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In 2021, the British Columbia (BC) Interior experienced a
series of unprecedented disasters, ranging from extreme
heat andwildfires to catastrophic flooding and evacuations.
Along with these severe weather events, BC was affected
by COVID-19 outbreaks and public health restrictions.
Despite these challenges, communities worked to ensure
that youths who are at risk for increased mental health
challenges continued to have access to services that

promote well-being, such as individual placement and
support programs for supported employment and educa-
tion. This Open Forum presents program considerations
and adaptations in Foundry Penticton, one of 12 province-
wide integrated youth hubs, to ensure service delivery
during acute and chronic disasters.
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The British Columbia (BC) Interior experienced major dis-
ruptions to work and school activities as a result of both the
COVID-19 pandemic, which started in early 2020 (1), and on-
going climate change–induced extreme weather events (e.g.,
uncontrolled wildfires and resulting smoke pollution, record-
breaking heat, and catastrophicflooding). These events resulted
in unexpected challenges for youths and their families, such as
loss of job and income, destruction or evacuation of homes and
communities, and social isolation. These compounding effects
contributed to further deterioration of youth mental health;
therefore, communities prioritized evidence-based programs
that support youthwell-being. Although these programs are not
specifically designed for disaster management, calls have been
increasing for them to be responsive and flexible to acute and
chronic disasters to ensure sustained service delivery. Using the
rural community of Penticton as an example, this Open Forum
seeks to illustrate adaptations that have enabled continued
program implementation and service delivery for youths during
this challenging period. All research activities described in this
Open Forum have been approved by appropriate governing
ethics boards, including those at the University of British Co-
lumbia (H20-03719), the Centre for Addiction and Mental
Health, and the Douglas Research Centre.

COMMUNITY CONTEXT

Situated in the southern BC Interior between two lakes, the
community of Penticton is home to .4,000 youths and

young adults (2). Foundry Penticton, one of 12 province-
wide integrated youth hubs, provides a range of health care
and social services (e.g., primary care, counseling, substance
use disorder treatment, supportive housing, supported em-
ployment, and peer support) to the population of 12–24-
year-olds that resides in Penticton as well as the surrounding
subcommunities within the South Okanagan Valley. All
Foundry programs and services are accessible through a
physical hub located within central Penticton, which serves
as a “one-stop shop” for all programs that support youth
well-being. Service providers within the hub (e.g., clinicians,
peer support workers, youth and family navigators, and in-
dividual placement and support [IPS] specialists) embody
the “every door is the right door”motto, meaning that when
a young person is connected to one worker or program, the
person can expect seamless connection to other hub-based
supports.

Foundry Work & Education (FWE) is a new supported
employment and education program for youths who are not
currently in education, employment, or training andwho are
at risk for greater long-term challenges such as mental ill-
ness, low self-esteem, social withdrawal, and low socioeco-
nomic status (3). Based on the model of IPS adapted for
youth (IPS-Y), FWE is guided by eight key principles:
competitive employment or mainstream education, sys-
tematic job development, rapid job search, integrated ser-
vices, benefits planning, zero exclusion, time-unlimited
supports, and individual preferences (4). These principles
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ensure low-barrier access for all youths who are interested
in work or study regardless of their work or study readi-
ness, are supported in their well-being and work or study,
are securing well-paying or mainstream jobs or study
placements, and are receiving individualized care tailored
to their specific situation, needs, and goals. Although it is
well documented that IPS improves employment out-
comes (5, 6), this evidence is predominantly limited to
specific circumstances and populations, such as adults
with early psychosis (7), posttraumatic stress disorder (8),
or mood and anxiety disorders (9). A need remains to
understand how IPS/IPS-Y programs work for youths in
the Canadian context who experience a range of mental
health and other difficulties; moreover, there is also a need
to understand how IPS/IPS-Y programs can be sustain-
ably implemented, especially during times of major dis-
ruptions, such as climate change–induced disasters.

ORGANIZATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

The hub-based system for delivering health care and social
services at Foundry Penticton aligns with the IPS principle
of work and study support and mental health care integra-
tion espoused by the IPS model. Foundry Penticton priori-
tizes an enhanced level of integration across all its programs
and services and service providers, allowing for seamless
delivery of care to all youths who interact with the hub,
regardless of their first point of contact.

Consider the scenario where a youth enters the hub and
connects first with housing support. Heightened COVID-19
restrictions had resulted in the youth’s losing her job, in turn
leading to the subsequent challenge of keeping up with rent
payments. The youth talks about how helpless this situation
makes her feel and is overwhelmed and unsure about what to
do. The housing-support staff mentions FWE, and the youth is
immediately connected with an IPS specialist down the hall
who provides employment supports. Within weeks, the youth
is employed again. However, within months, Penticton is cov-
ered with smog fromwildfires, and parts of the community are
on fire evacuation alert, elevating the youth’s levels of fear and
anxiety. The IPS specialist notices the deterioration of the
youth’s mental health and walks her down the hall to a coun-
selor who provides mental health supports.

This example (based on amalgamated youth experiences)
illustrates the bidirectionality of FWE’s integrationwithin the
wider hub and underscores the potential benefits that a per-
sonal transfer between services can have in providing seam-
less care to meet a youth’s immediate and ongoing needs.
Although service providers typically work within a specific
program or service stream, the strong working relationships
that organically result from enhanced hub integration en-
courage collaborative brainstorming, problem solving, and
coordinated efforts of care to ensure continued engagement of
youths with services and the provision of responsive support
during climate change–induced disasters.

PROGRAM FIDELITY AND ADAPTATION

A common practice during the implementation phase of
evidence-based programs such as IPS/IPS-Y is assessing fi-
delity to determine alignment between the program in
practice and the original evidence-based protocol. Fidelity
reviews provide a standardized way to determine specific
areas that can be strengthened to improve the quality of
services (10). IPS-Y fidelity assessments examine 25 com-
ponents of supported employment and 10 components of
supported education in the categories of staffing, organiza-
tion, and services. Programs with high fidelity are associated
with better work and study outcomes (10).

Knowledge has grown around the implementation of IPS/
IPS-Y programs, but less is known about how to ensure their
sustainability within diverse communities (11). Moreover, lim-
ited attention has been given to the sustainability of programs
within the context of acute and chronic disasters, such as ep-
idemics or pandemics and extreme weather events. Although
the goal of high program fidelity is ideal in theory, in practice,
strict adherence to fidelity may affect sustained implementa-
tion by putting pressure on service providers and reducing
youth engagement by creating or reinforcing barriers (e.g., a
strict focus on providing community-based services may re-
strict access for youths living in rural subcommunities with
limited access to transportation).

On the basis of previous experience and feedback, Foundry
Penticton adapted certain FWE components to intentionally
deviate from IPS/IPS-Y recommendations. For example, IPS
recommends at least two IPS specialists who engage exclusively
in vocational activities (10), and FWE opted to introduce an IPS
peer specialist in place of an additional IPS specialist. Youth
populations have distinct needs, often resulting in youths’ per-
ception of traditional health care and social services as un-
friendly, unreceptive, or stigmatizing (12). IPSpeer specialists are
peer support workers who are typically young adults from the
community with lived experience in areas such as mental illness
or substance use and are therefore viewed as more under-
standing, credible, and trustworthy (13). Their role within the
IPS unit encourages both peer support and vocational activities.

Consider the scenario where a young person is brought into
the hub by a parent or caregiver because of concerns about
social withdrawal and depressive behavior. The youth’s family
was recently displaced after their community was damaged by
flooding and evacuated. The youth is connected to a counselor
and referred to FWE but does not engage much with either
service provider. Because the youth is currently not in school,
he often comes by the hub to sit and draw during the day. The
IPS peer specialist notices this and decides to sit and talk to the
youth. Over time, the youth begins to feel more comfortable,
and when it is suggested that he attend a group painting night,
the youth agrees. Afterward, the youth feels positive about the
experience and more comfortable sharing the challenges of
suddenly and unexpectedly being relocated. The youth’s rela-
tionship with the IPS peer specialist can now transition from
exclusively peer support to also include school supports.
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This example (again based on amalgamated youth expe-
riences) illustrates how the IPSmodel can be flexibly applied
to accommodate the unique needs of the community and
population served. This flexibility is vital for communities
such as Penticton’s, especially during times of disaster that
may require them to support youths and families from out-
side the program’s typical service area (e.g., families that
have been displaced by fire or flooding events). This tran-
sient population is exceptionally vulnerable, creating an
intersection of even higher risk for displaced youth pop-
ulations. IPS peer specialists are uniquely positioned to build
and foster relationships based on shared experience and
understanding with youths in order to support the youths’
immediate and basic needs as well as career exploration and
long-term work or study goals.

THE NEED FOR NEW KNOWLEDGE AND SHARED
LEARNING

Although FWE remains in an early implementation stage, nu-
merous events in Penticton have already created demand for
flexibility in the adaption from the IPS/IPS-Y protocol. The
dynamic sustainability framework offers a potential model for
balancing program fidelity with community needs and context.
The framework suggests amore iterative approach that involves
continuous learning, innovation, and adaption alongside re-
search to determine a program’s fit within community context
and impact on outcomes (14). Although it is valuable to draw
from the IPS/IPS-Y protocol for many program components, a
critical need exists to tailor FWE to local contexts to reduce
local barriers for youths and improve engagement and out-
comes. Of note, although Foundry Penticton is currently part of
two communities of practice across three partner networks
(FoundryBCNetwork, Pan-Canadian LiftNetworkWithYouth
Wellness Hubs Ontario, and ACCESS Open Minds), which
support rapid and real-time exchange of knowledge for IPS
practices, more opportunities need to be created to enable
cross-community sharing and multisectoral decision making
focused particularly on how to build staff and program capac-
ities to ensure that health care and social services can continue
to serve youth populations across diverse contexts and needs.
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