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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. 
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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 
to the contribution of many stakeholders 
across the TMH system in Vancouver. Their 
contributions and dedication shaped this 
process and final document. 

People who participated in interviews

Abe Oudshoorn, Western University 
Andrea Jung, City of Vancouver
Anthony Boni, Boni Maddison Architects
Arlene Hache, Homelessness researcher 
Daphne Ballon, Resident of Toronto
Felix-Marie Badeau, PHS Community Services 
Society
Jackie Kanyuk, BCNPHA
Janice Abbott, Atira Women’s Resource Society
Karen Ward, Resident of Vancouver
Keri Guelke, Vancouver Coastal Health
Kevin Eaton, Lu’ma Native Housing Society 
Mercedeh Madani, City of Toronto
Monique Nelson, posAbilities
Peer-Daniel Krause, British Columbia Non-Profit 
Housing Association (BCNPHA)
Samantha Zavaglia, Create Toronto 

People who participated in workshops 
and interviews

Abi Bond, City of Toronto
Alicia Medina, Architect
Allison Dunnett, City of Vancouver
Amy Matthias, Lu’ma Native Housing Society
Councillor Jean Swanson, City of Vancouver
Leigh Greenius, BC Housing
Liza Jimenez, City of Vancouver 
Shawna-Marie Flett, Lu’ma Native Housing Society
Tim Sinclair, Lu’ma Native Housing Society

Project 
contributors

People who participated in workshops

Alejandra Herrera, Atira Women’s Resource Society
Alicia Breck, Policy consultant 
Arielle Berze, Streetohome
Charito Gailling, BC Centre for Disease Control
Craig Mitchell, Black Box Modular
Erika Sagert, BCNPHA 
Isaac Hernandez, North Wind Wellness Centre
Joshua Codd, Vancouver Coastal Health
Katia Tynan, City of Vancouver
Lynda Teskey, Atira Women’s Resource Society 
Nicci Best, Atira Women’s Resource Society
Malcolm Cairns, Parallel Group
Maura Gowans, Aboriginal Mother Centre Society
Paul Creighton, Entuitive
Rick Welch, Dexterra 
Robyn Hansen, Aboriginal Mother Centre Society 
Tara Grant, Atira Women’s Resource Society 
Tim Wong, Entuitive 
Tracey Harvey, Streetohome
Trevor Casey, Aboriginal Housing Management 
Association 
Wes Regan, Vancouver Coastal Health
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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 
contributors

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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