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and roadmap for
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recommendations to nurture 
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vulnerable people
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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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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

12



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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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.
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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?
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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.
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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
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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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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
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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
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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.

25



Understanding 
homelessness in 
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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 
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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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