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This NHS Solutions Lab project, titled “Co-
creating design and social programming 
recommendations and actions to nurture 
health and social support for vulnerable people 
living in temporary modular supportive 
housing,” received funding from the National 
Housing Strategy under the NHS Solutions 
Labs stream; however, the views expressed in 
this report are the personal views of the 
authors and CMHC accepts no responsibility 
for them.

This NHS Solutions Lab was led by Happy City 
and supported by Reos Partners. 

Happy City team: 
Madeleine Hebert
Houssam Elokda
Paty Rios
Emma Avery 
Charles Montgomery 

Reos Partners team: 
Monica Pohlmann
Mike Kang
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This project took place on the 
traditional and unceded territory of the 
xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), sel̓íl̓witulh 

(Tsleil Waututh) and sḵwx̱wú7mesh 
(Squamish) Coast Salish peoples. 

3



Temporary modular 
housing (TMH) is a novel, 
effective rapid housing 
solution that provides 
shelter-rate supportive 
housing for people 
experiencing 
homelessness. 

In this Solutions Lab project, we 
collaborated with stakeholders in 
Vancouver’s TMH ecosystem to investigate 
how TMH supports the wellbeing of its 
residents (participants), and how its 
development, design, and operations could 
be improved to address current wellbeing 
challenges. Specifically, we engaged 
funders, planners, housing organizations, 
advocates, housing operators, TMH staff, 
and people with lived experience of 
homelessness to test and develop 
strategies and actions to promote 
wellbeing in TMH. Finally, we ideated four 
policy shifts that will enable 
decision-makers, funders, and 
municipalities to better implement the 
recommendations of this report and create 
positive change in future TMH projects.

Abstract

New Beginnings TMH building, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Dan Tulgoet, 2019
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Homelessness is one of the 
most critical issues facing 
cities in Canada.

In Vancouver, housing unaffordability and the 
opioid crisis influence the homelessness crisis, 
with the annual Homeless Count identifying 
3,634 people experiencing homelessness in 
March 2020. In Vancouver, Indigenous people 
are 13.2 times more likely to experience 
homelessness than their presence in the 
general population would predict. People 
experiencing homelessness face mental and 
physical health challenges, chronic stress, low 
food security, stigma, and social isolation. In 
order to successfully transition out of 
homelessness, people need access to housing 
with supports that meet their evolving needs. 
Further, people’s experiences transitioning out 
of homelessness are deeply tied to their 
intersectional identities, making it essential to 
offer flexible TMH spaces, designs, and services 
that can be tailored to the needs of each 
building’s unique participants. 
 

Executive 
summary

Temporary modular 
housing (TMH) is a 
promising solution for 
Vancouver’s housing and 
homelessness crises.

TMH is a novel, effective and rapid 
housing solution that provides temporary, 
shelter-rate supportive housing on 
city-owned sites. 

Temporary modular housing has produced 
over 2,000 housing units since 2017 in British 
Columbia. Federal, provincial and municipal 
governments work together to design and 
construct modular, factory-built buildings on 
city-owned sites that are awaiting 
redevelopment. Private and public housing 
providers operate the new units  as supportive 
housing, and offer meals, cleaning, and 
supportive services to help participants 
successfully transition out of homelessness. 
Beyond just providing a home, operators and 
staff aim to meet participants’ current and 
evolving needs to help them recover from 
trauma and addictions, gain skills and 
employment, and transition into permanent 
supportive or rental housing. 
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Wellbeing framework 
for people transitioning 
out of homelessness
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Using a wellbeing lens, we worked with 
stakeholders from Vancouver’s TMH 
system to co-create user-centred solutions 
to common challenges in TMH. 

We began this project with the understanding 
that housing designed without a wellbeing lens 
may meet basic needs, but can fail to enable a 
successful transition from homelessness. We 
took a Social Lab approach to develop a 
system-wide understanding of wellbeing in 
TMH through interviews, workshops, research 
and prototyping. Through the Social Lab 
process, we collaborated with stakeholders to 
iterate a wellbeing framework (see Section 4) 
specifically for people transitioning out of 
homelessness. The framework recognizes that 
we cannot begin to address participant’s 
wellbeing without first understanding what 
wellbeing means to them. 

This framework guided a co-creative process 
with stakeholders to develop recommendations 
to address the current wellbeing gaps in TMH. 
These recommendations include nine 
strategies, 18 high-impact actions, and 59 
supplementary actions, outlined in Section 5. 

Through this Social Lab, we implemented and 
tested six actions to foster wellbeing through 
cultural programming at Lu’ma Native Housing 
Society’s New Beginnings building in 
Vancouver. These cultural programming 
actions boosted participants’ sense of 
belonging, helped their healing process, and 
helped them form trusting social connections 
(see Section 6). 

Strategy 1: Design shared social spaces in 
TMH buildings. 

Strategy 2: Adapt TMH programming and 
policies to support kinship connections. 

Strategy 3: Embed culture in TMH design. 

Strategy 4: Provide spaces within TMH for 
supportive services.

Strategy 5: Adopt a harm reduction 
approach in all TMH buildings. 

Strategy 6: Offer flexible, functional, and 
accessible TMH units. 

Strategy 7: Locate TMH buildings within a 
10-minute walk to core services and 
amenities. 

Strategy 8: Provide options for TMH 
participants to engage with the wider 
community. 

Strategy 9: Provide skills training and 
informal employment opportunities in 
TMH. 

The recommendations in this report offer 
concrete actions municipalities, design 
teams, and operators can take to foster 
wellbeing in TMH. 
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High-level policy shifts are necessary to 
ensure that wellbeing recommendations 
are consistently applied across the TMH 
system, and that stakeholders have the 
ability to implement these actions 
effectively.

While some of the recommendations in this 
document can be easily implemented, others 
face systemic or policy barriers. In Section 7, we 
present the four policy shifts that emerged 
from thorough engagement with Vancouver’s 
TMH stakeholders. Together, we analyzed the 
barriers to implementing high-impact actions 
and identified systemic solutions. The four 
policy shifts will enable stakeholders to build 
capacity and find efficiencies in the TMH 
process, which will free up resources for design 
and programming actions to enhance 
wellbeing. The four policy shifts are listed on the 
left. 

Policy Shift 1: Develop a Community of 
Practice to improve knowledge sharing 
and build capacity around wellbeing in 
TMH. A permanently funded Community 
of Practice (CoP) supports current and 
prospective TMH stakeholders in 
understanding how the TMH development 
process can impact end-users’ wellbeing.

Policy Shift 2: Streamline the 
development process of TMH to enable 
flexibility in the design process. A 
streamlined development process that is 
easier and cheaper can free up resources 
to spend on actions that really matter for 
participant wellbeing.

Policy Shift 3: Develop a rapid 
engagement process that provides 
flexible tools to co-create with end-users. 
Ready-to-use engagement tools enable 
co-creation with end-users (operators, staff 
and participants) within the scope of a very 
rapid TMH development process. 

Policy Shift 4: Prioritize funding for TMH 
that centres participant wellbeing. 
Funders allocate resources to increase the 
supply of wellbeing-centered TMH housing 
stock, while working to remove existing 
barriers to adequate housing supply. 

Four policy shifts to 
overcome systemic 
barriers in TMH
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This report offers a starting point for 
municipalities, decision-makers, and 
design teams across the country to centre 
wellbeing in supportive housing projects.

TMH is expected to grow in cities across Canada 
through CMHC’s Rapid Housing Initiative. The 
recommendations in this report will support 
participants’ long-term health and social 
outcomes, by ensuring that TMH serves as the 
supportive home they need to permanently 
transition out of homelessness. This report 
serves as a call to action for stakeholders to 
centre wellbeing in all aspects of TMH — from 
the proposal stage, to during the design 
process, and all the way through to the 
programming staff provide for participants. 

Our research process engaged stakeholders 
from Vancouver’s TMH industry to identify the 
wellbeing challenges and opportunities for 
temporary modular housing in the city. 
However, the insights of this report are relevant 
for municipalities, decision-makers, and design 
teams across the country. The 
recommendations in this report should be 
considered for any housing project focused on 
people transitioning out of homelessness, and 
offer a starting point for housing providers to 
address their context-specific challenges and 
needs. 

Supporting people’s 
wellbeing is essential to 
their transition out of 
homelessness.

Drum Making at New Beginnings TMH building.
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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This Social Lab was made possible thanks 
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across the TMH system in Vancouver. Their 
contributions and dedication shaped this 
process and final document. 
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A special thanks to Lu’ma Native Housing 
Society staff, management, and participants 
who were our project partners for this study. In 
particular: 

Shawna-Marie Flett
Tim Sinclair

Amy Matthias 
Kevin Eaton

At their New Beginnings Temporary Modular 
Housing building in Vancouver, staff organized 
cultural activities for participants  and 
contributed to our workshops. 

Thank you to the Elders and Indigenous 
collaborators who supported participants and 
staff to make the activities possible. 

Elder Seis’Lom
Elder Harriet

Mitchell Tornageau
Aileen Michel 

Lu’ma 
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New Beginnings opening ceremony
Image credit: Naoibh O'Connor, 2019

New Beginnings typical participant room
Image credit: Naoibh O'Connor, 2019
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Indigenous: Is a collective term that refers to 
First Nations, Metis, and Inuit people. 

Modular supportive housing: In 2017, the 
Province of British Columbia invested $291 
million to build over 2,000 modular supportive 
units across BC for people who are or are at risk 
of experiencing homelessness. The units are a 
mix of permanent and temporary units that 
rapidly respond to the issue of homelessness in 
BC. The units are prefabricated off site, 
transported to site, and rapidly installed. 
Modular construction provides many benefits 
over traditional construction, including cost 
savings, increased construction quality, minimal 
site disruption, and a fast building time. 
Modular supportive housing includes full time 
staffing and supportive services.

Participant: Residents who live in temporary 
modular housing are called participants. People 
living in modular units are part of a program 
that supports their transition from 
homelessness into permanent housing. 

Rapid Housing Initiative (RHI): The 
Government of Canada launched the Rapid 
Housing Initiative in October 2020 through 
CMHC. To date, Canada has allocated  $2.5 
billion to the Initiative, funding up to 13,000 new 
housing units across Canada. The program 
aims to create new affordable housing for 
vulnerable populations. The funding conditions 
stipulate that units be delivered through 
modular construction. 

Glossary

Temporary modular housing (TMH): Within 
the modular supportive housing program in 
BC, certain buildings have been labelled as 
“temporary”. These modular buildings are 
typically placed on a City-owned site that is 
awaiting redevelopment. Due to the length of 
the redevelopment process, these sites sit 
empty for three to five years at a time. TMH 
buildings are placed on  a reusable, triadic 
raised foundation which locates the building 
above the ground. The modular buildings are 
designed to be dismantled and moved to a new 
location within a short timeframe.

Supportive housing: Supportive housing is 
subsidized housing with on-site support for 
people who have experienced or are at risk of 
experiencing homelessness. The housing units 
are operated by non-profit housing providers. 
Residents generally have their own unit, with 
access to communal spaces. Services provided 
vary by operator and building, but can include 
life skills training, connections to health care, 
mental health services, and harm reduction 
services. Buildings have 24/7 staff to provide 
support to residents. 
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About this 
project
This report will help 
professionals involved in 
developing and operating 
temporary modular 
housing understand how 
to use design and 
programming to boost 
social wellbeing. 

This report showcases the results of a 
multi-year research project funded by the 
CMHC Solutions Labs. This project brought 
together key stakeholders in the TMH industry, 
including designers, architects, operators, staff, 
advocates, service providers, planners, policy 
makers, and people with lived experience of 
homelessness. We have created a set of 
recommendations and a policy roadmap to 
help housing practitioners and operators 
understand how to use design and 
programming to boost social wellbeing in 
temporary modular housing (TMH). The focus 
of the project was TMH buildings located in 
Vancouver, however, learnings from this 
project can inform stakeholders working on 
TMH projects across Canada. 

The goals of this project were to

1. Create a system-level 
understanding of the current state 
of temporary modular housing, its 
successes, and its challenges across 
BC. 

2. Understand the unique challenges 
that Indigenous participants 
experience during their transitions 
from homelessness into permanent 
housing.

3. Transform wellbeing learnings and 
insights from housing operators, 
designers, policymakers, and people 
with lived experience into actionable 
recommendations. 

4. Identify the policy shifts needed to 
enable design and programming 
recommendations that enhance 
participants’ wellbeing.

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap
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Designing TMH for wellbeing can 
improve participant recovery, 
create better health outcomes, and 
reduce the likelihood of 
re-experiencing homelessness. 

Since the rapid housing initiative started in 
British Columbia in 2017, it has housed over 
2,000 people, simultaneously providing them 
with access to resources and services that help 
them transition out of homelessness. Its 
success has led provinces across Canada — and 
cities around the world — to implement TMH 
to address homelessness. 

TMH is expected to grow in cities across 
Canada. It is essential to analyze this initiative 
with a wellbeing lens to understand how future 
developments and upcoming retrofits can 
implement design and programming solutions 
that improve the current state of TMH and 
maximize wellbeing benefits for participants. 

Although TMH’s main goal is to quickly provide 
housing for people experiencing 
homelessness, stakeholders engaged in this 
process recognize that a wellbeing lens can 
help participants have better health and 
long-term outcomes. People experiencing 
homelessness struggle with mental health, 
addictions, and chronic health issues. In order 
to recover from these challenges, people need 
a stable home where they can improve their 
health and connect with others. 

For Indigenous people 
experiencing homelesness, 
Social Lab Stakeholders 
highlighted the 
importance of a 
culturally-informed healing 
process, which supports 
participants’ mental, 
emotional, spiritual, and 
physical recovery and 
reconnects them with their 
culture. 

Further discussion of why a focus on 
wellbeing is necessary is provided in 
Appendix A.

Why does this 
project matter?

Section 1
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In the 2020 Metro 
Vancouver homeless count, 
Indigenous people 
represented 33% of those 
counted, but only 2.2% of 
Metro Vancouver’s overall 
population. The count also 
found that, In Metro 
Vancouver, Indigenous 
people are 13.2 times more 
likely to experience 
homelessness than 
non-Indigenous people.

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Indigenous people are overrepresented 
among people experiencing 
homelessness. This project provides 
deeper insight on how TMH can support 
Indigenous people transitioning out of 
homelessness.

There is not enough research done on what 
housing is suitable for Indigenous people 
transitioning out of homelessness. 

This project gives specific insight on how 
temporary modular housing, and supportive 
housing in general, can be better suited for 
Indigenous people. Our engagement process 
engaged the voices of Indigenous participants 
with lived experience, operators, and 
representatives of Indigenous organizations.

Modular supportive housing will be 
implemented in Provinces across Canada in 
the next few years, funded through CMHC’s 
Rapid Housing Initiative. Vancouver was the 
first municipality to successfully roll-out a rapid 
housing approach using modular construction. 
Reflecting on Vancouver’s experience provides 
an important case study into what other 
Municipalities need to consider when 
developing TMH. 

The project also suggests avenues for further 
research with other overrepresented 
demographic groups in homeless counts, 
including Black people, women fleeing 
violence, and seniors. 
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This report is designed to assist stakeholders 
who are involved in the planning, design, and 
management of temporary modular housing 
and supportive housing across North America. 

Housing designers and modular builders to 
identify and incorporate design strategies in 
new or retrofitted TMH that enhance 
participants’ wellbeing.

Policy-makers to determine the high-level 
policy shifts needed to enable the strategies 
and actions that can boost participants’ 
wellbeing. 

Crown organizations to identify design and 
programming actions that can be incorporated 
into guidelines and improve the way TMH is 
currently designed.

Funders to understand the value of the 
proposed wellbeing actions and support their 
implementation in new buildings. 

Municipalities to create rapid housing 
programs and processes that seek to 
incorporate wellbeing strategies and actions in 
new developments.

Housing operators and staff to identify 
programming activities and light-touch design 
changes that will help foster participants’ 
wellbeing. 

TMH participants to inspire programming 
actions that can be implemented in their 
buildings to help improve participants’ 
wellbeing. 

Who is this 
report for?

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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This report is designed for skimming. 

  

Section 1 is an introduction that 
will help you understand what this 
project is all about. 

Section 2 briefly describes our 
research and engagement processes.

Section 3 provides a short 
background of homelessness and 
temporary modular housing in 
Canada.

Section 4 describes the wellbeing 
framework we collaboratively created 
with lab participants to guide the social 
lab process and recommendations. 

Section 5 proposes nine strategies 
to enhance wellbeing in TMH. Each 
strategy outlines high-impact actions 
to achieve wellbeing, and offers further 
supplementary actions. 

Section 6 presents a case study of 
the New Beginnings Building in 
Vancouver, where Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society operators and staff 
piloted the recommendations of this 
report. 

Section 7 outlines a roadmap to 
implementing four policy shifts that 
enable the strategies and actions from 
section 5. 

How to use this 
report

Some sections have an associated appendix that includes background research, process 
explanations and other relevant information for that section. The appendices shorten the body of 
the report, while providing additional information for those who want to dive deeper.

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

We laid out the information in this report so that the reader can easily locate the key learnings 
and design recommendations.

Smaller, unbolded text (like this sentence) provides further explanation for those who wish to dive 
deeper into sections of this report. The report is divided into seven sections:
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Policymakers & 
planners

Builders & 
architects

Staff & 
operators

Housing & health 
advocates

Community 
members

We engaged stakeholders from across the temporary 
modular housing system, concentrated around 
Vancouver. 

Second, we held four stakeholder workshops, which included discussion groups and 
activities. The goal was to co-create recommendations to improve wellbeing in TMH. We 
engaged 32 stakeholders in total during the workshops. 

Who did we 
engage?

First, we conducted, dialogue interviews that lasted approximately one hour, and were 
conducted on a one-on-one basis with select stakeholders. The goal was to understand the 
TMH system. We engaged 23 stakeholders in total during interviews.

8 2 6 5 2

Policymakers & 
planners

Builders & 
architects

Staff & 
operators

Housing & health 
advocates

9 7 11 5
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Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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This research project was divided into five stages. 
The process was informed by the Solutions Lab framework provided by CMHC and the Theory-U 
methodology pioneered by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). 
For more information on our process and the Theory-U methodology, see Appendix B.  

The Social Lab 
research process

Section 1
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There are between 25,000 and 35,000 
people experiencing homelessness in 
Canada every night (Gaetz, Dej, Richter, & 
Redman, 2016). 
In Metro Vancouver alone, the 2020 Homeless 
Count identified 3,634 people experiencing 
homelessness at the time of the count.  

In Vancouver, Indigenous people are 13.2 
times more likely to experience 
homelessness than their presence in the 
general population would predict. 
In the Yukon, Indigenous people make up 82% 
of the homeless population. High rates of 
Indigenous homlessness are linked to the 
ongoing impacts of colonization, including 
Residential Schools, the Sixties Scoop, and 
displacement of communities by the Indian 
Act. Intergenerational trauma impacts 
Indigenous communities in the form of family 
dysfunction, substance use, addictions, health 
issues, and community violence, all of which 
are contributing factors to homelessness 
(Greater Victoria Coalition to End 
Homelessness, 2020).

Homelessness is a national issue. 
Every province in Canada faces the crises of 
housing and homelessness. In the 2021 federal 
election, 50% of Canadians identified 
affordable housing as a key issue for them.

Understanding 
homelessness in 
Canada

Section 1
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Section 7 
Roadmap

In Canada, 50,000 people experience 
‘hidden homelessness’ on any given night 
(Gaetz, Donaldson, Richter, & Gulliver, 
2013). 
Hidden homelessness refers to people who 
find accommodation temporarily with others 
— family, friends or strangers — but have no 
prospect of finding stable or permanent 
housing.

Although there is no single pathway to 
homelessness, family abuse, addiction, 
evictions and unemployment are 
common prevalent factors that cause 
homelessness (Gaetz, Donaldson, Richter, 
& Gulliver, 2013).
Common factors that lead to homelessness 
include conflict, family violence, high rents, 
addiction and substance abuse. For adults, 
addiction and high rents are the most 
common factors. For young people, family 
conflict is the most common cause.
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People with physical disabilities or mental 
health and substance use challenges 
need supportive services to remain 
housed.
These services include employment and skills 
training programs, health programs, 
counselling, safe injection sites, meals, clothing 
and many others. BC Housing assessed 
resident outcomes in seven TMH buildings and 
found that 54% of residents had improved 
access to employment, 39% experienced 
improvement in addiction issues, and 84% 
experienced overall wellbeing improvement 
after moving into TMH (BC Housing Research 
Centre, 2019). 

Many housing solutions are guided by the 
Housing First approach.
Popularized in the 1990s among policymakers 
and operators, Housing First focuses on getting 
people housed as the first key step to helping 
them move forward with their lives. The 
approach has been shown to help people 
reduce dependency on drugs, improve 
individual mental health, integrate into a 
community, find jobs, and increase overall 
quality of life (Government of Canada, 2019). For 
a deeper dive into the Housing First approach 
and the solutions that evolved from it, see this 
section’s appendix.

Oppenheimer Park, Vancouver BC
Image credit: Arlen Redekop, 2019

Homelessness count in Vancouver, BC
Image credit: John Lehmann, 2020
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TMH is an effective solution because it 
reduces barriers to rapid housing, such as 
by lowering land acquisition and 
construction costs and time. 
TMH buildings are prefabricated in factories, 
reducing on-site construction times by more 
than 50% and construction costs by as much as 
25%. For a typical site, construction can be 
completed in as little as three months. 

The ‘temporary’ nature of TMH refers to the fact 
that these buildings are located on city-owned 
sites awaiting redevelopment. Since 
development takes time, TMH buildings can be 
located on these sites for three to five years 
until permanent developments are approved 
and are ready to build. TMH bypasses the need 
for land acquisition, which is expensive and can 
take up to five years alone. 

TMH is a proven housing solution in 
Canada. 
In 2017-18, the model was prototyped in British 
Columbia, where nearly 1,200 units were built 
in the first 18 months of the TMH program. In 
2017, the BC government committed more 
than $291 million to build over 2,000 new 
modular housing units throughout the 
province. The new units are operated by private 
and public housing providers who offer meals, 
cleaning, and a host of supportive services to 
help people successfully transition out of 
homelessness. For more detail, see this 
section’s appendix. 

TMH: An 
innovative 
housing solution

Housing
Provides housing rapidly by overcoming 
construction and site challenges.
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Temporary
Buildings are placed on sites awaiting 
redevelopment for three to five years

Modular
Most construction is done off-site and 
assembled on-site, reducing 
construction costs and time, and 
enabling buildings to be disassembled 
and moved to another location. 
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Emergency Shelters are meant for people 
who find themselves in emergency or crisis 
situations. They are often the entry point into 
the support service and programming system

Transitional Housing is the mid-way point 
between emergency shelters and permanent 
housing. Provides some supportive services but 
geared towards short-term stays.

Supportive Housing is a type of affordable 
housing geared-to-income and offering on-site 
support services for people with various needs, 
such as physical/mobility, mental health, 
development disabilities, or substance use and 
abuse.

Temporary Modular Housing is a 
semi-permanent, supportive housing solution 
that provides supportive services.

Single-Residence Occupancy is often the 
cheapest form of non-subsidized housing 
available and takes the form of a single room 
that houses the essentials: a bed, desk.

Subsidized Housing is any form of long-term 
affordable housing. It is considered to be the 
next step after emergency and transitional 
housing for people who have experienced 
homelessness. 

Where does TMH fit in the 
housing spectrum?

Subsidized rental

Mid- to long-term 
supportive housing

Emergency and 
short-term housing

Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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for people transitioning 
out of homelessness
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We cannot take action on improving 
participants’ wellbeing, before we understand 
what wellbeing means to them. 

Our first engagement activity with 
participants involved co-creating a 
wellbeing framework for people 
transitioning out of homelessness. We 
conducted 23 interviews, analyzed 26 BC 
organizations working on supportive 
housing, and organized further 
engagement activities to iterate the 
framework. 

Step 1: We started from the 
principles/elements of Happy City’s 
evidence-based wellbeing framework. 

Step 2: We conducted 23 interviews and an 
analysis of 26 organizations across BC working 
on supportive housing to refine our framework. 

Step 3: We created a draft framework based on 
what we learned in Step 2.

Step 4: We iterated the framework further in a 
workshop and used engagement activities to 
identify the values and principles that matter 
most to people transitioning out of 
homelessness. 

Step 5: We created the final framework and 
reviewed it with our project partners. 

Developing the 
wellbeing 
framework

For a deeper dive into our process, 
see Appendix D. 

Happy City’s 
framework

Analysis of 
existing 
frameworks

First draft 
wellbeing 
framework
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This is a unique wellbeing 
framework for people transitioning 
out of homelessness.
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Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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What do the 
principles 
mean?
Guiding principles: These ‘North star’ principles 
represent a lens that needs to be applied to all 
housing-related activities and decision-making, no 
matter what.

Dignity: Protect, honour and respect 
everyone. Provide the safe space residents 
need  to find their voice, personal pride, and 
the courage to move forward.

Equity: Recognize systemic disparities and 
find ways to include people with diverse 
stories and abilities. 

Core principle: This principle is at the centre of all 
others, and works as both a target and enabler for 
all other principles.
 

Trust: Build trust — between residents, staff, 
and neighbouring communities — through 
transparency, integrity, and accountability 
for individual action. 

Foundational principles: These principles make up 
the first layer of the wellbeing framework and 
address participants’ core needs. 

Health: Provide holistic options to care for 
people’s whole selves. Support physical 
health, mental health, and long-term 
wellbeing.  

Safety: Make spaces and relationships safe. 
Eliminate violence, hold people who harm 
accountable, and ensure everyone can find 
the security they need to thrive.

Stability: Provide a pathway to permanent 
housing that is safe, affordable, stable, and 
respects individual tenant rights. 

Autonomy: Nurture people’s abilities to 
make decisions and define life on their own 
terms. 

Culture & values: Connect decision-making 
to people’s individual cultural backgrounds 
and spiritual principles. Provide 
opportunities and spaces for cultural 
connection, practice and learning. 

Supporting principles: These principles require the 
presence of the core principle, trust, as well as 
foundational principles in order to be realized. 

Meaning: Create opportunities and places 
that strengthen and cultivate people’s sense 
of worth and value. 

Healing: Provide spaces for people to take 
steps to move forward and to be flexible 
when challenges arise. 

Harm reduction: Address the broader social 
and systemic issues that intersect with 
substance use, such as trauma and 
colonialism. Within harm reduction 
strategies, embed traditional knowledge 
systems that see the spiritual world, the 
natural world, and humanity as inter-related. 

Resilience: Create nurturing and stable 
environments that enable people to recover 
from crises and challenging situations.   

Supportive network: Build places that 
strengthen social connections and feelings 
of belonging. Support each person’s concept 
of family and community.
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This section presents the core learnings of this 
research project. 

The recommendations in this report 
are the result of research, 
interviews and workshops with over 
45 stakeholders in Vancouver’s 
housing ecosystem. 
The recommendations are presented as a set 
of nine strategies, 18 high-impact actions and 
59 supplementary actions. 

Strategies: High-level ideas to help 
frame your understanding of how to 
achieve wellbeing in TMH.
The strategies are usually outcome-focused, 
and can cover a broad range of programming 
or design interventions. Each strategy includes 
a problem statement, an analysis of the current 
state of this problem in TMH buildings, a set of 
key learnings from our research, and the 
relevant stakeholders that can help you deliver 
actions under each strategy.  

How to use strategies:
Strategies will help TMH stakeholders frame 
the areas of action needed to facilitate 
wellbeing in TMH. They can help operators 
assess wellbeing in their TMH buildings. 
Selected solutions should target actions for 
each strategy. The strategy section in this 
report will provide insights into challenges and 
best practices collected through this Social Lab 
process. 
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High-impact actions: One or two 
high-impact actions critical to 
implementing each strategy. 
We have identified the most systemic and 
foundational actions necessary to achieve the 
goal/outcome of each strategy. 

How to use high-impact actions:
High-impact actions will deliver most of the 
impact needed to achieve their associated 
strategies. They should be prioritized with staff 
and resources to maximize wellbeing impact. 

Supplementary actions: A suite of 
supportive actions to choose from 
that build on the high-impact 
actions to deliver each wellbeing 
strategy. 
If implemented individually, these actions will 
not be as impactful as the high-impact actions. 
However, when implemented in tandem with 
the high-impact actions, they can have a 
significant wellbeing impact for TMH 
participants. 

How to use supplementary actions:
TMH stakeholders should pick a suite of 
supplementary actions to implement based on 
what their particular participants' unique 
needs and what is most feasible to deliver. The 
more supplementary actions that TMH 
developments can deliver, the better. However, 
high-impact actions must be prioritized at all 
costs. 

How to use this 
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Strategy 1
Design shared social spaces in TMH 
buildings

High-impact Actions: 
1.1 Create flexible, indoor shared spaces
1.2 Provide diverse outdoor spaces

Supplementary Actions: 
1.3 Create social clusters
1.4 Create courtyards to connect buildings
1.5 Include social corridors
1.6 Design creative barriers
1.7 Explore outdoor games
1.8 Allow access to different levels
1.9 Create a visible delineation between 
public and private space

Strategy 2
Adapt TMH programming and policies 
to support kinship connections

High-impact Actions: 
2.1 Enable participants to host family 
members
2.2 Create flexible guest policies

Supplementary Actions: 
2.3 Connect women with children and 
seniors
2.4 Create housing for families
2.5 Include spaces for pets
2.6 Connect participants with peer mentors
2.7 Include panic buttons
2.8 Host a safe space for participants’ ideas

Strategy 3
Embed culture in TMH design

High-impact Actions: 
3.1 Include a spiritual room
3.2 Ensure aesthetics reflect the culture of 
the building’s occupants

Supplementary Actions: 
3.3 Maximize views of nature
3.4 Showcase creative work
3.5 Create community pride
3.6 Connect participants with Elders
3.7 Include a debrief room/ suite for Elders
3.8 Connect cultural spaces to nature
3.9 Provide healing activities 
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Strategy 5
Adapt a harm reduction approach in 
all TMH buildings

High-impact Actions: 
5.1 Implement an intentional harm reduction 
approach
5.2 Create an accessible and comfortable 
safe consumption room

Supplementary Actions: 
5.3 Create a harm reduction toolkit
5.4 Connect participants with external 
services
5.5 Train and support staff appropriately
5.6 Encourage harm reduction autonomy
5.7 Promote peer-led harm reduction
5.8 Consider a larger space for safe 
consumption

Strategy 6
Offer flexible, functional, and 
accessible TMH units

High-impact Actions: 
6.1 Provide units for parents and their 
children
6.2 Design units with a trauma informed 
approach

Supplementary Actions: 
6.3 Provide a bathtub on the main floor
6.4 Offer elevator access
6.5 Diversify accessibility considerations
6.6 Provide a shared oven
6.7 Create ventilated corridors
6.8 Control temperature and noise
6.9 Use different colours for doors

Strategy 4
Provide spaces within TMH for 
supportive services

High-impact Actions: 
4.1 Locate supportive services centrally within 
the building
4.2 Ensure that supportive services are 
optimized to support participants

Supplementary Actions: 
4.3 Connect residents with external services
4.4 Include a heat-treatment room
4.5 Include spaces for staff
4.6 Encourage staff continuity
4.7 Improve daylight and ventilation
4.8 Locate storage in underused areas
4.9 Improve funding models
4.10 Centre participant voices
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Strategy 9
Provide skills-training and informal 
employment opportunities in TMH

High-impact Actions: 
9.1 Co-locate buildings with employment 
opportunities
9.2 Help participants develop life skills

Supplementary Actions: 
9.3 Create educational opportunities
9.4 Offer educational volunteer 
opportunities
9.5 Build community from within
9.6 Support employment opportunities with 
BIAs
9.7 Work with social enterprises
9.8 Enable access to a wide spectrum of job 
opportunities
9.9 Support informal income-generating 
opportunities 

Strategy 8
Provide options for TMH participants to 
engage with the wider community

High-impact Actions: 
8.1 Provide spaces for participants to interact 
with the community
8.2 Include a cafe at ground level

Supplementary Actions: 
8.3 Participate in activity creation
8.4 Hire and train social champions
8.5 Form a community liaison committee
8.6 Program social activities
8.7 Help participants navigate community 
centres and public spaces
8.8 Organize intentional conversations with 
the community

Strategy 7
Locate TMH buildings within a 
10-minute walk to core services and 
amenities

High-impact Actions: 
7.1 Locate TMH close to existing or planned 
affordable housing
7.2 Locate TMH close to transit and other 
supportive services

Supplementary Actions: 
7.3 Locate TMH in safe neighbourhoods
7.4 Maximize accessibility in site design
7.5 Include secure bike racks
7.6 Locate TMH away from arterial roads
7.7 Explore hybrid construction
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1 Design shared social spaces in TMH 
buildings

Problem 
statement
 
People who have experienced 
homelessness and transition into TMH are 
likely to face social isolation. People 
experiencing homelessness often have few 
social connections. When they move into 
TMH, they may be relocating to a new 
neighbourhood, which can lead to further 
feelings of isolation. 

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings
● Most TMH buildings in Vancouver 

include some indoor and outdoor 
shared spaces. 

● Because operators’ and 
participants’ needs change over 
time, it can be difficult to 
understand what optimal shared 
spaces look like. 

● COVID-19 created further 
challenges for the use of gathering 
spaces. 

Strategy

     Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Outdoor courtyard at New Beginnings TMH
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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COVID-19 restrictions posed challenges 
for operators and participants, and 
increased social isolation. 

Normally, community spaces allow participants 
to connect with one another and help them 
feel less isolated. However, in 2020-21, 
pandemic restrictions posed challenges for 
participants to connect and operators to 
organize activities. 

More amenity spaces can increase 
opportunities for social connection, but 
that might mean fewer units for the 
people who really need them.

Temporary modular buildings are often placed 
on very constricted sites, and receive set 
funding from the outset. Therefore, each 
additional amenity space will likely take away 
available space from housing units, reducing 
the number of people the building can house. 
For an individual experiencing homelessness, 
receiving a unit in TMH can life-saving.

Since participants living in TMH change 
over time, it can be difficult to 
understand optimal space design.

TMH buildings are meant to provide short-term 
housing. Each new set of occupants has 
slightly different spatial needs. TMH is fairly 
new, so operators are still learning which 
spaces are working and what needs to be 
improved. TMH is built through a competitive 
process. At the same time, the newness of TMH 
means that there isn’t clear evidence on what 
works in terms of common space design. 

Most TMH buildings in Vancouver have 
some outdoor shared spaces, like 
courtyards and community gardens, but 
they do not represent a diversity of uses 
and sizes.

Outdoor shared space typically includes a 
small courtyard with covered seating and a 
community garden. Some TMH has open 
space surrounding the building. However, this 
space is usually occupied by building utilities, 
which are located above ground in TMH and 
pose a barrier to accessing the space. Outdoor 
common spaces are well-used in the warmer 
months, but there are few options for spaces 
that offer participants privacy rather than 
meeting with a group. Outdoor spaces often 
provide a few fixed benches and landscaping 
elements. 

Most TMH buildings in Vancouver have 
some indoor shared spaces, such as 
laundry rooms and meeting rooms, but 
few offer private spaces or large 
gathering spaces.

In terms of indoor spaces, most buildings have 
a small lobby, a medium-sized shared space, a 
shared laundry, and a smaller-sized closed 
meeting room for cultural activities. Most of 
the indoor spaces have moveable furniture so 
that they can serve different needs. However, it 
can be difficult to create privacy and host 
certain activities because the common spaces 
tend to be quite small and designed for a 
general purpose. In addition, there is no large 
gathering space indoors where groups can 
meet. 

Current state 
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Key project 
learnings 
Operators should encourage different 
types of social interactions for 
participants, such as sharing meals or 
using computers together.

Social connectedness is a pillar of a healthy, 
inclusive and happy life. People who are 
socially connected are more resilient, are more 
likely to recover from cancer and other 
diseases, and live up to 15 years longer than 
people who experience chronic loneliness. 
Over time, even brief encounters can help 
build trust within a group. Brief interactions 
include people bumping into each other when 
they are in the courtyard, or when they use 
computers side-by-side in the shared room. 

Other routine activities, such as eating 
together, can help people bump into each 
other on a regular basis. During meals, people 
spend 20 to 30 minutes together and engage 
in conversation. Operators acknowledge that 
people’s depressive symptoms seem to 
diminish when they eat regularly with others.

Often, operators keep an eye on common 
interests and cultural traditions that can help 
bring participants together, and help them feel 
like they are a part of things bigger than 
themselves.  When shared spaces are used to 
connect people to their culture, needs, and 
interests, people start developing a sense of 
community. 

The ability to control one’s social 
exposure and to feel safe is key to 
building social connections. 

Many people transitioning out of homelessness 
have experienced long-term or 
intergenerational trauma, which makes it 
difficult for them to build trust with others. 
Some TMH participants feel displaced after 
moving into a new neighbourhood, as many 
come from Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, 
an area with a strong sense of community. 
Displacement can lead to feelings of social 
isolation and depression, particularly in the first 
six months of living in a new building. 

Participants have diverse needs, schedules, 
and cultural preferences that impact their 
capacity to socialize. For instance, unique 
concepts of social connectedness are often 
central to Indigenous participants’ 
perspectives and cultures. Social opportunities 
have to be gradual and enable different types 
of interactions so that participants feel safe and 
comfortable.

Operators agree that when participants feel 
safe in common spaces, they are more likely to 
linger and relax in the space, increasing their 
chances of making social connections (Kimura 
et al, 2012). 
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Developers and architects need to 
work together with operators and 
participants to design appropriate 
spaces for socializing.

By listening to operators and people with 
lived experience, builders and architects 
can better meet participants’ needs. 
However, in the current TMH development 
process in BC, architects do not have any 
opportunities to consult with operators 
and participants prior to designing the 
building. If architects engage with TMH 
operators and participants prior to 
designing the buildings, they can design 
spaces that suit core needs, while allowing 
for flexible uses, since participants are not 
usually determined until after a building 
has been constructed.

 

Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators and staff need to have clarity 
about the programming that is 
successful at the building, and the types 
of spaces needed for participants to 
comfortably participate in activities. 

Advocates and organizations can 
provide insight on social interaction for 
Indigenous residents, and the types of 
spaces that are conducive to social 
connection, based on their experience 
working with participants.

Participants — people with lived 
experience — know best what their 
social needs are.

Builders and architects should organize 
conversations with TMH staff to better 
understand their needs around spaces 
for social connection and levels of 
flexibility required to make best use of 
the space. 

Municipalities can ensure that social 
spaces are considered in the design of 
TMH.

Key project 
learnings 
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Equity Dignity

Trust Supportive 
networks

Meaning Healing

Culture & 
values

Create indoor shared spaces with 
flexibility to be divided into smaller 
spaces. Consider creating both 
large-scale spaces and small-scale 
nooks where participants can do 
specific activities, such as play a game, 
read, or meditate. 

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
Individual and cultural preferences play a big role in resident use of shared spaces. For 
instance, the willingness to cook and eat together varies among participants. Shared 
spaces allow participants to participate in cultural programming, which creates space 
for healing and a sense of belonging (Parsell, Peterson, Moutou, 2014). 

Shared spaces that are too small, unwelcoming, or inflexible won’t be used by operators 
and participants and may cause frustration. While modular construction can limit the 
flexibility of a building, it is possible to design interior spaces that can be subdivided 
depending on the activity or number of people they will be hosting. Building this 
flexibility into the design of TMH will allow operators to meet the diverse needs of 
participants living in the building, and adapt to those needs as they shift over time.  

The use of common spaces is influenced by visibility into the space, perception of 
safety, wayfinding, and adjacencies to other shared spaces (McLane and Pable, 2020). 
Common spaces will be well used if they are suitable for the activities that take place. 
For instance, spaces for talking circles, counseling, or small ceremonies with Elders 
require more privacy, a connection with nature, and moveable furniture to avoid 
creating physical barriers between people. A space that hosts recreational activities, an 
arts and crafts workshop, or meals needs to be open, accessible, and have flexible 
furniture capacity for at least 20 people. 

Create flexible, indoor shared spaces
1.1
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Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Flexible, moveable 
furniture.

❏ Space for group 
activities.

❏ Storage space.

What should successful 
flexible, indoor shared 
spaces look like in TMH?

Star Apartments modular housing, Los Angeles
Image credit: Iwan Baan, 2017

❏ Spaces for training purposes: Shared 
spaces can be configured to facilitate 
workshops, training, and classes that 
help participants develop interpersonal 
skills in a safe space.

❏ Space for large gatherings: Buildings 
include a space that allows larger 
cultural gatherings to occur. For 
instance, it could include a larger 
gathering space that is normally 
subdivided by flexible walls. Having 
access to a larger gathering space would 
enable important cultural activities such 
as talking and drum circles. 

❏ Moveable furniture: Spaces include 
moveable furniture that can be 
rearranged to suit different needs. 

❏ Space for personalization and 
self-expression: Spaces welcome 
participants to personalize them by 
allowing for personal decorative 
elements, leaving a blank wall for a 
mural that can be painted in the future, 
and providing space for growing plants. 

❏ Spaces for storage: Shared spaces have 
adjacent storage that allows staff to stay 
organized and easily see what is stored 
where. 

❏ Safe and welcoming: Spaces are 
designed following trauma-informed 
guidelines, have ventilation, include the 
use of natural materials, and consider 
diverse abilities to make them accessible 
for everyone.  
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Why is this action important? 
Access to nature is strongly linked to positive neighbourhood relationships and trust 
among community members (Kuo et al., 1998). People who experience nature on a daily 
basis report being happier and more energetic (Capaldi et al, 2015). People tend to 
gather more in green areas, and their social ties tend to grow stronger than those who 
gather in bare areas. For Indigenous participants, connecting with nature can be an 
important way to reconnect with their culture and experience healing.

Outdoor spaces, such as community gardens, help participants connect and build a 
sense of pride or ownership. Importantly, during pandemic-related health restrictions, 
outdoor spaces allowed participants to connect with each other safely. Some 
participants have pets and spend long periods of time outside and socializing with 
other pet owners. Additionally, operators mentioned that participants feel proud of 
their community gardens and spend time there when friends and family come to visit. 

Provide a wide variety of outdoor spaces 
that allow participants to gather in 
different group sizes year-round. 
Outdoor spaces provide participants 
with opportunities to participate in 
activities, create social connections, and 
improve their mental and physical 
health 

High-impact action 

Provide diverse outdoor spaces
1.2
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Curran House social housing, David Baker Architects
Image credit: Brian Rose

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Outdoor space 
visually connected to 
indoor shared space.

❏ Semi-private rooftop 
space for intimate 
gatherings.

❏ Moveable, flexible 
furniture.

What should successful 
diverse outdoor spaces 
look like in TMH?
❏ Access to the outdoors: Indoor and 

outdoor shared spaces feel integrated, 
creating connection points for residents. 
Designers need to plan outdoor access 
with operators to ensure that the safety 
at the building is not compromised. 

❏ Semi-private and intimate outdoor 
spaces: Outdoor spaces include small 
sheltered nooks where participants can 
spend time with between two and five 
people.  

❏ Semi-private gardens: Consideration is 
given to creating a sheltered, 
semi-private space for participants to 
spend time outdoors. The design of 
these spaces considers accessibility and 
safety.

❏ Flexible elements: Outdoor spaces 
include moveable elements such as 
furniture, umbrellas, and planters on 
wheels to accommodate different 
configurations.

❏ Covered areas: Outdoor spaces include 
large and small covered areas that 
provide shelter from the sun, wind, and 
rain

❏ Creative outdoors: Outdoor space 
surrounding the building is adapted in 
creative ways to create opportunities for 
people to hang out. Amenities may 
include picnic tables, garden beds, 
benches made by participants, 
amenities for dogs or games. 
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Supplementary 
actions
1.3 Create social clusters

Consider modular building configurations 
that cluster units together in groups of eight 
to ten with a small shared space in-between 
units. Social clusters allow participants to get 
to know each other more intimately and 
have a space to spend time near their unit. 

1.4 Create courtyards to 
connect buildings

Co-locate different supportive housing 
buildings and link them through a shared 
courtyard. This will further strengthen 
opportunities for social connections and 
allow buildings to share more diverse 
amenity spaces.

1.5 Include social corridors

Design wider corridors as opportunities for 
social interactions by including storage 
space, display space, and seating. Ensure 
corridors are easy to maintain and that 
participants feel a sense of ownership over 
them. 

1.6 Design creative barriers

Transform above ground utility ducts into 
opportunities for people to spend time 
together. For instance, place creative seating 
nooks, terraced planters, plant berry bushes, 
or invite community artists to co-create an art 
installation with participants. 

1.7 Explore outdoor games

 Involve participants in the design of outdoor 
games or activities that align with their 
interests. 

1.8 Allow access to different 
levels

Allow participants to access all levels of the 
building during designated hours so they can 
spend time with each other. 

1.9 Create a visible 
delineation between public 
and private space

Use furniture, landscape and low fences to 
create a separation between the public 
sidewalk and semi-private outdoor spaces 
that participants use to gather. 
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2 Adapt TMH programming and policies 
to support kinship connections

Problem 
statement
Participants who have experienced 
homelessness and transition into TMH often 
have fractured social networks. Participants 
face further challenges reconnecting and 
creating new connections with family and 
friends while living in TMH.

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings
● Policies dictate when participants 

can have guests visit the building, 
which can pose challenges to 
connecting with friends and family

● Indigenous participants face high 
levels of intergenerational and 
family-based trauma.

Strategy

     Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Entrance to Terminal Avenue TMH
Image credit: VAHA
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Policies dictate when participants can have 
guests visit the building, which can pose 
challenges to connecting with friends and 
family.

Policies regulating visitors can be challenging 
for participants to navigate. Policies for guests 
vary depending on the housing operator, and 
the level of restrictions is different from one 
building to another. These variations are due to 
operators trying to balance the safety of all 
participants with people’s desires to connect 
with family and friends. 

Guest policies become complex balancing acts, 
especially if participants have visitors who are 
children or are coming from out of town and 
need a place to stay. COVID-19 restrictions pose 
further challenges for people living in TMH, 
with participants more likely to feel lonely and 
stressed due to lack of visitors, inability to travel 
to see family, and restrictions on socialization.

Current state 
Indigenous participants face high levels of 
intergenerational and family-based trauma.

Reconnecting with family members can be 
especially complicated for Indigenous 
participants. Besides a lack of housing, 
homelessness often speaks to a loss of family 
and culture. Being without family, culture, 
language and identity dislocates and alienates 
Indigenous people and families from the 
relationship web central to many Indigenous 
cultures, called All My Relations (Thistle, 2017). 

Supportive housing with Indigenous 
participants requires a more nuanced 
approach to visitor policies to ensure 
participants who have established kin or want 
to reconnect with family can do so in a safe 
way. 
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Guest policies impact residents 
differently, and need to balance safety 
with individual autonomy while allowing 
for flexibility. 

Overly restrictive policies can limit participants’ 
feelings of autonomy, and prevent them from 
fully participating in their own healing process. 
For instance, women are more likely to be 
caregivers who are in contact with their 
children or extended family. They often would 
like to receive their children and spend time 
with them in their current home. In most TMH 
buildings, visitor policies prohibit overnight 
guests. Overall, modular housing staff stated 
that designing guest policies is challenging 
because they have to consider the safety risks 
that visitors can pose for participants and staff. 
When participants are ready to receive visitors, 
staff try to find ways to organize activities 
during visiting hours that can bring people 
together and enjoy each other’s company in a 
safe and healthy way.    

For example, participants living at the New 
Beginnings building in Vancouver come from 
all across Canada. It can be difficult for them to 
connect with family, because they might not 
have the space to have them come visit and 
accommodations are expensive in Vancouver. 
Having a guest suite in the building could 
allow family members and Elders to visit and 
stay overnight, without compromising 
participants’ safety and privacy. Alternatively, 
the ability to host out-of-town guests could be 
achieved by partnering with another 
organization or hotel located near the building. 

Key project 
learnings 

TMH for Indigenous participants should 
centre notions of land, family, and 
community.

Indigenous operators suggest that housing for 
Indigenous peoples needs to incorporate 
notions of land, family, and community. These 
notions vary across individuals and Nations, but 
working with Elders and those with lived 
experiences can help builders, designers, and 
municipalities gain a deeper understanding of 
the values important to Indigenous 
participants. Operators who are Indigenous 
and who serve Indigenous participants provide 
important cultural connections within TMH. 

Supportive service providers agree that family 
dynamics can be complex, especially among 
participants who are experiencing 
intergenerational and family-based trauma. 
Providing safe opportunities to interact with 
family can help build relationships and help 
with healing. Living in multi-generational 
households is common in many cultures. 
Therefore, participants need to be able to bring 
people of different ages together in their 
temporary home, and spend quality time with 
them. 
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Key project 
learnings 

Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators and staff provide guidance 
to participants on building healthy 
relationships with family and friends. 
They balance the needs of different 
residents in the building, and help 
participants make decisions on what 
type of support they need. 

Elders hold the knowledge and 
experience to counsel participants and 
lead events that will help them heal and 
connect with others. 

Indigenous organizations provide 
advice and external services, such as 
counselling, that can help participants 
develop their social skills and repair 
relationships. 

Participants determine their level of 
comfort in interacting with others, 
including family and friends. 

Architects and builders ensure that 
buildings meet the social needs of 
participants. 

Municipalities and policymakers 
ensure that TMH policy doesn’t prevent 
operators, staff, and participants from 
making the decisions they need to 
balance safety, healing, and social 
connection. 

Building trust is at the core of 
wellbeing for TMH participants.

Trust is at the core of wellbeing for 
participants. Repairing and 
strengthening existing relationships 
can help participants to navigate their 
healing process while at the same time 
developing important skills, such as 
conflict resolution. 

Operators and staff try to meet each 
resident where they are at. Participants 
are all at different places in their 
healing journey, and have different 
desires for social connection. During 
the first six months of living in TMH, 
relationships with family and friends 
can sometimes hold participants back 
from recovery. Therefore, providing 
participants with a space of their own 
can help start the healing process. At 
some point during their journey, 
participants might want to reconnect 
with family and friends. Staff and 
operators want to be able to help 
participants reconnect with people 
that are important to them, while 
ensuring interactions remain safe and 
respectful. 
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Provide opportunities for TMH 
participants to connect with their 
families by providing spaces where 
family members can visit and 
participate in activities together. 

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
Developing a social network is an important step in participants’ healing processes. As 
such, temporary homes must enable participants to take small steps towards building 
or new relationships or heal old ones. Crucially, people need to be able to choose their 
social interactions, especially when it comes to interacting with family or friends that 
have encountered difficulties in the past. People feel safer and are better able to heal 
when they have a sense of control over social interactions. 

Operators have noted that bringing in Elders regularly to participate in activities in the 
shared spaces can be an effective way to build a participant's sense of stability and 
confidence. When participants are ready to connect with others, Elders can help create 
a safe environment to socialize and repair relationships. 

Enable participants to host family members
2.1
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Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Flexible guest suite 
that allows for 
short-term guests.

❏ Space that supports 
family activities or 
shared meals.

What should successful 
spaces for hosting family 
members look like in TMH?
❏ Meeting room/guest suite: TMH has a 

small and safe meeting space that can 
be transformed into a guest suite, where 
visiting family members and Elders can 
stay for a few days. 

❏ Short-term stay partnerships: 
Partnerships exist with housing 
organizations or a hotel to provide 
subsidized short-term housing for 
visiting family members. 

❏ Healing circles: It is possible to organize 
healing circles led by an Elder with 
family or friends when residents are 
ready to repair or strengthen 
relationships. 

❏ Virtual connections with family 
members: Residents have access to 
technology, software and assistance 
from staff that enables them to connect 
with family or friends who live far away. 

❏ Family activities: The building hosts 
activities that participants can invite 
family members to, such as  BBQs, 
movie nights, neighbourhood walks, 
gardening parties, and activities 
suggested by participants. 

❏ Shared meals: Participants can invite 
family or friends to share a few meals 
every month, using indoor or outdoor 
spaces shared with other TMH 
participants.  

Guest suite at Lu’ma Aboriginal patients’ Lodge, Vancouver BC
Image credit: Lu’ma Native Housing Society
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Why is this action important? 
People should be able to have a partner, kids, or friends visit their unit. People’s 
identities are often tied to their relationships. Enabling people to stay in touch with 
family and friends with whom they hold positive relationships can help them deepen 
their healing process and transition into permanent housing. 

Policies and procedures for guests are different in each building. Staff often use their 
discretion to ensure everyone is safe. For instance, many of the buildings cannot allow 
children in. However, these restrictions can limit participants’ ability to connect with 
their loved ones and support networks, which in turn can holdback their healing 
process. 

Operators and participants need to work together to identify which policies are 
working, and which ones are adding challenges to participants’ wellbeing. Participants 
should be consulted in meaningful ways. It is important to have open conversations so 
that participants can feel like their needs are being prioritized, but at the same time 
understand why some options might not be available. Honesty and transparency will 
help build trusting relationships and help participants build or strengthen their social 
networks in ways that are aligned with their healing process.   

Provide opportunities for staff and 
participants to openly discuss guest 
policies and come to a consensus on 
processes and safety considerations.

High-impact action 

Create flexible guest policies
2.2
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What should successful 
guest policies look like 
in TMH?
❏ Evidence-based policies: Policies are 

created through an evidence-based 
process that considers safety, wellbeing, 
and equity. 

❏ Guest access is limited on a 
case-to-case basis: Buildings allow for 
visits during the day, but include limits 
on those visits to address any safety 
concerns or discomfort expressed by 
participants. For instance, in 
women-only housing that is home to 
women who are fleeing violence could 
adopt a no men in units policy. 

❏ Flexible overnight policies: The 
overnight policies in place balance 
safety with social needs and provide 
options depending on each resident’s 
situation.

❏ Diverse cultural and recreational 
activities: The building offers 
unstructured activities that participants 
and visitors can join to spend time 
together. 

❏ Honest conversations: Staff and 
participants gather to discuss current 
guest policies and their impact on 
wellbeing on a frequent basis. Operators 
adjust policies depending on 
participants' needs. 

Sto’Lo Elder Lodge Assisted Living Facility, Chilliwack BC
Image credit: Hernandez

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Diverse cultural and 
recreational activities.

❏ Flexible guest 
policies for 
participants. 
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2.8 Host a safe space for 
participants’ ideas

Enable sessions with Elders or support staff 
where participants can share what support 
they need in strengthening relationships 
with family and friends. 

2.7 Include panic buttons

Include panic buttons throughout the 
different storeys of the building that 
participants can use if necessary. 

2.6 Connect participants with 
peer mentors

Consider opportunities to connect 
participants with peer mentors who have 
already navigated transitioning from 
homelessness into supportive housing. 

Supplementary 
actions
2.3 Connect women with 
children and seniors

Create models of housing that allow young 
mothers with children and seniors to live 
together so that they can support each other.

2.4 Create housing for 
families

Provide dedicated housing for families. 
Families need a space of their own to thrive. 
Many families face multiple barriers — 
discriminatory, financial —to finding stable 
housing. They need specific care to feel safe 
and supported. 

2.5 Include spaces for pets

Ensure that there are safe and easily 
accessible outdoor spaces for pets and their 
owners. 
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3 Embed culture in TMH design

Problem 
statement
Design that doesn’t reflect participants' 
cultural needs poses a barrier to wellbeing. 
TMH buildings currently lack culturally 
sensitive design that reflects participants’ 
values and cultural backgrounds.  

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings
● TMH buildings are designed on a 

short timeline and receive limited 
funding.

● Indigenous participants live in TMH 
buildings across Vancouver, but 
rarely see themselves reflected in 
the building design.

Strategy
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TMH buildings are designed on a short 
timeline and receive limited funding.

The need for efficiency reflects the urgency of 
the current housing crisis. Funding is allocated 
to build a standardized and replicable building, 
with little extra budget to consider special 
design features. The rapid timeline means that 
architects and builders do not have the 
opportunity to engage participants in the 
design process, because the end users are 
often unknown until much later in the process. 
Further, the operator is not selected until after 
many of the design decisions have already 
been made, giving architects little ability to 
involve the operator in decision making. 

Current state 
Indigenous participants live in TMH 
buildings across Vancouver, but rarely see 
themselves reflected in the building 
design.

TMH in Vancouver often houses Indigenous 
people, and several buildings exclusively house 
Indigenous participants. However, architects 
and builders working on TMH are usually not 
Indigenous, and do not have the knowledge to 
recognize which elements to include to reflect 
the occupants’ background. Standardized units 
make TMH affordable and quick to build, but 
make it difficult to include cultural design 
elements. 

Often, cultural elements are incorporated by 
operators after the building is occupied. 
However, the opportunities are limited since 
there is little ongoing funding for building 
improvement. A few buildings include cultural 
elements in the form of murals or landscape. 
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Participants feel connected to each other 
and experience pride when operators and 
developers incorporate cultural elements 
in building design.

Operators noted the importance of 
embedding culture into the design of TMH, for 
two main reasons: first, it allows people to feel 
connected to their cultural background and, 
second, it can create pride among participants. 
While Indigenous peoples represent a diverse 
range of cultures and backgrounds, staff and 
representatives of Indigenous organizations 
believe that it is possible to find commonalities 
among Indigenous participants and design 
with flexibility in mind.  

Designers, Indigenous participants, 
Elders, and operators should work 
together to co-create culturally-informed 
design solutions. 

At the design stage, a co-creative process can 
help builders, architects, and operators identify 
design solutions that meet Indigenous peoples 
unique cultural needs and priorities. This 
process would bring together stakeholders to 
openly discuss the anticipated space needs of 
cultural programming that would take place in 
the building. Opportunities to engage these 
stakeholders outside of the rapid design and 
construction process will help build tools that 
enable builders and architects to understand 
culturally-relevant and safe design. 
Representatives of people who commonly 
experience homelessness should be included 
in this process to ensure a diverse range of 
cultural backgrounds are represented.

Key project 
learnings 

When participants provide input on 
design and participate in cultural 
activities they feel a greater sense of 
belonging.

Once participants move into TMH, it is 
important to create opportunities to engage 
them throughout the year to continue to build 
a sense of belonging. Buildings should have 
basic cultural elements and spaces that allow 
for cultural practices, in addition to light-touch 
actions and programming can be co-led by 
participants. Participants can build and 
exercise creative skills and better connect to 
different aspects of their cultural background 
when they can provide input on building 
design. 

Operators can cultivate several other 
participatory design elements after 
participants move into the building. Namely, 
they can offer activities for participants to 
finish interior spaces, which helps build a sense 
of belonging and pride. For example, some 
buildings could allow participants to paint 
common spaces with colours representing 
bands, create a drum stand, engage with 
artists in paint or wood work, and grow 
Indigenous plants in the community garden. 
At the New Beginnings building, staff are hard 
at work organizing cultural activities. These 
activities require additional funding and a 
concerted effort from policymakers and 
advocacy organizations. 
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Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Elders should be the cornerstone of any 
decision-making process about 
embedding culture into TMH buildings.

Operators and staff, especially those 
with lived experience, can help identify 
the cultural elements and connections 
that helped them transition into 
permanent housing in the past. 

Participants representing diverse 
cultural backgrounds should be actively 
involved in cultural programming 
activities and later stage design 
processes.

Builders and architects should 
understand the cultural practices and 
experiences that allow people to feel 
connected to their culture. 

Indigenous organizations are key 
advisors, as they are constantly 
decolonizing processes and providing 
tools to support to help people connect 
with their culture.
 
Policymakers can create, with the 
above stakeholders’ collaboration, 
guidelines that ensure TMH is a safe and 
culturally appropriate space that helps 
participants transition out of 
homelessness.  

Building facades and internal spatial 
configurations should be culturally 
informed.

The building facade represents a point of 
communication between TMH 
participants and the community. A 
well-designed building facade with 
cultural elements allows people to take 
pride in where they live. Staff mentioned 
that when people are proud of where they 
live, they are more likely to take care of the 
place and won’t allow others to mess with 
it. Murals, totems, and community 
gardens in particular are strong sources of 
pride for TMH participants, and help them 
to feel at home. 

Representatives from Indigenous 
organizations highlighted the importance 
of having a spiritual room: a space that 
can host different practices such as 
smudging, drumming, singing, and 
talking circles. This room can become the 
heart of the building. It should be inviting, 
and offer Elders privacy and a 
distraction-free space for conducting 
activities. At the same time, the space 
should allow passersby to join in a 
non-disruptive way.  

Key project 
learnings 
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Design a flexible spiritual room that can 
be used and adapted for different 
cultural and spiritual activities. This 
room should include opportunities for 
participants to experience their own 
culture through all their senses. 

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
It is important to recognize the cultural background of the participants living in TMH, 
and their need for diverse opportunities to heal. A spiritual room that is designed with 
flexibility in mind, can become a safe and welcoming space where participants can 
start reconnecting with their cultural background. 

Operators noted that participants arrive at TMH at different points in their healing 
journey. Staff need to meet them where they are at to help them create incremental, 
positive change. Advocates and Indigenous organizations agree that healing requires a 
balance of spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical dimensions (Yakawilas & 
Beausoleil, 2018). People may require the support of a wide variety of healthcare and 
social support professionals — from occupational therapists to social workers. 

A safe space that allows people to connect to their cultural background helps address 
the cultural disintegration and loss dimension of homelessness that many Indigenous 
participants have experienced. A spiritual room becomes a safe space where people 
can reconnect with their culture. This room enables Elders to work with participants in 
a space where the sensorial experience helps participants connect with their roots and 
values.  

Include a spiritual room
3.1
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What should a 
successful spiritual 
room look like in TMH?
❏ Cultural elements: The spiritual room 

utilizes natural materials, such as wood, 
that represent a connection to nature. 
Indigenous plants are considered for 
interior spaces.  

❏ Visually connected spaces: The 
spiritual room allows for privacy, while 
enabling participants to passively join 
the activity without disrupting it. For 
instance, if an Elder is holding a talking 
circle, a glazed wall, semi-transparent 
screen, or low wall can provide privacy. 

❏ Seating opportunities: Flexible 
furniture allows staff to organize the 
room in such a way that participants can 
be comfortable and feel integrated into 
the activity. Some chairs are placed next 
to the bay window or low wall for 
participants who wish to join and just 
listen. 

❏ Systems that allow for smudging: 
Smudging is an important part of many 
traditional Indigenous practices. 
Building systems (mechanical 
ventilation and smoke detectors) are 
calibrated to allow smudging to take 
place in the spiritual room.

❏ Storage space: The spiritual room has 
easily accessible storage space for 
materials that are commonly needed. An 
adjacent storage space can also work 

❏ Opportunities to co-create: Participants 
have opportunities to leave their print on 
the cultural room. This could be through 
murals, wood work, crafts, and curating 
interior vegetation. 

❏ Incorporate colour: Band-specific 
colours vary from band to band, but 
should be considered once a building’s 
demographics are known. 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Seating 
opportunities.

❏ Mechanical systems 
for smudging.

❏ Use of colour.

❏ Cultural elements 
such as wood.

Smudging room at Skwachàys Lodge, Vancouver BC
Image credit: Skwachàys Lodge
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Why is this action important? 
It is important to create spaces that allow TMH participants to feel a sense of belonging 
— in other words, that their home reflects their culture. This sense of belonging helps 
participants feel proud and welcome, and provides them with motivation to take care 
of themselves. When participants actively participate in their community, they are more 
likely to gain a sense of trust, belonging, and choose safe and respectful actions 
towards themselves, their neighbours, and their home.  

Culturally sensitive design is difficult to achieve, because it needs to consider the many 
Nations represented among urban Indigenous participants. Often, when architects and 
designers try to integrate cultural elements, they lack sufficient knowledge of a given 
culture, leading to designs that are perceived as superficial attempts to integrate 
participants’ cultures. To ensure that aesthetics reflect commonalities across 
Indigenous groups, or across different cultures, it is important to involve people with 
Indigenous cultural backgrounds in the design process. Designers should aim to 
incorporate cultural elements in both the exterior and interior design.  

Ensure the exterior and interior design 
of temporary modular housing 
materializes spiritual and cultural values 
of participants. 

High-impact action 

Ensure aesthetics reflect the culture of the 
building’s occupants

3.2
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What should cultural 
aesthetics look like in TMH?

❏ Different facades: Architects and 
designers work with Indigenous 
operators and Elders to design the 
building’s facade. They include murals, 
materials, or landscaping that speaks to 
the cultural heritage of the participants.

❏ Co-creative design: From the early 
stages of the design process, Indigenous 
designers (or designers representing the 
building participants’ cultural 
backgrounds) are part of the 
decision-making process and provide 
insights into culturally appropriate 
design. 

❏ Culture on display at entrances: The 
entryway to the building includes 
modest cultural gestures to welcome 
guests, such as through the placement 
of Cedar boughs at doors, the use of 
band colours, and animals. 

❏ Indigenous plants: The outdoor spaces 
include culturally significant plants, such 
as sage (used in smudging ceremonies). 
Plants can bring elements of Indigenous 
culture and connect participants to the 
land. 

❏ Art, colour, and natural materials: The 
design includes simple gestures such as 
space for artwork, opportunities to add 
colours to the building, or wood 
elements, that create a sense of warmth 
and cultural welcoming.

❏ Culture in units: Participants are 
encouraged to decorate their room with 
cultural gestures that make them feel 
connected to their roots. These cultural 
elements can reflect and honour their 
ancestors from their Nation. 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ The building facade 
incorporates 
Indigenous cultural 
elements. 

❏ Culture is displayed 
at the building’s 
entrances. 

❏ Use of art, colour, and 
natural materials.Lu’ma Aboriginal Patients’ Lodge, Vancouver, BC

Image credit: Lu’ma Development Management
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Supplementary 
actions
3.3 Maximize views of nature

Where possible, include windows with views 
to nature in gathering spaces, places to rest, 
and spaces designed for cultural activities. In 
urban environments where views to nature 
are more limited, indoor plants can be used 
to create a similar experience. 

3.4 Showcase creative work

Consider inviting resident artists to work on a 
carving at the building, so that participants 
can learn about the process and artists can 
share their skills with participants. 

3.5 Create community pride

Organize activities where participants are 
encouraged to leave their print on the 
building to promote pride and take 
ownership of the space.

3.6 Connect participants with 
Elders

Ensure participants have opportunities to 
meet and talk with Elders through both 
formal and informal meetings.

3.7 Include a debrief room or 
suite for Elders

Include a debrief room where staff and Elders 
have a space to plan and debrief. This room 
can be used overnight as a suite where Elders 
can spend the night when they carry out 
multi-day sessions at the building.

3.8 Connect cultural spaces to 
nature

Connect all cultural programming spaces to 
nature, visually and — if possible — physically.

3.9 Provide healing activities

Organize cultural and spiritual activities that 
are guided by Elders and respond to 
participants’ specific needs and healing 
journeys. 
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4 Provide spaces within TMH for 
supportive services

Problem 
statement
 
Due to financial and spatial restrictions, 
Temporary Modular Housing does not 
usually include enough spaces for 
supportive services. 

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings
● TMH includes supportive services 

and common spaces to support 
individual recovery. 

● There are supportive service gaps 
in BC. 

● Participants can find it difficult to 
navigate the system to access 
existing services.

Strategy
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TMH includes supportive services and 
common spaces to support individual 
recovery. 

Temporary modular housing buildings in 
Vancouver generally include a commercial 
kitchen to provide hot meals, a reception area 
with staff offices, a lobby with secure building 
access, and shared amenity spaces. Amenity 
spaces often include a shared area where 
participants can share meals, watch tv, or hang 
out and a small cultural room that is used for 
specific activities. 

Participants arrive in TMH in different places in 
their lives, and often require an individualized 
approach from staff. People who were 
previously entrenched in homelessness face 
difficulties in adapting to TMH. Generally, 
buildings have a mix of low-, medium-, and 
high-need participants. This mix of participants 
helps reduce strain on operators. However, 
some participants need significant mental 
health support and counselling. Staff provide 
one-on-one support to participants by 
conducting regular check-ins, participating in 
communal activities, and assisting in access to 
health care and other services. 

Current state 
There are supportive service gaps in BC. 
Participants can find it difficult to 
navigate the system to access existing 
services.

There is a lack of dedicated spaces for 
addiction recovery and after-care that also 
provide access to a comprehensive recovery 
program. Various organizations offer services in 
a decentralized way, which means that 
navigating existing services can be challenging 
for participants and even staff members who 
are trying to guide them. Providing assistance 
to each resident takes a lot of time, and staff 
have limited capacity to support everyone. 
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TMH needs to offer participants more 
than just housing — it should provide 
supportive services on site.

Temporary modular housing’s first and most 
important goal is to provide a house for people 
who are experiencing homelessness. Social lab 
participants discussed the importance of 
offering participants more than just a room to 
sleep in. It is difficult to provide the right mix of 
supportive services in TMH, because cities 
need to maximize their resources, while 
considering the minimum amount of services 
that will help participants succeed in their 
transition process. 

Operators and staff understand this dilemma, 
and believe that considering a few on-site 
services would produce huge benefits and 
help reduce the number of medical and 
ambulance visits to TMH — which add to the 
stigma participants face in the neighbourhood. 
Staff emphasized that including a medical 
facility, a safe consumption room, and a 
cultural room are the priorities for TMH 
buildings. 

Currently, buildings allot space for the cultural 
room; however, these rooms are often too small 
to be conducive to cultural activities (read 
more in Strategy 3). Medical facilities 
sometimes exist, but operators don’t have 
enough funding or support to keep them 
running. Therefore, there needs to be a 
concerted effort between the city, 
organizations, and operators to ensure TMH 
receives sufficient resources to offer medical 
services. 

Key project 
learnings 

Flexible spaces for supportive services 
must be of sufficient quality and 
appropriately located within the building 
to ensure participant safety and comfort. 

Operators and staff agree that providing 
high-quality services to residents is essential. 
For instance, a multi-purpose room that can be 
used for medical check-ups, external 
counselling, and one-on-one conversations 
with Elders can go a long way. If participants 
feel welcome and comfortable, rather than 
‘under the microscope’, they will trust service 
providers and operators, leading to a smoother 
journey overall.

Advocates and staff identified different ways to 
make rooms for consumption and supportive 
services feel safe. It is important to avoid using 
cameras in the building and placing little 
windows in doors that make people feel 
watched. Staff and health professionals could 
explore having open but clearly delineated 
rooms for consumption. 

The open shared space in the ground floor 
could be used in creative ways to host activities 
and external services providers. In current TMH 
buildings, the location of the space is ideal, but 
lacks visual connection to staff offices. Locating 
shared service spaces in a central location 
visually connected with staff offices can help 
maximize the staff’s capacity to look after 
participants.
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Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators and staff need clarity over 
the different services they can provide 
onsite and the resources that 
participants can access externally. With 
this knowledge, operators can make 
decisions on what services to provide 
internally based on the availability and 
proximity to external services. 

Advocates and organizations can 
contribute to ongoing efforts around 
compiling services and identifying what 
is within walking distance to specific 
TMH buildings. 

Service providers must ensure the 
description of their services is accurate 
and can be easily found online by 
housing providers. Further, new 
organizations can keep an eye on 
existing gaps and tailor their services to 
specific communities and needs. 

Participants, or people with lived 
experience, can provide the best insight 
into the quality and accessibility of 
services. Their input and feedback is very 
valuable to continue improving the 
services’ offerings. 

Builders and architects can organize 
conversations with staff to better 
understand their needs around space 
for supportive services and the levels of 
flexibility required to make best use of 
these spaces. 

On-site services need to be 
complemented by external 
supportive services.

TMH receives limited operational 
funding, and the funding amount is 
often set at the initial funding stage. 
Funding constraints pose barriers to 
securing the necessary human and 
financial resources for service provision 
in TMH. Further, operators often are not 
aware of the external services available 
to participants.  

Streetohome is developing a 
comprehensive Life Intentions Action 
Planner app to help operators and 
participants assess their goals and 
locate appropriate services to meet 
them within several domains: 
● Housing
● Employment & volunteering
● Education, training & skills
● Health & wellness
● Legal & advocacy
● Community & belonging. 

The app also connects operators with 
others who want to work on achieving 
their goals together. 

Similarly, Lu’ma Native Housing Society 
has published a resource guide for 
Vancouver participants. It is important 
to provide this information in written 
form since there is a lot of turnover in 
TMH staff.  

Key project 
learnings 
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Ensure that services are located in a 
central and easily accessible area that 
promotes usage, especially for 
participants who are at the beginning 
of their supportive housing journey.  

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
When services are provided in central, well-connected, shared spaces, they are used 
more often. People feel more comfortable using spaces when they can assess who is in 
the space, and whether they want to join, from a distance (McLane and Pable, 2020). 
Studies show that women in particular are attracted to spaces where they can assess 
who is using them and what activities are conducted. 

Access to support services is crucial for resident wellbeing and recovery. With the 
current funding mechanisms for modular housing, the supportive services that 
participants will require need to be considered at the very beginning of a project. 
Providing the right kinds of space that can host appropriate services will help ease the 
challenge of transitioning from homelessness into supportive housing. Receiving the 
right support can make the difference between a participant recovering or returning to 
homelessness. 

Locate supportive services centrally 
within the building

4.1
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What should spaces for 
supportive services look 
like in TMH?

❏ Staff with lived experience: Buildings 
have staff with lived experience who can 
help guide participants and share their 
personal experiences of how supportive 
services helped them recover and heal. 

❏ Accessible and adaptable space: 
Spaces are accessible, adaptable and 
include flexible elements such as 
partitions and furniture to 
accommodate different programs. 

❏ House visits: Staff have identified 
services that are within the core needs 
of residents and are able to conduct 
‘house visits’ to introduce participants to 
relevant services. 

❏ Welcoming spaces: Spaces reflect the 
cultural traditions of the participants 
living in the building, and create a 
homey, welcoming feeling. 

❏ Services on site: The programming 
includes a space that can hold different 
services on site on a permanent or 
temporary basis. 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Accessible and 
adaptable space.

❏ Welcoming space.

❏ Staff with lived 
experience.

Lu’ma Medical Centre, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Lu’ma Native Housing Society
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Why is this action important? 
Policies that focus on control, as opposed to social inclusion, can reinforce a message to 
participants that they are not trustworthy. These policies can impede people recovering 
from mental illness and addiction (Coe, 2019). A human-centred approach can help staff 
and service providers contribute to building participants’ self-esteem, sense of agency, 
and resilience. According to Dr. Steve Pearce and Dr. Rex Haigh, mental health recovery 
requires “personal agency and sense of belonging, ensuring everyone has a voice, and 
developing mutual concern and accountability for one another” (Pearce & Haigh, 2017). 

Indigenous operators are best positioned to incorporate Indigenous pathways to 
healing into TMH, and to identify the unique challenges Indigenous participants face in 
their transition to permanent housing (Beausoleil and Hunt-Jinnouchi, 2018). 
Indigenous-operated buildings focus on offering culturally supportive practices, such as 
regular meetings with an Elder or access to non-Western healthcare.

When delivering services, operators should consider providing adequate funding and 
resources, prioritizing resources based on need, allowing participation input in policy 
and programming development, and developing metrics to assess current and future 
housing (The BC Rental Housing Coalition, 2018). 

Analyze existing supportive services 
and policies to understand how they 
can better support Indigenous 
participants’ sense of agency and 
connection to cultural practices. 

High-impact action 

Ensure that supportive services are optimized to 
support participants

4.2
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What should supportive 
services look like in 
TMH? 
❏ People with lived experience provide 

feedback: Invite people with lived 
experience who were participants of 
TMH to share their experience. This helps 
improve the design of the buildings, 
services provided, and processes that are 
followed to support future participants. 

❏ Adequate staff: Staff members are 
people with lived experience. This allows 
them to help participants in a more 
empathetic way. 

❏ Technical and emotional assistance: 
Participants are guided throughout the 
process to address the technical and 
emotional ups and downs that 
accompany their journey. 

❏ Supportive policies: Policies focus on 
inclusion and self-determination instead 
of trying to control participants. 

❏ Human-centred approach: A human 
centered approach is used to support 
participants in their transition to 
permanent housing. 

❏ One-on-one plan and guidance: The 
programming offers one-on-one 
guidance to newly arrived participants 
to help them navigate the transition 
from being unhoused or from living in a 
shelter to living in temporary housing. 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Technical and 
emotional assistance 
in navigating 
services..

❏ One-on-one support.

❏ Supportive services 
include Indigenous 
cultural elements. 

The Centre for Native Child & Family Well Being, Toronto
Image credit: LGA Architectural partners

     Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

       Provide spaces within TMH for supportive services

73



Supplementary 
actions
4.3 Connect residents with 
external services

Ensure residents have access to a database of 
services and are guided on a personal basis to 
explore external services that can help 
address their needs. 

4.4 Include a heat-treatment 
room

Include a heat-treatment room for intake of 
participants, to minimize risks of bedbugs in 
the building. This room can be 8x8 feet and 
include an adjacent shower and washroom.

4.5 Include spaces for staff

Have private areas where staff can regroup 
and take a breath. These should include 
windows to the outside to help staff recharge.

4.6 Encourage staff 
continuity

Provide incentives, such as better pay and 
mental health support, to keep staff on a 
longer-term basis.  

4.7 Improve daylight and 
ventilation

In spaces for services, provide more windows 
to maximize access to daylight. Ensure 
windows can be opened and consider higher 
ceilings to improve ventilation and reduce 
accumulated heat. 

4.8 Locate storage in 
underused areas

Consider underused spaces, such as the 
underside of the stairwells, to store items. 
Consider storage for donated items, which 
can be very beneficial to participants. 

4.9 Improve funding models

Bring policymakers, operators, and staff 
together to find mechanisms to increase 
funding opportunities that support ongoing 
staff efforts. 

4.10 Centre participant voices

Provide opportunities for participants to 
share their experience regarding access to 
services with staff and other participants. 
Word of mouth can enable other participants 
to have an idea of what to expect and 
possible benefits.  
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5 Adopt a harm reduction approach in all 
TMH buildings

Problem 
statement
 
Not all TMH buildings include a harm 
reduction approach. Harm reduction is 
complex and requires a rich understanding 
of the needs of various individuals. 
Successful harm reduction strategies will 
require operators to coordinate internal and 
external support programs for participants.

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings
● Operators and advocates in 

Vancouver have noted that there is 
a lack of adequate resources to 
respond to the current opioid crisis.

● Safe consumption rooms in TMH 
aren’t well used by participants, 
exacerbating the risk of injury and 
overdose. 

Strategy
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Harm reduction approaches in TMH 
buildings seek to minimize harm to 
participants, while acknowledging that 
healing takes time. 
 
Harm reduction refers to the policies, 
programs, and practices that seek to reduce 
the health, social, and economic harms 
associated with substance use and addiction. 
Harm reduction seeks to minimize risks for 
participants while acknowledging that people 
may not be in a position to stop using 
substances. TMH operates on “Housing First” 
principles, which means that they provide safe 
housing and services that meet residents 
where they are at, including if they have 
current addictions. This approach 
acknowledges that residents are on a recovery 
journey that requires harm reduction support 
at certain points.

Current state 
Operators and advocates in Vancouver 
have noted that there is a lack of 
adequate resources to respond to the 
current opioid crisis.

British Columbia’s opioid crisis is worsening, 
with over 1,000 drug toxicity deaths between 
January and June 2021, representing a 34% 
increase from 2020 (Ministry of Public Safety & 
Solicitor General, 2021). Most of these deaths 
occur indoors in SROs, supportive housing, or 
private residences. Of these deaths, none 
occurred at supervised consumption or drug 
overdose prevention sites, highlighting an 
urgent need for harm reduction spaces. A 
successful harm reduction approach combines 
policies, processes, resources, and spaces to 
ensure people are safe. Operators do as much 
as they can to keep participants safe, but 
without sufficient resources, are limited in their 
capacity to care for people. Some buildings 
incorporate a harm reduction approach; 
however, not all have the resources and 
knowledge to pursue it. 
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Safe consumption rooms in TMH aren’t 
well used by participants, exacerbating 
the risk of injury and overdose. 

Operators noted that overdoses, accidents, and 
personal injury occur a few times per month in 
Vancouver’s TMH buildings due to substance 
use. Buildings are designed with a safe 
consumption room, which is adjacent to the 
shared common spaces. However, this room is 
generally not used for its intended purpose. 
Participants choose not to use the safe use 
room, mainly because they do not feel 
comfortable inside it. The current room design 
is small, with harsh artificial lighting and blank 
walls. The space lacks both  a private entrance 
and comfortable furnishings. Most participants 
choose instead to use in their own private 
rooms, which increases the risk of overdose. 

Current state
A successful harm reduction approach 
needs to consider participants’ 
intersectional identities, especially those 
of Indigenous people.

Participants’ have different needs for harm 
reduction support due to their various 
intersectional identities. The harm reduction 
approach also needs to be flexible to 
accommodate the participant's unique 
background and physical and mental health. 
Harm reduction is complex, and requires trust 
between staff and participants to be 
successful. By building trust with staff, 
participants feel more comfortable asking for 
what they need.

An Indigenous approach takes a 
trauma-informed approach that recognizes the 
role of colonialism, racism, and oppression in 
addiction. Indigenous-informed harm 
reduction builds on self-identity, connection 
with history, traditional knowledge, nurturing 
the emotional and spiritual self, and creating 
loving, judgment-free communities. 
Indigenous-led harm reduction incorporates 
traditional knowledge and Indigenous staff to 
ensure that Indigenous participants do not 
experience stigma or discrimination while in 
the program, which is harmful to their recovery 
process (McBeth Beausoleil & Hunt-Jinnouchi, 
2018). 

Key project 
learnings 

     Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

       Adopt a harm reduction approach in all TMH buildings

77



Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators provide insight on day-to-day 
needs of participants in terms of harm 
reduction. They connect with other 
stakeholders in the TMH system to 
translate those needs into the right 
funding and design requests. 

Advocates provide insight on what 
works in harm reduction spaces across 
the city. They coordinate with operators 
to provide out-of-house services to 
participants. 

Participants give input on what their 
needs and preferences are in terms of 
harm reduction. 

Designers understand the spatial needs 
of different harm reduction approaches, 
and can co-design a toolkit for harm 
reduction spaces with operators and 
participants. 

Municipalities work to reduce stigma 
against safe use and harm reduction 
spaces within city policy. They ensure 
that adequate funding is allocated to 
operators to maintain ongoing harm 
reduction programs at the building. 

Policymakers and designers are often 
unaware about the link between the 
safe consumption room design and 
resident outcomes.

Architects and municipalities need a 
greater understanding of different harm 
reduction models and how to create 
spaces that support these programs. This 
knowledge gap is mainly due to the lack 
of opportunities to bring together harm 
reduction experts, people with lived 
experience, and the design team. Spaces 
where staff provide harm reduction 
support need to be safe and welcoming. 
To create these spaces, designers must 
consult with end-users to understand 
what the space can look like. 

Key project 
learnings 
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Define the harm reduction goals of the 
building before construction, based on 
an understanding of participants’ 
unique situations. 

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
Architects have noted that there is still stigma from municipalities when it comes to 
approving  safe use spaces during the permitting process. Having open conversations 
about harm reduction at the start of the design and funding process would allow 
municipalities and architects to understand the day-to-day needs of future participants 
and operators. 

Each individual building’s harm reduction goals must be based on an understanding of 
the situations of the participants living there. For example, if a building includes 
Indigenous participants, its harm reduction strategy must include a trauma-informed 
approach, while engaging with Indigenous cultures, traditional knowledge, and the 
emotional and spiritual self. By understanding participants’ needs in the building, 
operators can prepare to train staff to be better equipped to help participants facing 
trauma and addiction. Where there are gaps in services, community organizations can 
help operators diversify the support offered to participants. Any harm reduction 
approach should consider ease of access to services, especially for seniors and those 
with disabilities.

Implement an intentional harm 
reduction approach

5.1
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What should harm 
reduction look like in 
TMH?

❏ Clearly marked spaces for 
consumption: Spaces for consumption 
are included and clearly indicated in 
plans and reviewers ensure the location 
and safety measures are appropriate for 
the harm reduction approach of the 
building.

❏ Trauma-informed spaces: Spaces are 
designed considering trauma-informed 
strategies, such as reducing sharp 
edges, avoiding overstimulating colours, 
minimizing aesthetic complexity in 
interiors, and avoiding institutional 
aesthetics and lighting. 

❏ Harm reduction transparency: When 
future participants are introduced to the 
building, staff makes an initial 
assessment to ensure that the person is 
the right fit and will be comfortable with 
the building’s harm reduction approach. 

❏ Educated designers: Designers are 
informed about the different harm 
reduction approaches, and have access 
to a toolkit of spaces that have been 
co-designed with participants and staff.

❏ Adequate funding: Funding is in place 
to adequately support the ongoing 
harm reduction programs that are 
planned at the TMH.  

Indigenous sweat lodge at Michael Garron Hospital
Image credit: Joanna Lavoie, 2019

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Trauma-informed 
space design.

❏ Adequate funding to 
include cultural 
programming 
elements.
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Why is this action important? 
Stigma around drug use can increase danger to individuals, as they will be less likely to 
discuss their challenges and seek help when needed. Studies show that understanding 
where people are at and providing the support they need without judgement enables 
them to develop self-determination and start making decisions that benefit their 
health. Indigenous people in Canada face systemic anti-Indigenous racism in health 
services, and stigma around substance abuse is highly prevalent (First Nations Health 
Authority, 2020). 

Safe consumption spaces are fairly new to Canada, and still highly controversial due to 
stigma regarding substance use. Currently, designers, builders, and policy makers do 
not have a thorough understanding of what a welcoming safe space could look like for 
users. Advocates, operators, and designers need to work together to understand the 
spatial needs of Indigenous harm reduction approaches to better support programs.  

Operators and advocates noted that having a safe space to use can make a significant 
difference for participants' wellbeing. When participants use designated and safe 
spaces, staff are able to check in on their health and needs, and recommend resources 
to help them stay safe. 

Design a safe consumption room that is 
accessible, inviting, culturally sensitive, 
and comfortable for the participants 
living in the building.  

High-impact action 

Create an accessible and comfortable safe 
consumption room

5.2
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What should a 
comfortable, safe 
consumption room look 
like in TMH? 

❏ Dignified space: The safe use space 
gives people a sense of pride, rather 
than making them feel ashamed to be 
there. 

❏ Comfortable space: The lighting, 
furniture, colours, and materials allow 
participants to feel comfortable and at 
home.

❏ Transition space: There is a transition 
space that is connected to the safe 
consumption room and the communal 
shared space where participants can 
hang out. 

❏ Flexible space: The space includes 
flexible elements, such as moveable 
furniture or privacy screens, to 
accommodate different needs of 
participants. 

❏ Easy maintenance: The space includes 
materials that are easy to clean and 
maintain by staff. 

❏ Open design:  Two way glasses and 
cameras are replaced by design 
strategies that offer the participant a 
sense of privacy within a larger space 
where they can still receive help from 
staff or other participants. 

Parkdable Safe Injection Site, Toronto, On
Image credit: Parkdale Queen West CHC, 2018

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Open space design.

❏ Easy maintenance 
materials.

❏ Comfortable, calm 
space.
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Supplementary 
actions
5.3 Create a harm reduction 
toolkit

Create an inventory or toolkit that explores 
the  different approaches to harm reduction 
that buildings can take. Share it with housing 
providers, policymakers, operators, staff, and 
architects involved in the TMH design 
process. 

5.4 Connect participants with 
external services

Connect participants struggling with 
substance abuse to nearby supportive 
services and ensure that staff from 
hard-to-reach services visit the building on a 
regular basis. 

5.5 Train and support staff 
appropriately

Provide training and support for TMH staff to 
better understand mental health and 
addictions, to allow them to support 
participant’s recovery journeys.  

5.6 Encourage harm 
reduction autonomy

Ensure that people develop the autonomy to 
continue following harm reduction 
techniques independently. Encourage people 
to receive harm reduction support on a 
frequent basis if they need further support 
until they feel completely capable of 
sustaining a healthy life on their own. 

5.7 Promote peer-led harm 
reduction

Develop peer-led education and training 
around harm reduction, using 
culturally-appropriate language and 
strategies to support the community.

5.8 Consider a larger space for 
safe consumption

Explore the possibility of designating a safe 
outdoor use space within the property where 
participants and friends that are not living in 
the building can use. TMH operators / staff 
can store supplies in lockers, and tag them 
with participants’ and non-participants’ 
names. 
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6 Offer flexible, functional and accessible 
TMH units

Problem 
statement
 
Typical temporary modular housing design 
is based around single-occupancy units. 
Current TMH buildings lack units with more 
than one bedroom and different internal 
configurations. By providing a wider range 
of unit types, TMH could better meet the 
needs of different participants. 

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings

● TMH includes single-occupancy 
units with basic living amenities.

● Single-occupancy policies can 
restrict social interaction and 
generate tension between 
participants and staff.

Strategy
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TMH includes single-occupancy units 
with basic living amenities.

Temporary modular housing is designed for 
people to stay in the mid-term (from six 
months to three years). Participants live in 
single-occupancy units that most likely include 
a bed, desk, closet, fridge, countertop, burner, 
microwave, sink and private washroom with a 
shower. Often, buildings have three to four 
storeys and double loaded corridors. Each unit 
has access to a sliding or casement window, 
which limits participants' ability to ventilate the 
space, especially during the summer. Often, 
participants on the top floor experience 
discomfort due to higher temperatures. 

Current state 
Single-occupancy policies can restrict 
social interaction and generate tension 
between participants and staff.

Single-occupancy policies and rules restrict 
social interaction. In some buildings, couples 
and a parent with a child can live in the same 
space; however, operators often discourage 
this to avoid possible conflict. Instead, 
participants who are parents live alone while 
their children are taken care of by another 
family member or placed in foster care. These 
restrictions can generate tension between 
participants and staff. 

Some buildings explore opportunities that 
allow participants to have a pet, or live with a 
partner, kid, or friend in the same space. Staff 
indicated that the ability to live with another 
person or pet helps participants feel a sense of 
agency and develop trusting relationships. 
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Single-occupancy units are the easiest 
and most economical to build, but double 
units can be incorporated into buildings 
to improve flexibility.

Currently, single-occupancy units are the 
easiest and most economical to build in the 
housing industry. Most TMH units in Vancouver 
are therefore single occupancy. Operators 
noted that for many participants, receiving 
their own private space is very important as 
they adapt to supportive housing. Housing 
families and couples together can pose 
challenges and create conflict. Each person will 
be at their own place in a recovery journey, so it 
can be important to have a space to spend 
time alone if needed. 

Despite the restrictions of modular 
construction, builders and designers agree 
that double units that combine two single 
occupancy units can be integrated into the 
design. These can become a larger unit that 
includes a living space, a kitchen, a bedroom, 
and a washroom. TMH staff indicated that 
having double units would allow people that 
are ready to live with someone to do so. 
Participants' needs can change within a few 
months, making it important to create a 
diversity of units that are flexible enough to 
adapt to evolving needs. 

TMH units should consider different 
residents’ needs to provide a dignified 
space for recovery.

Participants spend a lot of time in their units. 
Participants have noted that having their own 
space to sleep and store belongings and a 
private washroom fosters dignity, recovery and 
health. Stakeholders across the system agree 
that private washrooms and kitchenettes are 
important to participants’ wellbeing, but are 
generally lacking in single room occupancy 
housing (SRO) and other institutional housing. 
While operators noted that only about 50% of 
the participants use their kitchen to cook, 
participants appreciate having a fridge in their 
unit. 

In terms of accessibility, it is important to 
consider that 100% accessible units are limited 
to the ground floor because there is typically 
no elevator in TMH buildings. Staff and service 
providers mentioned that if accessible units for 
people with a wide range of disabilities could 
be placed throughout the whole building, it 
would increase their ability to meet participant 
needs. 

Key project 
learnings 
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Key project 
learnings 

Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators can provide 
recommendations for unit design based 
on the anticipated demographics for the 
building, based on their experience with 
what does and does not work for 
participants.

TMH participants have lived experience 
and understand what they need (or 
needed) at different stages of their 
recovery journey. Staff and operators 
should ensure that resident feedback is 
shared back with funders, builders, and 
designers. 

Policymakers need to assess the 
demographics of each TMH project, and 
consider funding and unit mix options 
accordingly.

Designers and builders can come up 
with creative ways to increase the 
flexibility of units. They understand how 
to incorporate differently sized modules, 
based on a given building’s needs.

Advocates can provide insight on the 
demographics of a neighbourhood and 
the unit types that might best serve 
them. They are integrated in the 
communities they serve, and have 
learned valuable lessons from their 
knowledge of other types of housing. 

Providing small, semi-private spaces 
throughout the building can safely 
improve social connection among 
residents.

When participants lack access to different 
levels of the building, there are fewer 
opportunities for social interaction. 
Currently, only some TMH buildings in 
Vancouver allow participants to freely 
access all levels. Restricting access to 
different floors prevents participants from 
visiting friends that live on different levels. 
At the same time, operators noted that such 
a policy can be necessary to keep 
participants safe and decrease the 
likelihood of altercations inside individual 
units or unsupervised areas. 

Buildings can address this challenge by 
including small clusters on each floor, or 
widening the corridor to make space for a 
semi-private alcove where people can 
spend time together. These designs help 
people connect in a more casual way, in 
spaces that facilitate smaller gatherings 
than the ground floor common spaces. If 
participants feel that these clusters or 
alcoves are an extension of their private 
space, they will be more likely to take care of 
them, keeping maintenance costs down for 
the building.  
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Provide units that can be adapted for a 
parent and child to live together. This 
action is particularly important for 
women-only buildings, as mothers 
predominantly carry the responsibility 
of childcare. 

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
Operators and staff stated that it is important to conduct an accurate assessment of 
participants’ needs based on where they are at in their healing process. For some 
participants, the healthiest option is to live in their own private unit. For others, 
separation from their families can create greater instability and destroy part of their 
support network. If certain participants are ready to live with their child or partner, 
having the ability to do so can have a hugely positive impact on their transition out of 
homelessness. 

TMH buildings should therefore include units that are prepared to address different 
family configurations or that can be adapted according to specific participant needs. 
Including a diversity of unit types allows participants to maintain important family 
relationships, and keeps children out of foster care. Parent-child units could be located 
on the ground floor, so that staff can provide adequate support and ensure safety, 
especially if children are living in the building. 

Provide units for parents and their children
6.1
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What should units for 
parents and their children 
look like in TMH?

❏ Larger units: The space of two 
single-occupancy units can be 
combined to create a single unit with 
double occupancy. The space previously 
occupied by the first unit integrates  a 
washroom, bedroom, and studio. The 
space previously occupied by the second 
unit hosts a living space, meal space, 
and kitchen. 

❏ Double units: Two single-occupancy 
units that are divided by a wall, but are 
connected through a common door. 

❏ Adaptable units: A single occupancy 
unit is prepared to host a bunk bed so a 
parent can live with her child.

❏ Flexible furniture: Units have moveable 
storage furniture that can be configured 
in a variety of ways depending on the 
participants’ needs. 

❏ Accessibility is a priority: Family and 
couple-oriented units are on the ground 
floor to ensure staff are close by if 
needed. 

Parkdable Safe Injection Site, Toronto, On
Image credit: Parkdale Queen West CHC, 2018

Successful elements shown 
in this example: 

❏ Larger unit that 
provides more space 
than a single unit.

❏ Double occupancy 
units.

Sango Court Affordable Housing, Milpitas, California
Image credit: David Baker Architects, 2020
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Why is this action important? 
In comparison to SRO housing, temporary modular housing buildings are cleaner, free 
of pests, and have better air quality. However, participants with lived experience noted 
that some interiors tend to look institutional and can trigger past traumatic 
experiences with institutionalization or unsafe housing. By reducing sharp edges, 
adding light colours, and promoting the use of natural materials, it is possible to 
decrease stress levels and improve participants’ overall comfort. Trauma-informed 
design principles should be applied in units, in addition to circulation and shared 
spaces. When people feel comfortable and at ease at home, their stress levels drop and 
they are more likely to engage in positive social relationships. 

It is important for participants to have the ability to control their social exposure and 
room conditions such as lighting and temperature. In supportive housing that 
recognizes trauma-informed design, spaces should be welcoming and safe, promote 
autonomy, and offer some degree of privacy while not interfering with staff’s ability to 
monitor participant safety and basic wellbeing. Simple changes, such as blinds that can 
be operated by the participant, and moveable furniture in units and shared spaces, go a 
long way to support participants living with trauma. Staff should communicate with 
participants on a frequent basis in order to be aware of specific artifacts in the unit that 
might be triggering and can be removed. 

Design interiors of units that reduce 
visual and sensory stimulation as much 
as possible to avoid triggering past 
trauma.

High-impact action 

Design units with a 
trauma-informed  approach

6.2
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What should 
trauma-informed unit 
design look like in TMH?

❏ Personalization: Participants are able to 
personalize the entrance to their units 
by picking the colour for their door, 
adding plants, having a message board 
or even painting the corridor walls 
together.

❏ Light colours: Cool colours such as light 
blue, light green and light lavender are 
used in walls and decorations to create a 
calming effect. 

❏ Experience nature: Interior spaces 
include the use of natural materials such 
as wood and provide opportunities to 
have interior plants.

❏ Views of nature: Units have access to 
views of nature and/or provide interior 
planters or pots to have vegetation 
inside the unit. 

❏ Uniform design: Heaters and appliances 
are designed in such a way that 
variations and contrast are minimized. 
This is achieved by integrating 
appliances to furniture and 
homogenizing styles. 

❏ Organized storage: Units include 
storage furniture with drawers and 
doors so clutter is not visible all the time. 
According to staff, organized storage 
reduces people’s feelings of stress. 

❏ No white walls: Long white walls are 
avoided as much as possible. Long 
corridor walls are interrupted by 
colourful doors, artwork made by 
participants, plants, etc.

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Organized storage.

❏ Views of nature.

❏ Light colours.

❏ Integrated furniture, 
appliances and 
storage.

Red Fish Healing Centre, BC
Image credit: BC Mental Health Services, 2021
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Supplementary 
actions
6.3 Provide a bathtub on the 
main floor

Provide a shared bathroom on the main floor 
that gives access to a bathtub. This would be 
beneficial for participants who receive 
homecare. 

6.4 Offer elevator access

Consider including an elevator in temporary 
modular housing to create a safety net for 
participants living on the upper floors who 
may become injured, mobility impaired, or 
have children. 

6.5 Diversify accessibility 
considerations

Consider a wide range of disabilities when 
designing the building. For instance, flashing 
lights for emergency systems for deaf 
participants and push-buttons to open 
washroom doors in 100% accessible suites 
located on the ground floor. 

6.6 Provide a shared oven

Include an oven that can be shared by a few 
units so people can cook their preferred 
meals. The oven could be located in small 
social clusters at the end of the corridor. 

6.7 Create ventilated 
corridors

Include windows that can open at the end of 
each corridor to promote ventilation. This can 
help provide a better ventilation system for 
units if participants open their door even for a 
few minutes.. 

6.9 Control temperature and 
noise

Explore different design approaches that 
help maintain a cool environment during the 
summer and provide acoustic privacy 
between units. 

6.10 Use different colours for 
doors

In buildings where people with different 
levels of dementia live, consider painting 
doors with different colours to minimize 
barriers and help participants navigate the 
space.
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7
Locate TMH buildings within a 
10-minute walk to core services 
and amenities

Problem 
statement
 
When temporary modular housing is 
located too far from key services and 
amenities, it can prevent participants from 
accessing supportive services and meeting 
their core needs. 

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings

● Temporary modular housing 
buildings are built on a temporary 
foundation and remain for five to 10 
years before being relocated.

● TMH site selection options are 
limited by multiple criteria. 

● Many urban residents oppose 
having TMH in their 
neighbourhoods, due to stigma 
against people experiencing 
homelessness and substance 
abuse. 

Strategy
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New Beginnings buildings, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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TMH site options are limited by multiple 
criteria. 

The selection of a site for TMH is often 
constrained by the availability of land that the 
City has access to. The site needs to be large 
enough to fit a building and outdoor space; be 
close to transit and services; have connections 
to water, sewage, and power; and have flat 
land. Further, several site features, such as 
topography, can pose barriers to the building 
layout and planning. 
 

Current state 
Many urban residents oppose having TMH 
in their neighbourhoods, due to stigma 
against people experiencing 
homelessness and substance abuse. 

Beyond technical and logistical site 
considerations, planners and operators 
navigate social stigma in neighbourhoods. The 
public is slowly gaining an understanding of 
TMH and what it aims to achieve, but this 
knowledge can lead to further hesitation 
among local residents. Cities have attempted 
to address residents’ fears and combat harmful 
stereotypes through public engagement 
processes prior to construction; however, such 
processes operate on tight timelines, in order 
to ensure that buildings are constructed as fast 
as possible. Therefore, public engagement 
often fails to shift biases unless it is driven by 
community champions. 
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The temporary aspect of TMH poses 
challenges to participants’ long-term 
stability and sense of belonging. 

Beyond providing a roof, TMH needs to provide 
a community to people and set them up for 
success. Building temporary housing quickly 
can save lives, by providing people in urgent 
need of housing with homes to live in. 
Nevertheless, the temporary nature of TMH 
risks creating instability in people’s lives. Staff 
and individuals who have been working for a 
long time with people experiencing 
homelessness indicate that moving from one 
place to another without choice can cause 
further trauma to participants. Allowing 
participants to stay long-term in a 
neighbourhood can help them grow roots and 
stability. 

TMH is gaining public traction thanks to 
public engagement, despite the stigma 
that exists throughout the development 
stage. 

Common pre-development fears of TMH 
include theft and vandalism, messy and 
unsightly buildings, the presence of used 
needles in the public realm, noise due to 
increased emergency response services, and 
the presence of homeless and formerly 
homeless participants. The public lacks an 
understanding of what supportive housing is 
and what the pathways to homelessness are. 

Workshop participants suggested two different 
approaches to diminishing social stigma 
during the development process. First, having 
a longer engagement process with the 
community can alleviate fears. Second, as more 
TMH gets built across Vancouver, recording 
and sharing success stories will decrease 
community resistance over time. 

Investing more time on engagement 
processes can consume valuable human and 
financial resources; however, creating a 
city-wide campaign to share stories of success 
that demystify the causes of homelessness and 
people’s experiences could go a long way to 
raising awareness. 

Key project 
learnings 
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Key project 
learnings 

Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators can provide essential input 
on TMH locations, as they know what 
the people they serve need. Different 
sites may be differently suited for various 
participant populations, based on the 
accessibility of nearby services.  

Planners and policymakers can 
prioritize the construction of TMH on 
sites that are close to services, public 
transport and community centres. They 
can also lead negotiations with other 
partners to explore site options beyond 
city-owned land.

Crown organizations can identify 
appropriate demographics of 
participants for each site based on the 
location of nearby services. 

Designers and builders can assess — 
with the future operator’s help, and 
based on the selected site and building 
population — what services people can 
easily access in the community and 
what kind of in-house services will need 
to be provided. This will enable them to 
design spaces that address future 
participants’ needs. 

Participants need access to transit 
or services within walking distance 
in order to meet their needs. 

In order to successfully transition from 
homelessness, participants need access 
to many different services that are 
located across the City. Most TMH 
participants rely on transit, Uber, or taxis 
to get around the city. Once they start 
looking for employment, it is important 
for them to be able to access job 
opportunities that are near to their 
place of residence. 

TMH should be located in 
convenient neighbourhoods where 
participants can feel safe. 

Participants need to experience a level 
of safety in their neighbourhood in order 
to feel comfortable going out to access 
services. This is particularly important to 
consider for women who have 
experienced violence and trauma. 
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Locate temporary housing in 
neighbourhoods where there are 
affordable housing options that people 
can transition to after their stay in TMH. 
If there is a shortage of affordable 
housing in the neighbourhood, ensure 
there is at least a short- or 
medium-term plan to build affordable 
housing.  

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
People who live in one place for a long time tend to report a greater sense of 
satisfaction, community, and neighbourhood trust (Happy City, 2017). TMH is a 
temporary solution, and aims to support participants to make the transition into 
permanent housing. Therefore, having affordable options in the same neighbourhood 
will allow people to make that transition within the same community they have been 
living in, providing them with more stability and stronger roots. 

When people cannot find affordable opportunities in the same neighbourhood they 
are living in, they are forced to leave their community. This change can lead to 
depression and anxiety, can rupture established social networks, and result in them 
losing their jobs. Operators noted that people who have transitioned into permanent 
housing sometimes visit their previous temporary housing to access resources. 
Operators emphasized that for participants, stability and proximity to support services 
and people they trust allows them to move forward in their recovery process. 

Locate TMH close to existing or planned 
affordable housing

7.1
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❏ Temporary to permanent: Buildings are 
located in temporary sites that have the 
possibility of becoming permanent. 

❏ Close to community centres: New TMH 
buildings are located in areas where 
participants can walk to community 
centres. 

❏ Identify affordable housing options: 
Affordable housing options are provided 
to participants once they are ready to 
start exploring next steps and are 
looking for permanent housing. 

❏ More affordable housing: New TMH 
projects are accompanied by affordable 
and social housing strategies to ensure 
participants are able to stay in their 
neighbourhood. 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Close to community 
centres.

❏ Located near other 
affordable housing.

❏ Connections to public 
plaza.

53 Colton Street Affordable Housing, SF California
Image credit: David Baker Architects

What should 
municipalities consider 
when selecting TMH sites? 
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Why is this action important? 
Medium to high population density and land use mix enable participants to reach 
services and transit on foot, which in turn can have positive health effects. It is 
important for TMH participants to have access to support services — especially during 
the first six months of their stay in TMH — either within walking distance or short 
commute away. Operators flagged that when services are not within a four or five block 
walking distance, participants tend to get discouraged and end up canceling their 
appointments. The easier it is to get to supportive services, the more likely participants 
will benefit from them. Further, when participants have easy access to nearby services, 
it helps increase their level of comfort in navigating their neighbourhood, contributing 
to a greater sense of autonomy. 
 
People who live in neighbourhoods with efficient public transport and highly accessible 
street networks are more likely to walk for part of their journeys, which facilitates casual 
encounters with other community members (Bailey, 2004). During the workshop, 
participants mentioned that people who spend time outside in their neighbourhood 
are more likely to feel part of the community than people who spend more time in their 
units. 

Locate buildings within a 10-minute 
walking distance of transit and external 
supportive services.

High-impact action 

Locate TMH close to transit and other 
supportive services

7.2
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What should 
municipalities consider 
when selecting TMH sites? 

❏ Access to different transit routes: 
Participants can easily commute to 
different parts of the City on public 
transit.

❏ Future connectivity: TMH projects are 
located close to future transit corridors 
that ensure people living in that 
neighbourhood are connected with the 
rest of the city. 

❏ Consideration of building 
demographics: The services in the area 
complement the needs of the building’s 
participants. 

❏ Proximity to parks: The building is 
located within a five- to 10-minute 
walking distance from parks and nature.

❏ Affordable food: Participants can walk 
or take a 10-minute ride to affordable 
grocery stores. 

❏ Staff help participants navigate public 
transit: When participants move into 
TMH, staff help them learn to navigate 
the public transit system on their own, 
so that they can easily access different 
areas of the city.

❏ Bike sharing: TMH is located in a 
neighbourhood that has access to bike 
share systems. 

Successful elements shown in 
this example: 

❏ Access to transit routes.

❏ Consideration of 
building demographics 
before selecting the site.

❏ Proximity to parks. 

East Vancouver Integrated Health and supportive housing
Image credit: HDR Architects
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Supplementary 
actions
7.3 Locate TMH in safe 
neighbourhoods

Locate buildings in safe areas that 
participants — especially women, 
transgender, and non-binary participants — 
can safely navigate throughout the day and 
at night. People tend to feel safer in well-lit 
neighbourhoods with plentiful pedestrian 
activity. 

7.4 Maximize accessibility in 
site design

Carefully consider the placement of 
above-ground utilities at temporary sites, as 
these may block access to outdoor spaces 
and hinder participants. 

7.5 Include secure bike racks

Provide easy-to-access, safe, covered bike 
racks, as many participants rely on bicycles to 
get around.

7.6 Locate TMH away from 
arterial roads

Prioritize the location of new buildings on 
slower streets to improve participant safety 
and ability to walk to access services.

7.7 Explore hybrid 
construction

Build a permanent ground floor with 
concrete or steel structure that allows for 
larger shared spaces or family units with 
smaller, stacked modular units above. 
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8 Provide options for TMH participants 
to engage with the wider community

Problem 
statement
 
TMH participants don’t have enough 
opportunities to have positive social 
interactions with neighbours and other 
community members. 

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings

● Participants’ ability to interact with 
the community varies building to 
building.

● Social stigma and community 
pushback continue to be a 
problem across neighbourhoods. 

Strategy

Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

New Beginnings buildings, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Participants’ ability to interact with the 
community is dependent on the 
building’s location and programming 
efforts to connect them with neighbours.

Participants’ interaction with the community is 
deeply intertwined with the location of the 
building. Studies reveal that supportive 
housing located near public amenities such as 
parks, libraries and community centres are 
most effective at supporting participants’ 
wellbeing and integrating them with the 
community, such as through sports 
programming, cultural events, and artistic 
activities (Van der Veken et al., 2020). 

Additionally, TMH staff and participants are 
constantly working to improve their 
relationships with neighbours. For instance, in 
one modular housing building in Vancouver, 
the building’s cleaner picks up trash in the 
surrounding neighbourhood. Neighbours 
know him and appreciate his efforts, which 
creates friendlier attitudes towards the 
participants. Other TMH buildings organize 
events where participants, neighbours, and 
business owners spend time together. 
Ongoing efforts like these help strengthen 
participants’ relationships with the community 
and reduce social stigma.
 

Current state 
Social stigma and community pushback 
continue to be a problem across 
neighbourhoods, but participants have 
been slowly building relationships with 
the community, thanks to operators. 

While more people are getting acquainted 
with the province’s modular housing program, 
participants still face stigma, especially when 
the building first opens. Staff and advocates 
mentioned that introducing participants to the 
community — to local businesses, community 
libraries and centres, grocery owners, and even 
business associations — has been successful in 
decreasing stigma and making participants 
feel like they belong in their new community 
(Schneider & Remillard, 2013; McGuinty, 2017). 
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Participants feel a greater sense of safety 
when they build positive community 
relationships. However, operators and 
staff need to consider the intersectional 
identities and unique needs of 
participants when planning events.

Building relationships with the community can 
help create a greater sense of safety for TMH 
participants and neighbors alike, because they 
will recognize each other when they are out 
and about. However, building a sense of safety 
depends on the intersectional identities of the 
participant, as well as the context of the 
building. For instance, women fleeing violence 
who are experiencing addiction and trauma, 
may not feel safe interacting with the 
community in casual settings. Instead, they 
need a private space to spend time together 
with each other.

Conversations, talking circles, gatherings, 
and sharing stories can build empathy 
between groups and reduce social 
stigma.

Lab participants agreed that bringing people 
together can go a long way to reduce stigma. 
For instance, staff and supporting 
organizations suggested holding conversations 
between participants and neighbours through 
talking circles or cultural gatherings. Including 
food in such events can help bridge differences 
and bring people of different cultures and 
experiences together. 

Lab participants also noted that small-scale 
engagement sessions can help address 
concerns in a more targeted and meaningful 
way. Encouraging neighbours to donate 
furniture or come to meet and greet events 
that are organized by operators can also help 
create a positive experience from the start. 

Overall, exploring different ways for 
participants to communicate personal 
narratives and positive stories is a good 
approach to building empathy within the 
neighbourhood and a more accurate 
representation of homelessness. For instance, 
in Marpole, local high school kids wrote letters 
of support and encouragement to welcome 
the modular housing participants into their 
neighbourhood. 

Key project 
learnings 
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Key project 
learnings 

Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators and staff can help participants 
determine if they are ready and want to 
interact with the community. They can serve 
as a bridge between participants and the 
community.

Participants and people with lived 
experience representing a range of 
intersectional identities can speak to the 
barriers, fears or opportunities they face in 
interacting with the neighbouring 
community. Including participants in 
conversations about community stigma is 
crucial: they know best what their level of 
comfort is, what activities they are interested 
in, and what spaces feel safe.

Designers and builders can learn from past 
experiences with supportive housing to 
address diverse demographics’ needs: what 
spaces and configurations allow participants 
to spend time in close proximity to 
passersby and promote positive 
interactions?

External organizations that provide 
housing and homelessness services can be 
in close contact with staff and operators to 
suggest opportunities for bringing 
community members and TMH participants 
together. Their planning should be guided 
by the perspectives of staff, operators, and 
people with lived experience. 

Community organizations such as church 
groups, friendship centres, and volunteer 
groups can help welcome TMH participants 
into the community. They can serve as a link 
between participants and other residents in 
the neighbourhood by providing volunteer 
opportunities where people can meet each 
other. 

Spaces succeed in bringing 
participants and the wider 
community together when they 
are flexible and allow participants 
to control their social exposure. 

Stakeholders who work with people 
transitioning out of homelessness 
agree that access to a space where 
participants can casually interact with 
the community is important. People 
often spend time in the courtyard or 
TMH community gardens. where they 
are in close proximity to passersby. 
These semi-private spaces offer 
opportunities to casually connect and 
create a sense of familiarity. 

Covered, comfortable, common areas 
allow participants to pause, sit, have a 
meal, and connect with other 
participants, neighbours, and pets. It is 
important that participants are not 
forced to interact with others or spend 
time in a specific place. However, 
operators should provide participants 
with several options of shared spaces, 
so that they can access different 
experiences when they are ready. 
Operators and staff should ask 
participants what they want and the 
types of events they want to be part of. 
Designers brainstormed that spaces 
can be designed with flexibility in 
mind to address different levels of 
comfort.
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Design a semi-public outdoor space 
between the building entrance and 
sidewalk where participants can sit, 
garden, socialize, and interact with 
passersby.  

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
It is important to create spaces that allow TMH participants to spend time with each 
other, but also to connect with other members of the community. Feeling alone creates 
a heightened sense of danger, whereas feeling part of a community engenders a sense 
of safety (Laurie & Miller, 2012; Quinn & Biggs, 2010). Designing a space that connects 
TMH with the rest of the community in a subtle way invites participants and passersby 
to say hello and engage in casual conversations. However, it is important to ensure 
participants have control over their social exposure and feel safe.

Interviewees suggested that there is great potential to use the semi-private space in 
front of the building, the courtyard, or a neighbourhood park to organize activities 
where participants and community members can meet and spend time together. 
Strong social connections emerge when people play together or work on tasks and 
causes that feel bigger than themselves. These activities can include gardening, 
learning new skills, collaborating on a piece of art, and working together to improve or 
support their community. Feeling integrated and valued by the community has a 
positive impact on people’s wellbeing. 

Provide spaces for participants to interact 
with the community

8.1
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What should 
community spaces look 
like in TMH? 
❏ Designated space: There is a clear, 

delineated, thoughtfully designed space 
between the sidewalk and the facade of 
the building that includes furniture and 
allows people to spend time together. 

❏ Controlled social exposure: Participants 
can place screens and moveable 
planters in between the gathering space 
and sidewalk to mediate their level of 
contact with and visibility to passersby.  

❏ Co-created with TMH participants: 
Participants are invited to co-design the 
space. For example, they can join a wood 
workshop and use pallets, paint and 
donated furniture to make the space 
their own. 

❏ Weather-friendly: Buildings can provide 
pergolas, shades or moveable umbrellas 
to create a comfortable, outdoor space 
that people can enjoy throughout the 
year. 

❏ Programming: The space can host small 
recreational activities such as BBQs, 
picnics, smudging, or card games. TMH 
participants should be able to decide 
whether they want to use the space 
privately or if they are open to 
neighbours joining.

❏ Moveable furniture: The space includes 
moveable furniture that can be 
rearranged to suit different social 
scenarios.

Successful elements shown in 
this example: 

❏ Weather-friendly 
outdoor space.

❏ Moveable furniture.

❏ Designated space for 
residents to socialize.

Dr. George W. Davis Senior Center and housing, SF California
Image credit: Bruce Damonte for David Baker Architects
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Why is this action important? 
This action seeks to find innovative and meaningful ways to connect participants with 
their new community and neighbours. A café, a convenience store or community 
service that is open to both participants and people living in the neighbourhood can 
help create an organic connection with neighbours and reduce social stigma. Spaces 
that bring people from different backgrounds together can become meaningful places 
that embrace different interests, cultures and experiences. 

Participants could also work or volunteer at this café as a first step towards gaining 
employment. Exercising responsibility can aid in building self-reliance and help 
participants recover their autonomy. 

This on-site store or service could also host small community events. Workshop 
participants mentioned that both spontaneous interactions and structured events are 
important to building relationships over time. Events could be tailored to participants’ 
needs and preferences, so that residents feel a sense of ownership over the space. The 
more agency people have over this space, the more they will take care of it and feel like 
they can invite friends over. 

Create a “café” space where participants 
can work, access the internet, socialize, 
and get refreshments. A café can 
promote casual interactions with the 
community and offer a place where 
meaningful relationships can develop. 

High-impact action 

Include a café at ground level
8.2
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What should a 
ground-level café look 
like in TMH? 
❏ Ground floor: The café is located in an 

annex or occupies a few square feet of 
the TMH building at the ground floor.

❏ Visible, accessible entrance: The main 
entrance is visible, barrier-free and 
accessible from the public sidewalk

❏ Extended patio: The café integrates a 
small terrace or patio with tables and 
chairs where people can spend time 
together. This outdoor spot can be used 
regardless if the café or community 
service is open or not. 

❏ Co-created decor: The café is decorated 
and maintained mostly by TMH 
participants

❏ Programmed events: Participants, 
operators, and community members are 
invited to actively participate in pitching 
and organizing activities in this space. 

❏ Employment programs: The café opens 
opportunities for participants and 
members of the community to work 
together in a respectful and inclusive 
environment. 

Successful elements shown in 
this example: 

❏ Ground floor location.

❏ Programmed events.

❏ Employment programs.

Recovery Cafe, Seattle
Image credit: Recovery Cafe
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Supplementary 
actions

8.3 Participate in activity 
creation

Ask modular housing participants about their 
preferences and desires to interact with the 
community, before co-creating interaction 
opportunities that support their needs. 

8.4 Hire and train social 
champions

Engage long-time or former modular 
housing participants to champion social 
relationships with neighbours and 
community organizations. They can pave the 
way for newer participants who don’t feel as 
comfortable.

8.5 Form a community liaison 
committee

Create a community liaison committee, 
made up of staff, participants, and 
community members. The committee can 
meet to organize events and talk about 
challenges or issues that arise. 

8.6 Program social activities

The TMH courtyard or neighbourhood park 
can host organized BBQs, picnics, talking 
circles, music events, and art shows that 
attract neighbours and help them connect 
with TMH participants. 

8.7 Help participants 
navigate community centres 
and public spaces

Help participants access community centres 
— or other community groups — and 
introduce them to staff so they feel welcome 
throughout the community. For instance, 
operators could partner with a local 
community centre to provide a discounted 
membership to interested participants.

8.8 Organize intentional 
conversations with the 
community

Organize focused conversations that include 
data and personal narratives with interested 
neighbours to promote an empathetic 
approach and improve the public’s 
perception of people experiencing 
homelessness. 
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Problem 
statement
 
Participants often face barriers to entering 
the work environment. People in TMH who 
have recently experienced homelessness 
have limited opportunities to build skills, 
individual capacities, and access different 
work opportunities.

Current state of 
this problem in 
TMH buildings

● Developing new skills helps 
participants forge a pathway to 
self-sufficiency, confidence, and 
employment. 

● Employment programs need to 
consider a holistic approach and 
connect participants with 
opportunities.

Image (representing current state)

Strategy

Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

9 Provide skills-training and informal 
employment opportunities in TMH

New Beginnings buildings, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Developing new skills helps participants 
forge a pathway to self-sufficiency, 
confidence, and employment. 

When people are able to develop new skills, 
they are more likely to develop a sense of 
self-efficacy and trust, enabling them to 
successfully transition out of homelessness. 

Staff in TMH and external organizations aid 
people who have experienced homelessness in 
navigating the different social programs 
provided by the government and other 
agencies. However, participants benefit from a 
more personalized approach that enhances 
support, access to training and educational 
opportunities, a sense of independence and 
confidence. 

Participants have a wide spectrum of skills and 
talents: many have the ability to repair and 
create things, and are ready to learn more. 

 

Current state 
Employment programs need to consider 
a holistic approach and connect 
participants with opportunities that meet 
their current needs and capacities. 

TMH participants are often connected to 
employment opportunities that are not the 
right fit. While some may be ready for rigid 
schedules, others have complex health and 
other challenges that need to be addressed 
before they can feel ready to enter formal 
employment. 

Many stakeholders expressed confidence that 
existing programs that help people find stable 
sources of income, employment, and 
permanent housing are successful; however, 
several identified gaps that remain in these 
programs. For instance, many of the programs 
focus on construction work or janitorial work, 
which doesn’t reflect participants’ 
wide-ranging interests in other areas of 
employment, such as tourism or working with 
animals. 
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Each participant’s pathway to recovery is 
unique. Tools that help participants 
envision their future can help them 
identify the resources they need along 
the way.

Operators, advocates, and people with lived 
experience agree that every person’s journey 
out of homelessness is unique. Staff need to 
evaluate a participant’s current state in order to 
understand the resources and opportunities 
that they need. However, drawing this unique 
pathway requires staff to have the right 
training and capacity to ensure that they use 
their time and resources effectively. 

Encouraging people to imagine themselves 
one, two or even five years ahead can be 
helpful in envisioning a path forward and 
beginning recovery. For instance, the 
Vulnerability Assessment Tool (VAT) helps 
operators understand where each person is 
coming from and what support they need. 
Operators have found that the Life Intentions 
Action Planner, created by Streetohome, is a 
great tool for helping participants know where 
they are at, what they need, how to set 
personal goals, and how to identify the types of 
services they can access.

TMH buildings with a diverse mix of 
residents can build peer support 
networks that help participants navigate 
their unique path towards higher-paying 
employment.

The total source of income participants can 
currently access is insufficient to meet their 
financial needs. Staff and operators 
understand that people need specific skills to 
open the doors to higher paying employment. 
However, skill building must start with “baby 
steps”. Operators and staff mentioned it is 
important for participants to have a daily 
routine that includes keeping the unit clean, 
putting on clean clothes, and eating three 
times a day. These small steps have a positive 
impact on participants’ stability and perceived 
wellbeing. When participants feel healthier, 
they are more likely to feel motivated. This 
foundation can help participants acquire skills, 
and listen to staff suggestions. 

Supportive housing often has limited financial 
and human resources to help people improve 
their skills and find a job. Systems for peer-led 
support, programming, and mentoring among 
participants can help fill this gap, by reducing 
the strain on operators. However, peer support 
systems are only possible when the 
community composition in each building has 
the right mix of high- and low-needs 
participants. Further, staff can look into 
skills-building opportunities where participants 
with certain expertise co-host workshops. 
Seniors can be great sources of knowledge and 
wisdom and have a positive impact in the 
building. 

Key project 
learnings 
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Key project 
learnings 

Stakeholders 
needed to fulfill this 
strategy

Operators and staff are best suited to 
develop a personal pathway for each 
participant. With the participant’s help, 
they will be able to identify the 
resources they need to move forward 
through the different stages of their 
transition process. 

Designers can create spaces that are 
easily navigated by both participants 
and operators, as they create peer-led 
workshops, have counseling sessions, 
and invite external organizations in to 
make use of the space and provide 
training opportunities. 

Community organizations — especially 
those located in the same 
neighbourhood — can be in frequent 
contact with staff and operators to offer 
flexible job opportunities and skills 
building services that help participants 
transition out of homelessness. 

Participants and people with lived 
experience are the most equipped to 
develop their personal pathway, with the 
help of supportive services and TMH 
staff. People who have experienced 
homelessness and are now living in 
permanent housing can share valuable 
insights and knowledge on what skills 
and routines helped them transition out 
of supportive housing.  

Flexible and diverse volunteer and 
employment opportunities build 
routine, and help participants 
eventually transition into steady 
employment and permanent 
housing.

During the transition period out of 
homelessness, participants need access 
to sources of income, higher welfare rates, 
and flexible employment. Operators 
mentioned that small and flexible 
opportunities for employment are 
currently missing. Flexible volunteer 
opportunities and employment that is 
close to home can enable participants to 
build a new routine and consistent 
schedule, and consolidate their self-care 
habits. Jobs also help participants build 
skills. 

Supporting Tenants, Enabling Pathways 
(STEP) is a program that provides support 
to participants while they transition into 
permanent housing. Job opportunities 
and skills-building services can 
complement programs like STEP and 
enable participants to eventually access 
higher paying employment, which helps 
to decrease their fear of transitioning into 
permanent housing. It is important for 
participants to have a safety net (for 
instance, the option of returning to 
supportive housing), if they are no longer 
able to participate in an employment 
program or live independently, due to 
their unique challenges. 
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Co-locate temporary modular housing next 
to social enterprises or other community 
businesses, such as urban agriculture, 
community libraries, or salvation army 
stores, that can employ participants.

High-impact action 

Why is this action important? 
Proximity to job opportunities is crucial for people who are transitioning out of 
homelessness. People living in TMH are more likely to go to work or volunteer when 
their job is accessible and only a short commute away. Moreover, having a variety of 
opportunities that are close to home will help operators suggest and connect 
participants to activities that meet their current needs and capabilities. It is important 
that participants have access to a wide array of options and flexibility as they enter 
formal employment, in order to ensure they still have the time, space and energy to 
take care of their health needs and other complex challenges. 

Proximity to employment opportunities makes it easier for participants to establish new 
patterns and stick to them. It is important to minimize barriers to employment, so that 
participants can develop a routine that keeps them motivated. Operators can introduce 
participants to available opportunities and accompany them several times, but 
self-motivation and a will to participate need to come from the participants themselves. 
A short walk to work that participants enjoy — during which they can stop for groceries 
or other needs — can become an incentive to establish a routine, find stability, and 
exercise self-determination. 

Co-locate buildings with 
employment opportunities

9.1
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❏ Site selection: The TMH building is 
located in an area where participants 
can access different types of 
employment — from gardening, to 
taking care of pets, to engaging in 
cultural activities — within walking 
distance. 

❏ List of opportunities: Operators and 
staff can provide participants with a list 
of possible employment opportunities 
that are close to the building and 
require different levels of commitment.

❏ Job opportunities within reach: 
Operators and staff connect participants 
with community organization and social 
enterprises that offer training and 
flexible work schedules. 

❏ Additional external support: Once staff 
identify possible pathways for each 
participant, they can coordinate access 
to external support services that help 
participants build skills and capacity to 
join the workforce. 

❏ Wayfinding assistance: Staff or 
volunteers support participants during 
their first few weeks in a new job, by 
helping them to navigate the 
neighbourhood and establish a routine. 

❏ Job fairs: TMH operators hold a job fair 
at the building to introduce participants 
to community businesses enabling 
them to explore topics and work of 
interest and future opportunities. 

What should 
employment co-location 
look like in TMH? 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Site selected near job 
opportunities.

❏ Housing integrated 
with light-industrial, 
retail, public spaces, 
and affordable 
housing. 

Hunt’s Project, South Bronx, USA
Image credit: Body Lawson Associates and EKLA PLLC
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Why is this action important? 
Developing and recovering life skills is a crucial step in building people’s autonomy and 
self-determination. When people are able to address their own core needs, they are 
better able to prioritize their own health and move swiftly through different life stages 
and challenging situations. Some of the core skills that will enable participants to 
transition into permanent housing include building self-reliance, managing personal 
time, forming social relationships, tidying up their home, learning about harm 
reduction strategies, and learning to communicate needs.

Integrating a peer-support system in TMH buildings can help participants develop and 
share life skills among each other, and build meaningful and trusting relationships. 
Once participants are able to address their core needs, they can begin building 
additional skills that can help them as they start looking for jobs and permanent 
housing. These skills may include managing finances, solving interpersonal problems, 
having knowledge of tenant rights and eviction-prevention assistance, learning how to 
write a resume, and knowing where to access job opportunities. 

Provide opportunities for participants to 
slowly develop basic life skills, such as 
cooking, cleaning, self-care, and positive 
sociability. This action can help 
participants build motivation and 
confidence to pursue new 
opportunities.

High-impact action 

Help participants develop life skills
9.2
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What should developing 
life skills look like in 
TMH? 
❏ Fundamentals: Participants develop 

healthy and stable routines that allow 
them to take care of themselves and 
build confidence. 

❏ Strengths among peers: Staff identify 
skills and knowledge among 
participants and invite them to share 
their wisdom through small workshops 
or activities with other participants.  

❏ Space adaptability: Shared spaces can 
be adapted to hold workshops and 
classes that participants can attend.

❏ Technology: TMH buildings provide 
participants with access to computers 
and tablets so that they can watch 
educational online videos that help 
them gain new skills. 

❏ Conflict-resolution capacity: Conflict 
resolution skills are taught through 
partnerships with existing external 
programs, such as Mediate BC, that 
enable people to navigate conflict in a 
positive way. These skills and techniques 
can help participants solve friendship 
disputes, and help participants avoid 
getting fired or evicted in the future. 

❏ The right social support: A thorough 
assessment is carried out before people 
join as participants of TMH, to ensure the 
building has the right support systems, 
programs and facilities that will meet 
them where they are and help build 
autonomy as they transition into 
permanent housing. 

❏ Hobbies: Participants are able to explore 
different types of hobbies and find the 
ones that resonate with their interests. 

Successful elements 
shown in this example: 

❏ Ability to pursue 
hobbies.

❏ Social support.

❏ Connections with 
peers.

Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre, Job & Skills programs
Image credit: The Peak
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Supplementary 
actions
9.3 Create educational 
opportunities

Develop partnerships with local colleges or 
vocational institutions to create programs for 
participants to develop skills. These could be 
online or in person. Applying to such 
institutions through “regular” channels can 
be a barrier for participants. Therefore, 
providing specialized programs will help 
participants overcome the entry barrier. 

9.4 Offer educational 
volunteer opportunities

Create volunteer opportunities for 
participants that also offer an educational 
qualification, such as gaining a Foodsafe 
certification while volunteering in a kitchen. 

9.5 Build community from 
within

Create opportunities for participants to build 
stability, healthy routines, and community 
connections within the building prior to 
committing to employment. 

9.6 Support employment 
opportunities with BIAs 

Create small maintenance contracts with 
BIAs, such as street cleaning, landscaping, or 
minor repairs, that participants can fulfill.

9.7 Work with social 
enterprises

Explore flexible employment opportunities 
with social enterprises, allowing participants 
to support causes that align with their values. 

9.8 Enable access to a wide 
spectrum of job 
opportunities

Provide training and job opportunities for 
people to work in different areas, including 
animal husbandry, the food industry, 
mechanics, trades, arts, and culture. 

9.9 Support informal income- 
generating opportunities

Create a space for an on-site informal market 
or bazaar in modular housing so that 
participants can display crafts they make, 
generate income, and interact with the wider 
community. 
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The recommendations in 
action: A case study of the 
New Beginnings building 
operated by Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society
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After the stakeholder interviews, and parallel to 
the workshop process to develop key 
strategies, our team worked with Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society staff and participants to 
implement six programming actions in their 
New Beginnings building in Vancouver. This 
case study seeks to understand the potential 
wellbeing impact of our recommendations, 
and demonstrates how TMH operators and 
staff can implement similar initiatives to follow 
suit.

This section showcases six tested 
actions to improve participant 
wellbeing in TMH. We provide an 
overview of why each action 
matters, how participants reacted, 
and what our key learnings were, 
laying out important considerations 
for TMH operators. 

The six actions implemented in the New 
Beginnings building all focused on 
programming. This case study does not 
examine design interventions, as these actions 
are more expensive and time-consuming, and 
were not possible within the scope of this 
project. This section includes a summary of 
results from the survey that we conducted 
during or shortly after each of the activities. It 
should be noted that COVID-19 limited the 
possibilities for in-person activities during this 
project.  

Appendix F includes further details on the 
survey questions and detailed results.

About this 
section

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

New Beginnings TMH building, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Dan Tulgoet, 2019
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New Beginnings is a temporary modular 
housing development owned by BC 
Housing, and operated by the Lu’ma 
Native Housing Society. Lu’ma is a 
non-profit operator that has supported 
thousands of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people to transition out 
of homelessness over the past 40 years.

Key facts

● The New Beginnings building is located 
in Vancouver, British Columbia. 

● New Beginnings is located on the 
Heather Lands site, which is undergoing 
a major rezoning and development 
process. Heather Lands plans to build a 
new mixed-use neighbourhood with 
housing for all income levels. The 
modular buildings are located there 
temporarily. 

● The Heather Lands site is jointly owned 
by the Musqueam Indian Band, 
Squamish Nation and Tsleil-Waututh 
Nation and the Canada Lands Company.

● New Beginnings is split into two 
separate buildings with a combined 
total of 98 studio homes. All units are 
self-contained dwellings with a private 
bathroom and kitchen. 

● This study only implemented 
recommendations in one of the two 
buildings (5095 Heather Street), which 
has 52 units.

Background

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

About the participants

● Ten staff members support the 
building’s 52 participants. 

● Participants and staff have Indigenous 
backgrounds from across Canada, and 
some from the United States. 

● Participants range from 20 to 65 years 
old. 

● Participants mainly live on their own, 
with only a few couples and 
parent-child relationships. 

● The building intentionally houses 
Indigenous residents who have 
experienced homelessness. 

● At New Beginnings, Lu’ma aims to 
reconnect participants with their culture 
and families, help participants recover 
from addiction, and support their 
transition to independent or permanent 
supportive housing. 

● Lu’ma offers culturally relevant services 
and programming to the participants, 
such as regular meetings with an Elder 
and connections to Indigenous 
employment programs. 
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COVID-19 significantly impacted 
participants’ wellbeing.

Due to COVID-19, many TMH buildings had to 
pause programming and services deemed 
“non-essential” during 2020 and 2021. 
Operators at New Beginnings noted that the 
pandemic created a lot of challenges for 
participants, with many facing increased 
social isolation, depression, and frustration. In 
addition, many participants’ families  do not 
live in Vancouver, and were deeply impacted 
by the pandemic in their local communities. 
This led to feelings of grief and helplessness 
among participants who couldn’t be there for 
their families. 

This project funded, supported and 
documented Lu’ma’s programming 
actions and assessed their potential to 
positively impact wellbeing. 

Our team initiated a relationship with Lu’ma 
during the interview stage of this project to 
learn about their experience operating TMH. 
During the interview, staff at Lu’ma expressed 
an interest in working with Happy City  to test 
some actions to enhance wellbeing at their 
New Beginnings building. At that time, Lu’ma 
were already implementing cultural 
programming, but they had limited staff and 
financial resources to build on their current 
offerings. 

Through this project, we were able to allocate a 
portion of the funding from the CMHC grant to 
Lu’ma to implement programming activities 
aimed at fostering participant wellbeing. We 
worked collaboratively with Lu’ma to identify 
six actions to test. Lu’ma ran the activities and 
facilitated relationships with Indigenous Elders, 
who were key in encouraging participants to 
join the events. Our team observed each 
activity and measured the on-site outcomes by 
speaking with participants and hearing their 
perspectives on how the activities could be 
improved. 

The actions outlined in this section took place 
between March and October 2021. We 
conducted the activities as COVID-19 
restrictions eased and as participants received 
their vaccinations. Due to the pandemic, 
Happy City was not able to directly visit the 
Lu’ma building until May 2021.

What we did

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

The six tested actions in this section share the 
same wellbeing goals and principles as the 
actions in Section 5. However, for the purposes 
of this case study, they had to be feasible for 
Lu'ma staff to implement on their own, and 
only target cultural programming.Many of the 
actions in Section 5 will require the 
coordination of multiple stakeholders and 
policy shifts before they can be implemented, 
and so were not possible within the scope of 
this project.  
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The following pages contain a summary of the 
cultural programming activities led by New 
Beginning’s staff during this project. 

Each tested action includes a description, a 
justification, the benefits for participants, 
further considerations and future 
opportunities. 

The six tested 
actions

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
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Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Tested 
action 1: 
Organize 
community 
BBQs 

Tested 
action 2: 
Participate in 
a community 
garden

Tested 
action 3: 
Make ribbon 
shirts and 
skirts

Tested 
action 4: 
A photovoice 
and poster 
contest

Tested 
action 5: 
Install 
message 
boards at each 
participant’s 
doorway

Tested 
action 6: 
Personalized 
smudging 
kits
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Lu’ma held a series of barbecues at New 
Beginnings over the course of this project. The 
staff used a smoker to cook food for 
participants, which they enjoyed outdoors. The 
food included traditional and new recipes from 
Indigenous cuisines. Participants and staff 
supported using a smoker as a way to prepare 
traditional foods from home, such as salmon or 
jerky. An Elder attended some of the BBQs, and 
participants had an opportunity to say hello 
and talk to them. One of the events was held to 
celebrate Aboriginal Day, while another was 
held to commemorate the life of an Elder who 
passed away, as well as the lives of children 
who died at residential schools.  

Tested action 

Why is this action important? 
Food is a cornerstone of culture. 
People living at the New Beginnings building miss food from home. Eating traditional foods, 
such as bannock, strengthens participants’ cultural ties by reminding them of home, and 
evoking positive memories of sharing food with family.

Food-based activities have low participation barriers. 
At the New Beginnings building, community barbecues brought participants together from 
both the Lu’ma and Atira buildings (the adjacent building that shares the Heather Lands site 
with New Beginnings). Participants are used to receiving warm meals in the New Beginnings 
building kitchen for lunch and dinner, so going to a special event around food is not too much of 
a departure from their regular routine. Participants felt that it was a low-commitment activity, 
which increased their likelihood of participating. 

Sharing meals with others improves wellbeing. 
Eating alone is regularly associated with poor health and wellbeing. A 2012 study found that 
people who have a greater number of meal companions tend to report fewer depressive 
symptoms. Providing warm, welcoming environments where people can cook and share meals 
together can be one of the strongest ways to improve community health (Kimura et a., 2012). 

For participants who have experienced homelessness and food insecurity, it can take a long time 
to develop healthy and positive eating habits. Sharing meals with others can help form positive 
associations between food and social connection, and helps participants to develop healthier 
eating habits. 

Organize community BBQs
1
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Summer BBQ at New Beginnings
Image credit: Tim Sinclair, 2021
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Considerations for 
implementation
Materials: 

❏ Large outdoor tent
❏ Smoker, racks, and briquettes 
❏ Meat
❏ Commercial kitchen to prepare food
❏ Between seven and eight dish options
❏ Plates and cutlery
❏ Tables and chairs 
❏ Extra hands to help serve food and 

refreshments

Comfort of Elders and drummers, who were 
invited for the commemorative ceremony: 

❏ Honorariums for Elders
❏ Tables and chairs so Elders can get prepared
❏ Gifts for drummers
❏ Extra chairs for the drumming circle

Weather:

❏ If it is hot or rainy, people need comfortable 
places to sit, such as a covered or shaded 
area.

Participants felt connected to their home 
and culture. 
Participants responded positively to the smoker 
and BBQ events. The food served at the events 
brought back memories of home for many 
participants, and satisfied some of their cultural 
food cravings. 

Participants connected with Elders.
Building a trusting relationship with an Elder can 
take time, but it is often a rewarding process and 
can be an essential part of participants’ healing 
journeys. The barbecues offered participants a 
casual setting in which to meet and connect with 
Elders. A few participants talked with Elders for a 
couple of hours, and stayed for the entire drum 
ceremony. Although participants were shy to be 
part of the drum circle, the barbecue event 
provided them the space to just be there and 
watch, without needing to actively participate. This 
speaks to the importance of offering a space where 
participants can join cultural programming in a 
passive and non-distracting way, without having to 
commit to staying for more than a few minutes.

Participants gained positive experiences 
around food and social interaction.
Surveyed participants cited food-based events as 
some of their favourites out of all the programming 
that Lu’ma organized during this project. They 
particularly enjoyed the opportunity to feast on 
recipes created for a special occasion. Having 
regular and secure access to food is important for 
participants transitioning out of homelessness to 
feel healthy and stable. 

Key outcomes & 
benefits
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Lu’ma staff suggested providing a dessert later 
on in the event, so that people stay at the 
barbecue longer. For instance, participants 
could be invited to first share the meal 
together, then participate in activities with 
Elders, and then wrap up with a dessert. 

Staff suggested enhancing the drumming or 
cultural activities offered at the BBQ to allow 
people to stay longer, and to encourage shy 
participants to participate. 

● For instance, people could bring their 
own small drum and have it blessed by 
an Elder while they eat. 

● Always consider a variety of drummers, 
including women, to ensure residents 
feel comfortable participating. 

● Inviting both men and women Elders 
helps to ensure a safe space. At Lu’ma’s 
barbecues, an equal proportion of men 
and women participants joined the 
activities.

Future 
opportunities

Staff suggested connecting with staff and 
managers at other TMH developments (for 
example, the Atira building), to include them 
and participants from other buildings in 
shared events. Although participants from 
Atira’s building arrived at the event, most of 
them didn’t know that it was taking place. 
Giving people notice a few days before will help 
participants get organized and increase 
attendance rates. 

Participants mentioned a need for more 
seating opportunities: there were not enough 
tables at the event to allow people to 
comfortably eat their food.

Staff suggested creating a photo booth for 
participants, using the cameras from the 
photovoice project (Tested action 4). Many 
participants don’t have family pictures in their 
units, and would appreciate being able to take 
home photos of themselves with friends and 
neighbours to remember the event by.

Summer BBQ at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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The New Beginnings building has a small 
courtyard with some raised gardening beds. 
For the past few years, participants and staff 
have been using the beds to grow a 
community garden. This year, participants and 
staff chose to incorporate more traditional 
plants such as sage, sweetgrass, and tobacco. 
The participants also chose to incorporate 
flowers to attract pollinators.  

Tested action 

Why is this action important? 
Community gardens help build social connections and create positive health 
outcomes. 
Community gardens build resilience by strengthening neighbour relationships and improving 
access to healthy food options. Community gardens can alleviate food insecurity issues for 
people able to garden. Researchers found that gardening households had 1.4 times more fruit 
and vegetable intake compared to those who did not garden. Community gardens also foster 
strong connections between neighbours (Alaimo et al, 2010).

Access to nature reduces stress and increases feelings of trust.
When people can immerse themselves in nature on a daily basis, they report higher levels of 
happiness, curiosity and fascination. Residents who live close to green areas trust others more 
and have stronger social ties. 

Community gardens allow Indigenous participants to connect with traditional 
and medicinal food sources. 
Indigenous people in Canada experience a loss in the connection between land and food 
practices, due to the removal of their ancestral lands and the loss of traditional food sources. In 
Canada, Indigenous people — and especially those who have experienced homelessness — 
experience higher rates of degenerative diseases such as diabetes. Community gardens can 
help Indigenous participants to access traditional foods, reconnect with the land, and learn 
about food sovereignty (Sales & Welch, 2009).

Participate in a community garden
2
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Garden at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Materials: 

❏ Plants (seeds and seedlings)
❏ Soil 
❏ Tools
❏ Incubator trays
❏ Raised beds

Garden location:

❏ The New Beginnings building already had 
garden beds; however, other buildings 
might need to consider buying or building 
their own garden beds. Participants 
interested in woodwork could lead this 
activity. 

❏ The existing configuration of the New 
Beginnings garden worked well for a 
community garden. It received ample sun, 
and already had benches for people to sit on 
and enjoy the garden. Buildings thinking 
about starting a community garden will 
need to identify which locations will offer 
suitable sunlight for the types of plants 
participants want to grow. 

Participant knowledge: 

❏ Participants at the New Beginnings building 
needed to acquire more knowledge about 
gardens. For instance, plants needed to be 
watered, harvested, and planted on a fixed 
schedule due to the weather. This was 
challenging for staff to convey to 
participants. However, once participants 
started to learn more about the process, 
they understood it well and became curious 
to learn more.

Participants felt a sense of ownership and 
pride.
Watering the garden gives participants a task to 
accomplish. Participants feel pride when they 
successfully grow produce. When participants have 
friends over visiting the building, the garden is a 
common stop. 

The community garden provided 
participants with opportunities to 
collaborate. 
Gardening created a collaborative mindset among 
participants, because they had to coordinate 
watering (especially during very hot weather) with 
staff and other participants. Gardening together 
helps participants feel like they are a part of 
something greater than themselves. Both 
participants and staff were enthusiastic about 
gardening: they enjoyed the planting and 
harvesting aspect. Some participants took 
ownership of plants, for instance zucchinis, and 
shared the harvest with others. 

Participants gained access to healthy 
food. 
Harvested produce, like zucchinis, green onions, 
and chard, were included in the participants’ daily 
meals. Additionally, participants were observed 
snacking on strawberries and peas. 

The community garden allowed 
participants to grow traditional medicinal 
plants.
The garden’s medicinal plants, such as sage and 
tobacco, generated a lot of interest among 
participants. Although these only represented a 
small area of what was planted, they were sources 
of excitement for participants, thereby encouraging 
participation. Participants harvested the sage to 
create 15-20 bundles for smudging kits. 

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation
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Staff suggested creating enhanced 
programming to build excitement around 
gardening. For instance, staff can find and 
provide resources where participants can learn 
more about the growing seasons and harvest 
times for different types of plants. It would be 
helpful to place small booklets or signs with 
watering instructions next to any seeds that 
have been planted. 

Staff suggested connecting with Indigenous 
gardening organizations and Elders to provide 
direction and learning opportunities 
surrounding traditional plants. 

Future 
opportunities

Garden at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Ribbon skirts and shirts are a traditional and 
modern piece of Indigenous clothing. These 
garments are often worn for special occasions, 
such as to celebrate National Aboriginal day. 
For this event, Lu’ma staff provided materials 
and tools to participants, and invited an Elder 
to provide sewing expertise, guidance and 
assistance to participants. The activity took 
place in the New Beginnings common area, 
using tables and chairs. This activity had taken 
place at New Beginnings previously, and 
participants had requested another 
opportunity to make a ribbon skirt or shirt.  

Tested action 

Why is this action important? 
For Indigenous participants, making traditional clothing re-connects them 
with their culture and builds a sense of pride.

Ribbon skirts are a symbol of resilience, sacredness, and survival that isn’t bound to one 
specific tribe. Historically, ribbon skirts were sewn from animal hide and decorated with 
natural paint. More recently, skirts have been made with cotton fabric and decorated 
with colourful ribbons (Pepin, 2021). Lu’ma opted for the latter option. This item of 
clothing can remind Indigenous participants of their culture and home. For individuals 
who have experienced homelessness, choosing and making new items of clothing 
brings a sense of pride and agency. 

Make ribbon shirts and skirts
3
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Participant sewing at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Materials: 

❏ Sewing machines
❏ Fabric
❏ Ribbons
❏ Thread
❏ Tables and chairs

Challenges: 

❏ Attendance for this event was low. Staff try 
to meet people where they are at, but it was 
difficult to get participants to commit to the 
event. Many showed interest but ultimately 
did not attend. 

❏ Covid posed challenges to people’s habits 
and engagement with activities.

❏ Participants working through addiction can 
struggle to reconnect with their culture. 

❏ Ideally, this activity would have taken place 
in the cultural room; however, the room in 
New Beginnings is too small. Instead, staff 
hosted the activity in the building’s shared 
open space. This location allowed passersby 
to peek in and momentarily join, but still 
only provided enough space for four people 
to participate at once.

Participants felt connected to culture and 
home.
Making traditional items of clothing helps 
participants connect with their culture, and reflect 
on some of their past experiences from home. Many 
participants made an item of clothing not for 
themselves, but for a family member such as a 
partner or child. 

Participants connected with and learned 
from Elders, furthering their healing 
processes. 
Participants that attended the event spent 
significant time with the visiting Elder. Staff noted 
that forming relationships with Elders is very 
important for residents’ healing process. 

Participants felt a sense of autonomy and 
pride.
People feel a sense of autonomy and pride when 
they make their own creative decisions. During this 
activity, participants choose the designs for their 
ribbon skirts or shirts themselves. Some picked 
colours based on their Nation’s colours, while others 
picked colours for aesthetic reasons. 

Participants learned and practiced a new 
skill.
Some participants had never used a sewing 
machine before. Therefore, the Elder played an 
important role in supporting and guiding 
participants through this activity, and helping them 
feel comfortable enough to make mistakes.

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation
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Staff suggested providing more incentives for 
people to participate, such as by offering gift 
cards. Staff could also allow participants to 
invite a friend to join them, which may help 
them feel less anxious and more supported. 

Staff suggested creating interest around the 
event by posting photos of different types of 
ribbon skirts. The skirts can be varied, and 
created out of other materials such as felt. 

Staff suggested providing more intermediate 
sewing and workshop opportunities, for those 
who want to continue building their skills.

Participants suggested organizing a regular 
and ongoing time where sewing machines are 
set up and participants can come work on 
projects at their own pace. 

In late Fall 2021, Lu’ma held a first 
drum-making session, where 10 participants 
made large drums. 

Future 
opportunities

Drum making at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Many participants have lost family photos and 
memories through displacement and 
homelessness. Creating new memories 
through active photography can help them 
build a sense of home and belonging. This 
activity used instant cameras, so that 
participants could take photos, see the results 
immediately, and post them in their home or 
common areas. To showcase participants’ 
photos, staff organized a poster contest that 
combined collage and photography. 

Tested action 

Why is this action important? 
Collaborative creative projects allow participants to engage in self-reflection 
and increase feelings of belonging.
Collaborative art leads to lower levels of stress, higher levels of perceived social support, 
and increased feelings of belonging and inclusion (Moody & Finney, 2012). Research 
shows that the option to choose is integral to human psychology (Leotti et al., 2010). 
Providing people with different options to express themselves helps fulfill this need 
(Salzano, Lindemann & Tronsky, 2013). 

A photovoice project is a participatory engagement method that allows operators and 
researchers to understand participants’ point of view, and allows participants to engage 
in critical reflection. Studies with low income communities have identified positive 
changes among participants who use photovoice including acquiring new knowledge 
and community awareness, improved self-perception, and expanded social networks 
(Budig et al., 2018).

Collaborative creative projects help participants have positive experiences 
with their neighbours. 
Photography and art allow people to express themselves in different ways. These activities give 
participants a creative outlet where they can contribute to the community and connect with 
their neighbours. For some participants, photography is a great opportunity to get out of their 
room and interact with their surroundings. 

Photovoice & poster contest
4
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Image credit: Agnes (New Beginnings 
Participant), personal photo collage 2021
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Materials:

❏ Instant cameras
❏ Camera film 
❏ Poster Board
❏ Magazines
❏ General art supplies

Logistics:

❏ Participants needed to learn how to use the 
camera, so having something user-friendly is 
important. 

❏ Staff developed a system to keep track of 
cameras since people wanted to use them in 
places beyond the building and borrow 
them for longer periods of time. 

❏ Once some participants started using the 
cameras, more people became interested in 
and curious about the activity. This effect is 
common: once someone decides to take the 
lead, other participants feel inspired and are 
more likely to participate. 

Challenges: 

❏ Posters and art displayed on other floors 
were sometimes damaged or vandalized, so 
staff chose to keep the display to the ground 
floor. 

Participants practiced self-expression 
through a creative outlet.
Operators noted that the collages represented 
different aspects of participants’ personalities. For 
instance, some very shy residents produced posters 
that shared part of their personality. One resident, 
who suffers from agoraphobia, even borrowed the 
camera and went for a small walk in the 
neighbourhood, demonstrating how creative 
projects can encourage participants to leave their 
comfort zone.  

Participants connected with each other in 
new ways.
The cameras helped participants connect with each 
other and with building staff. For instance, 
participants who are adept at photography shared 
their work, which generated a sense of pride for 
them. Another resident took a photo with staff 
members and most of their neighbours, 
demonstrating how the photovoice project 
successfully increased social interactions among 
participants. 

Participants explored their own story 
through photography and shared it with 
others.
The poster contest allowed participants to reflect on 
their own story, and communicate it in a creative 
way. In their collages, they combined symbols and 
images of their pasts with the new photos they took 
with friends or staff living at the building. One 
participant noted that they had put all their love 
into making their poster entry, illustrating the 
genuine joy that this activity fostered. 

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation
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Management suggested inviting staff to 
participate in the poster contest to inspire 
participants and encourage them to share 
their stories. 

Staff suggested setting a precedent where 
participants feel encouraged to put up art in 
the corridors and shared areas, regardless of 
organized events. 

Staff and participants suggested taking more 
photos during events to post around the 
building, to generate a sense of community 
and encourage people to attend future events. 

Staff suggested using organized events to 
encourage the use of the cameras, such as on 
a neighbourhood walk with a staff member. 

Staff suggested organizing photography 
workshops and tutorials to help participants 
build their skills and improve their confidence 
in taking photos. By building confidence, 
participants will be more likely to want to share 
their photos with staff and other residents. 

Future 
opportunities

Image credit: Zee (New Beginnings Participant), 
personal photo collage, 2021
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Lu’ma staff installed small whiteboards next to 
each participant’s doorway. The message 
boards offered a place for staff to post 
personalized notices, and participants to leave 
messages to their neighbours. 

Tested action 

Why is this action important? 
It can be difficult for participants to feel a sense of ownership. 
In TMH, every doorway is the same. The corridors are often plain, with white walls, artificial 
lighting, and low ceilings. When staff provide opportunities for participants to personalize their 
doorways, it gives participants a sense of agency and ownership over their space. Because the 
buildings are temporary, anything that allows people to feel more at home is important, and will 
help foster a sense of stability and belonging. 

Casual and passive interaction with neighbours can help build a sense of trust 
and increase opportunities to connect with others.
Causal interactions with neighbours, even through written messages, help build a sense of 
community. When encouraged to leave messages for each other, participants feel more 
responsible for their neighbors and build trust. Passive messages encourage a type of 
communication that doesn’t require commitment. Participants can take the first steps to 
developing new and meaningful friendships, without feeling immediately obligated to socialize. 

Message boards at each participant’s doorway
5
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Whiteboards at New Beginnings TMH, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Materials:

❏ Whiteboards
❏ Hardware to mount
❏ Markers and erasers
❏ Magnets

Challenges: 

❏ There have been some participants 
using the whiteboards to write negative 
messages. In general, these participants 
have trouble communicating with other 
people and have been involved in 
interpersonal conflicts, too. 

❏ Staff have been working on a 
case-by-case basis to show people what 
the whiteboards are intended for and 
what is not appropriate. Staff need to 
develop strategies to help people use 
the whiteboards appropriately.

Message boards provided participants 
with an alternative avenue of 
communication.

Some participants have been using the 
whiteboards to leave messages for staff and 
their neighbours when they are going to be 
away. Staff are also able to post notices and 
events on each participant’s board, to increase 
the chance that they can see it. 

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

Management suggested establishing a 
community meeting to discuss the 
whiteboards, so that people can learn about 
their intended use. 

Staff suggested encouraging positive 
interactions through the whiteboards, which 
can have a self-reinforcing effect on how other 
people use them. 

Staff suggested providing encouragement, 
such as through a contest or gift cards, to start 
positive interactions with the whiteboards. 

Future 
opportunities
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Lu’ma staff put together a smudging kit as a 
gift for each participant. Staff placed the 
smudging kits in individual boxes, which 
included an abalone shell with each 
participant’s name engraved, a feather, 
sweetgrass, sage, and matches. 

Tested action 

Why is this action important? 
Smudging is an important cultural activity for Indigenous participants, which 
helps boost their mood and cope with challenges.
The smudging ceremony is a cleansing ceremony for body, mind, and spirits. It is often practiced 
first thing in the morning, during meetings, or at events. The ceremony is facilitated by burning 
sacred medicine such as sage, sweetgrass, cedar and tobacco in a shell or wooden bowl. The 
smoke from the burning medicine is what people use to cleanse their bodies (Native Women's 
Association of Canada, 2014). 

Smudging is an important cultural activity for many Nations across Canada. For Indigenous 
participants, it represents an important part of healing and cleansing. Participants value 
receiving smudging from an Elder. The practice helps boost their mood when they are feeling 
sad and gives them a feeling of hope. 

Providing individualized kits to participants who have experienced 
homelessness builds trust and pride.
Operators and advocates noted that for participants who have experienced housing insecurity 
and homelessness, having their own place to store their things, where they don’t need to worry 
about theft, is very important. Further, receiving a thoughtful and individualized gift 
communicates to people that they are cared for.

Personalized smudging kits
6
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Personalized smudging kits for participants
Image credit: Tim Sinclair,  2021
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Materials:

❏ Abalone shell
❏ Engraver
❏ Boxes
❏ Feathers
❏ Matches 
❏ Sweetgrass
❏ Sage 

Logistics: 

❏ The community garden can be an ongoing 
source of sage for participants as they run 
out. At the New Beginnings building, staff 
have been able to save 15-20 bundles of sage 
from the garden. 

❏ A staff member took the time to engrave 
each one of the kits so they would be more 
personal.

❏ Smudging in rooms has not caused any 
issues so far, people open their windows or 
doors and the smoke alarms haven’t gone 
off. 

Participants feel appreciated and valued.
Participants greatly enjoyed receiving a 
personalized gift. The smudging kits generated a lot 
of excitement within the New Beginnings building. 
Only one participant out of 52 refused the gift. The 
fact that participants’ names were engraved in the 
kit made the gift feel more special and made 
participants feel more appreciated. 

This activity provides opportunities to 
practice smudging.
Staff noted that many participants have been using 
the kits in their rooms, as well as bringing them 
down to ceremonies with Elders. The kits have 
encouraged participants to talk with the Elder, 
which benefits their mental health. 

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

Staff suggested continuing to grow plants (and 
expanding) the cultural portion of the garden 
to provide continuous supplies for smudging 
kits.

Participants suggested creating a designated 
outdoor spot that is calm and safe where they 
can smudge.

Staff suggested providing participants with the 
opportunity to create a smudging kit or 
something similar when they want to give a 
gift of their own and celebrate a friend or 
family member. 

Future 
opportunities

Sage plant in the New Beginnings garden
Image credit: Happy City, 2021

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

       Personalized smudging kits

140



We listened to and collected staff and 
participant perspectives regarding the six 
tested actions. Near the end of the activities, 
we conducted a survey that 17% of the New 
Beginnings building participants answered. 
This survey measured 11 of the principles of 
wellbeing included in this project’s wellbeing 
framework. After analyzing the survey results, 
we discussed our findings with participants 
and staff to dive deeper into their meaning. 

Below, we present key insights from the 
surveys and discussions. The findings highlight 
the clear benefits to wellbeing participants 
gained from participating in cultural 
programming. It should be noted, however, 
that the information presented below reflects a 
small sample size from one TMH building in 
Vancouver. Future research can conduct an 
in-depth, peer-based evaluation of cultural 
activities at a larger scale  to develop a fuller 
understanding of the benefits for wellbeing. 

Below, we summarize the key insights from 
the survey and discussions.

1. Of the 52 participants in New 
Beginnings, most are casually interested 
in organized events and activities.

Operators of New Beginnings noted that, of 
the 52 participants, around 15% are often 
interested in events, 75% are sometimes 
interested, and 10% rarely engage with staff or 
other participants. 

Insights from 
staff and 
participants

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Question: Which activities did you enjoy 
the most so far?

Participant responses:

➔ Events around food
◆ BBQs
◆ Using the smoker

➔ Events to participate in cultural based 
arts

◆ Ribbon shirts and skirts
◆ Drummaking
◆ Sewing 
◆ Making blankets

➔ Other arts
◆ Photography
◆ Painting
◆ Making posters 

➔ Outdoor activities
◆ Gardening
◆ Walking
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Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

2. Participants are excited about cultural 
events, but past traumas can make it 
hard to fully participate. 
Staff noted that cultural activities generate a 
lot of excitement among participants. 
However, for participants dealing with 
addictions, trauma, and anxiety, organized 
activities can feel overwhelming and cause 
them to retreat. Participants express interest in 
joining activities, but substance use and 
mental health challenges can prevent them 
from fully participating. These challenges make 
planning unpredictable for staff. Further, low 
participation rates can be discouraging for 
staff, who work hard to organize activities.

3. Regular programming helps 
participants build a habit of participation.
Operators noted that holding more regular 
events can help participants feel less pressure, 
by providing them multiple opportunities to 
attend events and build new relationships. Half 
of the participants surveyed reported that they 
had formed a new social relationship during 
one of the events. 

4. Safety is an important consideration 
when organizing events.
Although all participants who responded to the 
survey reported feeling safe during the 
activities, a few mentioned some safety 
concerns around the New Beginnings building, 
such as the need for more security, increased 
staff presence at night, better noise control, 
and better lighting in outdoor areas. Some 
participants reported experiencing trauma in 
the neighbourhood, and not feeling safe 
walking around by themselves. 

Question: Why did you enjoy the 
activities?

Participant responses:

➔ Activities make me feel good inside
➔ Activities allow me to expand my mind 

and encourage me to learn
➔ Activities help me heal when I’m able 

to participate
➔ Activities help me change my mood 
➔ Activities give me a safe space to self 

reflect
➔ Activities give me peace of mind 
➔ Activities are allowing me to express 

myself more
➔ Activities are helping me to 

communicate
➔ I want to participate in activities that 

feed the heart
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5. Operators should consult with 
participants and use creative tools to 
encourage participation in events.

In the resident survey, the question measuring 
ease of participation was one of the 
lowest-scoring questions, with more than half 
of respondents experiencing regular barriers to 
participating in events. Participants noted 
barriers to participation that included not 
receiving enough advance notice, and not 
being able to fit the activities into their 
schedules. If staff are able to provide more 
frequent programming opportunities, 
participants can start to gain confidence, plan 
ahead, build trust, and feel encouraged to 
participate. 

Staff work their hardest to be supportive, 
encouraging, and to improve access to events. 
Asking participants what they are most 
interested in is an important way to make sure 
the right events are being offered. In addition, 
the presence of Elders is critical during events 
to provide guidance to staff and participants. 
Indigenous participants have a lot of respect 
for Elders, and value their insights and counsel. 
Where appropriate, participants that attend 
events frequently can play a role in 
encouraging others — who may be more 
hesitant — to join in. Offering rewards, or a fun 
event such as a poster contest, can help 
participants take the initial step into the 
activities. 

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Question: What activities would you like 
to take part in in the future? 

Participant responses: 

➔ Talking circles just for women
➔ More physical activities 

◆ Swimming (in ocean or lake) 
◆ Walking in the neighbourhood 

➔ Sweat lodge
➔ Peer support activities, such as peer 

mentoring
➔ Creative opportunities

◆ Photography
◆ Arts
◆ Crafts

➔ More food-based events
◆ Eating with others 

➔ Gardening opportunities within the 
larger community

◆ Planting trees
◆ Harvesting plants or bark

Sweat Urban sweat lodge in Toronto
Image credit: Chris Young, 2016
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Section 7: 
Roadmap for 
implementing four 
policy shifts to boost 
wellbeing in TMH
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This section outlines four 
policy shifts that will improve 
wellbeing in TMH, by enabling 
stakeholders to implement the 
high-impact actions identified 
in Section 5. 

What are the policy shifts? 

Policy shifts are suggested changes to 
funding, legislative, design, and operating 
processes to promote wellbeing in TMH. 
High-level policy shifts are necessary to ensure 
that actions to promote wellbeing are 
consistently applied across the TMH system, 
and that stakeholders have the ability to 
implement these actions effectively. Each of 
the four policy shifts in this section includes a 
description, the existing barriers it addresses, 
the steps needed for success, and the potential 
positive outcomes such a shift could achieve. 
We also identify the group of stakeholders that 
should be involved to maximize its success.

Understanding 
the policy shifts

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

The four recommended 
policy shifts are:

Policy Shift 1: Develop a 
Community of Practice to 
improve knowledge sharing and 
build capacity around wellbeing 
in TMH

Policy Shift 2: Streamline the 
development process of TMH to 
enable flexibility in the design 
process

Policy Shift 3: Develop a rapid 
engagement process that 
provides flexible tools to 
co-create with end-users 

Policy Shift 4: Prioritize funding 
for TMH that centres participant 
wellbeing
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How were the policy shifts 
developed?

The four policy shifts emerged from thorough 
engagement with Vancouver’s TMH industry 
stakeholders, including architects, builders, 
operators, staff, advocates, planners, policy 
makers, and people with lived experience of 
homelessness. Using the high-impact actions 
outlined in Section 5 as a starting point, we 
analyzed the barriers to implementing each 
action and identified the systemic changes 
required to reduce these barriers. From this 
analysis, we identified the four key policy 
shifts, which represent a new mindset for the 
housing industry. Specifically, these policy 
shifts seek to foster an environment where 
stakeholders centre end-users’ wellbeing in 
their decision-making processes, and 
collaborate to create effective and contextual 
solutions that reflect the innovative nature of 
TMH. 

How do the policy shifts build on 
the strategies and actions 
identified in Section 5?

Section 5 outlines strategies and actions that 
will improve wellbeing in TMH through 
planning, design, construction, and operations. 
However, within the current TMH system, 
there are a number of policy barriers that 
prevent stakeholders from implementing 
these recommendations. This section 
therefore focuses on the policy shifts that 
housing organizations, funders, and 
municipalities must pursue in order to enable 
the actions laid out in Section 5. Specifically, 
we identify the current barriers to the 
high-impact actions, and outline the ways in 
which each policy shift can reduce these 
barriers through co-creative, collaborative 
solutions.

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Y-Cube Temporary modular housing, London
Image credit: Rogers Stirk Harbour + Partners 146



Roadmap outlining four policy 
shifts to improve wellbeing in TMH

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Policy shift 1: Develop a 
Community of Practice to 
improve knowledge 
sharing and build capacity 
around wellbeing in TMH

Policy shift 2: Streamline the 
development process of 
TMH to enable flexibility in 
the design process

Policy shift 3: Develop a rapid 
engagement process that 
provides flexible tools to 
co-create with end-users

Policy shift 4: Prioritize funding 
for TMH that centres 
participant wellbeing

Timeline: This shift should be 
implemented in the short-term.
The Community of Practice is a catalyst 
for policy shifts 2, 3 and 4.

Timeline: This shift should be 
implemented in the medium-term. 
This policy shift is enabled by policy 
shift 1. A streamlined development 

process allows for wellbeing-centered 
design.

Timeline: This shift should be 
implemented in the 
medium-term. 
This policy shift is enabled by 
policy shifts 1 and 2. Rapid 
engagement provides data on 
end-user needs to support 
wellbeing-centered TMH funding.

Timeline: This shift should be 
implemented in the long-term.

This policy shift is enabled by policy 
shifts 1, 2, and 3. Best practices for 

funding, design, building and 
operation of wellbeing-focused TMH  

collected by the Community of 
Practice.

147



The CoP would create a supportive and 
inclusive environment for stakeholders to share 
their experiences and lessons learned. It would 
enable stakeholders to form partnerships to 
tackle issues, organize more technical task 
forces, manage and collect knowledge 
resources, and develop tools to help improve 
the design, programming, and funding of TMH. 
Because developing TMH with a wellbeing lens 
is a fairly new concept, a Community of 
Practice is important to help establish best 
practices.

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

1
Develop a Community of Practice to 
improve knowledge sharing and build 
capacity around wellbeing in TMH

Policy shift

What is the desired 
outcome of this 
policy shift?

A permanently funded Community 
of Practice (CoP) supports current 
and prospective TMH stakeholders 
in understanding how the TMH 
development process can impact 
end-users’ wellbeing.

Timeline for implementation: 
Short-term 

Who are the stakeholders responsible for 
leading this policy shift?
CMHC would be a logical leader in the creation of a CoP, as other CoPs with a 
Canada-wide focus tend to be under the umbrella of a federal organization. CMHC 
already curates the Expert Community on Housing, so this would be a natural 
evolution or addition to the work they do.

Alternatively, provincial housing authorities can support CoPs within their 
province. A provincial CoP would be less impactful than a national CoP, due to the 
narrower scope.

Finally, not-for-profit or housing sector organizations could provide a neutral 
space to develop ideas and approaches. 
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What existing barriers 
does this policy shift 
address?
Few opportunities to understand the 
whole system
Stakeholders have few opportunities to 
connect with actors from different parts of the 
TMH system, outside the scope of a specific 
project. 

Few opportunities to connect and 
learn with peers
Designers and operators have few 
opportunities to share lessons learned with 
each other. This lack of communication results 
in each individual or organization trying to 
resolve the same issues on their own, using up 
energy and resources that could be spent 
elsewhere.  

No central knowledge repository
There is no central source to share knowledge 
about TMH, which creates inefficiencies for 
stakeholders and uses up limited resources. 

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Few opportunities to build on existing 
knowledge
Municipalities who are developing TMH for the 
first time often don’t have a starting point to 
reference. For instance, municipalities, such as 
Vancouver, are experienced in delivering TMH 
but there is no consolidated source that brings 
together the knowledge the City has built 
through experience. 

Few opportunities for high-level 
reflection
Due to the rapid development timelines, 
individuals working to deliver projects don’t 
have the capacity to reach out to others and 
reflect on learnings. 
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What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 1.1: Allocate permanent Federal, 
Provincial, or Municipal funding for 
the Community of Practice to ensure 
long-term success

The Community of Practice should serve as 
a central repository for knowledge sharing 
within the TMH industry. 

Funding is primarily required for a skilled 
coordinator and to manage knowledge 
collected by the CoP. 

Step 1.3: Ensure that diverse 
stakeholders are included in the 
group

A diversity of backgrounds and expertise 
can be achieved through intentional 
invitations or through the use of quotas, 
whichever is more appropriate.

A diversity of stakeholders will help connect 
stakeholders both vertically and horizontally. 
For instance, provincial, federal, and municipal 
decision-makers should invite advocates, staff, 
and operators to be heard, and incorporate 
their feedback into high-level decision-making.

Step 1.2: Ensure that the CoP builds on 
existing resources

Build on existing formal or informal 
communities of practice and engage with 
them to ensure that an efficient and 
organized system emerges.

For instance, there is already an informal 
community of practice for supportive housing 
providers in Vancouver. 
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What will this policy 
shift achieve?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

2.2 Create 
flexible guest 

policies 

2.8 Host a safe 
space for 

participants’ 
ideas

Strategy 2: Adapt TMH programming and 
policies to support kinship connections. 

9.2 Help 
participants 

develop life skills

9.9 Support 
informal 
income- 

generating 
opportunities

Strategy 9: Provide skills-training and informal 
employment opportunities in TMH. 

4.2 Ensure that 
supportive 
services are 

optimized to 
support 

participants

4.9 Improve 
funding models

Strategy 4: Provide spaces within TMH for 
supportive services.

Operators have a dedicated task force to 
ensure that they have opportunities to share 
resources and create efficiencies for 
themselves. Operators could identify 
resources that would help them work more 
efficiently. For instance, there could be a 
fully-trained shared staff force that could work 
at different TMH buildings to fill gaps in 
staffing.

Example actions that this policy enables:  

Stakeholders have opportunities to 
connect outside the scope of a particular 
project by meeting through the CoP and 
strategizing integrated solutions.

Example actions that this policy enables:  

Municipalities can share learnings with 
each other and save time and resources 
by accessing consolidated information.

Example actions that this policy enables:  
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When design teams understand the 
possibilities and limitations of TMH 
construction, they can find opportunities for 
design innovations that support wellbeing 
within the scope of TMH. For example, a 
national, open-source standard on modular 
housing design would make it easier for 
builders to design TMH without worrying 
about risk and liability. A federal, provincial, or 
municipal mandate to fast-track planning 
approval for TMH would free up project 
resources for co-creation with end-users. 
Finally, a Canada-wide process to support 
municipalities in identifying appropriate TMH 
sites can further simplify the process for TMH 
developers. 

2
Streamline the development process of 
TMH to enable flexibility in the design 
process

Policy shift

What is the desired 
outcome of this 
policy shift?

A streamlined development 
process that is easier to navigate, 
cheaper to conduct, and frees up 
resources to spend on actions that 
really matter for participant 
wellbeing. 

Timeline for implementation: 
Medium-term 

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Who are the stakeholders responsible for 
leading this policy shift?
A funded Community of Practice on supportive or temporary modular housing 
can lead the knowledge sharing aspects of streamlining the TMH development 
process. 

RFP-issuing authorities from the three levels of government can reform the RFP 
process to provide opportunities for engagement and innovation within the design 
process. 

Municipalities and provincial authorities can pass legislation that mandates the 
streamlining of planning approval processes for supportive housing projects.

152



What existing barriers 
does this policy shift 
address?
Few opportunities to explore new 
partnerships to find TMH sites
Currently, TMH is only located on city-owned 
land, which means that it is not necessarily 
distributed evenly across neighbourhoods.

Few opportunities to access 
consolidated information about TMH
Modular construction is fairly new to BC and 
involves technical challenges, such as limited 
module sizes and spans, finding enough space 
for mechanical systems, and having enough 
space on-site to crane the modules in. Design 
teams can use up a lot of resources just trying 
to understand these limitations. 

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Few resources to navigate a difficult 
approvals process
TMH tends to be located in established 
neighborhoods, where planning approvals can 
be difficult, expensive and contentious. The 
planning and approval process can cost 
anywhere between five and 15 percent of the 
total project cost. For non-profit developers, it 
can be difficult to find funding for these 
pre-development costs. 

Few tools to effectively counteract 
stigmatizing discourse
New supportive housing developments 
generally face backlash grounded in stigma 
from surrounding neighbours. Stigmatizing 
discourse can be powerful and escalate quickly. 
Dealing with this opposition costs time, effort, 
and resources, hampering each new TMH 
project.

Image credit: Happy City, 2021 153



What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 2.3: Create a national TMH 
standard to make it easier for 
municipalities, architects and builders 
to design and deliver TMH

Provide plan options, tried-and-tested 
building systems strategies, and cost 
information for design teams to build from. 

Design options could include differently sized 
suites, flexible partitions in common areas, and 
a range of supportive service spaces. These 
standard design options could be vetted by 
operators and staff to ensure that they are 
viable and flexible enough to accommodate 
specific needs for each site.

Step 2.1: Develop guidelines that 
communicate the pros and cons of 
different types of modular 
construction 

There are different options when 
considering what type of rapid housing to 
build. Many municipalities do not have 
experience, so it can be difficult for them to 
select the right type. 

For example, temporary sites make it difficult 
for builders and operators to ensure 
accessibility and foster a sense of community; 
however, they allow municipalities to lower 
costs by not having to purchase land. 

Step 2.2: Develop an evaluation tool to 
select TMH building sites

Develop an evaluation method to assess 
how each new TMH building could fit into a 
proposed community, so that municipalities 
can decide which site is best suited for a 
given project. 

For instance, a potential site might be a better 
fit for TMH dedicated to women or Indigenous 
participants depending on the amenities, 
services, and existing demographics of the 
neighborhood.
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What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 2.4: Develop an alternative 
procurement process for TMH 

Designers and builders have noted that 
streamlining the current RFP process could 
increase opportunities for co-creation. 

In a typical TMH procurement process in British 
Columbia, BC Housing puts out a bid to 
selected builders. The cost for responding to 
this RFP can be up to $500,000 in staff time 
(amongst bidders and issuing staff). Part of this 
budget could be re-allocated by distributing 
the work among the qualified bidders rather 
than holding a traditional bidding process. By 
doing so, the projects could be pre-costed, 
which would help control quality, compared to 
the current competitive process in which the 
lowest bidder wins. Alternatively, RFP-issuing 
authorities can streamline engagement with 
end-users to help shape the RFP before it is 
issued.

Step 2.5: Implement fast-tracked 
development application processes 
for modular supportive housing

Vancouver succeeded in quickly 
implementing TMH in part due to a zoning 
exception for modular housing, which  
fast-tracked TMH applications through the 
system and bypassed the regular approval 
process

Many municipalities have lengthy 
development processes that prevent rapid 
housing solutions such as TMH from getting off 
the ground. National guidelines on how to 
fast-track TMH applications will enable 
municipalities to implement their own 
development process. In addition, 
municipalities need to allow supportive and 
affordable housing to be built in mixed-use 
areas of the city, or create zoning exceptions for 
mixed-use buildings in residential areas. 
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What will this policy 
shift achieve?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

7.2 Locate TMH 
close to transit 

and other 
supportive 

services

6.1 Provide units 
for parents and 
their children

Strategy 7: Locate TMH buildings within 
a 10-minute walk to core services and 
amenities.

Strategy 6: Offer flexible, functional, and 
accessible TMH units.

7.1 Locate TMH 
close to existing 

or planned 
affordable 
housing

Strategy 7: Locate TMH buildings within 
a 10-minute walk to core services and 
amenities.

8.1 Provide 
spaces for 

participants to 
interact with the 

community

Strategy 8: Provide options for TMH 
participants to engage with the wider 
community.

6.4 Offer 
elevator access

7.3 Locate TMH 
in safe 

neighbourhoods

7.7 Explore 
hybrid 

construction

8.8 Organize 
intentional 

conversations 
with the 

community

Municipalities have clear guidance on 
selecting the type of TMH they want to 
develop (ie. temporary or permanent) by 
understanding the limitations and benefits 
of different options. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 

Municipalities have clear guidance on 
where TMH should be placed within the 
city by understanding site selection 
criteria. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 

 

Municipalities remove barriers to 
developing TMH by providing a 
streamlined procurement process and 
implementing fast-track development 
processes.

Example actions that this policy enables: 

Municipalities have effective 
communications strategies that address 
stigmatizing discourse by engaging with 
communications and human behaviour 
experts to develop effective messaging 
against stigmatizing discourse using 
existing stories from TMH. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 
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The engagement tools can complement 
knowledge collected by the CoP (see Policy 
Shift 1), as design teams will have access to 
relevant, already-collected information that can 
act as a starting point for engagement tailored 
to a particular building’s end users. Further, 
teams can compare the information collected 
during their own engagement processes with 
knowledge/learnings from the Community of 
Practice. Ready-to-use engagement tools 
would facilitate an efficient co-creative process 
without delaying the construction of TMH 
units—which can be a matter of life or death 
for participants who are experiencing 
homelessness and waiting for housing.

3
Develop a rapid engagement process 
that provides flexible tools to co-create 
with end-users

Policy shift

What is the desired 
outcome of this 
policy shift?

Ready-to-use engagement tools 
enable co-creation with end-users 
(operators, staff and participants) 
within the scope of a very rapid 
TMH development process. 

Timeline for implementation: 
Medium-term 

Who are the stakeholders responsible for 
leading this policy shift?
The Community of Practice (see Policy Shift 1) or another similar entity should 
develop and share ready-to-use engagement tools and invite an advisory group of 
end-users with lived experience. The CoP should empower end-users to have a 
significant and meaningful role in designing the engagement process and provide 
feedback based on their lived experience.  

CMHC and provincial housing authorities must support these efforts by 
providing funding and mandating these steps in RFPs or funding criteria.

Policy shift 1 2 3 4
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What existing barriers 
does this policy shift 
address?
Few opportunities to engage with 
end-users during funding and design
The current funding, design, and building 
processes to develop TMH do not include 
opportunities to engage end-users due to the 
speed of the development timeline. The short 
timelines are built in at the RFP stage, where 
design teams do not have a direct relationship 
with end-users. 

Few stakeholders want to risk adding 
more voices to the process
Stakeholders are hesitant to involve end-users 
in the development process due to fears of 
delaying project timelines and increasing 
budgets. When more stakeholders are added 
to a development process, time is required to 
discuss differing priorities in an equitable way. 

Few opportunities to pre-select 
operators at the funding stage
End-users are often unknown until near the 
end of the construction process, by which time 
key design decisions have already been made. 
 

Few design teams have the 
knowledge to engage marginalized 
participants in a meaningful way
To meaningfully engage Indigenous and other 
participants from equity-seeking groups, TMH 
developers need to incorporate equity-based 
engagement approaches, which require 
expertise and time to develop relationships 
with community leaders. 

Few opportunities to engage users 
after they move in and through their 
transition into permanent housing
Once the building is occupied, there is no 
consistent feedback loop between funders, 
builders, designers, and operators to 
understand the post-occupancy challenges 
and successes. This represents a missed 
opportunity for funders, municipalities and 
design teams to learn from people with lived 
experience and understand challenges from a 
user-centred perspective. 

Policy shift 1 2 3 4
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What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 3.2: Create an advisory group of 
end-users with diverse lived 
experiences who can offer rapid 
feedback

This advisory group can provide feedback to 
design teams and RFP-issuing authorities on 
the process, design, and delivery of TMH.

If end-users are unknown, design teams can 
work with a general advisory group of 
end-users, organized through the Community 
of Practice, to identify the potential needs of 
future participants.

Step 3.3: Implement peer-to-peer 
engagement methods 

RFP-issuing authorities mandate that 
peer-to-peer engagement methods be used 
to engage end-users. 

These methods provide an opportunity for 
participants to build a sense of community and 
take charge of the engagement process. 
Peer-led engagement can also provide 
income-generating and skill-building 
opportunities for participants.

Step 3.1 Develop ready-to-use 
engagement tools and strategies for 
design teams

In order to achieve equitable engagement 
within a rapid housing process, 
municipalities should develop a rapid 
engagement process. 

They should consult with engagement experts 
that have experience working with vulnerable 
populations, and create a ready-to-use strategy 
for design teams. 
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What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 3.4: Create safe spaces and 
approaches to involve vulnerable or 
racialized participants

The CoP can provide advice on how to 
ensure that Indigenous participants are 
properly compensated and supported if they 
chose to participate in the engagement 
process. 

In Vancouver, Indigenous people are 
overrepresented among TMH participants 
when compared with the City’s general 
population. If municipalities and design teams 
listen and invite Indigenous people to share 
their experiences in housing, it can help build 
understanding and empathy. 

Step 3.5: Provide easy channels to 
receive feedback from end-users

The Community of Practice should create a 
method to consistently record participant 
and staff needs over time, in which 
operators can enter information into a 
standardized online system. 

This data can be shared with different 
stakeholders in the system and inform their 
core design decisions.

160



What will this policy 
shift achieve?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

3.1 Include a 
spiritual room

3.7 Include a 
debrief suite for 

elders

Strategy 3: Embed culture in TMH 
design

4.1 Locate 
supportive 

services 
centrally within 

the building

4.10 Centre 
participant 

voices

Strategy 4: Provide spaces within TMh 
for supportive services.

5.2 Create an 
accessible and 

comfortable 
safe 

consumption 
room

5.8 Consider a 
larger space for 

safe 
consumption

Strategy 5: Adopt a harm reduction 
approach in all TMH buildings

6.7 Create 
ventilated 
corridors

6.8 Control 
temperature and 

noise

Strategy 6: Offer flexible, functional, and 
accessible TMH units

User-centred TMH buildings include 
appropriate programming and design 
elements that have been vetted by 
representative end-users. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 

Engagement is a required part of 
developing TMH, and design teams have 
access to rapid-engagement tools 
developed by the Community of Practice.

Example actions that this policy enables:  

The Community of Practice provides 
channels for information sharing 
between end-users, decision makers and 
design teams, which creates a continuous 
feedback loop to improve wellbeing in 
TMH. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 

TMH designers develop high-quality, 
easy-to-maintain buildings that support 
participant health. Developers consider 
long-term operational and maintenance 
costs by collecting post-occupancy 
feedback.

Example actions that this policy enables: 
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Wellbeing-centered housing enables 
participants to heal, create social networks, and 
build a pathway to wellbeing, decreasing their 
chance of re-experiencing homelessness, and 
improve their ability to transition into 
permanent housing in the long term. By 
developing a clear methodology to measure 
participant wellbeing in housing, funders can 
understand which housing options best 
support participant wellbeing. Funders can 
then allocate resources to fill existing housing 
gaps, such as the need for more culturally 
appropriate housing to support Indigenous 
people. At the same time, funders and 
municipalities should work together to remove 
the technical, financial, and cultural barriers 
that prevent the construction of affordable and 
supportive housing options.

4 Prioritize funding for TMH that centres 
participant wellbeing

Policy shift

What is the desired 
outcome of this 
policy shift?

Funders allocate resources to 
increase the supply of 
wellbeing-centered TMH housing 
stock, while working to remove 
existing barriers to adequate 
housing supply. 

Timeline for implementation: 
Long-term

Who are the stakeholders responsible for 
leading this policy shift?
A Community of Practice (see Policy Shift 1) or CMHC can fund, oversee or 
conduct research on how to measure wellbeing in TMH and its financial and social 
benefits. CMHC can also amend the type of housing data it already collects to 
address data needs for the supportive housing sector.

RFP-issuing authorities for supportive housing can amend their funding or RFP 
criteria to prioritize culturally appropriate and wellbeing-centered housing 
approaches. Teams that demonstrate an understanding of these approaches 
should gain extra points in their assessment criteria. 

Municipalities and provincial authorities must allocate appropriate sites for 
supportive housing in mixed-use, transit-oriented communities so that 
participants can easily access services and employment. 

Operators and staff of temporary modular housing need to evaluate participant 
wellbeing in their own buildings. 

Policy shift 1 2 3 4
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What existing barriers 
does this policy shift 
address?
Few methods to understand 
wellbeing in TMH
 In order to understand the wellbeing impact 
of TMH, stakeholders must consider peoples’ 
different identities and the complex challenges 
each participant faces. There is no industry 
standard method to collect data about how 
TMH space design impacts participant 
wellbeing.

   
Not enough housing supply that 
supports wellbeing
There is a lack of overall housing supply, 
especially for vulnerable participants who 
continue to experience homelessness. People 
are often placed on waitlists for several years 
before being able to access supportive or 
affordable housing. When they do finally 
receive housing, the buildings often do not 
meet their participants’ needs, and fail to 
support participants’ wellbeing. 
 

No consolidated database of existing 
housing options and their relation to 
wellbeing
Without a central knowledge base, funders 
may not know which housing options to focus 
their resources on. Currently, there are few 
housing options to bridge the gaps between 
shelters and supportive housing, and between 
supportive housing and rental housing, which 
hinders participants’ ability to move towards 
permanent housing. 

Few opportunities for design or 
programming innovations to support 
wellbeing
Current funding mechanisms come with 
specific clauses that limit innovative solutions 
and exclude additional programming such as 
cultural services.

Policy shift 1 2 3 4
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What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 4.3: Develop methodologies to 
measure wellbeing with participants 
and community groups:

Engage and compensate housing operators 
and participants to decide on engagement 
methodologies.

When developing evaluation methods, 
organizations should build from methods 
already being used in the community. Collect 
feedback through focus groups or interviews to 
develop a participant-driven engagement 
methodology.

Step 4.2: Develop a widely accepted 
definition of the different types of 
social and supportive housing

Clear definitions of different housing types 
would help standardize housing options 
across municipalities. 

Currently in BC, there is no widely accepted 
definition of the different types of supportive 
housing. For instance, having standard 
operating, construction costs and supportive 
service requirements could help funders and 
municipalities determine project parameters 
from the outset. 

Step 4.1: Collect and analyze housing 
data related to supportive housing

Municipalities should conduct a thorough 
study of existing housing options on a local 
scale to understand the gaps and prioritize 
funding decisions.  

Currently, housing data is not easily accessible 
or widely used. As a result, municipalities don’t 
have a full picture of what is happening within 
their city. Where housing data does exist, it 
often doesn’t consider wellbeing. 

Step 4.4: Collect and disseminate 
evidence on the importance of 
culturally appropriate housing

Collect evidence and narratives that show 
the positive outcomes of culturally 
appropriate housing, as well as the negative 
impacts of housing that doesn’t support 
cultural needs. 

Use successful examples of culturally 
appropriate housing to demonstrate that best 
practices result from projects where funders 
allocated financial resources towards a 
user-centred approach.
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What are the steps 
needed to ensure 
success?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

Step 4.7: Produce metrics to make a 
financial case for wellbeing in TMH

The Community of Practice, supported by 
Provincial housing authorities, should 
develop metrics that clearly demonstrate 
the positive outcomes of TMH for 
participants to prove that certain upfront 
costs provide financial benefits in the long 
term. 

For instance, adding a larger common area 
with the right supportive services increases 
people’s likelihood of success in transitioning 
out of homelessness, and reduces costs for 
emergency services to the building.

Step 4.6: Document and disseminate 
stories about the positive health, 
social, and financial outcomes for 
TMH participants

Success stories can be powerful tools to 
counter stigmatizing discourse. 

New municipalities developing TMH should 
document the process and collect stories, as 
testimonials can help make future projects 
easier to introduce into the community. 

Step 4.5: Develop pilot studies to 
understand how the monthly cost of 
housing impacts participants’ 
housing decisions and wellbeing

Because of the high cost of rental housing, 
many people stay in supportive housing 
longer than they need to, which takes up 
spaces in supportive housing that are 
needed by other participants. 

Participants who wish to transition from 
shelters (at $350 per month) or shelter-rate 
supportive housing into market rental housing 
face a huge increase in rent. 
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What will this policy 
shift achieve?

Policy shift 1 2 3 4

3.1 Include a 
spiritual room

3.2 Ensure 
aesthetics 
reflect the 

culture of the 
building’s 
occupants

1.1 Create 
flexible, indoor 
shared spaces

1.4 Create 
courtyards to 

connect 
buildings

9.1 Co-locate 
buildings with 
employment 
opportunities

9.5 Build 
community 
from within

Strategy 3: Embed culture in TMH design

Strategy 1: Design shared social spaces in TMH 
buildings

Strategy 9: Provide skills-training and informal 
employment opportunities in TMH

New Provincial and Federal policies 
mandate the construction of culturally 
appropriate housing that is developed 
through a collaborative process with 
Indigenous people and includes culturally 
informed spaces, design elements and 
programming. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 

Funders support a wider availability of 
wellbeing-centered housing options that 
provide participants a safe space, with 
opportunities and tools to transition out of 
homelessness.

Example actions that this policy enables: 

Decision-makers have a clear 
understanding of existing housing 
options, gaps, and what design and 
programming is required to create 
wellbeing-centered housing based on 
established metrics and criteria for 
wellbeing. 

Example actions that this policy enables: 
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The way that we design buildings, 
neighbourhoods and city systems has a 
profound effect on human wellbeing. More 
specifically, the way that our homes are 
designed impacts the way we feel, move, and 
behave. 

We spend eight to 16 hours in our homes every 
day. During the pandemic, that figure has risen 
to up to 24 hours for some. Homes are therefore 
crucial locations for cultivating wellbeing and 
social connection. When a home is designed 
with wellbeing in mind, it provides us with what 
we need to be healthy, happy, and safe, and to 
develop in a personal and spiritual way. 

Through our work at Happy City, we’ve found 
that when the wellbeing lens is not applied to 
housing, built spaces may meet code and 
zoning requirements but lack the 
characteristics that nurture people’s wellbeing 
and social connections. By applying the 
wellbeing lens, we can develop places that raise 
the bar for wellbeing and work towards 
creating a more equitable and dignified city. 

Why use a 
wellbeing lens?

We understand that temporary modular 
housing's main goal is to provide a temporary 
home as fast as possible to people who are 
living on the street. The greatest constraints for 
TMH are time and financial resources. 

However, stakeholders that participated in the 
Social Lab recognize that there are crucial 
wellbeing considerations to prioritize in order to 
ensure that TMH participants don’t return to 
living on the street. Often, people who 
experience homelessness also struggle with 
mental health, substance use and addictions 
challenges. Some have weak family ties as they 
might be fleeing from violence. Many are 
battling chronic stress, face food and 
employment insecurity, and health conditions 
such as diabetes, arthritis, and cardiovascular 
disease. 

When people have a home where they can 
connect with others, build community, develop 
skills, reconnect with their culture and spiritual 
values, and find support and stability, it helps 
them to recover autonomy and take their next 
steps in life. 
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Theory U 
process
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Co-initiating 
common intent 
Stop and listen to 
people with lived 
experience.

Co-sensing the field 
of change
Prioritize places with 
greater potential and 
listen with an open 
mind. Presencing

Let go of assumptions. 
Embrace new ideas, 
processes, and learnings.

Co-creating
Prototype new ideas with 
residents and operators.

Co-evolving
Ensure that future 
processes include 
actions that consider 
underlying causes.

The Theory U process, developed at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), 
illustrates a method through which people and 
organizations can address the root causes of 
complex challenges. The process proposes an 
update to the “operating code” of social 
systems by employing collective capacity and 
uncovering blind spots. This process informed 
our Social Lab methodology for this project. 

It involves the following directives: 

1

2

3

4

5

Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Our Social Lab process was inspired by the 
Theory U process, and divided into five phases: 

Definition (March 2020 - August 2020)
During the definition phase, we sought to 
understand the current state of temporary 
modular housing in BC through research and 
exploratory dialogue interviews.
Temporary modular housing is a new housing 
form. As such, there is no consolidated body of 
research about TMH. Through the interviews 
conducted in this phase, we were able to 
identify important groups and stakeholders 
working within the TMH system in BC. We also 
conducted a thorough research analysis that 
helped us identify the gaps, opportunities, and 
the directions that this project could take. 

Discovery (September 2020 - February 2021)
During the discovery phase, we continued 
with our research and completed a second 
round of interviews. 
As the interviews progressed, we gained an 
understanding of how the TMH system works. 
Following the interviews, we dove deeper into 
further research. At the same time, we began 
forming our relationship with Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society at their New Beginnings 
building in Vancouver, BC. From the beginning, 
they had a keen interest in testing cultural 
programming at their building. In order to 
frame wellbeing in modular housing, we 
drafted the first version of the wellbeing 
framework for people transitioning from 
homelessness to permanent housing (refer to 
Section 4). 

Development (March 2021 - June 2021)
During the development phase, we 
completed an analysis of the dialogue 
interviews and began to prepare for the first 
workshop. 
In order to understand the findings from the 
dialogue interviews, we conducted an interview 
synthesis that helped us identify seven areas of 
opportunity. We organized the first workshop 
with stakeholders in the TMH system including 
policymakers, housing operators, designers, 
and advocacy organizations. During the online 
session, participants were included in two main 
activities. In the first activity, stakeholders 
helped refine the wellbeing framework. In the 
second, stakeholders explored the seven areas 
of opportunity with partic and identified the 
three most important areas for wellbeing in 
TMH. During this phase, we also started 
working with Lu’ma staff to plan the cultural 
programming activities. However, due to 
COVID-19 restrictions, we weren’t able to start 
the activities or visit the building during this 
phase.
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Prototyping (March 2021 - October 2021)
During the prototyping phase, we conducted 
three workshops with the TMH stakeholders 
and implemented cultural programming 
activities with Lu’ma. 
The second and third workshops focused on 
building strategies and actions within the three 
key areas of opportunity: modular housing 
design, social connections, and processes and 
operations. Following these workshops, we 
conducted an analysis of the findings to 
identify major policy shifts that would be 
required to implement these strategies and 
actions. These policy shifts became the focus of 
the fourth and final workshop and the final 
roadmap document. During this phase, the 
easing of COVID-19 restrictions and high 
vaccination rates allowed Lu’ma to start 
implementing activities at their New 
Beginnings building. We were also able to 
connect directly with participants through 
participation in activities and short surveys. 

Roadmap (August 2021 - November 2021) 
During this final phase, we consolidated the 
findings into recommendations that 
highlight the important strategies and 
actions collected throughout the project, and 
a final roadmap that presents four key policy 
shifts. 
This final document was presented to selected 
stakeholders for feedback. Although we began 
to wrap up activities with Lu’ma, we hope to 
provide them with continued support to keep 
activities going. 

Our Social Lab 
process
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What is 
Housing 
First?

A relevant issue across Canada is the need for 
more affordable supportive housing stock 
that includes adequate services, spaces, and 
support to help people successfully transition 
from homelessness into permanent housing. 

There are lessons to be learnt from current 
housing-first models and how they are 
contributing to this effort. These learnings help 
the industry identify strengths, gaps, and future 
initiatives. 

Affordable housing encompasses a broad range 
of housing typologies provided by the private, 
public, and non-profit sectors. While the 
current state of solutions are far from ideal, they 
complement one another in that they each 
address specific stages of homelessness. 

There exists some discrepancy when defining 
different types of housing across British 
Columbia. The following pages include a 
synopsis of the available housing solutions 
(based on our research) for people who are 
transitioning out of homelessness.  
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The Housing First approach prioritizes 
long-term and stable housing for people 
experiencing homelessness. Access to stable 
housing provides people with the support 
they need to recover from addictions, 
trauma, and mental and physical health 
challenges. 

The principles of Housing First include 
(Employment and Social Development 
Canada, 2019): 

❏ Rapid housing with supports: Help 
people get into permanent housing 
rapidly, regardless of housing readiness. 

❏ Housing choice: Give people choices in 
terms of housing options and services.

❏ Unconditional housing: Acceptance of 
treatments, including sobriety, is not a 
requirement for maintaining housing.

❏ Tenant rights and responsibilities: 
Ensure people are paying around 30% of 
their income towards rent. Tenants have 
rights and can develop relationships 
with their landlord.

❏ Integrating housing into the 
community: Minimize stigma and 
encourage people to become socially 
integrated in their neighbourhood.

❏ Promoting self-sufficiency for 
participants: Ensure people can access 
regular support. Allow people to build 
their skills and abilities, and set goals 
related to employment, education, 
social connections, and health. 
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Housing types 
in BC

Short-term supportive housing:

Transitional housing is the mid-way point 
between those in emergency shelters and 
permanent housing. This housing type is 
generally for short-term stays (three months) 
but has a greater focus on service provision 
than emergency shelters. If the system worked 
as it was designed to, individuals experiencing 
homelessness would be able to progress from 
emergency shelters to transitional housing. 
Within six months of initial homelessness, they 
would move into permanent subsidized 
housing. However, demand for housing has far 
outpaced supply. As a result, transitional 
housing often acts as a longer-term shelter 
instead of as a short-term transitional step into 
more permanent housing forms. 

Usually, transitional housing is located in a 
dedicated building with common spaces and 
private spaces for residents. Rooms might be 
individual or shared. Washrooms are 
sometimes shared among a cluster of residents. 
Buildings vary in quality of shared spaces and 
state of repair. 
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Emergency housing:

Emergency shelters are intended for people 
who find themselves in emergency or crisis 
situations. Shelters are often an entry point 
into the housing system. They are meant to be 
short-term (under three months) residences to 
help people get into transitional housing and 
access to supportive services. For example, 
there are emergency shelters that specifically 
serve women and children fleeing from 
violence and abuse while providing them with  
supporting services to address trauma. 
Emergency shelters typically offer little privacy 
to individuals as maximizing capacity is central 
to their mission.

In British Columbia, a typical stay at an 
emergency shelter includes a bed with linens, 
hot meals, showers, laundry and support 
services. Shelters vary in what they provide: 
most include sleeping in a shared space, 
sometimes separated by gender. In general, 
washrooms are shared. Some have access to a 
shared kitchen or resource room, such as a 
lounge. In Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, 
many of the buildings hosting shelters are 
quite old. Cleanliness can be a challenge, 
especially with bed bugs and having many 
different people moving in and out. Many 
shelters do not include space to store personal 
belongings. 
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However, the demand for subsidized housing 
far exceeds supply. Wait times are extremely 
long (two or three years on average), with some 
people waiting decades to receive their own 
subsidized apartment. People with greater 
need (e.g. people fleeing domestic abuse, or 
people with various medical or social needs) are 
placed higher in the priority for the waitlist. 
However, subsidized housing typically does not 
provide the same level of services as supportive 
housing. 

Subsidized housing generally takes the form of 
a typical apartment with a washroom, kitchen, 
living space and bedroom. Units vary in size 
from micro-units for an individual, to family 
units. Subsidized housing can exist in a 
stand-alone building, or integrated into a 
market-rate building. 

Single-Room Occupancy rental: 

Single-Room Occupancy (SRO) is often the 
least expensive, non-subsidized housing option 
available. SROs provide a single room for a 
person to sleep in. Units are small and often 
well below the average cost of housing. SROs 
are intended as short-term housing options, 
but in reality, many residents live there 
long-term. SROs in Vancouver are either 
privately owned and operated or operated by 
NGOs or BC Housing. Many SROs are in poor 
condition. The City of Vancouver plans to 
revitalize and replace most SRO units in the 
coming years. Many lack access to private 
washrooms and kitchens, which poses 
challenges for residents. 
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Mid- to long-term supportive housing:

Supportive housing is a type of affordable 
housing (geared to income) that provides 
onsite support services for people with various 
needs, such as physical or mobility needs, 
mental health challenges, development 
disabilities, or substance use and abuse. 
Supportive services are provided indefinitely 
and meant for those who cannot live 
independently without them. While the 
majority of services focus on residents’ most 
complex challenges and needs, supportive 
housing also provides skills training, 
community programs, and employment 
support.

Supportive housing can be located in a 
standalone building, or integrated with market 
housing. In general, there is common space 
where services can be received. Many of these 
units resemble a typical apartment; however, 
there is variety in terms of what the units look 
like. Residents usually have their own room, 
but may have access to a shared kitchen and 
washrooms. 

Subsidized rental:

Subsidized housing is a form of long-term 
affordable housing. It is considered to be the 
next step after emergency and transitional 
housing for people who have experienced 
homelessness. Rent for subsidized housing is 
typically geared to income, meaning that 
individuals or households spend a certain 
percentage of their annual income on housing. 

Housing types 
in BC
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Level of support

Emergency 
shelter

None Some High

Duration of stay

Short Mid Long

Transitional 
housing

None Some High Short Mid Long

Limited 
supports

Less than 1 
month

Supportive 
housing

1 - 18 months

Supportive 
housing

None Some High Short Mid Long

Supportive 
housing

2 - 3 years

Subsidized 
rental

None Some High Short Mid Long

No supportive 
services

Indefinite

SROs

None Some High Short Mid Long

No supportive 
services

Indefinite

Temporary modular housing

Housing type

Housing types 
in BC

Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Wellbeing 
framework: 
Detailed process
Step 1: We started from Happy City’s 
evidence-based wellbeing framework.
Our work is guided by an evidence-based 
wellbeing framework that identifies seven 
crucial principles for promoting wellbeing. The 
principles are sociability, joy, health, equity, 
ease, resilience, meaning and belonging. The 
core needs at the centre represent a necessary 
first step towards wellbeing, and include 
access to a home, food and water. In each of 
our projects, we draw from this framework to 
suggest principles that are tailored to specific 
local needs. Through collaboration and 
engagement, we develop strategies and 
actions that can boost residents’ or the 
community’s wellbeing through the design of 
public spaces, streets, parks and even homes. 

Appendix A:
Section 1

Appendix B: 
Section 2

Appendix C: 
Section 3

Appendix D: 
Section 4

Appendix E: 
Section 6 

Appendix F: 
References

Building on Happy City’s framework. 
We understood that this framework needed to 
be modified to prioritize the needs of people 
who are facing multiple layers of systemic 
oppression, have been living in unstable 
environments, and/or might be dealing with 
mental and physical health issues.

Step 2A: We conducted 23 interviews with 
this project’s contributors to tailor this 
framework to TMH participants.
We talked with advocates, Indigenous 
organizations, policymakers, designers, 
constructors, operators, housing staff, and 
people with lived experience during the early 
stages of the project. These conversations 
helped us identify the values and principles 
that would shape our adapted wellbeing 
framework. 

Step 2B: We analyzed 26 organizations  
across BC who work in supportive housing. 
We reviewed websites, published documents, 
and other material to understand the 
principles and values that most resonated with 
supportive housing residents. These 
organizations included the Downtown Eastside 
Women’s Centre, Vancouver Native Housing 
Society, Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive 
Council, Aboriginal Friendship Centre Society, 
Vancouver Aboriginal Child & Family Services, 
Coastal Mental Health, Lookout Housing and 
Health Society, Homeless hub, Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society, Atira Women’s Society, PHS, 
the Aboriginal Coalition to End Homelessness 
Society. We also referred to Dr. Destiny Thomas’ 
Dignity Institute learnings.  
 

Happy City’s Wellbeing Wheel 
Image credit: Happy City, 2017
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Wellbeing 
framework: 
Detailed process
Step 3: We created a draft framework based 
on what we learned in Step 2.

Step 4: We presented a draft framework to 
participants in the first stakeholder 
workshop. 
Participants representing the different parts of 
the housing system provided feedback 
through a collaborative activity. The Happy City 
team then analyzed insights and comments 
and prepared a final iteration of the wellbeing 
framework.  
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Step 5: We collated everything we learned 
into a final wellbeing framework for people 
transitioning out of homelessness. 
This new framework includes four layers of 
values and a deeper focus on core needs. Our 
engagement process demonstrated how the 
needs of people transitioning out of 
homelessness are different from the general 
population, and require a unique approach. 

The final wellbeing framework represents the 
high-level principles that can guide 
decision-making processes to improve resident 
wellbeing in TMH. The final framework guided 
workshop activities to develop strategies and 
pragmatic actions. High-level values enabled 
the Happy City team to guide conversations 
with workshop stakeholders and prioritize 
recommendations.

The diagram on the next page describes the 
process we followed to create the wellbeing 
framework for people transitioning from 
homelessness into permanent housing. 
 

Image: Draft framework for wellbeing
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Step 1A: Analysis of 26 organizations across BC.

Step 1B: Analysis of 21 interviews for wellbeing 
principles.
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Context: 
Happy City Wellbeing Framework

Step 2: Draft wellbeing framework.

Step 3: Collecting stakeholder 
feedback on the wellbeing 
framework during the first 
workshop.

Step 4: Final wellbeing framework 
with four layers: core principle (trust), 
foundational principles, supporting 
principles, and guiding principles 
(equity and dignity). Refer to diagram 
in the main document. 

1

2

3

4
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Pathways to 
wellbeing
Homelessness can result from many factors. 
The housing industry needs a wide variety of 
solutions and choices to address 
homelessness. It is important to meet 
people’s current needs and create an 
individual pathway that addresses their 
priorities. 

We recommend using the wellbeing 
framework as a guide to promote TMH 
participants’ wellbeing and understand their 
individual needs. Depending on the building’s 
demographics and participants’ background, 
some of these principles will need to be 
pursued with more priority than others. Social 
lab participants suggested using the 
framework to help participants map their own 
unique pathway to wellbeing.  

New Beginnings’ staff is currently using this 
framework to involve participants to determine 
needs and priorities. Although creating 
individual service plans for each participant is 
more complex and costly, it is a necessary step 
to providing long-term support for 
participants. 
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Participant 
survey

10. Was it easy for you to participate in the 
activities?

Yes, No, Not sure
If no, why? 

11. Have any of the activities helped you feel 
healthier?

Yes, No, Not sure

12. Would you like to participate in more 
activities? 

Yes, No, Not sure

13. What other activities would you like to 
participate in? Think about activities you 
like doing with other people (eating, 
talking, doing an activity together) 

14. Do you think there are 2 or 3 people in 
the building that could help you - for 
instance, look after your pet, help you 
cook something, lend you something 
you need)?  

Yes, No, Not sure

15. If you could change 3 things about the 
building to help you feel safer, what 
would they be? 
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The following questions were included in the 
participant survey that was shared with the 
New Beginnings participants.

1. What activities have you been liking the 
most? 

2. Which one was your favourite one and  
why?

3. Did you feel welcome at the activities? 
Yes, No, Not sure

4. Did you feel safe at the activities? 
Yes, No, Not sure

5. Do you feel you could be yourself at the 
activities? 

Yes, No, Not sure

6. Have you met new friends or people 
through the activities?

Yes, No, Not sure

7. Did you feel that events help you 
connect with your activities? 

Yes, No, Not sure

8. Are activities allowing you to build new 
skills or strengthen existing ones?

Yes, No, Not sure

9. Are some of the activities helping your 
own healing process?

Yes, No, Not sure
How? Or what other activity would help 
in your healing process? 
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Photovoice 
engagement 

Below are some of the key survey results, based 
on responses to the survey. They highlight 
some of the wellbeing principles that we 
measured. 

❏ Dignity: All participants surveyed 
reported that they felt welcome at the 
activities.

❏ Safety: All participants surveyed 
reported that they felt safe at the 
activities. 

❏ Meaning: 89% of participants reported 
that they could be themselves at the 
activities.

❏ Support network: 55% of participants 
note that they met new friends or 
acquaintances through the activities. 

❏ Culture & values: 89% of participants 
noted that the events helped them 
connect to their culture. 

❏ Autonomy & self-determination: 89% of 
participants noted that they built new 
skills or strengthened skills during the 
activities. 

❏ Healing: All participants surveyed 
reported that the activities helped them 
heal.

❏ Resilience: 55% of participants said that 
they think there are two or three people 
in the building that could help them.
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We also developed a walking survey to learn 
more about the spaces at New Beginnings. 
The prompts below suggest activities that 
participants could complete using the instant 
cameras from the photovoice project (refer to 
Section 6 for more information). 

Photovoice activity 1: Take three pictures of 
your favourite places in the building or in the 
neighbourhood? Place them here and explain 
why they are your favourite places. 

Photovoice activity 2: Take three pictures of 
places you don’t like in the building or in the 
neighbourhood? Place them here and explain 
why you don’t like these places. 

Survey results
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