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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



58

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



60

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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antipsychotic drugs 

which make Jeremy feel 
sick, runs away to Toronto
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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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He faces so many barriers 
when dealing with 

services, people don’t 
seem to take him seriously

Still hasnt been able to 
get a job and doesnt know 
what other options there 

are for him

Spending more time at 
drop-in’s and shelters, 

being pulled into drinking 
and drugs 
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