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ABSTRACT: In BC, one in four young people 
live with a mental health or substance use dis-
order that impairs their functioning. Current 
gaps in care include lack of support for youth 
in areas such as poverty reduction, employ-
ment, education, and housing. In 2021, 13% 
of young people in BC aged 15 to 29 years 
were not involved in education, employment, 
or training. A promising solution is vocational 
rehabilitation, where patients build tangible 
skills and focus on career training as a form 
of treatment. Foundry is a BC-wide network 
of integrated health and wellness services for 
youth aged 12 to 24 years and their families or 
caregivers. The Foundry Work and Education 
Program began in 2015 as part of a $15 000 
pilot project. The program used an individual 
placement and support model of employment, 
an evidence-based model shown to be effec-
tive across 28 randomized controlled trials. To 
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date, 92 of the 273 youth who participated in 
the program have secured and maintained 
competitive employment, and 7 have returned 
to school to complete their GED or pursue post-
secondary education. The program has been 
developing partnerships, building community, 
and reducing systemic barriers and discrimina-
tion faced by young people. It is critical that 
further research and funding be provided to 
expand and replicate similar programs for all 
Canadians.

T he burden of disease related to 
mental health disorders has in-
creased in Canada, especially dur-

ing periods of transition.1 Most recently, 
the importance of mental health has come 
to the forefront as the psychiatric conse-
quences of the COVID-19 pandemic are 
seen in Canada. Substance use rates have 
skyrocketed, and the number of deaths from 
the drug toxicity crisis in some provinces, 
such as British Columbia, outweigh the 
number of deaths from COVID-19.2 

While standard treatments for substance 
use disorders in Canada (as illustrated by 
the Canadian Centre on Substance Use 
and Addiction and Health Canada’s Sub-
stance Use and Addictions Program) focus 
primarily on medical interventions such as 
opioid agonist therapies, deaths related to 
substance use have continued to increase.3,4 

Between January and December 2021, 7560 
people died from opioid-related toxicity in 
Canada.5 

Gaps in mental health care affect 
youth
Mental health concerns affect young peo-
ple disproportionally. In BC, one in four 
young people live with a mental health or 
substance use disorder that impairs their 
functioning.6 Furthermore, in 2021, 13% of 
young people aged 15 to 29 years were not 
in education, employment, or training.7 Due 
to the lack of socioeconomic considerations 
regarding available treatment paradigms, 
our most vulnerable youth wrestle with con-
tinued unemployment, unchanged social 
circumstances, and homelessness.8 Current 
gaps in care include the lack of consider-
ation for supporting youth in domains such 
as poverty reduction, employment, educa-
tion, and housing. A larger focus must be 
placed on “psychosocial, rehabilitation and 
aftercare services,” as described in Indica-
tor 3.5.1 of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals.9 

A promising solution is vocational re-
habilitation, where patients build tangible 
skills and focus on career training as a form 
of treatment.10 Community employment 
opportunities and career support result in 
changes to a person’s socioeconomic status 
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over time. The Foundry Work and Educa-
tion Program creates outpatient employ-
ment support that re-engages young people 
who are experiencing mental health, sub-
stance use, and other complex challenges, 
with the goal of attaining a better quality 
of life in BC. 

Foundry Work and Education 
Program 
Foundry is a BC-wide network of integrat-
ed health and wellness services for youth 
aged 12 to 24 years and their families or 
caregivers. Foundry’s walk-in-oriented 
model allows youth and caregivers to ac-
cess support without a referral. Once a 
young person is connected to a centre, 
the Foundry team works with them and 
their caregiver to understand their needs 
and help them access the specific services 
they require. Core services include mental 
health care, substance use services, physical 
and sexual health care, youth and family 
peer supports, and social services. Some 
examples are individual, family, and group 
interventions; gender-affirming care; vo-
cational and school supports; and leisure 
and social wellness programs. As of March 
2023, there were 14 physical Foundry cen-
tres across BC [Figure], and free resources 
and appointments were available virtual-
ly through the Foundry BC mobile app. 
Foundry has more than 140 partners and 
is operated by Providence Health Care; its 
online platform is powered by BC Chil-
dren’s Hospital. Between 2018 and 2021, 
23 749 youth were served, and more than 
110 145 services were provided.

The Foundry Work and Education Pro-
gram began in 2015. As part of a $15 000 
pilot project, a 16-week work and study 
program was conducted at Foundry’s first 
centre. Nine out of 10 youth graduated 
from the program, and they all found em-
ployment or study opportunities within 6 
weeks of graduating.11 The program used 
an individual placement and support model 
of employment, an evidence-based model 
shown to be effective across 28 randomized 
controlled trials.12,13 In 2016, the program 
was expanded through a partnership with 

the YMCA of Greater Vancouver to deliver 
supported employment programming. The 
43 youth who completed the program re-
ported improvements in their mental health, 
quality of life, functional status, and safety. 
In addition, 74% of those youth were able 
to find meaningful employment within 11 
weeks of graduating from the program.11 
With funding from the Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research, this model continued 
for 3 years, and a total of 168 young people 
were served. In subsequent years, funding 
from Service Canada and the BC Ministry 
of Social Development and Poverty Re-
duction allowed for the official establish-
ment and expansion of the program across 
the centres and virtual care. Currently, the 
program is funded by Service Canada and 
the BC Ministry of Social Development 
and Poverty Reduction. The research arm 
of the program is funded partly by the Fu-
ture Skills Centre through the Centre for 
Addiction and Mental Health.

Each centre has two providers who carry, 
on average, 20 youth per caseload at a time. 

Figure. Locations of Foundry centres in BC.

With support from the Foundry Central 
Office, the specialists evaluate the program, 
ensure that fidelity to the individual place-
ment and support model is achieved, and 
allow communities to come together to 
share innovation. Additionally, in partner-
ship with the Centre for Addiction and 
Mental Health, Douglas Mental Health 
University Institute, and the University of 
British Columbia, a pan-Canadian study on 
the effect of this model within integrated 
services is being conducted. 

Participation in the program
There are both internal and external path-
ways for participation in the Foundry Work 
and Education Program. Internally, Found-
ry staff who work in other services within 
the organization can refer youth to the pro-
gram. Externally, eligible youth can access a 
virtual intake form on the Foundry website 
or access the service by walking in, email-
ing, or calling their local Foundry centre. 
For youth or caregivers who require more 
help to connect with the Foundry centre, 
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health professionals are invited to call or 
visit the centre with the youth or caregiver 
to provide a more supported experience.

Any young person who enters a Foundry 
centre is provided with a “not in employ-
ment, education, or training” screening. 
Those who answer “no” to being in school or 
work, demonstrate interest in the program, 
and are not currently enrolled in a different 
employment program will receive direction 
from a Foundry Work and Education Pro-
gram specialist regarding the next steps. The 
young person is then provided with infor-
mation about the structure, supports, and 
mutual expectations of the program. The 
youth is asked about their specific goals and 
interests and is asked to provide personal 
information and the necessary documents 
for enrollment in the program. They are 
also invited to participate in a provincial 
and national study. 

A youth who was enrolled in the Found-
ry Work and Education Program described 
their situation prior to entering the pro-
gram: “I was unaware of what to expect . . . 
although I did have a general plan, I was lost 
in my situation due to a lot of uncertainty 
and did not know what to do next.” Foundry 
offers a place for youth to come for help 
when faced with unideal or changing life 
circumstances and tenuous social supports.

The Foundry Work and Education Pro-
gram offers career and education supports 
that are tailored to the youth’s unique needs 
and goals, which are identified through a 
rapport-building period and guided by the 
completion of a career and study profile. An 
individualized support plan is then gener-
ated, which includes career and education 
coaching sessions, skill-building workshops, 
and involvement of the integrated health 
team. Foundry Work and Education Pro-
gram specialists adapt their approach to 
meet each youth’s needs, and they use a 
variety of communication methods, such 
as text and email, to share opportunities 
and resources with youth in the program. 
Coaching sessions include offering supports 
and tools for managing social, mental, or 
physical health concerns, and explaining 
job development services. Over the course 

of weekly sessions with the participant (the 
number of sessions is determined by the 
participant), topics such as motivation to 
work, barriers to education and training, 
work experience, strengths and talents, nec-
essary accommodations, preferred employ-
ment, and other support needs are discussed. 

A participant in the program stated: 
“Each session, I came in with an issue. [A 
Foundry Work and Education Program 
specialist] helped me organize my thoughts 
and worked together with me to prioritize 
tasks for goals that best aligned with my 
values and needs.”

Employment skills and wellness work-
shops include topics such as résumé building, 
job searching, coping strategies, interview 
skills, and preparing for workplace chal-
lenges. Foundry centres can also propose 
additional workshops depending on the 
needs of the youth in their local commu-
nity. Program participants are encouraged 
to attend these workshops to complement 
their individual coaching sessions and pro-
mote peer learning.

The youth who provided the previous 
quote also stated: “Not only did [the Found-
ry Work and Education Program specialist] 
help with the emotional side, but [they also] 
provided assistance with my other needs, 
which had a strong effect on my emotions: 
job search, tailoring résumé, understanding 
of a specific job market, understanding and 
brainstorming possible options, weighing 
pros and cons for different situations, etc.”

Guided by the individual placement and 
support model, Foundry Work and Edu-
cation Program specialists also engage in 
discussions with employers and hold meet-
ings to review participants, share insights 
with interdisciplinary care team members, 
and discuss operational and administra-
tive program needs. Help with educational 
opportunities such as additional certificate 
training and continuing formal education 
are also provided. 

Foundry centres offer a range of health 
and social services to any young person aged 
12 to 24 years, as well as supports and ser-
vices for their parents, caregivers, and/or 
other family members. All centres deliver 

free, nonjudgmental, strength-based ser-
vices in a youth-friendly space. Youth can 
drop in to talk to someone or to get support 
from a care provider, which can include 
peer support workers, counselors, physi-
cians, nurse practitioners, and other allied 
health members. No referral is required. 
Physicians can connect youth directly to a 
centre. A complete list of operating centres, 
including their address and contact infor-
mation, is provided on the Find a Foundry 
Centre web page (https://foundrybc.ca/
get-support/find-a-centre) and in the Table.

For young people and caregivers who 
cannot conveniently access a centre or who 
would prefer a virtual service experience, 
Foundry Virtual BC is available (https://
foundrybc.ca/virtual). Again, no referral is 
required. Young people and their caregivers 
can access the service directly to schedule a 
virtual counseling appointment, find peer 
support, access primary care, get support 
with employment, access virtual groups and 
workshops, or browse the library of tools 
and resources. To do so, the Foundry BC 
app can be downloaded or accessed through 
a browser.

More information about Foundry BC 
and access to online mental health and 
wellness resources is provided at https://
foundrybc.ca. 

Program outcomes
To date, 92 of the 273 youth who have par-
ticipated in the Foundry Work and Educa-
tion Program have secured and maintained 
competitive employment, and 7 have re-
turned to school to complete their GED 
or pursue postsecondary education. 

A youth shared their thoughts on their 
journey through the program: “I find that 
my situation overall has improved greatly. 
The main problem I came in with has been 
solved. I was able to get a job in the field 
that I wanted with [the Foundry Work and 
Education Program specialist]’s assistance. 
My mental state improved, and I have been 
given skills to maintain/improve further. I 
find that previous occurrences of uncontrol-
lable high emotions are much more man-
ageable and occur less often, if any at all.  
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I am grateful that the 1:1 sessions with [the 
Foundry Work and Education Program spe-
cialist] and the CBT [cognitive-behavioral 
therapy] group heavily focused to provide 
their services in a supportive and nurturing 
environment. I took my understanding of 
CBT from the group sessions and advice 
from the 1:1 sessions to share with someone 
close to me. This also allowed me to review 
content I went over in Foundry.”

As the first organization to bring sup-
ported employment and education services 
to youth across BC in an integrated health 
setting, Foundry has achieved a significant 
milestone. This work has resulted in many 
vulnerable youth receiving support with 
their work, education, and training goals 
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Centre Address Contact

Abbotsford
101–32555 Simon Ave., 
Abbotsford, BC V2T 4Y2

604 746-3392 
info@foundryabbotsford.ca

Campbell River
140 10th Ave., 
Campbell River, BC V9W 4E3

250 286-0611 
mail@jhsni.bc.ca

Cariboo Chilcotin
51 4th Ave. South, 
Williams Lake, BC V2G 1J6

250 398-2185 
mfranklin@ccchild.org

Comox Valley
575 10th St., 
Courtenay, BC V9N 1P9

250 338-7341 
mail@jhsni.bc.ca

Kelowna
100–1815 Kirschner Rd., 
Kelowna, BC V1Y 4N7

236 420-2803 
foundrykelowna@cmha.bc.ca

Langley
20616 Eastleigh Cres., 
Langley, BC V3A 4C4

604 546-2700 
Foundry@encompass-supports.com

North Shore  
(North and West 
Vancouver)

211 W. 1st St., 
North Vancouver, BC V7M 0E3

604 984-5060 
foundrynorthshore@vch.ca

Penticton
501 Main St., 
Penticton, BC V2A 5C6

778 646-2292 
FoundryPenticton@OneSkyCommunity.com

Prince George
1148 7th Ave., 
Prince George, BC V2L 5G6

236 423-1571 
foundry@nbc.ymca.ca

Richmond
101–5811 Cooney Rd., 
Richmond, BC V6X 3M1

604 674-0550 
FoundryRichmond@vch.ca

Ridge Meadows
2–22932 Lougheed Hwy., 
Maple Ridge, BC V2X 2W2

604 380-3133 
foundry@comservice.bc.ca

Terrace
101–3219 Eby St., 
Terrace, BC V8G 4R3

250 635-5596 
foundryterraceinfo@tdcss.ca

Vancouver 
Granville

1260 Granville St., 
Vancouver, BC V6Z 1M4

604 806-9415 
icymhp@providencehealth.bc.ca

Victoria
818 Douglas St., 
Victoria, BC V8W 2B6

250 383-3552 
frontdesk@foundryvictoria.ca

in a way that was previously unavailable. In 
combination with other Foundry services, 
this approach to integrated health and social 
services is changing the trajectory of their 
lives. Further, the Foundry Work and Edu-
cation Program has been changing commu-
nities by developing partnerships, building 
community, and reducing systemic barriers 
and discrimination faced by young people. 
For these reasons, the Foundry Work and 
Education Program has become the corner-
stone of Foundry’s social service stream and 
is critical to supporting youth employment, 
education, and training across BC. n
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