices that rendered them invisible and did not take their needs and current
context into consideration. They pointed to the ways in which they attempt to manage their
visibility by presenting themselves in certain ways and their awareness of how media and social
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norms influence how others see them. In addition, these youth described their own acts of
resistance to being rendered invisible by making connections with others to build on their own
resources.

Being “actually seen” or “looked through”

The participants in this group described visibility as an important aspect of experiencing
or witnessing homelessness. They described a spectrum of visibility that included feeling safe or
feeling unsafe based on the positive or negative gaze of others. These youth defined visibility as
being “actually seen” rather than “looked through.” Devin talked about his experiences of
homelessness and how many people would walk by him on the street as if he did not exist. He
shared with the group that he wanted to tell everyone walking by him, “Don’t look through me. |
am here. Treat me like a person, not an animal.”

Experiences of visibility were differentiated by these youth based on how, when, and
whether they felt they were acknowledged in interactions with others in the community. They
described experiences of sitting on the sidewalks downtown and having individuals they did not
know make some sort of visual contact (eye contact, waving) or verbal contact (saying hello,
asking them to move). The participants stated that they felt most visible when they initiated
contact with others to gain support and were successful in obtaining a positive response. In
comparison, they suggested that they felt least visible when people on the street looked at them
but did not appear to register their presence, or looked past them without changing their
demeanour. Devin described sitting on the street and reaching out to an adult passing by for help.
He stated that he was told to get a job, get off the streets, and to move out of the way. He
explained that he felt insignificant in the face of this response, and that this was a form of
negative visibility because, although he had reached out to a stranger, he was no further ahead in
obtaining support.

The participants in this study stated that they did not always have a choice regarding
whether they were visible or invisible in their communities. Being visible could lead to being
exposed or unsafe; there were times that they did not necessarily want to be seen. Heather gave
the example of having difficulty finding a place to stay cool on a hot summer day. She explained
that she had stepped inside a store to cool off but immediately after entering the store she was
asked to leave by the owner. Heather felt that she was asked to leave because of her clothing, and
how she looked, and felt that the store owner may have guessed that she wasn’t able to purchase
anything in the store. In terms of safety, youth described how challenging it was to find a safe
space during the day. The youth discussed numerous public spaces such as a few particular parks
downtown, and described how they had no control of who came in or out of such spaces,
creating a sense of unpredictability regarding their own safety.

The participants suggested that, because of their clothing, how they looked that day (e.g.,
if they were able to shower), or where they passed time in the community (e.g., downtown or at a
drop-in centre), youth who were experiencing unstable or inconsistent housing were often
assumed to be of a lower class than others. Heather talked about having to hang out downtown
during the day and that there were always “creepy men and weirdos” approaching her. She talked
about times when men downtown had approached her asking for drugs or trying to befriend her
or convince her to use drugs with them. Grace suggested that when people judged that she was of
a different — lower — class, either from conversation or appearance, they would treat her
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differently. She gave an example of a woman with children crossing the street rather than
walking past her on the street. In the comic shown in Figure 1, Heather drew two sections:
individuals who consider themselves part of a higher class, and individuals who consider
themselves part of a lower class. She separates these two types of classes and suggests that those
who see themselves as higher class ignore and discriminate against those they see as lower class.
She describes individuals who are a part of the lower class as more inclined to support one
another by sharing resources.

Figure 1. “Comic of experiences of violence”.

How Youth are Seen by Institutions

These participants described institutions as having significant influence on their
experiences of visibility and marginalization. They discussed how being involved with systems
such as probation, the Children’s Aid Society, the education system, shelter systems, or various
levels of government had made them realize how exclusion or feeling invisible had become
“normal, it’s everywhere and no one seems to be doing anything about it” (James). The group
provided examples of these systems making them feel invisible, such as probation workers
forgetting to call to check in regarding a curfew (Kris), or a social worker at the Children’s Aid
Society calling Heather by the wrong name after years of being her case worker. The youth
described structural violence as “the people in power making decisions” (Grace) with “different
priorities” (Kris) than their own. The youth gave examples of the mayor and city council making
a decision to move the bus terminal away from downtown to get rid of the “dirty downtownies”
(Heather) who hung around the bus terminal, who were described to be youth who had
experiences of unstable or inconsistent housing. The youth described the implications of these
decisions on their visibility in the community. Devin suggested that by moving the bus terminal
away from downtown, community members wouldn’t have exposure to youth who are homeless,
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and this could lead them to believe it was not a problem or that they did not need to help. James
expressed his frustration at the messages being given by city decision-makers, and there was a
general consensus that these efforts could be causing the issue of unstable housing to be invisible
to community members.

Systems, such as the city, were described by youth participants as being at the root of
structural violence (see Figure 2). Grace stated, “I am not sure | even notice it anymore, it’s
ingrained in our society.” The group members discussed how social service systems or the
government “have the power to be selective about bringing attention to only certain kinds of
structural violence” (Grace) and that “it’s not about us, that’s not as important” (Kris). They
talked about how challenging it was to obtain food or shelter and their frustration over the fact
that, to their knowledge, these issues weren’t ever the focus of the mayor or city decision-
makers.

Kris described his ongoing interactions with his probation officer, and suggested that,
“It’s not natural, they are paid to look into me. So | know they don’t care about me or what I do.
They don’t hear me.” The youth agreed that these systems interacted with them like they were
“just another face” (Lauren) or “just another number on their caseload” (James). Heather was
sick with a chest infection for part of the group, and when attempting to reach her social worker
during a group break in order to get her health card to fill her prescription, she was redirected
four times to four different workers and the call was eventually disconnected at the other end.
The participants agreed with each other that this was a typical chain of events and that, even after
being in care for over a decade, the social worker “doesn’t even know us or remember us”
(Heather). Devin gave an example of his teacher suggesting that to live a healthier lifestyle he
should start going to the gym. He explained, “I don’t even know where | am going to sleep
tonight, so jumping on a treadmill didn’t seem important” (Devin). He described his frustration
with the fact that a teacher could be so out of touch with a student’s needs or background, and
how misunderstood he felt during this conversation.

The youth talked about systems, such as the shelters, following procedures and protocols
that prevent youth from feeling visible or able to control their day-to-day activities. Heather, who
was living in a youth shelter for the duration of the group, talked about how young people were
not allowed inside the shelter during the day. She expressed her frustration about having to be
gone in the day by 9 a.m., and most public places not opening until 10 or 11. She described
“freezing to death” sitting outside during the winter, waiting for stores or the mall to open after
leaving the shelter in the morning. The youth talked about how the shelter system may be one of
the reasons that “homeless people get into trouble, what else are they supposed to do during the
day” (Devin). Heather stated, “Instead of having a home, it’s [the shelter is] just a place that
people let you sleep at night.” She expressed her frustration with explaining this situation to the
workers at the shelter and being told that it is a policy that youth cannot be inside during the day
and there is nothing the workers can do about it. The youth expressed how these sorts of
procedures or protocols caused youth to feel less visible, and to generalize that any youth staying
in shelters were not trustworthy enough to be indoors during the day. Heather asked, “What if |
was different? And why doesn’t that matter?” The youth discussed how they should have an
opportunity to prove themselves before being made to feel invisible by having to stay outdoors
all day because of policy or protocols.
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Figure 2. “The roots of structural violence”.

The youth also described how certain agencies made them feel visible and like they
belonged. The youth described one particular community centre downtown, where the staff knew
them and where they were welcomed upon entering. Grace discussed how this was a place that
staff supported you even though they were aware of your circumstance (unstable housing, on the
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streets, recovering from addiction). Heather talked about how this particular centre protected
youth, by doing “more than they have to.” Devin stated that when he was living on the streets a
worker gave him permission to use the centre’s phone number as his contact information. He
would attend the centre when he could and the staff would pass along voice messages from his
family, case workers, or landlords of potential apartments. The youth discussed how having
someone who knows your name, or recalls what you had previously told them and asks about it,
can make youth feel safe and appreciated.

Youth Presenting and Resisting Visibility

These youth discussed how their sense of being visible could influence their ability to
make connections to obtain support. For example, they described ways that they could influence
their visibility by being selective about where they chose to stay, what they chose to wear, or
how they presented themselves in a particular situation. In times of need, they suggested that
their choices about presentation could elicit support such as food or shelter from community
members or professionals, or these choices could lead to upheaval, fights, or judgement. Devin
suggested that, even though they could make choices about how to present themselves, there was
always a sense of unpredictability when initiating an association with others. For example, Devin
stated that when he was sleeping on the street he got to know one of the police officers that
worked nights. He said that he and the police officer would chat and ended up getting along
fairly well. Devin further explained that, because of this, eventually the police officer told him
how to “rotate locations.” He said that he learned that he was able to sleep in certain areas on
certain nights without being monitored or told to relocate by the police. However, he
acknowledged that the degree of agency to influence his visibility was still limited. The police
officer could still arbitrarily decide to change the monitoring schedule or a community member
could call in a complaint about someone sleeping in a public place.

The youth also described not always having choices about being visible. Heather gave an
example of staying on the floor at a “drug house” because she was did not have stable housing at
the time and a friend of hers was staying there. Heather stated that one of the nights she was
staying at the home there was a police raid, and she was arrested with the other individuals in the
home. Heather described having to stay in jail overnight. She explained that although she had
made the choice to sleep at the drug house, she had no choice about being arrested and “lumped
in” with the individuals in the home dealing or using drugs. Heather stated that, in this
circumstance, she would have resisted visibility if possible, but based on the fact that she was
sleeping on the floor in the home, the police assumed her to be “just like the rest.” Devin
suggested that if Heather had a private apartment to sleep in, she wouldn’t have to worry about
her own visibility because she could choose who would be welcome in her apartment and would
not have to associate with individuals involved with drugs.

These participants also suggested that other youth taught them about choosing their
visibility levels by providing information and resources regarding community centres, or certain
shelters in the community that were more welcoming, understanding, and staffed by people who
“want to help, that can help you make change” (Devin). As suggested by the image presented in
the final photovoice photo (Figure 3), the youth stated that “there’s safety in numbers” when
connecting with others who have similar experiences of unstable housing who can “teach you
where to eat, where to sleep, and what to do” (Devin).
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Safety in numbers

| CAME HERE TO SLEEP ONE NIGHT AND FOUND

e e —————

.

Even in homelessness, there’s safety in numbers.

Figure 3. “Safety in numbers”.

The youth participants explained that they could sometimes choose when to participate in
the support systems they deemed helpful or when to access resources. Grace gave the example of
the police attending a community centre looking for drugs, or drug dealers. She heard about what
had happened through a friend and made a choice to stay away from that particular centre until
things had settled down. She described feeling personally resourceful in making that decision
and staying away so she didn’t get associated with the individuals causing problems. In this case,
Grace made a choice not to be visible at the community centre.

The participants explained that over time they would learn how to be resourceful on the
street. Devin stated, “At first it was hard, | was cold, I couldn’t find food but after a while I got
used to it. You learn where to sleep. You learn where you can get food.” He explained that, over
time, he learned to keep a backpack, water bottle, and blanket ready at all times, in case he chose
to leave the shelter at the last minute or if there was trouble and he needed to get away. Although
Devin could not control when trouble might arise at the shelter, he did describe choosing to be
prepared to become less visible if necessary. He drew a self-portrait of structural violence
(Figure 4) in which he stood alone in the cold with a backpack, water bottle, and blanket beside
him. He explained that he didn’t know in this instance where the road was going and that, as a
person who experienced homelessness, he never knew where the road was going.
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Figure 4. “Self portrait of structural violence”. Captions read, “That’s some nice stuff you have
there!” and, “It’s so cold and dangerous here. | should get out of here!” The directional signs say
“Home” and “Shelter”.

The participants identified the media as another structure that influences their visibility
and the ways that they should be visible. James suggested that social media shapes the stories
society hears about youth, and can influence which stories are most commonly shared. This, in
turn, influences how individuals choose to present themselves. Kris added that the media
reinforces stereotypes about how youth should look. For example, Grace pointed to female
teenagers in the media being skinny, blonde, and wearing nice clothing. These youth explained
that this set a standard regarding how youth should look and present themselves in society, which
wasn’t always attainable for them due to a lack of resources, leading to youth feeling invisible or
unsafe. Heather talked about how she could not afford to wear the clothes presented in the media,
and other group members talked about how difficult it was to maintain good hygiene when
experiencing unstable or inconsistent housing. In the photovoice presentation, the participants
used the following photo (Figure 5) and description to exemplify how they saw media
influencing their visibility.
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The media
influences the
general
population. It
tries to overall
mould us into a
perfect image.

Figure 5. “The media influences the general population”.

Discussion

The participants in this Y-PAR group, sharing experiences of unstable or inconsistent
housing, provided us with an instructive picture of how they believe that they are “actually seen”
or “looked through” by others when they are in the street; their experience of being seen by
institutions and systems in certain ways that are reflected in policies and protocols; and how they
see themselves presenting or resisting visibility in order to promote their own well-being and
safety. The artwork and discussions that these youth collectively produced provides us with
direction for further action in this area and for the education of those who interact with youth in
their day-to-day work. These youth talked about how beneficial it would be for young people
who attend agencies such as Ontario Works or the Children’s Aid Society to provide a workshop
regarding how services can support youth who are experiencing marginalization. They also
suggested that more attention should be paid to urban spaces and institutional practices that can
serve to exclude persons and exacerbate risk to personal safety. The Y-PAR participants
suggested that city decision-makers could spend time in some of these urban spaces, and consult
with the youth who use these spaces regarding the impact of making changes to them.

These youth provided examples of social exclusion (Gaetz, 2004) in their feelings of
visibility (or invisibility) in their communities. In particular, they pointed to the gaze of others, as
well as specific institutional practices that served to exclude them. Although Gaetz (2004)
described a cumulative process of exclusion, in which youth implemented subsistence strategies
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that increased their levels of risk over time, the youth participating in this study described
becoming progressively more “street savvy”. They indicated that they were thus able to make
choices that enhanced and increased their levels of safety, such as learning where to obtain food
on weekends or what areas of downtown to stay away from at certain times. These youth
described learning from others, over time and through repeated experiences of having unstable
housing, about how to exercise control over the choices they were making in regards to how they
presented themselves, where they spent their time, whom they associated with, and what kind of
relationships they formed. In contrast to a narrative suggesting that “at-risk” youth put
themselves at more risk by associating with the “wrong crowd” or by engaging with deviant peer
associations (Whitbeck, Hoyt, Yoder, Cauce, & Paradise, 2001), these findings suggest that there
may be times when such associations build positive collective resources and lead to social
inclusion. This challenges some taken-for-granted views of who or what constitutes a positive
association. The youth spoke fondly of relationships they had formed with other youth who were
experiencing unstable housing and who had an understanding of such experiences. It was evident
that these relationships not only enabled the youth to be visible but also gave them some of the
knowledge or resources required to make choices regarding their own visibility.

These youth demonstrated their capacity to be resilient in a challenging context and
mobilize resources in their community to manage unstable housing. This fits with Ungar’s
(2005) findings that youth undergo a dual process of navigating and negotiating resources. It also
extends Ungar’s (2005) findings by providing suggestions for how service providers could
support youth navigating and negotiating social service systems. The participants emphasized the
importance of service providers getting to know the youth and their circumstances, spending
time “understanding who we are” (Kris). They explained that this could foster a trust between
services and young clients that would enable youth to feel more visible, and more confident
about reaching out to social service agencies for support. Another important consideration is the
high rates of staff turnover evident in social service sectors, specifically with service providers
who have opportunities to engage with youth experiencing unstable or inconsistent housing
(Daiski, 2007). This may contribute to some of the youth’s frustrations regarding a lack of
connection or consistency with their social workers, teachers, or probation officers.

The youth participating in this project were not always able to attend the group. We
believe that this reflects the unpredictability and complexity of their day-to-day lives. This in
itself is an interesting finding with regard to the ways in which structures and organizations
attempting to impose a timetable for participation overlook the obstacles present for those whose
lives are not so much governed by a daily or weekly schedule or routine. Further to this, although
the arts-based activities and photovoice project inspired the creation of ideas for social action,
due to the competing and serious concerns in these youths’ lives (for example, hospitalization,
admission to residential drug treatment program) it proved impossible to move these plans to
action in the time set aside for the Y-PAR group. Similar challenges meant that attempts to
maintain ongoing contact with the youth through social media and texting were unsuccessful due
to the impermanence of contact information and geographic location. Therefore, to the best of
our knowledge, the youth were unable to fully participate in the dissemination of the photovoice
project in the ways they had suggested or hoped (such as presenting to city council, or attending
a social service agency to present). We would recommend that future projects involve early
negotiation of means of connecting after the project is completed, in order to facilitate any
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further action or knowledge sharing that the participants wish. As well, we recommend
allocating a longer time frame for a Y-PAR project.

We believe that Y-PAR and arts-based methodologies provided a unique opportunity for
us as researchers to collaborate and learn together with youth about their direct experience of
structural violence in the context of homelessness, and social and economic disadvantage. The
participants described this methodology as enabling them to feel heard, to have a voice (“We
were heard, and that’s a good thing”), and to think critically about issues in our community. The
participants shared that engaging in this research had made them “more aware of what’s going
on around me” and that they are “looking at the bigger picture now and thinking about how we
can change or stop structural violence.”
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