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ABSTRACT 
PERSPECTIVES ON FIREARM VIOLENCE AND THEIR IMPACT ON YOUTH 
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University of Guelph, 2020

Advisor: 
Renee Sylvain 

How do perceptions of firearm violence influence the formation of at-risk youth identities 
in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) from the Youth Outreach Workers (YOW) 
perspective? This thesis research examines how perceptions of firearm violence have 
influenced the formation of youth (15-20 years of age) identities in the Greater Toronto 
Area (GTA). Recent literature has called attention to the firearm situation in the United 
States, reflecting the country’s public rhetoric on firearm issues. Relative to Canadian 
literature, there has been little time spent on recognizing younger generational 
perspectives. Academics mention the vulnerability of these populations to violent 
offending (O’Grady 2014, 51), and even community engagement initiatives to firearm 
violence (Ezeonu 2008). Since youth’s views are under-acknowledged in literature, my 
research intends to fill this gap. My research answered three questions: Firstly, how do 
youth perceive the significance of firearm violence in the GTA? Secondly, how will a 
youth perspective help with policy discussions of firearm violence in the GTA? Finally, 
how are the intersectional dynamics of gender, race, and class included in youth 
perspectives on firearm violence? 
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1 CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
During my academic career at the University of Guelph I dedicated my free time 

volunteering at youth centers in my community. Reflecting on my experiences, I 

witnessed many of the obstacle’s youth face in Hamilton, Ontario and the programs 

these centers offer to mitigate these problems. My experiences with youth have enabled 

me to reflect on my own privilege and see the importance of YOCs to disadvantaged 

youth. While creating and facilitating youth programs, I saw how YOCs and YOWs 

empower youth by using supportive and educational narratives employed in their 

programs. Additionally, without YOCs offering meaningful programs for youth in my 

community, youth would further struggle with making positive changes in their own lives  

After consultation with community stakeholders in the GTA and considering the 

abundant amount of first-hand experience YOWs have with youth in my community, I 

recognized that this type of support was not unique to Hamilton’s YOCs. Across the 

GTA, YOWs and YOCs assist youth by creating positive intervention strategies that 

support youths’ strengths and needs. Given the recent increases in firearm violence 

across the GTA and the abilities of a YOC and YOW in reaching out to youth from the 

communities most affected by these forms of violence, the GTA was an ideal starting 

point for researching this public issue in the Canadian context.  
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1.1 Background on Firearm Violence in the GTA 

It is a momentous time for understanding how firearm violence is impacting youth 

(15-20 years of age) and Youth Outreach Workers in the Greater Toronto Area. The 

Toronto Police Services have recently released information depicting how firearm-

related incidents (i.e., shootings and deaths) in the Greater Toronto Area have been on 

a general incline since 2015, with a reported 197 incidents in 2015 and 345 incidents in 

2020 to date (Toronto Police Services 2020). The Medical Officer of Health has made 

several recommendations to respond to firearm violence in the GTA (Toronto 2019). In 

the City of Toronto's Summary and Recommendations sections of its report, the Medical 

Officer of Health identifies how the physical and mental health impacts of firearm 

violence are far reaching in the community (i.e., victim, perpetrator, family, friends, etc.) 

and determined that violence disproportionately affects socially disadvantaged 

communities (Toronto 2019, 1). This report and its recommendations are among the few 

research studies that address Toronto's response to youth firearm violence in the City. 

Most Police and Government responses to firearm violence in the GTA approach 

firearm violence by blaming the offender rather than their socio-economic and socio-

spatial disadvantages. Erica Lawson (2012) explains that when the public struggles to 

understand the causes of youth firearm violence in the GTA dominant views of this 

issue will emerge from Government and Police discourse to fill voids of uncertainty. 

Similarly, Premier Doug Ford has invested 6 million dollars to local Police forces to curb 

violence by putting offenders "behind bars" (Tsekouras 2020; Minister of the Solicitor 

General 2020). Consequently, this approach does not identify the social and 
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demographic factors behind a youth's choice to use a firearm, which could affect how 

successful this intervention strategy is when solving firearm violence in the City. 

The commitment that each level of government has shown to its many 

stakeholders in the city (e.g., Police, outreach centers, etc.,) who are invested in 

reducing firearm violence in the GTA presents an important research opportunity. 

Researchers can now investigate the relationship between Youth Outreach Workers' 

assistance and youth who have encountered firearm violence either as the victim or 

offender.  The primary goal of grants, such as Project Community Space offered to 

Youth Outreach Centres (YOC) and Police, is to engage the community in informational 

sessions and increase Police presence in disadvantaged communities (Jaksa 2020). 

Stakeholders' intentions have led to a crossroad in firearm violence's response: 

responses either focus on increasing Police presence in disadvantaged neighbourhoods 

with high instances of firearm violence, or they offer more outreach programs that are 

designed to assist disadvantaged youth.  

 

  



 

 

4 

 

1.2 Research Question and Goals 

Reflecting on research and community action to firearm violence in the GTA led 

me to ask: How do perceptions of firearm violence influence the formation of at-risk 

youth identities in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) from the Youth Outreach Workers 

(YOW) perspective? Youth workers’ (i.e., YOWs) insights about youth perspectives offer 

an invaluable starting point for this research, as YOWs have been studied in limited 

contexts. Since they are well equipped to interpret youth attitudes (Sercombe 2007), 

they are essential for developing familiarity with firearm violence in Canada. Recent 

literature has called attention to the firearm situation in the United States, which could 

reflect the country’s public rhetoric on firearm issues. Although, Canadian news (Hauen 

2018), statistics (Cotter 2012), and academic literature (Khenti 2013) also highlight the 

importance of understanding firearm violence in Canada, literature on the Canadian 

context does not focus on the youth perspective. Academics mention the vulnerability of 

these populations to violent offending (O’Grady 2014, 51), and community engagement 

initiatives to address firearm violence (Ezeonu 2008)1. However, YOWs responses to 

firearm violence and reasons for picking up a gun is under-acknowledged. My study will 

 

1 Ifeanyi Ezeonu’s research was cited a considerable amount in this thesis. Ezeonu’s 
work is one of the few pieces of literature that contributes to the sparse body of 
sociological literature on youth firearm violence in the GTA. I have extensively cited this 
research report due to its relevance to my thesis topic, and due to the importance of this 
research in shaping scholars understanding of why vulnerable youth actively engage in 
violence in the GTA. 
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contribute to the anthropology of violence, with a particular focus on firearm use and 

violence in the GTA. My research goals were as follows: 

1. Document the experiences of YOWs, who have helped youth cope with firearm 

violence, within the GTA.  

2. Discover the various strategies YOWs employ to help youth cope with firearm 

violence. 

3. Identify the stereotypes associated with firearm use and address them to help 

inform public discussion in Canada. 

4. Contribute to the sparse anthropological literature on firearm violence in Canada 

in order to increase public awareness of the issue.  

 

 I conducted seven semi-structured interviews and an observational session that I 

used to answer the research question and goals listed above. The participants I 

interviewed are YOWs who currently work in Toronto, Ontario and the GTA, and have 

been in outreach work from anywhere between 1 to 20 years. During the semi-

structured interviews, YOW's responded to questions about the relationships they build 

with youth, their experiences with youth engaged in firearm violence, the impacts that 

firearm violence has on communities, and the construction of firearm violence in the 

GTA.  

During the beginning stages of my project, I held preliminary discussions with 

Louis March, creator of the Zero-Gun Violence Movement in the GTA.  These 

conversations led me to choose the GTA as the site for my research. Furthermore, the 
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GTA is a well-established area facing many gun-related issues committed by youth, 

making it the most appropriate area to gather rich data in a Canadian context. It should 

be noted that gun violence in the GTA does not reflect the general situation in Ontario 

more broadly. Instead, it represents a particular manifestation of gun violence that may 

serve as a starting point for understanding the diverse and intricate workings of firearm 

violence in Ontario.  

My research began in September 2019 and took place in the GTA, near and at 

YOCs. I used a non-probability sampling method to gather participants because my 

research requires in-depth knowledge of the issue. Recruitment involved emailing 

potential participants with an invitation to participate in my research. My letter detailed 

my research interests and goals, and a consent form was provided for everyone that 

was interested.  
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1.3 Contents of Thesis  

The rest of this thesis is organized into four chapters: 

Chapter 2: The Literature Review outlines academic approaches to how firearm 

violence shapes youth identity by providing an overview of the existing literature on 

identity theorizing and youth outreach work in firearm violence. I offer a context to the 

theoretical frames used by scholars to frame studies of individual and collective identity 

as well as youth engagement in firearm violence. This chapter also reviews the unique 

experiences of YOWs who engage with youth in vulnerable situations. I conclude the 

chapter by discussing what scholars know about firearm violence and YOWs in the GTA 

and identify what scholars need to know about these topics to gain a greater 

understanding of this issue in the GTA. 

Chapter 3: Methods describes the methodological approaches briefly explained 

above to address my research questions. I used observation to examine a YOC and 

their institutional response to at-risk youth engaged in firearm violence. My study was 

qualitative as I relied on non-probability sampling and semi-structured interviews to 

gather information about YOWs and the youth they assist. Concluding this chapter, I 

detailed the data analysis process and ethical considerations of this research project. 

Chapter 4: Results & Discussion examines the main findings of my interviews 

and observation session and reviews how scholarship aligns with my findings. The 

topics chosen for this section follow with my research goals and themes.  

Chapter 5: I conclude my thesis by reviewing the key findings and compare them 

to the literature explored in Chapter 1. Additionally, I explain the limitations to this study 
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and suggest where future research should be taken to understand how firearm violence 

impacts youth identity in the GTA. 
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2 CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This literature review will be presented in five parts: Firstly, I provide a brief 

discussion of the Canadian context to the areas most affected by firearm violence, and 

literature surrounding gun violence. Secondly, I offer a brief review of scholars' 

examinations of the intersectional dynamics present to firearm violence inquiry. Thirdly, 

I explore the theoretical analysis of gun violence from a youth perspective. Fourthly, I 

review anthropological literature on the concept of identity and examine how it could be 

used to understand the situation of marginalized youth in Toronto. Finally, I conclude by 

exploring what youth outreach workers' knowledge may contribute to firearm literature in 

a Canadian context. This literature review will describe where the scholarly inquiry has 

taken firearm violence and use thus far, and it will suggest where scholarship can be 

taken. Currently, multidisciplinary and anthropological literature has yet to acknowledge 

the YOWs' knowledge of firearm violence in the Canadian context. 
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2.1 High-Priority Neighborhoods 

Currently, the City of Toronto designates 13 neighbourhoods as 'priority 

neighbourhoods,' also known as 'neighbourhood improvement areas,' 'at-risk 

neighbourhoods,' or 'priority areas.' Toronto's 'priority areas' are neighbourhoods that 

require additional investment from the City due to higher rates of violence, crime, and 

unemployment (Lesile and Hunt 2013). Additionally, since the fall of 2005, the 

designation of these 13 priority areas was a response to high incidence of gun crime 

and youth gang activity (City of Toronto 2018). Gun violence and urban policy discourse 

within these areas in the early and mid-2000s began to center on urban security 

initiatives, which understood these neighbourhoods in terms of deficiencies (e.g., 

minimal access to services, insufficient social infrastructure, and limited community 

space) (Lesile and Hunt 2013, 1172 & 1176). Nonetheless, new strategies, like the gun 

buy-back initiatives, and projects like 'Project Community Space' target firearm 

use/violence and youth gang activity in these neighbourhoods. For example, Project 

Community Space is an 11-week plan that was set into motion by Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau and Toronto Mayor John Tory. With the help of a $4.5-million-dollar investment 

offered from three levels of government in support of new anti-gun-violence and anti-

gang legislation, this program intends to join three parties in Toronto: the community 

members, policy makers, and agents of government (CBC 2019). Specifically, this 

project is a prevention strategy focused on reducing violent crime, and firearm-related 

offences in the City by increasing Police measures taken against street-gang activity 

(Toronto Police Service 2019). Throughout 11-weeks, Project Community Space was 
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an intelligence-led project that used City Police. This project intends to assist Police in 

monitoring bail compliance, enhance engagement with community programs, and 

increase the presence and visibility of officers in the areas frequently associated with 

street gangs and gun violence (Toronto Police Service 2019). By joining these three 

bodies, the Toronto Police Force intends to change gun legislation in the City by 

investing in the "kids and families" and constructing an inclusive city that takes "a hard 

look at the legal system" (CBC 2019).  

2.2 Youth Outreach and Violence in the Canadian Context 

Similar to government and city intentions with Project Community Space, 

scholars have also been increasingly concerned with the social construction of gun 

violence in Canada. Nevertheless, Canadian research, thus far, has failed to recognize 

the relationship between an individual and their gun in the GTA (Buffam 2009; Ezeonu 

2008; Ezeonu 2010; O'Grady, Parnaby, and Schikschneit 2010). As the vast majority of 

political interpretation suggests, more regulations should be set in place to help 

minimize firearm-related deaths in Canada (Tsekouras 2020). Nevertheless, after 

discussions with the community, and reviewing the literature (Ezeonu 2008), it becomes 

apparent that tighter regulations or single projects are not necessarily the best 

approach. A variety of scholars conceptualize gun violence in the Canadian context 

using a social constructionist critique, which suggests that various groups will interpret 

social problems according to the threats they deem to be the greatest risk to the public 

(Ezeonu 2008, 194). Such critiques address firearm violence from the narratives of 

Police (Ezeonu 2010), media (Buffam 2009; O'Grady, Parnaby, and Schikschneit 2010), 
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community leaders' (Ezeonu 2008), and pediatricians (Furman 2018). Ifeanyi Ezeonu 

(2008) mentions that the construction of firearm violence in Canada is often shaped by 

"experts," "authorized knowers," and other authority figures who are sometimes cultural 

outsiders to the communities most impacted by the problem, and therefore, often 

interpret the experiences of marginalized communities from their "alien cultural location" 

(2008, 210).  

In the case of youth outreach services, the research demonstrates (Knoll, Pepler, 

and Josephson 2012, 84) that meaningful intervention to youth violence in the Canadian 

context is urgently required because youth currently have limited access to community 

resources.  Community responses to youth violence sees youth violence as a result of a 

lack of appropriate programs that serve the needs of youth (Knoll, Pepler, and 

Josephson 2012, 84). Specifically, Gregory M. Knoll and collogues’ explain that 

“although youth programs and services exist, they do not generally correspond 

geographically to where the youth population is the largest and the needs are the 

greatest” (Knoll, Pepler, and Josephson 2012, 84). In other words, due to the area 

where these services and programs are offered, they are not readily accessible to the 

largest youth populations in Toronto who have an explicit need for them. Importantly, 

the limited-service availability and lack of access to services for youth who may benefit 

from them suggest there is a lower likelihood of early intervention success for at-risk 

youth (Cosgrave et al. 2008, 626). As these findings indicate, a lack of youth services 

has caused "fragmented pathways to healthy youth development" in Toronto (Knoll, 

Pepler, and Josephson 2012, 84; Moffat et al. 2009, 447). Simply put, the geographical 
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placement of youth outreach services in Toronto is significant. If service sites are 

scattered, integrated and effective service delivery will be inhibited (Knoll, Pepler, and 

Josephson 2012, 84; Moffat 2009, 447). Nonetheless, Toronto YOWs attempt to lower 

these constraints by providing youth with connections to community services, such as 

food banks, counselling services, recreational community centres, co-operative housing, 

and community services (Knoll, Pepler, and Josephson 2012, 86). However, even with 

the availability of these resources, research has indicated that due to the geographical 

positioning of these services in the City of Toronto, it is difficult for YOCs to develop 

positive intervention strategies for at-risk youth (Galankis 2016, 212). 

Even with inadequate resource availability, outreach workers in Toronto address 

youth violence using Positive Youth Development (PYD) paradigms (Knoll, Pepler, and 

Josephson 2012). PYD is a paradigm that grew in response to deficit models of 

adolescent development, which depict adolescents as a turbulent group, often 

influenced by their "mischievous" peers (Klatt and Enright 2009, 36). Whereas deficit 

models represent youth as "problems to be managed" rather than individuals who have 

problems (Klatt and Enright 2009, 36), PYD strategies are focused on growing youths' 

assets, strengths, and potential. Although PYD is not a unified theory of development, it 

offers childhood and adolescence scholars a framework of ideas that can be put forward 

in practical ways (Klatt and Enright 2009, 36). For example, PYD strategies are used to 

improve youths’ ability to cope with educational risks and unsafe environments, which is 

often shown within the research findings (Sanders, Munford, and Liebenberg 2017, 

210). When PYD strategies align youth's strengths and skills to contextual resources 
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(i.e., community, religious and spiritual beliefs, and education), they promote positive 

growth in youth's lives (Eichas et al. 2017, 1115; Sanders and Munford 2014, 163). 

Chris Bonell and colleagues (2016, 8-9) suggest that when Toronto PYD programs 

evolve in communities, they instill in young people an ability to develop intentional self-

regulation strategies, which provide youth with the knowledge to create positive 

interactions between individuals and their environment. Specifically, since youth 

workers in Toronto have considerable knowledge about the accessibility, availability, 

appropriateness, and integration of resources offered to youth, they integrate PYD 

models by targeting the strengths and weaknesses of youth in the contexts of their peer 

group, family, school, neighbourhood, and community (Knoll, Pepler, and Josephson 

2012, 84-85). By serving youth needs, and developing youth support networks, PYD 

interventions taken on by YOWs enable young people to self-regulate their actions, 

which allows them to choose for themselves the best course of action when engaging in 

risky behaviours (Bonell et al. 2016, 10).  
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2.3 Intersectional Analysis and Gun Violence 

Valuable insights into gun violence in the United States offered by an 

intersectional lens suggests that this lens may be usefully applied to the Canadian 

situation as well (Carlson 2015). This framework is closely associated with the work of 

legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) and sociologist Evelyn Nakano Glenn (1999). 

Glenn insists that intersectional analysis requires an integrative approach rather than an 

additive approach when studying the relational and mutual constitutions of gender and 

race (1999). Initial attempts to understand multiple systems of inequality bracket gender 

and race as two independent axes of inequality (Glenn 1999). However, the lives of 

different social groups are interconnected, and dominant categories (such as whiteness 

and masculinity) intersect with each other (Glenn 1999). For example, recent work on 

firearm violence in the United States indicates that contemporary contexts of 

socioeconomic decline shape men's gender identities (across multiple race, ethnic, and 

class backgrounds) and, as a result, it also influences their attitudes toward guns 

(Carlson 2015, 405). When socioeconomic insecurity undermines men’s roles as 

provider, guns provide a means for men to prove their utility and relevance outside the 

breadwinner role (Carlson 2015, 405). Thus, we should attend to the ways in which 

power is implicated in the mutually constituting relationships between gender and race 

(Glenn 1999, 13). When Glenn discusses the relationship of power to class, she 

focuses on the structuring of material conditions (i.e., socioeconomic decline) (1999, 

11). Glenn suggests that "social structural arrangements such as labour market 

segregation, residential segregation, and stratification of government benefits produce 
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race and 'gender differences' in ways that cannot be understood purely in 

representational forms" (Glenn 1999, 11). The preceding comment suggests that race 

and gender hierarchies are power relations that can occur in many locations (e.g., 

government benefits, labour market, etc.), and do not always involve physical 

confrontation (Glenn 1999, 13).  

Like Glenn, Crenshaw rejects an additive model of oppression, viewing gender 

and race as interlocking systems of oppression (1991, 1244). Crenshaw's analysis 

recognizes intersectionality as a way to reconceptualize identity politics or a way to 

conceptualize how identities form at the site where race, gender, and class categories 

intersect (1991, 1299). Crenshaw's work has offered a framework for scholars, such as 

Glenn, to look past single-axis frameworks that dominated earlier anti-discrimination, 

antiracist, and feminist discourses (Carbado et al. 2013, 311). Concurrent with 

intersectional framework, Akwatu Khenti has suggested that levels of oppression faced 

by Black men in Canada are disproportionate compared to the rest of the population 

(Khenti 2013, 12). Additionally, Khenti mentions that during contact with the criminal 

justice system, 58% of Black respondents, compared to 36% of Whites, expressed the 

view that judges do not treat Black people in the same way as they do Whites (Khenti 

2013, 13). Crenshaw's intersectional framework is also a method that can highlight 

intersecting inequalities in a Canadian context as well.  

Although Glenn and Crenshaw's frameworks are from the American context, their 

insights could extend into issues of gun violence in a Canadian context. This point is 

especially true if these scholars’ work is brought into dialogue with intersectional work 
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that considers the interlocking methods of exclusion and vulnerability in Canada, like the 

works of Sunera Thobani (2007) and Robyn Maynard (2017). While Thobani (2007) has 

addressed the relationship between gendered and racialized exclusionary practices and 

belonging in a national community, Maynard (2017) has examined anti-black racism in 

relation to state violence. 

According to Maynard (2017, 3-4), the Canadian state—through municipal, 

provincial, and national law enforcement agencies—expresses new or altered forms of 

anti-black racism in black communities in a variety of ways: the disproportionate arrest 

rates between Blacks and Whites; racially-targeted deportation; and, unequal schooling 

opportunities condoned by the state or state-funded institutions. These are a few of the 

ways that institutions expose marginalized persons to social control, surveillance, and 

punishment in a Canadian context (Eizadirad 2016, 164; Maynard 2017, 4). Scholars 

have also examined 'nationhood,' or the characteristics that contribute to particular 

national formations, and the qualities that are said to distinguish a nation's citizens from 

others (Thobani 2007, 6). Both scholars' analyses make intersectionality essential to 

consider in race and violence studies in Canada (Maynard 2017; Thobani 2007). The 

literature (Carlson 2015; Maynard 2017) reflects a diversity of views, approaches, and 

goals as scholars approach the intersectional dynamics of power and vulnerability 

differently. Overall, scholars have made it apparent that power and vulnerability are 

affected by intersectional dynamics in many Canadian settings. 
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2.4 The Social Suffering of Marginalized Youth 

Scholars have also considered how the social and cultural contexts of violence 

and violent behaviour in Canada are forms of social suffering (Butters et al. 2011; 

Kennedy and Whitlock 2011; Kleinman, Das, and Lock 1997). Rosanne Kennedy and 

Gillian Whitlock define 'social suffering' as the process in which the "social and 

institutional structures, and political and economic power, shape and produce individual 

and collective experiences of suffering and trauma" (2011, 252). Plainly, measured 

through ethnographic data, social suffering is the collective or individual experiences of 

suffering and trauma, which are shaped by social and institutional structures, such as 

political and economic powers. Researchers' understanding of the individual and 

collective experiences of violence in the GTA has arisen from the suffering and trauma 

experienced by those exposed to it. Additionally, much of the research conducted on 

firearm violence has been to illustrate the individual and collective experiences of 

violence. For example, Ifeanyo Ezeonu (2008) suggests that social institutions (e.g., 

Police) in Toronto have a great deal of influence when it comes to characterizing Black-

on-Black firearm violence. Ezeonu's research indicates that the experiences of firearm 

victimization, suffering, and violence have focused on the outcomes and understandings 

of violence from the local collective and individual perspective (Butters et al. 2011; 

Ezeonu 2010; Ezeonu 2008; Kennedy and Whitlock 2011). However, institutional (i.e., 

employers, Police, etc.,) responses to trauma are severely limited because of the ways 

in which firearm violence is socially constructed as a racial issue, which has resulted in 

limited social supports provided to people in need (2008, 209). Enzeonu (2008) refers to 
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Police and political parties in the GTA as "authorized knowers" who have characterized 

violence as the result of dysfunctional families, socially disorganized neighbourhoods, 

gangs, drug trafficking and the availability of illegal guns (2008). In contrast, community 

members have described this violence as the result of over-policing, Police hostility, and 

racial discrimination in the school and public setting (2008). As Ezeonu has documented 

(2008), the Police often succeed in defining firearm violence for the public without 

community consultation.  

In addition to social trauma discourse, and similar to intersectional inquiries on 

violence, anthropologists Arthur Kleinman, Veena Das, and Margaret M. Lock (1997) 

have asserted the importance of drawing together multiple representations of suffering 

that shape the social experience of marginalized groups. Mullti-dimensional discourse is 

rooted in social constructionist critique due to its focus on the role of the social collective 

and social individual. Nevertheless, scholarship on social suffering focuses on three 

themes: cultural representation of suffering, social experiences of suffering, and 

political/professional processes to suffering (Kleinman, Das, and Lock 1997). This 

framework mirrors Ezeonu's discussion on who is an authorized knower and authorized 

collective for speaking about Black-on-Black violence. Kleinman and colleagues (1997) 

suggest that social suffering is viewed within the boundaries of an author’s theoretical 

analysis, which has isolated the problem into "tidy analytic chambers" found within their 

work (xii). Kleinmann and colleagues indicate that the publics' perception of street 

violence is developed by how stakeholders, such as researchers, the government, and 

media, represent and present the issue to them (1997, xiii). How social suffering is 
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understood and described in stakeholder analysis determines how the representation of 

the affected groups and stakeholder responsibility for the issue is recognized. 

Concurrent with Kleinman and colleagues work (1997), Ezeonu (2008) determined that 

social problems or public issues (i.e., social suffering) go far beyond how claim making 

groups (i.e., Police, and government officials) define social problems and policy 

initiatives. Claim making groups refer to the various groups that define social problems 

by constructing the threat these problems pose to the public, as claim makers do not 

always incorporate the voices of people who have wisdom and personal experience 

about the issue at hand (Ezeonu 2008, 194). Similar to Kleinman and colleagues, 

Ezeonu’s research demonstrates how claim makers compete with one another to win 

public attention to their frames of discourse using these constructions (2008, 195). As 

Klienman and colleagues suggest, the reality is that social suffering exists, but often 

times marginalized voices struggle for the public’s attention, so authority figures often 

succeed in framing our understanding of the problem (Ezeonu's 2008, 196). 

 

  



 

 

21 

 

2.5 Gun Carrying, the Youth Perspective, and Anthropological Inquiry 

Interdisciplinary scholarship has also taken an interest in the practice of gun 

carrying, which is the embodied experiences of carrying a gun, for comfort, pleasure, or 

shooting experiences (Dong and Wiebe 2018; Hardgrove 2017; Shapira and Simon 

2018; Springwood 2014; Wombacher and Wallace 2018). Gun carrying has been of 

concern in the theoretical analysis of some anthropologists (Springwood 2007; 

Springwood 2014; Hardgrove 2017); however, the overall anthropological contribution to 

studies of gun carrying is limited. Current anthropological inquiry is limited to questions 

of how guns frame the affective space of legality in the United States, where discourses 

of danger, fear, security, reciprocity, respect and violence are performed using guns 

(Springwood 2007, 15; Springwood 2014, 461; Hardgrove 2017, 37). Guns are not just 

technological objects, separate from social and cultural contexts; they also carry group-

specific meanings and are an object increasingly desired by the public (Hultin 2013, 23). 

From a life-course perspective, Beidi Dong and Douglas J. Weibe mention that 

elements to hand-gun carrying are influenced by age-related characteristics, such as 

the interests, needs, and opportunities of individuals (2018, 2). Similarly, social science 

scholarship on gun ownership has focused on who owns a gun and why they do so in 

the United States (Shapira and Simon 2018, 3).  
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In the Canadian context, scholars have also considered the historical and social 

representations of the gun in youth communities and their relationship to black 

communities (Eizadirad 2016; Ezeonu 2008; Maynard 2017; O'Grady, Parnaby, and 

Schikschneit 2010). Discussions about social representations of a gun carrier echo 

points made in Maynard's discussion about 'blackness' and the historical and social 

constructs that are used to create an exclusionary environment in Canada (Maynard 

2017, 2). This exclusion has separated some groups from the so-called 'real' (i.e., White 

or European) Canadian identity (Maynard 2017, 7). Ezeonu indicates that in Toronto, 

officers’ over-police, but under-protect, black youths, members of the black community, 

poor people, and neighbourhoods primarily populated by members of these 

marginalized communities (2010, 147 & 161). Using data that was derived from semi-

structured interviews with Police officers and secondary sources (i.e., Police 

statements, press releases, and official documents), Ezeonu indicated that Police 

officers will sometimes use anecdotes, which blame black youth (and black cultural 

lifestyles) for violence within the City. Additionally, this racial profiling identifies certain 

individuals or groups as prone to crime, and therefore as sources of potential danger 

and violence (Ezeonu 2010). This type of identification and profiling impacts the way 

officers respond to youth violence in Toronto (Ezeonu 2010, 161; Hayle, Wortley, and 

Tanner 2016, 342). Maynard would agree that the situation of black youth and firearm 

violence in Toronto is due to the "overdetermined" meanings of 'blackness' (Maynard 

2017, 5). Maynard understands the meanings behind anti-black racism to be continually 

reconfigured to follow national myths about racial tolerance (2017, 3).  Additionally, 
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using an anthropological perspective would enrich the existing social science literature 

on black youth and gun violence. Interlocking systems of oppressions (e.g., race, 

gender, and power), formed through Canada’s history have constructed violence by 

racializing the affective space (Eizadirad 2016; Maynard 2017). 

2.6 Identity Construction 

Identity theory is a core paradigm used by social scientists to comprehend the 

interactions of an individual with the social world. Melanie Griffiths (2015) indicates that 

it is not uncommon for anthropologists to take an interest in how individuals and 

collectives understand and construct themselves and one another. Additionally, the term 

'identity' has a recent emergence in anthropological discourse (Griffiths 2015). In regard 

to identity scholarship, Erving Goffman has been influential in shaping anthropologist's 

current understandings of 'identity' (Jenkins 2004, 18). Specifically, Erving Goffman 

uses three concepts in his early work (1963) to construct his theory about human 

identity; (1) stigma, (2) social identity, and (3) personal identity. Goffman elaborates 

three concepts in his theory of identity to describe how we shape our identity by how 

individuals and collectives interpret what is normal and what is stigmatized about us. 

Firstly, “stigma” refers to an individual's attributes that are dissimilar to others; these 

attributes are bodily signs that can expose something unusual and wrong about the 

moral status of an individual (Goffman 1963, 1-3). Secondly, social identity signifies how 

society influences the categorizing of persons: when individuals collectively identify 

complementing attributes, which are held by other members of that society, these 

attributes become ordinary and natural to the group (Goffman 1963, 2). Specifically, 
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social identity is when a stranger uses your appearance to anticipate your category and 

attributes (Goffman 1963, 2). Lastly, “personal identity” is the unique combination of life 

history and biographical factors that come to be attached to the individual, which they 

can use to differentiate themselves from others (Goffman 1963, 57). Furthermore, from 

Goffman's perspective, identity is then both the amalgamation of an individual's 

personal and social characteristics, and the expression, or lack of expression of those 

characteristics to other members in a society. For example, individuals will use modes 

of presentation (i.e., using clothing or objects), to portray a meaning to others in the 

broader social context (Goffman 1963, 57).  

The consideration of Goffman's (1963) work on identity theory has shaped 

scholars' primary understandings of how the functions of routines and rituals carry 

themselves in everyday interaction (Jenkins 2004, 69). Richard Jenkins indicates that 

Goffman's contribution to identity scholarship has helped bridge "the 'individual-

collective' gap in identity literature" (2004, 70). Jenkins explains that Goffman discerns 

that identity creation is when "individuals negotiate their identities within the interaction 

of order … individuals present an image of themselves – of self – for acceptance by 

others" (2004, 71). In other words, the social and personal identity of an individual is, in 

part, based on social signs and stigmas that are attached to the individual's identity in 

question, which is routinely conveyed to others (1963, 43&48). Goffman's analysis of 

these forms of identity are useful because it emphasizes the demands that others make 

of us on the basis of our public image (1963, 2). Importantly, these external demands 

placed on identity are present in current firearm literature.  
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The literature that adopts a social constructionist approach to firearm violence 

often incorporates identity theory (Ezeonu 2010; Ezeonu 2008; Sheptycki and Edwards 

2009). For instance, identity theory has explained that others can actively constitute our 

identity (Jenkins 2004; Goffman 1963), and similarly, James Sheptycki and Adam 

Edwards (2009) have considered how identity construction is visible through the social 

construction of a firearms' purpose in the United States. Adding to Sheptycki and 

Edwards' (2009) point, Goffman's theorizing on identity and stigma symbols has also 

described how an object could carry and convey social information (1963, 45). Similar to 

the social interpretations of firearm use, firearms are information carriers as they convey 

varying types of social information and stigmas to members of many groups (Goffman 

1963, 45; Hultin 2013, 23). Additionally, Sheptycki and Edwards (2009) explain that 

social collectives in cultural, economic and political conditions often influence how the 

community interprets firearm use and violence. With the number of firearm related 

cases rising by 148 incidents from 2015 to 2020, Toronto firearm shooting statistics 

demonstrate that even with political changes (Sheptycki and Edwards 2009, 260) 

firearm shootings in the city are increasing (Toronto Public Safety Crime Statistics 

2019).  In Jenkins’ (2004) interpretation of Toronto's firearm situation, the political 

groups and media coverage around firearm violence in the GTA could be actively 

constructing the identity of a firearm user. 
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2.7 Racialized Ideas and Sociospatial Identity 

Along with research on identity and on the relationship between identity and 

firearm violence (Sheptycki and Edwards 2009), other important research (Eizadirad 

2016; Galankis 2016; Maynard 2017; Thobani 2007) focuses on social and ethnic 

polarization of marginalized communities in the GTA. Following Maynard's (2017) 

theorizing on anti-black racism in Canada and using the work of Michail Galankis (2016) 

on 'socio-spatial exclusion,' we can begin to understand the mechanisms of social 

exclusion faced by marginalized youth in the public sphere. Galankis’ work (2016, 211) 

is rooted in public space theorizing and describes sociospatial exclusion as the act in 

which the public sphere (i.e., the places of social interaction) becomes entangled with 

practices of surveillance, policing, and disciplining, as each reduces the mobility of 

youth in the public setting. Galankis (2016, 211) describes sociospatial exclusion as a 

form of social control that stems from the deterioration of public space due to 

mainstream norms, perspectives, and prejudices on violence and fear. For example, the 

recent Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in Toronto has brought public attention to 

racial profiling issues in the City. Acts of carding and checks used by Police on youth in 

Toronto have been challenged by BLM because of concerns that these methods are 

forms of racial profiling used against marginalized communities (Singh, Ivany, and 

Gilchrist 2020). Since BLM activists have brought concerns of racial profiling to Police 

attention, since the beginning of 2020, the Toronto Police have begun to collect race-

based data using focus groups and resident engagement in efforts to reform these 

practices (i.e., carding and Police stops) in the City the analysis from this data will be 
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released during the year of 2021 (Singh, Ivany, and Gilchrist 2020). Maynard (2017, 3) 

and Galankis (2016, 208) note that when the media and various levels of government 

fail to pay attention to the structural conditions affecting black communities, the racially 

prejudiced assumption that violence can be blamed on black communities is easily 

perpetuated.  Not only are marginalized communities disproportionately subjected to 

arrest for violence and drug-related offences (Maynard 2017, 3), but after interviewing 

participants who worked in youth services, and holding focus groups with young adults, 

Michail Galankis found that when marginalized groups are surveilled, policed, and 

disciplined dissimilarly to other groups, their mobility in social places becomes 

constrained by racially charged ideas of how sociospatial areas (i.e., neighbourhoods) 

are the cause of violence (2016, 212).  

 Scholars have noted the sociospatial aspects of violence, and we can see this in 

the case of the marginalization of racialized youth in the GTA. This racialized 

marginalization is largely owed to increased policing of these spaces. Additionally, 

Galanakis explains that "public spaces participate in the formation of the identities of 

marginalized immigrant youth" by excluding marginalized youth from community space 

in Toronto (2011, 209). Additionally, narratives have been constructed by the media 

about Toronto's black youth living in “high-priority neighbourhoods,”  as Police have 

painted a picture to the general media that these neighbourhoods are the 'origins of 

violence,' which separates them from non-violent areas in the City (Eizadirad 2016, 

166). Nonetheless, claims maker’s (i.e., Police) current understanding of how youth 

violence is enacted do not make the public’s understanding of this issue straightforward 
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(Sheptycki and Edwards 2009). Although social theorists and anthropologists alike 

have, in part, effectively documented the historical and social constructions of 

'blackness' and its association to violence in Canadian literature (Maynard 2017; 

Eizadirad 2016), youth violence in public spaces, has not been documented to the same 

extent. As Ardavan Eizadirad (2016) suggests, in Toronto, "the discussion needs to be 

about the bigger picture that asks why youth violence continues to be an issue in our 

society, particularly impacting racialized bodies and neighbourhoods more than others" 

(185). This translates into the notion that space and violence attract Police attention 

within Toronto's urban environment, which has repeatedly and dissimilarly affected 

racialized bodies.  More so, these narratives of violence have played a formative role in 

dichotomizing the racialized body as "innocent" or "guilty," and areas as "bad" or "good" 

(Eizadirad 2016, 163).  
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2.8 The Youth Perspective Through the Eyes of Youth Outreach 
Workers 

The viewpoints of Youth Outreach Workers (YOW) provide an opportunity for 

scholars to study the dilemmas that youth face in public settings. YOWs support youth 

by advocating for their needs, as they assist youth with navigating the social service 

system. YOWs coordinate, design and deliver health promotion, harm reduction, life 

skills, and education programs to youth in need (Alliance for Healthier Communities, 

2020). Similar to how power and racism are recognizable to scholars (Glenn 1999; 

Maynard 2017), YOWs are knowledgeable and a 'voice of experience' on how power 

and racism affect youth (Ezeonu 2008). Previous interdisciplinary research has 

mentioned that most youth workers engage with youth in closed-door settings 

(Sercombe 2007, 13). A youth worker's relationship with youth is intentionally similar 

between workers to provide young people with conditions of safety when they discuss 

vulnerable circumstances with the youth worker (Sercombe 2007, 13). YOW's carry 

considerable knowledge about recent and relevant social service policies and are also 

knowledgeable of the situations and needs of the vulnerable communities they assist 

(Smith and Anderson 2018). Scholarly analysis has indicated that through youth service 

institutions (i.e., the Youth Outreach Centre), outreach workers strive to develop an 

'egalitarian' relationship with youth through communication, which fosters "a sense of 

self-worth in the individual" (Yum 2006, 479). In other words, providing youth with an 

opportunity for equal communication promotes community support networks, and 

dramatically encourages youth empowerment (Yum 2006, 479).  The title Child Youth 

Worker (CYW) is a professional designation that is held by individuals who help youth 
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bring their work in line with institutional expectations (e.g., schools or child protective 

services) (Nichols 2014, 5-6). In other words, youth work itself suggests that there are 

particular skills these people have, which provide young people involved in vulnerable 

settings opportunities to disclose sensitive information (e.g., disclosing guilty, ugly, 

embarrassing, dangerous or broken aspects of themselves) (Clarke 2015; Sercombe 

2007, 13). These opportunities are essential to youth, as YOWs act as gatekeepers in 

connecting youth to mental health services that directly assist youth who are either 

disconnected from social supports (e.g., homeless) or who are in a vulnerable position 

(Cartmill, Deane, and Wilson 2009, 6).  

The term 'outreach' within the title YOW implies that there are community 

interventions, and generally refers to efforts taken on by YOWs to increase the 

availability and utilization of services (Knoll, Pepler, Josephson 2012, 84). In the past, 

community interventions have proven to be successful public health techniques for 

engaging non-treatment-seeking youth (Hayashi, Wood, Wiebe, Qi, & Kerr, 2010; Knoll, 

Pepler, Josephson 2012, 84; Zanis, Derr, Hollm, & Coviello, 2010). Specifically, YOWs 

attempt to engage youth in services vital to their well-being, which is crucial to 

community-based intervention (Connolly and Joly 2012, 524-25). As J.A. Connolly, and 

L.E. Joly (2012, 524) mention, in the GTA, 63% of youth who are contacted through 

outreach later participate in the offered service. Nonetheless, current research carried 

out by Galanakis (2016, 211) found that these community interventions are few and far 

between in Toronto's high priority neighbourhoods. Without someone to increase, 

create, and mobilize safe-public interventions for marginalized youth within Toronto's 
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high priority areas, youth will continue to be stigmatized, and be seen by the public as 

separate from the City's social systems (Galanakis 2016, 211).  

Galanakis’ (2016) findings put forward the idea that YOWs interpret youth issues, 

such as social segregation in Toronto's high-priority neighbourhoods, through a similar 

lens as a youth. For example, both youth and YOWs refer to the concept of over-

policing as a central part of youth's socio-spatial identity creation (Galanakis 2016, 216). 

Frequent Police stops reinforces the perception that youth are threatening and 

potentially part of dangerous gang culture in Toronto (Galanakis 2016, 211). 

Nonetheless, the racial profiling of black youth carried out by Police officers in Toronto 

is not consistent across different black youth populations. Although selective 

enforcement happens in high-crime neighbourhoods, the social or demographic factors 

do not always influence the Police's decision to profile (Hayle, Wortley, and Tanner 

2016, 324; Wortley and Tanner 2003, 377). Using a total of 3,393 surveys completed by 

high-school students, and face-to-face interviews with 396 street youth, Steven Hayle 

and colleagues (2016, 342) suggest that although black high school students are 

racially profiled during stops and searches, black street youth are not. Hayle and 

colleague's (2016) findings indicate that when racial profiling is used by Police to stop 

black high school students, visual identity markers are being used to determine deviant 

behaviour to justify these searches. Concurrently, Hayle and colleagues (2016, 343) 

suggest that because street-youth lifestyles dominate Police perceptions, racial cues to 

Police stops are not as pronounced. Similar to Galankis (2016, 211) findings, YOWs 
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interpret youth identity in high-priority neighbourhoods as largely determined by ideas of 

troublemaking and loitering held by the authorities and policymakers. 

2.9 Firearm Violence and Youth Outreach Workers: What Scholars 
Know and What Scholars Need to Know 

Generally speaking, scholars know YOWs are "street-level bureaucrats," as they 

adapt to often ambiguous or complicated social service policies to provide both services 

and resources to youth in need from their YOC in disadvantaged neighbourhoods 

(Smith and Anderson 2018, 536). Quantitative data suggest that youth perspectives are 

essential to gun violence literature as these perspectives offer the often-overlooked 

youth perspective to the attitudes surrounding gun violence (Milam et al. 2018, 3816). In 

social science literature, not only is gun violence a pressing health concern (Milam et al. 

2018; Shapira and Simon 2018; Dong and Wiebe 2018), it is also an urgent social and 

community concern (Ezeonu 2008; Ezeonu 2010; Wombacher and Wallace 2018). 

Thus, due to the YOW’s expansive knowledge on the situation of firearm violence, 

scholars need to know, and further explore, the contributions YOWs' experiences make 

to interpreting firearm violence in the GTA. In sum, scholars are aware that YOW's have 

considerable knowledge on this topic (Knoll, Pepler, Josephson 2012; Sercombe 2007; 

Smith and Anderson 2018), and the intersectional inequalities associated with the 

public's understanding of firearm violence (Ezeonu 2008; Ezeonu 2010; Maynard 2017; 

Thobani 2007). However, scholars’ analyses (Ezeonu 2008; Ezeonu 2010; Maynard 

2017; Thobani 2007) have not yet identified the intersectional inequalities implicated in 

firearm violence from a YOW’s perspective in the GTA. My research accounts for the 
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social factors that encourage youth to pick up, carry and use a gun in the GTA by using 

the frameworks mentioned above. 

3 CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 
3.1 Introduction 

My research goal was to understand YOW perceptions of youth firearm violence 

in the GTA and understand how both the YOWs and YOCs in the City assist youth who 

have been impacted by such violence. I chose the GTA for my research due to the 

dense amount of YOCs located within its boundaries. These centers are often filled with 

vulnerable youth populations and YOWs, who assist these youth. Additionally, these 

vulnerable youth have likely endured, or have strong perceptions of, firearm violence 

within the City due to their precarious situations. Engaging with YOW groups from 

various YOCs has offered a holistic lens to my research on the youth firearm violence 

situation in the GTA. Since my research goals were to understand the roles of YOWs in 

the GTA and gather data from multiple YOCs, rather than a single centre, my research 

reflects both the consistencies and inconsistencies of YOW’s perspectives in the GTA. 
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3.2 At-Risk Neighborhoods in Toronto 

As of 2005, the City of Toronto has designated 13 areas within its boundaries as 

high-priority neighbourhoods, which are currently identified by the City of Toronto as 

Neighborhood Improvement Areas (NIAs) (City of Toronto 2019). These 

neighbourhoods are as follows: Jamestown, Jane-Finch, Malvern, Kingston-Galloway, 

Lawrence Heights, Steeles-L'Amoreaux, Eglington East-Kennedy Park, Crescent Town, 

Weston-Mt. Dennis, Dorset Park, Scarborough Village, Flemington Park-Victoria Village, 

and Westminster-Branson. The City of Toronto defines NIAs as neighbourhoods within 

the City of Toronto that need additional social, economic, and physical support (City of 

Toronto, 2019). Located within these areas are Toronto's YOCs, some examples of 

YOCs in these neighbourhoods are as follows: Horizons for Youth, Jane-Finch Center 

(the Spot, and Early On), York Town Family Services (YTFS), and Central Toronto 

Youth Services (CTYS). 
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3.3 Non-Profit Organizations in the GTA YOW's and YOC's (not for 
profit organizations) in Toronto 

In this section, I will discuss how YOC's interpret the roles of a YOW in the GTA 

using data from YOC websites. Researching the role of a YOW in the GTA introduced 

me to many themes shared across the YOCs in the GTA in terms of how a YOC YOW 

assists at-risk youth. YOC's understand YOW's role as one that helps marginalized and 

at-risk youth and their families navigate the services and pro-social opportunities in their 

communities (YTFS n.d.). Specifically, YOW programs are initiatives that focus on at-

risk youth who live in an identified priority community and belong to a distinct priority 

population (e.g., Spanish speaking/Latin American, Somali, Hungarian, Roma, Syrian, 

Afghan) (YTFS n.d.; EMYS n.d.). 

The purpose of YOW initiatives is to create youth development opportunities in 

collaboration with local communities that connect marginalized youth with community 

resources (City of Toronto 2006). Moreover, YOW programs strive to connect youth to 

the proper community resources to prevent or reduce anti-social and socially violent 

behaviour among youth in neighbourhood improvement areas (City of Toronto 2006). In 

addition to support services, many YOC's provide intensive intervention to youth who 

have mental health, addictions, trauma, relationship or family violence, and human or 

sex trafficking concerns (EMYS n.d.). 
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3.4 Statistics of At-Risk and Marginalized Youth in the GTA 

Recently, due to the alarming rates of firearm incidents in the GTA (345 incidents 

in 2020, to date), the City of Toronto has labelled firearm violence as a critical City issue 

and an increasing concern among the public (2018). Due to the frequency of firearm-

related incidents, the complexities of youth firearm violence in the GTA, and an increase 

in youth involvement, firearm violence has developed into one of the City's most 

significant and complicated concerns. Additionally, the City of Toronto's understanding 

of this issue centers around the general severity of deviant youth behaviour in the area. 

For example, per 100,000 of the population of youth in Canada, around 1,111 youth 

reported to Police that they were victims of violent crime, with the highest rates of 

victimization affecting youth aged 15 to 17 (Public Safety Canada 2018). Whereas in the 

GTA between the years 2011 and 2015, assault related mortality was the second 

leading cause of death (78 incidents) for youth between the ages 15 and 24 years of 

age (Ansara, Rilkoff, Mamatis, 2019). Additionally, measured through self-reported 

crimes, 37% of youth in Canada were reported to have previously engaged in one or 

more delinquent behaviours in their lifetime, such as acts of violence, acts against 

property or the sale of drugs (Public Safety Canada 2018). Even with the high 

percentage of youth delinquent behaviour, boys (30%) were twice as likely girls (15%) 

to have engaged in violent behaviour. The City of Toronto determined that there are 

numerous factors that contribute to these types of youth violence and delinquency, 

including: the lack of culturally appropriate services, an increase in drug use, difficulty 

engaging at-risk youth with programs, a lack of re-integration systems for previous 
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offenders, minimal community spaces available for at-risk youth, and easy access to 

firearms (City of Toronto 2018). 

Moreover, there is a general upwards trend in the number of occurrences and 

victims of firearm violence in the City of Toronto. Comparing data collected on the 

occurrence and victims of firearm violence in Toronto between the years 2018 and 

2019, Toronto Police Services data illustrates that the number of occurrences has 

increased from 428 to 492 since 2018, and the count of victims from 613 to 771. This 

increase demonstrates how firearm violence is contributing to the youth violence 

occurrences found in the City of Toronto. With an array of factors that have contributed 

to youth firearm violence, which I have mentioned in the preceding paragraph, the City 

has determined that community agency services, strategies, and programs have been 

under-equipped with addressing this issue (City of Toronto, 2018). 

3.5 Research Design 

The data for this study were collected using semi-structured interviewing and 

observational methods. This project involved interviewing YOW's and observing YOC's 

in the GTA, I used purposive sampling to find YOW’s and took fieldnotes during my time 

observing a YOC for this project. The University of Guelph's Research Ethics Board 

approved the research design and methodology used in this study. The data collection 

methods used in this project for sampling YOW's were consistent with those used by 

researchers in other studies (Clarke 2015). 

The kinds of data that I collected were participants' self-reported, subjective 

perceptions and experiences of youth firearm violence in the GTA, as well as meanings 
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of firearm use. Since I am interested in the knowledge YOW's have on gun violence in 

the GTA, I collected data from participants that elucidated (1) what the situation of youth 

and firearm violence is in the GTA today from a YOWs perspective and (2) what YOWs 

perspectives offer to this topic. I accomplished this goal by using two methods to gather 

my information: (1) observation and (2) semi-structured interviews. 

3.6 Observation 

The reason I gathered observational data was to understand how YOCs address 

gun violence among youth. Given that YOW's work with youth in closed-door settings 

(Sercombe 2007, 13), examining these settings was to understand the larger picture to 

a YOWs job—and limits to their job—when helping youth. Observation is an important 

aspect of cultural anthropology, as it produces experiential knowledge that lets the 

researcher speak knowledgably about what they have observed during their fieldwork 

(Bernard 2011, 271). In my research, after making contact with YOC's, I asked the head 

of each YOC if there were events, meetings, or tours that I could attend in order to 

gather information on what YOW's obligations are relative to firearm violence in an 

institutional setting. All the data that I collected using observation was qualitative: I took 

field notes where I recorded my interpretations of the settings and events I observed. 

After contact, and during my observation, I made my intention to conduct observation 

sessions clear to participants prior to observing the meeting. I also chose to keep 

confidentiality at the forefront of my ethical research by leaving all identifiable 

information out of my notes, which also helped build rapport with my participants. 
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Although I originally intended to engage in participant observation, the time 

constraints precluded the use of this method; nonetheless, I did have an opportunity to 

engage in an observation session. Unfortunately, turnout for observation was low, with 

only one centre agreeing to my presence for an event. This low turnout was partially 

due to the low number of meetings focused on the organizational contexts of firearm 

violence at a YOC. Additionally, many of the YOC meetings that address firearm 

violence in the GTA were meetings carried out by community organizations, such as 

FOCUS Toronto. Additionally, due to the timeframe of this study, it was challenging to 

find a gatekeeper who could grant me access to these meetings promptly. Finally, 

another time frame concern presented constraints to gathering observational data: due 

to the timing of YOC meetings, by the time ethics was granted for this study, many of 

the meetings were already completed by the centres in the GTA and others taking place 

after my data collection period, which made it was difficult to collect such observational 

data.  

3.7 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews commenced on September 27th, 2019 and required 

the use of an interview guide, which can be found in Appendix A and offered reliable 

qualitative data across numerous participants (Bernard 2011). In my research, I 

conducted, and audio recorded interviews with YOW's, I also wrote fieldnotes during the 

interview. I allowed participants to stop these interviews at any time upon their request. I 

obtained 7 participants for this project, from two YOCs, whom I interviewed for around 

one and a half hours each.  Enough data were gathered through these interviews to 
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allow me to achieve my research goals. I was able to achieve data saturation because I 

kept my themes focused on: (1) YOWs experience with firearm violence in the GTA; (2) 

social and cultural impacts associated with firearm violence; (3) connections between 

YOWs knowledge and youth's knowledge on the issue; (4) the construction of firearm 

violence in the GTA and; (5) YOWs and youth relations. These interviews were 

comprised of 20 questions covered in the order of my themes listed above. The 

information gathered through these interviews provided me with reliable, comparable 

qualitative data (Bernerd 2008, 158). During my semi-structured interviews I used 

probing questions to improve my understanding of the YOW’s experience; some 

probing questions were written down under my interview questions if further detail was 

needed, others were done in the moment, and the questions were relative to the 

responses YOW's provided to their experiences. Probing was vital to my research, as it 

allowed me to see if the responses given by YOWs was idiosyncratic to a particular 

participant or if it was reproduced among many YOWs (Bernard 2011, 180). 

3.8 Data Analysis 

After conducting my interviews and observation session, I began with inductive or 

"open" coding to segment the data into themes (Bernard 2011, 430). Additionally, while 

reviewing both the literature and data collected through semi-structured interviews and 

observation, themes emerged in my project. For example, some themes that emerged 

included YOW trauma, lack of community space, and police profiling. The annotations 

and concepts from the data and literature were then connected to these themes using 

Nvivo. After determining my themes for this project's discussion section, I initially 
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analyzed my data by identifying how my participants understood the phenomena I 

questioned them about during our interviews. Additionally, using the literature, I 

analyzed the participants' reasoning behind their explanations in an effort to answer my 

research question. My goal as a researcher was to conceptualize how my participants 

understand youth firearm violence and discover themes according to my participants 

response (Glaser & Strauss 1967, 46). 

3.9 Recruiting Participants 

This project took place in the GTA, near or at YOC's, or close to where YOW's 

wished to be interviewed (i.e., homes, or a public space such as a café or library). I 

used a non-probability sampling method to gather participants because the base to 

recruit from a random sample was not possible. In other words, a non-probability 

sampling method was appropriate because my area requires in-depth knowledge on the 

issue, and non-probability sampling allowed me to gather informed informants, not just 

responsive respondents (Bernard 2011, 143). More specifically, I used one sampling 

method: (1) purposive sampling. I used a purposive sampling design to draw 

participants for the purposes they served the study (i.e. YOWs knowledge on gun 

violence). Finally, this was carried out by emailing potential participants with an 

invitation to participate in my research, my letter detailed my research interests and 

goals, and a consent form was provided to everyone who is interested. This list of 

YOWs was provided by the head of each YOC; these lists included the names and 

emails of YOWs who wished to participate in my study. I experienced very few problems 

recruiting participants using YOC networks, the only challenges I experienced included 
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a low response rate to my email and disinterest about the topic. Essentially, the rapport 

already built with community stakeholders, and the rapport that I have been building 

through volunteering provides me with the knowledge of YOWs importance to youth. 
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3.10  Protecting Research Confidentiality 

The University of Guelph Research Ethics Board (REB) approved this study and 

complied with the REBs statements on confidentiality. Given the sensitive nature of my 

research topic, I had to take steps to ensure confidentiality and protect your data. All 

directly identifiable information of the participant was gathered for contact purposes, 

other than race and gender, and all other data collected were non-identifiable and only 

collected to address my research question and goals. Specifically, the participant’s 

name and email address were only collected for communication purposes, and all other 

information provided by participants was collected to explore the experiences of 

understanding youth firearm violence in the GTA and understand the strategies YOWs 

employed to help youth cope with firearm violence. Additionally, I used the information 

provided by the participants for my thesis project, and no information that disclosed their 

identity has, or will be, released or published without the specific written consent to the 

disclosure. After I provided pseudosynonyms for each participant, the data was 

provided to my committee member to the full extent allowed by law.  

 I stored the participants’ information in my password-protected encrypted 

personal computer (University of Guelph full disc encryption). Full disc encryption and 

secured all of the data on a hard-drive that was only accessible to an individual (myself) 

with the password required to access it. I immediately downloaded the audio recording 

of each interview to my password-protected encrypted personal computer from the 

digital recorder, and the voice file on the recorder was deleted as soon as the 

downloading of the file was complete. Specifically, while the data is in transit over the 
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internet, confidential data could become accessible to someone not part of the research 

team.  

 The criminological scholarship has also emphasized the risks of accessing 

confidential researcher-participant data using Police subpoena. Although the nature of 

data that I have collected makes this an unlikely risk due to my line of questioning about 

a participants' perceptions of firearm violence, any research on firearm violence poses a 

risk of Police subpoena. Within Canada, previous Police subpoenas in which requests 

confidential researcher-participant data in the court of law have played out in the 

researcher's favour as long as the research follows four criteria, otherwise known as the 

Wigmore Criteria (Palys and MacAlister, 2016). These four criteria are as follows:  

1. The communications must originate in a confidence that they will not be 

disclosed; 

2. This element of confidentiality must be essential to the full and satisfactory 

maintenance of the relation between parties; 

3. The relation must be one which in the opinion of the community ought to 

be sedulously fostered; and 

4. The injury that would inure to the relation by the disclosure of the 

communications must be greater than the benefit thereby gained for the correct 

disposal of litigation.  

 

Even if petitioners did not satisfy all criteria (e.g., one through three, but not 

criterion four), the court still considers all four criteria in its judgement. Since my 
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research is in compliance with the University of Guelphs REB, and this project was 

classified as a minimal-risk study, my confidentiality statements show consideration 

criteria one through four, and the likelihood of Police subpoena is low. Nonetheless, 

explicit reference to the promise of confidentiality is attached to the research process 

and consent documents, and researcher-participant confidentiality will be protected to 

the full extent permitted by law. Without describing the measures taken to ensure 

confidentiality, it would have been very difficult to work with participants who work with 

youth because they would have been reluctant to share information. Expressing the 

level of confidentiality that I have taken to protect participants who work with youth in 

vulnerable circumstances made it easier for me to find participants who wished to 

openly discuss this research topic. Without offering confidentiality to my participants 

both the social risk of the YOC becoming aware of the YOW’s responses and the YOW 

being held liable for their responses could have pursued from gathering information 

such as mine. If the responses of the YOW’s I interviewed did not follow the standards 

set by the YOC they work at, then both social risks could have occurred.    
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3.11  Participant Profile 

 

Seven YOW's, from two YOC's in the GTA, agreed to participate in semi-

structured interviews for this thesis project. Three of the seven identified as female and 

the remaining four identified as male. Two participants identified as White/European, 

one as White/European and Hispanic, and the rest as Black/African/Caribbean. 

I interviewed 7 YOW’s at two different centers in the GTA and gathered 

participants who classified themselves as either Youth Outreach Community Support 

Workers (YOCSW) or Youth Justice Workers (YJW). YOCSW's are outreach workers 

who assist at-risk/marginalized youth by connecting them to services and supports in 

their community (e.g., housing, food banks). YJW's are outreach workers who offer 

youth guidance, counselling and support to youth engaged with the criminal justice 

system. 

A YJW's role differs from a Community Support Worker's (CSW's) because 

YJWs are mandated by the courts to assist youth who are seeking bail, have had their 

court matter diverted, are serving a custodial sentence, or are on probation. 

Nonetheless, YJWs carry similar responsibilities as CSWs; each connects youth to 

social services relative to housing, neighbourhoods, and schools. 
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3.12  Ethical Issues  

Since my participant pool was made up of professionals who choose to hold their 

title of YOW, I came into minimal risks in this research. However, worth noting are four 

risks, which I would like to make apparent. Firstly, a physical risk was that youth 

workers might break confidentiality by bringing up examples that include identifiable 

characteristics of the youth they assist, which could result in  physical harm to youth 

themselves if they were understood to be sharing information of other youth which could 

be interpreted as incriminating information. Nevertheless, these are professionals, and 

this did not occur. Finally, I intended to leave all identifiable characteristics of youth 

themselves out of this project. 

Secondly, interviewing YOWs offered a second-hand account of the youth 

perspective. Nonetheless, since youth workers are equipped to interpret youth 

experiences (Ezeonu 2008), they are essential to developing familiarity with this issue. 

Nevertheless, an emotional risk worth noting is that a youth worker's discomfort may 

make them reluctant to share knowledge. It was also possible that youth may leave out 

information that they do not wish to share with the youth workers, the youth worker’s 

knowledge could be inaccurate because they will not be comfortable with my line of 

questioning. However, youth workers are gatekeepers to youth populations (Sercombe 

2007), which makes the knowledge they do have useful to community and public 

engagement initiatives. Referring to the research questions in Appendix A, I considered 

questions that address these gatekeepers' knowledge potential. 
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(3) Thirdly, a social risk worth noting is that YOC's could impact the statements 

provided by YOW's. If YOW's offer statements that contradict or are dissimilar to the 

mission statements offered by the YOC, they could be held liable for their responses. To 

mediate this concern, I did not mention the YOC individual participants were from and 

only mentioned the YOCs for my sample size. 

(4) Fourthly, power differentials can create a psychological risk between the 

researcher (i.e., myself) and participant (i.e., YOW). Since I am a researcher, I may 

make participants uncomfortable or anxious when interviewing and observing them. 

Also, due to my status as a Master of Arts candidate, I could be interpreted by YOWs as 

an outsider to the community. However, with my volunteering experience and contact 

with Louis March, who has helped direct my research and is part of community 

engagement movements, such as the Zero Gun Violence Movement in Toronto, I 

expected minimal risks with power differentials between the researcher and researched. 

This risk was worth noting, since YOWs work with vulnerable populations, and so they 

are aware of how firearm violence affects both the youth and communities involved. I 

believe that my volunteer experience gave me a solid background for building rapport 

with YOW’s. 

           (5) Finally, since the data I collected could be considered sensitive information, 

there was a minimal social risk that this might result in injury to participants through a 

breach of confidentiality. The breaches may result in embarrassment within a subject's 

organization or social group, or loss of employment. For mitigating these situations, all 

identifiable information (e.g., name and email) was only known by the PI (Dr. Renee 
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Sylvain) and myself (Mitchell Contant). Once I completed the study, I disposed of all 

identifiable information accordingly. 
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4 CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS & DISCUSSION 
4.1 The Strategies of YOWs When Supporting Youth Affected by 

Firearm Violence 

The relationships built between YOW’s and the youth they support are built on 

trust between the youth and their service providers. Understanding a youth’s goals, 

vulnerabilities, and concerns helps YOWs build rapport between the youth and their 

community support networks (i.e., housing and employers). With vulnerable youth, 

building rapport begins with the YOW; this relationship is an open one, built on the trust 

and transparency offered from each party. Commonly, YOWs understand trust and 

openness as distinctive properties of relationship building with youth. Simply, YOWs 

individually build trust and transparency by using different methods and approaches for 

each youth.  

A significant theme noted by YOWs was youth vulnerability, which has led to 

increased youth violence within the racially and economically marginalized communities 

in Toronto. I use the term ‘vulnerability’ and ‘at-risk’ to signify how being a part of a 

disadvantaged community will sometimes increase the stressors a youth faces (i.e., lack 

of community support, issues with housing, etc.), which could result in a youth engaging 

in illegal behaviour or being the victim of violence. This type of violence is a multi-

faceted issue due to the lack of community supports within the city, as youth violence 

prevalence in Toronto’s communities has increased there has also been a lack of 

community mitigation capacity. The absence of family supports and community centres 

in these neighbourhoods has made it hard to engage at-risk youth in marginalized 
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situations and move at-risk families out of violent neighbourhoods. At-risk families 

include families who have been previously affected by gun violence either as the 

victims, or families of those charged with gun crime, or are at a higher likelihood of 

being affected by violence in their neighbourhood. I interpret a YOW’s construction of 

youth and family marginalization through the act of youth violence itself as the 

community and public construction of youth violence play a role in understanding a lack 

of access to services for marginalized families in the GTA.  

           Most YOWs understood their role as one that advocated for at-risk youth and 

their families in precarious situations. Advocacy takes on many forms for a YOW. Some 

interpret their advocacy to take the form of connecting their youth to community support 

networks (I.e., housing, food bank, etc.), and others see it as speaking out on their 

behalf at community/public meetings with law enforcement. Both types of advocacy are 

learned and taught by YOWs and community members, making the process of 

advocating one that connects the neighbourhood through the common goal of 

supporting youth/family development in the community. Thus, YOWs relied on advocacy 

to connect youth to the community and support networks.  

           This chapter will outline how a YOW’s response to youth violence and youth 

marginalization is more than connecting youth to the desired service. To understand the 

complexities of such social phenomena, we must consider how YOWs recognize youth 

vulnerability and youth identity when advocating for them across multiple platforms. 

Advocacy relies on a relationship built using openness and trust between the youth and 

YOW, which allows the YOW to support and recommend changes to the community on 
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their behalf. With every outreach centre varying in the programs they offer youth, first 

contact made between the youth and YOW could be through ‘drop in’, a youth seeking 

services, or a referral by the courts or social services. Building a relationship with youth, 

in turn, allows YOWs to develop an informed position on firearm violence and its 

influence on youth identity in the GTA. 
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4.2 YOWs Ability to Support Marginalized Youth 

 Most YOW’s found that relationship building with youth was a challenging but 

rewarding process. Many YOW’s described how youth exposed to violence and deviant 

behaviour were skeptical about opening up to them because YOWs could not guarantee 

confidentiality due to their duty to report to law enforcement if incriminating information 

was brought up in conversation. Nonetheless, once youth were comfortable sharing 

their experiences with a YOW, they found the experience to be beneficial in exploring 

their concerns and interests. This type of conversation seemed to benefit youth as it 

informed the outreach workers of what programs and opportunities would help youth, 

while also directing youth through their life course.  

           Niko is a YOW who assists Spanish speaking youth in the GTA. He is relatively 

new to the job, only being in youth outreach for around a year from the time we spoke. I 

met Niko in a small café located in the Rexdale area. When we first sat down, Niko 

began speaking about how his role as a Spanish speaking YOW in Toronto helps 

support the youth he assists. 

Niko: I'm never ratting them out or things like that. If a kid tells me, I'm not 
likely going to talk about it, unless there's something a lot bigger. I'll make 
the kid know, "Anything you tell me, and you want to keep it confidential, 
that's fine. I won't even relate it to your own mom, unless there's a safety 
concern” and things like that […] Sometimes I think they just need to 
unload. They just need someone to say things to, and I'm happy to listen if 
they just want to talk. Again, I won't say anything unless there's reason to 
report it. 
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 Niko’s openness with his youth was used to further structure a reciprocal 

relationship between both parties. Structuring a relationship built on solidarity between 

both parties is difficult when youth are afraid that their information could be shared with 

authorities or parental figures. Nonetheless, Niko’s type of relationship building 

accentuates the secure connection built with youth using his open-mindedness, which 

helps them unload their daily stressors. Building an open-minded relationship becomes 

possible when Niko emphasizes the degree of confidentiality that a YOW could 

guarantee in a conversation and the purpose of their help.  

Formal training for working with vulnerable youth is often gained through a 

college or university education in social work or a related program. After this step, 

YOWs gather most of their experience by working with youth in a variety of settings 

(e.g., youth detention centers, counselling, etc.,). I was curious about how YOWs build a 

transparent relationship within the boundaries of guaranteed confidentiality, so I asked 

Niko about the methods he uses to effectively structure such a relationship. Niko 

elaborated, stating that he distances himself from any particular set of formal methods, 

which helps him structure a relationship with youth. Niko went on to say: 

Niko: The one thing I try to do is distance myself as much as possible 
from that and sort of be like, "Listen, this is on your terms. You let me 
know what type of support you want, what you want out of this relationship 
and dynamic, what services you're looking for in the community, and we'll 
go from there. But, I'm definitely not here to tell you what to do, and 
everything here is optional. None of this is forced.” They tend to respond 
pretty well, as long as you make that clear from the get-go. I'd say it's 
actually the best thing to do, in terms of building a positive relationship 
right off the bat. As soon as they realize that you're independent, that 
you're not, "I don't work for the courts, I don't work for the district school 
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board, I don't work for ..." As soon as I make it clear that I'm independent 
from all that stuff, I think the value and the trust goes up significantly. 

 

Niko builds his relationship with youth using transparency and reciprocity. When Niko 

informs youth of his role and lack of formal methodology by letting youth speak on their 

own behalf in their conversation, he is expecting to effectively structure a relationship 

that positively affects their development by understanding their problems from their 

point of view. Following scholarship on YOW intervention with at-risk youth (Hayashi, 

Wood, Wiebe, Qi, & Kerr, 2010; Knoll, Pepler, Josephson 2012; Zanis, Derr, Hollm, & 

Coviello, 2010), when Niko builds a relationship using transparency and reciprocity with 

his youth he is attempting to engage youth in services essential to their well-being (i.e., 

job resources and food banks). Thus, when youth open up and have an equal say in 

structuring their relationship with Niko, he can successfully direct youth to the 

appropriate services and supports within their community. 
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4.2.1 Therapeutic Rapport 

In contrast to Niko’s approach, Ana uses a formal methodology to structure 

professional relationships with the youth she assists. Ana indicated to me that a formal 

methodology is one where the process in which formal settings and professional 

relationships are used by a YOW to build relationships with youth to create 'therapeutic 

rapport’ with her clients. Ana said the following: 

Ana: The role is a professional relationship and as I said, when I worked 
in detention and custody, it was more of a security youth officer 
relationship, but as I transitioned into work into the community, it was a 
counseling relationship. So now, I work with youth and their families, so 
the youth are in conflict with the law and I am a family counselor. I'm a 
registered psychotherapist. So, it's a professional relationship. 

 

Ana: In terms of the way that I build my relationship with the clients, I'm 
very client centered, so the goal is to meet youth and their families where 
they are at. The focus is on building a therapeutic rapport and a 
therapeutic relationship. 

 

Ana explained that therapeutic rapport was a successful method used in her career as a 

security youth officer and is a method that she has continued to use when becoming a 

youth counsellor. Howard Sercombe (2007) discussed that most YOW’s engage with 

youth in closed-door settings to provide similar conditions of safety for their youth. 

Similar to Sercombe’s (2007) point, Ana uses therapeutic rapport, a closed-door method 

used in counselling sessions, to build a professional relationship with her youth by 

listening to and understanding their problems in a safe environment. After Ana defined 

the type of relationship that she builds with marginalized youth we turned to the topic of 
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building therapeutic rapport and its use when she tries to avoid unplanned terminations. 

Ana referred to unplanned terminations as cases when youth become re-involved with 

the justice system for engaging in illegal activity or not following their conditions of bail 

set by their judge.  Ana’s descriptions of her relationship-building methods and her 

efforts to mitigate circumstance that lead to unplanned terminations gave insights into 

what therapeutic rapport looks like in a counselling setting: 

Mitchell: Do you see a lot of unplanned terminations happening then? 

 

Ana: There's quite a few. I'd say there's quite a few. Part of it is, I have to 
think about that. I think I can’t give you a percentage, but I think part of it 
is, with experience, you develop a sense of how to engage the client and 
the better job you do at setting the goals based on their needs, the less 
likely you'll have an unplanned termination. So, if there's a break in your 
therapeutic rapport, if there's some kind of a rupture in your working 
relationship, you're more likely to see unplanned termination. 

 

Ana: And then, some things happen. They get arrested. That may off your 
work together. So, there's a variety of different things that contribute. 

 

Mitchell: So, how do you perceive your advice when helping them with 
their situation? 

 

Ana: So, I guess the first thing I would say is that I don't provide advice. 
So, in the role that I work in, my role is a counseling relationship, so really, 
part of what it is, is helping them to identify their own strengths and their 
own resources to be able to figure out how to navigate the problems of 
living that they're experiencing. 
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Ana defines therapeutic rapport in terms of the possibility of unplanned termination; 

similar to how Niko supports his youth, therapeutic rapport is achieved when a YOW is 

effective in understanding and identifying their client’s strengths, goals, and needs. But 

when aligning youth to services that match their strengths, goals, and needs, 

therapeutic rapport can sometimes be ruptured if the youth engages in illegal activity. 

Neither Ana nor Niko are there to advise on a youth’s choices; rather, they are there to 

assist with the development of a youth’s strengths and minimize their weaknesses 

through directing them to the appropriate services 

4.2.2 Informal Methodology 

 During my interviews, I found that YOW’s attribute their success to informal 

methodologies, such as directing vulnerable youth to a community resource. When 

speaking with Andrew, another YOW I interviewed, he said the following: 

Mitchell: Are there methods you use to effectively structure your 
relationship with the youth you assist? 

 

Andrew: Yes and no. I feel like my personality is the method that I use, 
which is natural for me because I've always been told I'm a very laid-back 
person, very soft spoken. So, I don't like to come across as an 
authoritarian type. And I guess the method that I use is, "Look. I'm 
learning from you just as much as you're learning from me." So, I don't 
come in with a specific agenda. […] So, my method is just being really 
open minded, just listening really well and just trying to understand what 
perspective they're coming from and what their strengths are. […] 
Because I need to be able to figure out, does this kid have a learning 
disability? Is he hearing these things as he's saying, yes, but he really, 
truly doesn't understand? So, it's just more of just really just being really 
open minded and just being able to hear how they want to work together. 
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After listening to Andrew, it was clear that an informal methodology could help a YOW 

positively respond to a youth's vulnerabilities. Andrew interprets his personality as a 

valuable method when trying to connect with youth in vulnerable circumstances who 

need support. Since this method is one Andrew has thought of by himself, it is not a 

formal method that has been given to him by his YOC. Nonetheless, Andrew's 

personality traits, such as being "laid-back" or "soft-spoken," communicate a message 

to youth that they can trust him, and he is someone who is there for the youth. Not only 

does his personality help express his goals to the youth, it also assists him in finding 

specific supports in the community that will help these youth as Andrew uses his 

personality to engage youth in conversations about their strengths and weaknesses. 

Corresponding to scholarship on outreach work (Clarke 2015; Sercombe 2007), using 

his personality, Andrew successfully provides opportunities for youth to discuss 

sensitive information about their lives, which in-turn allows Andrew to connect them to 

social supports. Such informal methods help YOWs build supportive relationships with 

youth because they let youth set the terms and boundaries of a YOWs' support. Thus, 

when a YOW is open and shows youth their personality, youth respond positively to 

those gestures. 
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4.3 Observation Session: The Formal Approaches of an YOW 

 After interviewing Ana, my first participant, at a spacious and empty coffee shop 

located close to Brampton Ontario, she asked me if I would be interested in taking a 

tour of her YOC. Ana was curious to see if I would like to see firsthand what she and her 

co-workers do when not supporting youth in the community. A week or so later, I 

received confirmation from Kyle, the head of the YOC, regarding being shown their 

space. When I arrived to the YOC, located close to the core of downtown Toronto I was 

greeted by Kyle and taken to his office, where he explained the role of his YOW's and 

the funding opportunities that the city has offered them. At this moment, Kyle told me 

that his YOC was granted three funding opportunities by the provincial government to 

retain their YOW's and support both LGBTQ2+ and Black youth in the GTA. Kyle 

emphasized how significant funding opportunities such as these are in supporting youth 

in Toronto, without them, it would be difficult to assist and engage youth in the 

community. It seems that Kyle was explaining an important theme noted by many of my 

participants: the availability of funding often determines how much assistance YOCs 

can guarantee at-risk youth. Since the role of YOC’s as a not for profit organization is to 

assist youth, Kyle made it clear to me of how important the funding opportunities that his 

YOC was granted were for his YOWs and youth that use his facility.  

After our chat, Kyle began to show me around the YOC this tour indicated to me 

the formality of a YOW's job when not assisting marginalized youth in the community. 

From my tour of their facility it was separated into four areas; (1) Formal counselling 

rooms, (2) recreation space for LGBTQ+ and Black youth, (3) office space for YOW's, 
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(4) and a boardroom. Firstly, these formal counselling rooms were spacious and offered 

both chairs and couches for youth and YOW's. The rooms were quite plain with their 

appearance but were closed off to allow youth to express their concerns in the privacy 

that the rooms offer. Similar to research conducted on a YOW’s role (Sercombe 2007), 

Kyle explained that the privacy and layout of these rooms is important for youth 

because it offers conditions of safety and comfort for youth who are discussing their 

vulnerable circumstances. Secondly, there was a more substantial, less formal area 

close to this space, where many youths and YOW's could engage in and have more 

informal group discussions. Similar to Sercombe’s research (2007), although being 

informal group discussions, since the space is recognizable to youth it provides a safe 

and comfortable environment for youth engaged in discussion.  

Thirdly, Kyle showed me the office space, which was an open-plan arrangement 

separated by cubicles. What was different to me about this space was how social 

YOW's were with each other while working, as many of the YOWs discussions were 

around youth they were supporting. When YOW’s were social with other YOW’s, it 

indicated to me how important it is for YOW's to assist each other on the job, as each 

has expertise that can be shared with others. During this tour I discovered that YOWs 

role intersect with youth and the community; directing youth to services did not just 

mean to community supports. When YOWs direct youth through support networks, they 

also directed youth to other YOWs who may have more expertise with their problems 

(i.e., housing). Additionally, this experience demonstrated to me how each YOW’s 

expertise and contacts benefit youth when they work together, as working as a group 
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instead of a single body has far-reaching effects for assisting youth within the 

community. Adding to youth outreach scholarship (Nichols 2014), since YOW’s are pro-

social with each other and carry specific skills that assist youth in vulnerable 

circumstances, it creates bonds between the workers that allows them to direct youth to 

their co-workers if they have more expertise with their situation.  

Lastly, Kyle took me to their boardroom, where YOWs come to discuss formal 

matters, such as weekly planning, issues with a particular youth, and community 

updates. At this point, Kyle introduced me to a total of nine YOWs and each began to 

introduce themselves and briefly describe their role at the YOC. After each staff 

member introduced themselves, I began to see how YOC assist marginalized youth. 

This YOC focused particularly on marginalized youth from LGBTQ2+ and Black 

communities in Toronto who have been engaged in violent or deviant activities that 

have introduced them to the justice system. These YOWs’ job is to help youth navigate 

the justice system and engage them with pro-social opportunities in the community. The 

two roles of the YOW mentioned above were completed by meeting the diversity of 

needs and challenges that these youth experienced due to mental health issues and 

conflicts with the law. This center offers both one-on-one and group counselling; it helps 

youth cope with anger, depression, anxiety, marginalization, rejection, and issues of 

sexual orientation and gender identity. These YOW's explained that through their 

counselling methods and expertise, they are positively able to connect youth in their 

homes, neighbourhoods, schools, and communities. Without this observation session it 
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would be difficult to pinpoint how exactly the formal methods of an YOW’s job intersect 

with informal methods such as assisting youth and their problems. 

4.4 Passion and Burnout  

Numerous YOWs identified “burnout” as a concern because they feel as if it is 

necessary to make themselves available to youth outside of their regular hours and 

boundaries to support them: 

Emily: A lot of the times your passion is what drives you, especially in this 
field, you have to do a lot of advocacy work. And that's not only from nine 
to five. Remember you're supporting individuals and families, so at times, 
you're meeting maybe four people a day, sometimes one depending on 
cancellations. Sometimes you're meeting six people, depending on the 
time and what you're doing and how long you're meeting people for. 
Sometimes you're with 20 people at a time doing an immigration clinic, or 
you're going with them to apply for housing, or you're calling them to 
[inaudible 00:07:32] or your helping them out with day care or even 
helping them out, just sit down and listen to them vent, right? And that 
takes a lot because you're sitting there and you're taking in what this 
person's saying and at times you have to be careful that you're not taking 
it home. Especially if it's a passion. 

 

This participant illustrates that having a “passion” for youth outreach work motivates 

their desire to create bonds with marginalized youth. Nonetheless, Emily stressed that 

due to her passion, her workday does not always end at a predisposed time, and long 

hours can take a toll on her mental health. Passion was a common theme that most 

YOWs emphasized. Mark discussed how his passion led him to assist a youth’s family 

at a traumatic time: 

Mark: If you have a relationship with the family and your youth that you're 
working with get stabbed or something like that and the mom calls you, 
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that's because you're important to them. And, at the same time, you don't 
want to let that down. You don't want to kill that relationship because 
someone's looking at you as a high figure in that person's life. "You're so 
supportive of my son that, during this time, it's like a family-oriented thing. 
I'm calling this youth outreach worker because he's so invested in us." 
You take value in those things.  

 

From Mark's perspective, due to the relationship that he builds with vulnerable youth, he 

insists that he has a responsibility to their families when they are in need. By being 

there for these youth and their families, he is building a relationship of solidarity with 

them. Since both the youth and their families trust these workers, YOW's use Positive 

Youth Development (PYD) strategies to become a pillar for marginalized youth in the 

community. As Mark mentioned, by being a "high figure" to these youth and going 

beyond his duties to assist marginalized youth, he has shown his investment to the 

youth and their families, which personalizes a youth's experience with a YOW.  

Consistent with Gregory M. Knoll and collegues (2012) findings, when Mark was 

supporting his youth and their families in their time of need, his support was a PYD 

strategy as he intended improve the youth’s ability to cope with environmental risks that 

they had encountered. Additionally, when Mark showed how his intentions aligned with 

his youth and their family, he was trying to influence positive growth in the youth’s life by 

being there for them and their family in a time of need. However, due to the long hours, 

and difficult issues one faces as a YOW, many YOWs explained their own experiences 

with burnout to me.  
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4.5 The Construction of Firearm Violence in the GTA 

In the last section, I discussed why passion leads many YOW’s to enter the field 

of youth support, and how it has also aided YOW’s in building relationships of solidarity 

with marginalized youth and their families. In this section, I will review how a YOW 

understands the construction of youth violence in the GTA by the Police and community 

members. Additionally, youth violence is far-reaching in the area; thus, I will review how 

it has affected the youth and their family and has also traumatized YOW’s. 

4.5.1 Youth Outreach Worker Trauma 

During the interview process of this project, I began to pick up on a theme that I 

did not openly address in my interview questions, which was YOW trauma. Once I had 

started the interview process, I began to see how often the past trauma of YOWs 

affected them in their current roles assisting youth. For example, Joe who was a 

seasoned YOW working out of three different courts in the GTA, has encountered many 

at-risk youth in his lifetime. During our interview, the concept of YOW trauma in the 

workplace came up: 

Joe: I've seen about 15 people die over the course of time that I've been 
working where I work.  

 

Mitchell: Wow.  

 

Joe: Yeah, 15.  
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Mitchell: How have you dealt with that?  

 

Joe: Oh, it's awful.  

 

Mitchell: Do you take that home with you?  

 

Joe: Yeah, I do. I'll tell my wife about it. I'll bring it up with coworkers. I 
have had formal debriefing, but it never really gets any easier. It really 
doesn't get any easier.  

 

Mitchell: I wouldn't expect it to. Do they offer you any type of mental 
health services for that?  

 

Joe: Yeah. They offer us counseling, debriefing counseling, I take them up 
on it. I didn't for the last kid, and that was like two weeks ago. He was a 
former client. 

 

Here, Joe is explaining the mental toll outreach work takes on him due to violence within 

these communities. A typical piece of information that I gathered from my interviews is 

that YOCs’ offer YOW counselling and debriefing sessions after stressful scenarios. 

However, it is the YOW's choice as to whether they would find counselling useful, which 

means many YOW's may suffer from mental health issues but may not seek help. 

Concluding the interview portion of this project, Joe was the only YOW who disclosed 

that he had used counselling from his YOC.  
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 Concurrent with Joe’s feelings about trauma in the workplace, in Emily’s personal 

experience, she explained the toll firearm violence has on her: 

Emily: I had to take some time off and they [her supervisors] tell me too. 
That's what I'm saying, you have a life outside of this job. And to be able 
to separate it but sometimes, it's not that easy. If it's in your neighborhood, 
you know the family, or you have a personal connection. Or you know 
more about the situation. It's so complex. Once you're close to it, it's very 
important. It's going to have an effect on you. Especially if you have past 
trauma. 

 

Emily explained how the trauma YOWs experience through counselling youth 

who have been affected by firearm violence puts a toll on their mental health. 

Here, Emily has highlighted how trauma has appeared for her during the 

sequence of events that could follow after a violent occurrence. Additionally, 

Emily has explained that going into outreach work with past trauma puts a 

burden on the help she can offer youth, especially if she has a personal 

connection to them and their family.  

 Previous trauma that an YOW has experienced was a common theme that 

Emily mentioned during our interview: 

Emily: You have to think like, "Okay, am I ready for this?" And if you're not 
ready, then you have to wait until you're ready. That's what I'm saying, 
you have to know your abilities. Like when you're in a relationship, what 
are you saying, what are you not saying, right? Your behavior, your body 
language, what you say is so important. Because some of the things you 
say could be misinterpreted by someone else. 
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Here, Emily explained how her previous trauma could change the type of 

assistance a YOW is offering vulnerable youth, as an outreach worker should 

always be aware of how their assistance could be understood by their youth. 

 Angela explained how high caseloads with youth affected by firearm 

violence has affected the type of assistance she can offer these youth: 

Angela: I have to admit, yes. And I think I'm guilty of that. And that 
happens because some of us, we work in [inaudible 00:17:40] and we're 
over burnt sometimes with the volume of maybe the clients that we're 
meeting. But that's why it's very important that we mention sometimes the 
struggles that we're having to our supervisor just so that they can help us 
manage some of that problem. But I do see, sometimes, even 
disinterested youth workers that kind of like, "Oh, you know. I made a call 
to see them and I bet they're not going to even come." That attitude, 
sometimes, I can see it. I can ... 

 

Mitchell: How do you control burnout then? 

 

Angela: We do a lot of workshops for ourselves as part of the agency 
mandate now. There's a mental health wellness day that we can take. 
There were also certain times [...] information about self-care. And there's 
also trainings that we are [...] that my supervisor assigns us to attend to 
deal with that that are part of personal growth and then also how to take 
care of yourself as a worker. So that has helped a little bit. 

 

Similar to Joe’s experience of having multiple of his youth pass away while he 

was assigned to them, being a 'front line' worker as Angela is means the YOW is 

invested in assisting youth but poorly resourced. Nonetheless, Angela’s 

supervisor is aware of the mental and physical tole long hours and traumatizing 
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settings can put on the YOW, which is why they offer programs that aim to assist 

in the personal growth of YOWs. 

           Ana has worked with youth in an outreach capacity for 23 years. Before 

engaging in youth outreach, Ana worked with youth in custody and detention centres. 

Although her role has changed, Ana has always worked with youth in conflict with the 

law. Given her extensive background, I was fortunate to interview her about her 

experiences. Ana offered a thoughtful critique of how trauma could affect the 

relationship between a YOW and their youth. As Ana explains: 

Ana: For some people, they [the YOW] may be vicariously living out their 
experiences or what they think people should do differently to live a better 
life. […] If people are coming to this work because of their lived 
experience, I always say you better have your bags packed, because you 
can't take that baggage into the work. You better have a real 
understanding about how that value impacts your work with clients, 
because it's not fair to impose that on them. So, for sure, I would say 
those things, make sure you get your own baggage checked and 
whatever you need to do, go to counseling, therapy, whatever it is you 
need to do to make sure you've got yourself straight, make sure you've 
done that. 

 

Listening to Ana, I understood that a YOW’s goals would sometimes misalign with a 

youth’s due to the YOWs lived experience. Throughout this interview, Ana indicated that 

lived experience could often lead a YOW to burn-out. Due to a YOW’s past experiences 

with trauma, YOWs sometimes set unrealistic goals for youth because the YOWs goals 

neglect the youths’ needs. Additionally, youth may not benefit from YOW’s who bring 

their lived experiences into the workplace. If YOW’s set goals that do not focus on youth 
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taking steps for themselves then youth struggle with taking their own initiative in 

situations that are not being directed by an YOW.  

Moreover, as Emily explains, past trauma can be an indicator of how YOW’s 

carry themselves through stressful situations in the workplace. Emily offered an 

insightful perspective on how she attempts to be reflexive with similar circumstances 

while assisting youth: 

Emily: Especially if you have past trauma, that can trigger you, you have 
to know yourself. What pisses you off, what doesn't. […] I come from a 
place where it's different to know you have the trauma and not do 
anything about it, and I think this is where you have to be accountable and 
be reflective of your sense as a worker. Is it affecting me? How am I 
dealing with it? Who am I talking to? Am I getting that support? Or am I 
just saying it's nothing, I can get over it. Awareness is very important and 
what you're doing about it. If you're not doing anything about it then you're 
not taking care of yourself. 

 

Emily has explained how reflexivity in the workplace inhibits self-critique of her own 

advice while assisting at-risk youth, who may also have similar traumas to their own. 

Additionally, since YOW’s trauma has manifested itself in the workplace, some YOW’s 

have introduced the question: “can YOW’s refuse work?” As Ana explained: 

Ana: So, people are saying, "I'm not working with that client. I'm not 
driving into that community. That kid is a target, and it's a known target. 
So, there's no way I'm going to work with them." So now, people that are 
struggling with can I refuse work with clients that I feel are at significant 
risk, or not? So, this has been a real point of contention that has never 
happened in the work. 
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In this description, I understood, that for a YOW, they are assisting youth who are 

targets of violent acts within their own communities. In Ana’s description, YOW 

concerns with at-risk youth centre around the fear of being physically harmed within the 

communities where YOW live or work while on-call. Additionally, since refusing work is 

a new point of contention in outreach work, YOW’s are navigating this new territory in 

terms of when and how they should refuse working with a youth who is at-risk of being 

attacked in their community.  

4.5.2 Youth Trauma 

Through the interviews, I found that youth trauma is a concern that YOWs share 

in the GTA. I recognized this concern during the planning phase for this project. During 

my interviews, YOWs explained that the social suffering of at-risk youth manifests itself 

in the various issues subject in these youth’s lives, such as gun violence. For instance, 

Joe presented a youth’s circumstances to me: this youth had been traumatized by 

firearm violence in the GTA, and the conversation went as so: 

Joe: I had a kid once who was shot through his bedroom window at like 
3:00 in the morning by somebody with a sawed-off deer rifle. The bullet 
entered his shoulder and then broke into fragments and zipped down, 
broke a few ribs, exited out his back. Left a hole like a toonie. His sister, 
who was taking nursing at George Brown, managed to save him before 
the paramedics got there. So, six months later, I wasn’t working with him 
any longer. He came by and he wanted to see me. I saw him, and he 
looked terrible. He was a fairly large kid. He’s like 5’10”, maybe 180lbs. 
When I saw him, he must have weight about 135lbs. He said, I’m not 
sleeping, I’m angry all the time, angry all the time. He told me, because of 
what happened, he had to force himself to stay awake until after 3:00 in 
the morning every single night. Then, when nothing happened, he felt safe 
to go to bed. We had lengthy, lengthy, lengthy discussions on PTSD, me 
and this kid. Now, the circumstances for him were a little different. The 
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circumstances also regarding his stress ... there were other things going 
on in his life.  

 

Mitchell: Did you try to connect him to these services? Did he take you up 
on them?  

 

Joe: Yes. Yeah, he did, because he was really hurting, really hurting. I’m 
not just talking physically.  

 

Joe: So, the circumstances were this. He knew the shooter. The shooter 
lived in the same neighborhood. His kid sister played with the shooter’s 
kid sister. This whole thing was based on a court appearance that this kid 
was supposed to attend. They subpoenaed him to attend, and he got up 
on the stand, and he basically just perjured himself. He said, I don’t know, 
I don’t know anything, because he didn’t want to-  

 

Joe: Yeah, he didn’t want to rat. But I guess that wasn’t enough for this 
person, so this person shot him through his bedroom window. So, until the 
shooter was picked up on an unrelated charge, this is what this kid was 
going through. He was on an emergency wait list for metro housing, but 
that moves very, very slowly.  

 

From Joe’s perspective, firearm violence poses significant mental and physical health 

risks for the victims involved. For example, as Joe explained in this youth’s scenario, 

even after this youth physically healed from the incident, they suffered from severe 

mental health problems. Mental health issues included paranoia and sleep loss, which 

significantly impacted the youth’s physical health.  

Given the circumstances of this youth’s experiences, the participant illustrates 

how youth trauma and suffering from violence occur. Specifically, violence often occurs 
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because of a lack of trust among youth. Additionally, youth have created identities of 

others who have lost their trust (e.g., being considered a "rat”) in their community. 

Considering how Goffman understood the role of stigma in identity construction (1963, 

1-3), when youth understand others to have broken a bond of trust with one another 

they attribute this act as something wrong with the moral status of that individual’s 

identity. When this stigma is known by others (e.g., becomes a part of their social 

identity) it in-turn puts the stigmatized youth at risk of being targeted by others who 

know that stigma. Specifically, in Joe's description, he illustrates how being a "rat" puts 

that youth at risk of violence within their community because they have betrayed or 

snitched on someone close to them. For Joe, he understands that when there is trauma 

in a youth's life, and he is aware of it, he can positively support these youth and direct 

them to the appropriate services.  

         Additionally, as I learned from Andrew, youth are malleable to their surroundings, 

and by engaging in violence, it does not necessarily mean they are "bad." Andrew 

stated: 

Andrew: So, I think when you've grown up in maybe a low-income 
neighborhood, and I don't want to say that stereotyping all low-income 
neighborhoods. But I do feel like it goes without saying that there is an 
issue [youth violence] in some of these neighborhoods. And it's not 
because the people are bad, I think there's just a lack of resources and, 
as I said, poverty plays a factor as well. So when you have all the factors 
of lack of resources, low income families, all living in one neighborhoods, 
kids that have poor education and parents just not having the supports to 
help them with the difficulties that they're having with their children, I feel 
like that all impacts the kids. So, it's definitely a problem in a lot of those 
neighborhoods. And I think that's what predominantly happens, I guess 
with some of the youth that live there. They feel like they have to either 



 

 

74 

 

join whatever's happening or else they'll outcasts or whatever. So that's 
how they get sucked in. I think. 

 

When I spoke to Andrew, I learned that place significantly impacts a youth’s choice to 

engage in violent activities. As Knoll and colleagues (2012) suggest, when resources 

and programs in areas are the least accessible to the youth population, there is a 

greater risk that a youth’s stressors (e.g., access to jobs and food bank) will reduce the 

likelihood that intervention will benefit at-risk youth. Consistent with literature on at-risk 

youth and intervention strategies (Cosgroove et al. 2008; Galankis 2016) and with a 

wide range of criminological theories (e.g., Control; Strain; Collective Efficacy), I 

understood from Andrew that when a youth has other stressors in their life due to the 

access of resources (i.e., lack of recourses, poverty, poor education, absent parents) 

while others around them engage in risky behaviour, it is more likely that they too will 

participate in it. This interpretation would be supported by a wide range of criminological 

theories like Control (Gottfredson 2020), Strain (Agnew 2001), Collective Efficacy 

(Battin 2015) to name a few. 

           Although many YOW’s signalled their success with the use of informal 

methodologies to support youth, the youth’s lack of acknowledgement of their mental 

health issues was a common concern that they identified to them. Angela stated: 

Angela: Based on my interactions with some of them, they don't have a 
way to cope. They're unsure of it. I can see, as a worker, some of the 
signs of depression. They're usually just flat and just like, "Whatever." But 
some of them, like I said, it varies. It's just like a facade they put on.  
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Angela notes that the lack of coping strategies present in youth’s lives dramatically 

impacts their ability to cope after a stressful situation. Why would youth face severe 

mental health problems in the GTA? Mark, who has been impacted by firearm violence 

in the GTA, offers an answer to this question: 

Mark: Because you're traumatized, you have to be. There's no way that 
you can't be traumatized from losing a friend. A funeral is traumatizing. 
Seeing so many sad people is traumatizing. Crying is traumatizing, the 
thought of never seeing them again. All those things are happening in 
your mind at the same time. You have to be traumatized. You're not 
yourself, you can't be, and people don't really realize the result of what 
one death does to everyone in a community, because one death equals 
five more killings. 

  

Mark: It equals five more killings. It equals depression for a mother, a 
father, a family. It equals depression for everybody around those people. 
That may result in the drug issues, they [the city] don't understand the 
disease of gun violence. 

 

Listening to Mark and observing his body language, I understood his deep concern for 

the youth he supports. As Kennedy and Whitlock (2011) suggest, there is a collective 

experience to violence in the GTA; not only does trauma impact the person involved, it 

also negatively impacts the families and communities close to that person. When youth 

and families negatively cope with their experiences with violence in the GTA it is due to 

the suffering and trauma endured from such experiences (Kennedy & Whitlock 2011).  

Explicitly, Mark has also expressed how significant the impact youth violence has on 

communities in the GTA, as the trauma of these events is not restricted to those 

immediately involved. Specifically, youth violence also affects the families and people 
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around the youth involved, which have led to mental health and substance abuse 

issues. 

4.5.3 Access to Firearms 

Participants spoke about access to firearms in the GTA with great frustration. 

Mark, for instance, questioned how at-risk youth with many socio-economic barriers 

could afford a firearm: 

Mark: They're in all of these neighborhoods. How is it that these people 
who can't afford to pay for market rent places is able to afford firearms 
that can't be bought? So then, I'm thinking that these firearms have to be 
expensive because you can't just buy them anywhere, so it's not like it's a 
TV. You can go anywhere and buy a TV. You can't buy a gun anywhere, 
so these guns have to be expensive. 

 

As Mark suggests, one needs to consider how and why youth are accessing these 

firearms. Speaking to Mark and other participants, I understood that easy access to 

firearms and a youth’s use of firearms to respond to their concerns has become a 

normalized approach for youth within the GTA. Additionally, firearm accessibility for 

youth results in many of them obtaining one for either protection or enforcement 

purposes. During a conversation with Andrew, he offered me a glimpse into firearm 

accessibility in the GTA: 

Andrew: From what I'm hearing from my youth, it's pretty easy. I don't 
know the specifics ... 

 

Andrew: Yeah, but I've heard that if you have a couple of hundred dollars 
you can get a gun very easily. 
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From Andrew’s point of view, which was informed by youth experiences, firearms have 

become accessible to marginalized populations. Additionally, Andrew told me of the 

concerns he had with marginalized youth access to firearms in Canada: 

Andrew: In comparison to when I was growing up, there's way more 
access to guns. And it's arguable how and who is making the guns more 
accessible, because the thought is that it is these poor, at risk youth. 
Black, colored, whatever, they're not the ones that can bring them over 
the border and getting the guns over here. There's a bigger transaction 
that's happening through whatever crime wave that is bringing the guns in 
and then it's trickling down to the lower income youth.  

 

When Andrew compares firearms current situation in the GTA to his childhood he 

explains that gun accessibility has increased in the GTA. Interestingly, Andrew 

recognized how community stakeholders still genuinely do not understand the variables 

that accompany youth firearm access. As he indicates, illegal firearms most likely do not 

originate in Canada. Also, it is unlikely that it is the youth themselves who can bring 

them across the border, so the question remains: How are these firearms making their 

way into the hands of lower-income youth? From Angela’s perspective, after attending 

community stakeholder meetings in the GTA, the communities are also uncertain about 

how firearms are becoming accessible to youth in the community: 

Angela: A lot of community consultation meetings have been happening, 
town hall meetings where they said, "Where are these guns coming 
from?" And it seems like they don't know where they're coming from, 
because there's so many guns being confiscated by the Police throughout 
these raids, so even the community is kind of astonished.  
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Comparable to other participants, Angela understood that firearms have increasingly 

become accessible to youth.  In the next few sections, I will explore the possible themes 

relevant to vulnerable youth’s accessibility to firearms in the GTA. 

4.5.4 Trickling Down: Gun Renting and Gun Lending 

Some participants of this study suggested that youth in the GTA can obtain 

firearms by renting them. Andrew explained that many youths could obtain guns through 

renting distribution channels.  

Andrew: But I’ve heard that that’s a thing where there are kids that rent. 
That they can rent the guns, commit a crime and then give it back and not 
have it, so Police won’t catch them with the gun. 

 

It seems that youth who wish to obtain a firearm choose to rent them instead of owning 

them because it is easier to dispose of later. Although there is limited information about 

how youth find individuals who rent guns, other YOWs mentioned how it is common for 

family members to loan a gun to their siblings and other kin. Angela provided her 

perspective on how firearms become available to youth who have siblings:   

Angela: Yeah, but another thing is sometimes when we hear about the 
raids that are happening in some of these communities, we find out that 
the sibling that wasn't involved in the gang was carrying it on behalf of the 
other sibling that's involved in gang to safeguard his privacy. 

 

Angela: You know what I want to say about these at-risk youth that are in 
these types of activities? They're getting a lot younger, Mitchell. That's 
why when I was telling you about some of the high-risk cases, they were 
as young as 12 and 13. And then what I realized is some of them don't 
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physically present to be the typical profile of what you would expect. Does 
that make sense? 

 

Interestingly, considering Angela’s observation, since youth carry firearms for their 

siblings to safeguard their privacy, there is a broader spectrum of youth in the GTA who 

possess firearms.  Additionally, Angela claims that the practices of holding a firearm 

now incorporate youth as young as 12 in the GTA. Angela also described a method of 

concealment used by gangs in the GTA to distribute firearms. She adds: 

Angela: Yeah, because I feel like with the gang style, there's always these 
two groups. The older ones have actually went and did their thing, right? 
Try and look at the younger ones and make them [inaudible 00:23:06], so 
then this is their strategy that they have that I learned. They'll use the 
weak one. I'm going to say this, but it's like a cult. They have two leads 
they'll post up, and then they'll tell those two leads, "Look for these type of 
personalities to form a gang," and the ones that they'll give the guns to 
safeguard are the ones that are quiet so that the school or the Police 
won't be picking them up to ask questions.  

 

Angela claims that gang members are aware that Police profile individuals based on 

identity markers they assume are deviant, such as the way an individual dresses, or the 

people an individual is with.  Concurrent with Goffman’s research on identity (1963), 

Angela has described how Police use a youth’s social identity (i.e., one’s appearance) 

to determine if youth are engaged with gangs in their neighborhood. Additionally, 

Angela explained that gang members mediate Police interference by using youth who 

do not necessarily fit into the cookie-cutter image of a gang member. Following 

Goffman’s research (1963) on social identity, gang members are aware of how their 

social identity could make them a target to Police in the GTA. They mitigate Police 
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interference by making their category (i.e., gang association) difficult to anticipate by 

Police by using youth who do not fit into the image of a “gang member”.  

4.5.5 Youth Identity Construction 

After building a relationship with the youth, understanding a youth's point of view 

helps YOWs point youth to the appropriate supports by accounting for a youth's 

strengths and letting them take responsibility for their past actions. 

 

Emily: I have to know how to keep my composure but be smart in how I 
act in case, where I'm making this person understand and listen. […] It's 
important to know your rights and it's important to know how you can 
speak for yourself on your own. Yes, it's great to have support and have 
empathy, but you also want to make people feel that they don't have to be 
dependent on you to get help from the system, right? Because a lot of 
folks that you work with are very resilient. 

 

 Emily has indicated that being able to inform youth of their rights helps youth feel 

comfortable in speaking on their own behalf in future situations. This point highlights 

how YOWs will assist youth by advocating and informing them, which allows them to 

become their own advocate. Helping youth become their own advocate can assist youth 

in understanding the systemic and systematic issues that they face in their community. 

For example, one of my participants explained how the neighbourhood had constructed 

violent and deviant identities: 

Emily: People can be violent in the sense of their neighborhood, of course 
there can be violence, but there's always this image, you're part of the 
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group, you must be like this and it's like no, get to know people first. Stop 
making assumptions. If you see someone walking down the street, just 
because they have a hoodie on and their hand in their pocket [inaudible 
01:34:49] you know what I'm trying to say? 

 

Mitchell: I do.  

 

Emily: And then it's like you're walking down the street and I hear my 
workers or people I work with saying they're walking down the street and 
somebody is talking and they're like “okay, I don't have anything on me, 
why are they afraid of me?” Right? You know what I'm saying? They see 
you coming. And people need to understand that is an individual. It's not 
just about race, it's deeper than that.  

 

When I spoke with Emily on this matter, she had concerns with how the city has labelled 

visible minorities, especially Black communities in the GTA. When Emily spoke about 

how people interpret Black men as dangerous, she mentioned an incident that 

happened to her colleague in a neighbourhood where they work. Emily explained that 

the city imposes stereotypes on visible minorities, such as identifying Black men as 

violent, which has led to the city interpreting Black men as dangerous in certain 

communities. Following socio-spatial identity literature (Eizadirad 2016; Galankis 2016; 

Maynard 2017; Thobani 2007), the racial construction of the Black body in the GTA has 

led to Black men being over-Policed and surveilled by individuals in the community due 

to racially charged ideas of who commits violent acts within the city. Additionally, in Bill 

O’Grady and colleagues work (2012, 14) on examining SSA ticket trends and data, 

O’Grady and colleagues found that being Black or of a visible minority were statistically 

significant factors in predicting greater surveillance and harassment by Police. In 
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Emily’s situation, even Black men who are YOW’s in the City of Toronto are being 

grouped by the city in categories that blames violence in the City on the visual attributes 

of a person.  

When Emily converses with Black youth over how the city labels them as violent, 

her goal is to support the youth and their families affected by occurrences of police 

profiling by informing them of their rights. Emily blamed violent outcomes associated 

with firearms on the social and structural make-up of vulnerable neighbourhoods in the 

GTA. During our interview, she brought up her concerns with the structural issues she 

sees in priority neighborhoods in the GTA: 

Emily: For example, my passion is housing. And there's a lot of prep that's 
happening in Equal Housing, right? When it comes to affordable housing, 
accessibility, health care for families, for individuals... There's a lot that 
goes into assisting in a system they don't understand but I also have to be 
able to hold my own when I'm working with a youth, because I don't want 
to bring my issues towards them, you know what I'm saying? 

 

Here, Emily has explained that navigating the equal housing initiatives in Toronto is 

difficult for youth because of how many moving parts there are. Emily approaches this 

task by engaging youth in the process so in the future they do not have to rely on her 

when engaging with the system, as they become their own advocates. 

After further discussing the social and structural conditions found within the GTA, 

I was able to see why Emily was invested in this issue. During our interview, Emily was 

stopped six times by individuals from the community. These individuals were people 

whom she had assisted in some way with her outreach work, which showed me how 



 

 

83 

 

many lived experiences of vulnerable individuals she has seen in the GTA. Her 

encounters with these individuals were pleasant, as each stopped to either thank Emily 

for her assistance or ask how she was doing. 

From Emily's reasoning, I understood that these stops in the coffee shop 

emphasized how vital a YOW’s job is for helping vulnerable youth and their families 

navigate the system and social supports in marginalized communities. For example, I 

met a YOW named Angela at a coffee shop across the street from her YOC. We were 

planning to introduce ourselves at the YOC where Angela worked, but at the time, there 

was a shooting in the Centre's parking lot minutes before my arrival, which blocked the 

area off to outsiders. When I met her at the coffee shop, we opened up by discussing 

the event and how YOC's contact YOW's after an occurrence like that. Overall, the 

experience of talking to Angela was both eventful and rewarding; even after such a 

close encounter with gun violence, Angela seemed un-phased with the event and was 

remarkably resilient in the way she talked about it off the microphone. Angela knew that 

occurrences such as this one was not uncommon in the area but was not one to point 

fingers at who she thought was to blame. Like Emily, Angela explained how the issue 

within her community was multifaceted and could not merely be solved by law 

enforcement by blaming the shooter. Later during our interview, Angela used the 

example of how Police card racialized and vulnerable youth with the community where 

she works to emphasize how youth feel about Police presence within their community. 

Carding is the act of a youth being pulled over by a Police officer and asked for 
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identification, which is sometimes due to profiling and leads to being searched by law 

enforcement. Angela explained: 

Angela: Some of the youth I've worked with have said they got carded, 
and they've gotten more offense on that carding because they were 
trespassing, but they were standing outside their building. But because 
the whole carding issue, that's also another challenge for some of these 
youth because they feel unprovoked and targeted, extremely targeted, I 
guess, because of their colour. 

 

Mitchell: When did this start happening? Carding, is it a new occurrence 
within Toronto that they're doing more often in these communities? 

 

Angela: Yes, yeah and honestly, based on my own opinion, on and off the 
record, since marijuana was legalized, and in that context also how much 
you carry and all that stuff, but since the legalization of marijuana, I think 
some of the youth have shared that they feel like that's also entrapment. 
With the card, it's another excuse. 

 

Angela's example of carding and its use by Police to profile youth they see as deviant 

has led to the victimization of vulnerable and racialized youth in the GTA. Subsequently, 

due to the legalization of marijuana, Angela has seen an increase in carding in the 

community. Angela’s experience draws similar parallels to Galankis’ work (2016), as 

Angela has described how the public sphere has become entangled with practices of 

surveillance, policing, and disciplining youth. Galankis (2016, 212) explains that 

methods (such as carding) dissimilarly affect racialized bodies, which constrains their 

mobility is public spaces. Additionally, Angela explains that when youth are seen by 

Police consuming marijuana under the legal age, Police use the age requirement as a 
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justification to search youth who they believe are deviant in the neighborhood. As 

Angela has stated, youth feel that carding by Police is unprovoked because they think 

Police use marijuana consumption as a justification to profile racialized youth they see 

as a problem. YOW's, such as Angela and Emily, have spoken out about this issue and 

its effects on the community, and have tried to engage youth on the matter, but it seems 

that youth engagement remains low within the community: 

Angela: We've motivated them and pushed them to coming, mainly some 
of the times incentive that they're getting tokens and then also lunch is 
provided or some snack, but yeah, it's been hard to get some youth in 
these communities engaged, because it's not fun for them. It's not sexy to 
hear [crosstalk 00:15:28]. But for them, our role is always making it more 
exciting for them, to say, "This is for your benefit." 

 

Like most of the YOWs I interviewed, much of Angela’s success when assisting youth 

seems to rely on building trust and engaging youth in essential matters, such as 

knowing their rights. Multiple YOWs described their progress with youth through their 

ability to create strong boundaries between themselves and the youth. 
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4.6 Space & Place: Their Influence on Gun Carrying 

 So far, I have explained that YOWs form reciprocal relationships with youth by 

relating to them and understanding their vulnerabilities, which has led to some insightful 

stories shared by the YOWs I interviewed. By understanding issues that vulnerable 

youths face, YOWs can direct youth to appropriate services and have perceptive ideas 

on why specific issues are present in their community. From being informed by 

vulnerable youth, YOWs have determined how serious firearm violence is in the GTA. 

YOWs see youth as the victims of social and economic inequalities present in their 

community. When speaking with Joe, I became aware that the space or place a youth 

encounters determines if they will choose to possess a firearm in the GTA. Joe 

explains: 

Joe: Well, like I said before, many of the kids I work with are either gang 
involved or gang affiliates. Even if they're not gang involved or gang 
affiliates, their neighborhoods, there's all these different neighborhood 
rivalries that go on in Toronto. So, you have kids that you work with that 
can't go to this area or this area, or this area, but they're fine going to this 
area and that area, because there's alliances. So, when you meet with 
them in the community and they don't really open up to you about people 
that they might be having difficulties with or someone who they might 
have had a problem with in custody, or members of a rival neighborhood 
that's potentially risky ... especially since a lot of the kids that I work with 
are, in all likelihood, weapons carriers. They're carrying weapons when 
they meet with me. 

 

Here, Joe elucidates how the space or place a youth enters in the GTA could put them 

at risk of engaging in violence with other youth. Joe explains that by youth opening up 

with him, he can understand the larger picture of how youth avoid violence and 

positively interact with youth in the GTA. From Joe's perspective, youth choose to carry 
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weapons in these scenarios for safety when entering neighbourhoods where they could 

potentially be a target by other weapon carriers. Current anthropological literature on 

firearm use has explained firearm use as far as the user’s experiences of comfort, 

pleasure, security or shooting when using them, and age related characteristics (i.e., 

interests, needs, and opportunities of the individual) (Dong and Wiebe 2018; Hardgrove 

2017; Shapira and Simon 2018; Springwood 2014; Wombacher and Wallace 2018). 

Similarities can be drawn from anthropological literature and Joe’s experience; it seems 

that youth have interests and needs to obtain firearms due to the social positioning 

youth have with others in their community (i.e., if they are being bullied, or a target to 

others). How YOWs understand the neighbourhoods and areas youth come in contact 

with shows me that the YOW recognizes youths' needs through the stressors in their 

community. Angela provided me with a couple of examples of what such stressors 

would look like: 

Angela: Yeah, one of the youths I assisted that's in that program, the 
school social worker contacted me because he brought a gun to school 
because he was being bullied. 

 

Angela: But yes, that's one of the high-risk cases that I was involved in. 
Another one from that program was being bullied. He wrote a note listing 
a couple of names, and he had that in his locker, and his friend that he 
had a fallout with told the teacher that the student had a list created with 
names of people. When asked by the social worker what this list was, he 
said, "I don't want to talk about it." His family was involved. Turns out he 
was being bullied. 
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Angela’s perspective elucidates to me that understanding present trauma in a youth’s 

life could ensure the youth and other’s safety within the community when appropriately 

addressed by YOW’s and social workers. The stressors that a youth faces in their 

community will sometimes determine the likelihood of a youth obtaining a gun for their 

problems. 

4.7 Constructions of the Firearm Situation in the GTA 

4.7.1 Policing and Government Response to Firearm Violence 

Thus far, I have explained YOW’s methods and construction of the firearm 

violence situation in the GTA. Finally, I will review YOW’s understanding of Police and 

government engagement with vulnerable youth involved in firearm violence. Many of my 

respondents had concerns with the solutions Police are offering to respond to firearm 

violence. Niko explains:  

Niko: The government is refusing to treat this [firearm violence] as a long-
term or refusing to approach this with a long-term solution. Everything is 
short-sighted, more Police in the neighborhood, more raids, more arrests. 

 

Niko is clear that the government ‘refuses’ to treat firearm violence with long-term 

responses. He articulates that increasing Police presence, raids, and arrests in priority 

neighbourhoods are short-term government responses to the firearm dilemma. Here, 

Niko has articulated a point that resembles the findings of Ezeonu’s work about 

“authorized knowers” in the GTA (2008). Ezeonu’s work (2008) indicates that many 

people who construct the situation that firearm violence has created in the GTA come 

from an outsider perspective to the issue. In Niko’s experience, since many groups (i.e., 
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Police, media, etc.) have constructed firearm violence from a cultural outsider 

perspective the responses to the violence do not consider the experiences of the 

marginalized communities affected by the violence. Subsequently, Niko further 

explained how Police engage with priority areas later on during our conversation. He 

explains: 

Niko: If you go up Jane, if you go up Jane. Just before ... Where is it? Just 
before you get on the 401, there's this street called Falstaff. It's literally a 
street, it's not even a neighborhood. It's literally one street, but the 
buildings are on a street. There's a lot going on in those buildings, I think, 
and actually even more so than neighborhoods. I would say, it's specific 
buildings. It's really, you got to know which buildings you're going into, and 
which ones ... Sometimes, it's not even the neighborhood, it's literally just 
a strip of buildings. 

 

Niko: Falstaff is a good example, where there was a group of Somali 
mothers who met with the local division of the Toronto Police. I was there, 
just with my supervisor. I don't think that my Somali coworkers could go 
that day. They probably would have been more ... It would have been 
more appropriate for them to attend, but for whatever reason they didn't, 
so I went. It was just a shouting match for one hour, and it was so 
counterproductive. That meeting happened two days before a 16-year-old 
kid was gunned down in a stairwell in one of those buildings. 

 

Thus, Niko explains to me that when Police engage with communities that vulnerable 

and racialized youth are a part of, they do not always agree on relevant issues. 

Additionally, for communities hit by waves of gun violence, YOWs from this YOC 

engage themselves with many community-focused meetings concerning this topic. The 

discussion that Angela and I had comments on this type of engagement with vulnerable 

communities. Angela remarks: 
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Angela: And especially certain ethnic communities or racialized 
communities, where talking to the Police can even put them at risk for 
other problems, which that's how they feel, and I'm using their experience 
as a second-hand source to understand or to share this with you, because 
their main concern is, "What are you (Police) doing with the information? 
You're not looking out for the best interests of our community." They don't 
want to have close ties with the Police. That also jeopardizes their safety, 
they feel like, because the one that speaks can be looked at as giving 
information to the Police and working in their favor, so it's snitching. Or 
they feel like it puts a target on their own kids, who may not be involved in 
that type of activity, of gun violence. 

 

After partaking in community-centred meetings, Angela and others describe similar 

concerns with the Police in the GTA. Although the YOW can acknowledge that their 

information is an interpretation of what youth tell them, many of the YOWs that I 

interviewed have similar understandings to gun violence in the GTA: Police do not seem 

to solve gun violence for the sake of the communities impacted. As Angela asks, "What 

are you (Police) doing with the information?" In both Niko and Angela's case, Police do 

not seem to be at these meetings to address the concerns brought up by the 

community. The lack of trust and understanding that communities' members have for 

Police work in their neighbourhood raises concerns about these members reporting 

relevant information to Police. Both Niko and Angela’s point follow closely with literature 

on Police officers in the GTA (Carlson 2015; Ezeonu 2010). As Carlson (2015) and 

Ezeonu (2010) indicate in their work Police identify and profile Black men dissimilarly to 

White men in the GTA. Similarly, Niko and Angela’s examples follow suit with these 

scholars work on racial profiling (Carlson 2015; Ezeonu 2010). Since there is a lack of 

trust between the communities and Police force in the GTA, Black youth choose not to 

alert the Police of illegal activity in their neighbourhood because they fear the Police 
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may target them for engaging in those activities. When Angela was reflexive about how 

she receives her information on youth issues during the interview, she explained the 

following: 

Angela: We're kind of the middle people to liaison with the community and 
the Police. I know our supervisor has been on the pulse of anytime 
Toronto Police Services try to do some community initiatives, whether 
that's a meeting or a project, and so that's where they're trying to get the 
folks in the community to feel more comfortable even sharing information. 
Because most of the time, Mitchell, they don't want to talk. 

 

Since a YOW’s role is to assist the community and Police, they have been educated by 

stakeholders in the community on the concerns raised by each party. A YOW is not 

there to only be informed on the youth’s problems, they are there to understand each 

stakeholder’s perspective so they can navigate youth through precarious or tumultuous 

situations in the community.  
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4.7.2 Community Space 

Some outreach workers indicate that an absence of community space is also a part of 

the reason why youth feel comfortable with using a firearm: 

Ana: If you look at how all of those housing communities have been 
developed, they really are set up. When you drive into them, it's this weird 
little maze and it really has that feeling of you're in this isolated area. So, 
it's interesting as to whether or not that has contributed to issues, and 
people haven't been well integrated into the greater community. 

 

Ana: So, what they've done there, they've done some cool stuff, and I 
think it's good if you don't have this massive separation between those 
with and those without, and that people that have less feel part of that 
community and feel connected to that community and have access to 
nicer things and benefits of being in a community. 

 

By the arrangement of community housing infrastructure in the GTA, Ana understands 

that the current support networks in vulnerable neighbourhoods’ isolate members of that 

community and separates them from the GTA. Ana realizes that disengagement from 

pro-social interaction is contributing to firearm issues in the greater community. 

Following research on neighbourhood deficiency (e.g., minimal access to services, 

insufficient social infrastructure, and limited community space) models and gun violence 

occurrences (Lesile and Hunt 2013, 1172 & 1176) Ana indicates, when neighbourhoods 

are built to be separated from the rest of the GTA pro-social engagement between 

communities and city benefits are negatively affected. Upon asking Mark of his thoughts 

on community space, he also shared concerns with Ana about community 

infrastructure: 
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Mitchell: From you as a kid to now, do you think that community space 
has gotten smaller or larger? 

 

Mark: A lot smaller, a lot smaller. 

 

Mark: There's gyms in communities that haven't been open for like ten 
years, now, or five, six years that are in the basements of these 
communities because they don't run programs anymore. 

 

Mitchell: Yeah, just from lack of funding I'm assuming? 

 

Mark: Yeah, lack of funding, or if it's been damaged and then Toronto 
Community Housing doesn't have the money to renovate the gym if 
there's a flood or something like that. They're already struggling as it is. 
"Where are we going to get the money to renovate this gym or even keep 
it ..." and, another thing is that technology has grown so much that you 
can't just give a kid anything. You can't just throw a kid a computer, 
anymore. You can't even give a kid a laptop. They'll be like, "What the hell 
is this? Give me an iPad, a tablet." So, when you go into these 
neighborhoods and you still have these crackdown things, people are like, 
"Man, I ain't coming here. This is some bullshit. This is trash. I ain't 
coming here." You walk into McDonald's, you see a kiosk first thing, flat 
screen TV, fake fireplace. That's McDonald's. 

 

Aside from the separation of communities in the GTA, it seems that Mark has alluded to 

a lack of funding as his primary issue with community space, as community spaces and 

activities for vulnerable youth to engage in pro-social behaviour are absent in their 

communities. Additionally, Mark uses McDonald’s and its common area in the 

restaurant as an example to express his concern with adding pro-social areas in the 

community. Mark suggests that for community spaces to remain occupied by youth, the 
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city should consider the needs and wants of youth who will occupy that space. 

Currently, many YOWs I interviewed have the impression that even with increased 

funding to community spaces, stereotypical constructions of vulnerable youth identity 

impede on meaningful change within the communities. 

4.7.3 Employment 

 Other YOWs understand that firearms are very accessible for youth in the GTA 

due to the lack of opportunities within the GTA. Niko states: 

Niko: One of the interesting things that was said by one of the youth 
outreach workers at our last meeting, was that he actually thinks at this 
point it's easier for a kid to get a gun than a job. 

 

Here, Niko addresses an issue in the GTA cited by many of the YOW’s I interviewed; it 

is challenging for youth to find steady employment in the GTA, which leads many to 

engage in illegal behaviour. Niko elaborated on this point, stating: 

Niko: Youth employment is a huge problem, and it's weird because I don't 
think a kid should be working. A kid should be focusing on school. Right? 
I'm getting a referral for a 15 and a 16-year-old kid who's looking for a job. 
A part of me wants to be like, "No, this is not moral. You shouldn't be 
working at this age." But obviously reality doesn't- 

 

Niko illustrates that the circumstances of vulnerable youth force them to focus on 

employment rather than education. For youth, there is an absence of steady 

employment in the GTA and Niko has indicated that youth will sometimes choose other 

means to gain economic security within the City. 



 

 

95 

 

4.7.4 Community Stereotyping  

 

Additionally, some YOW's express that the way the community constructs these youths' 

identities inhibits a YOW's ability to build strong support networks for vulnerable youth in 

the GTA: 

Niko: Yeah, yeah, yeah. I said, Toronto does not do the greatest job of 
supporting low income families. So, you grow up in a city that turns its 
back on you, and then suddenly you have elders in the community who 
are showing, people twice your age who are showing respect for you. 
People who you know are respected on your block are showing respect 
for you, and it's very, very easy to see why as a kid you would get excited 
about that. We're talking about kids as young as eight years old here. It's 
very easy to see how much they like that. Right? 

 

Here, Niko suggests that youth turn to “elders,” or gang members, when a lack of 

community support is present. Niko explains that his way of understanding the youth 

who are most susceptible to firearm violence within the community is by relating to their 

experiences. Talking from their experiences, when youth are left with little support 

offered by the city, Niko understands why youth will turn to elders in the community for 

support.  
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Other participants described how the use of language by the city that further 

marginalizes vulnerable youth. Ana explained the following regarding the city’s use of 

the term “high-priority neighbourhoods”: 

Ana: But, that is certainly a term that I think is still being used by Police, I 
think, and also possibly by the city, which some people have really 
criticized that because they felt it labeled those communities and that it 
actually stigmatized them and fostered stereotypes that weren't helpful. 
And, it didn't actually address any of the needs in those communities I 
think, that people had identified as contributing factors to ongoing 
marginalization and violence and those kinds of things, and so on. 

 

Ana describes the connections that YOWs have with youth and their families, which 

inform YOWs of the effects of labelling marginalized youth in the community. Ana has 

mentioned the phrase “high-priority neighbourhood” can be turned into something 

discriminatory and harmful for the communities living in these neighbourhoods. Ana 

indicated that when the term “high-priority neighbourhood” is attached to a 

neighbourhood’s situation in the GTA it results in low-income neighbourhoods being 

over-policed and profiled by the Police. Similar to the intersectional research 

contributions of Glenn (1999), the systemic constructions of material conditions (i.e., 

socioeconomic decline) of neighbourhoods in the GTA has led to systemic problems felt 

by marginalized youth in low-income neighbourhoods in the GTA. Similar to Ana’s 

experiences, Glenn’s research has explained that it is the residential segregation, and 

arrangement of government benefits that have produced racial and gender differences 

non-representational forms (i.e., over policing of Black youth). Concluding, the YOW is 
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an individual who can use this understanding of marginalization to inform themselves 

and guide the youth and the city to more positive outlooks of their community. 

4.8 Conclusion Discussion 

Through my research, I learned that YOWs respond to youth violence and youth 

vulnerability from a perspective informed by the marginalized youth themselves. For 

YOW's, advocating for youth happens across various platforms, including educational 

boards, community and Police centred meetings, and direction to resources. By 

understanding a youth's vulnerability through building a relationship with them, YOW's 

can effectively direct youth to the appropriate services and settings, which in turn offers 

them an informed perspective on firearm violence in the GTA. 

 My findings are consistent with previous research conducted on marginalized 

youth's expression of vulnerability in the GTA (Eizadirad 2016; Ezeonu 2008). Scholarly 

research in the GTA has emphasized that the YOW understand youth to express their 

vulnerability through the struggles they encounter within their community and home. My 

research has discussed a few of these struggles. For example, youth have expressed 

their issues with finding community space, the unnecessary carding practices carried 

out by the Police, and financial matters in their own home. Additionally, existing 

literature (Hayle, Wortley, and Tanner 2016; Wortley and Tanner 2003) on marginalized 

youth vulnerability has addressed Police profiling and the social and architectural 

structuring of neighbourhoods in the GTA. My research has found that the lack of 

appropriate services and funding is to blame for most of the vulnerabilities marginalized 

youth encounter in the GTA. Additionally, I discovered that YOW’s carry their own 
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trauma due to the scenarios of the youth they are assisting. When YOWs keep personal 

relationships with youth and the communities victimized by violence in the GTA it affects 

both the mental health of the worker and the assistance they can provide youth.  

My research indicates that YOW’s without a background in criminal justice 

choose more informal approaches to assisting marginalized youth. Although, both 

formal and informal approaches still fall within the boundaries of a YOC’s mission 

statements, there are still similarities with how YOW’s from different YOCs assist youth 

have engaged in violence. For example, although YOW’s have attributed their success 

with youth to their informal methods while assisting youth in a vulnerable circumstance, 

it was a method shared across the board by every YOW. Nonetheless, after my 

research, the informal assistance offered by YOWs was not random. Since a YOW’s 

role is to direct youth to services and support those in vulnerable situations, 

personalized assistance still follows the boundaries of how much YOW’s are able to 

connect with and engage youth, which means that some follow similar strategies. 

Similar to the intersectional contribution of scholars (Glenn 1999; Carlson 2015; 

Crenshaw 1991; Khanti 2013; Thobani 2007; Maynard 2017), the YOW’s in my study 

were also aware of the situations of vulnerable youth using multiple lenses (gender, 

race, class, and power), which connects vulnerable youth’s situations to firearm 

violence in the GTA. After speaking with participants, each had concerns with the layout 

of low-income neighbourhoods and how the lack of community space and resources 

available affect vulnerable youth. Additionally, most participants also identified how the 

majority of their youth were male and from a visible minority group, even reporting that 



 

 

99 

 

every one of their youth who have taken part in committing an act of violence using a 

gun in the GTA was male. From their experience, YOW’s have indicated that the lack of 

safe places and economic restraints put on low-income neighbourhoods puts male 

youth at most risk to choose to obtain a firearm.  

YOW’s understand the term “community engagement” differently, dependent on 

the YOC that is directing a marginalized youth to a YOW. The word “community” will 

have various meanings to that YOW. Depending on the YOC's goals and mission, the 

definition of “community engagement” varies. For example, YOW's from YOC's with 

mandated youth, who are focused on aiding youth involved in the legal system, 

understand engagement in the community mostly through directing youth to the 

appropriate resources (i.e., food banks, educational supports, and mandatory 

volunteering). In contrast, YOW's from drop-in centers understand community 

engagement as being involved in grass roots initiatives with the community (i.e., 

community centred meetings, events, and knowledge mobilization strategies) while also 

directing them to formal services.  Current literature (Galankis 2016; Klatt and Enright 

2009; Knoll, Pepler, and Josephson 2012) on YOCs do not focus on the definition of 

“community” and how it varies  among YOC's, which means the previous research on 

YOW's engagement with vulnerable youth should be reflected on for how the word 

community is used. My research does not explicitly look into this point, but it would still 

be important to consider for future research into how YOW's and YOC's assist 

marginalized youth. Since each YOW sees their work as engaging youth who are 

distanced from their communities and offering positive intervention strategies, it could 
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be important to understand how YOWs understanding of “community” offers different 

forms of assistance for at-risk youth, and how these differences positively or negatively 

affect youth intervention strategies carried out by YOWs. 

Anthropological research on youth identity has yet to recognize how vulnerable 

circumstances can be an identity marker of a youth's choice to use a firearm (Hardgrove 

2017; Hultin 2013; Springwood 2007; Springwood 2014). Anthropological research has 

identified both the methods and identities individuals employ in front of others to show 

their interests in a visual way (Hardgrove 2017; Hultin 2013; Springwood 2007). 

Specifically, an individual's identity is imparted using dress, speech, and objects, which 

are visible to others. However, research that identifies a youth's reasons for picking up a 

gun and using a gun as an identity marker has yet to address how a youth's 

vulnerabilities are identifiable to the individuals who lend youth a gun in the first place. I 

address within this project how one's vulnerabilities (i.e., low economic security, little 

community space, personal attributes, etc.) contribute to why youth choose to engage in 

firearm violence. Since vulnerabilities are interpreted by scholars as systematic 

indicators of a youth's choice to obtain a firearm (Hultin 2013), both city and government 

bodies should look into reducing a youth’s vulnerabilities to decrease the likelihood of a 

youth choosing to pick up a firearm in the first place. 

Following the theme of government and City responses, current initiatives taken 

on by the three levels of Government, such as “Project Community Space” (PCS), and 

taking a YOW’s understanding to responses such as this one, these responses do not 

address firearm violence as a long-term issue in the GTA because such initiatives lack 
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community presence.  Most of my participants have expressed their concerns to the city 

and Police with non-community centered approaches to youth firearm violence, stating 

that government responses do not always reflect the affected community’s needs. Due 

to the YOW’s closeness with marginalized youth and their families, they understand the 

absence of community voices in government and Police response and the lack of 

support networks offered for at-risk youth as the main contributors to this issue. Further 

research should indicate how responses to firearm violence could positively incorporate 

the voices of youth, their families, and their community.  

Additionally, from further questioning YOW’s about programs located in the GTA 

that are intended to assist youth who are at risk of using or being shot by a firearm, 

none of my participants were specifically aware of PCS. Given the amount of funding 

offered by each layer of government to address firearm violence in the GTA it is 

alarming that no one from my participant pool, who focused primarily on at-risk youth 

engaged in firearm violence had any idea of what this Project’s intentions were. 

Additionally, future research that wishes to look into how community centered projects 

benefit vulnerable communities could also look into why certain programs go unnoticed 

by some YOC’s in the GTA.  

Since youth trauma caused by firearm violence is a public health concern in the 

GTA, much of the research's lens has focused on youth's ability to cope with trauma 

rather than YOW's ability to cope with trauma (Butters et al. 2011; Ezeonu 2010; 

Ezeonu 2008; Kennedy and Whitlock 2011). Since youth experience this trauma 

firsthand it is crucial to account for this group's wellbeing. Nonetheless, I have 
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determined through my research that other groups also struggle with coping with firearm 

violence in the GTA. Many YOW's involved in my study explained their concerns to me 

about how dealing with youth trauma and setting boundaries with their youth (i.e., 

balancing a work/personal relationship) negatively affected their mental health. Although 

youth trauma guides a YOW's extent to assisting marginalized youth in vulnerable 

scenarios, sometimes, it is hard for YOW’s to stop assisting youth at a pre-disposed 

time when they are facing such large issues in their lives (i.e., violence and trauma). 
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5 CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 
 

Through relationship building with youth, outreach workers understand a youth’s 

vulnerabilities through their personal and workplace experience with their situations. 

YOWs’ insights on youth who have encountered firearm violence in the GTA point to 

their expansive knowledge of topics relative to their socio-economic and socio-spatial 

disadvantages in youth communities. Research has established how follow-up 

appointments with youth and promoting PYD programs offer supportive social 

environments for youth (Knoll, Pepler, and Josephson 2012, 96). Considerable contact 

with at-risk youth improves the likelihood of a YOW’s ability to accurately address youth 

issues relative to trauma, job searching, and schooling. Research indicates that when 

YOW programs are attainable for youth, positive development associated with building 

youths’ prosocial relationships with others, increasing their self-efficacy, and enhanced 

decision-making are likely to transpire (Knoll, Pepler, and Josephson 2012, 93).  

Nonetheless, many YOWs reflected on how insufficient funding to both youth programs 

and community spaces in disadvantaged communities affect the likelihood that PYD 

strategies are accessible for at-risk youth.  

 While conducting my semi-structured interviews, I investigated factors 

perceived/interpreted by YOWs to impact the choices of vulnerable youth when 

choosing to obtain and use a firearm. Further, I investigated why youth obtained a gun 

and how stakeholders influence the greater public’s interpretation of youth who engage 

in firearm use and violence in the GTA. Findings suggested that YOWs offer effective 
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mitigation strategies for youth and their families that are contingent on the funding of 

their center and their availability. Interview data supported the idea that trauma 

associated with firearm violence affects both the youth and YOW. By YOWs contributing 

to youth, family, and community development they are also affected by the problems 

that these stakeholders have. 

5.1 Main Findings and Contributions 

This research contributes to the application of identity theory and intersectional 

analysis to violence studies and identifies a group’s response to stressors put on 

disadvantaged communities in the GTA. This study added to the current research on 

firearm violence in the GTA and focused on how youths’ choices to use a firearm were 

influenced by the socio-economic and socio-spatial arrangements in their lives. 

Therefore, by adopting a research question that was influenced by identity theorizing 

and intersectional analysis, this research extends this particular theoretical approach, 

which has not been the subject of scholarly analysis in the GTA.  

5.1.1 Theoretical Contributions 

My research adds to the literature on intersectional inequalities, as I used 

intersectional scholarship to narrow my research focus on youth violence in the GTA. I 

also used intersectional analysis to understand how YOWs view youth violence in the 

GTA. My research reviewed themes related to the relationship gender, class, and race 

have to individuals and their guns in the GTA. For example, YOWs knowledge shared 

with me during the interview process contributed to intersectional findings of how the 

systemic constructions of disadvantaged communities construct a youth’s identity. 
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Using YOWs knowledge and the interview process to understand youth firearm 

violence, I have effectively explored intersectional topics in an understudied setting. 

5.1.2 Ethnographic Contributions 

 Little scholarship has explored the YOW’s impact on vulnerable youth 

populations in the GTA (Clarke 2015). In fact, no literature within the Canadian context 

has aimed to generate knowledge about YOWs understanding of the firearm situation in 

this Canadian context. My research contributes to the sparse amount of literature on 

YOWs knowledge of firearm violence in the GTA. Additionally, current academic 

literature may be missing clues about vulnerable youth situations and why they turn to 

using a gun. Since time constraints and institutional challenges meant I was not able to 

embed myself in a community in my fieldsite, I was only able to deploy an ethnographic 

approach, and so this thesis is not intended to be an ethnography of YOWs. 

Nonetheless, by deploying an ethnographic approach the values of my research arise 

from my contribution to the minimal body of literature on intersectional violence and the 

YOW’s context in the Canadian setting. 

5.1.3 Public Contributions 

Due to my volunteering position, I am aware of the value YOWs bring when 

helping vulnerable youth cope with issues in their lives. YOWs provide on-the-ground 

advice to youth, by discussing the daily struggles youth face. A YOW’s relationships of 

solidarity built with their youth is important when gaining meaningful data on firearm 

violence in the GTA. After consulting with these community stakeholders on gun 

violence and its influence on youth identity, it is evident that there is little community 
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investment, community involvement, or youth engagement that addresses firearm 

issues in the GTA. The public value of this research comes from building awareness of 

the firearm situation in the GTA and the information it offers that is relevant to public 

policy decision and public awareness of this issue in the GTA.  

5.1.4 Limitations 

There are a number of limitations to my study. The limitations that I encountered 

during this research study centred on the recruitment of participants and participant 

sample size. 

5.1.5 Gatekeepers 

The main limitation was the access to gatekeepers. Despite being informed by 

members of the communities I researched; it was difficult to receive follow up responses 

from the heads of YOCs. It is hard to say whether this limitation was due to a lack of 

interest in my study or the emails going unnoticed by the individual. Additionally, future 

research on this topic should consider timeframe constraints. Due to lack of response 

from YOC heads, recruiting YOWs as participants without the consent of their YOC 

should not be done at all. 
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5.1.6 Participant Sample Size 

There were also limitations in the participant sample size of this study. Although 

my sample size represents a particular group of people who understand gun violence in 

the GTA the response rate made it difficult to compare YOW views of youth violence.  

Although my work was informed by previous scholarship and was directed by 

community members, given my small sample size, research should still analyze how 

YOW’s assist vulnerable youth in the GTA. Additionally, a larger sample size would offer 

researchers insights into how YOWs work assist youth engaged in firearm violence in 

the GTA. If YOWs experiences are to be included in future research, then more 

guidance is required into accessing YOW networks. 

5.2 Implications for Future Research 

Given that this research project is an analysis of YOWs’ knowledge of youth 

firearm violence in the GTA, future research should include a more rigorous evaluation 

of YOW and youth experiences. I seek to bridge research and theory by developing a 

theoretically informed research project, which includes the lived experiences of YOWs 

in the GTA. Research indicates that YOWs knowledge of youth vulnerability is a 

valuable resource for providing intervention to vulnerable youth (Knoll, Pepler, and 

Joesphson 2012). Therefore, in future research I expect to implement the youth 

perspective that could be used by outreach workers to increase their capacity for 

successfully intervening with youth scenarios.    
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7 APPENDIX 
7.1 Interview Questions  

(Total Questions: 20) 

i. General Questions 
a. What is your gender?  

i. Woman  
ii. Man  
iii. My gender identity is not listed above ____________________ 
iv. Choose not to respond 

b. Which of the following BEST describes your ethnic background? Please 
CHECK ALL THAT APPLY. 

i. Indigenous (Inuit/First Nations/Métis) 
ii. White/European 
iii. Black/African/Caribbean 
iv. Southeast Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, 

Cambodian, Filipino.etc) 
v. Arab (Saudi Arabian, Palestinian, Iraqi, etc) 
vi. South Asian (East Indian, Sri Lankan, etc) 
vii. Latin American (Costa Rican, Guatemalan, Brazilian, Columbian, 

etc) 
viii. West Asian (Iranian, Afghani, etc) 
ix. Other (please specify) _________________________________  

ii. Youth Outreach Workers and Youth Relations 
a. Could you describe the type of relationship that you have built between 

you and the youth you talk to? 
b. How do youth perceive your advice when helping them with a situation? 
c. Are you concerned with youth not sharing the full picture with you? 

Why/Why not? 
d. Are there methods you use to effectively structure your relationships with 

the youth you deal with? 
iii. Youth Outreach Workers Experience with Firearm Violence in the Greater 

Toronto Area 
a. Why might a youth choose to obtain a gun in the GTA? 
b. Are there any groupings of youth that are at a larger risk of running into 

gun violence in the GTA? 
c. In your opinion, how would you define a successful YOW? 
d. Do you give other, more novice YOWs, any words of advice in order to 

become a successful YOW? Why/Why not? 
i. Probing: If not: is there a reason why you do/do not? 

iv.  Social and Cultural Impacts Associated with Firearm Violence 
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a. Are there certain gendered attributes that make an individual more at risk 
of picking up and using a gun? 

i. Probing: Why is that? 
b. In the GTA, are stereotypes of gender and race prevalent in the 

construction of gun violence? 
i. Probing: Why do you think that is/is not? 
ii. Probing: Do you think stereotypes have any merit to the 

construction of the gun violence situation? 
c. In your opinion, are there certain racial identities that are used by the 

community and public to interpret gun violence? 
i. Probing: Which ones?  

d. Do a youths’ coping methods to violence vary based off of their gender or 
racial attributes?  

i. Probing: How so/Why not? 
v. Connections Between Youth Outreach Workers Knowledge and Youth’s 

Knowledge on the Issue 
a. Have you dealt with youth who have been affected by gun violence? 

i. Probing: If not: do you know any youth worker who has? 
ii. Probing: How have youth coped with gun issues? 
iii. Probing: What separates your advice from other youth workers? 

b. Are there any common misconceptions you hear from the community or 
public with regards to the work you provide youth and to what your job 
actually entails? 

c. If you were to talk to a youth, who has had problems with being caught in 
violent scenarios or has committed violence using a gun, what types of 
questions would you ask them to understand their situation? 

i. Probing: Why would you ask those specific questions? 
vi. The Construction of Firearm Violence in the Greater Toronto Area  

a. Are outreach programs offered for youth who have had experiences with 
gun use or violence in the GTA? 

i. Probing: If so: which ones? How do they help 
ii. Probing: If not: why not? What could be improved?  
iii. Probing: Are they needed? 

b. Do neighborhoods in the GTA share common perceptions of why there is 
gun use and violence in the area? Why/Why not?  

c. Recently, has community engagement impacted youth perceptions of 
guns? Why/Why not? 

 


