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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? 



91

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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She can’t get James a 
detox bed and doesn’t 
understand why the 
system isn’t working

She feels frustrated 
because she wants to be 

able to make more change

She doesn’t know 
where to go to find 

practical resources and 
information 
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Appendix
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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


