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Community Voices is a participatory action research study conducted in collaboration 
with people with lived experiences of homelessness in Calgary, Alberta to gather insights 
into service provision. Following convenience and snowball recruitment strategies, 
seven focus groups with members of the homeless community were conducted by 
trained facilitators. Participants and other community members were invited as co-
researchers to analyze focus group transcripts, highlight key issues, develop themes and 
recommendations, and share key findings with stakeholders. Study findings suggest that 
people who are homeless experience oppression at the personal, cultural and structural 
levels which make it less likely for them to exit homelessness. Our findings suggests that 
a housing first approach coupled with intensive personalized case management 
embedded within a human rights framework has the capacity to reduce homelessness 
and overcome the barriers that prevent individuals from exiting homelessness. Such 
interventions, however, require substantial investment to increase the stock of 
affordable housing units, improve current shelter facilities, and educate personnel in 
anti-oppressive practices and a political commitment to recognize housing as a human 
right. 
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1.0   Introduction 
 
An estimated 160,000 Canadians experience homelessness every year (Trypuc & Robinson, 2009), although the 
exact prevalence is difficult to determine due to the challenges of definition and methodology (Begin, Casavant, 
Miller Chenier, & Dupuis, 1999; Peressini, McDonald, & Hulchanski, 1996). The Canadian Homelessness Research 
Network (2012) defines homelessness as: 

. . . an individual or family without stable, permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, 
means and ability of acquiring it. It is the result of systemic or societal barriers, a lack of affordable and 
appropriate housing, the individual/household’s financial, mental, cognitive, behavioural or physical 
challenges, and/or racism and discrimination. Most people do not choose to be homeless, and the 
experience is generally negative, unpleasant, stressful and distressing. (p. 1)  

 
Calgary has the largest homeless population in the province of Alberta, according to the most recent point-in-time 
homeless count in October 2014. This number, 3,531 people, similar to the count six months earlier, with 1,766 
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people in emergency shelters, 1,292 in short-term supportive housing, 315 with no fixed address while in jail or 
hospital; and 158 “rough sleepers” residing on the streets (Calgary Homeless Foundation [CHF], 2014).  
The Calgary 10 Year Plan to End Homelessness was created in 2008 by the CFH as a response to the growing rates 
of homelessness; their mandate states that “an individual or family will stay in an emergency shelter or sleep 
outside for not longer than a week before moving into a safe, decent, affordable home with the support needed to 
sustain it” (CHF, 2012a, p. 1). In order to reach this goal, the CHF provides funding to housing programs delivered 
by a number of agencies across the City, and also conducts and funds research to better understand trends and 
needs of homeless sub-populations (for example, women fleeing domestic violence) to inform and direct policy 
development and program design (CHF, 2012a).  
 
The Plan employs a case management approach to house and support clients to maintain housing based on the 
housing first approach (CHF, 2012a). The housing first model is designed as a low barrier program to house the 
most vulnerable homeless people without prerequisites of good mental health, psychiatric treatment or sobriety. 
The objective of the housing first model is to stabilize people in homes and then appropriately address other 
associated issues. This approach arose from the limitations of the traditional continuum of care model, with the 
objective of effectively serving chronic and episodic homeless populations (Gulcur, Stefancic, Shinn, Tsemberis, & 
Fischer, 2003). Recognizing the cost-effectiveness of providing permanent housing with supports to break the 
cycle of homelessness, the Plan exemplifies a paradigm shift from managing homelessness to ending it. Although 
the Plan does not eliminate the use of emergency shelters, the target standard is that a person will be without a 
home for a maximum of seven days before being housed and supported (CHF, 2012b).  
 
In the Community Voices study, we used an exploratory qualitative research design with a participatory action 
research framework (MacDonald, 2012) to collaborate with people experiencing homelessness in Calgary in order 
to better understand their experiences of social and human services in the context of the Plan’s implementation. 
People were also asked to suggest relevant recommendations regarding existing programs, services, and policies.  
 

2.0 Methodology 
 
The search for knowledge that is “information rich” (Patton, 2002, p. 230) guided our choice to adopt a qualitative 
research methodology with a participatory action research (PAR) framework. PAR asserts that experiential 
knowledge is a valid form of expertise (Altpeter, Schopler, Galinsky, & Pennell, 1999) and that “given the proper 
tools, the people most affected by a problem are not only capable of better understanding their realities, but are 
also the best equipped to address their struggles” (Koirala-Azad & Fuentes 2009/2010, p. 1). PAR aims to 
eliminate power differentials between professional researchers and community experts, and uses critical 
reflection that legitimizes personal and emotional experiences in the framing of knowledge (Fook & Askeland, 
2007), with the ultimate goal of influencing social change (Brydon-Miller, 1997).  While traditional qualitative 
forms of data gathering (focus groups) were utilized in this research, persons with previous experiences of 
homelessness were involved in all phases of the study, including the initial design, the development of research 
questions, the recruitment of participants and co-researchers, the facilitation of focus groups, the analysis of data, 
and the creation of knowledge through report writing and dissemination. Additional co-researchers with lived 
experiences of homelessness participated in the analysis and dissemination phases of the study. 
 
Convenience and snowball sampling techniques (Atkinson & Flint, 2004), were used to invite people who had 
previous or current experiences of homelessness to participate in a series of focus groups to share their stories of 
accessing human and social services in Calgary. These individuals are described as study participants. Focus 
groups, which are carefully planned group discussions to explore a set of specific issues, with the goal to learn 
more about perceptions, feelings, attitudes and ideas (Chiu, 2008), have been found to be useful in generating 
practical knowledge about complex policy issues (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Focus group facilitators received 
training on PAR and focus group methodology (Harding, 2013). Focus group discussions were framed by a field 
guide comprised of semi-structured, open ended questions designed to elicit lived experiences of participants and 
provide feedback into existing programs and services, and into policies at the municipal, provincial and/or federal 
levels. 
 
The study received institutional ethics approval and individual participants and co-researchers (described below) 
provided written informed consent and basic demographic information. Focus groups were co-facilitated by 
members of the research team, at least one of whom had direct lived experience of homelessness.  
 
Between October and November 2011, we completed seven focus groups with a total of 41 participants who had 
direct lived experiences of homelessness. Focus groups were audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.  
Transcripts were subsequently analyzed by research team members and co-researchers (n=21). We use the term 
co-researchers to describe participants “as joint contributors and investigators to the findings of a research 
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project . . . collaborators in the process of gathering and interpreting data” (Boylorn, 2008, p. 600). The aim of this 
analysis process was to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings (Williams, Unrau, & Grinnell, 1998) through 
co-researcher involvement and to also deepen the research capabilities of the co-researchers. We conducted a 
full-day data analysis workshop, which began with introducing co-researchers to the study and providing them 
with a brief tutorial on qualitative data analysis techniques (Bryman & Burgess, 1993). The focus group 
transcripts were thematically analyzed as follows: (1) Three co-researchers (a student research assistant, a 
person with lived experience of poverty and an experienced researcher) collaboratively reviewed one or two 
focus group transcripts, conducted open coding, assigning codes and code descriptors to each code; (2) In the 
second review, group members performed targeted coding; they collapsed, integrated and organized codes into 
themes and subthemes; (3) In the third review of the transcripts, co-researchers completed selective coding, 
selecting the core category in relation to other categories according to the objectives of the study. In this stage, 
they also identified quotes from the transcripts that illustrated the various themes and subthemes they had 
identified; (4) Each group then shared one or two of the major themes they had classified (with accompanying 
quotes) with the entire research team; (5) Members of the larger group provided feedback as either resonating 
with or differing from the various themes they had identified. When appropriate, enriched or alternative themes 
or interpretations were noted; (6) Finally, members of the entire research team developed preliminary 
recommendations based on the preliminary study findings. Hand-written notes were taken throughout the 
process, which became part of the dataset.  
 
The research team then amalgamated all of the findings from the data analysis workshop, and further reviewed 
the findings to identify pathways, relationships and linkages between themes and subthemes. Preliminary 
recommendations were also further developed based on the findings of the data analysis followed by a targeted 
literature review of relevant literature. 
 
To increase the trustworthiness of the findings (Shenton, 2004), we invited co-researchers to participate in a two-
hour validation workshop during which the findings were presented to the panel of co-researchers (n=21) who 
were asked to provide additional feedback or suggest alternative considerations or interpretations. Again, hand-
written notes were taken during this session and were added to the dataset. Subsequently, we shared study 
findings and recommendations in five key settings to targeted audiences which included: (1) service providers, 
activists, and people with lived experiences of homelessness, (2) the general public, (3) a national conference on 
homelessness; (4) local community leaders, and (5) local practitioners, researchers and policy makers. In each 
case, at least one presenter was a co-researcher with lived experience of homelessness. Participants at these 
events provided feedback and input on the themes and recommendations. Finally, we shared the findings with the 
Research Committee of the Provincial Interagency Council on Homelessness who agreed to take action, which is  
consistent with the requirement of the PAR process (Brydon-Miller, 1997).  
 

3.0 Results 
 
From the analytic process, we identified the following six themes: (1) Systemic oppression; (2) Multiple barriers 
in finding and maintaining employment; (3) Criminalization of homelessness; (4) Lack of accountability; (5) It’s 
more than housing; and (6) Resilience in the face of adversity. Each of the major themes included a number of 
sub-themes.  In the following section, we present a detailed description of each major theme and its associated 
subthemes along with illustrative quotes drawn from the dataset (transcripts, and written notes) and evidence 
abstracted from the literature. Although themes and sub-themes are reported as distinct for the purpose of this 
report, in the lives of homeless people, they played out in complex and interconnected ways.  
 

3.01   Themes 1: Systemic oppression 
 
Despite a person’s unique experience of homelessness, participants’ interactions with agencies and human 
resources deeply resonated with one another, creating a story of systemic oppression. Oppression, defined as the 
way in which a dominant group maintains its privilege and power by exploiting and denying other groups the 
same opportunities, is expressed through exclusion and discrimination, which prevent people in subordinate 
groups to fully participate in socioeconomic and sociocultural opportunities (Mullaly, 2010). Over a period of time, 
systemic oppression has significant and profound negative impacts on a person’s emotional and physical health, 
which then further reduces a person’s ability to fully participate in society (James et al., 2010). Oppressive forces 
identified in this study occurred on structural, cultural and individual levels, and contributed to entry into 
homelessness and the way in which supports and resources were offered to aid in exiting homelessness.  
 
3.1.1  Individual level oppression 
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Oppression on this level arises from negative beliefs, attitudes and behaviours held by the dominant group 
towards the subordinate group, expressed through alienation, as well as conscious or unconscious acts of aversion 
and avoidance (Mullaly, 2010). Participants in the study described encountering consistent negative attitudes 
with some agencies appearing more interested in following procedures and protocols than providing effective 
services.  As one participant explained, “There’s a real belief out there that homeless people are scum. The politics 
in this province are: if you’re poor and you’re homeless it must be because you deserve it and something you did.”  
 
Homeless people in a New York study expressed similar sentiments, stating that outreach workers do “their jobs 
for financial reasons and that workers have little incentive to help end homelessness because they rely on the 
homeless population for employment” (Kydra & Compton, 2009, p. 147).  
 
Oppressive practices at the personal level lead homeless people to develop a mistrust of social and human services 
(Kydra & Compton, 2009; Thompson, 2006), limiting a person’s ability to exit homelessness.  To remediate this, 
participants in this study concurred with other research, which advises front-line staff to spend “more time with 
each client, engaging and listening to the client, and expressing empathy” (Kydra & Compton, 2009, p. 146).  
 
3.1.2   Cultural level oppression 
 
Oppression at the cultural level stems from the norms, values and ideals that reflect the dominant culture and are 
expressed through stereotypes, stigma and language that is repeated and perpetuated through mass media and 
dominant discourses (Mullaly, 2010).  This form of oppression impacts the emotional wellbeing of those living in 
homelessness, and affects how they access supports (Shier, Jones, & Graham, 2010). Study participants described 
feeling reluctant to using services: 

It’s not a shameful thing to ask for help but when you go in and ask for help and you feel degraded and 
made to feel you don’t deserve their help you are not going to ask. After you have been raped, humiliated 
and degraded by the system you just go out and you just decide fuck it. Well when you are dealing with 
women and men who are knocking on doors they get degraded, they get pushed away, they get pushed 
aside they aren’t going to ask for help anymore. They are going to maintain on the street and the street 
leads to crime. They have no place to go. It’s easier. 

 
3.1.3   Systemic level oppression 
 
This form of oppression has been described as “the beginning point and end product of all other forms of 
oppression. It is the essential structure of society, the sum total of all the other inequalities” (Bishop, 2002, p. 82), 
and is expressed through inequalities in wealth, privilege and power between the rich, or upper class, and the 
working poor, or those stigmatized as “lower” class. In Canada, Calgary has the largest income gap between rich 
and poor, and Alberta has been identified as the province with the largest income inequalities (Parkland Institute, 
2013).  
 
Current services, representing structural barriers, are built to represent the dominant culture’s ideas, values and 
expectations, which do not necessarily represent the needs and realities of the underprivileged, as one participant 
articulated:  

It’s like applying for housing and you are filling out the application form and they want your ID, your bank 
statements and birth certificate, and who your previous landlord was and your income taxes and your GST 
forms and references, and where you worked and your Social Insurance Number and a criminal record check. 
Well, if you’ve been on the streets for ten years, when was the last time you filed your income tax? You 
don’t have a landlord and you don’t have good references. So how are you supposed to access all these 
housing projects that are out there when you don’t have the wherewithal to get through all of the screening?  

 

3.02   Theme 2: Barriers to employment  
 
Among homeless populations, barriers to employment significantly contribute to a diminished quality of life (Lam 
& Rosenheck, 2000) and an inability to exit homelessness (Shier, Jones, & Graham, 2012). Employment is a 
positive source of self-esteem and independence, as well as the primary means of re-integration or re-socialization 
into mainstream society (Blankertz, McKay, & Robinson, 1998). Calgary’s unemployment rate is low (4.9%, or 
2.1% below the national average) (Statistics Canada, 2013) and the majority of homeless people in Calgary are 
employed (City of Calgary, 2008). However, participants in the study reported barriers to employment related to 
their homeless status including: lack of stable housing, access to technology and transportation, lack of knowledge 
about and access to employment services, and discrimination by employers.   
3.2.1   Lack of stable housing and access to transportation and technology 
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Living on the streets or in a shelter limits homeless persons from meeting their basic needs, such as hygiene, 
nutrition and quality of sleep (Shier, Jones, & Graham, 2010).  This, in turn, impacts their ability to search for and 
maintain employment, and contributes to feelings of shame associated with the disclosure of their homeless 
status. The negative association between shelter life and employment is described by one participant: 

The biggest problem with being homeless is sleep deprivation. So you are sleeping with lights on all night. 
They wake you up at 5:00, you try to hold down a job let’s say for example you are working 3:00 to 11:00 
and you are getting absolutely no sleep. I had a job at [company name] but I was in that position where 
they placed me in a full time job, doing warehouse work at 48 years old, no experience doing warehouse 
work. Lifting 50, 60 pound boxes and I have high blood pressure and fibromyalgia. I wasn’t getting my 
sleep, my boss was yelling at me all the time and I lost that job. Now I am back to square one again. I was 
like, even without looking for work, when you are sleep deprived, you have nowhere. In summer we sleep 
in the parks. You see it all the time people are falling asleep. The police come along and wake you up and 
tell you, you can’t sleep there. 

 
Next to housing, transportation is identified in the literature as the most significant barrier to employment 
(Sommers et al., 2005). Similar to recommendations in the literature to provide free bus passes (Munoz, 
Reichenbach, & Hansen, 2005), one participant suggested:  

There needs to be some sort of system when you’re homeless that you could get a card so that you can ride 
on the transit and not get a transit fine. Without transit, you’re limited to the areas that you can walk to. 
To give a homeless person a transit fine is absolutely ridiculous, because they’re not going to be able to pay 
the fine and they end up having a warrant out for their arrest because they have unpaid transit fines. 

 
Limited access to technology (computers, Internet and cell phones) also negatively impacts the ability of members 
of the homeless community to obtain and maintain employment (CHF, 2012b; Eyrich-Garg, 2011; Sommers et al., 
2005). This was underscored in our study by one participant:   

You’re supposed to call 6 to 12 people a day to try to find a job. But if you have nowhere to live, and no 
phone number, and no computer access, yeah, you have this access [at the shelter], but there’s a line up all 
the time. It’s not like you can just walk right in and use the computer and get your things done. 

 
3.2.2   Lack of knowledge about and access to employment services 
 
Study participants expressed a limited understanding of the various employment-related services and supports. 
One participant depicted the entanglement of agency rules and mandates as prohibitive: 

Each organization requires a referral. If you need some nice clothing for a job interview, you need to get a 
referral to get the clothes. But in order to get that referral, you need to get a referral for the referral.  

 
The perception of inadequate employment-related services among homeless respondents led them to rely on the 
informal knowledge network, as one person suggested: 

You don’t know the different resources that are available until you get together with a group of people that 
are homeless and you learn more from them. There should be a way people are given the knowledge of 
what’s out there. 

 
Similar research in Vancouver highlights complex barriers engrained within employment services. For instance, 
Sommers et al., (2005) identified that in order to access employment services, clients had to be recipients of social 
assistance, which they found excluded the majority of homeless people.  
 
3.2.3   Discrimination by employers 
 
Discrimination by potential employers towards members of the homeless community significantly reduced their 
opportunities to obtain and maintain housing (CHF, 2012b). One participant shared his experience of being 
stigmatized as a consequence of his homelessness: 

Employers are not looking for guys that are sleeping on a mattress. You are not reliable to them as soon as 
they hear you’re homeless. The majority of the time it’s like, we have other guys looking for work who own 
their own homes. Basically they make a stereotype: if you’re in a homeless shelter then you’re not a reliable 
worker. 
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As documented in the literature, these negative experiences also decrease the confidence of people who are 
homeless to seek employment. Those who struggle with mental health issues are further discouraged by the fear 
of being discriminated against and being rejected (Ferguson et al., 2011; Lam & Rosenheck, 2000).  
 

3.03   Theme 3: Accountability  
 
Despite the rhetoric surrounding individual responsibilities for homelessness, structural factors including the lack 
of safe, affordable housing, and a living wage, are the major contributors to homelessness (Kauppi & Bradley, 
2003). Hulchanski (2009) advocates for remedial action on the micro level (individuals and their families), the 
mezzo level (agencies, communities and municipalities), and macro level, (provincial and federal governments 
and social policies).  
 
3.3.1   Agency accountability 
 
Agencies serving those at-risk of homelessness need to guarantee the necessary supports, financial and emotional 
are available to maintain housing (Gaetz, 2010). Agencies also need to evaluate service effectiveness attending to 
broader systemic factors that pertain to homelessness (Pauly, Carlson, & Perkin, 2012). Further to this, 
participants in this study emphasize that evaluation of program effectiveness is also necessary. Financial 
accountability of agencies was a particular concern expressed by participants in this study, one of whom indicated 
a need for further transparency on how finances are allocated: 

There needs to be an outside quality assurance officer that comes in and pulls the records apart. An outside 
person that takes a look at the place, that does a 360 degree evaluation, talks to every staff person and to 
every resident, because a lot of stuff goes out the back door. 

 
Similar to research evidence participants in this study indicated that knowledge and training of frontline staff, 
including training regarding specific populations (Freund & Hawkins, 2004; Harris & Katz, 2009), were key to 
improved service delivery. They suggested that education and awareness of the homeless experience would 
produce more relevant programming:  

I think the ones who are high up in those buildings should actually go in and see the homeless. Eat a meal 
with them, sit down with them and actually talk to and walk with the homeless, and live it. I think they 
would get a better idea of what needs to change.  

 
In contrast, some participants reported positive experiences with specific agencies or practitioners within 
agencies, noting that certain programs or practices by individual staff effectively increased their potential to exit 
homelessness. In particular, participants expressed the positive impact on a homeless person when staff, 
programs and agencies are able to effectively meet a specific need, or support unique circumstances or foster hope 
for an alternative future, as one respondent explained: 

[One program] was so helpful in that sense that I didn’t feel like I was being judged for being a working girl. 
I had all that help for all those years, which led me to want to straighten out. That’s where I picked up the 
idea that I wanted a better life myself. I had that sense of belonging, people who came from where I had 
been, who wanted to help. 

 
Research supports that dedicated staff and ongoing support from programs and agencies that serve people who 
are facing homelessness help them to transform their lives (Walsh, Ahosaari, Sellmer, & Rutherford, 2010). This 
aligned with study participants’ assertion that services were improved by demonstrations of compassion and care, 
and a focus on a person’s unique circumstances. As one study participant offered: 

I have a worker that comes to see me once a week, or whenever right, and we go over how I’m doing and 
how I’m doing with my plan – short-term and long-term goals. So for me, that’s what working. 

 
3.3.2   Community accountability 
 
Canadians hold negative and inaccurate perceptions of individuals experiencing homelessness (Salvation Army, 
2011). Discrimination directed at homeless people has been associated with decreased self-esteem and increased 
mental distress (Kidd, 2009). Participants in this study identified that societal stigma associated with being 
homeless is a significant barrier to exiting homelessness. One participant outlined, “the stated attitude and belief 
that the homeless are scum contributes to the cycle of homelessness”.  
 
Communities need to critically examine the structural barriers that foster societal stigma, compromise social 
safety nets, marginalize homeless people and minimize their ability to seek help (Shier, Jones, & Graham, 2010). 
One study participant concurred with this, stating:  
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It’s not just about having a plan [referring to the 10 year plan to end homelessness]. We’ve got to change 
society. There’s much bigger changes that need to happen. We need to get to a place where we care about 
our neighbours, and we’re willing to live more simply, share more readily and give more generously.  

 
 3.3.3   Government accountability 
 
In addition to using a housing first approach (Employment and Social Development Canada, 2013), and the 
financial incentives provided by the federal government to prevent or reduce homelessness (Human Resources 
and Skills Development Canada, 2012), participants articulated the need for housing and a living wage.  
 
Co-researchers identified the need for policy reform regarding access to affordable housing. A significant decrease 
in funding for social housing (Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 2000) and additional access barriers 
occurred in 1996 as a consequence of the shift in social housing responsibilities from federal to provincial 
jurisdictions (Layton, 2008). Although the development of more housing options through financial incentives and 
tax measures has been made in Alberta (Alberta Secretariat for Action on Homelessness, 2008), the extensive wait 
lists for affordable housing (City of Calgary, 2013a), increasing rental rates and low vacancy rates (CMHC, 2012) 
suggests an urgent and increasing need for social housing.  
 
The Wellesley Institute (2010) described the “precarious housing iceberg”, outlining the 12 million households in 
Canada, 1.5 million of which are in ‘core housing need’. They called for a national strategy to address affordable 
housing needs, for an evaluation of the effectiveness of current federal investment into affordable housing 
initiatives, and for the establishment of a coordinated plan to address the needs of all Canadians who are 
precariously housed. Further, the United Nations Human Rights Council (2009) reported that Canada is failing to 
meet its housing obligations, as the current affordable housing sector compromises the right to housing and 
adequate living standards.   
 
Respondents in this study agreed with the need for government policy reform to support a livable or sustainable 
wage. Alberta’s minimum wage is among the lowest in the country (Government of Alberta, 2013) and is deemed 
inadequate to meet basic needs and maintain a safe, decent, dignified standard of living (Vibrant Communities 
Calgary, 2013). Researchers have called for governments to commit to passing legislation that ensures that wages 
and income supports are at a living standard (Gaetz, 2010; Hulchanski, 2009). Increasing the minimum wage to a 
living wage has been advanced as an important poverty-reduction strategy (Battle, 2011; Cabal Garces, 2011; 
Goldberg & Green, 1999), and increases an individual’s capacity to exit poverty (Mackenzie & Stanford, 2008). 
Living wages also enhance productivity among the workforce, decrease employment absenteeism and increase 
consumer purchasing power (Peterborough Social Planning Council and Trent Applied Social Research, 2004; 
Richards, Cohen, Klein, & Littman, 2008).  
 
Unlike most Canadian provinces (Canadian Federation of Apartment Associations, 2011), Alberta does not have a 
rent stabilization policy (Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2013), which has been shown to reduce 
evictions (Early & Olsen, 1998) and, in particular, decrease evictions into homelessness (Lapointe, 2004). The 
absence of rent stabilization policies, in conjunction with low vacancy rates, creates an ‘affordability squeeze,’ 
forcing low-income renters out of the market (Layton, 2008). The consequences of the affordability squeeze was 
described by one study participant: 

You get a lot of people [moving to Calgary], because there are really good jobs, but with the high cost of 
living, you get all these slumlords, and the rents go up. So you’re getting a one-bedroom for $600, or a 
single bachelor suite, and not only is it not worth paying, it’s not even worth living in, because it’s all messy 
and has pest problems, and they’re charging you an arm and a leg – and they get away with it. 

 
While more research is required to fully understand the impact that rent stabilization policies have on 
homelessness, they have been shown to protect the poor, decrease turnover in rental housing while maintaining 
the opportunity for landlords to make profit (McFarlane, 2003).  
 

3.04   Themes 4: It’s more than housing  
 
In addition to the housing first model, participants emphasized that members of the homeless community require 
case management. Case management is defined as a relationship-based service wherein a practitioner would 
assist with a variety of client-based services, including outreach, assessment and service planning, service linkage, 
monitoring of service delivery, and advocacy (Rubin, 1992). Study participants advanced that case management 
would reduce the ‘warehousing’ of the homeless population and increase people’s capacity to exit homelessness 
by accommodating the unique circumstances and diversity within the homeless community. One respondent 
clarified the role of case management: 
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I think people are warehoused a lot. There should be more one-on-one, than dealing with everyone at once 
where nothing gets done. We are all different, totally different. There should be more counselling rather 
than just and shipping them off. 

 
Recent reviews concluded that case management led to increased time spent in housing and housing satisfaction 
(Nelson, Aubry, & Lafrance, 2007) and “improved housing stability, reduced substance use, and removed 
employment barriers for substance users” (de Vet et al., 2013, p. e13). Case management has shown to be 
particularly effective with homeless persons who have multiple challenges, particularly individuals with mental 
health and addictions, as it enhances the intrapersonal relationship between client and support worker, increases 
a client’s ability to engage with treatment, reduces homelessness and increases general life satisfaction (Chinman, 
Rosenheck, & Lam, 2000). 
 
Comprehensive supports, tailored to meet individual needs and offered from a centralized location, were also 
recommended. As one participant elucidated, “the system doesn’t take into account that people have different 
needs. They need a place to stay where they can get those things addressed and get support”. 
 
Specialized services were also recommended for homeless populations who struggle with mental illness and 
substance abuse. As one participant noted, “there needs to be more, more individual work on where the person is 
lacking or sickness, stabilize their health and then their issues before anything else is going to work out, right?”  
 
Current estimates indicate that 20% to 86% of homeless people suffer from concurrent mental health and 
substance abuse disorders (Canadian Institute for Health Information, 2007); the deinstitutionalization of mental 
health services the lack of community supports is a major contributing factor in this relationship (City of Victoria, 
2007).  Homeless people who struggle with their mental health are at a higher risk for general ill-health than 
others in the homeless population as they are more likely to engage in unhealthy behaviour including going 
without food, refraining from sleep, prostitution, abuse and violence (Nelson, Aubry, & Lafrance, (2007). The often 
dire situation of homeless individuals with mental health concerns and addictions are outlined by one participant: 

I should have been dead so many times. It finally clicked in when one of the workers from the [specific 
outreach team] came to pick me up from the hospital and took me back to the [specific shelter]. [This 
time] I started using the services that they offered for housing, mental health, trauma and addictions. I’m 
surprised that I’ve been in detox this long, like 40 days. I got some goals set for housing, going back to 
school to [specific college], and they’re helping me with that too. They’re there helping and encouraging 
me. 

 
Co-researchers expressed a need for centralized services that provide diverse forms of assistance as well as better 
interagency communication and collaboration. As one individual commented, these improvements would lead to 
more effective service provision: 

Everybody who is homeless would be under the same umbrella, the rules would be consistent; everybody 
knows what’s going on across the board. Under that umbrella, I would have medical care, dentistry, and 
mental health services right there available for people. It would be ideal if it could be just in one big location, 
or maybe throughout the city at different locations, but not operating under different names and with no 
communication; there needs to be more communication within the systems.  

 
Centralized assistance, defined as an intake service that functions as a single point of entry to the community’s 
wide array of services for homeless populations, reduces the extent to which homeless individuals have to 
independently navigate the complex maze of services offered (Basi, Clelland, Khind, Morris, & Severinson, 2012). 
The benefits of centralized services are numerous and realized across client, agency and policy maker domains 
(Gardner, Ochoa, Alspaugh & Mathews, 2010).   
 

3.05   Theme 5: Criminalization of homelessness  
 
Participants identified that homelessness is increasingly criminalized. The criminalization of homelessness 
perpetuates public perceptions that blame homeless people for their lack of housing and views them as 
delinquent, predatory and unsafe (O’Grady, Gaetz, & Buccieri, 2011). Ultimately, this process has negative 
consequences on those who are trying to exit homelessness by heightening their experiences of social exclusion, 
reinforcing the association between homelessness and criminal behaviour, and distancing homeless populations 
from the support structures that can address the root causes of homelessness (Foscarinis, Cunnigham-Bowers, & 
Brown, 1999; O’Grady et al., 2011).  
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Police targeting, was noted by study participants, and, as one participant explained, resulted in the criminalization 
of homelessness: 

There seems to be a double standard in society especially here in Calgary, where if you’re contributing, wear 
a suit, look the part, [the police] overlook you. But if you have a backpack or you look out of sorts, they’re 
right on you.  

 
According to study participants, police targeting is promoted by the enactment of bylaws that specifically center 
on activities related to homelessness including panhandling and sleeping outdoors (The City of Calgary, 2013b), 
with bylaw enforcement functioning as a revolving door between homelessness and the criminal justice system. 
One responded noted: 

If you are homeless and you have a pup tent and the [specific shelter] has kicked you out and you set up 
your tent somewhere along the river so you have a place to sleep, what the fuck is the point of giving you 
a trespassing ticket or a camping ticket or a loitering ticket? The purpose of that is so the cops can get you 
off the street and put you in prison, and they just don’t have to deal with you. You can’t pay it off while 
you’re in jail, and then you get a warrant so you can’t access services. 

 
Several key mechanisms criminalize homeless populations, including: laws that prohibit activities related to 
homelessness, disproportionate law-enforcement activities against homeless people, the manipulation of physical 
environments to restrict usage by homeless populations, increased surveillance and policing in public spaces and 
increased incarceration of those who are homeless (O’Grady, Gaetz, & Buccieri, 2011). Researchers noted that the 
six million dollars that was spent to enact the Safe City Initiative to crack-down on crime in Los Angeles, resulted 
in 201 arrests, mainly for jaywalking and loitering, which could have provided supportive housing for 
approximately 225 people (National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty & National Coalition for the 
Homeless, 2009). Further, the “get-tough” anti-homeless laws violate fundamental rights of homeless people 
(Foscarinis et al., 1999). 
 
The criminalization of homelessness was further noted by participants, who critiqued the lack of support services 
offered to homeless populations who are released from prison. One participant illustrated the practice of 
discharging people from prison into homelessness:  

It’s not like when you’re released from jail that they tell you what services are available, or how to access 
them. They don’t give you the Street Survival Guide so that you can access this service and that service. They 
don’t even tell you that they are supposed to give you warm clothing.  

 
A lack of support services and employment opportunities following a period of incarceration negatively affects 
reintegration (Lynch & Sabol, 2001). Additional supportive discharge procedures in prisons could decrease 
homelessness, increase employment, decrease the rate of recidivism and increase health (Gaetz & O’Grady, 2009). 
Access to housing is a primary factor in successful discharge and reintegration (Bradley, Oliver, Richardson & 
Slayter, 2001; Springer, Mars & Dennison, 1998).  
 

3.06   Theme 6: Resilience in the face of adversity 
 
Resilience defined as a process of “continuing growth and articulation of capacities, knowledge, insight and virtues 
derived through meeting the demands and challenges of one’s world” (Saleebey, 2006, p. 13). Participants in this 
study suggested several ways in which members of the homeless community exhibit resilience including 
community building and advocating for change.  
 
Peer-to-peer support and empowerment were the cornerstones of community building and survival. Participants 
spoke of their ability to share information and resources, and to work together to navigate the system through 
extensive informal support networks. Forming a community with others who are homeless was a key strength, as 
one study member illustrated:  

You don’t know the different resources that are available until you get together with a group of people that 
are homeless. You learn more from them and you don’t even need a cell-phone. We can just talk to each 
other. 

 
An identified strength of the homeless community, according to study participants, is their function as allies and 
advocates in aiding others in accessing supports. One participant provided the following example: 

Because I got a place of my own, I like to help others find their own home. I give out [community worker’s 
name] because he helped me. I give his number to whoever I meet and they’re like “Do you have a number?” 
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I say, “Well, certainly,” because I have the number memorized. I give it out to so many different people. I 
enjoy helping others because I’ve been helped myself. 

 
For some participants, the hope of helping others, or being a voice for change, has become the incentive to 
overcome their own struggles and to persevere. As one participant noted: “I got to get strong to help others”. 
 
Resiliency was also demonstrated in the participants’ capacities to share their stories, uncovering common 
experiences, as a means to affect change. Some expressed the desire to work for change in order to alleviate the 
suffering of those who may face similar problems in the future. One participant eloquently shared:  

We definitely want to be able to share some of that experience…to use what we have to educate, to make 
the next person’s journey easier. Whether or not she’s homeless we still want her to be able to access services 
and get into housing. It might not be an easy thing, but we want it to be easier for her than it was for us. 
We want people to realize that we did not wake up and decide we wanted to be criminals and we didn’t grow 
up thinking we were going to be junkies and hookers. We had dreams just like everybody else when we were 
little girls. This is not what I had planned for my life, but you might as well own the experience and do it 
with some dignity. We’ve learned a lot as women and we’ve become a really good support for each other.  

 
In calling for wider accountability, one community researcher eloquently articulates the phenomenon of resiliency 
in the face of adversity: 

I am not data, a number, a unit of livestock or a child. Please treat me as the human being I am, and if you 
agree to help me, please help me with what I really need, not with what you think I need, the minimum you 
think I deserve, or the things you were going to throw away, anyway – as I can only make use of garbage 
for so long. I will not shoulder the responsibility of manufacturing gratitude for second hand efforts and 
objects if I am neglected and deteriorate further. I'm tapped and traumatized by helping systems that rarely 
truly help, and I'm so very, very tired.  

 

3.07   Limitations of the study 
 
In order to limit the number of demographic questions and invasiveness of the study, the researchers did not 
inquire about the participants’ family status, parental status, number of children, or whether they were currently 
in an intimate partnership. Thus, the study could not comment on how experiences of homelessness, services, and 
service barriers may impact family life among homeless persons. Gaining a better understanding of these issues 
can create the necessary foundation knowledge to develop policies and tailor services for homeless families. This 
is a consideration for future research.  
 
An important objective of this research was to open the space for many diverse voices, views and experiences of 
persons with a history of homelessness. Unfortunately, while the research team was involved in planning three 
final focus groups in partnership with diverse groups including: the disability community; the lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgendered, and queer (LGBTQ) community; and the immigrant/refugee community, the study was 
put on hold. This occurred because the community partner was dissolved during the research study, the funding 
stopped, and thus data gathering process was terminated prematurely. These planned focus groups did not take 
place and therefore the voices of these communities may not be adequately represented in this report. Among the 
negative impacts of these changes was a time-gap in the project, which sparked levels of distrust among some 
members of the homeless community. The researchers did secure additional funding and were able to complete 
the objectives of the project with continued engagement of persons with lived experience of homelessness in the 
data analysis, interpretation and dissemination phases of the research.   
 

4.0 Discussion and recommendations 
 
Findings from the Community Voices study demonstrates that people who are homeless experience oppression 
within individual, cultural and structural domains. This draws attention to the need for an anti-oppressive 
approach and social justice principles embedded within institutional operations and policies designed to address 
homelessness. A minimum standard to meet this objective includes agency-funded and supported training in anti-
oppressive practices for all agency staff and volunteers as a core element of ongoing professional development. 
Training should incorporate social justice principles and include the involvement of persons with experiences of 
homelessness. 
 
The increasing criminalization of homeless populations is an exemplar of oppressive practices, as it further 
marginalizes and stigmatizes those who are experiencing homelessness, and reduces their ability to create and 
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implement an exit plan. While anti-oppressive training within policing and justice systems is critical, the need to 
assess and eliminate laws, which contribute to the cycle of homelessness is paramount.    
 
On a broader level, increasing the public’s understanding, empathy and awareness of the barriers faced by those 
experiencing homelessness is needed. This could be addressed, in part, by a broad social media campaign, which 
incorporates a human rights and social justice framework, with an emphasis on identifying and addressing the 
structural contributors of homelessness.   
 
The entrenchment of homelessness in Canada calls for greater accountability on all three government levels, 
within homeless serving agencies, and among the general public. Voters need to hold governments accountable 
for protecting vulnerable and oppressed citizens, and the federal government should support provinces and 
municipalities with adequate funding to ensure that appropriate supports can be developed and maintained 
(Gaetz, 2012; Layton, 2008).  
 
A considerable body of research indicates that a core need for homeless people is stable housing (Bradley, Oliver, 
Richardson, & Slayter 2001; Early & Olsen, 1998; Nelson, Aubry & Lafrance, 2007). While temporary shelters do 
not provide a solution to homelessness, they must nevertheless offer a safe and dignified experiences for guests. 
To this end, improvements in sanitation, sleeping conditions and access to training, workshops, computers and 
Internet are suggested. 
 
Affordable and inclusionary housing is necessary step to address the pervasive issue of homelessness. Rent 
control policies to protect low-wage earners in the rental market are one method of achieving this end. However, 
as indicated in this study and supporting literature (Gaetz, Scott & Gulliver, 2013), “it is more than just housing”. 
As indicated in this study, people who are homeless may experience complex issues and require comprehensive 
and individualized services. Further, individuals should not be discharged into homelessness from correctional 
services, foster care, hospitals or other programs. Appropriate resources and transitional case management 
should replace these unacceptable practices. 
 
Access to employment for members of the homeless community is necessary to sustain a decent quality of life. 
Significant barriers to employment are experienced by homeless people and have serious negative consequences 
on their quality of life and their ability to fully realize the rights of citizenship. The provision of humanizing and 
dignified employment opportunities is not only ethically imperative but justified from political and economic 
standpoints.  However, as evidenced by the high rate of employment among the Calgary’s homeless population, 
employment without affordable accommodation and proper supports will create a solution to homelessness. Due 
to high housing costs, a minimum wage, which reflects a living wage, is necessary. Without such protective policies, 
low-income earners will still face the threat of homelessness.  
 
The United Nations (1948, Article 24) identifies housing as basic human right.  A critical step to addressing the 
root causes of homelessness and also assisting those who are currently homeless is adopting a human rights 
framework in housing policies and programs, including the 10 Year Plan to End Homelessness. On a broader scale, 
tangible actions are needed by the Canadian government in order to engender national accountability for Article 
24. This would include the enactment a national housing strategy so that all Canadians can access their right to 
shelter. All levels of government must work together to support and expand existing initiatives that lead to safe, 
affordable housing options. 
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