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Homelessness and Mental Illness 

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

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

ÁHigher 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: 

Å Emergency shelters that are beginning to evolve 

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

 

Á2008 federal budget allocated $110 million over 5 
years to the Mental Health Commission of Canada 

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

Á85% funding into services and 15% into research 

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

ÅBest approach in the literature to help 
people achieve stable housing is άPathways 
- Housing Firstέ (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 

Å    No pre-conditions for housing 

Å     Scattered site private market units 

Å     Maximum of 30% of income for rent 

Å     Participants hold their own lease 

Å     Rights and responsibilities as a tenant 
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Types of Support Services 

Assertive Community Treatment (ACT):  ACT  

ÅMulti-disciplinary team / wrap around service  

ÅServices and crisis coverage are available 24/7  

ÅStaff to client ratio of 1:10 

  

Intensive Case Management teams (ICM): 

ÅCase managers with individual caseloads 

ÅOutreach and coordination with other services 

ÅTeams available 12 hours per day 

ÅStaff to client ratio of 1:15 
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Design of Study 

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

ÁInvestigation of effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of 
Housing First in Canadian contexts 

ÁTwo fidelity assessments & two implementation 
evaluations 

ÁModel 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?  

ω 2148 participants  

ω1158 in Housing First (HF) 

ω990 in Treatment as Usual (TAU) 

ω Primarily middle-aged 

ω 32% of participants are women 

ω 22% of participants identified as being an Aboriginal person 

Å ¢ȅǇƛŎŀƭ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǘƛƳŜ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ  ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ р ȅŜŀǊǎ 

ω All have one or more serious mental health issue 

ω Majority have a concurrent disorder 

ω More than 90% had at least one chronic physical health problem 
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Integrated Knowledge Translation 

Å άEvidence of effectiveness alone is rarely enough to ensure 
ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎέ όLeff & Mulkern, 2002) 

ÅResearch involves exchange and linkage with decision-makers 

ÅRequires allegiance to scientific and participatory principles 

ÅScience requires orderly, phased process of scientific 
investigation 

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

 
ÁSupport AH/CS sustainability efforts 
ÁContribute to scaling up of Housing First in Canada 
ÁAdvance policy and practice for people who are homeless 

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

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

 
ÁBuild Housing First literacy and competency in the field 
ÁEnsure broad scale engagement in At Home Housing First 

implementation and findings 
ÁBuild national linkages to address homelessness and 

affordable housing issues 
Á Involve Persons with Lived Experience throughout the 

process 
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What We Did to Increase Engagement 

ÅWide consultation on project definition  

ÅJoint participation of local and national perspectives in planning 
and implementation 

ÅDecision making at all levels informed by stakeholder perspectives 

ÅBoundary spanner roles 

ÅAdvisory structures locally and nationally 

ÅGovernment relations 

ÅMedia relations 

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

Mental Health Commission of Canada 

Vancouver 
ÅLocal 
Advisory 
Committee 
ÅProject Team 
ÅResearchers 
ÅProviders 

Winnipeg 
ÅLocal 
Advisory 
Committee 
ÅProject Team 
ÅResearchers 
ÅProviders 
ÅAboriginal 
Cultural Lens 
Committee 

Toronto 
ÅLocal 
Advisory 
Committee 
ÅProject Team 
ÅResearchers 
ÅProviders 
ÅPersons with 
Lived 
Experience 
Caucus 

Montreal 
ÅLocal 
Advisory 
Committee 
ÅProject Team 
ÅResearchers 
ÅProviders 

Moncton 
ÅLocal 
Advisory 
Committee 
ÅProject Team 
ÅResearchers 
ÅProviders 

National 
Consumer 

Panel 
 

National 
Research 

Team 

National 
Project 
Team 

 

National 
Working 
Group 

 
ÅProviders 
 
ÅResearchers 
 
ÅPeople with 
lived 
experience 
 
ÅNational 
and local 
teams 

Communities of Practice 
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 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 
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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 

  

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

Å 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  

 

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

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

Å 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 

ÅBoth groups report  improvements in: 

Å Substance use  

Å Mental health 

 

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

Cost Analysis: HF with ACT 

ÅHousing First costs $22K per person per year  

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

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

Cost Analysis: HF with ICM   

ÅHousing First costs $14K CAD per person per year  

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

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

 

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

Å Participants interviewed at baseline and 18-months 

Å 13 life domains re: changes ς e.g., typical day, 
education, work, housing 

Å Each interview coded for life changes ς (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 ̝ 2=28.5, df=1, p=.0000001  
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Consumer Narratives:  
Coding Examples 

 

Å    Positive life change ς άThis is the first time, you know, that 
LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƘƻƳŜΧ AndΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ LΧ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ L 
ƭƻǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƘƻƳŜΧL ŦŜŜƭ ǎƻ ǎŀŦŜΦ  !ƴŘΧōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀŦŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ 
ƛǎǎǳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΚέ  

Å    Mixed/neutral life change ς ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎΣ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ 
just like I said, like picking up, losing it all, picking up, losing it 
all, picking up, losing it all.έ 

Å    Negative life change ς ά¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛǎŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ƘƻǘŜƭΦ L ƭŜŦǘ 
the next day. It was noisy, bug-ƛƴŦŜǎǘŜŘΣ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ŘǊǳƎǎΦέ  





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 

ωFollowing At Home/Chez Soi, we were interested in 
scaling out and scaling up Housing First across 
Canada 
ωLee and Westley (2011) use systems theory and  

complexity theory to understand social innovation 
and its diffusion. They make a distinction between: 
ωScaling out ς replication and diffusion of an 

innovation across settings  
ωScaling up ς moving an innovation into a 

broader system and creating transformative 
change 
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Scaling Out and Up ς Wandersman et 
ŀƭΦΩǎ όнллуύ LƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ 

Framework of Knowledge Transfer 
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Context 

ωExisting research and theory ς findings of At 
Home/Chez Soi 
ωClimate ς conservative federal government, 
IƻǳǎƛƴƎ CƛǊǎǘ ŀǎ ŀ άŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŎŀǎŜέ όaŀŎƴŀǳƎƘǘƻƴΣ 
Nelson, & Goering, 2013; Stanhope & Dunn, 
2011) 
ωMacro-policy ς federal government announces 

renewal of Homelessness Partnering Strategy 
(HPS) in March, 2013 federal budget, but calls for 
a shift in funding to Housing First 
ωFunding ς $600 million for 5-year renewal 
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Knowledge Synthesis and 
Translation System 

ωPeer-reviewed publications 
ωReports and summaries written in accessible 

language and readily available on the websites of 
the Mental Health Commission of Canada and the 
Homeless Hub 
ωNational Film Board ς Here at Home, including 

short videos featuring participants 
ωCanadian Housing First Toolkit (2014),  

http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/  

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

The modules are visible above in the home screen and the top menu 


