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Acton, ON     L7J 1H1   

This manual is funded through the Halton Healthy Community Fund

 

A Guide to Growing POSSE                              
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Feedback Form  

 

To help us improve this Guide over time and let us know where POSSE may be emerging 

elsewhere in Canada, please take a moment to complete this form and send it to  us. Mail to:  

POSSE Project, 47  Mill Street East, Acton, ON     L7J 1H1  or fax to 519 -853 -3510.Thanks! 

 

Tell us about yourself: How old are you?   15-24_____  25-30 _____  31+ _____   

 

Gender:  Male ______  Female _____ Other _____  

 

Do you work in the human services?   Yes _____ No _____   

 

If yes, what is your work? ___________________________________________  

 

What made you read this Guide? _________________________________________  

 

 

What par ts of the Guide did you find most useful or interesting?  

 

 

 

 

What parts of this Guide did you find least helpful or interesting?  

 

 

 

 

What other information from POSSE would be helpful to you?  

 

 

 

Have you used any part of the Guide?     Yes _____ No _____   If yes, what and how? 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

___________________________________________________________________  

 

Are you considering starting a POSSE project in your community?  Yes _____ No____  

 

If yes, cou ld you please keep us informed about how things progress and provide your 

contact information below  or on the back of this page :



Peer Reviews of 
A Guide to Growing POSSE 

 

The POSSE Manual is an incredibly insightful and well thought out "how -to -manual" not 

only for those interested in starting their own POSSE project but for anyone who truly 

wishes to work with youth in an empowering and meaningful way.    It helps prepare those 

truly willing to make the journey with youth or those willing to make the journ ey with 

adults for the process that we must all be willing to collaboratively create.     

 

Collaborative members need to be willing to take risks; programming for curious, at -

risk and adventurous youth can sometimes be unpopular in a community or lead to 

situations with the potential for conflict. Good risks are worth taking, and Collaborative 

members should be willing to take these good risks with programming and other POSSE 

activities.  

 

An especially important highlight is the willingness of both youth an d adults to be 

mutually trained in how to work with each other.  A definite resource material for those 

committed to making the word òempowermentó real. 

 

Charis Romilly, M.S.W.  

*****  

 

Finally! A comprehensive and accessible guide for creating a youth -drive n, community 

based, peer -support project has been developed. This manual is an excellent resource for 

youth and adults alike. For youth who want to start this type of project, this manual 

provides concrete advice on the whole process, from the ground up. F or adults who want to 

be involved in such a process, this manual clearly outlines the philosophy and process 

behind youth -driven and peer -support initiatives so that adults can be meaningful 

collaborators.  

 

Creating a truly youth -driven initiative is chal lenging because the very organization of 

such a project challenges the status -quo. Concepts like youth -driven, peer -support and 

harm reduction are still on the margins of our society. Projects like POSSE are important 

for bringing these concepts and practi ces into the centre. And why is this important? 

Because these types of initiatives work and POSSE shows us how.  

 

When people are able to contribute in a meaningful and concrete way to the creation of 

a community based, youth driven initiative, real, posit ive change happens. This is where the 

POSSE project shines. What makes POSSE exceptional is that everyone involved is an 

equal collaborator; it demonstrates that ôcommunityõ is what drives youth-driven, peer -

support initiatives. I would definitely recommen d this manual to anyone working on  

òGrowing POSSE.ó 

 

Marika Albert, M . A.  



 

"Fools rush in where angels fear to tread"  

  

There are infinite and legitimate reasons agencies, communities, governments and 

funders are reluctant or downright refuse to support in novative peer based youth 

programs-- particularly for marginalized youth. It is far easier for those of us who make 

policy, run agencies or work in programs to talk and write about them, research them,  

medicate  them, institutionalize them, and if necessary -- imprison them. Why take the risk 

of talking with and learning from youth? How can we honour youth voices, choices, and 

knowledge when we disagree or do not approve?  

   

  Because it works. The only way we can have safe and inclusive communities is to 

create them.  

  

The folks in the Posse Project and the members of the community who set aside 

trepidation to create a safe and supportive space for  youth have gone where angels fear 

to tread. The documentation of the  journey, trials, tribulations, lessons learn ed and 

taught, speaks of another level of courage. It speaks truth to the lie that it cannot be  

done. The Posse Manual is testimony that at least one rural Ontario region is far ahead of 

many urban centres.  

    

Randi- Lee Taylor  

Vancouver 

*****  

Peer-educat ion and peer support have emerged as best practices recognized globally as 

effective ways to improve health and well being of communities, particularly communities 

that more traditional services often find hard to reach such as street involved or high risk  

youth. The POSSE manual does such a thorough job of covering all of its bases, from 

general principles to nitty -gritty operation details, that it is sure to be of value to both 

seasoned veterans of peer outreach programs and those who are just thinking ab out 

starting one up. The sheer size, along with the high level of detail, may be intimidating, 

especially for younger readers but the presentation is highly visual, the language easy to 

absorb, and manual is modular so it can be separated into less dauntin g pieces. I would like 

to see this manual widely circulated.  

 

Theo Rosenfeld  

*****  

 

Peer Outreach Support Services & Education (POSSE)  

WINNER OF THE ONTARIO TRILLIUM FOUNDATION -  GREAT GRANT 

AWARD for P EEL/H ALTON  2007
Peer Outreach Support Services & Education (POSSE)



 

 

Gift of Gratitude 

 

 

I can not begin the acknowledgements at the birth of POSSE, for that would be 

acknowledging the tree branches with out  paying homage to its roots. I will start with the 

seed where the development began and work my way upwar d.  

 

Peer Outreach Support Services & Education (POSSE) was the inspiration of a group of 

youth following a one year grant for the North Halton - Hepatitis C Prevention Project 

funded by Health Canada.  Without first the visioning of Jean Clipsham, Cecil M cDougall, 

Cate Bannan at the Halton Region Health Department HIV/AIDS Sexual Health Clinic and 

Needle Exchange Program; in partnership with Joan Barham, of then Halton Hills 

Community Support & Information (HHCSI), now Links2Care, I would not be here writi ng 

these acknowledgements. It is a result of these dynamic people that I was hired for the 

Hepatitis C Project, which, as I said, led to the birth and growth of POSSE.  Thanks for 

your ongoing support, guidance and vision! Jean, Cecil and Cate ð you three are a part of 

POSSEõs foundation! P.S. Cecil, the supplies help too!  

 

Domenic Padula, my partner, friend and colleague ðfor the countless volunteer hours 

you gave to both the North Halton Youth - Hepatitis C Project and to POSSE because you 

believe in you th and because you care! For the hours of our personal life spent dreaming 

and planning for POSSE, waiting for me to get off the phone with a youth in crisis, 

dropping off some supplies to a youth in need on a day off, picking youth up when I was 

unavailable ð all of this before you ever worked for POSSE! Thank for your understanding 

(most days) and your LOVE!  

 

A lengthy and direct phone call with Tanja Schlabitz brought some youth and me  from 

the Hepatitis C Project to the steering committee for The Truth  About Youth. Tanja was 

open to meaningful youth engagement and offered Britnie Mousseau, Carley Doell, Rachel 

Cumby, & Jesse Gibson a chance to shine and make meaningful contributions to the 

community through the Truth About Youth! The Truth About Youth g ave our work a forum 

for recognition and I believe, assisted us in receiving our first start up grant through 

Halton Healthy Community Fund. It is at the Truth About Youth that I first had the 

pleasure of meeting Jody Orr, who throughout the years has been  a colleague and friend 

of POSSE. Jody thanks for facilitating Open Space at 3 youth / police forums, the 

Evaluation Plan, Sustainability Plan, and The Best Practices Manual. Thanks for believing in 

what we do and helping it become a successful model for a ll youth ð everywhere!  

 

A special thanks to the youth in the Hep C project, who helped develop the concept of 

POSSE, namely Britnie Mousseau, Carley Doell, Chris Golden, Jeff McBean, Jon Thompson, 

Heather Clark, Chris Codiero, and Mandy Morrow ð bet you ne ver thought your ideas would 
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make it here! An extra appreciation to Britnie and Carley for continuing on into POSSEõs 

first year and staying on for 3 years sharing your dedication and vision!  

 
Youth Participants ï Past and Present  
(They REALLY MAKE POSSE and the UNDERCROFT!)  

 

These are the youth who were hired to receive honoraria or have volunteered 

extensive amounts of time over the past 4 years of POSSE, it does not include every youth 

who has volunteered for the project or participated in training . There have been 147 

different youth who have participated in POSSE training over the years ð all of whom have 

helped make POSSE successful!  

 

Amanda Dwyer 

Amanda Gill 

Bobbi Gower 

Britnie Mousseau  

Carley Doell  

Catey Saunders  

Chris Golden 

Claire Tremblay  

Danielle Blair  

Delta Hillyard  

Eric Balch  

Erin Dowling  

Jake Armstrong  

Jason Ribau 

Jenn Berry  

Kelly-Ann MacGillvray  

Kelsey Harford  

Kevin Freer  

 

Chantal Kim Rees 

Kristie Mu eller  

Lily Watson  

Lyndsey Hole 

Maureen Harvey  

Melissa Paul 

Mike Cook 

Mike Mands  

Rachel Cumby 

Sammy Cutting  

Sam Pop 

Sean Hansen 

Teri Doell  

Tom Beedham 

Tony Plowman 

Tyler Longhurst  

Zack  

 

 

Zachary Moore  for your awesome POSSE gra f fiti  art !   

Tom Beedham for the final touches and graphics to this manual!  

 

Thanks to all of the artists and writers of the UNDERCROFT, over 60 and growing! 

Your work is amazing!   

 

Donna Danielli -  Halton District School Board Trustee, reporter and wonderful mentor 

for the UNDERCROFT, you have been a great resource and an awesome friend. Your work 

with the youth has fos tered trust and respect in their work and their relationship wit h you 

and the larger community.  
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Thanks to all of the youth  who volunteered for the Welcoming Diversity Days who may 

have been missed here.  

 
All of the youth I have ever known through POSSE, YOU are amazing young people, of 

whom I have been privileged to know! You have ALL made a HUGE difference in your 
community and deserve all the praise I can put on this piece of paper! RESPECT!   

 

James MacDonald ð Humber College Student for doing your stud ent placement with us 

in our first year of POSSE development, going through the tough conversations and 

growing pains.  
 
Founding Adult Collaborative Members 

 
Present:   

 

Jean Clipsham ð Halton Region Health Department HIV/AIDS Sexual Health Clinic  

Heathe r Cook ð ROCK (Reach Out Centre for Kids )  

Jennifer Speers - ADAPT  

Judy Scannell ð North Halton Cultural Awareness Council  

Claire Langridge ð Parent /Youth Support Coordinator  

 

Last but definitely not least:  Kim Paton and Brian Warrington ð AIDS Commit tee of 

Guelph and Wellington County ð POSSEõs lead agency. This agency has allowed us amazing 

flexibility and autonomy: thank you for  trusting us to do our jobs without micromanaging 

and for being amazing people!   

 

Each of you have been with POSSE since i ts inception, you have supported the vision 

and model as POSSE has continued to grow and continues to evolve. You have offered 

commitment, wisdom, knowledge, training, resources, encouragement, debate, time, healing, 

and LOVE. You have positively impacted me, Domenic, and every youth who has come 

through the doors of our collaborative meetings and has had the privilege of meeting each 

of you. ð Welalin! (Thank  you!) It has been an honour to work with each of you!  

 

 
Departed but not forgotten:  

 

Ann Martin ð the Ontario HIV/AIDS  Network  

Murray Jose - formerly the Hamilton AIDS Network  

Eileen Walker ð Halton Regional Police Services  

Catherine Dove ð Bridging the Gap Transitions for Youth  

 
 
 
 



iv 

 

New Collaborative Members:  
 

Deborah Stinson ð The AIDS Network  

Danielle Pomeroy ð Halton Regional Police Services  

 

Additional Partner Organizations and Trainers: Donna Danielli -  you are a champion 

for youth, a strong supporter of POSSE and an adult advisor with the Undercroft, thanks 

for your support and for organizing t he 4:20 show! Your ongoing advocacy and 

encouragement of youth makes a huge impact in their lives ð itõs wonderful to know you! 

Halton Organization for Pride and Education (HOPE), Halton Multicultural Council, Sexual 

Assault Violence Intervention Services (SAVIS), Ninaõs Place, BJ Caldwell - for sharing 

with the youth so openly, j Wallace - for your thoughtfulness and breaking the b oundaries 

that conform , Betty -Lou Kristy I honor your love of youth and passion to make right all the 

wrongs - I honor your l at e son Pete (Kristy) Beattie ( for putting the fire in his momõs 

belly), Metis Womenõs Circle, Caribbean Association of Halton,  all our other volunteers and 

supporters that may have been missed by accident ðThanks!   

 

Halton Regional Police Services:  Deputy Chief Mike Kingston, as the former 

superintendent of North Halton, you were the first officer to support POSSE. Inspector 

Ron Welsh you are a wonderful ally and a great officer, thanks for participating in the all 

three youth / police forums and assisting our Undercroft writers, in busting the 

breathalyzer myths, it was truly a fun and informative evening.  Former  North Halton 

Superintendent Joe Taylor, thanks for REALLY believing in the potential of the youth and 

POSSE. You put yourself out there to help ma ke 3 youth/police forums successful! I think 

you are a great man and a fabulous cop! (You know thatõs a big compliment right?) smile. 

Detective Mike Brown for being one of the coolest cops ever! You won the youth over 

instantly and helped build a bridge be tween youth and police by being so honest, 

straightforward and fun! Inspector Jackie Gordon and Sergeant Gary Gold great work 

with the youth / police relations committee. Nish an Duraiappah diversity officer , thanks 

for being there to he ar our concerns and perspectives ð Dom has always thought highly of 

you ð this is no small achievement. Smile! All the police officers who attended the youth / 

police forums and our Welcoming Diversity Days!  

 

Halton Region Health Department and Social Services: I would like to recognize all 

the staff at Halton Region not previously mentioned, who I am aware of supporting 

POSSEõs initiatives in various ways, namely: Dr. Bob Nosal (Chief Medical Officer of 

Health), Adelina Urbanski (Commissioner, Social and Community Services),  Marianne Carson 

(Director, Health Protection Services) and all of the staff at the Sexual Health Clinics. 

THANKS! Also to the Region of Halton Health and Social Services Committee including 

Regional Chair Gary Carr: t hrough your support POSSE has received  sustainable funding! 

On behalf of POSSE ð THANKS!   

 



v 

 

Funders and Financial Supporters: 

 

The Ontario Trillium Foundation for granting us $224,600.00 over three years, giving 

us the opportunity to succeed! Maggie Fischbuch you have been an excellent program 

manager, it  has been great working with you!   

 

Thanks to the Halton Healthy Community Fund and the allocations committee, for the 

initial seed funding and your ongoing support for POSSE and all of our initiatives, 

especially for funding this manual!  

 

Healt h Canada ð Hepatitis C funding, Craig Robinson (I know you went to bat for us  - 

and thanks for the conference in Banff); and Drug Strategies Communities Initiatives 

Fund ð Brain Chalovich and Ranee Chambers, you helped us bring forth the UNDERCROFT!  

 

Unit ed Way of Milton and Halton Hills ~ Thanks for your support! Susan Lynch you have 

been great to work with! Kim Robinson ð all the best in your endeavours.  

 

Ted Richmond from the Laidlaw Foundation,  for  taking time to have lunch at least once 

a year to lea rn about our latest developments and share your funding guidelines with me. 

In the process you have become a friend.  

 

Lois Fraser, Fraser Direct Ltd., as a leader in Halton Hills your support of POSSE has 

been a gift to the youth in the community. You hav e kept it real and honest by asking, 

òwhat would Jesus do?ó when people criticized harm reduction and needle exchange. 

Thanks for your donations and leadership for our Welcoming Diversity Day  year one and 

two - itõs awesome to see you in action, moving mountains!  

 

To all the other businesses who have supported us with your sponsorship at various 

events!  

 

A special note to Margaret Penca of Halton Region, for a phone call you made one day in 

which you praised POSSE and our work, your timing was impeccable and I am ever so 

grateful for your encouragement and support. I admire you and your praise means a lot!  

 

To Tammie Ried, Charis Romilly, Randi-Lee Taylor, Marika Albert, and Theo Rosenfeld,  

my peers and mentors in the world of social inclusion, peer based  - youth driven 

programming, harm reduction and human rights work ð each of you have impacted and 

improved my ability to do this work. I am grateful and fortunate to call each of you 

òfriendó, knowing you would never spare me the truth ð no matter how hard  it may be to 

take. Thanks for your influence in my life and for taking the time to read, review and 

critique this manual.   
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To all of you who know this side of me , you know who you are; thanks for putting up 

with the moments when fear, grief, sorrow, confusion and frustration were interfering 

with my ability to be detached from the outcome ~ when love for POSSE and the youth 

took over my objectivity  or touched my heart so deeply I needed to lean on you . I am 

grateful for your grace, unconditional support and ongoing encouragement!  

 

What would be a thank -you without also thanking my mom? So mom (Dot Rudd) thanks 

for your commitment to developing a healthy, meaningful relationship with me even when it 

really hurt.  Thanks for caring for Sebastian  - allowing me the opportunity to help grow a 

POSSE here, in the very community I ran from so many years ago. I love you!  
 

To All Our Relations,  

Kimm Kent  

POSSE Co-Founder, Program Manager / Youth Worker  

 

 

 

 

 

This Manual has been produced through 
the financial support of the  

Halton Healthy Community Fund ð  

thanks, folks! 



 

 

 
 
Kimm, the Program Manager and  

co-founder of POSSE has, as always,  
been really generous in her thanks to  
others, but we need to say thanks to heré 
 
éfor the loving and caring  
that you demonstrate for  
all youth; for not allowing any  
form of discrimination and  
for standing up for all oppressed  
peoples; for teaching all of us  
how to be youth-centred; for your  
passion and commitment; for living  
your values -  and challenging us to live oursé.  

 
Kimm, thanks from us all! 
 
Youth, Adults and Friends of POSSE 

image from The Undercroft 



 

 

POSSE Philosophy and Values  

All youth have a n inherent right to equality, dignity, safety, respect and their basic 

human rights regardless of age, race, class, gender, sexual orientation, sub -culture, 

gender identity, abilities and religion or any other distinguishing characteristics.  

 

Youth should  be understood as a resource, not a problem.  

 

Change is voluntary and we believe that consistent service, unconditional acceptance, 

and healthy relationships are imperative in developing a trusting rapport with youth. It 

is only through this kind of trust ing relationship that, when a youth is ready, we will be 

able to assist in facilitating a transition to a healthier lifestyle. Our experience has 

been that a youth driven, peer -based model of service provision allows us to serve 

youth who are reluctant to access ògatedó services, increases youth empowerment, and 

fosters a sense of youth òownershipó of the project 

 

We believe youth have the right to meaningful participation in decision making that 

affects them personally, politically and programmatically, si nce youth are experts in 

their own lives and needs.  

 

We value this expertise and recognize that youth must be consulted with in making 

decisions that affect their lives, and the services that service them. This means 

providing financial compensation for t heir consultation in order to make it possible for 

youth to afford the time to get involved. We thus provide training opportunities for 

youth with various levels of responsibility for running the project.  

 

We believe in reducing barriers to service by desi gning our project to fill the gaps in 

service provision, by offering a service that is otherwise non -existent in North Halton 

at this time.  

 

We believe in being a peer -based organization where youth to youth mentorship and 

skill building is fostered.   

 

Above all of this we believe in providing a chance for the youth driven model to 

evolveand change, as it will in growing to realize its full potential.  
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How to Use This Guide 

 

 

This Guide is intended to help you and others to grow a POSSE Project in your 

own community. It is divided into sections in a way which will help you think through 

important issues and questions. You will find some repetition so that if you are 

reading a section on its own, important information which is mentioned elsewhere is 

repeated . We have, however, tried to keep repetition to a minimum.  

 

We suggest that you do no try to read the Guide all at one time. Instead, focus 

on it section by section. Get comfortable with each section before you move on.  

 

Section 1  describes what POSSE is, what it does and the fundamental values 

and principles which make PO SSE what it is. If you are considering a POSSE 

Project in your community, you will need to adopt these values and principles as 

your own ð and understand what they mean for what you do.  

 

Section 2  discusses empowerment, what it looks like and the implications for 

POSSE. Put simply, POSSE is youth-driven. How to do this is described in this 

section.  

 

Section 3  is the biggest section in the Guide and deals with the many steps you 

have to take  to get POSSE up and running in your own community.  

 

Section 4  deals with finding the right staff for POSSE, a critically important 

step.  

 

Section 5  will help you set up and use evaluation processes for POSSE. 

Evaluation is important for making sure POSSE works the way you want it to and 

for possible funders who will want to know their dollars are being well used.  

 

Section 6 , the last section, focuses on finding funding for POSSE.  

 

As you read, take notes, write down questions and think about your own 

community. What does this Guide have to say that can help you as you think about 

starting a POSSE Project and take steps towards this dream.  

 

Good luck! 



 

 

 

 

  

 

 

From the Front Linesé 
 

being an at risk youth at the age of thirteen, i 

never have felt safe, loved, respected or equal. the 

first time that i walked into  POSSE meeting, 

honestly it freaked me out. never have i met a more  

open minded, non judg mental   and respectful group 

of people. the first  night at the meeting/training 

was the first time that i opened up to  anyone about 

my issues, problems and hard core drug lifestyle. 

ever  since then i have been going back. it has been 

three years that i have  been with POSSE and every 

time i attend a training even if it is the  same one i 

learn something new, intresting about the issue and 

about myself. i use to be self concious, highly 

depressed  and suicidal.  going through the trainings 

and talking to kimm, i wor ked out most of my issues 

and with that came an underst anding about myself 

and issues around me. i now thanks to POSSE am a 

youth outreach worker and  helping youth in 

situations which i have over come and some worse 

off than myself. i know that with out P OSSE i would 

not be anywhere close to where i am now, and 

prob ley would have been back into drugs or not be 

here at all.  the hardest things which i have faced in 

my life even before POSSE kimm has helped me 

over come, but showing me  tools which  i now have 

the chance to teach others.  

 

Delta  
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What is POSSE?  

 

1 

 

    Wh at is POSSE  ? 
 

 POSSE stands for Peer 

Outreach  Support Services & 

Education, a program in North 

Halton,  Ontario , which trains and 

supports youth to be outreach 

workers to other youth . Our work 

is done on the streets, in malls, 

and in other places where you th 

get together. We provide 

education, information,  crisis 

intervention and, when asked, 

referral to other programs if the 

youth we talk to are looking for 

other help. We also provide 

supplies like condoms and safer 

drug use information kits to youth 

who decide that they want to have 

sex or use drugs.  

 

 

In many cases, the youth with 

whom POSSE works in the community 

might be considered òat riskó.  Some are 

homeless, either on the streets or òcouch 

surfingó.  Others may be working or in 

school, but are inv olved in or on the edges 

of behaviours which carry òriskó, such as 

substance use or sexual activity. In many 

cases, they face multiple challenges 

ranging from health through to housing 

and employment. We listen , talk , share 

what we know, are non judgmental  ð and, 

above all, we care.  

 

Our program is based o n a 

commitment to harm reduction,  human 

rights  and being youth -driven.  We deal 

with some big issues in the lives of young 

 
POSSE youth feel it is important that 
people understand what they mean 
by òsaferó sex or òsaferó drug use. 
POSSE makes no judgment about 
whether youth decide to have sex or 
take drugs. But everyone in POSSE 
believes that if someone decides to 
have sex or use drugs, they need to 
know the risks and they need to 
know how to reduce these risks. 
POSSE provides information and 
supplies to help make these choices 
safer for youth. 

 

POSSE youth, while they 
understand why the term òat-
risk youthó is so often used, 

have decided this term needs 
to be changed to better reflect 

their experience and the 
experience of the young 

people with whom they work. 
The term POSSE now uses is 
òadventurous, at-risk and 

curious youthó. 
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people in our community. Issues like safer 

drug use, sexual health and safer sex, 

violence, racism and homophobia, 

homelessness, legal rights and obligations, 

and mental health issues.  

 

From the beginning of POSSE, 

youth have been involved as equals to 

adults in all aspects of the program. 

Youth are equal decision -makers in 

planning, training, and evaluation of 

POSSE. We make the word 

òempowermentó real. 

 

As an example, as this manual was 

put together youth were involved in every 

step along the way, such as: hiring the 

consultant, approving the content and 

making sure it was youth -frie ndly, 

providing information, thoughts, graphics 

and poetry. You name it ð youth were 

involved! 

 

Does POSSE work? You bet!  

 

 
 

When we last evaluated our 

outreach efforts, 94% of the youth we 

talked to on the streets in our evaluation 

said POSSE outreach w as helpful to 

them. A further 86% said POSSE was 

important to them. Here is what some of 

them had to say:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

For experienced youth outreach 

workers, there are other opportunities 

for involvement in POSSE. This gives 

them a chance to fur ther develop their 

own skills. POSSE benefits by having 

experienced outreach workers involved in 

decision-making, training other youth to 

be outreach workers, or in writing for the 

youth magazine developed by POSSE ( The 

Undercroft ð Where Minds Meet ). 

 

If you think a POSSE project 

could make a difference in the lives of 

youth where you live, this manual will tell 

you some of the things you need to know 

 

Helping people 

be safe,  

help reduce risks of  

transmitting 

disease 

égoing to 
get tested 
after I got 

knowledge 

 

 

ésafer 
drug use and 
what to do in 

a bad trip 

 

 
éhelping my 

girlfriend and me 

out in a rough 
time 

 

 
I got social 
assistance 
[and] a safer 
living 
situation 

 
Being there 

for 
teenagers 

when 
no one else is 
really there 
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in order to start a POSSE project in your 

own community. 

 

a) POSSE Deal Breakers: 
Essential Values and 

Pri nciples of POSSE  

 
Peer Outreach  Support Services & 

Education has been built on a set of 

values and principles which the youth and 

adults in POSSE believe are essential. In 

other words, they are deal breakers: 

without these values and principles, you 

cannot have a POSSE project. And if you 

donõt make these principles and values 

come alive in your project, you cannot 

have a POSSE project.  

 

i) Youth are the Experts on Their 

Own Lives  

 

 Seems pretty straightforward, 

doesnõt it? But it isnõté 

 

Most services whic h help and 

support  youth are organized by adults. 

Many of these adults have real expertise 

in their fields, b ut by and large, this 

expertise has been developed without the 

meaningful involvement of youth. POSSE 

believes that work ing with òexpertsó is 

important  because they have information, 

skills and knowledge which you cannot 

find elsewhere.  Having them involved is 

important.  

 

However, in traditional services, 

experts also almost always have more 

power and authority than youth have. 

They are automaticall y in a relationship  

of unequal power with youth. Experts and 

professionals (adults) are seen as having 

the answers and youth are asked to 

òcomplyó. 

 

BUT, adults are not youth and 

they can never really fully understand 

what youth experience day -to -day. Only 

youth can experience this. And this 

makes them experts.  

 

If youth are TRULY seen as 

experts and are treated as experts, then 

how adults work with them changes. 

Rather than adults asking (and sometimes 

telling) youth to òcomplyó, the picture 

changes to one group of experts working 

with another group of experts.  

 

POSSE was developed and 

organized based on seeing youth as 

experts who have as much to bring to the 

work as professionals and experts. 

Without this fundamental belief, POSSE 

would not be possible.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was recently asked by a youth 
peer outreach worker òSo, if you donõt 
want to be called my boss, then what 
should I call you?ó I replied òCo-worker.ó
  

Kimm 
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     Traditionallyé           In POSSEé 

 
   

Adults  
 
         Adults   Youth 
 
 
   Youth 

 

This has implications for how a lot 

gets done in POSSE. For example, most 

adults in the project are there as 

professionals/experts being paid for 

their work by the agencies and 

organizations they work for. So if this 

set of experts is getting pai d, why should 

another group of experts ð youth - not 

get paid? Put into action, this means that 

a number of the youth involved  in POSSE  

get paid for attendance at meetings and 

so on (although they are paid above 

minimum wage, they are not paid nearly as 

much as the other group of experts!). 

This is discussed later in the manual, but 

it is important to keep in mind that when 

adults see and work with youth as 

òexpertsó, a lot of their thinking may 

have to change! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ii)  Empowerment - Itõs Not Just 
for Show!  

 

POSSE has a commitment to youth 

empowerment - meaningful youth 

participation which has an impact.  

 

There are lots of youth 

involvement and youth engagement 

projects around. Whether these projects 

truly òempoweró youth or not depends on 

whether youth  have the power to 

influence and be involved in decision-

making in more than just a token way.  

 

POSSE has approached this issue 

by ensuring that at every step in the 

program youth have a powerful voice, 

sitting at the decision -making table in 

numbers at le ast equal to the number of 

adults. Put another way, while adults 

usually have most of the power in 

organizations, in POSSE the power is 

shared. This means that youth drive the 

program. 
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There is a section starting on page 

12 on empowerment and ways in which 

POSSE makes this principle come to life 

which can help you as you think about 

growing POSSE in your own community.  

 

iii)  Harm Reduction 1 

 
POSSE understands òharm 

reductionó as an approach which seeks to 

reduce the possible harm which can come 

from activ ities such as sexual activity and 

drug use. For POSSE, this means that 

youth doing outreach (and adults 

supporting them) take a non -judgmental 

attitude towards youth with whom they 

work. If youth are engaged in risk 

activity, POSSE will provide the 

informa tion and supplies they may require  

                                         
There is a considerable discussion among 

professionals in the addi ctions field as to 

what is meant by harm reduction. This 

disagreement in the area of addictions 

focuses on the degree to which use of 

addictive substances should be restricted or 

not. See, for example, Reducing the Harm 

Associated with Injection Drug Use i n 

Canada, prepared by the 

Federal/Provincial/Territorial Advisory 

Committee on Population Health, F/P/T 

Committee on Alcohol and Other Drug Issues. 

F/P/T Advisory Committee on AIDS, and 

F/P/T Heads of Corrections Working Group 

on HIV/AIDS for Ministers of Health 

Conference. September, 2001. page 8. The 

discussion in this manual is based on POSSEõs 

understanding of harm reduction.  

 

 

to engage in this activity more safely and, 

where asked, will provide information 

about other services that youth can 

contact for support or help. For other 

youth who are not yet engaged in such 

activity, POSSE provides  information 

which will lead to better informed 

choices. 

 

POSSE recognizes that harm 

reduction approaches, particularly when 

applied to youth under the legal age of 

consent, are usually controversial in a 

community. But the voice of POSSE youth 

outreach wo rkers is very clear on this 

point:  

 
òYouth will engage in these activities 
whether parents, school boards, the police 
or òthe systemó want them to or not. Our 
job is to try to make sure that when they 
do, they take every step possible to reduce 
the possible risks associated with them.ó ð 
POSSE youth. 
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POSSE and youth initiatives 

elsewhere know that a non -judgmental 

attitude is key to whether youth will  

trust, approach and use a service. 

Services which are not founded on  a 

harm reduction strategy often make 

youth feel that they are being judged.  

When  this happens, some youth will 

simply not get involved in the service. A 

harm reduction approach not only helps 

reduce the harm that youth may 

experience if they engage in ris k 

activities, but is, on the basis of 

experience, more likely to be trusted by 

youth.  

 

It is also important to remember 

that for youth who have been thinking 

about using drugs or engaging in sex that 

POSSE outreach with its emphasis on 

harm reduction is an  effective early 

intervention strategy. Issues of risk and 

ways to reduce this risk are shared with 

youth before risk activities have 

occurred.  

 
òEveryone has the right to know ways to 
reduce harm.ó ð a POSSE youth. 

 

iv) Promoting Human Rights ð 

Anti -Oppre ssion  
 

POSSE is committed to ensuring 

that ALL youth have access to its 

services. This means youth from diverse 

cultural and ethnic backgrounds, 

differently -abled youth of all sexual 

orientations and gender identities, users 

Softly speaking, 

taking over, 

giving orders, 

taking action. 

"Cut, blood, OD come on!" 

taunting, 

pushing, 

& persuading. 

"What more is there in this life?" 

 

Image and poem from The Undercroft  
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From The Undercroft 

 

and non-users, different sub -cultures, 

etc.  

 

For this to happen requires 

attitudes and behaviours which are 

welcoming to all. POSSE youth out reach 

workers are vocal on this.  

 

As a result, t he promotion of 

human rights and issues such as racis m, 

able-ism, homophobia and ageism form a 

cri tical part of the training process that 

youth outreach workers go through.  

There can be no òismsó of any sort ð if 

òismsó happen, you have to name them, 

discuss them and deal with them.  

 

 

v) The Space has to be Safe  
 

POSSE wouldnõt work if the space 

was not safe for all youth.  What makes 

space safe?  

 

POSSE youth tell us that for 

space to be safe it has to be welcoming 

for diverse youth (there can be no 

òismsó!) and youth need to know that 

there is a commitment to confidentiality 

(there are some limits o n this which are 

discussed right below). Generally, the 

space also needs to be youth -friendly.  

 

In many communities, groups which 

are doing Anti -Homophobia work or 

HIV/AIDS groups can provide you with 

suggestions for making space safe  - talk 

to them.  

 

vi) Confidentiality  
 

Confidentiality is important to 

POSSE for a number of reasons. The 

most important of these is that without 

confidentiality, many youth will not trust 

the youth outreach workers and staff of 

POSSE and consequently will not use 

POSSEõs services. Put simply, youth say 

they need to be able to speak freely 

without fear that they will get into 

trouble. And if there need to be limits on 

confidentiality, as long as everyone 

understands what these limits are, trust 

can be developed and maintained.  This 

way, there are òno surprisesó. 

 



 

What is POSSE?  

 

8 

 

In the case of POSSE there are 

limits on confidentiality required by law. 

Specifically, where someone may be 

planning to act in a way which will harm 

themselves or others, staff have a legal 

duty to take action and rep ort this to the 

appropriate organizations.  In cases 

where youth are under 16 years old, if 

staff are aware of any type of abuse 

taking place, they also have to report this 

(If you are interested in starting a 

POSSE program, you will need to find out 

what the law is in your province about 

having to report on certain things  - ask 

about the òduty to reportó.) 

 

Peer Outreach  Support Services & 

Education openly shares this limit on 

confidentiality with everyone in the 

project so that there are no surprises. As 

well, POSSE makes sure that when doing 

outreach, youth know they only have to 

give their first name, street name or 

nickname. Finally, youth know that they 

can always ask POSSE outreach workers 

and staff for information for a òfriendó 

without having to nam e the friend.  

 

vii)  Keeping it Youth -Friendly  

 

Like youth being experts on their 

own lives, this seems straightforward, 

but it isnõt. The way we have traditionally 

organized services is NOT youth -friendly, 

and a commitment to becoming ð and 

staying - youth -friendly can be a 

challenge. 

 

When asked what POSSE has done to 

become and stay youth -friendly, youth 

outreach workers listed the following 

things:  

 meeting times are usually in the 

evening because of school and jobs 

(many professionals do NOT like 

to meet  at night because they 

work during the day ) 

 service times need to reflect the 

times when youth are gathering in 

the community, again, usually after 

school and in the evening  

 the place where you meet and 

train needs to be youth friendly 

and easy to get to  

 people need to think about 

dressing respectfully  and there 

must be a non-judgmental attitude 

about how people dress  

 ground rules need to be developed 

by youth and adults together  and 

there need to be consequences if 

ground rules are broken  

 the space needs t o be welcoming 

and safe  

 decisions should be made on the 

basis of consensus 

 youth must be treated by adults 

as equals 

 breaks need to be built into 

meetings 

 participation needs to be 

affordable for youth, i.e., paying 

youth for their time  

 space needs to be adult - friendly 

too, but youth -friendly is the 

priority  

 provide food  
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Peers make the best facilitators for abuse 
prevention. Young people generally 
recognize no authority on illicit drugs. 
Neither police, nor teachers, nor doctors 
get any comprehensive training on the 
subject. Researchers canõt agree on the 
fine (and not so fine) details of drug 
effects and health. Money, politics and 
ideology color any source that might 
otherwise qualify as òexpert.ó Although 
less educated than teachers, doctors and 
police, young people have another form 
of expertise: contemporary culture. Only 
someone close to contemporary youth 
culture can fluently òspeak the same 
language,ó and understand the nuances 
of context and slangñessential for 
participants to feel comfortable expressing 
themselves. 

 

Theo Rosenfeld: found at  

www/harmreduction.org/news/spring01  

 

 share chairing responsibilities  

 ensure youth voices are heard if, 

despite training, adults talk over 

youth ð call them on it  

 call adults and youth both for 

disrespectful behaviour  

 

viii)  No n-judgmental  

 

POSSE youth outreach workers 

are very clear that everyone, youth and 

adults alike, involved in the POSSE 

project need to be non -judgmental about 

others. This means that there has to be 

genuine respect for everyone else.  

However, youth also indicate that 

it is important to be able to call 

òinappropriateó behaviour such as racism, 

ageism and sexism. When and where 

òismsó appear, it is important to 

respectfully name this behaviour and deal 

with it on the spot.  

 

ix)  Not Faith -Based  

 

To keep space òsafeó for all youth, 

POSSE cannot be an initiative which in 

any way promotes a particular religion or 

faith. In the experience of POSSE  youth, 

faith -based initiatives are too often  
judgmental about behaviour, dress and 

language. Instead, POSSE believes that it 

is critical for people of all faiths to feel 

welcome and comfortable in POSSE.  

 

x) Youth Delivery of Service is 

Critical  

 
POSSE has a strong commitment to 

peer outreach, a commitment which links 

youth to youth.  

 
POSSE trains youth (more on this 

in later sections) and supports them as 

they move through the community, on the 

streets, in malls and in other places 

where youth meet. As they meet other 

youth, they provide information and 

education on risk behaviours, information 

on services available i n the community, 

and, where needed or requested, supplies 

and informal counseling. This emphasis on 

youth providing service to youth is 
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From The Undercroft 

 

consistent with what research and 

professionals tells us works.  

 

In a report on peer -based 

initiatives for out -of -the -mainstream 

youth from Health Canada 2, the difficulty 

òtraditionaló services have in reaching 

this group of young people is described 

very well. In another report on reducing 

the harm associated with injection drug 

use, there is a clear call for peer -

outreach  programs in order to reach at -

risk youth. Among the observations and 

recommendations for outreach in this 

second report were the following 3: 
 
òPeers are most effective in 
reaching people with drug 
problems, and are often seen as the 
most credible and trustworthy 
people to provide them with 
information to reduce the risk 
associated with drug use and link 
them with health, social, and 
addiction servicesé 
 

                                         
,2 Peer Helper Initiatives for out -of -the -

Mainstream Youth: A Report and Compendium. 

Health Canada: 1996. Pages 6-9. 
3 Reducing the Harm Associated with 

Injection Drug Use in Canada , prepared by 

the Federal/Provincial/Territorial Advisory 

Committee on Population Health, F/P/T 

Committee on Alcohol and Other Drug Issues. 

F/P/T Advisory Committee on AIDS, and 

F/P/T Heads of Correction s Working Group 

on HIV/AIDS for Ministers of Health 

Conference. September, 2001. Pages 10 and 

37. 

òDevelop innovative outreach 
approaches and use peer outreach 
workers to disseminate information 
to hard-to-reach populations and to 
encourage people who use drugs, 
particularly youth and young adults, 
to seek appropriate treatment 
services.ó 

 

 

 

The use of peer outreach workers 

is seen as a best practice. It is a highly 

effective òfront lineó way to assist and 

support youth who might not otherwise 

seek information, service or, in some 

cases, supplies. Once this connection is 

made, POSSE ð and other peer outreach 

programs - can assist them to 

connect with the much wider 

range of more mainstream services whic h 

can support youth.
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POSSE People Say POSSE is: 
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From the Front Linesé 
 

In 2003 I was involved in a program called the 

North Halton Hepatitis C Prevention Project whe re I 

met and came to know, trust, and respect Kimm Kent 

the project coordinator. She ignited a spark in me and 

my fellow youth that for the past four years has 

refused to burn out. She inspired us as youth to desire 

to contribute to our community and help youth who like 

us needed to be helped. From this project we wanted to 

create a program in our community that could reach out 

to at risk youth like us. We wanted to do what Kimm did 

and she made it possible along with highly motivated 

individuals (DOMENIC J) who understood the need for 

a POSSE in our community. The Peer Outreach Support 

Services and Education program was and still is a life 

line for a lot of youth. Without the knowledge and 

support I received from the program I would have had 

a very different life and would not have been able to 

accomplish the things I have today. The program 

allowed me to speak my mind and be heard. I learned so 

much about racism, sexism and homophobia and how my 

actions and words could affect others. I helped other 

youth who like me had issueõs that most organizations 

didnõt understand. I was provided with the knowledge 

of harm reduction which is probably the reason why Iõm 

not fighting diseases like Hep.C or Aids or better yet 

dead. 

 

POSSE let me walk into a space where I felt safe, it 

empowered me as a youth to want to do things with my 

life and become an advocate for other youth who had 

yet to find their voice in our small and judgmental  
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. 

community. My greatest accomplishment was knowing that 

within the growing population of Halton  I  was contributing  as 

a valuable member, I was  truly making a difference for my 

generation and those to come. Through POSSE I was able to 

fulfill my role as an active member of my community  as a 

youth.  I can truly say I was so proud of myself,  which from 

my perspective is an  even greater accomplishment . 

 

Now as a young adult I find myself drawn to this 

organization and the passion it inspires in the youth, the 

community workers and parents etc. I have come full circle 

from being a òat risk youthó working to help my peers, to a 

young mother, and a student  doing office administration for 

a program that I hope is still around when Iõm pulling my hair 

out because of my childõs behavior. I watched this program 

start out as a controversial approach to dealing with youth 

issueõs, I have watched as it tore down the barriers and 

notions of harm reduction, and changed the opinions of 

politicians who once would have condemned this program and 

now support it. I have watched as it built strong relations 

between youth, police, and the commu nity. I have watched 

the coordinators fight to keep it going so that the youth who 

need its resources and information arenõt left in the dark. 

This program changes people, not just the youth but every 

person it connects with.  

 

Carley 
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Youth Empowerment: 

Walking the Talk  
The commitment to youth 

empowerment which Peer Outreach  

Support Services & Education has runs 

deep. This means that youth a nd adults 

share decision -making in all aspects of 

the program.  

 

a) Making Participation 
Meaningful  

 
To understand why POSSE 

involves youth in the program in the way 

it does, it is helpful to understand  

that there are a lot of ways that youth 

can be involved in the activities of an 

organization. People who look at 

organizations and how they work have 

discovered that there are a lot of ways 

that this can be done.  

 

Roger Hart 

developed a òladder 

of childrenõs 

participationó for 

UNICEF. At the 

bottom, it inc ludes 

Manipulation and at 

the top Shared 

Decision-making. As 

you go up the ladder, 

the process is 

increasingly 

meaningful, meaning 

that youth have a 

real impact on the 

decisions that are 

being made. In other 

words, the farther up 

you go on the ladder, 

the more power youth 

have. POSSE works hard to make sure 

youth are involved at the highest two 

rungs of this ladder with a stress on 

the top rung. For this reason, for 

example, there are equal numbers of 

youth and adults on the collaborative 

decision-making body which POSSE has.  

òChildrenõs Participation: from Tokenism to Citizenshipó,  

Roger Hart. Innocenti Research Centre, UNICEF: 1992.  
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Some of the recurring themes and challenges for 

young people in decision-making roles include:  

 

 Young people are involved in token and 

òdecorativeó ways, 

 Young people are involved marginally but 

adults make all the decisions,  

 Young people are involved in making 

òdecision-lessó decisions where the 

decisions are limited to issues that do not 

really matter,  

 Young people make decisions but nothing 

really happens,  

 Young people are included in decision -

making, but the project is under -

resourced, making action difficult, and;  

 Youth is transitory: experienced young 

people become too old to fulfil their youth 

role.  

 

Sharing a New Story: Young People in 

Decision-Making. Australian Youth Research 

Centre, for the Foundation for Young 

Australians. June, 2003.  

 If you look at this ladder, you will 

see lots of examples of youth 

participation as it is practiced in 

organizations. Many of these ways, 

however, do not mean that youth are true 

partners in decision -making. For example, 

a Youth Advis ory Committee can provide 

advice and recommendations on an issue 

without necessarily being involved in 

decision-making.4 

 

So, why is meaningful involvement 

of youth important?  

 
òIt has given me something to show up and be 
responsible foró ð a POSSE youth 
 
òWe have become a team.  We have all 
learned not to let one another downó ð a 
POSSE youth 

 

b) There are Huge Benefits to 
Involving Youth as Decision -

Makers  

 

i) Benefits for youth?  

 

There is a long, long list of the 

benefits for youth when they are involve d 

in meaningful ways in programs. The 

McCreary Centre in British Columbia 

suggests that participation of youth:  

 

 Promotes resiliency (based on youth 

potential and not youth problems)  

 Reduces risks  

 Is central to positive youth 

development  

 Increases youth h ealth 5 

                                         
4 Many people argue that the degree to which 

youth are involved in decision -making needs to 

depend on the nature of the organization or 

project. This may, in fact, be true, but in the case 

of POSSE, there is no disagreement that shared -

decision-making is critical to the programõs 

success. 
5 Why Does Youth Participation Matter . The 

McCreary Centre. Can be found at 

www.mcs.bc.ca/ya_why.htm  
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In the experience of POSSE youth 

outreach workers, participation also:  

 

 Develops skills  

 Makes you feel good about 

yourself  

 Lets you make a difference in the 

community 

 

Canada is a signatory to the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Chil d, which outlines the rights for 

children /  youth to be able to òexpress 

[their] views freely in all matters 

affecting the child, the views of the child 

being given due weight in accordance with 

the age and maturity of the childó 

(Article 12) óand the òright to freedom of 

expression; this right shall include 

freedom to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas of all kindsó 

(Article 13). It is consistent with this 

international commitment that, wherever 

possible, youth be given a meaningful say 

in the programs and services they will 

use. POSSE interprets this commitment 

to mean participation as partners with 

adults in its activities.  

 

But the benefits to the way POSSE 

involves youth are not only for youth.  

 

ii)  Benefits for the Program?  

 

POSSE benefits from this 

partnership between adults and youth in 

many ways because it ensures the 

program is relevant to youth needs. This 

has increased program effectiveness and 

has created a network of trained youth 

who, even after their involvement in 

POSSE, are able to take the messages of 

POSSE forward in other aspects of their 

lives. 

iii)  Benefits for the Community?  

 
òIf I see something and I know it is wrong I 
now attempt to correct it or make it betteró ð a 
POSSE youth 
 

òI am a lot more involved in community events 
because I want to try to make change, because 
change needs to happen, not with me, but 
with the communityó ð a POSSE youth 

 

The community benefits from 

youth participation as partners in the 

POSSE program in a variety of ways as 

well. Because of the prog ramõs 

effectiveness, risk behaviours among 

youth are reduced and youth needing 

additional support can find the 

information they need.  

 
POSSE youth, because of the 

skills they develop, help challenge many of 

the stereotypes about youth.  
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Because POSSE is trusted by 

youth, POSSE can mobilize youth to 

participate with other organizations. For 

example, POSSE has been instrumental in 

bringing youth and police together to deal 

with critical issues which have concerned 

the community at large, such as violence.  

 
iv)   Benefits for Other   
 Organizations?  

 
Other organizations also benefit 

through the way youth participate in 

POSSE. There have been a wide variety 

of requests from other organizations for 

POSSE youth to provide input and/or to 

participate in program develo pment and 

planning processes because POSSE youth 

have the skills and experience to 

communicate youth needs effectively.  

c)  What are the Challenges to 
Involving Youth as 
Partners?  

 
There are a lot of challenges when 

involving youth in a meaningful way in an  

organization or an activity.  

 

Encouraging participation  of 

youth can be a challenge . POSSE has 

found that you have to use a lot of 

different ways to get youth involved and 

has used word of mouth, flyers handed 

out at and personal visits to  services 

where you can find youth (such as Sexual 

Health Clinics, Probation and Parole  

offices and malls, but you may need to 

seek permission to be there first ). Youth 

already involved in the program are also 

great promoters ! 

 

Keeping the youth who are 

participating  is also a challenge. You have 

to keep the work interesting and fun and 

constantly be seeking feedback on what is 

working and what is not  working. 
Sometimes, it is necessary to follow up  

with individual youth to find out what is 

getting in the way of their co ntinued 

involvement. There may be personal 

issues someone is dealing with, or they 

may have important information for you 

about what is not working for them.   

Things that hinder youth participation include: 
 

 Young people not being reimbursed 
their expenses 

 Insufficient resources 

 A lack of staff time to promote the need 
for youth participation within the 
organization 

 Little or no orientation for young people 
new to the organization 

 A lack of training for the type of input 
being requested of the young person 

 Constant cynicism and put-downs 

 Ideas put forward by young people, 
being used by adults who then take the 
credit 

 No real power sharing 

 Lack of respect for the young personõs 
view 

 An environment where the young 
person is expected to be perfect 

 
òYouth Participation: Grow it or Kill It ð The 

Formula for Bothó, Robyn Moore. Can be found 

at 

http://library.christchurch.org.nz/Bibliofile/20

00/LIANZA2000papers/RobynMoore.pdf  
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Attendance can be critical but 

there is also a need for flexibility. 

Attendance expectations wer e 

established by youth and adults together 

when POSSE was first created and every 

young person involved in POSSE is made 

aware of what these expectations are. 

Particularly during the extended training 

that youth outreach workers receive, 

regular attendance  is important. POSSE 

staff or youth outreach workers regularly 

check up when someone has not attended 

a meeting. 

 

Continuity  is another issue. Most 

youth outreach workers are with POSSE 

for 2 years. As they get older or they 

reach the end of their commitme nt to 

POSSE, they move on to other roles, e.g., 

start training new youth outreach 

workers or become members of the 

governing Collaborative . In its second 

year of operation, POSSE developed a 

second project ð a youth written, edited 

and produced magazine (The Undercroft ð 

Where Minds Meet ) - which many youth 

outreach workers have moved on to once 

their time doing outreach has come to an 

end. 

 

While POSSE has not had to deal with 

this, many organizations are resistant 

to meaningful youth empowerment and 

part icipation . There are deep 

disagreements in some about whether 

youth should have òrealó power and there 

are, as well, huge barriers to making 

organizations youth -friendly. There need 

to be strong advocates for meaningful 

youth involvement within organizatio ns if 

they  are truly to become committed to 

seeing youth as partners who share in 

decisions. The organizational change 

required to become truly òyouth-friendlyó 

can be tough work for many organizations.  

 

Earlier, we outlined the things which 

youth outreac h workers say are 

important to making POSSE youth 

friendly (see the suggestions on page 8).  

 

 Other groups have also looked at 

this issue of youth -friendliness. In its  

Best Practice Guidelines, the R egistered 

Nurses Association of Ontario has 

developed a check list for organizations 

to use to decide how youth -friendly they 

are. This is printed on page  18. 

 

 There are a few other things you 

can keep in mind to make the organization 

youth -friendly.  

 

Ask youth which decisions or types 

of decisions they want t o be involved in 

and, once a decision is made or a policy 

decided, you donõt have to keep going 

back to it unless someone questions it.  

 

 Without a deep commitment to 

the philosophy of meaningful youth 

participation and to making the changes 

which will sup port this participation, 

POSSE activities will be impossible to 

repeat in other communities.  

image from The Undercroft 
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An Organizational Checklist for Youth-Friendly Services 

Involving youth  

As an organization, do we:  
 Clearly identify who we are serving and tailor services to meet their needs?  

 Consider the needs of diverse populations (i.e. immigrant youth)?  

 Involve youth during the planning, implementation and evaluation of our services  

in a meaningful way? 

 Give youth oppor tunities for leadership?  

 Include strategies that are youth -directed and youth -influenced?  

 Provide opportunities for role models in the lives of adolescents  

 (e.g. parents, teachers, sports coaches, youth club directors)?  

 Provide information about community resources available to meet the needs of youth?  

 Involve other community leaders (e.g. religious or cultural)?  

 Focus on building strengths and assets? Promote competence and skill development?  

 Enlist peer counselors and educators in working with youth?  

 Focus on holistic approaches rather than single issue approaches?  

 Include strategies that are multi -faceted and multi -disciplinary (individual, community)?  

 Effectively employ a variety of activities to engage youth over time?  

 

Environment  

As an organization, d o we:  
 Make our services accessible, timely, convenient and flexible?  

 Ensure that our services are inexpensive, if not free?  

 Really work at making our environment òyouth-friendlyó (i.e. posters, music, magazines)? 

 Ensure that staff/youth ratios and group si zes permit staff to meet the needs of  

individual youth?  

 Establish environments that youth perceive to be safe for their participation?  

 Ensure privacy and confidentiality?  

 Break down barriers to empowerment?  

 

Facilitation  

As an organization, do we:  
 Train ou r staff to listen openly and honestly to concerns?  

 Foster the role of facilitator rather than expert?  

 Allow youth to set goals for themselves with assistance from staff?  

 Train our staff to feel comfortable discussing adolescent concerns?  

 Use role playing t o help adolescents practice negotiating skills?  

 Stress cooperation rather than competition?  

 Focus on building strengths and assets? Promote competence and skill development?  

 Enlist peer counselors and educators in working with youth?  

 Focus on holistic appr oaches rather than single issue approaches?  

 Include strategies that are multi -faceted and multi -disciplinary (individual, community)?  

 Effectively employ a variety of activities to engage youth over time?  

71 

Enhancing Healthy Adolescent Development :  Nursin g Best Practice Guideline . Registered Nurses 

Association of Ontario,  July, 2002. Appendix E.  
 

 

71 
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Setting Up a POSSE 

Project  

a) How Did POSSE Get Started?  

 
The Peer Outreach Support 

Services & Education program in North 

Halton has its own history. It is unique 

as will be any other program modeled on 

the experience of POSSE.  This will be 

true wherever a POSSE project is 

started because communities are 

different and so are the youth who will 

be involved. 

 

POSSE grew out of a program 

run by  Halton Hills Com munity Support 

and Information in collaboration with  

the Health Dep artment of the Region 

of Halton, the Hepatitis -C project. This 

was a harm reduction project which 

involved youth working with a youth 

outreach worker in North Halton. Over 

the course of thi s project, youth and 

staff who were involved got to know a lot 

about the needs of and issues facing 

young people in the area. They realized 

that an important source of information 

and outreach which had made a 

difference for a lot of young people was 

going to be lost to the community when 

the Hepatitis -C project came to an end. 

After talking about this for some time,  

the staff, in discussion with young people, 

developed a proposal for longer term 

funding for a much broader range of 

information and outreach  services to be 

provided by youth to youth with the 

support of professional staff. Key to this  

proposal was finding a host agency and 

developing a broad collaborative of youth 

and agencies which would become the 

major group for decision -making.  This 

Collaborative , with the AIDS Committee 

of Guelph and Wellington County as the 

host agency, looked for and received 

funding first from the Halton Healthy 

Community Fund and National Crime 

Prevention and, over the last three years, 

operating funding from  the Ont ario 

Trillium Foundation . And so the POSSE 

Project was born.

From The Undercroft 
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b) Starting a POSSE Project  

 

i) Who Could Start a POSSE 

Project?  

 
Anyone ð youth or adult - who sees 

the needs of youth being unmet in their 

community could start a POSSE project. 

However, it wo uld have to be someone 

who has a commitment to the values and 

principles of POSSE (which were 

discussed in Section 1 starting on page 3 ) 

and who believes these needs can be best 

met in their community through peer 

outreach activities.  

 

ii)  Is there a need for POSSE?  

 
In the experience of peer 

outreach workers, other youth, staff and 

the Collaborative  of POSSE, there are 

some signs you can look for in your 

community that peer outreach, a harm 

reduction approach and youth 

empowerment can make a difference.  

 

There  are youth who will not use 

more òtraditionaló agencies or who will not 

trust more traditional stra tegies. Y ou 

may find that, despite there being a 

number of youth programs in your 

community, there is evidence that some 

important issues are not going away and 

may have become even worse over time.  

For example, y ou can look at:  

 

 Rates of transmission of Sexually 

Transmitted Diseases among youth  

 Rates of drug use among youth  

 The % or number of youth who are 

NOT involved in òtraditionaló services 

 Rates of  youth homelessness in the 

community 

 
These ra tes, %s and numbers may 

be troubling, or may have increased in the 

last few years. Any of them can suggest 

that òtraditionaló approaches are not 

working for some youth. You can get much 

of this information from  Health or Public 

Health Departments in municipalities, or 

by talking to organizations that publish 

this kind of information (in Ontario, for 

example, the Centre for Addiction and 

Mental Health is a good source; Canada -

wide, try Statistics Canada; provinci ally, 

talk to your Ministry of Health to see 

what kind of statistics they have. You can 

also try University and College 

Departments, and, where they exist, 

Social Planning Councils.)  

 

Doing this work is important, 

because when you talk to a funder, they 

will want to know about the evidence you 

have that a new service is needed.  

 

The other important òindicatorsó 

you can look at are what youth in the 

community are saying. Are they telling 

you that they have friends who need 

information, that there are import ant 

problems that arenõt going away, that 

some of their friends have big issues to 

deal with and that they wonõt go to 

existing service s? 
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There are different ways to find 

out what youth think. While the stories 

young people tell you are important, the 

more òformaló the information they give 

you, the better. You can, for example, 

hold some focus groups (a brief 

description of a focus group is included in 

Appendix 2) or do a small, friendly 

survey. Surveys could be conducted face -

to -face with youth in malls , employment 

centres or at other places where youth 

gather. Maybe your local schools could 

help you out  (although you will probably 

need permission) . In terms of getting the 

questions right and helping you analyze 

what the answers you get, colleges or 

universities might be able to help you 

here as could Social Planning Councils 

(where they exist). In some cases, 

surveys of youth might have already been 

done and you should probably look at 

these as sources of information as well. 

 

Always keep your ears and ey es 

open. The best case for a new service is a 

combination of convincing statistics and 

powerful personal stories.  
 
 

iii)  Building Support   

 
Once you have decided that there 

is evidence of need for a POSSE project 

in your community, you need to build 

support. In your conversations with 

people about the needs of youth, you may 

already have already found òalliesó.  They 

could be youth, adults/parents, agencies 

and professionals. Talking about what you 

are trying to do from the very beginning 

and identifying pe ople who support the 

idea is important, because allies will be 

critical to your efforts.  It will also allow 

you to share the work.  

 

There are some possible ònaturaló 

allies, e.g., youth, Public Health, sexual 

health clinics, HIV/AIDS organizations, 

needle exchange programs, shelters, and 

other youth services. You are looking for 

allies who are comfortable with youth 

empowerment, harm reduction and anti -

oppression approaches and, ideally, you 

would be looking for allies among 

organizations and people who are  òyouth-

friendlyó or trying to become youth-

friendly.  

 

You will want to be talking to 

possible allies not only about the idea of a 

POSSE project, but about how they might 

see their role in supporting the project. 

Some may give you only moral support. 

Other s may be able to provide support 

such as meeting space, information or 

free supplies. You can ask for letters of 

support for funding proposals or 

assistance in getting word out into the 

community, first about what you are doing 

and later about the program itself.  

 

Developing a committed group of 

people and organizations who support the 

idea of POSSE is really important. If 

there are community concerns about this 

project or this approach, you can call on 

these òalliesó to help you respond to 

these concerns. Community support is also 

really important to possible funders, so 
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identifying and building this support from 

day one is critical.  

 

iv) Strategies for Finding Allies  
 

In the case of POSSE, because it 

grew out of an existing program, a lot of 

working relat ionships had already been 

established. If you are working within an 

existing service, you will already have a 

good sense of where you might find allies.  

 

However, if you are new to this, 

here are some ideas:  

 

 Start out with existing allies (see 

above). Our  experience in North 

Halton suggests that those services 

sponsored by a faith community will 

likely have trouble with some of the 

values and principles of POSSE, but 

other service providers may be open 

to these fundamental parts of POSSE. 

Phone these servi ce providers and 

speak to their Executive Directors 

about their interest in working with 

you. Ask them to give you the names 

of other people and organizations with 

whom you should be talking.  

 Talk to youth in places where youth 

congregate ð the streets, malls, 

services, and youth hostels. You may 

need staff permission to do this in 

some cases. Schools are another 

possibility but you will need 

permission. 

 Put posters up and leaflets out with 

contact information in places where 

young people gather.  

 Hold a meeting and invite youth and 

service providers to come and share 

their ideas and stories. Invite people 

by phone, letter or a small ad in your 

local paper. 

 At some point talk to local politicians 

who you think might be excited about  

to the idea of a POSSE pro ject. You 

may need their support down the road.  

 Talk to the police in your area after  

you have developed a plan for what 

the service is going to look like. 

Developing a positive working 

relationship with the police is 

important. See page 37 for 

information  on how POSSE has dealt 

with this relationship.  

 

v) The Formal Collaborative  

 

When POSSE was created, the 

decision at that time was NOT to turn 

POSSE into an independent organization. 

It began as a project and the built - in 

strength of involving a group of agencies, 

programs and individuals with credibility 

in the community was seen as important. 

You could decide to create an 

independent organization with a Board of 

Directors drawn from the allies you have 

developed, but for the purposes of the 

Manual, we will talk about creating a 

Collaborative instead (which reflects 

where POSSE is at right now).  

 

When the time is right (and this 

will depend on your local circumstances), 

you will want to talk to some allies you 

have identified about becoming members 
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of the òCollaborativeó. The Collaborative 

is the group which will make decisions 

about the project once it is up and 

running, and is made up of people from 

agencies and organizations and youth. 

This is a key step in creating a POSSE 

program. 

 

Even more so than ot her allies you 

have identified, the group of people who 

you ask to join the Collaborative have to 

be very comfortable with POSSEõs values 

and principles (such as empowerment,  

harm reduction and anti -oppression) and 

should understand what it means to be 

youth -friendly and youth -driven.  

 

Building this formal Collaborative 

is important because  most federal, 

provincial, local, private and charitable 

funders are looking these days to fund 

activities that include partnerships or 

collaboration.  

 

In North Halton,  the POSSE 

Collaborative includes representatives 

from the following agencies and 

organizations:  

 ADAPT (Halton Alcohol, Drug & 

Gambling, Assessment, Prevention & 

Treatment)  

 ROCK (Reach out Centre for Kids)  

 Links to Care ð Off the Wall / Open 

Door Youth Centre  

 The A IDS  Committee of Guelph and 

Wellington County  

 The A IDS  Network (Hamilton)  

 HOPE (Halton Organization for Pride 

in Education)  

 Halton Regional Police Services  

 North Halton Cultural Awareness 

Council 

 Between 6  - 12 youth with no formal 

affiliation oth er than POSSE  

In addition, the Halton Region 

Health Department Sexual Health Clinic  

and Needle Exchange Program has a 

representative who sits as a non -voting 

member of the Collaborative as do the 

two staff of POSSE.  

 

In building a POSSE Collaborative, 

the  roles and responsibilities of each of 

the members has to be clearly 

understood. For this reason, POSSE 

created a Collaborative Agreement which 

is signed by each member and which 

outlines:  

 Membership  

 Purpose 

 Mandate  

 Membership principles and guidelines  

 Participation guidelines  

 Decision-making process 

 Financial Management  

 Roles and Responsibilities, a section  

which outlines 10 key tasks of the 

Collaborative  

 

A copy of the full POSSE 

Collaborative Agreement can be found in 

Appendix 1. 

 

POSSE staff and youth  indicated 

as this manual was being developed that 

there are some other qualities in an 

effective Collaborative member. These 

included:  
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 Collaborative members need to be 

willing to take risks; programming 

for curious, at - risk and adventurous 

youth can some times be unpopular in 

a community or lead to situations 

with the potential for conflict. Good 

risks are worth taking, and 

Collaborative members should be 

willing to take these good risks with 

programming and other POSSE 

activities.  

 Members need to be commi tt ed and 

willing to participate a ctively on the 

decision-making. 

 Collaborative members need to be 

willing to be trained on a variety of 

issues, including adults being trained 

on how to work with youth and youth 

being trained on how to work with 

adults.  

 

The POSSE Collaborative meets 

every second month in the evening for 

about 2 hours. It receives updates on 

POSSE activities, reviews and approves 

research and reports, considers new 

issues, and evaluates and approves pro -

posed new activities. It reviews, appr oves 

and monitors the budget, assessing non -

budgeted expenses and approving them as 

appropriate. In other words, it makes 

decisions about all the key activities of 

POSSE. 

 

For example, as this Manual was 

being developed, the content, the 

structure, every s ection and Appendix, 

the format and even the printing and 

distribution plans were evaluated, 

modified and approved by the 

Collaborative. Youth members had pre -

meetings prior to the Collaborative 

meetings to give them a chance to meet 

with the writer separa tely to raise any 

issues and concerns they might have 

about the Manual as it was being 

developed. The Manual, as a result, truly 

reflects what the Collaborative believed 

is important to share with others about 

the POSSE experience.  

 

vi) The òHostó or Flow-Through 

Agency  

 

If you are going to be seeking 

funding for POSSE, you will need to 

identify an agency which will hold and 

administer the money you might receive. 

Normally, this organization needs to sit 

as a member of the Collaborative and 

needs to be a re gistered charity in order 

to meet funder expectations.  This is the 

òhostó or flow-through agency.  

 

This agency has a critically 

important role and its responsibilities are 

outlined in POSSEõs Collaborative 

Agreement. Specifically, the 

responsibilities whic h are outlined 

include: 

 Acting as a lead or host agency for 

any funding application  

 Signing contractual agreements with 

funders on behalf of POSSE  

 Accepts, holds and processes funds in 

accordance with funder requirements 

and POSSE budget and decision -

making 
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 Being accountable to the funder for 

all financial requirements including 

reporting and audited statements 

(where required)  

 

This can be a demanding set of 

responsibilities, and POSSE budgets 

contain a budget line which allows the 

host agency to be paid f or this financial 

work (usually in a budget line called 

Administration which in the case of 

POSSE is set at 10% of the overall 

operating budget  of a grant ). In the case 

of POSSE in North Halton, the host 

agency is the AIDS Committee of Guelph 

and Wellingto n County. Thanks, folks! ! 

 

vii)  Additional Financial Policies  

 
Because finances are so critical, 

and the relationship between POSSE and 

its host agency so important, POSSE has 

identified additional financial policies 

which include:  

 POSSE staff , with  approval of the 

lead agency, have the authority to 

spend money on behalf of the 

Collaborative .  

 Invoices are submitted by POSSE 

staff and paid by the host agency.  

POSSE staff must be aware of all 

invoices submitted for POSSE 

initiatives.   

 All fundraised dollar s will be used 

according to the discretion of POSSE 

staff to a maximum of $1000.00 and 

approved by the Executive Director 

of the host agency or otherwise 

approved by the POSSE collaborative.  

 Any expenditure exceeding $1,000.00 

not previously budgeted will require 

approval from the POSSE 

Collaborative . 

 All expenses and revenues will be 

recorded by the host agency financial 

management systems, reported 

monthl y to POSSE staff and shared 

at Collaborative meetings.  

 All assets remain with the POSSE 

Collaborative  as long as it continues 

developing and delivering projects.  In 

the event POSSE ceases to exist, the 

assets will become the property of 

the host agency, unless otherwise 

arranged with the donating agency 

and POSSE Collaborative.  

 

A copy of the Letter of 

Understanding between POSSE and its 

host agency, the AIDS Committee of 

Guelph and Wellington County, can be 

found in Appendix 1.  

 

c)  Involving Youth from the 
Get -Go 

 
Finding, involving and keeping 

young people involved in POSSE is critical 

from Day One. An d it is not just youth in 

general ð it is youth  willing and 

committed to helping other youth  around 
critical issues such as harm reduction and 

anti -oppression. So, how can you find 

these youth?  

 

If you are a youth reading this 

manual and this is where your  interest 

and commitment lies, then look to your 
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own circle of friends first ð and start 

talking it up. Word -of -mouth is a great 

way to get people involved. You can also 

go to malls and other places young people 

gather a nd talk to them. Put up posters 

and hold a meeting or two  for youth only.  

 

Once you have contacted some 

agencies and organizations, ask them to 

post notices and tell young people who 

might be involved in programs about what 

you are doing. If you are still in school, 

see if you can put up som e posters there 

or have a meeting at lunch or after school 

on school premises. 

 

Donõt take too long to involve 

adults ð and be prepared to insist on 

training for both youth and adults in how 

to work together. It isnõt always easy.  

 

If you are an adult (pa rent or 

professional) reading this manual, your 

natural tendency is likely to speak to 

other professionals first. While those 

conversations are important to have, you 

need to reach out to youth almost 

immediately if you are going to truly 

honour the princi ples and values of 

POSSE. Youth have to be involved from  

Day One. 

 

Do you know some youth who might 

be interested? If so, talk to them and 

have them talk to their friends. As much 

as you can, have youth talk to other 

youth. Where you are concerned about 

safety, go with a young person onto the 

streets at night, for example, but let 

them do the talking unless you have an 

unusual ability to establish trust and 

rapport with street level youth (or even 

youth in general for that matter)  

 

You can ask fellow adult s and/or 

professionals to talk to young people they 

know, including youth who are 

participating in existing services. You can 

also put up posters and distribute flyers 

with a contact number included. With 

permission, you may be able to have your 

local schools help get the word out.  

 

d) Want to Keep Youth 
Involved?  

 
Finding youth who express an 

interest in being involved and keeping 

youth involved are two separate issues. 

Unless you, the meetings you call, and the 

way you relate to young people is youth 

fri endly, you will lose them,  

 

In the section called POSSE Deal 

Breakers: Essential Values and Principles 

of POSSE (starting on page 3) , we 

outlined a checklist for youth friendliness 

for organizations. Check it out.  

image from The Undercroft 
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e) What Are the Needs of 
Youth in Your C ommunity?  

 
 
òYou wanna know what youth need just 

ask usó ð a posse youth 
 

Although you began this process 

by assessing the need for a POSSE 

project by looking at general trends in 

your community, before you begin the 

process of actually designing the servi ces 

needed, you have to have a really good 

understanding of the needs of youth in 

your community. You may have already got 

some of this information when you first 

started talking to people about the 

possibility of a POSSE project, but in 

case you didnõt, read oné 

 

The best place to start this 

process is by talking to both youth 

themselves and to professionals who work 

with young people. Here are some ideas 

that we have found work.  

 

i) Understand that there are 

Youth Sub -cultures  
 

Before talking to young peo ple, it 

is important to understand that all youth 

are not the same. There are a lot of 

subcultures among youth, each with its 

own style of dress, language, perspectives 

and opinions. You need to become familiar 

with these subcultures, or at least the 

subcultures in your community.  

 

POSSE youth define a youth sub -

culture as any group of youth who may 

share opinions and a view of the world but 

who do not identify with mainstream 

culture, whether they are visibly 

different from mainstream youth or not.  

 

 

 

From The Undercroft 
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Of  course, a good way to find out 

about the  subcultures in your own 

community is to talk to young people .  You 

can also do web-based research to 

understand the politics and history of 

some sub-cultures.  

 

How best to approach each of 

these subcultures is some thing you need 

to talk to youth about. If you are a young 

person, you may already know how ð if you 

are an adult, you may need some help!  

 

ii)  Make Sure You Have Enough 

Detail About Youth Needs   

 
In order to design the services 

needed, you may have to have more 

detailed information on youth needs than 

you gathered earlier. Maybe notébut if 

you do, use the same methods as before 

(see page 20).  

 

iii)  Developing a Good 

Understanding of Existing 
Services for Youth  

 
It is also important to become 

really well - informed about the services 

for youth which already exist in your 

community. Some needs of youth are 

already being responded to by these 

services, but they may not be reaching all 

youth or they may not be reaching youth 

as effectively as they might (youth 

fe edback on these services can be really 

helpful in this regard).  

 

A good place to start is with any 

existing directories of services in your 

community. You can find these on the net 

or they are often published by Community 

Information Centres and may be ava ilable 

on-line or in your local library. Review 

what currently exists and, where 

necessary, follow up with phone calls to 

service providers to discuss their 

services with you and how or whether 

they are dealing with the youth needs 

which you have identifie d.  

 

In many cases, youth services are 

being offered by agencies that are 

focused on youth alone. In others, youth 

are being served by agencies who serve 

other people as w ell. You need to check 

this out. I f there are more ògenericó 

agencies, such as a Family Services 

Association, the Salvation Army,  

 

or affordable housing groups or  a 

mainstream employment agency you  may 

need to talk to them as well. Be aware 

that not all organizations will agree with 

When you are talking to other 
agencies about the services they 
provide, keep in mind that they may 
be able to provide support to you 
once POSSE is up and running. They 
may have people who can provide 
training for outreach workers, 
information about their services which 
you can distribute, meeting space, 
and other types of support. Donõt be 
afraid to ask at the right time ð if you 
never ask, you wonõt receive! 
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the approach which you want to take to 

providing servic e, particularly in the 

areas of harm reduction and peer 

outreach.  

 

At the end of this process, you should 

have a list of services available for youth 

in your community.  

 

iv) What Youth Needs are not 
Being Met?  

 
Once you have identified needs 

and services, you can do what is formally 

called a ògaps analysisó. Put more simply, 

you need to ask whe ther  there are needs 

that are not being met.  And can POSSE 

respond to these needs?  

 
There is an important difference 

here about which you need to be  careful. 

It is t he 

difference 

between a 

service existing 

which youth do 

not have enough information about and a 

service to which, for a variety of reasons, 

youth will not go.  

 

POSSE is (at least currently) an 

information, referral and informal 

support project which uses peer outreach 

workers to help young people make 

informed choices. It is not a direct 

service agency, e.g., it does not provide 

formal counselling, it does not provide 

housing, it does not provide employment 

services, etc. It gives information to 

youth about the choices they are making, 

provides some basic equipment and 

supplies to help people reduce risk,  and 

provides information on other services 

which youth may decide to use.  

 

This is an important difference 

because, even though there may be an 

important  unmet need for youth in your 

community, POSSE may not be able to 

respond to it directly. POSSE could let 

other agencies know about this need and 

even work with other organizations to try 

and address it. But, if it is a direct 

service, it is not within POS SEõs current 

mandate to develop a direct service to 

meet such a need. 

 

This step of ògaps analysisó is 

important because your next step will be 

designing t he services you want to 

provide.  

 

Finally, be aware that y outh needs 

may change over time . If you get  POSSE 

up and running, you will start receiving 

lots of feedback from youth about what 

is happening on the ground. Over time, 

you need to always be listening. Are there 

new needs emerging? Is there new 

information that is required by youth? 

And to which of  these new things can 

POSSE respond? 

 

 

 

 

 

Important 
point! 
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f ) Designing the Service  

 

i) What does POSSE Outreach 

Look Like?  

 
During time that weather permits 

(June to the end of October each year), 

POSSE does outreach into the community 

where youth congregate.  Paid youth 

outreach workers, who have been trained 

and work in pairs, go out with an adult and 

meet and talk to young people(usually, a 

volunteer youth in training is with the 

adult).   The adult, who is usually a POSSE 

staff person, generally stays in the 

background, perhaps at a spot in the mall 

or in a parked car near where the 

outreach workers are. The outreach 

workers carry with them information 

pamphlets and kits of supplies and 

equipment (the adult carries extra 

supplies and information brochures) and, 

based on conversations they have with 

other youth, they respond to issues 

raised in the conversation. They start 

their conversations with general 

òicebreakersó such as, òhowõs it 

going?óSometimes the outreach workers 

may offer information or raise an issue 

themsel ves. Their response to a 

conversation may involve handing out a 

pamphlet or a kit, make a suggestion 

about a service the young person can 

contact (referral) or it may become an 

informal listening / counselling session. 

Many times it is just conversation. T hey 

each carry a POSSE òwalkie talkieó which 

is used for communication purposes with 

the adult working with them and with 

other outreach workers.  

 

When the shift is completed, the 

outreach workers complete contact 

sheets for each person to whom they 

have t alked which profiles the nature of 

the issues which came up, how they 

handled it, and some basic information on 

the person they were speaking to. Only 

first names (or street names) are used on 

these contact sheets to identify youth.  

 

While the content of w hat you 

might need to include in your outreach 

work might vary from what POSSE 

includes, the overall approach shouldnõt. 

The essential components are:  

 Youth as peer outreach workers  

 Extensive training of outreach 

workers  

 Outreach activities at appropriate 

times  

 Adult accompaniment  

 Resources (such as information 

pamphlets, kits of supplies and 

equipment) 

 Record keeping 

 

Critical to all these, of course, are 

the actual services you are going to 

provide: information, referral and 

distribution of kits. You may think of 

some others. POSSE, for example, 

provides a wide range of services through 

its outreach, including:  

 Information about youth services  

 Referrals to youth services  

 Referrals to shelter  

 Information about harm reduction  
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 Needle Exchange information and 

products Safer Sex Information and 

products (condoms & lube)  

 Safer drug use kits  

 Safer piercing kits  

 Emergency and Food bank 

transportation (staff)  

 Accompaniments to medical and 

court accompaniments  

 Food vouchers 

 Phone cards 

 Emergency care kits (toiletr ies, 

socks, etc.)  

 Crisis Intervention  
 Need to talk about your problem(s) 

(staff)  

 

 

In determining which services to 

provide, youth must be involved. Figuring 

out what services to provide ð and how ð 

will benefit enormously from youth 

involvement. Youth know what other 

youth will accept and likely have a better 

sense of how they will best accept it.  

 

ii)  A Clear Statement of Your 
Vision and Mission  

 

A helpful first step before 

beginning to design the service you want 

to provide is developing a clear state ment 

of your mission and vision. You should 

have the whole group you have pulled 

together work on this together. If you 

share a vision and agree on a mission, 

then there will be fewer challenges along 

the way. In fact, it is really important 

from day -to -day that you keep this 

mission and vision alive ð post it on the 

walls, refer to it when you are meeting, 

and share it with anyone who will listen. A 

shared vision is critical for any successful 

service or organization. Your possible 

funders will want to kno w about this as 

well. 

g) Services to be Offered  

 
What you will be offering should 

be directly related to the needs you 

identified earlier in your work. We 

describe the services POSSE provides in  

North Halton and you can use these as 

guidelines, but may ne ed to change things 

according to your local circumstances.  

 

Peer Outreach Support Services & 
Education (POSSE) Project 

 
Mission Statement: 
 
Peer Outreach Support Services & Education 
(POSSE) is a FREE service providing training, street 
level outreach, information and support to 
encourage safer decision making in reducing the 
risks associated with drug use, sex, homelessness, 
violence and discrimination. POSSE is a harm 
reduction and human rights project, run by youth 
for youth between the ages of 15-24, living in 
North Halton. 
 
Vision:  
 
Youth promoting youth power.  
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i) Information  
 

The information provided by 

POSSE peer outreach workers includes 

verbal information they receive through 

their training on services, harm 

reduction, legal issues and anti -oppression 

issues such as homophobia, racism, 

sexism, violence, etc. They also have 

available for distribution printed 

materials on services available to youth in 

North Halton and harm reduction 

strategies for youth who are sexually 

active or using drugs (or thinki ng about 

either of these). A sample of some of the 

written info rmation which POSSE 

provides can be found in Appendix 3.  

 

ii)  Referral  

 

When peer outreach workers talk 

to other youth, they may learn about 

issues another young person is 

confronting. In fact , peer outreach 

workers are trained NOT to ask young 

people about their personal situation and 

to respond, instead, only to information 

that is revealed. If a situation is 

revealed, and a simple chat, informal 

counselling or information is not enough, 

the outreach worker may suggest that 

the young person seek support from an 

available service. They will provide 

contact information (verbally or in a 

pamphlet). If a young person needs 

transportation or someone to go with 

them, POSSE staff will follow up by 

accompanying the young person to an 

appointment when requested.  

 

iii)  Safer Drug Information Kits  
 

òIf weõre not educated then how will 

we know?ó ð a POSSE youth  
 
òI learned about the dangers of 

smoking from plasticó ðan Outreach 
contact  

 

When someone reveals they are 

either sexually active or using drugs (or 

about to do so), the peer outreach worker 

will chat with the young person about 

risks, strategies for reducing these risks 

and, where needed, provide the young 

person with condoms and/or supplies and 

written material from POSSEõs Safer 

Drug Information Kits  (supplies in the 

drug kits are kept by the staff who make 

them available as needed).   

 

POSSE did not at the outset 

discuss the specific contents of Safer 

Drug Kits with local police. Staff and 

youth bo th feel that the track record of 

POSSE has been sound enough that they 

are not being questioned about it now, 

even three years into the project.  This 


