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PREFACE
The Aboriginal Housing First Toolkit

Background and Purpose of the Toolkit
The toolkit was developed to assist Aboriginal communities that are interested 
in adopting the Aboriginal Housing First approach. Primarily based on the 
experiences of the At Home/Chez Soi project, we have assembled tools and 
resources that are practical and user-friendly for groups and communities interested 
in the Aboriginal Housing First approach. We expect the primary users of the 
toolkit to be practitioners, frontline workers, planners, government policy-makers, 
researchers, and people with lived experience of homelessness and/or mental 
health working in the housing/homelessness sector, health/mental health sector, 
and community orgaizations in related sectors. The toolkit provides useful “how 
to” information based on years of experience that can help community groups and 
individuals to develop and implement Aboriginal Housing First programs. Finally, 
the toolkit complements similar manuals developed in the U.S. (SAMHSA, 2010; 
Tsemberis, 2010) and a recent book of case studies of Housing First in Canada 
(Gaetz, Scott, & Gulliver, 2010).

How to Use the Toolkit
The toolkit is organized into several modules: an overview, planning, 
implementation, evaluation, and sustainability. Each module is accompanied with 
links to resource material. Users can access this material in several ways. First, 
individuals can access the materials via the interactive website that is hosted by the 
Homeless Hub and the Mental Health Commission of Canada. Those who decide 
on this option can pick and choose particular sections of each module to review, 
rather than reviewing an entire module. Second, users can download and save or 
print the modules that are in pdf format.
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Lu’ma Native BCH Housing Society (1997) has been the 
Community Entity delivering the Homelessness Partnering 
Strategy funding to the Aboriginal community since 2001. 
Lu’ma Native BCH Housing Society, based in Vancouver, 
is a provincially registered non-profit society providing 
a variety of community services targeting the Aboriginal 
Community.

Service Canada is the federal government agency that 
provides homelessness funding to Lu’ma Native BCH 
Housing Society as the Community Entity, under the 
Homelessness Partnering Strategy (HPS).

Infocus Management Consulting is hounoured to have been 
selected to work with Aboriginal organizations throughout 
Metro Vancouver on Aboriginal Housing First Readiness 
Pilot Project. Over 15 years, Infocus has become one of the 
leading consulting firms in British Columbia specializing 
in for-profit, non-profit, government, and Aboriginal issues. 
In addition to our BC focus, we have an exceptional record 
of accomplishment with a diverse client base of private and 
public companies around the world. 
The Infocus Management Consulting model for strategic 
performance development is a balance between structure 
and flexibility. As navigators of change, Infocus is a 
practical and essential resource, providing solutions of 
individuals, companies and organizations to grow, learn and 
lead.
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The bent wood box is a practical multi-use container 
masterly crafted from a single red cedar plank which 
is used on the coast of BC. These bent wood box 
storage containers are unique in that the sidewalls are 
bent into shape using steam. The steam makes the 
wood pliable enough to bend into many shapes.

Each box was adorned with the tribal crest and 
were diversly used for storage or a cooking vessel. 
Everything that was need for survival was stored in 
these boxes: clothing, cooking utensils, ceremonial 
objects and regalia, tools, etc...
Because of the many and varied uses, the bent wood 
box is the perfect icon for the Aboriginal Housing 
First Tool Kit. The bent wood box makes a statement 
of the ideals, hopes and concerns of Aboriginal 
Housing First.

Bent wood boxes
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One of the oldest institutions on the west coast of BC is widely known as 
the Potlatch. Of course, the many and unique cultures of the coast had their 
own names for ceremonies which celebrated, birth, coming of age, marriage, 
naming, installing a new chief and finally the death of a loved one. Common 
elements include generosity, (hosting, gifting), etiquette (protocol), feasting 
(food), and spirituality.
The West Coast is known for the abundance of food and natural resources. 
These provided for the basic human needs such as food, clothing, shelter and 
energy.
In the area of housing it can be said that no one was left out in the cold. 
The rainforest provided trees like the cedar, which were used for housing, 
vessels, clothing and making ceremonial objects such as masks, rattles, and 
monumental sculptures. The use of this resource also showed the wealth and 
status of families and/or clans.
To maintain a peaceful and harmonious existence for members of the group 
(First Nation) a highly organized structure was required. The larger the 
group meant more formalized sets of rules and protocol were required. At 
the top were patriarchs and matriarchs followed members of their extended 
noble family, shamans, warriors, artists, household managers, architects and 
sometimes slaves. Everyone had a responsibility. Each person had a role to 
fulfill to maintain a healthy community. With age and development came 
greater responsibilities.
Turbulence followed with the coming of the colonial era. Families and 
cultures were thrown into chaos and almost destroyed by the residential school 
system. The new government of Canada sought to assimilate the Aboriginal 
people while making way for the development of the country.
There are lessons to be learned from the pre-colonial societies. The 
compassionate mindset of the people lent itself to protecting the most 
vulnerable members of the community. People with physical disabilities 
played an important role in the community                 and led a meaningful 
life. Those suffering with mental disorders were not cast out but were often 
treated as people with special gifts.
Aboriginal Housing First can adopt the best practices from the past and 
make them relevant to the present and future. Strong leadership, supported 
by a generous vision is a way to bridge the gaps in people’s lives. A strong 
commitment to Aboriginal values will assist in participants reclaiming their 
lives.

We call you to witness
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Module 1: 
Overview

Aboriginal societies developed thriving communities 
due to creating a proactive vision based on the safety 
and well being of its members. Planning was required to 
meet the community’s yearly needs and keeping in mind 
the requirements of future development. The leaders 
determined the vision of the community and recruited 
people to carry out the mission. Resources, materials 
and people had to be organized. Contingencies also had 
to be taken into account. Not only were the needs of the 
people accounted for, but also the needs of plants and 
animals and other raw resources.
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THINGS TO CONSIDER
When planning for an Aboriginal Housing First program, find out what program 
models have been successful, determine what you will need to create a program, 
and talk to the potential partners and funders that will contribute to the success of 
the program.
•	 Planning an Aboriginal Housing First program entails: adapting a program 

model; engaging and collaborating with key members or organizations 
within the Aboriginal community; deciding who does what, where, and 
when and; developing a preliminary evaluation plan.

•	 When planning for an Aboriginal Housing First program, find out what 
program models have been successful, determine what you will need to 
create a program, and talk to the potential partners and funders that will 
contribute to the success of the program.

•	 Common challenges encountered during the planning process include 
confusion, resistance and concerns about Aboriginal Housing First, 
challenges in developing an effective decision making process, issues 
surrounding how to adapt the program to meet the specific needs of the 
community while maintaining adherence to the Housing First model, and 
securing funding. 

•	 Strategies for addressing confusion, resistance, and concerns about 
Aboriginal Housing First include addressing misconceptions about 
Aboriginal Housing First right away; framing Aboriginal Housing First as a 
way to add innovative services; establishing the right team at an early stage; 
engaging local, provincial, and national champions of Aboriginal Housing 
First; gaining community support; describing potential economic benefits; 
communicating about Aboriginal Housing First through staff training; and 
challenging negative staff perceptions of the participant population. 

•	 Strategies for developing an effective decision-making process include 
using a cross-sectorial approach; establishing a culture of problem solving 
and learning; providing clarity about staff roles and responsibilities; and 
engaging the voices of people with lived experience.

•	 Building an Aboriginal Housing First program brings challenges and 
opportunities.  The most successful programs build the right team with 
local, provincial and national partners/champions, and include people with 
lived experience throughout the process. 

•	 Strategies for adapting Aboriginal Housing First to meet specific community 
needs include anticipating challenges unique to the program context early; 
creating relationships with landlords; and developing an evaluation process.

•	 Strategies for securing funding for a Aboriginal Housing First program 
include understanding various funding streams relevant to housing and 
services in the given context; reaching out to funded Aboriginal Housing 



11MODULE 1: Overview

First programs in other areas to share experiences; and considering 
funding from multiple sources.

•	 Adapting Aboriginal Housing First for your specific community is 
important and can be done by including people with lived experience and 
Elders, and by working with community partners and landlords to identify 
challenges and create a workable plan.

WHAT IS ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST?
Aboriginal Housing First means that people have a choice in where they live.  It is 
based on the idea that housing is a basic human right, and should be provided first, 
before any other services.  

The goal of Aboriginal Housing First for individuals with mental health and 
addiction challenges who have experienced chronic homelessness is to promote 
recovery. This is accomplished first by ending their homelessness and then by 
partnering with them and community partners to address health, mental health, 
addiction, employment, social, familial, spiritual, and other needs.

WHAT IS THE GOAL OF ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST?

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM THAT ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST 
SEEKS TO ADDRESS?
Aboriginal Housing First was created to provide a solution for people who are 
often homeless (Chronically Homeless).  Individuals who have experienced 
chronic homelessness have been found to represent only 11 per cent of the 
population of shelter users but account for 50 per cent of shelter stays.

THE COST OF HOMELESSNESS IN CANADA?
It is estimated that 200,000 Canadians will be homeless over the course of a 
year. The prevalence of mental health issues is significantly higher for Canadians 
who are homeless, compared with the general population. The Mental Health 
Commission of Canada estimates that there are approximately half a million 
people diagnosed with a mental illness in Canada who are inadequately housed, 
with more than 100,000 of those individuals being homeless. Studies suggest that 
between one-quarter and one-third of Canadians who are homeless experience 
serious mental illness. In Canada, the annual estimated cost of homelessness is $7 
billion. Individuals who are homeless are often heavy users of criminal, health, 
and social services, and the costs associated with this use is higher for people 
who are homeless than for individuals with housing. By targeting people who are 
chronically homeless using the Aboriginal Housing First approach, resources can 
be better directed to strategies that have been shown to work for this population.
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HOW DID ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST START?
Housing First was created in response to the closure of many psychiatric hospitals 
between the 1960’s – 1980’s to assist a people that we misplaced and caught between 
in-patient psychiatric hospitals and the justice system.  A new approach called 
“Supported Housing” was born.   This approach was brought to mainstream attention 
in the early 1990’s by Dr. Sam Tsemberis and the organization Pathways to Housing 
in New York City. A particular innovation of the Pathways model was to bring 
supported housing together with (off-site) support provided by a recovery-oriented 
ACT team for the benefit of people who had experienced both homelessness and 
mental illness. By itself, ACT had proven to be ineffective in a homelessness context. 
Brought together, these two models (supported housing and ACT) became a powerful 
combination. Over the next decade, the Pathways Housing First model emerged as 
probably the most well-developed and researched Housing First program.  

HOW DOES ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST WORK?
Aboriginal Housing First seeks to end homelessness by providing immediate 
permanent housing in the community. This is done through a team of people that help 
participants find and get housing. 

WHAT ARE THE CORE PRINCIPLES OF ABORIGINAL HOUSING 
FIRST?

1. Immediate access to permanent housing with no housing readiness 
requirements

2. Consumer choice and self-determination
3. Individualized, recovery-oriented, and client-driven supports
4. Harm reduction
5. Social and community integration 

WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS OF ABOIGINAL HOUSING FIRST?

1. Housing
2. Housing Supports
3. Clinical and Other Supports 

WHAT IS ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST – A PHILOSOPHY, A 
SYSTEMS APPROACH, OR A PROGRAM MODEL?
As a philosophy, the core principles of Aboriginal Housing First (e.g., immediate 
access to permanent housing with no housing readiness requirements, consumer 
choice and self-determination) guide both systems approaches to ending 
homelessness and program models.
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How is Aboriginal Housing First different from supportive housing 
approaches? 
Housing First uses a harm reduction approach and aims to give people a home first 
and other services and interventions are provided after. 

Why does Aboriginal Housing First emphasize consumer choice?
Choice of housing has been proved to have positive effects on the person and increase 
their self-determination. 

HOW DOES ABORIGINAL  HOUSING FIRST PROMOTE 
RECOVERY?
The focus of Aboriginal Housing First is that housing is a basic human right, and by 
meeting the need of a place to call home, people are empowered to be on a healing 
journey to wellness. 
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Housing First Toolkit resources:
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/appendices-resources

Luma Housing’s Guide to Aboriginal  Resources in Vancouver 
 http://lnhs.ca/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/Guide.pdf
This guide offers a complete guide to housing resources in metro Vancouver, 
including shelters, safe houses, affordable housing, co-ops and transition houses.

‘A Guide to Aboriginal Organizations and Services in British Columbia’
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/
DownloadAsset?assetId=D79CA1B14FD14C1B8EDA230D62CFD29E
This guide offers a 2013 list of all First Nations, Inuit and Metis organizations in 
BC

Bent Arrow Traditional Healing Society
http://bentarrow.ca/programs-and-services/housing/nikihk-housing-first/A Housing 
First initiative program that runs through the Bent Arrow Traditional Healing 
Society out of Edmonton, AB

The Homeless Hub 
http://www.homelesshub.ca/

HOW DOES ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST IMPROVE THE 
QUALITY OF LIFE OF PARTICIPANTS?

Housing First has been shown to promote a sense of autonomy, improve health and 
mental health, and to allow participants to begin orienting toward future goals and 
social relationships. Aboriginal Housing First may also enable participants to reclaim 
their valued identity.

Aboriginal Housing First – Resources

HOW CAN THE ABORIGINAL HOUSING FIRST MODEL BE 
ADAPTED?

Housing First is adaptable, and the toolkit can provide information and resources to 
assist organizations to adapt the program.  This toolkit been adapted for Aboriginal 
organizations through the Aboriginal Housing First Readiness Pilot Project in Metro 
Vancouver.    
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Notes:
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Notes:
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Module 2 :  
Planning

Ceremonies have taken place since time immemorial. 
In our communities there are people who have the 
expertise and experience to conduct ceremonies. These 
are people who know the people in the community and 
members of the families. Through dedication and hard 
work they have gained the knowledge and wisdom 
to earn the respect of the people.  Their knowledge is 
vital to the success of the ceremony. Guided by the 
Elders, these experts are invaluable in the planning of 
the Potlatch. Most Potlatches take two or more years 
to plan and prepare. Drawing on past experiences, 
families know who to go to for expert advice. Making 
and gathering of gifts, learning ceremonial songs and 
dances, gathering food, hiring cooks and assistants. 
Our ancestors were able to assemble help from all 
generations within the community. It takes a community 
of people to be role models for the following 
generations. Training and doing are the way skills are 
passed on.
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Action 1: SETTING UP A PLANNING GROUP
Bringing together people in your community that have an interest and/or need in 
housing is a great way to get started.  Sharing expertise and resources with others 
will help build a program that truly meets the needs of the people in your community.  
Consider inviting the following groups to participate in a planning group:

•	 Housing Funders
•	 Housing Providers and landlords
•	 Mental Health Services
•	 Aboriginal Elders
•	 Local Aboriginal Leaders
•	 People with Lived Experience of homelessness
•	 Educators 
•	 Employment providers
•	 Community service agencies
•	 Business Community members
•	 Income Assistance providers
•	 Youth
•	 Frontline workers

Building positive relationships with people in the community lays an excellent 
foundation for an Aboriginal Housing First project. 

Action 2: Invitation
Inform and invite the people and groups that you have identified through personal 
invitations and social media.  Consider what perspective will influence each of the 
groups and why they would benefit from being involved in a Aboriginal Housing 
First project. Follow the local first nations protocol for inviting people to a meeting.

Action 3: DEVELOPING A PROGRAM MODEL

This toolkit and results from the gaps analysis completed by Aboriginal Housing First 
Readiness can be a resource as you start to consider and evaluate existing challenges 
and opportunities in how to develop a program plan.    
Including Elders, People with Lived Experience and a diverse group of interested 
people from different sectors of the community will ensure that your project will 
meet the unique needs of the community.  

Action 4: CHOOSING PARTNER AGENCIES

Aboriginal Housing First projects may include a numbers of partners in order to be 
successful.  Agencies that provide housing and clinical and other supports should be 
considered.  Agencies that have a willingness work together to creatively problem 
solve to best serve the needs of the people in the community are the best choice. 
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Action 5: SECURING FUNDING
In Metro Vancouver, funding is available through __________________________
There may also be funding available through HPS Homelessness Partnering Strategy, 
Municipal governments, Community Advisory Boards (CABS) for HPS and private 
foundations.  

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Collective Impact (pdf)
Channeling Change: Making Collective Impact Work (pdf)
Embracing Emergency: How Collective Impact Addresses Complexity (pdf)
Understanding the Value of Backbone Organizations in Collective Impact (pdf)

Action 6: HIRING STAFF
It is important to have the right people on your team.  Staff should be committed 
to the values of Aboriginal Housing First, have some experience working with 
Aboriginal people and have experience and interest in a recovery model.  Training 
resources are available on the Aboriginal Housing First Readiness website.  
www.aboriginalhousingfirst.com and on the Housing First website:
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/plan-appendices-resources 

ACTION 7: DEVELOPING HOUSING PROTOCOLS

Creating protocols for the Aboriginal Housing First program will ensure that staff and 
partners have clear guidelines to help assisting in finding and securing housing for 
people.
Examples of housing protocols:  
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/plan-appendices-resources 

Action 8: INVOLVING PEOPLE WITH LIVED EXPERIENCE 
The knowledge and feedback from People with Lived Experience in homelessness is 
crucial in all stages of planning, implementing and evaluating the Aboriginal Housing 
First project.  Hosting a focus group and creating an advisory committee are some of 
the ways that you can involve people with lived experience.  
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/sites/default/files/Stigma_Discussion_Report_
ENG_0.pdf 
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Action 9: CONNECTING WITH LANDLORDS
Developing positive relationships with housing providers and landlords is important 
in having access to diverse housing options that will meet the needs, and provide 
choice to the people you serve.  Consider ways to introduce Aboriginal Housing First 
through events, social media and personal introductions.

Action 10: DEVELOPING AN EVALUATION PLAN
How the project is going to be evaluated should be considered right from the start so 
that you are able to collect information all along the process.   Decide who will be 
involved with the evaluation process, and have them involved during the planning 
stage.  Determine what to track and measure and at what intervals, and discuss a 
system for how the information will be collected and stored.  
http://www.housingfirsttoolkit.ca/evaluate 
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ISSUES & STRATEGIES
Issue:  Confusion, resistance and concerns about Aboriginal 
Housing First

It is difficult to express what Aboriginal Housing First is and how it works.  
Misconceptions about the Aboriginal Housing First model can contribute to 
resistance from communities, i.e. the belief that the program will put vulnerable 
individuals into housing without provided supports. As well, stakeholders currently 
working in on-going community-based housing programs are often concerned about 
what will happen to existing services i.e. competition between Aboriginal Housing 
First and current supportive housing models. 

Strategies for overcoming confusion, resistance and concerns

1. Address misconceptions about Aboriginal Housing First right away by 
explaining that participants are connected with a dedicated and responsive 
service team. It is also important to communicate this information to potential 
landlords, community members and the public.

2. Frame your Aboriginal Housing First program as a way to add 
innovative services. Aboriginal Housing First should be understood as a new 
and innovative approach to providing services and a way for existing service-
providers to expand service-delivery options as opposed to replacing current 
services and staff.

Assist organizations to think of the Aboriginal Housing First model in the 
context of shifting resources and ways of working with participants. For 
example, shelters could shift back towards providing emergency short-term 
housing, but also by providing referrals towards permanent Aboriginal Housing 
First.  To successfully re-orient service-providers toward Aboriginal Housing 
First, it is extremely important to develop a common vision. Also, think about 
how the Aboriginal Housing First program will work in conjunction with 
existing services and make use of existing resources within your community.  
You may find that existing resources and networks can help with the planning 
process.

It is really important to include partners from the housing sector, mental health/
services sector (who will provide ACT, ICM and other services), local business 
people, landlords, and government representatives at provincial and municipal 
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levels.

3. Establish the “right team” at an early stage.  The team should include 
individuals with grassroots perspectives, particularly service providers in the 
field and people with lived experience. Carefully consider the right fit when 
hiring staff – identify a specific skill set that is necessary for each position. If 
it is not possible to employ staff to meet all needs of the program, consider 
partnering with community organizations that can provide support, as well as 
the help of volunteers in the community.
Engage local, provincial and national champions of Aboriginal Housing First.
The help of Aboriginal Housing First champions at the local, provincial or 
national levels has been an effective strategy for mobilizing new Aboriginal 
Housing First programs.

4. Gain Community support for Aboriginal Housing First by 
emphasizing the role of responsive clinical terms. Community 
resistance may appear if they believe that Aboriginal Housing First provides          
free housing to people who use drugs – this is of course a “misconception”.  
Emphasize to the community that participants will be supported by a highly 
responsive team that will meet with the participants weekly and respond to 
any issues that may arise.  As well, there are staff on hand to promptly respond 
to crisis situations especially if police are called. It is important to foster 
a sense of security through responsiveness and good communication with 
landlords and community members. 

5. Be prepared to make a case for the potential economic benefits 
of Aboriginal Housing First. A strategy for gathering support would be 
to describe the potential economic benefits of the Aboriginal Housing First 
program through data collection on the cost of services that are currently in 
place in the community. Also, programs can build a cost analysis into their 
overall plans for evaluation.

6. Communicate what Aboriginal Housing First is and what it means 
to staff through training. As staff become oriented to the Aboriginal 
Housing First approach, training may address: harm-reduction; early 
adjustment issues; recovery; strength-based approaches; the impact of trauma/
trauma-informed care and other topics pertinent to the target population. 
While in the planning stage, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of 
Aboriginal Housing First and to manage staff expectations i.e. eviction and 
rehousing. Implementing Aboriginal Housing First means engaging people 
with lived experience in peer support roles (a very important component of 
training).
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7. Challenging negative staff perceptions of the participant population. 
Service-providers may have developed a belief that participants with mental 
illness and histories of chronic homelessness are incapable of recovery.  Consider 
connecting staff with other Aboriginal Housing First teams that can describe 
experience-based successes and identify ways for staff to hear directly from 
people for whom Aboriginal Housing First has been effective.
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MODULE 3: 
Implementation

Once the date is set for the ceremony the chiefs and 
matriarchs meet with the people who will be taking 
on the many tasks that lead to a successful outcome. 
Timelines are set and must be followed. These key 
people are identified recruited. Helpers and apprentices 
are recruited to assist in completing tasks. It is 
important to keep track of the tasks to ensure the vision 
is being carried out. Timelines are being set. Tasks must 
be completed on time. Over generations people have 
developed the mastery of skills needed to reach achieve 
a successful Potlatch.
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Implementation Tasks involved in implementing an Aboriginal 
Housing First program.
1. Hiring staff and involving people with lived experience
2. Establishing staff supervision and communication protocols
3. Training staff
4. Housing/rehousing participants and providing support
5. Providing ongoing supervision and support
6. Offering ongoing/advanced training technical assistance
7. Assessing and improving the program: Evaluation and Adherence       
(Fidelity)

What are some key challenges to anticipate during the 
implementation process?
1. Getting multidisciplinary teams to work together
2. Working with participants in adjusting to their…..
3. Working with landlords in fulfilling their…..
4. Supporting participants in the community
5. Dealing with difficult emotions and burnout…
6. Reorienting program goals
7. Developing an Aboriginal Housing First philosophy
8. Engaging people with lived experience
9. Housing and rehousing
10.  Ensuring Aboriginal Housing First model fidelity

Hiring staff and involving people with Lived Experience

During the implementation stage, the hiring process should include hiring 
peers with lived experience in a number of capacities. This should include peer 
support workers, peer organizers, peer advisory committee members and a peer 
ombudspersons.
Hiring peers who are well experienced in supporting themselves and others 
through their recovery journeys has proven to be very helpful. As well, it is 
important to hire peers in full-time positions as this conveys that people with 
lived experience are valued and equal to staff who do not have the experience of 
homelessness.
Hiring staff that are committed to the Housing First philosophy and methods of 
practise that focus on recovery, strengths and harm-reduction will provide the best 
results. It is also important to hired Aboriginal Elders who have the knowledge 
and wisdom to work with organizations and Aboriginal homeless people.
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Establishing staff supervision and communication protocols

A strong supervisor believes in the Aboriginal Housing First model:

Staff meetings provide opportunities to build strong working relations between 
all staff members, allow staff to debrief, offer support to each other and allow for 
recommendations with participants.

•	 provides on-going training and has effective listening skills
•	 demonstrates that it is possible to disagree and still work effectively together
•	 individual peer staff meetings to review work and offer support
•	 weekly team meetings with peer staff 
•	 weekly meetings with clinical/support teams
•	 weekly meetings with peer staff and clinical/support teams
•	 demonstrates respect for all staff members
•	 Demonstrates respect for Aboriginal tennents
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The initial training should formally orient staff to the Aboriginal Housing 
First model including the values and principles of the Aboriginal Housing 
First approach.  This training should explain the nature of the roles of each 
staff member as well as describe the processes for supervision and coaching.  
Training should address the following:

•	 importance of participant choice and self-determination
•	 recovery-orientation of the program
•	 a foundational understanding of harm reduction
•	 practices that support social/community integration of participants
•	 clearly define roles between housing staff and clinical/support staff (this 

eliminates tension and confusion)
•	 all staff should receive training in self-care and how to get support as this 

prevents “burnout”
•	 invite people with lived experience to provide training as this provides a peer 

perspective and insights from lived experience
•	 peer workers should receive training on the nature of their roles, confidential-

ity, boundaries and supervision/support

Housing/Rehousing participants and providing support

Risk Management and Safety protocols
•	 address emergency responses, crisis communication and when an emergency 

call is placed to police regarding a Aboriginal Housing First participant
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Housing Options
•	 Housing teams are continually looking for housing, communicating with 

landlords and working with community agencies that have relationships with 
landlords and/or housing units

•	 Managing budgets related to housing/rehousing
•	 Develop a budget that covers housing related expenses i.e. furniture, storage, 

moving costs, insurance and damage deposits
•	 Create a budget for temporary housing i.e. motels, rooming houses in the 

event of an eviction
•	 Research costs that may be covered through the Residential Tenancy Act or 

funds that could be used as incentives for landlords
•	 Working with participants as they choose an housing option
•	 Carefully consider the fit between the participant’s needs and the housing 

options
•	 Coach the participant on how to select housing that fits their needs and what 

to expect when they meet potential landlords.  Discuss what it means to be a 
tenant

•	 Show participants two or three housing options i.e. scattered site apartments 
and congregate settings.  Consider making a housing preferences checklist

•	 Providing support as participants receive housing
•	 Help participants move in and clean their new living space
•	 Provide basic life skills training for maintaining housing
•	 Anticipate early adjustment issues i.e. socially isolated
•	 Encourage socialization: community and cultural involvement
•	 Discuss with participants their goals and visions for the future i.e. vocational, 

educational or volunteer opportunities
•	 Work with participants on coping/interpersonal skills, relationship building 

and conflict resolution skills
•	 Cultivating strong relationships with landlords
•	 Visit landlords regularly (before issues arise)
•	 Be attentive to landlord concerns
•	 Encourage landlords to see eviction as a learning process for participants and 

as an exception rather than a rule
•	 Rehousing: Learning from and responding to evictions
•	 When eviction occurs encourage accountability and learning. Discuss choices 

that led to the eviction and ways to prevent it from the future
•	 Consider alternate housing options (congregate housing) for those that need 

an in-between solution before living independently
•	 Fostering and Strengthening Community Partnerships
•	 Encourage community event participation
•	 Encourage volunteer work
•	 Encourage community activities i.e. sports, rec centre
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Providing ongoing Supervision and Support
Supervision and support must be on an on-going basis for both the participant 
and the staff as this is an important way to normalize the challenges that 
are to be expected during earlier and later implementation of the program.  
Supervisors have the important role of ensuring that housing and clinical/
support teams are working together effectively.
Offering Ongoing/Advanced Training and Technical Assistance
Additional training will be required in the following areas:

•	 Intergenerational trauma and trauma-informed care
•	 Addictions
•	 Cultural competency
•	 Motivational interviewing
•	 Harm reduction strategies
•	 Anti-oppressive framework
•	 Dealing with difficult tenancy issues
•	 Training staff to help other staff to be successful

To improve and add growth to your program it is advisable to bring aboard 
technical consultants.  Ensure that the consultants understand the context 
of the program and population served, because the work includes working 
with cultural diversity among Aboriginal populations. Therefore bringing in 
consultants with diverse backgrounds and experience will provide the best 
technical assistance. 
Conferences and professional development opportunities can provide 
advanced training, as well as, staff connecting with other Aboriginal Housing 
First programs to develop a “Community of Practice” that meets on a monthly 
basis or when needed brings valuable information to the program.
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Assessing and Improving the program: Evaluation and Fidelity
•	 It is important to establish a mechanism for your evaluation team to provide 

early and ongoing feedback to the housing team 
•	 Evaluation feedback is critical to improving the program and ensuring its 

sustainability
•	 Concrete plans should be developed to address the program and system 

issues identified as requiring change

ABOUT IMPLMENTATION
What are the levels of implementation?

•	 Individual practitioners (case managers) and landlords
•	 Individual teams (assertive Community Treatment ACT or Intensive Case 

Management ICM)
•	 The Aboriginal Housing First program as a whole
•	 The service delivery systems related to mental health and addictions, and 

housing and homelessness
•	 The surrounding policy and funding environment (employment and income 

assistance)
•	 What strategies or resources promote implementation goals at the staff and 

team levels?
•	 Careful selection of staff
•	 Initial training of practitioners
•	 Coaching-oriented supervision (from team leaders)
•	 Fidelity (adherence) measurement and implementation evaluation
•	 Ongoing Training and Technical assistance, including consultation from out-

side Housing First experts.
•	 Who co-ordinates an implementation strategy?
•	 Team Leader or co-ordinator (who guides and oversees the strategy)
•	 Champions and entrepreneurs (they move implementation forward particular-

ly in the beginning stages)
•	 The Designated Implementation Team (Three to Five people and a coordina-

tor to make the strategy happen)
•	 Collectively the team should have expertise in:
•	 Aboriginal Housing First critical ingredients
•	 Training and technical assistance strategies
•	 Organizational change and performance measurement
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CHALLENGES and STRATEGIES
•	 Getting multidisciplinary teams to work together
•	 Working with participants in adjusting to their responsibilities as tenants
•	 Working with landlords in fulfilling their responsibilities as landlords
•	 Supporting participants in the community
•	 Dealing with difficult emotions and burnout in clinical/housing staff
•	 Reorienting program goals
•	 Engaging people with lived experience
•	 Housing and rehousing
•	 Ensuring developing an Aboriginal Housing First philosophy and sense of 

community Aboriginal Housing First adherence model
•	 encountering colonial minsets and structures within organizations, 

communities and individuals

Challenge: Getting multidisciplinary teams to work together.
Housing teams, landlords and clinical teams may have different ideas and 
goals in regards to a problematic tenancy.  This may lead to individual 
teams feeling isolated or feeling tension between each other.  Therefore, it 
is important to develop program strategies and protocols to resolve some 
of these challenges.

What are some strategies for ensuring that the goals of all teams can be 
effectively met?

•	 Avoid blame, accept differences and common purpose/values
•	 Promote ongoing communication between teams
•	 Clearly define roles, responsibilities and protocols

Challenge: Working with participants in adjusting to their responsibilities 
as a tenant through the housing/rehousing process.

Some participants have difficulty adjusting to the role of tenant and 
become evicted, this may cause tension amongst stakeholders as they 
believe the participant is not accepting responsibility their actions.
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What are some strategies for promoting participants’ accountability for 
maintaining housing?

•	 Supporting participants from the beginning through basic skills training i.e. 
how to purchase and cook food, manage their finances and help clean their 
home. Working with them creates a bond right from the start.

•	 Working with participants to reflect and learn i.e. after their first eviction the 
worker should sit down with the person and help them reflect on what has 
happened and together develop a plan that will avoid the same situation.

•	 referring them to community resources that address life skills training. 
•	 Perhaps a discussion on setting boundaries with friends or about feeling 

isolated might change the next rental situation.
•	 Working with landlords in fulfilling their responsibilities 
•	 On occasion tension can arise between the stakeholders and the landlords 

because the stakeholders believe that the landlords are not fulfilling their 
responsibilities as a landlord should. The challenge is to hold both participant 
and landlord accountable to their roles and responsibilities.

What are some strategies for working with landlords in fulfilling their 
responsibilities as landlords

•	 Educate landlords
•	 Solve problems collaboratively
•	 Challenge: supporting participants in the community
•	 Home visits can take place over a wide geographical area. This presents a 

challenge for workers especially in rural areas
•	 Participants having feelings of isolation and boredom
•	 Participants may have difficulty getting around in the community
•	 Ensure that culturally informed practices and services are provided for all 

participants

What are some experience-based strategies for doing community-based work 
when implementing Aboriginal Housing First

•	 Creating positive relationships with program participants
•	 Create community spaces and other resources for feeling connected
•	 Facilitating connections with participants by mobilizing the resources of the 

broader community
•	 Be flexible and creative about connecting with participants
•	 Adapt program implementation to local contexts i.e. protecting the cultural 

safety of all participants
•	 Culturally informed practices and services must be provided for participants
•	 Dealing with difficult emotions and burnout in clinical/housing staff
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•	 Encourage self-care of staff
•	 Take advantage of team-based case management
•	 Challenge: Reorienting program goals

Participants will be in different stages of recovery and experience different 
challenges i.e. some will be ready for assistance with employment while 
others may need only basic life skills

•	 Meet participants where they are at
•	 Think about alternatives to scattered-site housing
•	 Ensure access to external resources and expertise
•	 Develop innovative, creative job procurement and job maintenance 

opportunities within your program and through partnerships, education 
and advocacy

Challenge: Developing an Aboriginal Housing First philosophy and sense of 
community

•	 Because Aboriginal Housing First is a relatively newer model of housing 
in Canada, difficulties arise when creating a philosophy that follows the 
values of Aboriginal Housing First

•	 Some team members, landlords and stakeholders may have attitudes and 
philosophical beliefs that are against Aboriginal Housing First values

•	 Persons with attitudes opposing recovery-orientation or harm reduction 
can interfere with the atmosphere and sense of community for others 
associated with the program

What are some strategies for developing an Aboriginal Housing First 
philosophy and sense of community when implementing Aboriginal 
Housing First

•	 Hiring and training processes are key elements of creating team cohesion
•	 Ensure adherence (fidelity) to Aboriginal Housing First philosophical 

principles
•	 Build close relationships with landlords
•	 Establish clear communication with funders
•	 Engaging people with lived experience
•	 Peer employment entails hiring peer support workers, finding ways of 

getting feedback from participants and active involvement in Aboriginal 
Housing First planning

What are some strategies for engaging people with lived experience when 
implementing Aboriginal Housing First
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•	 Hiring peer support workers
•	 Hold debriefing sessions for peer support workers and other staff members
•	 Ensure that processes are in place to elicit feedback about the program from 

participants
•	 Normalize peer involvement
•	 Ensure meaningful involvement of peers

Challenge: Housing and Rehousing
•	 Inadequate range of housing
•	 Finding housing that adequately fits their needs
•	 It is difficult to ensure that evictions do not lead to a bad reputation of the 

program or poor reputation of certain participants amongst landlords
•	 Difficulties arise when participants engage in certain activities such as 

prostitution, drug or alcohol use, or dealing drugs

What are some strategies around housing and rehousing when implementing 
Aboriginal Housing First

•	 Understanding the housing environment and be creative with it
•	 Carefully consider the fit between the person and the environment
•	 Hire dedicated, creative staff committed to housing participants
•	 Keep flexible money available
•	 Work with landlords and participants to avoid evictions

Ensuring Aboriginal Housing First model fidelity
•	 Conduct fidelity assessments earlier in the implementation process and then 

later in the implementation process
•	 Determine if the program showed high fidelity to the Aboriginal Housing 

First process
•	 Develop an external Quality Assurance team to conduct fidelity assessments



SPOTLIGHT SECTION
Rain City

•	 An excellent example of Housing First
•	 High fidelity is attributed to team leadership, team work, commitment to 

the Housing First model, a strong sense of social justice, effective technical 
assistance, and a flexible organizational/bureaucratic structure

•	 The team leader was dedicated to the Housing First philosophy so it was a 
perfect fit

•	 The team leader was able to lead the team and support it from a strong 
knowledge base and a deep commitment to implementing Housing First

•	 The team leader believed it was possible and so did his team

36 MODULE 3: Implementation
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Notes:
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MODULE 4: 
Evaluation 

An important part of the Potlatch is to ensure there 
is a clearly understood vision of the outcome of the 
ceremony. The installation of a chief is a very important 
occasion. The chiefs title must go to the correct person 
and must have the credentials for his or her role as a 
leader. Also, someone must manage the ceremony and 
ensure the qualified people are recruited to perform 
their duties. This person is the keeper of the process. 
All of this involves a system for measuring the success 
of a ceremony. The intention of evaluation is not 
negative but rather it is meant to be a positive reflection 
of success. The family or clan want everyone to know 
they are valued as an asset to their group. The Potlatch 
is also a way to ensure the culture is being maintained 
and that future leaders and helpers are being groomed 
for their roles within the group. It is also creates a sense 
of belonging for the community.



40 MODULE 4: Evaluation

Evaluation helps programs ensure participant improvements in expected program 
outcomes. Evaluation helps answer questions such as:

•	 Are participants stably housed?
•	 Is the quality of life improving for participants?
•	 Which participants aren’t improving and need a different approach?

Key Messages

•	 Evaluation helps programs ensure that participants are showing improve-
ment in the outcomes expected by the program and that the program is 
being implemented as intended.

•	 Evaluation helps decision makers understand how the implementation 
process is working and enable a program to improve and mature.

•	 Often, the term evaluation has negative connotations (e.g., that it is a 
test) and that someone is not performing to expectations. It is important 
to clearly communicate to program staff that evaluations help with per-
formance and training.

•	 It is important to involve stakeholders who will use the evaluation data 
and will need to be involved in its collection early on.

•	 When undertaking an evaluation, it is important to locate resources. 
Determining whether an evaluation will be conducted by an internal or 
external team member is an important first step. This component will 
involve resources such as time, capacity and money.

•	 To determine which evaluation components are necessary, it is important 
to start with identifying the purpose of the evaluation.

•	 Crucial evaluation components include a theory of change logic model, 
fidelity indicators, and outcome measurements.

•	 These evaluation components are well resourced and templates are often 
available for them; it is important to draw on these tools to avoid replica-
tion.

WHY EVALUATE?

The Importance of Evaluation & Performance Measurement
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Evaluation also helps ensure that “the program” is working and answering such 
questions as:

•	 Is the target population being reached?
•	 Are participants receiving supports consistent with the Aboriginal Housing 

First model? 
•	 Are participants receiving support on a consistent basis?

Further, it can help decision-makers understand how the implementation process is 
working, and answer questions such as:

•	 Is the program being implemented as intended?
•	 Is the program being implemented with a high degree of aherence to the 

Principles of the Aboriginal Housing First approach.
•	 Are there adequate financial and human resources to implement the program?
•	 Are staff receiving appropriate training and support?
•	 Is the program adapted appropriately to the local context and maintaining the 

basic principles of the Aboriginal Housing First approach?

Evaluation can also help a program to improve, mature, and answer questions like:
• How can the program better serve program participants?
• In what ways can the program be enhanced and lead to greater
improvement in outcomes for participants?

Finally, evaluation can determine if the program is being provided in an efficient 
manner, answering questions such as:
• What are the costs and potential cost savings of the program?
• Are there ways that the same level of outcomes can be achieved at a lower cost?

EVALUATION OF Aboriginal Housing First

Obtain Resources

Conducting an evaluation involves allocating resources from the budget, hiring 
appropriate personnel and budgeting staff time. If the evaluation is going to be 
conducted by an external evaluator, resources will be required for this individual or 
team. If there is a fidelity component that will be conducted by an external team (e.g., 
through technical assistance from the Mental Health Commission of Canada) this will 
need to be arranged early on in the evaluation process.

Another resource to consider is data management. How will data be collected, stored 
and accessed? The Homelessness Partnering Strategy has developed a Homelessness 
Information System (HIFIS), which is a management information system. This 
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system is particularly relevant for programs receiving federal Housing First 
funding, since the system allows them to report on certain outcome indicators 
that need to be measured. Another issue that should be anticipated are the costs 
of participating borne by Aboriginal Housing First participants. Honoraria should 
be provided for Elders and people with lived experience who participate in an 
evaluation.

Build a Culture of Evaluation

Building a culture of evaluation means helping your organization understand the 
importance of evaluation, and gradually building the capacity to do it well. A 
significant challenge here is building a commitment amongst staff and program 
leaders to examine their beliefs about how well the program is working and to 
create a community centered on learning and improving. 

Perhaps the most important challenge of building a culture of evaluation is to 
ensure that all stakeholders feel part of the process. This involves both planning and 
stakeholder engagement. Engaging stakeholders early is an important component of 
building a culture of evaluation. 

Stakeholders might be broken into four broad groups:
•	 managers of implementation teams,
•	 direct service workers,
•	  persons with lived experience who participate in Aboriginal Housing First, 

and
•	 systems-level actors – these individuals are program sponsors and likely 

come from municipal or provincial government.

Conducting an effective evaluation of an Aboriginal Housing First program will 
involve developing an evaluation plan and involving evaluators during the planning 
stage of program development. Having evaluation expertise early in the process will 
help you to tailor your evaluation approach to the stage of implementation.

Identify the Purpose of Evaluation and Select Evaluation Components

In evaluating your Aboriginal Housing First program there will be at least three key 
purposes:
1. To ensure adherence to the program model (making sure your program is 
adhering to Aboriginal Housing First principles);
2. To understand how well your implementation strategy is working, including any 



43MODULE 4: Evaluation

barriers to implementation (e.g., like lack of resources or training opportunities); and
3. To determine outcomes resulting from the program.

Three components that will likely be central to most evaluations of a Aboriginal 
Housing First program (and that were used in At Home/Chez Soi) are:
1. Developing a program description and relational logic model;
2. Using adherence indicators, and
3. Using selecting and using outcome indicators.
4. 
Develop a Program Description and Relational Logic Model
A program description should include a description of the key components of your 
Aboriginal Housing First program, clearly linked to program outcomes. 
A logic model is a visual representation of this program description that depicts key 
program components (including a time component) that are related to outcomes. 
Program descriptions and logic models are helpful in understanding how key 
program components lead to outcomes.
This relational logic model is helpful in understanding the context of program 
operations and outcomes. 
The relational logic model above begins with outreach to identify individuals eligible 
for Aboriginal Housing First services. The crucial component of this model is the 
concrete and specific linking of program components to outcomes that are specific to 
particular points in time.

Following access to housing of participants’ choice, a care plan is prepared at 
intake by an ICM team member or case manager. There are five critical immediate 
interventions believed to be central to the recovery of chronically homeless 
participants upon entering the program: 
(1) immediate assistance in organizing the finances of participant in addition to 
applying for public assistance in order to meet eligibility requirements for an 
apartment lease and prepare client for the income management; (2) participants and 
service coordinators form an immediate working alliance to faci
litate participant guided treatment goals; 
(3) identifying and assistance in accessing community health services for the 
treatment of critical and chronic health issues; 
(4) assistance in identifying vocational interests and goals; and
(5) assistance in establishing client guided social, family and spiritual connections.

Using Adherence Indicators

An adherence evaluation is a process that quantifies the degree to which 
implementation corresponds to the Aboriginal Housing First program model. 
AHFRPP in Vancouver has developed a fidelity measure that can be used in 
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evaluating your Aboriginal Housing First initiative.

The AHFRPP fidelity scale measures fidelity across five domains:
1. Housing choice and structure;
2. Separation of housing and services; 
3. Service philosophy;
4. Service array; and
5. Program structure.

In At Home/Chez Soi, external teams performed site visits to conduct the fidelity 
assessments for each of the five project sites. AHFRPP has also developed a 
Aboriginal Housing First Self Assessment Survey for sites that wish to perform 
an internal fidelity assessment. The same five domains are covered as with 
the external fidelity measure. It is important to note that qualitative evaluation 
techniques are important in giving broader context and significance to quantitative 
fidelity measurements. This is an important consideration in planning this part of 
the evaluation.

Finding Outcome Indicators

The Homelessness Partnering Strategy has outlined outcome indicators for 
measuring Aboriginal Housing First at the level of individuals. Outcome measures 
are broken into three categories:
1. Aboriginal Housing First placement indicators; 
2. Self sufficiency indicators; and
3. Prevention indicators.

Number of individuals placed through an HF intervention
Percentage of HF clients who remained housed at six months
Percentage of HF clients who remained housed at twelve months
Number of days to move HF clients into permanent housing
Percentage of clients who require re-housing
Percentage of HF clients who return to homelessness
Percentage of HF clients who have successfully exited the HF program to a 
positive housing situation
Self Sufficiency Indicators
Number of people who have reconnected with their culture
Number of people who increased their income or income stability
Number of people who increased their employment stability or started part-
time or full-time employment
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Number of people who started part-time or full-time education
Number of people who started a job training program
Prevention Indicators
Number of people who remainhoused at three months after receiving a Housing 
Loss Prevention Intervention

Another useful set of outcome measures is the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long 
Term Care’s Community Mental Health Common Data Set. A final source of outcome 
indicators is the At Home/Chez Soi project, which used several outcome indicators 
that should be of interest to groups wanting to evaluate Housing First programs.
There are two components that use the measures to ascertain change. First, there 
should be a process of taking baseline measurements. Secondly, there should be a 
set of outcome measurements that show the impacts of the Housing First program 
on participants. The CDS was intended for the evaluation of outcomes across 
mental health programs in Ontario. The CDS is comprised of mandatory elements 
and optional elements. The mandatory elements contain useful administrative, 
demographic, and clinical categories that capture basic information in each of these 
areas. The optional elements contain an “outcome” category that should be useful to 
individuals wanting to evaluate an Aboriginal Housing First program. In particular 
the outcomes category contains measures of baseline and current psychiatric 
hospitalizations, living arrangements, residence types, employment, education, 
income, and living in balance within the circle of life. These measures are helpful 
in tracking life changes across time that are of importance in evaluating Aboriginal 
Aboriginal Housing First outcomes because they provide information pertinent to 
community integration and functioning, as opposed to more narrow measures like 
symptom severity.

The At Home/Chez Soi project included several outcome measures/ instruments 
that received positive feedback from program staff. These measures included the 
Multnomah Community Ability Scale (MCAS) for community functioning; the Qoli-
20 for quality
of life; the Global Appraisal of Individual Needs (GAIN SPS); the Colorado 
Symptom Index (CSI); the EQ-5D for basic health status, and; the Service 
Satisfaction Scale (SSS-10). It should be noted that organizations can use these scales 
and compare against data from At Home/Chez Soi, including the treatment as usual 
group, for tracking.

Create an Evaluation Plan and Collect Data

A good strategy for keeping track of all of the evaluation tasks is to create a timeline 
or protocol that organizes data collection and makes clear which team members are 
responsible for specific tasks. 
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Analyze the Data

Once data collection has been completed, data analysis should begin. There will 
likely be both qualitative and quantitative data to analyze that involves clearly 
different skills and might subsequently be assigned to different team members. 
Quantitative analysis will involve the use of statistical software to ascertain whether 
outcome measurement shows changes that are statistically significant. Qualitative 
data will involve some form of “narrative analysis”, which can help understand 
whether and how any quantitative changes are significant to the participant outcomes.

Develop a Reporting Process

Evaluation findings can be helpful in improving performance in clinical practice and 
might be communicated through staff coaching or training. Evaluation findings might 
also be useful in keeping community stakeholders current on the progress of the 
Aboriginal Housing First programs.

There are at least three stakeholder groups to consider that ideally should be involved 
in evaluation from the outset:
1. Service providers,
2. Program leaders, and 
3. Funders.

Providing evaluation feedback to these groups is important for ensuring continual 
improvement and learning in your program.

Finally, evaluation results are a good way to engage landlords about the progress 
of the program and to develop relationships. Holding a breakfast or lunch in which 
results are shared with landlords can be an effective engagement strategy. Ideally, 
results should be synthesized into a one to three page document for this group.
One of the challenges of At Home/ Chez Soi — as revealed through implementation 
evaluation — was the separation of housing and clinical service teams, and 
maintaining effective communication between them. This was an important finding 
for program leaders who needed to innovate new program structures that facilitated 
communication between these teams.

CHALLENGES & STRATEGIES

The choice of approach to evaluating program performance should fit the stage 
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of your community’s program. In the beginning stages, the focus is generally on 
implementation and fidelity evaluation- determining whether and to what degree the 
critical ingredients of the program are actually put in place, whether the community’s 
implementation strategy is working as planned, or whether barriers to implementation 
need to be addressed.

When the Aboriginal Housing First program is more solidly in the place, the focus 
can shift to examining outcomes. In an evidence-based program, such as Aboriginal 
Housing First, there are expected outcomes; thus, the focus can be on outcome 
evaluation.
In Aboriginal Housing First, an outcome evaluation would look at:
• Housing stability, service usage, quality of life, and community integration;
• Using recognized quantitative measures, as well as qualitative information.

There may also be a need to understand qualitatively more about how the program 
achieves, or struggles with, certain outcomes, and to understand which components 
are critical and which need to be adapted. This may be important when Aboriginal 
Housing First is introduced into a new context (e.g., for youth), or when novel 
elements (such as supported employment) are introduced. This is known as Theory 
of Change Evaluation, as it seeks to help understand the reasons underlying why the 
program processes lead to the expected outcomes.

Challenge: Getting Buy-in From Providers

Another evaluation challenge is that case managers and clinicians may see evaluation 
as getting in the way of their work. For example, they may see the measures as 
burdensome to administer, and not relevant to helping meet the needs of participants.
Making Measures Clinically Relevant and Feasible to Collect
In order to get buy-in from practitioners, make sure that:

•	 The measures chosen are clinically relevant;
•	 The team members receive regular feedback about how their participants are 

doing with respect to important outcomes (housing stability, quality of life, 
community integration and other recovery-oriented outcomes)

This will allow the team to understand what is working well, pinpoint common 
problems, as well as identify specific individuals whose needs aren’t being met. 
This will help clinicians adjust their practice, as well help the team as a whole 
consider new strategies for addressing challenging systemic issues. From a feasibility 
standpoint, it may be possible to dovetail evaluation data collection with doing 
regular clinical progress reporting, so that practitioners to do not have an additional 
task.
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Challenge: Data Overload

One common problem is that programs become overwhelmed by the sheer amount of 
data being collected. In their attempt to be rigorous, programs may end up developing 
a “laundry list” of scales and measures with no clear purpose. As mentioned, this can
feel burdensome to practitioners and affect buy-in. Another problem with data 
overload is that it can take up a significant amount of administrative costs and time. It 
can also lead to problems deciding on which data are most relevant.

Use the Logic Model of the Program to Guide Data Collection

1. Logic Model (in “steps”)
2. Alex (Example of Internal Evaluation)
While it is important to find rigorous measures, it is also important to develop a 
manageable list of measures that is relevant. The program’s logic model is the guide 
that helps direct attention to measuring the outcomes that are valued by stakeholders. 
It also helps select measures that are achievable, in light of the program’s “theory of 
action,” and in light of its stage of implementation. The logic model also specifies 
the critical ingredients of the program, and thus provides a guide to focussing an 
implementation and fidelity evaluation.

The evaluation profession has developed a series of principles that should be 
followed when doing evaluation or performance assessment. When going through the 
steps of planning and conducting the process, these principles should be kept in mind. 

Utility

The endeavour should be useful to the program and its stakeholders, and aid their 
decision making about the program, facilitating continuous quality improvement. 

Utilization-focused evaluation is an approach for ensuring utility, which emphasizes 
the clear articulation of purpose and ongoing participation, guided by the key 
stakeholders who will be using the data, including people with lived experience 
of homelessness. In order to be useful, the findings of the evaluation should be 
translated into action.

Feasibility

This principle emphasizes that your approach should not disrupt the program, that 
there are adequate resources to carry it out, and that the organization has the capacity 
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to use the results effectively.

Ethics

This principle emphasizes that the process should be carried out ethically, with 
respect to respecting participants’ rights, and with respect to providing an analysis 
that accurately reflects the strengths and weaknesses of the intervention. Ethics 
also involves ensuring that participants are provided access to the results. A helpful 
document for working with people with lived experience can be found in the 
appendices.

Learn more:
http://www.homelesshub.ca/ resource/how do investigators conduct ethical research 
people who are homeless  homeless hub research
How do investigators conduct ethical research with people who are homeless? 
(Homeless Hub Research Summary Series)

Accuracy
This principle means that the intervention should be clearly described, that the 
methods should be transparent and replicable. Quantitative measures should be valid 
and reliable and relevant to the program. Similarly, qualitative evaluation approaches 
should uphold appropriate standards of rigour. The findings should be presented 
adequately and with enough detail so that decision- makers can understand the 
interpretations, and see that the conclusions are justified.

SPOTLIGHT

MODULE 4 — EVALUATION OF Aboriginal Housing First

The Alex in Calgary is a community health centre that has two Aboriginal Housing 
First programs. One is based on the Pathways to Housing New York Model and 
utilizes ACT teams, while the other is termed “Home Base” and utilizes ICM teams. 
The Pathways program was initiated in 2007, while the Home base program was 
initiated in 2009. The Alex had developed an internal evaluation system to ensure 
that, “...at the end of the day we...know we are doing our job.”

More about The Alex’s program:
1. Pathways to Housing: Bringing People Home
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2. Homebase: First Steps to Healing

About The Alex Pathways to Housing

A senior program leader talked about the importance of an evaluation process for 
tracking program success and ensuring continued learning and adaptation of the 
program to implementation challenges. The impetus to begin internal evaluation 
came from not having a clear picture of the characteristics of program participants 
and their related challenges. This presented an important opportunity for program 
improvement, learning and documenting success.

Initially, it was a challenge to sell clinical staff on the importance of evaluation 
and actually getting clinicians to complete evaluation assessments of program 
participants. A lesson learned from this process is that it is important to involve 
clinicians early on and present the possibilities for program improvement so that 
clinical staff understands the process. Another challenge faced by internal evaluators 
was the creation of data management tools to keep track of evaluation data. The team 
has developed a series of excel spreadsheets to this end. An important component of 
this data tool is that when baseline data are collected on new participants, the tool 
populates future data collection points and notifies both team leads and members by 
email about when the next assessments should be completed.
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Notes:
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Notes:
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MODULE 5: 
Sustainability  

One of the functions of ceremonies is to transmit the 
culture to the following generations. Birth, coming 
of age, naming are the ceremonies that bridge one 
generation to the next. It is important to make sure 
they have the resources to keep the communities strong 
and healthy. Knowledge of traditional teachings and 
passing them along is how we sustain the legacy of 
our ancestors. The ancestors had the tools needed to 
get the job done. During the early colonial era the 
people realized that new tools were efficient and 
could the job done more efficiently. They realized 
that new technology was a gift to be used and 
shared. Today we have computers that assist in the 
management of resources for our Potlatches. Change 
is sometimes difficult to accept. But once we embrace 
new components for our tool kit we can keep moving 
forward as our ancestors did. Modern tools and 
management of information are the mean to sustain 
culture and vitality in our lives.
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What Is Sustainability? 

Sustainability of Aboriginal Housing First can be thought of in terms of continued 
operation of the intervention’s critical ingredients. Additionally, there are contextual 
factors and processes that promote sustainability (e.g., organizational support, 
influences and strategies for continued operation of the program).
Sustainability Outcomes 
Aboriginal Housing First sustainability outcomes:
1. Housing and support services (e.g., housing subsidies, funding for ACT and ICM 

teams) are fundamental to the Aboriginal Housing First approach. When funding 
is withdrawn or reduced, the key components of the Aboriginal Housing First 
approach are jeopardized.

2. Sometimes programs move away from the original model, thus compromising 
the integrity of the approach. This is why it is important to conduct adherence 
assessments on an ongoing basis to ensure continued faithfulness to the 
Aboriginal Housing First model. 

3. If funding for Aboriginal Housing First is cut or reduced, and/or the program 
is no longer implemented with adherence to the core principles of Aboriginal 
Housing First, benefits to participants, such as stable housing and improved 
quality of life, are likely to suffer as well. Aboriginal Housing First programs 
need to incorporate a minimum data set of outcome measures to ensure that 
participants continue to reap the benefits of the Aboriginal Housing First 
approach. 

4. When Aboriginal Housing First becomes “normal” or “typical” in service 
delivery, rather than a pilot project or a demonstration project, we say that it has 
become the standard way of assisting Aboriginal homeless people. Adoption of 
Aboriginal Housing First values, policies, and procedures indicate that it is a 
routine. Additionally, this aspect of sustainability indicates that the Aboriginal 
Housing First program has a clear role and fit with other housing and homeless 
programs in the community.

5. Community-level partnerships.  When the housing sector, mental health service-
providers, funders, and other key stakeholders continue to work together to 
implement Aboriginal Housing First, the capacity of the community to respond to 
homelessness is sustained.  

6. For system level sustainability, it is important to disseminate and scale up 
Aboriginal Housing First in other communities. In Alberta, Aboriginal Housing 
First started in Calgary. Over time, however, the Aboriginal Housing First has 
been adopted by many other communities in Alberta.



55MODULE 5: Sustainability

Contextual Factors and Processes that Promote Sustainability 

The organizational, community, systems, and policy are important for 
promoting the sustainability of Aboriginal Housing First. As well, individuals 
and organizations that support Aboriginal Housing First can engage in various 
educational, public relations, and advocacy activities to promote sustainability.
1. Some organizational factors include leadership; adopting the Aboriginal 

Housing First vision; values and mission of the host organization, and beliefs 
of staff regarding the effectiveness of the Aboriginal Housing First approach. 
Having Aboriginal Housing First champions and supportive organizations are 
important for the sustainability of Aboriginal Housing First.

2. When community organizations provide ( find a different phrase) in-kind 
resources, including staff, the Aboriginal Housing First approach is more 
likely to be sustained. 

3.  Sustainability ultimately depends on creating and maintaining a fit or 
alignment amongst different community systems, which in turn depend 
on the host organization’s ability to monitor and adapt the intervention to 
its surrounding context.³ Building communities of practice is an important 
component in ensuring alignment amongst different community systems.  

4. The wider political, economic, administrative and policy context in which 
the intervention operates is important for the promotion of sustainability.⁴ 
Municipal, provincial and federal departments that fund and oversee the 
organizations that deliver Aboriginal Housing First need to be flexible about 
policies and procedures and work across sectorial boundaries. The Alberta 
Interagency Council on Homelessness is an excellent example of a body that 
facilitates this multi-sectorial cooperation. 

5. Regarding the sustainability influences On At Home/Chez Soi, the Mental 
Health Commission of Canada, researchers, local project staff, people with 
lived experience, and community/ government partners played an active 
role since the beginning of the project to promote different facets of the 
sustainability of the project: continued funding, fidelity of implementation, 
and expansion and dissemination. 

What are some key challenges to anticipate regarding sustainability?

In previous consultations with stakeholders engaged in sustainability efforts, it 
revealed several challenges. The challenges are organized into three sections:  
1. Maintaining funding and resources; 
2. Preserving the Aboriginal Housing First program model when the host agency 
or funding mechanism changes; and 
3. Maintaining community support for the Aboriginal Housing First model. 
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Each section describes several experience-based strategies from stakeholders with 
hands-on experience navigating sustainability issues, as well as knowledge gained 
from the At Home/Chez Soi project.
Go to http://www.homelesshub.ca/blog/ask-hub-how-can-we-ensure-sustainability-
housing-first-programs  to read about:  Sustainability from Tim Richter of the Calgary 
Homeless Foundation

1. Maintaining funding and resources
An ongoing sustainability challenge revolves around the critical need to maintain 
funding and resources for the program. Some funding sources for Aboriginal Housing 
First programs may be short-term, which can present a challenge to sustainability. As 
short-term funding streams expire, there is a renewed need to advocate for Aboriginal 
Housing First and to educate new stakeholders about the approach. 

Strategies for maintaining funding and resources

A. Develop a Sustainability Plan at an right from the outset of the new initiative. 
Advocate with decision makers by demonstrating the success of the program.  
As part of the sustainability plan, Aboriginal Housing First program leaders 
encourage stakeholders to think about strategies for “graduating” program 
participants. As program participants improve, they may require a lower level of 
services; thus, it is important to cultivate partnerships with organizations that can 
provide these supports within a comprehensive system of care.

B. Knowledge Translation- If your program is undertaking research, evaluation, 
or some form of performance assessment, you will be in a better position to 
demonstrate success to decision makers by translating this evidence into clear 
messages that are important to them and funders can understand. This is known 
as “knowledge translation.”  Involve key decision-maker stakeholders engaging 
with the project from the outset, because involving funders up front increases 
their buy-in and ownership over the program, and their interest in your results. 
Funders and key stakeholders are interested in results that demonstrate cost-
effectiveness.  

Another especially effective way of advocating is to use success stories that 
demonstrate how Aboriginal Housing First has changed the day-to-day lives 
of participants, such as reconnecting with family members, and participating in 
activities that matter to them. Projects have to be prepared to publicize progress 
reports about interim results and success stories to date.

2. Preserving the Aboriginal Housing First program model when the 
host agency or funding mechanisms changes
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In some contexts, programs may be confronted by changes to the host agency or 
changes in funding mechanisms. When this occurs, programs face adjustment 
challenges that present threats to sustainability. New host agencies may have a 
different vision for the program, and program stakeholders must develop new 
relationships. Additionally, new funders and host agencies may be unfamiliar with 
Aboriginal Housing First, or resistant to key components of the Aboriginal Housing 
First approach.

Strategies for preserving the Aboriginal Housing First program model 
when the host agency or funding mechanism changes
Maintain Strong Leadership. Preserving the Aboriginal Housing First program from 
changing is a challenge and particularly so if the program becomes integrated into 
the usual system of care.  Preserving the program leaders (e.g., the team leaders) 
is an especially important strategy for ensuring that the guiding philosophy and 
vision of the program is not lost, and that essential functions of the program are not 
compromised by funding cuts. Program leaders must have a clear understanding of 
the key principles of the program and be able to defend these to decision-makers.  
They should be able to coach team members to practice the model in a way that is 
consistent with the principles. As described in the evaluation module, team leaders 
should also develop a systematic way of assessing performance and outcomes to 
ensure that the program doesn’t drift from the model and continues to impact the 
lives of its participants in a positive way. Additionally, some programs recommended 
that leaders investigate flexible housing and homelessness dollars as bridge funds to 
obtaining long term, continuous funding, should initial funding mechanisms change.

3. Maintaining community support for the Aboriginal Housing First 
approach

It is critical to gain stakeholder and community support for the Aboriginal Housing 
First approach. Maintaining support for the Aboriginal Housing First approach is a 
crucial component of long term sustainability. However, a common challenge faced 
by programs is diminishing support for Aboriginal Housing First. For instance, 
community support for Aboriginal Housing First can become a challenge if difficult 
tenancies are publicized, or if there is a crisis, such as a highly publicized police 
incident with a Aboriginal Housing First participant. Additionally, the community can 
exhibit fatigue or disinterest about the issue of homelessness over time.

Strategies for maintaining community support for the Aboriginal 
Housing First approach

A. Effectively Manage Risk -Being able to normalize and anticipate risk is the key 
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to getting “out in front” of any incidents and making sure that these don’t become 
the overriding public perception of your program.  Effective Aboriginal Housing 
First practice involves maintaining proactive and responsive relationships 
with landlords so that difficult issues between participants and other tenants or 
members of the general public can be sensitively addressed. 

B. Communicate Program Successes- Beyond avoiding bad press, you should be 
able to communicate success stories to the public and develop a reputation as 
community leaders and assets. One strategy is to develop a “speakers bureau” 
of participants who are trained and supported to make public presentations 
about their experience in the program, and can clearly demonstrate what the 
program has meant to them and how it has changed their lives.  According to 
some Aboriginal Housing First program leaders, program success can bring more 
scrutiny. As the program becomes increasingly known and recognized by the 
community, ongoing transparency and accountability are especially important.

Lessons Learned 

Engage government: It is critical to have government representation- both 
provincial and municipal- at an early stage of discussions to plan and deliver the 
program. Include government officials of all levels and who represent a range 
of programs (e.g. health, social services, corrections, police, courts, etc.) and 
populations (e.g. seniors, children, persons with physical and developmental 
disabilities, various cultures and languages, veterans, etc.) in the discussions.  
Incorporate their views and ideas throughout the process and keep them updated 
on progress and outcomes.  

Involve the “right” partners: By involving relevant stakeholders and 
community partners, programs will be able to move participants across programs, 
based on their needs. 

Relationships are key: Establish key relationships at an early stage, and focus 
on educating stakeholders about the program. Keep them informed and engaged 
at all stages, and encourage participation by developing a broad-based external 
advisory group. Funders, in particular, should be engaged and involved in the 
planning and implementation process. 
 
Research and evaluation matter: Consider the types of benchmarks that 
can best inform of results and will help to convince funders of the importance 
and effectiveness of the program. Plan the timing of some results to be shared 
alongside funding requests to provide an evidence base. For instance, housing 
stability, reduction in jail use and reduced court involvement are important, as 
these are cost factors. Hospital and mental health outpatient services, shelter use, 
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and emergency service use are also important to track.  Explain the context of 
costs to funders. For instance, alcohol and drug rehabilitation is a positive cost, in 
that it is indicative of client progress to deal with substance abuse issues.  

Make the case with personal stories: The personal experiences of program 
participants have a strong impact on potential funders. When funders learn about 
the personal impact a program is having on lives and the risks of discontinued 
funding, the case for continued funding becomes compelling.

Sustainability of Housing First in Calgary
Lessons Learned from Calgary Housing Foundation 

Sustainability is about Performance: Ultimately, high performing programs 
and communities that achieve results receive continued support. To achieve 
sustainability, from an early stage programs must reflect on strategies for 
ensuring performance of the Housing First program. 

A broad and diverse stakeholder coalition is key: The Calgary Homeless 
Foundation recommends recruiting a broad and diverse stakeholder coalition, 
including recruiting accomplished people from outside the homeless system to 
become Board members. Having a broad and diverse Board builds credibility in 
the community and with government, and is also helpful to fundraising efforts.

“Become the voice of the issue”: It is important to “own the issue” of 
homelessness in your community and to also communicate the success of 
your Aboriginal Housing First program. The CHF initiated the majority of 
news stories on homelessness in Calgary, and set a goal of having at least one 
communication per week with stakeholders along with a “constant and active 
presence on social media.” Effective communication, including “leadership, 
presence, and brand” is critical to fundraising and obtaining public funding. 
Additionally, the Calgary Homeless Foundation recommends keeping in close 
contact with government officials through media and lobbying efforts. It is 
essential to build a supportive network of stakeholders. To do so, consider 
bringing in experts in communications to speak to the community, mobilizing the 
news media, and communicating with the community to dispel misconceptions. 
An integrated system is needed:  Aboriginal Housing First can be most 
effective when delivered in the context of a Ten Year Plan to End Homelessness, 
which includes “prevention, housing development and changes to systems and 
policies that contribute to homelessness” 

Shift emergency services funding to funding for long-term solutions:  Since 
much funding is dedicated to emergency services, such as shelters, there is a 
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need to advocate for funding to be reallocated to long-term solutions, such as 
Aboriginal Housing First. Public funding is key, and private investment can 
complement this. Thus, it is important to seek multiple sources of funding 
(federal, provincial, and private).  The Calgary Homeless Foundation also 
developed social finance opportunities with the ‘Social Enterprise Incubator’. 

Aboriginal Housing First must be linked with an affordable 
housing strategy 
Affordable housing is critical to the long-term sustainability of a Aboriginal Housing 
First program. Affordable housing “can be expanded through a combination of 
direct investment (building new stock), zoning (inclusionary zoning, legalizing and 
regulating secondary suites), creative financing and incentives for the private sector” 
Evaluation contributes to Adaptability. The Calgary Homeless Foundation is 
committed to research and evaluation. This provides “a constant visibility of 
performance.”  
Become “knowledge leaders” by researching best practices on Aboriginal 
Housing First and related services. By solidifying your expertise on housing and 
homelessness, programs become “indispensible and trusted” by government. This 
also builds a program’s influence in terms of advocacy for policy change.
For more information on the Calgary Housing Foundation
http://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/31-calgary-alberta-calgary-homeless-foundation
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