
Mindfulness And Yoga Peer Ambassador 
Intervention To Reduce Violence In The 

Networks Of Homeless Youth 
Robin Petering, Nicholas Barr + Ajitesh Srivistrava

MyPath



Violence and youth homelessness
Homeless youth at higher risk than housed peers 
because associated risk factors i.e. subsistence 
strategies, drug and alcohol abuse, childhood trauma, 
exposure to perpetrators, childhood experiences, 
subsistence survival strategies, and exposure to 
perpetrators during street tenure.



had been in a 
physical fight 

had been injured 
from a fight

had to seek medical 
attention

60% 30% 20%
In the previous month...



in a verbal conflict 
that they thought 

would escalate to a 
physical fight

tried to stop a 
physical fight 
between two 

people

Have been in a 
physical fight with 
someone in their 
immediate social 

network

63% 46% 26%
In the previous month...



Little to no positive outcome related 
to violence engagement

● Physical health impacts
● Mental health impacts
● Legal law enforcement involvement
● Barrier for exiting homelessness
● Spreads like a contagion

Youth Perceptions of Violence



If violence is contagious, how 
do we make “non violence” 
spread through a network?
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Habits are like freeways
Mindfulness can provide freeway exits to alternative behaviors

These will be hard to see at first, but with practice they’ll 
get easier to spot. Eventually, these alternatives can  
become stronger than the original behavioral path



Mindfulness can provide psychological armor
By providing a cognitive/emotional buffer and 

helping reduce reactivity to thoughts, feelings and 
urges



How do we introduce mindfulness in the a network to have the greatest impact on reducing violence in a network?



MyPath
1 day workshop using a train-the-trainer 
approach: Mindfulness and Yoga 
Ambassadors

What’s violence? What are the causes and 
consequences?  

Heavy on bio-psycho education

Experiential learning on how to practice 
mindfulness and mindfulness in motion 
(yoga)

Continued the program 10 weeks. Each week 
Ambassadors encouraged their friends to 
attend.
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Have been in a physical fight in the past month
● Significant decrease overall 

at time 2, 1 month after 
MyPath Peer Ambassador 
workshop trainings 
complete. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Time 1 Time 2
Physical fight No fight



Have been in a verbal fight that felt like it might escalate to a physical fightin the past month
● Significant decrease overall 

at time 2, 1 month after 
MyPath Peer Ambassador 
workshop trainings 
complete. 
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On being a MyPath Ambassador
“It was a good experience, it 
got me out of comfort zone, 
never thought about doing 

yoga that’s for sure. It started 
helping me in my everyday 

life from my anger, to 
becoming more humble. It 

helped me a lot.”

On what mindfulness means
“A guy stole some money 

from me 1 month ago. I ran 
into him 2 weeks ago, and I 
immediately wanted to start 
screaming at him. Instead I 
didn’t say anything to him. I 

used mindfulness to avoid an 
altercation. I saw my 

emotions for what they are 
before I reacted to them.”

On how it has impacted daily life on streets
“It’s the stage in the middle 

before going to 0-100 it’s that 
50. Where you get to decide 
what you want to do. Let’s 
not entertain this nonsense, 
let me the bigger person and 
walk away, several occasions 

this happened to me. 
Mindfulness helped a lot in 

my life.”



have had services 
interrupted 

because they have 
been in fight with 

other member

25%
have had services 

interrupted 
because they have 
been in fight with a 

staff

8%
have lost their 

housing situation 
(shelter, apartment, 
staying with friends 
or family) because 
you've gotten in a 
fight or conflict

23%
Reducing violence imperative to successful exit out of homelessness
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Not interested
It's too expensive

I want to but don't have time 4.8
It seems boring

I have other things going on that…
I don't know where to start

I'm not flexible enough
I don't know what it is

I don't have the privacy
Don't have access to materials I…

I do other physical activities
It conflicts with my religion

I can't relate to the teachers
I have an injury

I don't need it in my life
It's intimidating

Reasons Not Practicing

Mindfulness Yoga



People think threatening and violence is the answer.  If everyone did mindfulness we would be living in a semi-better world. I didn’t know anything about mindfulness, all I did know was violence, how to protect myself. When I got to SPY, I learned mindfulness and learned how to relax myself with yoga. I feel like a different person when I do it.



Key takeaways



Violence is a core problem in homeless young person’s 
social networks. 
• A large proportion of young people experience high-

frequency physical violence. 
• Violence disrupts formal and informal support 

structures and services

Participants demonstrate interest in mindfulness and yoga 
based coping and emotion regulation strategies 
• Ambassadors were highly engaged with the MyPath

intervention
• Ambassadors demonstrated mastery of concepts and 

applied them in vivo

Increases in mindfulness and yoga practice behavior and 
decreases in violence within the network



Next Steps
• Randomized controlled trial to test efficacy + effectiveness
• Formalized manual development
• Implementation across sites and on-going support for post workshop weekly check ins


