
Gender Matters!

Male
57.7%

Female
35.8%

Non-Binary
2.5%

Youth who were between the ages of 16 and 24 were interviewed to discuss

their experiences of gender, mental health, and homelessness. They

described four contextual factors that influence their mental health, but in

different ways depending on their gender identity. 

What's Gender Got to
Do with it?

The Study

Environment is critical to mental health, but the
process of acquiring housing has gendered

challenges

Appearances influence mental health
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When we hear about young

people experiencing

homelessness, they are

often categorized into one

group. But Canadian

statistics tell us that various

gender identities are

represented in the

population.

"If I don't have stable housing, I get stressed out so it, uh, puts some stress on
my mental health" (Female Participant)

The youth in this study described how their appearance, which includes the way they

dress, the make-up they wear, and the way they present themselves while homeless, is a

pressing matter in terms of their mental health.

Understanding Youth Homelessness & Mental Health

Transgender 
2%

Two-Spirit
2%

35000-40000 young people experience
homelessness in any given year

The men in this study expressed challenges acquiring housing
through both the rental market-"there's always cheaper places

that say female only"- and in the shelter system-"There’s at least
like 3 or 4 other women’s just shelters that you can go to. There’s

not just man’s shelters."

Whereas the women in this study described negative experiences
with landlords that involved situations of sexual harassment and
coercion. One participant when describing her former landlord

said that "he was nice in the beginning and then he started asking
me for hugs everyday and eventually it got a little weird."

“I feel like, like I can’t, like I don’t wear, like I don’t
know it’s like little things. Like I don’t take care of
myself the same way. Like I don’t wear the clothes

that I wanna wear. Um I don’t, I haven’t worn
makeup in weeks. Like it’s just a lot of little

lifestyle things. But those are like big things to my
mental health though.” (Male Participant)

“I worry when I go out or like even just when I’m
picking out what to wear in the morning...even

though I was homeless I would still try and make
myself look presentable, so I didn’t look

homeless.” (Female Participant) 

(Gaetz et al., 2016)



Interestingly, it was. the

men in this study who

described that there are
many mental health
resources that are

accessible and available.

Yet, gendered barriers

arose in terms of utilizing

those resources.

Mental Health Resource Access &
Utilization

Gender cannot be ignored when looking to
understand the mental health of youth who are
experiencing homelessness. Gender shapes and

constrains experiences, making the intersection of
homelessness and mental health complex for all

youth. But the complexity looks different for young
people depending on their gender.
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Relating to acquiring housing, one participant in this study described how

rental advertisements asked for "a clean female." She capitalized on this, but

due to it not being a reflection of her true behaviour left her "liv[ing] in a

facade." This resulted in roommate conflict.  
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Cleanliness & Hygiene INfluence an individual's
relationship with themselves & Others

Another female participant described some of the things she learned while

experiencing homelessness."You learn to shower with seven water bottles
when you're out there."

When a non-binary participant described their

experience living in shelter, they were quick to

explain that they keep their space organized

and tidy. This participant described their need

for order and said  "it's like I have OCD."

Men described

independence, internalized

stigma, and examples of

hegemonic masculinity as

barriers to utilizing mental

health resources. It was

common for men to make

comments such as "I don't
like receiving help from
anyone" or "I gotta do

everything on my own."
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