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Lying, thinking
Last night
How to find my soul a home
Where water is not thirsty
And bread loaf is not stone
I came up with one thing
And I don't believe I'm wrong
That Nobody, 
But nobody
Can make it out here alone
-Maya Angelou, "Alone"
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At drop-in centers, it’s rare for a day to pass without 
lights flashing and sirens blaring. Drew’s legs have 
given way and he can’t peel himself from the side-
walk. Barb is distraught and wielding a knife. Miranda 
isn’t wearing anything under her coat.

At drop-in centers, it’s also rare for a day to pass 
without quiet moments, deep conversation and 
quick problem-solving. Jeremey is asleep across four 
folding chairs: he and his dog spent the night outside 
with little shuteye. Marg wants to avoid calling her 
dealer: it’s been three days, can she last a fourth? 
Jessica, a worker, is on the phone with Anita’s 
landlord trying to negotiate a late payment schedule.

We’ve spent seven weeks inside a drop-in center 
and embedded in the lives of nearly 50 street-
involved adults. Drop-in centres are communities 
and service hubs for adults living on the margins. Our 
aim has been to understand experiences of being on 
and off the street, of using and not using services, 
all to find the openings for change. Although we do 
research, we are not researchers. Although we try to 
prompt change, we are not social workers. Instead, 
we are social designers. The goal is to make and test 
alternative models of support that can spread with 
intent.

Our intent is to move people closer to flourishing. 
We want to co-develop practice that enables people 
to lead fulfilling lives. The kind of lives that aren’t 
consumed by want or need - be that for food, or 
warmth, or drugs, or safety. The kind of lives that are 
enriched by compassion, a breadth of experience, 
purposeful pursuits, and solid relationships. 

One of the difficult questions to emerge has been 
whether it’s right to focus on flourishing, when 
survival remains so precarious. Indeed, the seed for 
this work was planted over 18-months ago, as the 
death toll of street-involved adults on Toronto’s west 
side unexpectedly rose to 55. Many were housed. 
Most had primary health care. In the Spring of 2014, 
we spent 12 days collecting stories from people on 
the ground, and compiling remembrances of those 
who passed away. 

Our core insight, then, was that there was little 
discourse around change. Coming to the drop-in 
centre was, for many, a lifestyle. Only sometimes was 
it a transition to another lifestyle. Drop-ins inculcated 
a critical sense of belonging: they were one of the 
few places people felt accepted. We wondered how 
we might create additional settings and networks 
where people felt respected and enabled to learn, to 
develop, to connect out. This was not a judgement 
on drop-in centres, but rather, a recognition that we 
need more pathways from here to there.

Sequencing change
In November 2015, we returned to the ground to 
try and answer the question: how do we build those 
alternative pathways? 

Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is one of 
the social sector’s core frameworks. At the top of 
Maslow’s mountain is self-actualization and self-
transcendence. At the base of Maslow’s mountain is 
physiological needs for sleep, for food, for shelter, for 
medicine. Next comes safety, then belongingness, 
then love and esteem. The theory goes that our 
needs are sequential: without food in our stomach 

Introduction 
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and a roof over our head, we don’t have the energy, 
motivation or resources for developmental pursuits. 

Our systems and services function according to 
this order of operations. Shelters, drop-ins, soup 
kitchens and food banks exist to ensure that, when 
all other safety nets fail, our physiological needs 
are met. Once they are, then we can be referred 
to counselling services and employment services. 
But, what if, needs aren’t so linear? What if taking 
care of our health is a product both of access 
to compassionate care and feeling motivated to 
practice self-care? What if we need to attend to the 
bottom and top and of the hierarchy simultaneously? 

Addressing ‘basic’ and ‘higher’ needs at once is 
one of our starting points. Whilst there is much to 
be done to mend our frayed social safety nets, we 
don’t just want to sew on a patch. We want to try a 
different stitch, and interweave different threads. 

Untangling change
Another one of our starting points is behaviour 

change theory. Many of the reasons why people 
like Jeremy find themselves asleep on folding chairs 
in a fluorescent-lit public space are structural: 
intergenerational poverty, inequitable housing, 
unacknowledged trauma, discrimination. And 
yet, ultimately, for Jeremy to experience different 
outcomes he also has to make different decisions 
and adopt different behaviours. 

Making different decisions and adopting different 
behaviours is influenced by lots of factors: some 
internal, and many external. Jeremey is influenced 
by the interactions he has with friends, family, 
neighbours, professionals; the social norms and 
expectations within which he is steeped; the 
resources and opportunities available to him. To 
prompt change for Jeremy, then, we need to shift 
both the environment around him and the way in 
which he perceives that environment. 
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Theories like Reasoned Action, Reflective Impulsive 
Model and the Prototype Willingness Model can 
give us some clues as to how to do that. We see 
theory not as an explanatory tool, but as a vehicle for 
brainstorming ideas.

Reasoned Action Theory says that intentions precede 
actions, and that our intentions are shaped by social 
norms and by our own attitudes about the value of 
an action. To shift behavior, then, we need to find 
ways to change how people perceive the social or 
personal value of actions. We might need to change 
incentives; laws and regulations; how benefits are 
structured; and improve how people get feedback. 
Behaviors like drug taking offer instant feedback. 
Behaviors like saving money offer very little real-time 
feedback.

Prototype Willingness Model, on the other hand, 
offers a different point of view. It says that people’s 
behaviors are usually volitional, not planned or 
intentional. The gap between what people want 
and what they do can come down to environmental 

triggers - images of people engaging in drugs, for 
instance, which plays into behavioral willingness: an 
openness to take part in riskier behaviours due to 
positive past associations. To shift behaviour under 
this model, then, we’d need to tweak triggers and 
images and reframe past associations. For settings 
like shelters where the discourse amongst peers 
can glorify drinking and drugs, we might explore 
establishing a new language and rewards system. 

None of these interventions may work. But, that’s 
the point: to use a range of theory and in-context 
observation to keep generating ideas, testing, and 
tweaking - until we cobble together a working 
theory of how change happens, for whom. We 
call interactions that create behaviour change, 
mechanisms, and we think these are the building 
blocks of solutions. 

No one solution 
Our focus, then, over these first seven weeks has 
been to meet people where they are, and formulate 
hunches about which mechanisms of change might 

(1) Modeling and Rehearsal

(2) Story editing

(4) Feedback

(5)Contribution and reciprocity

(6) Taster Experiences

(7) Barrier Busting

(3) Bridging Relationships

Enabling people to see and practice what new behaviors look and feel like in their own contexts.

Helping people to own their stories and recognize their own past solutions.

Showing people, visually, progress they are making and incentivizing their own milestones.

Exposing people to what options are out there - not via information - but experiential learning.

Giving people outlets for their skills and active roles beyond that of client, patient, or beneficiary.

Introducing people to others who share common interests or experiences, but also have access to 
diverse resources and perspectives.

Getting rid of the practical reasons people can’t engage in change - be it the timing, transit, technology, etc.
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make a difference and how they could play out . 
We’ve talked with over 50 people, and gone into 
depth with 19. We’ve spent afternoons playing 
dominos; going to spirit circles; meeting landlords; 
learning how to use transit for free; seeing the best 
places for panhandling; visiting people’s storage 
sheds in arrears; and drinking double doubles. 
What’s abundantly clear is that just as there is no one 
mechanism of change, there is no one solution. We 
need to co-design and implement multiple solutions 
at once.

Take Jeremy. He’s on the streets with his dog after 
his housing situation crumbled. His landlord kicked 
him out for bringing a dog into a no-pet lease. He 
bought a dog because he was incredibly lonely. 
Jeremy came to Toronto only a few months ago, 
tired of the police record up north that was dragging 
him down, and making it impossible to find a job 
as a forklift operator. He didn’t know anyone in 
Toronto, and found himself sleeping in the basement 
apartment of somebody he met on the streetcar. But, 
the bedbugs forced him out. And the drugs weren’t 
doing him much good. Now, in the shelter system, 
he’s got limited options with a dog. He’s not sleeping 
at night. The anxiety is too much. It’s bringing back 
memories of his childhood in foster care. People 
keep telling him to get on ODSP. “I feel too sick to 
think straight or work or anything,” Jeremey says.

Making a difference in Jeremy’s life requires solutions 
that cross multiple domains: private rental; shelters; 
welfare benefits; mental & physical health; social 
relationships. From people’s stories, we’ve identified 
19 separate but related domains. We’ve attempted 
to brainstorm mechanisms of change across many 
of these domains. For instance, how might Jeremy 
have been introduced to a bridging relationship when 
he arrived in Toronto - a kind of buddy to show him 
the ropes, widen his network, and help him make 
contacts in the forklift industry? How might there be 
ways to offset a police record with evidence of all the 

good stuff he’s up to? How might ODSP help him to 
reframe his story so he doesn’t accept the narrative 
he’s sick and incapable? 

1. Money (bank account, value, alt currencies)

2. Transit (tokens, scams

3. Housing, (shelter, roommates, evictions)

4. Storage / Stuff

5. Health Care (diabetes

6. Detox/ Treatment

7. Therapy

8. Trauma

9. Relationships 

11. Child Protection

12. Informal & Formal Work

13. Data (-personal info)

14. Police

15. Drop-ins

16. Adult Learning (credentials)

17. Travel, leisure, art, music

18. Sports, games

19. Spatial environment
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Many segments
Jeremy’s story has many similar features to other 
people who are new arrivals to the Toronto drop-
in centre scene. These are people who do not yet 
have strong local networks, and who are not yet 
enmeshed in the systems and resultant culture. We 
think there is a real opportunity to work with these 
new arrivals - with the folks who still see themselves 
as temporarily situated on the streets - before they 
are embedded in the lifestyle.

Alongside the ‘temporarily situated,’ we’ve identified 
4 segments of people: people experiencing 
recent grief and loss; people who are precariously 
and newly housed; people who self-identify as 
bored; staff who are curious and seeking more. 
Segments are groupings of people who share similar 
motivations, aspirations, interests, and biographical. 

Right now, most services sort their services 
according to demographics and eligibility criteria: 
age, mental health diagnosis, physical health status, 
etc. Or, they don’t sort their services: they offer 
the same facilities and programs to everybody. By 
grouping people in different ways, we can create 
more fit-for-purpose solutions and better direct 
change mechanisms. Whilst many services try to 
take an individualized or personalized approach, 
segmenting can give services a way to reduce some 
of the complexity, build up a body of practice, and 
more smartly allocate resources. 

Segmentation is our third starting point. The five 
segments we’ve identified here are by no means an 
exhaustive list. There are many more. We’ve selected 
these as our first five segments because we see 
them as the low-hanging fruit: the groups of people 
ready for something different. 

Underpinning all segments
Three themes have emerged across all segments: 
(1) childhood trauma, (2) addiction, (3) the poverty 
of expectations. We’ve yet to meet an adult with 
experience on the street who hasn’t lived through 
a turbulent childhood and adolescence: witnessing 
domestic violence, or watching a parent struggle with 
drug and alcohol use, or moving between multiple 
foster homes, or surviving sexual abuse. Drugs and 
alcohol were very early pacifiers - often given by 
family members or acquaintances. The majority of 
adults we’ve met started drinking, using crack, or 
smoking marijuana when they were between the 
ages of 8-13. 

Addictions were learned - just like learning to read. 
Sadly, these adults have had remarkably few outlets 
for positive learning. Far too many were written off by 
schools, or classified as ‘too hard’ by professionals. 
A majority have stories of expulsion from school, 
or being placed in special ed classrooms because 
of their ‘behavioral challenges.’ This poverty of 
expectations remains a prescient theme. Beyond 
access to libraries, these adults have little to no 
developmental opportunities. The assumption is that, 
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until they get housing or addictions sorted, they have 
little head space for anything else. Making survival 
the only goal is a self-perpetuating cycle. Too many 
of these adults have never had a chance for anything 
but survival.

That’s why we see great, enriching learning as an 
underpinning intervention. Across all segments and 
all domains, we would like to find new forms for 
learning and unlearning. We’re drawing on Dr. Marc 
Lewis’ pioneering work on addiction. Dr. Lewis, a 
recovering opiate user, sees addiction as a learned 
behavior, not a disease. Because addictions alter 
the neural pathways in the brain, they have been 
classified as a disease, in the same way that heart 
disease alters the blood vessels to the heart. 

Disease isn’t the only cause of changes to the brain. 
Learning also modifies the brain. When we learn a 
language, we see growth and pruning of our neural 
pathways. When we stop using the language we 
learned, our brain changes again. Similarly, when 
we stop using drugs, our brain changes. By seeing 
addictions as a learned behavior - rather than as an 
irreversible disease - we can find ways to unlearn our 
behaviors. We know from the education literature, 
that feeling in control is one of the most important 
factors enabling classroom learning. When we see 
ourselves as having a disease, we feel the opposite 
of in-control.  

To enable adults to start to feel in control of their 
learning, we’ve begun developing and testing a 
solution called UforU. UforU is a free membership 
that provides people - on AND off the street - with 
alternative ways to stimulate the brain and the self. 
You can come along to hour-long sessions organized 
in streams - like philosophy of decision-making; brain 
science; therapeutic practices; body and sex; arts 
and comedy. 

Over the months to come, we would like to use 
UforU as a baseline intervention. In other words, as 
a platform for introducing new ways of thinking and 
for building relationships outside your typical social 
network. How might we draw on lessons learned 
from peer support groups like Alcoholics Anonymous 
- which is based on a disease model - and create 
peer groups where un-learning addiction is at the 
core?
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How to read this document
In the pages that follow, we offer 27 ideas on top of 
UforU. These 27 ideas are organized into five solution 
sets, based around our initial five segments of 
people. We see each solution set as a kind of bento 
box. 

A bento box is a compact, balanced, visually 
appealing meal packed in a box. It’s origins are 
Japanese where “bento” refers to the packed meal. 
The box is divided into several compartments, one 
each for the edamame, rice, tempura and sushi, 
for example. The thing about the bento box is that 
while eating one of the compartments might be 
tasty, it alone won’t fill you up. Eating the whole 
bento box, however, can lead to a sense of fullness.
The metaphor of the bento box evolved from our 
recognition that no one solution would be enough to 
enable a fulfilling and enriching life. 

For each of the five bento boxes, you can read 
about:
• the segment the box has been designed with 

and for
• the outcomes we are trying to work towards
• the five or six solutions which make up a box
• the mechanisms of change each solution is 

comprised of
• how the solutions might unfold over the course of 

someone’s life
 

What next?
Everything you read here is in draft form and meant 
to be questioned, critiqued, and iterated. We see 
this publication as a provocation and conversation 
prompt: a way to test where there is interest 
and momentum; a tool for further research and 
interrogation; an opening for co-design. 

Over the weeks to come, we will be convening 
street-involved adults and stakeholders from across 
social services and systems to explore and flesh 
out the solutions. This will involve mocking up what 
solutions might look like; making storyboards; 
role playing; and doing more shadowing of similar 
services. 

By the end of January, we hope to converge on 
anywhere from 3-5 solutions to take forward in 
February and March. Our ambition is to run a small-
scale version of a handful of solutions, and build a 
base of support for longer-term change work.

We invite you to take part. Get in touch - hello@
inwithforward.com 
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box 1: for grievers
This bento box is intended for people suffering 
from active loss - parents who have had (or 
are about to have) children taken away by 
social services; people who have recently lost 
a loved one; and those reeling from family 
estrangement. 

People like Eva, who is pregnant with her fifth child, 
and will lose custody of him after birth. Eva’s two 
older kids have been placed with her cousin, and two 
younger kids have been placed in foster care. She’s 
not in contact - except seeing her older ones on 
Facebook. 

We’ve seen how a grief event can function as a pivot 
point - either motivating the pursuit of a new lifestyle, 
or further entrenching an existing lifestyle. Coping 
has so much to do with the quality of the material, 
spiritual, and psychological supports available. It 
also has to do with people’s outcome expectations, 
based on prior experience and their reference points 
of those around them: will effort result in anything 
different? do they have control over what happens?

Outcomes
• Future orientation: People able to focus on the 

future as opposed to their present & past grief

•  Internal locus of control: People feeling more 
in-control of their lives, with productive coping 
strategies.

•  Feeling loved: People feel valued and 
worthwhile

•  Strengthened support networks: People have 
positive relationships in their life

• Greater meaning & purpose: People have 
opportunities to learn, grow, develop

• Being grounded: People have a home and feel 
rooted there
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What is it?
A new role designed to be present with people 
during a period of grief and loss - the doula offers a 
listening ear, ways to reframe the situation, connects 
people to new spiritual or therapeutic practices, and 
introduces them to new groups & networks.

Mechanisms
• Increases future orientation by helping people 

to acknowledge their grief and see the ‘next’ 
chapter of their story (story editing).

• Contributes to more balanced internal/ external 
loci of control by helping people try out a range of 
coping strategies (taster experiences).

• Strengthens support networks by modeling 
ways to re-establish positive relationships and 
practicing new means to work through the pain 
(modeling & rehearsal). 

Possible partners:
• Volunteer Canada: testing how Grief Doulas 

might be a new volunteer role

• George Brown College: testing how Grief Doulas 
might be a practicum offering, or incorporated 
into the counselling curriculum

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Why would people want to 

become a Grief Doula? Why would people want 
a Grief Doula? What are the incentives?

2. Scripts: How would Grief Doulas work with 
people in the midst of loss? What would an 
interaction look like? How many weeks of 
support?

3. Props: What would Doulas be equipped with? 

4. Infrastructure: How would we support Grief 
Doulas to not experience compassion fatigue?

5. Exit: How do relationships with Grief Doulas 
end? What are the milestones?  

grief doulas
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Where does this come from?
After the death of a loved one, or the removal of a 
child, supports seem to evaporate. People’s cases 
are closed - as social workers focus on the needs of 
the removed child, or health care facilities focus on 
the immediate aftermath and funeral. And yet, the 
period after a death is particularly precarious and 
vulnerable. Without supports and positive coping 
mechanisms, people too often turn to (or back into) 
destructive behaviors. 

Box 1: Grievers



18

What is it?
A method and format for parents to record their 
family history for kids removed by Child Protection 
Services. It’s a way for parents and extended family 
members to pass down stories, artifacts, and to 
give their children a sense of shared context. It’s 
also a way to find new expressions of parenting, and 
continuing that identity. 

Mechanisms
• Enables parents to nurture (rather than ignore) 

the family part of their identity (story editing) 

• Enhances childrens’ sense of belonging and 
understanding of where they come from (story 
editing)

• Gives parents greater control over how their story 
is shared, and a newfound role in documenting 
and passing along their personal history (via 
contribution & reciprocity) 

Possible partners:
• Creative writing, film-making, podcasting, and 

journalism programs: testing how students & 
alumni coach and provide technical assistance. 

• Child protection services: testing how stories 
are distributed to children, supports provided to 
children, platform to access and ask questions. 

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Do parents want to share 

their family history, geography, etc.? How do 
we enable Child Protection Services to see the 
benefit of such stories, and to mitigate risks?

2. Props: What materials and prompts would help 
parents to structure their stories? 

3. Roles: Who would help parents to record their 
stories? What kind of expertise is required?

4. Infrastructure: How do children get access to 
the stories? How might they ask questions, or 
add their own story? What’s the interface with 
existing social networking sites like Facebook?

Family story 
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5. Scripts: Where is the line between a good, 
helpful story and one that could have a 
negative effect? Would it be one story or could 
you create a series? How might stories be 
a living document? How might it be a two-
way documentation process - for parents and 
children? 

Where does this come from?
After a child has been removed and the case closes, 
birth parents can lose all connection to their kids. 
Children often don’t get to know their history and 
parents don’t get to share where they came from. 
Not having a history, or being able to share your 
history, is a source of pain we’ve seen play out and 
repeat itself. Documenting - using photos, sound, 
video - can be a cathartic process that helps to 
validate people’s identity, rather than to shame them. 
. 

Box 1: Grievers
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What is it?
A new kind of ‘travel company’ that offers regular 
retreats for people experiencing grief and loss. 
Retreats provide space for reflection, remembering, 
and rehearsing specific techniques and coping 
strategies. Just like a travel company might offer 
different style holidays, Escape would offer a mix of 
retreats - some with more of a spiritual, meditative, 
outdoors, artistic, or intellectual bent. 

Mechanisms
• Helps people make sense of their loss with 

writing and visualization exercises (story editing) 

• Enables people to recognize their forward 
movement by making personal stages of grief 
visible (feedback)

• Introduces peoples to a range of coping 
strategies and thinking frameworks (taster 
experiences)

• Gives people time, space, and coaching to 
practice their favorite strategies (modeling and 
rehearsal)

• Brings together curated range of individuals to 
retreats and builds natural support networks  
(bridging social capital)

Possible partners:
• Grief and loss therapists

• Spas / Yoga studios / Wellness community

• Scouting campsites

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Settings: Where do retreats happen? Could 

there be both urban and rural options?

2. Roles: Who make the best retreat facilitators? 

3. Segmentation: How do you curate mixed 
groups of participants? How do you balance 
the needs of individuals vs group?

4. Scripts: What happens when people return? 
What kind of in-situ supports are there?

5. Business model: Could retreats be cross-
subsidized by community members who could 
pay? Could community members sponsor 
people?

6. Value proposition: What offer is attractive to 
people who are grieving? How would we find 
people? Do people self-identify as grievers? Or 
are they nominated?

Escape Retreats
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Where does this come from?
People don’t always know how to deal with their 
grief. It can be easier - and more socially acceptable 
- to bury your emotions and “just get on with it.” 
For people like Monica, who has lost six children to 
the child protection system, her coping strategy is 
to have another baby: one that she might be able 
to keep. For people like Byron, who lost his mom 
to cancer, his coping strategy is more alcohol and 
spending time alone. He struggles to leave the house 
they shared.

Inspiration
There are plenty of retreats out there catered to 
wealthier audiences. See retreatfinder.com for a 
worldwide listing. We’d seek to learn about the 
range of approaches out there, research evidence 
of effectiveness, and find a business model and 
resourcing base that would make retreats accessible. 
The goal is to find a way for retreats to occur on an 
ongoing basis, not as a one-time event.

Box 1: Grievers
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Major-Minor
What is it?
A degree in Grief and Loss, which includes a flexible 
curriculum of on-demand lectures, books sent in 
the mail, telephone tutorials, and sessions at local 
libraries. Grief and loss is the subject of many fine 
pieces of literature, films, art, and music. There’s also 
an increasing body of evidence tracking the effects 
of grief and loss. The Grief and Loss Degree would 
help validate people’s experiences, and offer an 
intellectual and emotional scaffolding. It could also be 
a ladder back into further study or job training. 

Mechanisms
• Exposes people to a range of expressions of grief 

and allows participants to find an outlet that best 
suits (taster experiences)

• Matches participants with a buddy in the 
program to swap stories and experiences 
(bridging relationships). 

• Draws on a range of formats and can be done 
virtually, over the phone, in small groups using 
accessible spaces (barrier busting).

Possible partners:

• Universities and colleges’ continuing education 
programs to test the interface

• Librarians to test building a special literature base 
/ section of libraries

• English, philosophy PhD students and postdocs 
as possible assistants / coaches

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition. What would be appealing 

about gaining a degree? How would we 
identify and reach people who have recently 
experienced a loss? 

2. Scripts. What would be the mix of virtual/
on-demand curriculum and in-person 
curriculum? How could the curriculum be 
appealing to people without prior higher 
education experience, or with negative school 
experiences?

3. Roles. Who would make the best instructors? 
Why would they participate?

4. Systems. How would Grief and Loss degrees 
be recognized? What’s the link to existing 
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higher education programs? 

Where does this come from?
The people we’ve met are curious, and hungry for 
new ways of looking at lousy situations. And yet, 
other than some pamphlets, we’ve seen little geared 
specifically to grief and loss situations. Nor have we 
seen a way to validate the mourning period, and give 
it some shape and structure. 

Box 1: Grievers
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What is it?
A new system that empowers rather than 
disempowers people who have had rights taken 
away e.g. having a child removed and parental 
rights terminated. People earn points for engaging in 
therapeutic and educational experiences. As people 
demonstrate renewed insight into their actions, and 
get feedback on alternative things to try, they accrue 
rights and responsibilities.

Mechanisms
• Gives people back a sense of control and 

enables them to see that their actions can make 
a positive difference. (via story editing and 
feedback)

• Helps people find different ways to see and 
tackle situations (barrier busting)

• Links people to further learning opportunities and 
community resources (bridging relationships)

Possible partners:
• U for U
• Other educational & treatment programs: 

parenting classes, peer support groups, diabetes 
care, indigeneous supports, etc.

• Child protection system
• Parole offices

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Would systems like child 

protection want to engage with something like 
this? Would different services be interested 
in working together to support someone in 
earning points?

2. Systems: What would points look like and 
how would it correlate to different rights? 
Legally, what privileges and responsibilities can 
individuals involved with child protection and 
parole systems gain back?

3. Roles: Who would guide / walk alongside 
participants? Who would be responsible for 
managing points and rewards?

Do-Over
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4. Motivation: Are points sufficient for sparking 
motivation? How much time before people 
need to see some sort of result?

Where does this come from?
When people interact with systems where things are 
perceived as final - like losing the rights to a child 
or having a criminal record - there is no hope of a 
different future. We’ve seen how people, like Pat, get 
trapped in a despairing cycle, where they feel change 
is impossible so why even try? Pat feels his record 
will always be a burden, and prefers to keep doing 
things under the table, because at least he won’t be 
called out by others or made to feel ashamed. 

Box 1: Grievers
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What is it?
A new volunteer role, designed to be your ‘date’ to 
meet-ups and scary appointments. Choose from a 
range of people to accompany you to places. They 
pick you up and get you to the appointment. Along 
the way they use some brief solutions focused 
interventions to help people visualize how their 
meetup or appointment might play out. Your ‘date’ 
follows-up with personalized reminders. 

Mechanisms
• Gives people opportunities to visualize and 

imagine how they would like appointments to 
play out, formulate questions, etc. (modeling & 
rehearsal)

• Helps people overcome specific barriers to 
attending appointments - including not knowing 
where it is, not remembering, feeling awkward 
about going alone, feeling ambivalent (barrier 
busting). 

Possible partners:
Existing volunteer platforms
Retiree associations

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Why would somebody 

volunteer to walk alongside someone? What’s 
in it for them?

2. Roles: How would volunteers be sourced, 
trained, and supported?

3. Infrastructure: What kind of tech platform could 
enable matching people and volunteers? How 
might we use dating website technology?

4. Scripts: How might volunteers help coax and 
kindly cajole participants? What would brief 
motivational interventions look like?

5. Prop: How would we enable communication 
between people who walk alongside and 
people participating? Could we use pagers? 
What other tools would volunteers have access 
to?

Walk Alongside
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Where does this come from?
Ian said he was interested in the native healing circle. 
Trouble was, it was across the street. Ian didn’t like 
going places he didn’t know, or places where he had 
to leave friends behind. Even if for an afternoon. The 
next week, we went with him, and literally walked 
him across the street. Ian enjoyed the circle - but the 
week after, he was again absent. Other life events 
had gotten in the way. “A personalized reminder 
would have been helpful,” he told us. 

Box 1: Grievers
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How would this work for eva?
How would life have progressed for Eva had there been some interventions at key points on her journey? Had someone 
with the role of a Grief Doula been there to support her when her babies were taken away she might have been helped 
through her feelings of loneliness and depression. Had she, at the same time, had access to “escape retreats” she 
might have become involved in new experiences with new people and might not have fallen back on old comforting 
habits like drinking at the drop-in. What’s clear is that for people, like Eva, no single intervention would work on it’s own 
as it means that another aspect of their lives is left unattended.With this Bento Box for Grievers, people reeling frrom 
the loss of someone, wiould have access to a set of interventions that take into account the complexity of their situation 
and what they need to lead a more flourishing life.

Fam
ily

 st
ory

Do-
ove

r

Boyfriend of 4 years 
and father of 2 of her 
children leaves her

Only sees her kids 
through Facebook, 
no way to engage

Gets pregnant 
again... things might 

be different?



30



31

box #2
precariously housed
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box 2: precariously housed
This bento box is designed for people who 
have just been placed in a home or are in a 
home but don’t often sleep there. They may be 
experiencing strife with partners, roommates, 
landlords, or neighbours. They may hate the 
rules, the quietness, the pervasive loneliness. 
They might have different understandings of 
cleanliness, or neighbourliness. Or they might 
be behind on the rent or bills. 

People like Warren, who recently moved into his own 
apartment. Just two weeks in, and he’s already at 
risk of eviction. He keeps on acquiring stuff, much to 
the dismay of his private landlord, who would like him 
out. People like Johnny, who is back on the streets 
after three-months in a shared housing situation that 
rapidly deteriorated when he bought a puppy. 

Outcomes:
• Growing sense of comfort and belonging 

at home: People feel rooted, safe and like their 
space is theirs. 

• Strong place-based supports and informal 

networks: People feel part of their local area, 
and have the kinds of connections that help solve 
problems rather than make problems. They are 
able to use their skills. 

• Increasing competence & capacity to 
address conflicts and navigate bureaucracy: 
People improve their ability to negotiate and 
resolve conflicts, without always having to cycle 
back into services. 

• Greater stability: People grow accustomed 
to having a secure base, and see value in 
maintaining that (rather than being fearful of 
losing it).  

• Amassing asset base (financial, skills, etc.): 
People are able to grow their assets - be it 
money or good people. They are encouraged 
and incentivized to save, and able to improve 
their credit.
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What is it?
A new role for locals with lots of know-how, and 
a love of connecting the dots. Neighbourhood 
Resident Assistants meet & greet new folks moving 
into the area; match you with other locals who share 
similar interests; invite you to dinners & events; and 
help show you the ropes of day-to-day living. They 
can also help to communicate with landlords. We 
could imagine Neighbourhood Resident Assistants 
working a bit like Zumba Instructors, in that people 
get trained-up, become accredited, and then are 
‘contractors’ who new residents can choose from. 

Mechanisms
• Contributes to strong place-based supports 

by brokering you to other people in the area 
(bridging social capital)

• Improves competence & capacity by showing 
you how to respond to day-to-day challenges 
(modeling & rehearsal) 

• Offers proactive problem-solving at the point the 
challenge surfaces (barrier busting)

Possible partners:
• Neighborhood associations and business 

improvement areas

• Neighbourhood houses

• Churches, synagogues, mosques, places of faith

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Why would people want 

to become neighborhood assistants? What 
are the incentives? How might neighborhood 
assistants get a commission - or some sort of 
tax incentives?  

2. Role: What are the bounds on the 
neighbourhood assistant role? How do they 
truly support people, rather than police people? 

3. Props: What tools would Neighbourhood 
Residents have? What resources can they tap 
into?

4. Systems: How would new residents choose 
a Neighborhood Resident? What makes for a 
good match? 

Neighbourhood Resident Assistants 
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Where does this come from?
When Warren moved into his new place, his base 
of support remained at the drop-in centre. He 
continued to spend much of his time there, and 
whilst that support is important, hasn’t been able 
to build natural networks. When concerns arise, he 
revisits services. Neighbourhood Assistants could 
serve as a new kind of bridge, helping people like 
Warren to feel welcome and brokering new kinds of 
social relationships. 

Inspiration
Hiring neighbours to deliver programs is not new. 
There is a rich history of community development 
practice, like Community Matters Toronto, where 
immigrants are hired as community ambassadors 
to help newcomer families. We would expand this 
concept to all newcomers in a neighbourhood, and 
rather than make these Neighborhood Roles based 
in a single organization, we might try creating more 
of a freelancing structure (like zumba or fitness 
instruction).

Box 2: precariously housed
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Cleaning Co-op
What is it?
A membership-based service for new tenants. 
Tenants can give their time or a monthly fee (which 
could be sponsored via crowdfunding platforms) to 
have their house cleaned, meals delivered, or receive 
fix-it help.

Mechanisms
• Gives people practical, non-judgemental support 

to gain back control over situations that cause 
them stress (Barrier busting)

• Shows people in-context living strategies and 
increases confidence to troubleshoot emergent 
challenges (Modeling and rehearsal) 

• Gives people an opportunity to give back, utilize 
their skills, and improve their sense of self-worth 
(Contribution and reciprocity) 

Possible partners:
• Housing complexes & management companies

• Crowdfunding platforms

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: What would people want in 

exchange for helping others? 

2. Systems: What kind of platform would we 
need to do a kind-of kickstarter for this? Would 
community be interested in giving money? 
What would the link between the platform and 
the service be?

3. Segmentation: What would people exchange 
for getting help? Would people offer up their 
own skills?

4. Role: What behind-the-scenes roles are 
required to get the membership service going, 
and coordinate the activities?

5. Props: This is a geat opportunity for role 
modeling, what tools/training would need to be 
in place to support this?
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Where does this come from?
Seemingly ‘everyday’ tasks - like keeping a house 
tidy - are too often the stumbling block to remaining 
housed. People’s definitions of neat and tidy differs, 
and many have never had the benefit of living in 
places where domestic tasks are actively modeled. 
For example, Wayne recently moved into a new 
house after living on the streets for four years. He 
wants a clean house, but his strategy for doing so 
conflicts with his landlord’s notion of cleanliness: 
putting down cardboard boxes on the floor to 
prevent dirty carpets.  A Cleaning Co-op could help 
Wayne find better ways to store his odds and ends, 
and work alongside him - in context - to build his 
skills in cleaning. In return, Wayne could offer up his 
underutilized fix-it skills, hopefully contributing to a 
sense of meaning and purpose.

Inspiration
The Extreme Cleaning service that West 
Neighborhood House’s Meeting Place offers is 
already demonstrating the value of hiring members to 
help with domestic tasks. How could a co-op service 
be expanded to address not just extreme situations, 
but more every day household management as well.

Box 2: precariously housed
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Furniture plus
What is it?
A new service that matches people who have just 
been housed with a pro-bono Interior Designer to 
intentionally layout the space, establish routines of 
where things go, and make environments worth 
spending time in. Newly housed folks get to choose 
an interior designer, with receipt of their ODSP 
moving-in allowance or Salvation Army furniture 
cheque. They receive a set number of hours of free 
support. 

Mechanisms
• Enables people to feel more ownership over their 

home environments, and hopefully take control 
over maintaining the space (Barrier busting). 

• Helps establish in-context routines about how 
space is used (Modeling and rehearsal). 

Possible partners:
• OCAD / George Brown Interior Design School

• Interior Design Associations

• Networks of designers (e.g houzz.com)

• Thrift stores

• Home building stores 

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition? Would people be attracted to 

being an interior designer?  How might this link to 
pro-bono efforts, or to school practicum efforts? 

2. Role: What skills would interior designers need? 
How would we train people for these kinds of 
environments?

3. Systems:  How could this link to existing housing 
and move-in benefits?

4. Props: How would we account for individuals 
styles and needs? What tools could be designed 
so there were some standards, but also individual 
elements?
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Where does this come from?
People often have homes, but don’t want to spend 
a lot of time there because it doesn’t feel like their 
space. Or, they may have lost their furniture and 
mementos during a past eviction, and are weary 
to re-invest. Fred falls into this category. He would 
prefer to live with nothing because than the possible 
‘loss’ is less. How could interior designers work with 
him to create modular, cardboard furniture that could 
be portable, if required, and enable him to carve out 
an environment he wants to be in?

Inspiration
The International Interior Design Association has 
recently started promoting a ‘pro-bono’ culture, 
which it argues has never been strongly embedded. 
There are a growing number of pro-bono initiatives to 
link to - like Design Corps, Public Architecture, and 
the Designers Accord. 

Box 2: New or precariously housed
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What is it?
Pop-up courses, seminars, and practicums about 
everything from DIY plumbing to feng-shui to conflict 
resolution to anxiety. Earn credits for participation 
that can be used to buttress eviction claims, and 
create a ‘home score’ - another way, other than 
credit scores, to show what kind of tenant you can 
be. 

Mechanisms
• Improves competence and capacity by 

exposing people to a range of household tricks 
and skills, and helping them pursue skills of 
interest (Taster experience)

• Helps build resiliency and security by giving 
people other ways to ‘prove’ their worthiness 
as a tenant (Barrier busting) 

• Creates informal support networks by 
introducing them to other people who 
might help problem-solve and troubleshoot 
(Bridging social capital).

Possible partners:
• Local Resident Associations

• Landlord and Tenant Board

• Real Estate Broker firms (progressive one!)

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Scripts: What would be the range of courses 

and practicums on offer? What would 
landlords value?

2. Segmentation: How do we cater for a mix of 
different learning styles?

3. Roles: Who would be the best instructors? 
How might participants also teach? What 
supports are necessary? 

4. Settings: Where would courses be held? How 
could we create more in-context learning and 
ensure we weren’t just using service spaces?

5. Systems: How does the points system work? 
How is it visualised? How could this ‘home 
score’ be validated and used as a kind of 
alternative credit rating? How might we work 
with some real estate brokers to test this? 

 U for U - Living Strand 
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Where does this come from?
Where do you learn about how to set-up your house 
and troubleshoot problems? And how can you 
combat barriers to getting and staying housed? Pat 
and Vanessa keep getting turned away from possible 
rentals because of their lousy credit rating. They 
have nothing else to show that they could be good 
tenants. Johnny was so upset at how his roommates 
and landlord dealt with his new dog that he opted to 
be homeless again. With UforU Living Strand, people 
like Pat and Vanessa could do something proactive 
to show landlords their value. And people like Johnny 
could be equipped with conflict resolution techniques 
to diffuse situations, and find solutions other than 
being back on the street. You could also imagine 
courts (like Landlord and Tenant Board) using UforU 
Living Strand to give tenants other supports.

Inspiration
Ready to Rent is an organization in British Columbia 
that up-skills tenants with a range of skills, and 
provides a certificate that can be used to help 
improve their tenancy applications. They offer online 
courses, as well as day-long interactive workshops. 
They cater to a broad audience.

Box 2: precariously housed
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What is it?
A voluntary certification program and incentive 
system for public and private landlords, who receive 
training and accreditation in ‘working with’ tenants. 
Landlords gain know-how, practical strategies, and 
resources so that eviction is really and truly the last 
option. 

Mechanisms
• Contributing to creating stronger place-based 

supports by giving landlords and tenants a 
better foundational relationship (bridging 
relationships)

• Increasing the odds of stability by offering 
alternative conflict resolution strategies (barrier 
busting) 

Possible partners:
• Landlords

• Property agencies

• Housing complexes

• Revenue Canada 

• City of Toronto

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: What would the offer need to 

be for landlords to actually pursue a credential? 
What incentives are feasible? How do we 
market the benefit to them?

2. System: How could cities, landlord and tenancy 
boards, and tax authorities incentivize landlords 
earning this credential?

3. Roles. Who would provide the training to 
Landlords? 

4. Scripts. What would the training consist of? 

Landlord Certification
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Where does this come from?
Landlords, like tenants, often lack techniques or 
instruments for dealing with conflict. Eviction is an 
expensive and lengthy process. Instead of jumping 
into eviction, landlords could gain a few more skills 
and resources as well as improve their bottom lines. 
Keeping folks housed - rather than cycling back 
into the shelter system - is financially advantageous 
to cities and service systems. How could we put 
accrued savings into the incentive system? 

Inspiration
British Columbia’s Ready to Rent also offers a 
training and certification program to landlords. As far 
as we know, there is not an incentive attached with 
it. A number of other cities offer training programs 
for landlords - including the City of Milwaukee. Their 
program won an Innovation Award in 1996. For more 
see: http://city.milwaukee.gov/Landlordtraining#.
VolZOZMrLdc

Box 2: precariously housed
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What is it?
A new model of peer-to-peer support for people 
new to having a home, or worried by their home 
situations. Talk through the stressors, collectively 
problem-solve, role play situations, swap strategies 
for navigating bureaucracies, learn hoarding 
strategies, etc. Just like AA offers ongoing support 
for people trying to stay sober, @home would offer 
ongoing support for people trying to stay at home. 

Mechanisms
• Increases confidence & competence by enabling 

peers to show how they would handle situations 
(Modeling and rehearsal).

• Strengthens place-based supports by putting 
peers in contact with one another, and offering a 
structure for troubleshooting (Barrier busting)

• Improves people’s sense of self & purpose by 
giving them an opportunity to help each other 
(Contribution & reciprocity). 

Possible partners:
• Existing housing workers

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Role: How might we recruit peer facilitators? 

What kinds of experiences and skills would they 
need? Who would support them? 

2. Scripts: How would a group run? What would 
the structure be? Like AA has it’s blue book, 
what might be equivalent source material here?

3. Props: What different tools and materials would 
be available for peer facilitators to draw on? 

4. Value proposition: Why would people want 
to attend these groups? How do we appeal 
to intrinsic motivations? Would we tie into 
the UforU living strand, and enable accrual of 
points? 

@home groups
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Where does this come from?
People like Freddy, Johnny, and Jason find 
interactions with landlords, neighbours, and 
roommates continually stressful. Given negative past 
situations, they never feel secure. When challenges 
arise, it’s easy to repeat prior responses that may 
not serve them well. Whilst people often return to 
services to seek support from workers, what if there 
was a continued support structure for people in 
housing, that could offer practical support, but also 
address some of the psychological challenges to 
staying in housing: like fear of being alone, creating 
boundaries with friends, learning to say no, etc. 

Inspiration
Peer Support Specialists are an increasingly common 
job type. From what we’ve seen, they offer 1:1 
supports and perform case management functions. 
What if peer support specialists could also learn a 
methodology for running groups, and be able to offer 
more preventative and proactive support over time? 

Box 2: precariously housed
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How would this work for Jeremy?
How would life have progressed for Jeremy had there been some interventions at turning points in his life? Could 
someone have helped make his new home more comfortable? Could a deep cleaning service like “cleaning co-op” 
have come and removed the bed bugs? How would support like @Home have helped him deal with the stresses of 
new roommates and how to improve uncomfortable living situations so that he would not have been forced back onto 
the streets? Likewise, an agreement with a landlord could put off Jeremy’s pending eviction. For people like Jeremy, 
getting housed would not be enough. Jeremy, and people like him, need access to a suite of services that attend to 
many of the issues he is experiencing at one time.
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Box #3
Temporarily situated
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This bento box is made for people new to 
the streets and to the drop-in centre context, 
and for those who  view their situation as 
“temporary” and caused by “circumstance.” 
That circumstance might be a move to Toronto; 
debt & eviction; a mental health incident; a 
relationship breakdown. Their narrative is one 
of tempered optimism - but they risk being 
drawn into social networks and relationships 
that stall forward movement. 

People like Jack. Jack relocated to Toronto in search 
of more money. A construction worker, he ran into 
some trouble with the law and has a record that 
plagues him. He learned about The Meeting Place 
from someone at one of the shelters. Thankful for a 
place to do laundry and the kind staff, he’s started 
making friends. But, he’s also spending more of his 
days drinking, and acknowledges that it’s pretty easy 
to fall into the wrong crowd. He talks about qualifying 
for ODSP, just like his friends have. “They’ve told me 
what I need to say,” he says. 

Outcomes
• Sustained resiliency: Crisis is just a blip, rather 

than a long-term period.
• Robust identity: People see themselves as 

capable and strong, rather than deficient or 
diseased.

• High self-efficacy: People feel more competent 
and in control 

• A positive support network. People report a 
sense of belonging - not just based on being in 
the same circumstance -but on aspirations and 
goals.

• A renewed sense of purpose. People have a 
future orientation that goes beyond survival.  

• Greater financial security. People able to build 
up a small buffer for when things go wrong

box 3:  Temporarily situated
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Development Loan
What is it?
A new kind of financial instrument for people. Get a 
zero-interest loan that you can put towards specific 
goals - repaying debts, money for a security deposit, 
tuition, starting a micro business. Pay off the loan 
by meeting milestones you set for yourself. Re-pay 
the loan on time and start to bank up positive credit 
history to counter poor credit. Loan money might 
come from crowdfunding platforms, or business 
sponsorship dollars. 

Mechanisms
• Shapes people’s identity and sense of purpose 

by helping them to set achievable goals (story 
editing) 

• Contributes to self-efficacy by positively 
reinforcing their efforts (feedback and 
incentives) 

• Gives people greater financial security by 
addressing debt and poor credit (barrier 
busting)

Possible partners:
• Banks

• Lending circles

• Financial advocacy organizations - i.e Prosper 
Canada 

• Crowdfunding platforms

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Roles: Who helps people to set measurable 

goals? 

2. Systems: How would people qualify for a loan? 
How could we work with banks to use this to 
counteract negative credit?

3. Props: How would we visualise goals, progress, 
and financial benefits?

4. Finances: How would we raise money? Would 
this be amenable to a crowdfunding platform? 
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Where does this come from?
Pat and Vanessa are back on the streets, using the 
drop-in centre after a seven year absence. They’ve 
used their ODSP cheque to pay off debts, and 
now have no money for a security deposit on an 
apartment. Their lousy credit is not helping either. 
They are starting to feel discouraged. “It’s pretty easy 
to get addicted to these shelters and places. It’s so 
tiring to look for places and get turned down. It’s 
easier for other people to do things for you.” A zero-
interest loan, connected to their own goal of finding a 
house, might provide the motivation they need to start 
searching for a place - particularly if it could also put 
some positive history against their credit rating. 

Inspiration
Mission Asset Fund in San Francisco has pioneered 
the use of Lending Circles in developed country 
contexts (Lending Circles have been prominent in 
developing country contexts). Lending Circles offer 
a zero-interest loan to help participants build credit. 
Participants take an online financial training class, and 
then join-up with six-to-ten people. They decide on an 
amount for their loan. Each participant can have their 
own goal for the money they borrow. 

Box 3: Temporarily situated
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Value Add
What is it?
A scheme for landlords to improve the value of 
their rental properties - in exchange for giving 
people without great credit ratings a chance. Rental 
properties are re-painted, repaired, and freshened 
up for tenants who would otherwise struggle to get 
a foot in the door. To celebrate the renovation, Value 
Add might host a welcome dinner, to introduce the 
tenant to the local community.

Mechanisms
• Helps landlords to change their perceptions 

about tenants with a poor track record, which 
can impact how tenants perceive their own value 
and worth (story editing). 

• Helps people feel optimistic about future, and 
not be continually burdened by past mistakes 
(barrier busting). 

• Contributes to positive network building by 
introducing people to neighbours and locals 
(bridging social relationships). 

• Contributes to an uplifting home to return to by 
improving the physical environment 

Possible partners:
• Ontario Landlords Association 

• Home Depot and other Home Stores

• Habit for Humanity type organizations

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Would the offer of a 

freshened up room be enough on an incentive 
for landlords? How might we educate landlords 
and break down stereotypes at the same time?

2. Roles: Who would do the freshening up? Might 
this be a new micro social enterprise giving 
tenants more access to work?

3. Business Model: What resources are required 
for the freshening up? How might we draw on 
similar models - like Hero Works?

4. Scripts: What else do we do to support tenants 
in making the most from their refreshed 
space? How might we use the completion 
of the renovations to do a ‘house meal’ that 
introduces tenants to new neighbours and 
resources?
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Where does this come from?
Most of the ‘temporarily situated’ members we’ve met 
had experienced friction with their prior landlord. That 
relationship breakdown was one of the precipitating 
factors bringing them back on the streets. Landlords 
rightly want to protect their investment. What if there 
was a way to add value to the landlord’s investment 
- and to use that moment to build a different 
relationship? That’s the big idea of Value Add: starting 
off on a different foot by improving the property. The 
assumption is that a nicer property will also be better 
taken care of better by tenants, and improve house 
pride. 

Inspiration
Hero Works is a BC-based organization that renovates 
buildings owned by charities through events that are 
akin to old-fashioned barn-raisings. They call them 
Radical Community Renovations. These events 
involve many people and companies coming together 
to rebuild in a short amount of time.

Box 3: Temporarily situated
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Coachme 
What is it?
A life coaching platform where new drop-in centre 
members choose a coach for 6-12 weeks of 
storytelling and future imagining. With a coach, 
you do strategic foresight planning, write and 
visualize scenarios, role play & practice strategies, 
and are personally personally introduced to other 
people and networks that might help. This is not 
designed to replace case management - but to 
help case managers and workers across different 
systems understand people’s aspirational stories 
and contribute to a common strategy. Members 
receive digitized copies of their stories to enable easy 
sharing, and hopefully reduce duplication of sharing 
their story with multiple service providers. 

Mechanisms
• Sustains resiliency by enabling people to visualize 

their future stories, not just their past challenges 
and mistakes (story editing). 

• Gives people a renewed sense of purpose by 
offering concrete strategies and tools for personal 
problem-solving (taster experiences)

• Improves self-efficacy by showing people the 
changes they are making over a 10-week period 
(feedback). 

Possible partners:
• Accredited life coach trainers (e.g Applied 

Neuroscience Association)

• YMCA Life Coach Certificate program

• Noomi: professional coach directory and 
matching service

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Role. This is a very specific type of life coach, 

what skills/personality do they need to have? 
Where do we find them? What do they need 
to come with and what can we train/support? 
What are the incentives? Is it volunteer or paid?  

2. Props: What do the goal setting tools look 
like? How can we help visualize the future in a 
concrete and achievable way? What are ways 
we show changes over time? What format do 
people’s stories take?

3. Scripts: What stage are you at when you start 
with a coach? How long does it go for? What 
supports exist post-coaching?  

4. Systems: How might stories and plans be 
shared with workers and service providers 
across systems? What could a joint storytelling 
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session look like? 

5. Infrastructure. What supports sits around the 
role of a life coach? How do we coach the 
coaches?

Where does this come from?
Right now, new members can sign-up to see a 
case manager and get referred to other services 
they need. Members work with their case manager 
to set practical goals, but there isn’t the time, 
resources, or methods to help members imagine 
alternative scenarios for the future, and document 
those scenarios in ways that mean something for 
end users. Information that is collected is fed to the 
system using a standard format. 

Take Jeremey. He’s been coming to drop-ins for the 
past 3-months. He’s also a musician and acrobatist. 
Thanks to his case manager, he has been able to 
get the paperwork in for ODSP and start looking for 
housing. He’s not yet managed to find good outlets 
for his passions, or think through what his days could 
look like beyond having a roof over his head. 

Coachme would enable Jeremy to envision multiple 
alternative days, and would document these visions 

in a way that make sense to Jeremy and, if desired, 
could be shared with his case manager and housing 
worker. 

Inspiration
Urban Fitness 911 brings professional life coaches 
and ‘lifestyle experts’ to Skid Row in Los Angeles to 
work with groups of women living on the streets and 
experiencing crack addictions. Coaches volunteer 
their time, and sessions run for 10-12 weeks.

Box 3: Temporarily situated
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Pretty In/Out
What is it?
A service to help people keep up their appearance, 
maintain their health & stamina, and feel good inside 
and out. A way for people to present themselves 
as they would like, and use that portrayal when 
interacting with services too.

Mechanisms
• Improves how general public, potential landlords, 

doctors, employers see them, which impacts 
their own sense of identity (barrier busting). 

• Enables people to see themselves as capable 
and strong by literally seeing a refreshed version 
of themselves (feedback, story editing). 

Possible partners:
• Business improvement areas

• Hairdressing schools and brands - e.g Aveda 
Institute

• Studio 500 Hairstyling Apprenticeship Program - 
via Toronto District Schools

• Retired stylists

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Why might hairdressers and 

others give their time to this? What’s in it for 
them?

2. Business model. Could we run a kickstarter for 
people to sponsor makeovers?

3. Segmentation: Does everyone get this service? 
Are there any requirements/expectations? 
Are makeovers tied to goals - or part of a 
storytelling campaign?

4. Systems: How might beauty & wellness be an 
entry point into getting a primary care doctor, if 
needed?

5. Tools: What sort of tools/diaries can we create 
to help people capture the experience? How 
might they use these tools to change how 
health professionals or other service providers 
see them?
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Where does this come from?
Since she was evicted, one of Veronica’s primary 
concerns - beyond the lack of privacy - is keeping 
up her appearance. Staying clean and looking put 
together are important values to her. She carries 
a big plastic bag with soap, toothpaste, cream 
and other products. But, the longer she’s on the 
streets, the harder it is. When viewing a possible 
apartment to rent last week, she wondered what the 
landlord would think. As the old saying goes, “first 
impressions count.” Physical appearance  is naturally 
linked with stereotyping and implicit judgements. 

Another observation from spending time in the 
shelter system and drop-ins is the relative abundance 
of clothing donations. These donations are often kept 
in big plastic bags, and overflowing closets. How 
might clothing be organized in a way that feels less 
like charity, and more like a boutique experience? 
What if the message people received whilst on the 
streets was not they were a needy charity case, but 
someone worth investing in? Would this change 
their sense of self, and their understanding of what’s 
possible?

Inspiration
Dress for Success has scaled worldwide, offering 
“interview suits, confidence boosts, and career 
development” to low-income women across 75 
cities. Not only does Dress for Success allow women 
to choose from a ‘boutique’ of donated clothes, it 
also provides coaching and access to a network of 
other women. 

Union Rescue Mission in Los Angeles partnered 
with volunteer barbers and a film-maker last year 
to document how people felt after a makeover. The 
resulting campaign went viral - and helped to shift 
perceptions of some of the men living on the streets.

Box 3: Temporarily situated
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Usable
What is it?
A user-facing interface and “plug-in” that helps 
systems - like ODSP, OW and the LIHN - collect 
information in a more empowering way. How could 
systems reinforce a narrative that isn’t solely based 
on needs, but also on capabilities and existing 
problem-solving techniques? Right now, you fill out 
forms with lots of questions. The worker might be 
behind a computer screen, entering in what you say. 
It’s a one way interaction: you input data, but nothing 
comes back to you. 

Usable would be a series of tools that would make 
the data collection process far more friendly. It would 
give you a visualized dashboard of your answers. It 
would also draw on solution-focused brief therapy 
and growth mindset techniques to help people 
recognize the good parts of their story and areas of 
possibility.

Mechanisms
• Sustains resiliency by enabling individuals to 

name what has worked for them in the past, and 
to see their life from multiple perspectives (story 
editing).

• Strengthens self-efficacy and future orientation by 
showing people change over time and offering up 
strategies of other people like them (feedback).

Possible partners:
• OCAD and interaction designers

• Big data experts 

• Ministry of Community and Social Services

• Toronto Local Health Integration Network

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Tools: How might existing data be collected in a 

user-friendly way? How might we create a user-
friendly front end? How would we show back 
the data we collected, and offer Amazon-like 
recommendations?

2. Systems: How would our front-facing data be 
integrated into existing back-end systems? 

3. Regulations: Where would the data be stored? 
How would we comply with all data privacy 
standards?

4. Roles: How would workers be trained to use 
the tools?
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Where does this come from?
Jeremy has a history of working in warehouses 
and playing music on the side. Since he landed in 
Toronto and found himself at a drop-in centre, he’s 
been focussed on survival. He’s out of money. His 
new friends recommend going to see the psychiatrist 
and getting on ODSP. He made an appointment. 
Jeremey describes having bouts of anxiety and 
depression since being a kid. Since setting-up his 
appointment, the language Jeremey has used to talk 
about himself with us has shifted. He’s started to see 
himself as someone with longstanding challenges, 
rather than as someone who is incredibly resilient. 
The process of applying for financial support requires 
that people like Jeremy ‘prove’ what’s wrong with 
them - and it seems, for some, to be solidifying an 
identity that’s less focused on growth and possibility, 
and more focused on problems and struggles. How 
can Jeremey get financial support and retain a more 
resilient, future oriented identity? 

Inspiration
UnStuck is a mental health app that helps people to 
visualize their current situations, gives them concrete 
resources, and offers stories of other people in 
similar situations. The app both collects data about 
you, and uses that data to offer up an individualized 
‘menu’ of things to read, watch, and exercises to 

do. How might we incorporate similar principles into 
user-facing tools for systems? Even where we can’t 
change what questions are asked by systems, can 
we add questions that have more therapeutic value?

Stanford’s Project for Education Research 
That Scales (PERTS) creates ‘growth mindset’ 
interventions and questionnaires, in schools and 
online education settings, which have been shown 
in randomized control trials to significantly increase 
student achievement. ‘Growth mindset’ interventions 
are simple exercises showing students that 
intelligence isn’t fixed and their brains aren’t static. 
How might similar growth mindset interventions 
and questionnaires be used in the context of social 
service delivery to help underscore the idea that 
challenge & crisis also arn’t fixed?

Box 3: Temporarily situated
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How would this work for Jeremy?
How would things be different if, for people like Jeremy, there were more supports available to him when he first 
arrived forestalling him from being pulled into the sociality and drinking of new friends he meets at shelters? Would a 
Development Loan have helped him pay rent on his first house? Would Value Add have help him offer a different kind 
of relationship with a landlord? For many people in similar situations, a few key interventions could make the difference 
between pursuing a life that they want, and falling into habbits that might then take a life-time to break.
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box 4: The bored
This bento box is made for the people who are 
hungry to try new things, but who are easily 
caught up in the day-to-day crises of people 
around them. They like being part of the crowd, 
engaged in whatever is social, whether that be 
drugs or drinking or playing bingo. They are the 
first to express interest in novelty, and have a 
curiosity and care for what’s happening around 
them. Because relationships really matter to 
them, it can be hard to say ‘no’ to people, even 
when those relationships may be counter-
productive or self-destructive. 

People like Shauna, who is a long-time member 
of drop-in centres and loves to chat. She’s often 
bringing new people into the centre, trying to help. 
She’s attracted to whatever is slightly different or 
new, likes to ask lots of questions, and is eager to be 
in the fray. 

Outcomes 
• Productive curiosity: channeling people’s 

curiosity to developmental pursuits

• Pruning and regrowth of social networks: 
people able to maintain positive relationships, 
and put boundaries on less positive relationships.  

• More outlets for learning and meaningful 
work: people have a range of opportunities for 
utilizing their skills or building new skills. 

• Greater income security (via legal means): 
people have a stable base of income that they 
earn.

Box 4: the bored
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Micro Biz Hub
What is it?
Drop-ins become hubs for starting and running 
micro businesses servicing the local neighbourhood. 
Anything and everything from lunch time meal 
deliveries to laundry folding to signage & marketing 
to courier services to handyman services. Drop-
in members can contribute to an existing micro 
business and get paid, and/or receive support to 
launch their own with a start-up grant from OW/
ODSP. 

Mechanisms
• Enhances productive capability by exposing 

people to different types of work (taster 
experiences)

• Grows sense of purpose by giving people 
ways to use and build skills (reciprocity and 
contribution) 

Possible partners:
• Enterprise Toronto

• Ontario small business enterprise centres

• Toronto Public Library small business programs: 
Entrepreneur in Residence 

• Centre for Social Innovation

• MBA programs

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value Proposition: What the market for micro 

businesses in the catchment area? What about 
business-to-business products & services, 
versus direct to consumer? 

2. Roles: Who coordinates each micro business 
- is it a member or an external entrepreneur? 
How do members take up roles each day? How 
are members trained and supported?

3. Systems: How do members get paid? What’s 
the interface with their benefits?

4. Scripts: How can members start their own 
micro-business? What’s the sequence of 
events?
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Where does this come from?
Clayton makes the best tacos. He learned from 
his mother and grandmother. Clayton can often be 
found in the kitchen of drop-in centres cooking up 
a storm for others. He’s always wanted to turn his 
hobby into a business - but he can’t see himself with 
a bricks and mortar operation. He doesn’t like to 
be tied down. Oscar is a beautiful furniture maker. 
He loves working with his hands, and offers up his 
woodworking skills whenever he can. Clayton and 
Oscar are just two of a handful of members we’ve 
met with a passion that could easily be turned into 
a micro business. Right now, members’ passions 
remain a pursuit internal to the drop-in centre. There 
isn’t the coaching to help them launch and maintain 
a micro-business, find a local customer base, or 
regularly produce their product / service. Meanwhile, 
there are other members - like John - who wouldn’t 
mind helping out. They’d like a day or two of work 
here and there. The Micro Business Hub could 
support a range of micro enterprises, and have a 
daily job board for small paid tasks. 

Inspiration
The Meeting Place runs a street-facing store selling 
art and knick-knacks. It’s a great location. How might 
the store not just sell one type of product, but be a 
hub for multiple micro businesses started and staffed 
by members?

GoVenture Micro Business Simulator lets you start a 
‘virtual’ business to test out how it could work, and 
imagine the day-to-day operations. How might we 
use tools like this to enable people to imagine and 
start their own businesses?

Box 4: the bored
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Perks
What is it?
Drop-ins, shelters, and health centres offer 
membership to their services with a ‘perks card.’ 
Perks cards are loyalty cards with a twist. You earn 
‘perks’ by going on experiences in the community. 
Experiences are gifted by the local community as a 
new model of charity. It might be a chess session 
or a pilates class or an opera performance. With 
enough perks, choose from a premium set of 
experiences - like a nice dinner, a short holiday away, 
etc.

Mechanisms
• Creates more outlets for learning by increasing 

the supply of experiences and incentivizes going 
on experiences (taster experiences)

• Expands social networks by getting members 
out of drop-in centre settings and interacting 
with people interested in learning similar things 
(bridging relationships)

Possible partners:
• Business improvement areas

• CSR representatives of big businesses

• Volunteer centres

The top things we’d prototype...
1. System: How would people earn points? Where 

are the points recorded?  

2. Value proposition: What does it take to get 
businesses and community members to donate 
free experiences? What do they want in return? 

3. Scripts: What does it take to get drop-in centre 
members to an experience? How do we ensure 
experiences are non-stigmatizing? How are 
experiences a gateway to other positive things?

4. Roles: Who recruits businesses and community 
members? Who works with members to 
support them on experiences?
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Where does this come from?
There’s a disconnect between all of the experiences 
on offer in a community, and the day-to-day 
experiences of adults living on the streets. In drop-
in centres, people access the same activities 
repeatedly: playing pool, reading the newspaper, 
doing laundry, meeting-up with friends, talking to 
workers. Meanwhile, outside drop-in centres, in 
the surrounding neighbourhood, there are heaps 
of different activities: art shows, book readings, 
performing arts spaces, yoga classes, naturopathy, 
nice dinners, etc. These activities are obviously 
financially inaccessible to street-involved adults. 
Dwight panhandles to earn enough to take himself 
out to a nice dinner now and then. He loves lobster.

We’ve also seen the limits of the typical approach to 
charity. Well meaning community members donate 
clothes and sandwiches that are not always used.  
Dwight doesn’t like accepting food. He doesn’t 
know who prepared it. These types of donations do 
little to change perceptions or increase the quality 
of interactions between community members and 
street-involved adults. 
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Storage Sitting
What is it?
A barrier-busting service that looks after belongings 
so they aren’t in the way of getting out and about 
in the community. This could be a mobile van with 
storage lockers that have ‘pick-up’ and ‘drop-off’ 
points every day; or a network of buildings and 
garages with short-term storage capabilities. At 
the time of dropping off bags, individuals can get 
an ergonomic consult to re-pack belongings in a 
cleverer way; digitize important paperwork and 
memories; and acquire maps with things to do 
during the day. We would explore whether this 
service could be cross-subsidized by tourists. 

Mechanisms
• Enables people to access learning and work 

opportunities, without being held back by their 
physical things (barrier busting).

• Changes how people perceive street-involved 
adults and potentially gives a different starting 
point for relationships (bridging relationships).

Possible partners:

• City of Toronto

• Moving companies 

• Businesses, not-for-profits, parking garages with 
spare space

• Industrial design students

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Settings: What spaces does this happen 

in? Is it a mobile van?  A pop up space? An 
underutilized space? A network of underutilized 
spaces? How do we make it efficient/fit for 
purpose?

2. Props: How might we work with industrial 
designers to create different kinds of 
containers, and mobile storage solutions for 
people? How do we help people compile all of 
their important paperwork and information in 
one digital space?

3. Roles: Who would look after the belongings? 

4. Business Model:  What other groups of people 
need temporary storage? How might we 
cross-subsidize costs? Could we crowdsource 
dollars? 



73

Where does this come from?
Physical baggage is holding people back from 
looking for housing, doing things in the community, 
and getting out of the drop-in centre. Whilst some 
drop-in centres have lockers, there’s not enough to 
go around and opening / closing hours can prevent 
usage. People like Vanessa have their important 
things in plastic bags and suitcases stored at centres 
across the community. It’s hard to remember what is 
where, and important papers are never where they 
need to be. 

Rather than just store people’s belongings, we see 
an opportunity to help people pack their things more 
intentionally and digitize information so that it is ready 
to go for housing, banking, and benefit applications. 
We do not see this as a stand alone service - but 
as a useful complement to other services, and one 
which can also have a knock-on effect on stigma. 
When Fred carries his big backpack to the store, he 
gets stares from passersby. Without the bag, Fred 
may be able to have different interactions. 

Inspiration
United Church in Vancouver used an indigogo 
campaign to raise money to operate their very own, 

free storage service. With the help of the city, they 
converted part of an underground parking garage 
into free storage and created new jobs for street-
involved adults. 

http://thiscitylife.tumblr.com/post/70911280999/
storage-facility-helping-vancouvers-homeless-get

Box 4: the bored
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Real Street View.
What is it?
A new set of mapping and rating tools for street-
involved adults to record their stories, daily 
experiences, and interactions with services - via 
photos, audio-recordings, text messages, etc. 
Their experiences populate live maps which can 
be used by other street-involved adults, as well as 
by policymakers and members of the public to see 
hotspots and monitor trends. 

Imagine seeing where in the city street-involved 
adults are feeling most stigmatized; where 
apartments without credit checks are coming up; 
how safe people feel at different shelters, etc. We 
envision Real Street View as both a therapeutic 
intervention that validates individuals experiences 
and an advocacy channel that shifts perceptions and 
improves decision-making.  

Mechanisms
• Allows people to share their lived experience 

with peers and decision makers in the form 
of practical knowledge (contributing and 
reciprocating)

• Real Street View compiles street knowledge 
in a way that validates people’s experience 
(feedback)

Possible partners:
• City of Toronto

• OCAD - interaction designers

• Mobile phone companies 

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Why would street-involved 

adults be interested in keeping track of their 
daily experiences? How would they record what 
they are seeing and going through? Why would 
professionals and members of the public be 
interested in using the maps? 

2. Roles: Could we hire street-involved adults 
to be street captains where they collect their 
peers’ ratings and stories?

3. Props: What hardware and software would 
street-involved adults use to map their 
experiences? 
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4. Systems: How might we prepare reports and 
trend data for public health, housing, and other 
systems?

Where does this come from?
Map making has proven to be a popular exercise. 
We’ve offered members a chance to tell their stories 
by literally walking us to their hang-out spots. 
Members have had rich information and know-how. 
Each day, members acquire more real-time know-
how: where the best places are for food that day, 
unfriendly landlords, noisy shelters, etc. We think this 
real-time information has street value to other adults, 
as well as intelligence value to policymakers. One 
of the best ways to change systems is to introduce 
new sources of information, and showing trends. 
Real Street View could be one provider of this kind of 
trend data. 

Inspiration
The Family Independence Initiative collects data 
from low-income immigrant families. Families receive 
a computer and track 200 different indicators - 
including their experiences at banks, shopping 
centers, etc. This data is compiled and sold to 

policymakers. Their argument is that rather than 
spend money on expensive research consultants, 
pay families to collect the data directly. 

Box 4: the bored
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Daily Playlist
What is it?
A new role and curated set of materials to help adults 
get fresh perspectives and build motivation. Based 
on people’s moods and circumstances, a personal 
librarian matches them to excerpts of books, 
youtube videos, games, exercises, UforU sessions, 
and local workshops. Personal librarians might roam 
the streets on bikes or vans and be attached to 
libraries, community centres and services. Personal 
librarians might also be accessed via text message. 
The role might be filled by a mix of volunteers, well-
read street-involved adults, and under-employed 
philosopher and educator types.

Mechanisms
• Enhances people’s curiosity by exposing them to 

new content types (via Taster Experiences).

• Strengthens identity by giving people alternative 
scripts, stories and examples (via Story Editing)

Possible partners:
• Toronto Public Library

• University Libraries

• Online platforms like audible.com 

• Library and Information Science students

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Roles: Who could be a librarian? What 

knowledge do they need to have and what can 
be taught? What supports are required?

2. Props: What tools do we use to match people 
to content?  How do we package the content in 
easily accessible ways? How do we track what 
people are using and learning?

3. Scripts: What kinds of conversations do 
librarians have with people about what they’ve 
read? 

4. Systems: How can we connect with the rich 
resources already available - via libraries, 
museums, and schools? What kind of database 
and backend system is required to tag content 
types? How might personal libraries use 
each other as a resource when prescribing 
resources? 



77

Where does this come from?
Romance books are the only books left on the shelf 
of the drop-in centre. Most of the other books have 
been borrowed. We spent several days asking 
Members what they would like to learn about - and 
the answers included everything from Dostoevsky to 
car mechanics to mindfulness techniques. Books, 
of course, are not everyone’s favorite modality. Dave 
likes to listen to meditations. Fred likes to watch 
movies. Whilst libraries are a popular destination for 
street-involved adults, they often gravitate to content 
they already know. A personal librarian could help to 
curate a selection - based on where people’s heads 
are at that day - and string together a personalized 
learning program that layers new perspectives and 
builds motivation over time.  

Inspiration
Alt Schools is a Silicon Valley start-up that runs 
schools using a playlist model. That means students 
check-in each morning with an Ipad, and get a 
personalized playlist with assignments, readings, 
videos, and podcasts. Teachers monitor progress 
and get visual maps of student learning so they can 
adapt their approach.

School of Life is a London-based social enterprise 
which offers bibliotherapy to people. People sign-
up and meet with a ‘bibliotherapist’ for an hour who 
prescribes a set of stories.

Execo is a Montreal-based arts organization that 
employs philosophers and artists to do projects in 
the community. One of their projects is a mobile 
library. They connect people to good books. We 
imagine Playlist connecting people to books - and to 
a range of other content types. A goal is to find ways 
to document people’s learning diets over time.

Box 4: the bored
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How would this work for Shauna?
Where would Shanua be if she had places she wanted to go to other than the drop-in centre? If she had things to 
do that helped her build a different kind of life? Would Micro Biz Hub have helped her develop an income around her 
crochet bags? Would a Daily Playlist Librarian introduce her to books and music that match her interests? Would A 
Storage Sitter take care of her belongings so she can go out and look for a job? For people like Shauna, providing 
centre programs is not enough. What if she had a suite of interventions that helped her and encouraged her to 
have new experiences, while at the same time built up her confidence and her skills? Perhaps Shauna would not be 
spending her days doing drugs with her friends, but would be stimulating her brain and self in other ways? 
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box 5: Curious Staff
This bento box is made for the people who work 
with street-involved adults; those folks who are 
not yet burnt out and who really want to know if 
they are making a difference. A good percentage 
of these staff have lived experience on the 
streets and ideas of what helped them. Because 
their work is so consuming and intense, there is 
little opportunity for professional development or 
focussed skill development.

People like Joanne, who only recently started working 
at a drop-in centre, and has all sorts of questions and 
ideas. Joanne enjoys her work, but is starting to get 
frustrated by not having enough time to reflect on her 
practice and by the lack of clear ways to develop as 
a worker. It doesn’t feel like there is much of a career 
trajectory. 

Joanne is also starting to fear that she will lose the 
creativity and engagement she has with her work as 
she gets bogged down by the every day tasks.While 
she does important things like oversee laundry, she 
wants to incorporate these tasks into a directed role 
with clearer outcomes.

Outcomes
• Greater self-efficacy: Staff feel capable and 

confident, and see how the hours they are putting 
in make an impact.

• Source of novelty & inspiration: Staff feel 
excited and activated by new practices, and have 
increased effort and engagement. 

• Heightened insight and reflexivity: Staff feel 
enabled to share and articulate their techniques, 
workplace successes and failures with their 
colleagues, which engenders a more intentional 
and insightful practice.

• Refreshed and widened practice repertoire: 
Staff frustrations are reduced when they exhaust 
workplace resources. A widened practice also 
reduces staff apathy and boredom.

• Greater goal orientation & initiation: Staff have 
the opportunity to build up their skill-set and CV 
while they work.

• Feel more valued and useful: Staff have more 
directed roles with outcomes they can measure 
themselves.
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Role Set
What is it?
New job titles, role descriptions, and support tools for 
peer workers and floor staff. New roles could include 
a “Philosopher In Residence” who might combine 
laundry with dialectic conversations about everyday 
things; a “Business Developer” who works with folks 
to turn their pursuits into micro businesses; or a 
“Teaching Chef” who runs daily cooking experiences 
and recruits others to do the same. Teaching Chefs 
would look at food, not as a phsyiological need, but 
as a teachable moment. 

Mechanisms
• Contributes to greater novelty and inspiration by 

giving people access to a pipeline of resources, 
strategies and  tools to use in their daily practice 
(taster experiences). 

• Increases people’s sense of value and usefulness 
by reframing their roles in terms of outcomes, not 
just activities (story editing).

• Enhances goal orientation by enabling staff to 
take ownership over their roles, and the further 
development of their skills and qualifications 
(contributing and reciprocating). 

Possible partners:
• College and University Internship, Externships 

and Placement programs 

• The Ontario Public Servic Employees Union of 
Employees

• Ontario Health Coalition

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Roles: How would we frame the new roles? 

Would roles be filled by existing staff, new staff 
or volunteer staff? 

2. Systems: How would these roles interface with 
existing job classifications and HR policies? 

3. Props: What tools and resources would staff in 
these new roles have access to? (Flip books, 
online directories) 

4. Scripts: How could we provide a script that 
staff could learn on their own so that they can 
learn their roles independently?
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Where does this come from?
From time spent with staff we see that many engage 
in meaningful conversations and provide support to 
folks whilst carrying out the tasks that make up much 
of their work day. Staff say that they perform tasks 
other than just ‘worker’ and they are interested in 
legitimizing these more specific roles . They say that 
the status of general ‘worker’ is not helpful for their 
workplace identity and sense of confidence, and that 
it also contributes to disrespect from folks who pick 
up on them as not having a specific purpose.

From conversations with staff we have also learned 
that staff are interested in increasing their ability 
to turn their conversations with folks into more 
intentional interactions. Staff feel they would benefit 
from learning new tools, knowledge and from feeling 
more empowered to focus on their interactions with 
folks while they carry out their daily tasks..

Inspiration
The Green House Approach has reinvented the 
experience of long-term care for elders. What makes 
their approach different is that it reorganizes staff 

and flattens the hierarchy of the traditional model. 
Staff at green houses take on several distinct roles. 
Each house has a “Shahbaz” who  provides personal 
care services, a “Guide” who provides support to 
the Shahbaz and who is responsible for the overall 
operations and services of each home, and the 
Sage who is an elder volunteer who focuses on the 
development and continued growth of the team of 
Shahbazim.

http://greenhouse.gedco.org/site/
c.5oLEKRPpE5LQH/b.6063955/k.2867/
Shahbawhat.htm

Box 4: Curious staff
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Rotations 
What is it?
Rotations is a professional development exchange 
service. Social service organizations join the 
exchange, and access learning field trips, 1:1 staff 
shadowing opportunities, and staff swaps. For 
instance, employment services staff at one agency 
might do their professional development day in a 
drop-in centre, and vice-versa. To prepare for swaps 
and field trips, Rotations would provide coaching 
and backend systems to document and codify 
jobs, enabling people to fluidly exchange roles. As 
a bonus, Rotations addresses existing issues in 
succession planning. 

Mechanisms
• Builds new perspectives on work practice and 

work possibilities  (taster experiences)

• Staff share the exciting new things they have 
learned being in another context with their 
colleagues at their workplace sparking discussion 
(contribution and reciprocity)

• Staff gain the opportunity to learn about how 
other aspects of social service work operate 
and also gain knowledge to help make informed 
referrals to folks in the future (modeling and 
rehearsal).

• Staff have the chance to increase their own 
professional networks and create opportunities 
to further their work development (bridging 
relationships)

Possible partners:
• Toronto Neighbourhood Centres

• The Community Services Coordination Network 
(CSCN) 

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Back End Systems: What kind of back-end 

system could we create to coordinate the 
scheduling of staff switching or rotating roles? 
How would we scale this system across the 
service sector?

2. Front End Systems: How would the system 
run? Would people rotate within the structures 
of existing professional development days? 
Would they rotate in small groups or pairs? Or 
would the system be based on membership 
and organizations paid to bring staff members’ 
specific skills and services to them.
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3. Roles: How would we codify roles so that other 
people could step into the role fluidly? 

4. Tools: How could we let other organizations 
know about the wealth of available staff with 
specific skills and roles?

Where does this come from?
Time spent in the different downtown centres 
shows us that each centre has a wealth of valuable 
information. However, staff in each site have also 
expressed not knowing what is going on in other 
places. Staff say they rarely interact with colleagues 
doing similar work as them, but would like to. They 
also say it would be useful to their work if they knew 
about more options and opportunities available to the 
people they are working with.

Inspiration
The National School Board Association (NSBA) runs 
site visits focused on education technology. Students 
and staff tour other schools in order to see first hand 
the technological innovations and practices that 

the school is using. Their website advertises the 
different schools involved in the program complete 
with descriptions about what each school has to 
offer. The NSBA believe that site visits teach leaders 
invaluable skills which keep them from feeling too 
disconnected.

http://www.nsba.org/events/
education-technology-site-visits

Box 4: Curious staff
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Learning for Two
What is it?
There is never time for professional development. 
Services have to put all their resources into direct 
delivery and there is little left over for learning. 
Learning for Two takes the staff member and the 
person they are supporting as the unit. Each pair, 
together, chooses topics they wish to learn about 
and they support each other through mini-courses 
and reading groups. Topics could be how to find 
housing using craigslist, or about the latest therapy 
practices for hoarders. Both staff member and 
person supported are on equal footing as learners 
during this time. 

Mechanisms
• Contributes to self-growth and inspiration by 

giving people structured access to resources 
and knowledge that interest them (taster 
experiences) 

• People don’t have time for professional 
development. This intervention, which is self-
standing and accessible, takes away reasons 
why professional development often does not 
occur (barrier busting). 

• Progressing through or graduating from mini-
courses and reading groups leads to increased 
confidence and a sense of achievement. 
Encouragement received from the learning 
partner also leads to an increased sense of 
growth (feedback).

Possible partners:
• Toronto Public Library (Programs, Classes & 

Exhibits Department).

• Drop-in centre network

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Roles: Who develops the content for these 

modules? Who facilitates the learning?

2. Systems: How is this learning facilitated? Is it 
self-facilitated? Does the pair get a hard-copy 
package? Or do they access the materials on-
line? What is the learning journey? How long is 
a ‘course’?
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3. Value proposition: Why would both people sign 
up for this intervention? Do they get credits for 
completed modules? Do they get a certification 
or proof of completion that can go on their CV?

Where does this come from?
Many of the street-involved adults we have met take 
on the role of social worker with their peers. Shawna 
seems to keep herself busy providing peers with food 
and clothing. Alex explains his presence at the centre 
as his own informal pre-training before studying to 
become a caseworker. Why not give them some 
techniques? Shawna and Alex are both interested 
in learning skills that they could draw from in their 
informal practices, but don’t have the right learning 
platform to help them with this. Staff have also said 
that they are interested in learning new approaches 
and techniques that would enhance their work.

Inspiration
Open Learning is an existing platform for self-directed 
online learning between disabilty workers and the 
persons they support. But it goes beyond content to 

also focus on developing community, connectedness 
and engagement. Their approach is that students 
learn when they are active, engaged, inspired and 
involved. They believe that the learning environment 
and the student hangout should occupy the same 
space. Courses are designed to learn together with 
peers in a safe and positive learning space. 

https://www.openlearning.com/About

Box 4: Curious staff
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Data Dashboards
What is it?
A new weekly reporting tool that tells staff how the 
people they are working with are doing. The tool 
helps staff keep track of people’s goals, and the 
steps they are taking to achieve them. Currently 
it is mostly through conversation that staff keep 
informed about folks. Having access to data about 
mood fluctuations, about consecutive days/ weeks/ 
months a person is housed, number of times in 
detox or relapses etc. would be useful information 
a staff member could use to understand patterns 
of behaviour and to help develop motivations and 
incentives for change.

Mechanisms
• Strengthens staff members self-efficacy by 

providing a tool they can use to show people 
change over time (feedback).

Possible partners:
• Mobile phone / tablet app developer

• Big data consultants - like Open North 
(opennorth.ca)

The top things we’d prototype...
1. System: How would we make it fast and easy 

to input the information so that staff members 
don’t feel like they are doing boring ‘data entry’. 
How could we make the whole process take 
less than a minute to complete?

2. Tools: Would staff use this an app on their 
personal phone? Or on a staff ipad? How would 
we attend to data privacy? 

3. Value proposition: How can we make staff 
interested in tracking information? How would 
we minimize time, and maxize seeing the 
results? 
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Where does this come from?
Tracking of this data happens informally all the 
time. Formalizing it so that it can be visualized and 
presented back to folks will be a useful way progress 
can be demonstrated and reinforced. We have 
observed that it is hard for staff to point to success 
stories and this would give them data to draw upon.

Inspiration
So many aspects of our lives are tracked these days 
- steps, runs, calories, hours in REM state, mobile 
phone data used, etc. This idea is inspired by the 
usefulness of visualizing data and being able to see 
trends and patterns as they unfold.  Myfitnesspal, a 
calorie counting app sends messages that reinforce 
a subscriber’s goal completion. Data can also be 
shared amongst other users who can send kudos 
and hearts to acknowledge a person’s successes.

Box 4: Curious staff
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Therapeutic Sampler Packs 
What is it?
Vicarious trauma is a big challenge amongst staff 
exposed to difficult stories day-in and day-out. Right 
now there is little outlet for their stress. Therapeutic 
Sampler Packs give staff a way to test different 
outlets for their stress AND learn techniques & 
strategies that they can pass along to the people 
they support. Sampler Packs are resourced by 
retired therapists and allied health professionals.

Mechanisms
• Staff gain access to needed support, work 

through vicarious trauma, and troubleshoot 
challenges to their practice (barrier busting).

• Staff develop new relationships with therapeutic 
practitioners that widen their existing support 
networks and give them fresh strategies to try 
with members (bridging relationships and 
taster experiences).

Possible partners:
• Retired therapy networks

• Canada’s Health Informatics Association

• Counselling & social work programs

The top things we’d prototype...
1. Value proposition: Why would counsellors and 

therapists want to do this?

2. Roles: What would make a good therapist for 
this role - a blend of personal and organizational 
psychology? How would we recruit for different 
approaches and methods?

3. Scripts: What happens in a 1:1 versus group 
session? 

4. Business Model: Would organizations pay 
for packages of therapy services which staff 
could call upon if they feel it is needed? What 
about access to a therapy hotline or to tele-
counselling? 

5. Systems: What kind of backend system would 
therapists have access to for coordination and 
documenting? 
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Where does this come from?
Staff often talk about feeling overwhelmed and 
stressed by the stories they hear and by their 
interactions with the people they work with everyday. 
Staff have said that they are interested in learning 
mindfulness techniques and other therapeutic 
practices that might help them cope, and pass along 
useful strategies to members of the drop-in centre. 
As the saying goes: you have to put on your own 
safety mask before helping others. 

Inspiration
VideoMed provides homeless individuals with the 
opportunity to speak to mental health professionals 
through video-conferencing sites established at 
homeless shelters, churches and libraries. What if 
we could create a service like this that wasn’t just 
for homeless individuals, but for staff who work with 
street-involved adults? More like a train the trainer 
approach?

http://utsystem.edu/news/2015/08/25/student-
entrepreneurs-launch-nonprofit-provide-
telepsychiatry-homeless

Box 4: Curious staff
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How would this work for Joanne?
How would things be different for staff members like Joanne if she had a more directed role set, had opportunities 
for learning and developing her workplace practice, and therapeutic support when she feels stressed?. Would a data 
dashboard help her visualize the kind of support and help she is giving, so she feels more confidence that her work is 
making a difference to people’s’ lives? Like previously mentioned, no one thing would solve Joanna’s frustrations, she 
needs a suite that helps support her simultaneous needs.
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Here’s more about what our first seven weeks on-
the-ground have looked like:

We decided to adopt a new approach for this pro-
ject: a dual focus blend of research and intervention. 
Our idea was to hit the ground running – to collect 
people’s stories and at the same time test some 
different mechanisms.
 
10 days after arriving we launched the In/Out Times, 
an 8-page newspaper. We used it to introduce our-
selves to folks and as a prop to spark conversations. 
We also ran some ads for services we would offer to 
see whether folks were interested. Services included 
“Fresh Look, Fresh Starts” -a free haircut and fashion 
consult, and “Sabbatical Swap” -where members 
would go to spend time at other community centres 
across Canada. Some people expressed interest in a 
few of the services but we observed a gap between 
their interest and their action following their interest 
through.
 
Our experience with the newspaper taught us the 
limitation of relying on people’s intrinsic incentives so 
early on when folks don’t know us or our project. We 
changed tact to test extrinsic incentives and posted 
some job advertisements such be our “local tour 
guide” where we paid folks to spend 4 hours with us 
showing us all the social services they use in a day; 
“builder” where we paid folks to help us redevelop 
one of the rooms into a more interesting space; and 

“a day in the life of” where we paid folks to take the 
time to sit down and write their story, their biography, 
or show us where they live and their daily context. 
We were able to spend significant time with these 
folks and these relationships have become some of 
our most enduring ones as many of these folks visit 
us weekly, call us, text us, and come to events we 
organize. These folks are open to further conversa-
tions and co-creation sessions.
 
The sign-in sheet at the front desk is another inter-
vention we have tried. Previously the sign-in sheet, 
which asks members to write their name (many 
use fake names), only collects information about 
how many people use the centre each day. We 
re-designed the sign-in sheet to collect other kinds 
of information. We pose new questions everyday 
gathering information from expressing their emotions 
“How are you feeling feeling today? Happy, Frustrat-
ed, Hopeful Sad, Bored, Angry, Joyful”. Some forms 
ask folks to circle their answers; some forms asked 
them to put a ball into the glass labelled with their 
preferred answer. 

At the end of each day we tally the answers, visualize 
the data in pie charts and graph forms, which we 
post the next day. We now know that on December 
14th 2015 not only did 66 people sign in, but 48% 
of people use the centre for their services, 5% come 
to trade, 7% to not sober up, 7% to sober up, 13% 
to network and 20% come to seek comfort. While 

Our approach so far
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at first people were sceptical of why we were asking 
these questions (are you CIA?), folks got accustomed 
to seeing a new sheet and we have observed the 
questions sparking interesting conversations among 
members and staff.
 
We have tested the method of story retelling both 
as a possible therapeutic technique that could spark 
conversation about personal change, and as a way 
to quickly return data back to folks in an interesting 
form. A few days after going over the written narra-
tive of his story, member Ari, said to us “Listening to 
my life story I realize that I spend a lot of my money 
on restaurant food, it’s like restaurant food is my cur-
rent addiction, and I find it very interesting to realize 
that”. The method of going over people’s stories with 
them has proven to be a very successful way for us 
to deepen our understanding of people’s lives and 
open the way to ask more directed and intentional 
questions.
 
One of our aims has been to get staff involved in our 
project and interested in learning our methods. Right 
away we observed that staff are busy and there was 
little opportunity to talk. We began sending a daily 
email to staff with information about what we were 
working on that day/ week and what our intentions 
were. However, staff do not check their emails each 
morning and so we switched to the method of find-
ing staff first thing and going through our daily plan 
which we then posted on the wall. 

These interactions became quite limited to our 
conveying information- not ideal since staff are a re-
source and wealth of information and ideas. We have 
since switched bringing a staff member up to our 
office for 15 minutes every morning. The intent is to 
incorporate them into our morning planning meeting 
and seek their input. We encourage them to share 
what we are doing and what we talked about with 
staff members when they return to the floor. Staff 
say they have many thoughts and ideas about what 
works and doesn’t and are keen to have this oppor-
tunity to share with us. We are continuing to work 
building this into our collective daily routines. 
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Stories
Ari

I met Ari at the front desk when I asked him to write 
his name on the sign in sheet. 
He is 37 years old and from Manitoba. Half Chinese, 
half Indigenous. Right away he defines himself as a 
visual artist, also as a piano player. 

I hadn’t seen him before and so asked him if he was 
new. He said yes and no, new this time but had been 
here before. Why do you come to the drop-in?  I 
asked. “To hang out here, to play dominoes and 
pool. It’s definitely not boring”.  “Are you housed?” 
was my next question. “Not now” he said. “It’s tough 
to break out of the out of the cold program”. As we 
walked, I kept thinking - what if there was something 
to catch him before he not only gets sucked into the 
routine of life on the streets, but also before begins to 
glamourize it?

This time round Ari has been in Toronto just 3 weeks. 
He was here for 6 months at the start of the year 
but when he accidentally burned his house down he 
went back to Manitoba.  This time, he said, he has 
decided to make a go of it in Toronto. He is waiting to 
get the ID he needs to get housed and get a job. He 
tells me that he doesn’t really know people in Toronto 
and that he finds it hard to connect to people.  He 
says that his routine “fills up” most of his day.  

What is his routine?  The shelter wakes him up at 

6:30am, he eats breakfast, and then by 7am is out 
on the streets. There are a few hours to kill before 
the next shelter – “the corner” - is open and so he 
just wanders the streets. He tells me that he doesn’t 
always know what part of the city he is in. So he 
always orients himself by finding the CN tower and 
then walking towards it. He knows that that will take 
him back to the downtown area. This helps with his 
independence. Maintaining a sense of autonomy and 
control is important part of life, can social services 
provide support that also accounts for and accom-
modates members desire for choice and independ-
ence?

Ari tells me that he is just discovering the services 
available for street-involved adults. He says he has 
been finding out as he moves from place to place 
talking to service workers, and to other folks on the 
streets.  Ari agrees to show me around.  We spend 4 
hours walking between drop-in centres and shelters. 
Even though we spend most of the time walking we 
only really cover a distance of a few blocks – an area 
bounded by Bathurst in the West, McCaul Street in 
the east, College in the North and Adelaide in the 
South. 

Clothes, Food and Cash
It’s a beautiful day outside. Blue sky and warm for 
early December.
Our first stop is Evangel Hall. 
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Ari says he comes to Evangel Hall mostly for the hot 
breakfasts, lunches and dinners. He says they also 
have a good offering of clothing. “I got these shoes, 
these Nike airs from here,” he shows me. He said 
that at that time he really needed new shoes. He was 
wearing winter boots and they were hurting his feet. 
He told me that before he found out they provided 
clothes he would take clothes he found on the street. 
He found a hockey bag full of clothes once and went 
through them. Socks are a big thing for him - he 
mentioned his delight, a few times, at finding out that 
shelters give out socks (sometimes). Being on the 
street, walking hour after hour, the health and welfare 
of feet are a great concern. What if there was a map 
Ari could have been given when he first started “do-
ing the drop-ins” that told him not only where to find 
socks? But offers users reviews about where he can 
find the best socks, or the socks that he is looking 
for? Both free socks AND affordable socks he might 
want to purchase.

I asked Ari where his belongings are. He motions to 
the one small black shoulder bag he is carrying. “This 
is all my stuff in the whole wide world”. Inside his bag 
is just one change of clothes. 

Ari is on OW. It was easy to get onto. He applied for 
emergency welfare last time he was here and they 
automatically put him on OW.  He tells me that he 
usually spends his $300.00 OW cheque in the first 
5 days. The rest of the month he has no cash. How 

does he spend his money? He really likes eating at 
restaurants. He says that while the shelters have 
good food, it’s all home cooked meals and some-
times he just wants to eat the grease and flavour of 
restaurant food. Asian food is one of his favourites. 
The Chinese side of his family own a Chinese restau-
rant in Nova Scotia and he has good memories of 
eating there when he was a child. But he likes eating 
all kinds of foods and will spend his OW on pizza, 
chicken wings, steamed BBQ pork buns. He likes 
the kiosks up by Dundas where they offer a variety of 
food choices. I wonder if there could be a way for Ari 
to both satisfy his cravings for restaurant food AND 
not blow all his OW money so that most of the month 
he doesn’t have a cent to his name. In the same way 
that rent for subsidized housing is now automatically 
debited from people’s bank accounts, could mem-
bers like Ari purchase, or have an automatic debited 
system in place to purchase a set of vouchers to 
establishments / hobbies that they are interested in? 
What if each month Ari purchased some restaurant 
vouchers, thus both allowing him to enjoy and par-
ticipate in his hobby and interest, while at the same 
time managing how much of his monthly budget he 
spends on it? It could be done with bowling, pool, 
toy shopping and other items. 

One of the difficulties Ari has is with banking. He tells 
me that he owes some money in Manitoba for past 
misdemeanours, his student loan and lawyer fees. 
He cashes his cheque immediately when he gets it, 
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rather than depositing it in a bank account. He does 
this because it’s quicker. He doesn’t have a bank 
account yet because he needs to show ID.  So that’s 
why they gave him a credit card.  

But carrying around $300 dollars cash when you are 
on the streets is also not great. Bags get stolen all 
the time, and people are beaten up and or robbed 
when people discover they have cash. Or worse- 
people are bullied into “lending” money that they 
have. So Ari spends his money, not thinking about 
saving it. He spent his last OW cheque quickly. It 
was a big one, an accumulation of 3 cheques that he 
didn’t cash when he was in prison. 

He got money from Ontario works to get a bed and 
other items for his new housing.  He bought some 
clothes and washing detergent and some food. But 
he couldn’t find furniture or things that he wanted. 
So he spent most of it, about 300 dollars, during that 
one night. 

While checking facebook he saw an ad for a con-
cert by singer Trina at the Dorchester club and so he 
went to check it out. He ate lobster on Spadina Ave 
and then drank patron tequila at the Dorchester club. 
He was drinking in a members only room. Trina never 
showed up. He said that maybe she was singing at 
the other Dorchester club location.  But it was fun he 
said. He was on his own mostly, but at the end of his 
night, around 3am, he was getting food at the burger 
king when he ran into a guy who he says was the 
actor in Grumpy Old Men. They talked for a while. Ari 
says he really liked the guy’s humour. 

People and Activities that Influence
After Evangel Hall we walked up to St. Felix, some-
times known as ‘the sisters’ because it used to be a 
convent run by nuns. 

Ari said he likes St. Felix because the food is 
good.  They also have an outside patio which he re-
ally likes. He says he has met some really nice people 
there. 

Ari was born in 1977 in a small town near Winnipeg. 
His parents separated when he was age 1 or 2. His 
mother, Chinese, is a teacher. He grew up mostly 
with his mother and his older sister.  He would visit 
his father, Ojibway, on the reserve on weekends. He 
liked visiting his father. His father is one of his biggest 
influences. He describes his father as very strong. 
He doesn’t say much about Ari being on the street. 
He doesn’t talk much about hard things. But when 
there is something good - “he explodes with joy”. Ari 
describes his father’s laughter and joy and how it res-
onates widely. He tells me that his dad is a residential 
school survivor. He received a compensation pack-
age for it a few years ago. After the residential school 
he joined the navy and served in Bermuda. Following 
this he worked at the local grain mill. He became the 
first Indigenous foreman. Ari seems very proud of his 
father’s history. Ari talks to his father when he can. It’s 
hard because his father doesn’t have a phone right 
now.  Ari tells me that just yesterday he wanted to 
talk to his father so bad, he wanted to ask his father 
to send him money so that he could move back to 
Winnipeg.  “There’s nothing that my dad wouldn’t do 
for me” he tells me.  He said he was feeling better 
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now - going to the Sharing circle, and seeing that 
there was a community he could be part of made 
him feel a lot better. He now suddenly feels like there 
is a bit more hope for his move to Toronto. 

This is his second move to Toronto. The first one was 
last spring. He was just here a few months. He found 
housing in Scarborough. He was pretty bored in 
Scarborough and spent hours and hours at the local 
laundry mat. He became good friends with the laun-
dry mat’s owner, a Jamaican guy, and they would talk 
for hours. “We talked about politics, religion, racism.” 
Sometimes the owner would invite him out with his 
wife to eat. Sometimes Ari went with the owner and 
worked on other jobs, like gardening. It sounds like 
they joked a lot and enjoyed each other’s company. 
On his own Ari set up an informal network, which 
has become very meaningful to him. Not everyone 
is able, like Ari, to set this up, is there an intervention 
that we could provide for people like Ari to help them 
establish themselves in their new communities?

At that time Ari had an iphone and spent time mak-
ing 60 second videos that he posted on Facebook. 
One night he set pieces of paper on fire to film them. 
He went outside for a cigarette and forgot about the 
paper. The entire place burned down.  He returned to 
Winnipeg. He hasn’t visited his Jamaican friend since 
his recent return to Toronto, and feels guilty about 
that.

His Story
After St. Stephens, known as ‘the corner’. 

It is the centre where Ari spends most of his time. He 
says that he uses their laundry and computers, that 
the caseworkers are very helpful - they will help him 
find a house once he gets his next OW cheque. He 
also uses their phones a lot.  

Phone communication is pretty central to people 
living on the street, yet many don’t own their own 
phones. Ari’s only restriction for our walking around 
in the afternoon was that he needed to phone Na-
me-res to see about a bed for the night.  Apparently, 
there used to be a community resource that offered 
a phone-in voice mail service for street-involved 
adults.  $10.00 a month bought a private voice mail 
that could be accessed from any dial up phone. We 
should implement that again. “that would be a good 
idea” he says.

He has a half brother on his father’s side, and a half 
sister on his mother’s side. His sister has a few kids. 
Mother is now 69 and spends all her energy chauf-
feuring.  His brother is in jail.

He remembers his childhood as mostly going to 
school. His mother was a single mom and worked a 
lot and there wasn’t much time for other things. He 
said they moved around a lot. His mother chose only 
to rent and so every year or so they jumped to anoth-
er neighbourhood. All this in a small town. He re-
members studying a lot and then special occasions. 
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He talked fondly about trips to Nova Scotia where 
his mother had relatives. He learned to ski downhill 
without sticks in just one day.

Ari finished high school at age 16. He skipped a 
grade. At age 17 he moved to Winnipeg. He knew 
a lot of people in Winnipeg. He got a job washing 
dishes at a piszzeria. One of the reasons he quit was 
because he realized that he wasn’t good at making 
pizzas “my pizzas sucked”. 

Not long after he quit a friend of his told him that he 
had genital crabs. Ari was worried, the friend had 
slept in his bed and lounged on his sofas. So he 
decided to go get tested. The doctor diagnosed him 
with a mental disorder. Ari didn’t go into great detail 
but said that he was committed to an institution. 
It was supposed to be for 2 weeks for testing, but 
ended up being 2 years. Ari says this was a brutal 
time. They diagnosed him with chronic schizophre-
nia. They gave him drugs that made him feel really 
bad. It was during this time that he realized that if he 
wanted to do anything with his life he needed to go 
to university.  

Ari took a university upgrade course - calculus and 
chemistry. He was back at a high school doing 
this.  He said that he was a star volleyball player but 
couldn’t play on the school’s team because he too 
old, he was already 20 at the time playing with 15 
year olds. He started his undergraduate degree at 

age 21.  He didn’t know what to take and settled 
on Environmental Science.  It took him a long time 
and he only finished his degree at age 32.  He had 
been taking courses 3 hours a week. Tutoring on the 
side. He also left school 3 times. Spent time in jail for 
armed robbery and dangerous driving. At that time 
he was living in an awful house and was fed up with 
the world.

The other thing that happened is that at age 30 his 
daughter was born. Because the mother of the baby 
already had had children removed, this daughter was 
removed automatically. They fought to get custody 
over her and they won. But the day, the very day that 
they received notice that she got custody Ari saw 
that the baby’s mother was abusing her. They got 
into a huge fight.  Ari didn’t want anyone treating his 
baby daughter like that.  Someone called the police 
and the child was eventually removed. She is 7 years 
old now. He doesn’t know where she is. Somewhere 
on the reserve (it’s a big place). He could work with 
Native child family services in Toronto to find her, and 
depending on the wishes for child services in Mani-
toba he could arrange a phone call. He thinks about 
this everyday. Needs a phone , place to stay and 
maybe child native services will work with him. It’s a 
big If. But maybe. It’s something I want. 

He tells me that he is now in Toronto because he is 
on probation and is wanted in Manitoba. He had a 
fight with his most recent girlfriend. They were high 
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on coke. His girlfriend freaked out and was talking 
suicide.  Ari tried to subdue her and the girlfriend got 
violent. She was punching herself and attacked him 
with a hammer. Ari was arrested by the police and 
charged with 2 counts of assault with a blunt weap-
on. This because when she was punching him he 
had grabbed a spoon and was using it to threaten 
her. Ari tells me that he didn’t touch her. But there is 
zero tolerance in Manitoba. He got 18 months pro-
bation.  He said that one condition of his probation 
is that every 2 weeks he would have to receive an 
antipsychotic injection.  He doesn’t want the injec-
tion. I asked him what he thinks of his diagnosis and 
he laughs “no fucking way”.  “That’s why I’m here” he 
says.  “Freedom is strange”.   

 

To read more or Ari's story and others 
pelease got to https://inouttoronto.wordpress.com/stories/
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We welcome your feedback! Help us co-design the bento boxes! 

Get in touch! daniela@inwithforward.com. Come visit us at our offices 
588 Queen Street West Toronto!


