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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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House has bed bugs, 
goes back on the street 

because it’s better

Finds new housing but 
struggles to adjust to 

living alone, spends a lot 
of time walking the streets

Lonely,  anxious and 
stressed, falls into old habits 
of hoarding. No support, his 
landlord threatens eviction. 



48


