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01 Background 

Background 

In March 2020, Toronto Mayor, John Tory announced that all City of Toronto facilities and programs would be closed to the 
public until further notice to help slow down the rate of COVID-19 infection. This was based on recommendations from 
Toronto’s Medical Officer of Health. This announcement and the subsequent Federal and Provincial announcements to shut 
doors of all non-essential services (as per the recommendations of the Federal and Provincial Chief Medical Officers), led to 
most non-profit agencies moving their program and service delivery to virtual and remote platforms. 

This new form of service delivery came with a series of challenges, including lack of participation from youth 12-19 years, 
concerns around virtual safety, competing digital platforms, unexpected costs and knowledge gaps around best use of these 
digital platforms. 

To support vulnerable residents throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, the City has been taking comprehensive actions that 
include collaborating with community agencies in addressing some short and long term emerging needs. 

One such collaborative is The Youth Violence Prevention plan of the COVID- 19 Safety and Wellbeing Strategy. This strategy 
has created a Working Group made of various organizations across the city who are involved in youth violence prevention 
work. The Working Group members have identified the need for resources to support youth and agencies in online 
programming. 

COVID- 19 Safety and Wellbeing Strategy 
This strategy is an initiative by the City of Toronto in partnership with Community Agencies. This collaborative is taking 
comprehensive actions to support vulnerable residents throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Safety & Wellbeing Strategy focuses on 6 key areas: 
Youth Violence Prevention 
Legal Education & Support 
Community Safety & Healing 
Escalated Situations 
Family Wellbeing 
Community Funding 

To meet these emerging needs and the recommendation from the Working Group, the City engaged CultureLink Settlement 
and Community Services (CultureLink) to produce practical resource materials for youth and youth-serving organizations 
that can help address some of those previously identified challenges. This experience-informed document is meant to be 
used as a guideline, in conjunction with your agency’s current practices. The goal of this material is to support service 
providers’ capacity to deliver effective, engaging and safe virtual programs. 

CultureLink Settlement & Community Services 

CultureLink is a settlement and community organization with more than 30 years’ experience in developing and delivering 
services to meet the needs of diverse communities. Passionate about providing innovative services, we adapt to changes and 
create new programs that best respond to and address our clients’ specific needs. Over the past five years, CultureLink has 
developed and facilitated several online programs for MVP youth, including the Youth Online Employment Strategy (YOES), 
this experience has allowed us to rapidly transfer all of our youth programs to an on-line delivery model. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  
  

 
 

 
  
  

  
  

 

02 Online Service Delivery 

Online Service Delivery 

As a response to the COVID-19 pandemic, all non-essential services, were forced to shut their doors and 
adapt programs to a virtual delivery model. Although this form of program delivery isn’t ideal for youth, 
CultureLink has learned some practical ways of providing online programs in a way that is both engaging and 
safe. For example, Instagram became an increasingly effective tool for outreach and facilitating drop-in 
workshops through the Instagram Live feature, while other digital platforms like Zoom became a space to 
deliver more in-depth and outcome focused workshops. We find that applications like WhatsApp, emails and 
phone calls are still the best for one-on-one services. 

Facilitators’ tips: 

Start all sessions with a check-in, Mid check-ins are also great to 
introduction and land gauge participation and energy 
acknowledgment levels, as virtual programs can be

taxing 
Where possible, take the time to
learn new applications and their Use games as much as possible
functions ahead of your program. when designing your workshops 
Explore areas of the applications to increase engagement (many 
that encourage collaboration of the platforms have polling 
from participants (Google options for example) 
Jamboard is a good tool for that) 
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03 Online Safety 

Online Safety 

We want to recognize the City’s Youth Development Unit (YDU) along with various community partners for their 
invaluable contributions to designing the safety guidelines and tips. We recommend that online sessions not be 
facilitated without a support person present (some group sessions may require additional support for participants 
who may be triggered by the content or require additional supports). We recognize that some agencies may not 
have multiple staff available to deliver a program, to that end, we recommend leveraging other internal/external 
resources (volunteers, student placements, staff from partner agencies, Community PEERS program). Please be 
mindful that in public applications like Instagram you do not have control over who joins, who’s connecting with the 
young people etc., which is why we recommend directing your participants to the Safety Guidelines in the Youth 
Engagement resource. 

Guidelines and Tips 
Before each session, please ensure to designate at least 1 person who is not the lead facilitator to monitor the 
chat and be ready to support the group and/or an individual if they notice any unusual or distressing situations. It 
is important that the individual supporting the lead facilitator is also a staff member or someone with knowledge 
and understanding of your agency’s policies, de-escalation techniques and the principles of Positive Youth 
Development. 
Ensure that both the facilitator(s) and support person(s) have their phone's readily available to communicate 
with one another and/or additional supports. TIP Creating a private group chat for facilitators-only, may be an 
option. 
Establish a comfort agreement with participants and include engagement guidelines at the beginning of each 
workshop. You may want to include the following as part of the engagement guidelines, e.x. “Unwanted and/or 
aggressive/offensive communication may result in being removed from the group”. Tip: A staff person should (where 
possible) connect with the individual who is making the unwanted/aggressive or offensive comments to check in with 
them and see if further supports or interventions are required. You may also want to check in with the group to gauge 
the impact of the comments. 
If using Zoom, remind participants that there is the ability to mute messages from participants who may be 
private messaging them. Participants can alert the staff if a participant is private messaging them and causing 
discomfort or making threats. A staff person should follow up (where possible) with anyone who leaves the group 
abruptly to ensure their safety and provide additional supports if needed. 
If a participant is sharing traumatic experiences, feelings of depression and/or suicide, the support staff is to 
connect with this individual one-on-one to ensure their safety and provide additional supports (ex. Private 
message in Zoom, direct message over Instagram). Tip: Facilitators should be trained or have the ability to 
redirect conversations as to avoid inducing further trauma as much as possible. 

Calling 911 should be a last resort if immediate harm to self or others has been identified and should be done only 
after alerting a supervisor. Please follow your Agency's Protocols. 
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PRICES 

Online Platforms 

Online Platforms 

There are several applications and platforms available for service providers to conduct online programs 
and services. The list provided in this section is not exhaustive but does provide the prices, pros, cons 
and functionality for some of the more popular digital platforms currently available. 

(individuals need to have an existing account or set one up) 
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*Zoom bombing is the participation of unwanted/uninvited participants on your Zoom meeting 

(no account needed to participate, only if an individual plans to host their own meetings) 

(a Google account required) 
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(no account required to join meeting, however, one is required to host meetings) 

(To use Microsoft Teams, you need a Microsoft 365 account with the appropriate Microsoft 365 
license plan listed below) 
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Resources 

Youth 
Below is a brief list of some available youth resources, we recognize this isn’t an exhaustive list as we wanted to 
provide room for individual agencies to have the opportunity to contribute some of their own resources for young 
people. 

211 Ontario 

211 is a helpline and online database of Ontario's community and social services. 

Kids Help Phone 

Tel: 1-800-668-6868 

Children's Mental Health Ontario 

CMHO has almost 100 member organizations that are providing treatment and 

support to children, youth, and families . 

Staff 
We recognize that frontline staff like many of the young people we work with may also experience similar challenges; 
this is why we put together a brief list of resources available to support them during these extreme and challenging 
times. 

Ontario Psychological Association 

Over 300 psychologists in Ontario will provide care at no cost to frontline workers 

without or with limited coverage (excluding physicians) and their families during 

COVID-19. Call 211 Toronto to access this service. 

Ontario COVID-19 Mental Health Network 

A network of Ontario-based mental health professionals dedicated to supporting 

frontline COVID-19 workers through teletherapy. 

City of Toronto's Covid-19 Mental Health Resource 

https://www.toronto.ca/home/covid-19/covid-19-protect-yourself-others/covid-19-
mental-health-resources/ 

https://www.toronto.ca/home/covid-19/covid-19-protect-yourself-others/covid-19
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Conclusion 

This resource is not a static document, as we continue to learn best ways to serve young people, we will 
continue to revisit and adapt it. We recommend you choose the platform that best suits your needs, and 
is most accessible to your group. CultureLink’s children and youth team find Instagram/IG Live is best 
used for information sharing, outreach and drop in programs, while Zoom is the team’s recommended 
application for workshops that are delivered over several weeks, workshops that require a small and 
consistent group of youth, and workshops that deal with sensitive topics and require a safe space. 

Safety considerations are important for staff and participants alike. Where possible organizations and 
groups should consider developing their own safety guidelines or risk mitigation strategies to ensure 
staff are trained and knowledgeable in mitigating situations of conflict and distress and provided with 
concrete steps to take in case of a particular issue or concern. 

This resource provides information and tips to assist organizations and groups in considering types of 
platforms for engagement as well as safety considerations to think about. Please consider the unique 
needs of your program/service, participants and staff when making decisions related to online 
engagements. 






