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Youth Advocate Program (YAP) 

The Youth Advocate Program (YAP) is designed to prevent at-risk youth 9-14 years of age from 
joining and engaging in the activities of gangs in the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM). Through a 
wraparound model, YAP provides specialized professional interventions, life skills programs and 
experiential learning exercises for the identified youth at risk and their families. The YAP is delivered 
by the Halifax Regional Municipality with support from Public Safety Canada, National Crime 
Prevention Centre, Youth Gang Prevention Fund. The project started in June 2008, and will be 
piloted and evaluated under the YGPF until March 2011. 

The Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) has experienced incidences of youth swarming, gang 
violence, and other negative consequences of anti-social behaviours. Increases in gang related street 
level crimes such as robberies, assaults, intimidation and drug offences have been reported.1 Police 
are tracking seven active gangs within the HRM. Estimates indicate there are 80 youth directly 
involved in these local gangs and another 20 affiliated with gang members or gang activities. Over 
400 at risk youth between the ages of 9 to 14 have been identified by the Metro Public Housing 
Authority in the neighbourhoods served by the YAP. Public Housing projects in the identified 
neighbourhoods provide the hubs for YAP activities.2 

YAP works to counter negative influences by providing youth with opportunities to develop life skill 
competencies through learning and experiences that promote pro-social competencies within the 
family, school, and community.  

The Evidence Base  

In partnership with police services, corrections, addictions counselors/services and front-line support 
workers, educators, and federal partners, YAP operates using an integrative wraparound process, 
based primarily on the Milwaukee Wraparound program.  

Milwaukee Wraparound  

Wraparound Milwaukee is a comprehensive program that focuses on delivering strength-based, 
individualized care to delinquent youth and their families. It was designed to reduce the number of 
youth being institutionalized by providing family-based treatment and programs within the 
community. The program targets youth ages 13 to 17 with serious emotional, behavioural, and 
mental health needs and their families.  
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The goals of Wraparound Milwaukee are to: 

 reduce anti-social behaviour;  

 help families access available services;  

 increase association with pro-social peers;  

 increase family cohesion; and  

 minimize out-of-home placements.3 

Evaluation has demonstrated that youth who received interventions from Wraparound Milwaukee 
had significant reductions in recidivism rates. They had significant decreases in felony referrals, 
misdemeanour referrals. They also committed fewer sex offences, property offences, assault 
offences, and weapons offences.4 

Program Participants 

The YAP works with youth aged 9-14 years (grades 4-9), living in the HRM, who are at risk of 
engaging in gang activities, anti-social and criminal behaviour. A maximum of 30 youth are involved 
in the program at one time in six selected communities.  

Key Partners 

The YAP operates on a philosophy that communities that share information, resources and decision 
making generally experience greater success in diverting youth from engaging in gang related 
activities or criminal or anti-social behaviour. To this end, the project involves many partnerships in 
the community. Some of the key organizations involved include: 

 Phoenix Youth Programs 

 Halifax Regional Police 

 Halifax Regional School Board 

 Metropolitan Regional Housing Authority 

 Nova Scotia Department of Justice 

 Nova Scotia Department of Community Services 

 Halifax Regional Municipality Recreation Services 

 Dalhousie University 

 St. Mary’s University 

 Nova Scotia Department of Education 

 Halifax Regional Library 

 Tenants’ Associations 

 Community Justice Society 

 Parent Resource Centre 

 Youth Employment Program 

Program Components 

Referrals to the program are made by anyone who is concerned that a youth is affiliated with, 
directly involved in, or may become involved in gang activities. Through discussion with Youth 
Advocate workers, the core staff of the YAP, it is determined whether youth referred fit the program 
requirements. If they are assessed as eligible, their desire to participate in the program is confirmed 
through a signed Memorandum of Understanding between YAP and the youth. Participation in the 
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program is voluntary and requires commitment to a collective approach involving the youth, family 
and referring agency. 

Action Plans 

A personal needs assessment is conducted for each youth participant to identify key risk factors and 
existing protective factors. An Action Plan with performance indicators is developed to address the 
risk factors and strengthen protective factors. The Youth Advocate: 

 develops a collective strategy with other agencies to address the needs of the youth; 

 convenes meetings to develop Action Plans for youth based on individual risk factors, 
protective factors and performance indicators; 

 delivers life skill modules and organizes complimentary experiential learning exercises for the 
youth and their families; 

 organizes activities that the youth and families can participate in together; 

 collaborates with school representatives to improve school performance including attendance, 
behaviour, homework and participation in extra curricular activities; 

 identifies opportunities and assists the youth to participate in community activities; and 

 reviews Action Plan progress and meets with key stakeholders as required. 

Life Skills Modules 

These modules are designed to direct youth towards health and pro-social behaviours and are 
facilitated by Youth Advocates. They include work ethics, decision making, conflict resolution, 
nutrition, time management, money management and healthy, active living. The Action Plans for the 
youth identify the number and timing of the respective life skills modules required and 
complimentary experiential learning exercises, accompany each module to provide the youth with 
opportunities to practise the new skills. Youth Advocates identify opportunities to reinforce the 
learned behaviours through day to day interactions with family, school and community.  

Coordination of Resources and Youth Support Teams 

The YAP also facilitates access to coordinated resources, services, and informal supports. Youth 
Advocates provide linkages for youth to services such as recreation and leisure pursuits, therapy, 
academic tutoring and group counselling and discussion. Youth Advocates also coordinate Youth 
Support Teams for youth participants. These Support Teams are made up of service providers and 
family members who focus on making sure the youth receive the support they need for success. 
One-on-one time for youth with their Youth Advocate Worker is also an important component of the 
YAP. This creates a safe environment for youth to learn how to build stable relationships with adults. 

Youth Advocates also make referrals for parents to parenting courses, support groups and formal 
services and they liaise with service providers to problem solve when youth and/or their families’ 
needs are not being met. 

Youth exit the program once they have completed the activities and achieved the goals set out in 
their action plans. A minimum of one month engagement is required before the program is expected 
to have a measurable impact. The decision to invite a youth to exit the program is made in a group 
conference format with the Youth Advocate worker, the youth, the youth’s family, and service 
providers that have been included in the youth’s action plan.  
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Evaluation Design 

A comprehensive evaluation of the project is being conducted by a third party evaluator. The 
purpose of the Evaluation is to thoroughly document the YAP implementation and impacts in order to 
contribute to the knowledge of what project components work best to prevent or reduce gang 
involvement.  

Using a quasi-experimental design that incorporates both quantitative and qualitative data collection 
methods, the evaluation will assess how well the program achieves its intended outcomes. Data will 
be collected through the administration of questionnaires to youth participants as well as their 
parent/guardian and through focus groups with a number of different community stakeholders.  

Preliminary Results 

As of January, 2009, 122 youth (male - 103 female -19) have been referred to the program. 54 of 
them have been through a full assessment and 42 have been accepted in to the YAP.  

Preliminary results suggest that those youth being accepted in to the YAP are among the target 
group the project intended to reach. Youth accepted into the program show substantially higher 
scores on measures relating to conduct problems, delinquency, engagement in risky behaviours, 
beliefs in aggressive behaviour, and positive attitudes towards gangs, guns and violence, than the 
scores of those youth not accepted into the program. Interestingly, scores on all other measures 
appear similar for both groups. These findings suggest a greater propensity amongst those youth 
accepted into the program of gang related behaviour and/or involvement. More specifically, of those 
youth accepted into the program, six report current gang membership or involvement. The 
assessment results of a further nine youth show a definite risk for gang involvement. However, all 
26 youth show a constellation of risk factors (such as attitudes and behaviour) that are associated in 
the research literature with potential for future gang involvement.5  

Implementation Observations 

Staffing 

Hiring staff for the project took longer than anticipated because of the importance of hiring people 
with in-depth knowledge of each of the six neighbourhood locations for the project. The ability to 
relate to the issues and challenges being faced by residents, knowledge of the services and 
resources in the neighbourhood and existing networks with service providers, schools and police 
were all critical to the credibility of staff with youth participants and in the recruitment of members 
for the Youth Support Teams. To fully develop the Youth Support Teams, information sessions and 
consultations with agencies and community members are provided. 

Referrals 

Referral numbers have been quite high in number but many of the youth being referred have not 
met the criteria for inclusion in the project. Youth Advocates provide information and raise 
awareness among the organizations and people who make referrals to ensure full understanding of 
the criteria and this is resulting in more appropriate referrals.  

Screening Tools 

Program staff revised the initial set of risk factors used to assess youth for participation in the 
project. The original screening tools focused on individual, peer and family risk factors. The 
screening tools were expanded to include school and community level factors such as existence of 
gangs and levels of gang activity in schools and neighbourhoods. The purposes of these tools are to 
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identify the individual needs for youth, and to provide the necessary services and programs to meet 
these needs. 

Participant Family Involvement 

Engaging parents and other family members of the youth participants is challenging. Program staff 
gather as much information as they can about a youth who has been referred before contacting the 
guardian/parent for an initial appointment to discuss the program. The information gathered helps 
the staff to explain the benefits of participation for the youth. Parents are often initially reluctant to 
provide the required permission for the youth to participate. Staff have found that waiting a couple 
of months and following up with parents again often results in their views on the project changing. 
Once youth are in the project, conditions are set for them to follow and responsibilities are 
negotiated with parents. Not meeting the conditions or honouring the responsibilities can result in 
the participant leaving the program. This accountability has resulted in more regular attendance by 
many participants and their families.  

Parental/Family Engagement 

Feelings of isolation and frustration are common among families of at risk youth and can cause 
barriers to participation and progress. To address this, family and parent nights are sponsored as 
part of the project.  

Family nights provide opportunities for all family members to participate together in activities. 
Project staff report that participants and their parents/guardians and siblings rarely spend time with 
one another. This adds to feelings of isolation and family nights appear to be increasing 
communication between family members and their involvement with one another.  

Parent nights provide opportunities for the parents of youth participants to share their experiences 
and support one another through challenges. 

Risk Factors and Mental Health 

Increases in referrals of very high risk youth, often with mental health issues, have resulted in 
increased complexity in assessing and identifying the most appropriate services for participants. 
Regular access to expertise in youth development and psychosocial risk factors such as mental 
health challenges and delinquency would be very helpful during the intake process. 

Partnerships 

Continual communication and strong relationships with project partners is essential to success. 
Program staff are sometimes asked to share information about participants with project partners 
that is not always seen as in the best interests of the youth. Staff also note that there can be 
unforeseen issues with referrals of the youth participants to other service providers in terms of 
regulation and eligibility for services. Open discussion with partners and development of protocol 
agreements around these issues are critical for success. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

In order to track and record data about the project effectively, administrative personnel have been 
hired and are dedicated to the project. They help to develop standardized information systems and 
assist with data entry and reporting in cooperation with the front line staff.  
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For more information on this project please contact: 

Program Manager – Youth Advocate Program 
Halifax Regional Municipality, Community Development 
P.O. Box 1749  
Halifax, Nova Scotia BON 1Z0 
Tel.: 902-490-4567 

Public Safety Canada 
National Crime Prevention Centre 
Atlantic Regional Office 
21 Mount Hope Avenue, Suite 142 
Dartmouth, Nova Scotia B2Y 4R4 
Tel.: 902-426-0012  
Toll Free: 1-877-302-6272 

If you wish to register to receive crime prevention information please visit the subscription page at: 
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/prg/cp/ml/index-eng.aspx. 

                                                 
1 For more information contact the project sponsor.  
2 Ibid. 
3 For more information visit: http://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/res/cp/res/2008-pcpp-eng.aspx  
4 Ibid. 
5 For more information about the preliminary results, contact project sponsor. 


