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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
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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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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. 
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List of all strategies & actions

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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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List of all strategies & actions

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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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List of all strategies & actions

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
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Section 4
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Section 6
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in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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

39



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 

Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
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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). 

Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
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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
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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
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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

     Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
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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 
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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. 

     Strategy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

       Adopt a harm reduction approach in all TMH buildings

83



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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