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Homelessness and Mental Illness 

 Homelessness is a significant social problem in Canada 
(Estimates of 200,000 individuals per year) 

 Prevalence of mental illness and substance 
abuse/dependence is high and associated with poorer 
outcomes 

 Higher use of health, criminal and social services 
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Canadian Context 
 

1. Social conditions leading to unpreparedness for the labor 
market (e.g., high rates of functional illiteracy) 

2. Federal disengagement from low-income housing in 
1990s + rising private-market rents 

3. Modest (often declining in real terms) disability and 
welfare benefits 

4. Provincial services mostly focused on two systems: 

• Emergency shelters that are beginning to evolve 

• Health and social services not specifically designed 
for homeless people  
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At Home/Chez Soi  
Demonstration Project  

 

 2008 federal budget allocated $110 million over 5 
years to the Mental Health Commission of Canada 

 Action research on how to support people with 
severe mental illness to exit homelessness 

 85% funding into services and 15% into research 

 Largest study of its kind in the world 
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Research on Interventions for 
Homeless People with SMI  

• Best approach in the literature to help 
people achieve stable housing is “Pathways 
- Housing First” (Tsemberis & Eisenberg, 
2000; Tsemberis, Gulcur, & Nakae, 2004; 
Tsemberis, 2010) 
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At Home/Chez Soi  
Housing First Approach 
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Characteristics of Housing 

•    No pre-conditions for housing 

•     Scattered site private market units 

•     Maximum of 30% of income for rent 

•     Participants hold their own lease 

•     Rights and responsibilities as a tenant 
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Types of Support Services 

Assertive Community Treatment (ACT):  ACT  

• Multi-disciplinary team / wrap around service  

• Services and crisis coverage are available 24/7  

• Staff to client ratio of 1:10 

  

Intensive Case Management teams (ICM): 

• Case managers with individual caseloads 

• Outreach and coordination with other services 

• Teams available 12 hours per day 

• Staff to client ratio of 1:15 
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Design of Study 

 Pragmatic, multi-site, randomized, mixed methods field 
trial in five sites across Canada (Vancouver, Winnipeg, 
Toronto, Montreal, & Moncton) 

 Investigation of effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of 
Housing First in Canadian contexts 

 Two fidelity assessments & two implementation 
evaluations 

 Model being tested with support at two levels of intensity 
(high needs = ACT) (moderate needs = ICM) vs. usual care  
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Who is in At Home/Chez Soi?  

• 2148 participants  

• 1158 in Housing First (HF) 

• 990 in Treatment as Usual (TAU) 

• Primarily middle-aged 

• 32% of participants are women 

• 22% of participants identified as being an Aboriginal person 

• Typical total time homeless in participants’  lifetimes is nearly 5 years 

• All have one or more serious mental health issue 

• Majority have a concurrent disorder 

• More than 90% had at least one chronic physical health problem 

 

 

 



/ 11 

Integrated Knowledge Translation 

• “Evidence of effectiveness alone is rarely enough to ensure 
adoption of interventions” (Leff & Mulkern, 2002) 

• Research involves exchange and linkage with decision-makers 

• Requires allegiance to scientific and participatory principles 

• Science requires orderly, phased process of scientific 
investigation 

• Participation requires that the interests and values of various 
groups in public systems be reflected 
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Goals of Knowledge Translation 

 
 Support AH/CS sustainability efforts 
 Contribute to scaling up of Housing First in Canada 
 Advance policy and practice for people who are homeless 

and living with mental health issues 
 Contribute to international awareness of research findings 

about implementation and outcomes of Housing First 
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Key Strategies for Knowledge 
Translation 

 
 Build Housing First literacy and competency in the field 
 Ensure broad scale engagement in At Home Housing First 

implementation and findings 
 Build national linkages to address homelessness and 

affordable housing issues 
 Involve Persons with Lived Experience throughout the 

process 
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What We Did to Increase Engagement 

• Wide consultation on project definition  

• Joint participation of local and national perspectives in planning 
and implementation 

• Decision making at all levels informed by stakeholder perspectives 

• Boundary spanner roles 

• Advisory structures locally and nationally 

• Government relations 

• Media relations 

• Commitment of resources (human and $) to support engagement 
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Structure and Governance 

Mental Health Commission of Canada 

Vancouver 
•Local 
Advisory 
Committee 
•Project Team 
•Researchers 
•Providers 

Winnipeg 
•Local 
Advisory 
Committee 
•Project Team 
•Researchers 
•Providers 
•Aboriginal 
Cultural Lens 
Committee 

Toronto 
•Local 
Advisory 
Committee 
•Project Team 
•Researchers 
•Providers 
•Persons with 
Lived 
Experience 
Caucus 

Montreal 
•Local 
Advisory 
Committee 
•Project Team 
•Researchers 
•Providers 

Moncton 
•Local 
Advisory 
Committee 
•Project Team 
•Researchers 
•Providers 

National 
Consumer 

Panel 
 

National 
Research 

Team 

National 
Project 
Team 

 

National 
Working 
Group 

 
•Providers 
 
•Researchers 
 
•People with 
lived 
experience 
 
•National 
and local 
teams 

Communities of Practice 
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http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca 



 Housing First is Effective in Cities of Different 
Sizes and Composition Across Canada 

Vancouver 
Pop: 578, 000 

 

Winnipeg 
Pop: 633, 000 

 
Toronto 

Pop: 2,503,000 

 

Montreal 
Pop: 1,621,000 

 

Moncton 
Pop: 107,000 

 



/ 20 

Housing First Achieves Similar Housing Outcomes 
for Moderate and High Need Participants 

Percentage of time housed 
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A Higher % of HF Participants Stably 
Housed All the Time in Last 6 

Months of the Study 
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Greater Improvements in Community 
Functioning for HF Participants 

  

• Average post BL differences are SIG for both ICM and ACT 

• Group (ICM & ACT) X Time interaction SIG at 18 mos. but not 24 mos. 
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 Greater Improvements in Quality of 
Life for HF Participants  

 

• Average post BL differences are SIG for both ICM and ACT 

• Group (ICM) X Time interaction SIG over 24 mos. 

• Group (ACT) X Time interaction SIG at 18 mos. but not 24 mos. 
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Similar Improvements in Health 
Outcomes for Both Groups 

• Both groups report  improvements in: 

• Substance use  

• Mental health 

 

• Both groups maintained their physical health 
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Cost Offsets Vary Depending 
on Need Level  

Cost Analysis: HF with ACT 

• Housing First costs $22K per person per year  

• Average net cost offset of $21.4K CAD (96%) per person.   

• $10 CAD invested in HF with ACT saved $9.60 CAD 

Cost Analysis: HF with ICM   

• Housing First costs $14K CAD per person per year  

• Average net cost offset of $4.8K CAD (34%) per person.   

• $10 CAD invested in HF with ICM saved $3.42 CAD 
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Qualitative Findings:  
Consumer Narratives 

 

• N=197 at 18-months, 10% of the total sample 

• Participants interviewed at baseline and 18-months 

• 13 life domains re: changes – e.g., typical day, 
education, work, housing 

• Each interview coded for life changes – (Kappa=.77 
for inter-rater reliability) 
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More Positive and Less Negative Life 
Changes for HF Participants 
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Mantel Haenszel χ2=28.5, df=1, p=.0000001  
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Consumer Narratives:  
Coding Examples 

 

•    Positive life change – “This is the first time, you know, that 
I’ve had a home… And, this is the first place like I… feel like I 
love to go home…I feel so safe.  And…being safe is a major 
issue for me, you know?”  

•    Mixed/neutral life change – “That’s what life is, cause it’s 
just like I said, like picking up, losing it all, picking up, losing it 
all, picking up, losing it all.” 

•    Negative life change – “They discharged me to a hotel. I left 
the next day. It was noisy, bug-infested, full of drugs.”  





Scaling Out and Scaling Up Housing 
First in Canada 
Homelessness in a Global Landscape, Institute of Global 
Homelessness, Chicago, June 1, 2015 
 
Geoffrey Nelson, Dept. of Psychology, Wilfrid Laurier University, 
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada 
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Systems Theory, Scaling 
Out, Scaling up 

• Following At Home/Chez Soi, we were interested in 
scaling out and scaling up Housing First across 
Canada 

• Lee and Westley (2011) use systems theory and  
complexity theory to understand social innovation 
and its diffusion. They make a distinction between: 
• Scaling out – replication and diffusion of an 

innovation across settings  
• Scaling up – moving an innovation into a 

broader system and creating transformative 
change 
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Scaling Out and Up – Wandersman et 
al.’s (2008) Interactive Systems 

Framework of Knowledge Transfer 
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Context 

• Existing research and theory – findings of At 
Home/Chez Soi 

• Climate – conservative federal government, 
Housing First as a “curious case” (Macnaughton, 
Nelson, & Goering, 2013; Stanhope & Dunn, 
2011) 

• Macro-policy – federal government announces 
renewal of Homelessness Partnering Strategy 
(HPS) in March, 2013 federal budget, but calls for 
a shift in funding to Housing First 

• Funding – $600 million for 5-year renewal 
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Knowledge Synthesis and 
Translation System 

• Peer-reviewed publications 
• Reports and summaries written in accessible 

language and readily available on the websites of 
the Mental Health Commission of Canada and the 
Homeless Hub 

• National Film Board – Here at Home, including 
short videos featuring participants 

• Canadian Housing First Toolkit (2014),  
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/  

http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/
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Canadian Housing First Toolkit –  
Homepage 

The modules are visible above in the home screen and the top menu 
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Overview Module – Key Questions 
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Support System and 
Delivery System 

• Support system – Training and technical assistance 
(TTA) consultation provided by Pathways to 
Housing National (Sam Tsemberis), funded by the 
Mental Health Commission of Canada 

• Delivery system – 61 Canadian communities 
receive HPS funding; shift to Housing First 
approach; in the 10 largest communities, > 60% to 
Housing First 
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Research 

• Transforming Treatment Services and Housing for People with Mental Illness 
in Canada: A Systems Approach to Integrated Knowledge Translation – 3-year 
study (2013-16) (CIHR PHSI) that is designed to answer two broad sets of 
research questions: 

 

1. Communities 

a. How do community stakeholders create a shared vision and 
partnerships to implement Housing First in their local contexts? 

b. What are the impacts of a systems approach to knowledge transfer 
on the planning and implementation of Housing First? 

c. How are community services, community partnerships, and policies 
transformed? 

d. What contextual factors (policy, research, systems) influence  a, b, 
and c? 
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Research 

• Transforming Treatment Services and Housing for People with Mental Illness 
in Canada: A Systems Approach to Integrated Knowledge Translation – 3-year 
study (2013-16) (CIHR PHSI) that is designed to answer two broad sets of 
research questions: 

 

2. Regional Housing First networks 

a. How are regional Housing First networks developed? 

b. How do regional Housing First networks promote the planning and 
implementation of Housing First? 

c. How do regional Housing First networks strengthen relationships and 
provide mutual support among network members to implement 
Housing First? 

d. How do regional networks work to transform services and policies? 

e. What contextual factors (policy, research, systems) influence the 
formation and functioning of regional Housing First networks? 
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Knowledge Transfer – Pathways 
Training and Technical Assistance 

• 18 communities, 6 of which are being studied: Surrey, 
Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Waterloo, York, Halifax 

• Training and technical assistance 

• For each site, (1) initial training, (2) ongoing 
telephone consultation, (3) follow-up training, (4) 
fidelity assessment 

• Regional training, toolkit workshop, discussion of 
regional networks in 4 regions 
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Research – Data Collection 

• Initial training needs assessment focus group 

• Workshop evaluations 

• Field notes 

• Program fidelity assessments 

• Key informant and focus group interviews to evaluate 
the process of training and technical assistance, the 
impacts, and the factors influencing the impacts both 
at the community level and at the regional Housing 
First network level 
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Early Findings 

• Initial training needs assessment focus group – 
community stakeholders identify a number of training 
needs (e.g., housing procurement, case management) 

• Workshop evaluations – both community and regional 
workshops are very positively evaluated (average 
ratings of 4 out of 5) 

• New Housing First programs or enhancements in 
Surrey, Saskatoon, Waterloo, with others soon to be 
launched 
 



/ 44 

Early Findings 

• Some initial resistance and questioning of the Housing 
First model that accompanied the shift in HPS funding 

• Challenges experienced bringing together 
stakeholders who have not previously partnered with 
one another, especially mental health and housing 
sectors 

• Considerable interest in forming regional Housing First 
networks to support Housing First implementation 
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Project Leaders 

• Principal Investigators: Geoff Nelson, Wilfrid Laurier 
University; Paula Goering, University of Toronto and Centre 
for Addiction and Mental Health; Vicky Stergiopoulos, 
University of Toronto and St. Michael’s Hospital 

• Project Manager: Eric Macnaughton, Wilfrid Laurier 
University 

• Pathways National: Sam Tsemberis 

• Mental Health Commission of Canada: Catharine Vandeline 

 
 

•     Housing First training and technical assistance is funded by the Mental 
Health Commission of Canada. The research is funded by the Canadian 
Institute of Health Research through a Partnerships for Health Systems 
Improvement grant. The views expressed herein solely represent the authors.  
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PHSI Co-investigators 

• Tim Aubry, University of 
Ottawa 

• Jino Distasio, University of 
Winnipeg 

• Steve Gaetz, York University 

• Myra Piat, McGill University  

• Jitender Sareen; University 
of Manitoba 

• Sam Tsemberis, Pathways to 
Housing 

PHSI Decision-makers 

• Jody Ciufo, Canadian Housing 
and Renewal 

• Sue Goodfellow, Streets to 
Homes 

• Vicky Huehn, PSR Canada 
• Donna Pettey, Canadian 

Mental Health Association/ 
Ottawa 

• Tim Richter, Canadian Alliance 
to End Homelessness 
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Community Partners 

• Surrey, B.C.: Becky Doherty, Fraser Health Authority 

• Saskatoon, SK:  Brenda McAllister, Saskatoon Health Region; 
Shan Landry, United Way; Shaun Dyck, Supportive Housing 
Initiatives Partnership 

• Winnipeg, MB: Brian Bechtel, Winnipeg Poverty Reduction 
Council; Shannon Watson, Winnipeg Regional Health 
Authority 

• Waterloo, ON: Marie Morrison, Region of Waterloo 

• York: Christine Hill-Cabellero, United Way 

• Halifax: Jim Graham, Affordable Housing Association of Nova 
Scotia; Sue LaPierre, United Way; Trevor Briggs, Capital 
Health 
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Visit: www.mentalhealthcommission.ca 
 (for detailed information and reports) 

Visit: www.nfb.hereathome.ca  
(for video short stories about the project and our participants) 

Visit: www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca  
(for the Canadian Housing First Toolkit) 
 

Questions? 

Contact: Paula.Goering@camh.ca 
taubry@uottawa.ca 
gnelson@wlu.ca  

http://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/
http://www.nfb.hereathome.ca/
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca
mailto:Paula.Goering@camh.ca
mailto:taubry@uottawa.ca
mailto:gnelson@wlu.ca

