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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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Section 1
Introduction
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Process
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Background
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Section 6: 
The recommendations in 
action: A case study of the 
New Beginnings building 
operated by Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society
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After the stakeholder interviews, and parallel to 
the workshop process to develop key 
strategies, our team worked with Lu’ma Native 
Housing Society staff and participants to 
implement six programming actions in their 
New Beginnings building in Vancouver. This 
case study seeks to understand the potential 
wellbeing impact of our recommendations, 
and demonstrates how TMH operators and 
staff can implement similar initiatives to follow 
suit.

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

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

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

About this 
section

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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

Key facts

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

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

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

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

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

Background

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

About the participants

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

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

● Participants range from 20 to 65 years 
old. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What we did

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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

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

The six tested 
actions

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

Tested 
action 1: 
Organize 
community 
BBQs 

Tested 
action 2: 
Participate in 
a community 
garden

Tested 
action 3: 
Make ribbon 
shirts and 
skirts

Tested 
action 4: 
A photovoice 
and poster 
contest

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

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

Tested action 

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

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

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

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

Organize community BBQs
1

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

Summer BBQ at New Beginnings
Image credit: Tim Sinclair, 2021

125



Considerations for 
implementation
Materials: 

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

refreshments

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

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

Weather:

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

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

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

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

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

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

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

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

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

Future 
opportunities

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

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

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

Summer BBQ at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

Tested action 

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

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

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

Participate in a community garden
2

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

Garden at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021
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Materials: 

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

Garden location:

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

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

Participant knowledge: 

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

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

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

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

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

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

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

Future 
opportunities

Garden at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

Tested action 

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

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

Make ribbon shirts and skirts
3

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

Participant sewing at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021

131



Materials: 

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

Challenges: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

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

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

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

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

Future 
opportunities

Drum making at New Beginnings
Image credit: Happy City, 2021

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

       Make ribbon shirts and skirts
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Many participants have lost family photos and 
memories through displacement and 
homelessness. Creating new memories 
through active photography can help them 
build a sense of home and belonging. This 
activity used instant cameras, so that 
participants could take photos, see the results 
immediately, and post them in their home or 
common areas. To showcase participants’ 
photos, staff organized a poster contest that 
combined collage and photography. 

Tested action 

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

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

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

Photovoice & poster contest
4

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

Image credit: Agnes (New Beginnings 
Participant), personal photo collage 2021
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Materials:

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

Logistics:

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

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

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

Challenges: 

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

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

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

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

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

       Photovoice & poster contest
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Management suggested inviting staff to 
participate in the poster contest to inspire 
participants and encourage them to share 
their stories. 

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

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

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

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

Future 
opportunities

Image credit: Zee (New Beginnings Participant), 
personal photo collage, 2021

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

       Photovoice & poster contest
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Lu’ma staff installed small whiteboards next to 
each participant’s doorway. The message 
boards offered a place for staff to post 
personalized notices, and participants to leave 
messages to their neighbours. 

Tested action 

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

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

Message boards at each participant’s doorway
5

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

Whiteboards at New Beginnings TMH, Vancouver, BC
Image credit: Happy City, 2021

137



Materials:

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

Challenges: 

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

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

Message boards provided participants 
with an alternative avenue of 
communication.

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

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

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

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

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

Future 
opportunities

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

Tested action 

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

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

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

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

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

Logistics: 

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

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

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

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

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

Key outcomes & 
benefits

Considerations for 
implementation

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

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

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

Future 
opportunities

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

Tested action 1 2 3 4 5 6

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

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

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

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

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

Insights from 
staff and 
participants

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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

Participant responses:

➔ Events around food
◆ BBQs
◆ Using the smoker

➔ Events to participate in cultural based 
arts

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

➔ Other arts
◆ Photography
◆ Painting
◆ Making posters 

➔ Outdoor activities
◆ Gardening
◆ Walking
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Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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

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

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

Question: Why did you enjoy the 
activities?

Participant responses:

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

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

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

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

myself more
➔ Activities are helping me to 

communicate
➔ I want to participate in activities that 

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

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

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

Section 1
Introduction

Section 2
Process

Section 3
Background

Section 4
Wellbeing 
framework

Section 5 
Recommendations

Section 6
Recommendations 

in action

Section 7 
Roadmap

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

Participant responses: 

➔ Talking circles just for women
➔ More physical activities 

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

➔ Sweat lodge
➔ Peer support activities, such as peer 

mentoring
➔ Creative opportunities

◆ Photography
◆ Arts
◆ Crafts

➔ More food-based events
◆ Eating with others 

➔ Gardening opportunities within the 
larger community

◆ Planting trees
◆ Harvesting plants or bark

Sweat Urban sweat lodge in Toronto
Image credit: Chris Young, 2016
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