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Theoretical A P P R OA C H E S

Harm Reduction Approach
Harm reduction is an approach that works to “meet people where they are at” when providing 
services. It usually refers to strategies aimed at reducing the risks and harmful effects associated 
with substance use and addictive behaviours.  Harm reduction is often viewed negatively 
because of its link to substance use, but harm reduction approaches are used on a daily basis by 
the general population: hand washing, seat belts in cars, crosswalks and bike helmets. 

In social services work, harm reduction approaches work to reduce harm, while complete 
abstinence may or may not be the goal.  When there is a lack of desire or ability to stop using 
substances the main focus becomes reducing harm. For example, a needle exchange project 
helps eliminate the need for injection drug users to share needles. 

The Canadian Centre for Substance Abuse has created five key principles for harm reduction. 
These are:

»» Pragmatism

»» Humane Values

»» Focus on Harms

»» Balancing Costs and Benefits

»» Priority of Immediate Goals 

	 (Beirness et al., 2008)

Train for Trades works with extremely high-risk youth who may have histories in one or more 
of the following areas: homelessness, poverty, non-completion of high school, unemployment, 
substance use and criminal justice system involvement.  By meeting youth where they are at and 
working with them through the provision of supports helps them succeed. While safety provisions 
mean a youth cannot work while under the influence, they will not be fired immediately. They will 
be sent home without pay and the Youth Supports Coordinator will discuss the situation with the 
individual. If a youth needs to attend substance abuse counselling they will be supported to do so. 
In some cases, a youth may be able to exit the program to attend a rehab facility and then return. 

Similarly, youth who have histories with the criminal justice system are supported to work 
through their legal challenges. This could include time off for court appointments. Staff may 
advocate for youth or attend court with them to provide support. 
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In many youth programs, and certainly in many jobs, youth needing time off for appointments 
such as these would not only not be supported to attend, but may be fired for missing work. 
The harm reduction approach that T4T utilizes therefore helps keep youth employed while also 
allowing them to deal with their issues. 

Strength-Based Approach
Youth-serving social agencies, and indeed, many social service organizations often look at 
clients as “people with problems”. Staff ask “what’s wrong with this person?” or “How can I fix 
this person?” The point of origin in service-delivery is therefore based in weakness and creates 
an imbalance of power between the service provider and the client. Expectations for success are 
lowered and the client is disempowered. 

Hammond and Zimmerman (2012) say that “McCaskey (2008) outlines a deficit cycle (Figure 4) 
to explain the perspective that if we understand a problem, all we need to do is find an expert to 
analyze it then find a prescription that will fix it. This fo¬cus starts with a ‘needs assessment’ as 
it is believed that if it can be determined as to what is wrong and work out what the needs are we 
will know what needs to be done. However, this often leads to simplistic and narrow solutions 
that rarely address the real issues in the long term” (p.3).

THE DEFICIT CYCLEFIG.4

(from Hammond and Zimmerman, 2012, p.3) 



Th
eoretical A

pproaches —
 Em

ploym
ent Toolki for Youth       53

A strength-based approach on the other hand, says “What’s right with this person?” It looks at each 
individual as someone with power and the ability to change their own circumstances. It recognizes 
that every person has strengths and abilities and looks to see how those skills can be enhanced. 

Strength-based approaches emphasize the saying “the person is not the problem, the problem is 
the problem” (Hammond and Zimmerman, 2012, p. 3).  

THE STRENGTHS-BASED CYCLEFIG.5

(from Hammond and Zimmerman, 2012, p.3)

 “The strengths-based cycle (Figure 5) begins with a more holistic focus that includes 
an emphasis on a person’s strengths and resources (internal and external) in the process 
of change. When challenges are experienced, problems and issues are acknowledged 
and validated, and strengths are identified and highlighted. This strengths ex¬ploration 
changes the story of the problem as it creates positive expectations that things can be 
different and opens the way for the development of competencies” (McCaskey, 2008 
cited in Hammond and Zimmerman, 2012, p. 4).

The principles of strength-based practice are: 

1.	 “An absolute belief that every person has potential and it is their unique strengths and 
capabilities that will determine their evolving story as a well as define who they are – not 
their limitations (not, I will believe when I see – rather, I believe and I will see). 

2.	 What we focus on becomes one’s reality – focus on strength, not labels – seeing 
challenges as capacity fostering (not something to avoid) creates hope and optimism. 

3.	 The language we use creates our reality – both for the care providers and the children, 
youth and their families. 
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4.	 Belief that change is inevitable – all individuals have the urge to succeed, to explore the 

world around them and to make themselves useful to others and their communities. 

5.	 Positive change occurs in the context of authentic relationships – people need to know 
someone cares and will be there unconditionally for them. It is a transactional and 
facilitating process of supporting change and capacity building – not fixing. 

6.	 Person’s perspective of reality is primary (their story) – therefore, need to value and start 
the change process with what is important to the person – not the expert. 

7.	 People have more confidence and comfort to journey to the future (the unknown) when 
they are invited to start with what they already know. 

8.	 Capacity building is a process and a goal – a life long journey that is dynamic as opposed to static.

9.	 It is important to value differences and the essential need to collaborate – effective 
change is a collaborative, inclusive and participatory process – ‘it takes a village to raise a 
child’” (Hammond, 2010, p. 5). 

Train for Trades staff recognize the unique capacity of each youth and focus on their strengths 
rather than weaknesses. While they support youth through challenges, they also show youth 
what they are capable of. Many of the youth and staff talked about how great it felt to be giving 
back to the community and to help tenants reduce energy costs.  

“Spend a day in a basement and see how well people picked off the street basically 
–people who weren’t prior really going anywhere—how well they do what they 
do in those basements. I came in, I had no training, no experience doing what 
I’m doing. And within days I was getting things done like a professional!” 	
—Matthew, age 21, Tier 1 participant, Train for Trades

H O M E L E S S  H U B  T H O U G H T S :

Some youth-service agencies choose to base their work in a number of theoretical 
underpinnings or to use specific theoretical approaches in dealing with youth support. Train 
for Trades does this to a certain extent with their focus on strength-based and harm reduction 
approaches, although these are less “theory” and more “ways of doing the work”. That said, it is 
likely that the Youth Support Workers and the Youth Supports Coordinators utilize a number 
of theories in their day-to-day work unknowingly. Often, academics develop theories that those 
involved in the trenches just consider to be part of everyday work. 

The harm reduction and strength-based approaches are very integral to the work that Train for 
Trades does. They are a very pragmatic and youth-based way of doing the work and this is likely 
an important part of T4T’s success. 

For a more extensive look at how theory can be embedded in the work, approaches to youth, 
case management and evaluation look at the Theories to Support the Work section of the Youth 
Transitional Housing Toolkit. Covenant House Vancouver and Toronto use a number of theories 
in their interactions with youth in their programs. 



"I came in, I had no 
training, no experience 
doing what I'm doing.  

And within days I was 
getting things done like a 

professional!"

-Matthew, age 21, Tier 1 Participant, Train for Trades
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