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For most households a short-term personal crisis will 

not cause homelessness, whether it is a workplace 

injury, a divorce, a child being diagnosed with autism, 

a disability, the death of a loved one, fleeing domestic 

violence, or a job loss. Yet when the economic or 

social fabric of our society erodes, these crises can 

put a household into homelessness. Homelessness is 

the outcome of a unique combination and sequencing 

of structural factors, systems failures, and individual 

circumstances. 

This report draws on data from the Community Social 

Planning Council’s homelessness prevention programs 

to tell a story of how structural factors, namely 

unaffordable housing resulting from social, economic, 

racial and gender inequality, is allowing personal crises 

to put individuals and families at risk of homelessness.

In Greater Victoria, homelessness responses have 

been largely focused on helping or managing people 

after they have lost their housing. The housing crisis 

and pandemic have brought a spotlight to the need 

for an upstream focus on stopping homelessness 

before it happens. This report explores a rich data 

set of households at risk of housing loss to identify 

key drivers of homelessness in Greater Victoria. We 

hope the report will accelerate the shift to ending and 

preventing homelessness and shine a greater spot-

light on the growing disconnect between income and 

market rents.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

n Core Housing Need

 96.5% of participants pay 

 more than 30% of their 

 income on housing

96.5%

THESE ARE PROGRAMS OF LAST RESORT

n Homelessness

 61% report that they 

 would have been in 

 absolute homelessness 

 without the program

61%

HOMELESSNESS PREVENTION WORKS!

n The majority of individuals who accessed the  

 homelessness prevention programs were at 

 imminent risk of homelessness.

n The programs prevented homelessness for the  

 majority of participants.   

HIGHLIGHTS:
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n Gender-based Violence

 Experiences of violence by gender:

 19% of women-identifying    

 people

 17% of people with     

 non-binary gender

 pronouns

 9% male-identifying    

 people

HIGHLIGHTS:

Health crisis

Family or 
personal crisis

54%

49%

26%

Underemployment 
or job loss

INDIVIDUAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Housing Health Corrections

SYSTEMIC FACTORS

n Gaps between housing and health and corrections

n Gaps between social assistance rates and the cost  

 of living

Social
Assistance 

Rates

Cost of
Living

STRUCTURAL FACTORS

n Poverty

 69% of participants have 

 incomes below Canada’s 

 poverty line

69%

n Unaffordable Housing

 77.5% of participants paid 

 more than 50% of their   

 income on rent

77.5%

n Impacts of Colonialism

 Indigenous people were overrepresented as

 service recipients

n Inequality and discrimination relating to gender  

 identity and sexual orientation

 2SLGBTQIA+ were overrepresented as service  

 recipients

n Disability

 People who receive social assistance for persons  

 with a disability are overrepresented.

KEY DRIVERS OF HOMELESSNESS 
SEEN IN THE DATA
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Between February 2021 and February 2022, CSPC’s 

homelessness prevention programs provided 285 people 

with one-time emergency grants and/or interest-free 

loans to stabilize housing situations.

A significant majority of participants (89%) said the 

intervention stabilized their housing and a similar 

proportion (87%) said they likely would have become 

homeless without the support.

This report seeks to deepen understanding of the 

drivers of homelessness for adults in Greater Victo-

ria by exploring the CSPC homelessness prevention 

program data. The report examines 285 de-identified 

records of program participants and forty-six ano-

nymized follow-up survey responses.

This report builds on the extensive prior research by 

the Community Social Planning Council of Greater 

Victoria on experiences of homelessness, housing in-

security and homelessness prevention. This includes:  

Regional Housing Data Book and Gap Analysis (CSPC 

2016); Housing Stability Policy (Tunis, 2017); Regional 

Housing Stability Strategy for the Capital Regional 

District (Copas et. al., 2018); Point in Time Homeless-

ness Surveys (Albert et al., 2016, Hardman et al., 2018

and Fiorentino et al., 2020); Can’t Stay Can’t Go (Hardman, 

2019) and Under Pressure (Forbes et al., 2020), and 

others.

Why Focus on the Drivers of Homelessness?

In Greater Victoria, homelessness responses have 

been largely focused on helping or managing people 

after they have lost their housing. The housing crisis 

and pandemic impacts have brought a spotlight to the 

need for a more robust response and upstream focus

 on stopping homelessness before it happens. This 

report explores a rich data set of households at risk of 

housing loss to identify key drivers of homelessness. 

This data can help to inform policy and program inter-

ventions that we hope will support an accelerated shift 

from managing homelessness to ending and preventing 

homelessness.

Throughout the capital region, hundreds of people 

experience multiple years of homelessness while 

sheltering outdoors, in unsafe conditions, in emergency 

facilities, and/or in transitional or residential treatment 

programs (Chaland, 2021 and Fiorentino et al., 2020). 

There remains a dire shortage of affordable housing 

and/or financial support within the homeless-serving 

system to help people rapidly regain permanent 

housing after falling into homelessness (Chaland, 

2021). The dramatic increases in rental housing costs, 

coupled with stubbornly low vacancy rates are creating 

significant housing insecurity and risk of homeless-

ness across the region (Hardman, 2019 and Forbes et 

al., 2020).

Homelessness prevention saves significant cost and 

harm for both the individual and the public compared 

to responding to homelessness. The annual cost of 

managing homelessness through emergency respons-

es is estimated to average $50,000 per person (SFU, 

2021). In 2007, the Victoria Police Department estimated 

they had 23,033 police encounters with individuals 

experiencing homelessness over a 40-month period 

at an estimated cost of over $9 million (Kendall et al., 

2007). Studies show that this emergency response to 

homelessness is much more costly than providing 

rapid access to housing with appropriate supports — 

an approach known as Housing First. Studies confirm 

that every $1 invested in Housing First resulted in an 

INTRODUCTION
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average savings of $2 (Goering, et al., 2020). The rapid 

provision of housing to people experiencing home-

lessness through a Housing First approach serves as 

more than a homelessness response initiative, as it is 

evidenced to prevent the recurrence of homelessness 

in the future (Gaetz & Dej 2017). 

While more resources are needed for everyone to make 

positive exits from homelessness, the government of 

British Columbia has made recent announcements that 

demonstrate a welcome shift from over-reliance on 

emergency services to investments in homelessness 

prevention.

In November 2021, British Columbia became the first 

province in Canada to make rent bank services available 

province wide. In March 2022, the government of 

B.C. made a significant investment in homelessness 

prevention for youth, guaranteeing young people in 

government care will have access to new and in-

creased supports until the age of 27. The provincial 

government also recently launched the Preventing 

and Reducing Homelessness Integrated Data Project, 

using provincial data to calculate the number of people 

who accessed an emergency shelter or reported ‘no-

fixed address’ to provincial agencies in 2019.

There are competing public narratives about the causal 

factors of homelessness that make it difficult for elect-

ed officials to focus resources effectively to end and 

prevent homelessness. This report brings clarity on the 

drivers of homelessness in Greater Victoria, enabling us 

to pinpoint upstream strategies and address the root 

causes of homelessness well before a precipitating event 

triggers an individual or family to lose their housing.

Community Social Planning Council Homelessness 

Prevention Programs

The CSPC homelessness prevention programs provide 

people with a combination of case worker support, 

service navigation and one-time emergency grants or 

interest-free loans. 

The Greater Victoria Housing Security Grants Program 

provided housing relief grants, funded in part through 

the Capital Regional District’s administration of the 

Government of Canada’s Reaching Home Program: 

Canada’s Homelessness Strategy.

The Greater Victoria Rent Bank Program provides 

interest free loans, as part of a province-wide initiative 

coordinated by BC Rent Bank and funded by the 

province of British Columbia.

Nearly 77% of participants received a grant, and the 

remainder received a loan. Two participants received 

both a loan and a grant.

METHODS, DATA, AND FRAMEWORK FOR 
ANALYSIS

The overall strategy was to explore and analyze 

quantitative and qualitative data collected by the 

Community Social Planning Council’s homelessness 

prevention programs to learn what the data revealed 

about the drivers of homelessness in Greater Victoria. 

The data analysis was strengthened by reviewing 

relevant literature. Background research helped the 

authors develop a framework for analysis and fill in 

data gaps. 

We presented initial findings to two groups: 1) a 

multi-stakeholder group including academic re-

searchers, government employees, and non-profit 

leaders and 2) a group of people with lived experience 

of homelessness. We invited them to discuss, ‘What 

do the findings imply for future policy, practice, and 

research?” and “What action does this research incite?” 

The highlights of these discussions are summarized in 

the report with more detail in Appendix B. The round-

table discussions helped to inform the discussion and 

conclusions.

Research Question

What can we learn about the drivers of homelessness 

for households in Greater Victoria from the Community 

Council’s homelessness prevention programs?
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89% of participants said the intervention 
stabilized their housing

87% said they likely would have become 
homeless without the support
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Data Sources

Data were obtained from two sources:

 

 • 286 pre-assessment forms that were collected  

  from program participants between February 16,  

  2021, and February 2nd, 2022; and

 

 • 48 follow-up housing stability questionnaires that  

  were conducted between November 2021 and  

  January 2022 - six months after participants  

  received CSPC homelessness prevention program  

  services.

Program participants consented to the use of both 

program data sets for research purposes. Data was 

anonymized by providing each record with a unique 

identifier code. 

Pre-assessment Data

The pre-assessment data provided the authors with 

insight to the nature of participants’ housing crises, as 

well as important demographic and financial infor-

mation. Applicants were asked about their reasons 

for applying, housing status, household composition, 

age, income levels and sources, and current housing 

and living expenses. These data were collected in both 

qualitative form (in the case of open-ended questions) 

as well as quantitative (in the case of multiple choice 

and numerical questions) and were analyzed accordingly.

Housing Stability Survey Data

Participants who received assistance between April 

1 and June 30, 2021, were invited to participate in a 

6-month follow up survey that aimed to gauge the 

program’s effectiveness in stabilizing their housing. 

The majority of respondents were reached over phone 

by a researcher who filled out the survey on their 

behalf, while a few respondents filled out the survey 

online by themselves after being reached by email.  

This survey provided the report authors with insights 

towards each respondent’s current housing status 

and demographics. The survey collected both qualita-

tive and quantitative data. 

Data preparation 

The survey and the pre-assessments forms are treat-

ed separately and distinguished in the reporting by 

referring to ‘respondents’ for survey data and ‘partici-

pants’ for pre-assessment data. The percentages are 

then calculated based on the appropriate population 

total (total cleaned survey responses or total pre-

assessments). The data was cleaned, and two records 

were eliminated from the survey responses because 

respondents could not be verified as program participants. 

Creating and calculating variables

 

The variables used for analysis were calculated using 

best practices and standard measures wherever 

possible. The following outlines the different variables 

used and how they were measured.

Likelihood of homelessness 

Using data from the follow-up survey, we combined 

the responses ‘homelessness’, ‘emergency shelter’, and 

‘moving in with friends and family’ to a new answer 

category, ‘homelessness.’ This aligned the report’s

findings with the Canadian Definition of Homelessness. 

We summed the number of respondents who chose at 

least one of these responses. 

Housing unaffordability 

Using data from the pre-assessment form, the total 

expenses on rent and utilities were divided by the 

household monthly income to arrive at the percentages 

being spent on rent and utilities.

Household type 

In the pre-assessment data, participants reported 

their living situation as either family, roommate, or 

individual. Participants also reported total household 

members and total children. All participants who 

reported ‘individual’ as their living situation, reported 

‘one household member’, enabling us to create house-
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Identity 

Using the follow-up survey data, we summed the 

number of respondents who identified as Indigenous 

and summed the number of respondents who identified 

as 2SLGBTQIA+ and divided by the total number of 

respondents.  

Gender-based violence 

Using the pre-assessment data, we created three 

gender variables: male-identifying, female-identifying, 

and non-binary pronouns as follows:

 

 • Male-identifying participants submitted He, Him,  

  or Mr.

 • Female-identifying participants submitted She,  

  Her, Miss, Ms. or Mrs.

 • Participants using non-binary pronouns submitted

  They, Them, Xe, or a combination of male and 

  female-identifying pronouns.

In the pre-assessment form, 222 participants filled 

in the pronoun field; and all those who said yes to an 

experience of violence filled in the pronoun field. We 

summed male-identifying, female-identifying, and 

participants with non-binary pronouns who said ‘yes’ 

to violence and divided by the total number of partici-

pants who said yes to violence. 

Provincial disability income assistance 

From pre-assessment data, we summed the number 

of people who reported provincial disability income 

assistance as their income source.

Systems Failures/Structural Drivers 

Using the pre-assessment data, we coded responses 

to an open-ended question and organized them the-

matically to identify systems failures. We developed 

our coding scheme using an inductive approach which 

created themes based on the responses submitted by 

participants. This was done to reduce the risk of the 

top-down application of pre-existing theories, and to 

be reflexive to the unique local context in which our 

participants were situated.

hold type variables. We created four household type 

variables as follows:

 

 • Single households: one single adult

 • Lone-parent households: two household members  

  including one child, three household members  

  and two children, or four household members  

  including three children

 • Couples with no children: two household members  

  with zero children

 • Couples with children: three household members  

  including one child or four household members  

  including two children

Poverty line 

Using the pre-assessment data, we created a market 

basket threshold for each household type. Statistics 

Canada publishes the market basket measure for a 

household of four in Greater Victoria. To calculate the 

threshold for a single adult, we multiplied that value 

by 0.5; for a two-person household, multiplied it by 

0.77; and for a three-person household, multiplied it 

by 0.87. These calculations align with best practices (Al-

drige, 2020). We then summed the number of house-

holds by household type that reported incomes below 

the market basket measure and divided by the total 

number of participants. One record was excluded due 

to an obvious error reported in the income field.
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Individual factors 

From the pre-assessment data, we created variables 

using the self-reported reasons for seeking program 

services in the categories provided to individuals as 

follows:

 

 • We combined responses for underemployment  

  and responses for job loss to create one variable  

  ‘underemployment and job loss.’

 • Family and personal crisis

 • Health crisis

 • Other 

 • Vehicle expense

We summed the number of responses to each variable, 

and divided the total by the number of participants to 

determine the frequency of responses.

Further, we summed the number of participants who 

selected one unique reason and the number of partic-

ipants who chose two or more reasons for applying to 

the programs. This was done to bolster our inductive 

approach to analyzing open-ended questions.

Evictions 

The pre-assessment form asked a subset of participants 

(those who reported being behind on rent) about evic-

tions; 38% of all participants were asked about evictions.  

Using the pre-assessment data, we combined those 

who reported being ‘already evicted’ or ‘having received 

an eviction notice’ into one variable ‘had been evicted or 

received an eviction notice.’ We divided the sum by the 

total number of participants to determine what percent 

of participants were involved in an active eviction event.

Framework for Analysis:  The Causes of Homelessness

We developed a framework based on a causal model of 

homelessness presented in A New Direction: A Frame-

work for Homelessness Prevention (Gaetz & Dej, 2017). 

We used this framework to analyze administrative data. 

It is important to note that the pathways into home-

lessness are different for everyone. Homelessness is 

the outcome of a unique combination and sequencing 

of structural factors, systems failures, and individual 

circumstances. The data tells a story of how structural 

factors and systemic failures create inequalities and 

barriers that allow personal crises to put housing 

security at risk. 

Limitations

The Community Social Planning Council’s Housing Se-

curity program provides grants to households at risk of 

homelessness and may serve a different demographic 

than BC Rent Banks. The Housing Security program’s 

most common referral agencies included frontline 

agencies that provide aid to people experiencing 

homelessness, people experiencing violence, and 

services by and for Indigenous community members. The 

reader should take into account the unique services and 

demographic of the CSPC’s homelessness prevention 

programs when generalizing findings to rent banks.

Readers should also note that the six-month follow- 

up survey likely excluded people who were worse off 

after receiving services. A small number of individuals 

declined to participate in the research due to lack of 

time or energy because of falling into homelessness. 

Some participants’ phone numbers were no longer 

in service, which may suggest social or economic 

disruption. Thus, the follow-up survey may underrep-

resent recipients who experienced homelessness 

and other forms of housing instability after receiving 

services. This is corroborated by the literature, which 

attests to the underrepresentation of those experiencing 

extreme forms of poverty reached through traditional 

sampling methods (Ellard-Gray et al. 2015).

Although the program serves households at risk of 

eviction, not all were facing an active eviction event. 

Readers should also note that the percentage of 

households navigating an eviction event is likely higher 

than reported as only a subset of participants were 

asked about evictions.
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In the findings we explore what the data tells us about 

the CSPC programs – need and impact – and about the 

broader drivers of homelessness. The drivers are broken 

up further into structural factors, system failures and 

personal circumstances.

PROGRAM NEED AND IMPACT

The main findings on the need for and impact of CSPC’s 

homelessness prevention programs (the Programs) are:

 

 • The majority of individuals were at imminent  

  risk of homelessness.

 • The Programs prevented homelessness for the  

  majority.

 • This was a program of last resort - the majority  

  identify absolute homelessness as the most likely  

  outcome if the program had not helped them.

Survey respondents were asked to choose from a 

range of options about what they think would have 

happened if they had not received assistance from the 

CSPC programs. Multiple answers were enabled and 

included the range of homeless experiences recog-

nized by the Canadian definition of homelessness. 

This included: living outdoors (absolute homeless-

ness), staying at emergency shelters, and/or having 

only interim accommodation.

The data is striking. The majority of respondents self- 

report they would have likely experienced a form of 

homelessness if they had not received assistance, most 

of whom would have faced absolute homelessness.

FINDINGS
What likely would have happened if you had not 

received assistance?

Not only did this intervention connect with people in 

housing crisis, but it is evident that it connected with 

individuals and families who were at imminent risk of 

homelessness.

A form of 
homelessness

Absolute 
homelessness

Emergency 
shelter

Moving in with 
family and friends

Other

Find a cheaper 
rental

I don’t know

87%

61%

39%

33%

15%

9%

7%
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Staying with friends or family is sometimes an expe-

rience of homelessness and sometimes an event that 

transitions individuals or families into housing stabili-

ty. Couch-surfing, or moving in with a support network, 

is described as an experience of homelessness if the 

individual or family does not have a means of securing 

permanent accommodation in the future (COH, 2012). 

Couch-surfing is also described as hidden homeless-

ness, which is difficult to quantify or predict.

Women, youth, gender diverse people, immigrant or 

newcomer and Indigenous people are more likely to 

experience hidden homelessness. Women are more 

likely to exhaust all informal supports to remain 

hidden as being visibly homeless creates unique risks 

of both structural and individual violence for women 

(Schwan, et al., 2020). Mothers may fear emergency 

shelters due to mandatory reporting and the threat 

of violence. Child welfare policies create incentives 

for women to remain hidden from homeless-serving 

systems (Ibid).

Youth have a greater likelihood of staying with 

friends or being technically housed but in an 

unsafe environment (Gaetz, S., et al., 2018).

Indigenous individuals have unique 

experiences of hidden homelessness 

with overcrowding on reserves a 

common issue. It is also common 

for kin, often grandparents, to protect others from 

absolute homelessness by taking others into their 

home (Young, 1998 in Thistle, 2017).

 

Newcomer households face multiple barriers to 

accessing housing from language to income and 

discrimination. This combines with stigma and fear 

to put them at a high risk of hidden homelessness 

(Murdie and Logan, 2011; Raicevic, 2013).

Hidden homelessness results in systemic under-

counting in Point in Time counts. Because individuals 

and families connected to specific marginalized 

groups are not visible in homeless counts, resources 

are inequitably allocated. In this way, hidden home-

lessness should be understood as not just a type of 

homelessness, but also a maintainer of homeless-

ness. Hidden homelessness prevents equitable access 

to government resources and lengthens experiences 

of homelessness.

WHEN IS STAYING WITH FRIENDS AND/OR 
FAMILY A FORM OF HOMELESSNESS? 
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DRIVERS OF HOMELESSNESS IN 
GREATER VICTORIA

The following drivers of homelessness are drawn from 

the participant data through qualitative data analysis. 

These are organized by ‘structural factors’ such as the 

social, political and economic context, ‘system failures’ 

such as program and service gaps, and individual 

circumstances which are the personal circumstances 

or crises that push the household into housing instabil-

ity. The vulnerability of a household is a combination of 

these factors which compound to create a higher level 

of vulnerability for what would otherwise be a resilient 

household. As affordability is eroded, an increasing 

portion of households are becoming vulnerable through 

a higher range of income and employment brackets.

STRUCTURAL DRIVERS OF HOMELESSNESS 
IN GREATER VICTORIA

The most common structural drivers of homelessness are: 

 

 • Unaffordable housing (core housing need or 

  extreme core housing need)

 • The impacts of colonialism

 • Poverty 

 • Inequality and discrimination

 • Gender-based violence

 • Disability 

Structural factors refer to broad social, economic, 

and political arrangements that shape a person’s life 

chances and social location. Structural factors deter-

mine how society is organized, how social, political, 

and economic power is developed and maintained, 

and how individuals are grouped according to notions 

of race, gender, class, nationality, and other categories.

Colburn and Aldern (2022) provide the following helpful 

analogy in Homelessness is a Housing Problem to help 

readers understand structural factors:

The vast majority of CEOs in the United States are men.

Given the present state of corporate leadership and its 

recent history, one can’t help but concede that male-

ness increases the likelihood of becoming a CEO. And 

yet most of us understand the relationship between 

corporate leadership and gender to be a function 

of structural explanations that keep women out of 

leadership roles— among them sexism, unbalanced 

childcare responsibilities and parental leave policies, 

underpayment, and gatekeeping processes. Would we 

say that gender causes the apparent disproportionate 

representation of men in the C-Suite? Of course not.

Gender interacts with other societal forces to produce 

a disparate outcome. (Colburn G., & Aldern, C.P., 2022)

Colburn and Aldern further elaborate that while 

demographic attributes can help identify households 

at greater risk of experiencing homelessness, demo-

graphic attributes are never inherently the causal 

drivers of homelessness. Certain household charac-

teristics increase the risk of homelessness when they 

interact with structural barriers like racism, poverty 

resulting from colonization, or discrimination within 

housing markets, to name a few.

We frame housing insecurity, poverty, violence, the 

impacts of colonization, 2SLGBTQIA+ discrimination, 

and reliance on social assistance for persons with 

disabilities as structural issues to identify the systems 

and structures that create uneven playing fields and 

shift attention from attempts to identify vulnerable 

at-risk populations.

To understand the underlying structural conditions 

that make Greater Victoria households vulnerable to 

potential incidences of homelessness, we looked at:

1. Unaffordable housing - measured by the per cent of 

participants who are in core housing need and extreme 

core housing need

2. The impacts of colonialism - measured by the per 

cent of participants that identify as Indigenous as 

compared to the general population
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3. Poverty - measured by the per cent and household 

type (i.e., singles, couples, or households with children) 

of participants who live in households with incomes 

below the Market Basket Measure

4. Inequality and discrimination - relating to gender 

identity and sexual orientation2

5. Gender-based violence - measured by the per cent 

of participants that were experiencing violence by 

gender pronoun

 

6. Disability – measured as the per cent of participants 

relying on social assistance for persons with a disability 

(PWD) and/or persons with persistent multiple barriers 

(PPMB)

The following section discusses participants’ connec-

tions with housing need, poverty, gender-based violence, 

impacts of colonization, 2SLGBTQIA+ discrimination, and 

reliance on disability social assistance.

UNAFFORDABLE HOUSING

96.5% pay more than 30% of income on rent

77.5% pay more than 50% of income on rent 

Lack of safe, affordable housing is a key driver of 

homelessness (Brisson & Covert, 2015; Culhane, 

Metraux, & Byrne, 2011; Poppe & Gale, 2018 as cited in 

Gaetz, et al., 2018). And some researchers argue that 

housing insecurity is the root cause of homelessness 

(Colburn G., & Aldern, C.P., 2022).

Households and families who are in ‘core housing 

need’ pay more than 30% of their income to access 

housing that is in adequate condition and of a suitable 

size for their households. Households are defined as 

being in ‘extreme core housing need’ if they pay more 

than 50% of their income on rent. Individuals and 

families in core housing need are at ongoing risk of 

homelessness (Albert, et al., 2015).

Program participants are much more likely to be 

in core housing need than the general population. 

Almost all participants are in core housing need and a 

large majority are in extreme core housing need. This 

compares to general population numbers of 14.2% in 

core housing need and 8.6% in extreme core housing 

need in the capital region (CRD 2018; and Canadian 

Rental Index).

While almost all households that availed of services 

are in core housing need and a large majority are in 

extreme core housing need, only a small portion of 

Greater Victoria households in core housing need availed 

of the Community Council’s emergency financial 

support programs.

IMPACTS OF COLONIALISM

13% of survey respondents identified as Indigenous

4.7% of general population identify as Indigenous 

Our survey findings corroborate evidence of the 

overrepresentation of Indigenous people experiencing 

homelessness in Point in Time counts (Fiorentino et. 

al 2020) and the broader literature demonstrating that 

colonial policies resulting in loss of land, culture and 

language are significant drivers of homelessness for 

Indigenous people (ACEH, 2018; Thistle 2017). Indigenous 

people are more likely to be pushed towards home-

lessness than the general population. 

Colonialism, implemented via government policies 

in Canada such as the residential school system, the 

2 Note previous CSPC reports have found that discrimination increases in a tight housing market across a range of identities from race and 

ethnicity to gender identity, single parents, youth and newcomers (Fiorentino et. Al 2020, Hardman et. Al 2019). Due to small populations 

across those vulnerable populations, the analysis in this survey was limited to gender identity and sexual orientation.

96.5%

77.5% pay more than 50% of income on rent
and utilities

pay more than 30% of income on rent
and utilities

13%

4.7% of general population identify as 
Indigenous

of survey respondents identified as 
Indigenous
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‘Sixties Scoop,’ and the current child welfare system, 

are the most common and significant contributing 

factors to Indigenous experiences of homelessness 

(ACEH, 2018). 

From an Indigenous perspective, homelessness for 

Indigenous people is a consequence of disconnection 

from land, family, spirituality, and the Creator (Thistle, 2017).

These experiences intersect with the effects of social 

and economic marginalization, racism, and lack of 

housing availability on reserves, to create additional 

push factors towards homelessness.

These structural issues work together to ensure 

Indigenous people experience far higher rates of 

homelessness than the general population. In cities, 

one in 15 Indigenous people experience homelessness, 

compared to one in 128 for the general population 

(Belanger, Awosaga, & Head, 2013 as cited in Thistle, 

2017). Indigenous people are consistently over-repre-

sented in local and national homelessness counts. In 

Greater Victoria Point-In- Time Counts in 2016, 2018, 

and 2020, Indigenous people consistently represent 

just over one-third of all respondents (Albert, et al, 

2015 & Fiorentino, et al, 2020).

POVERTY

69% of all participants have incomes lower than 

Canada’s official poverty line.

Per cent of participants by household type below 

Canada’s Official Poverty line 

 - 54% single

 - 29% lone parent

 - 12% couples with children

 - 6% couples with no children 

Living in absolute poverty means it is difficult to meet 

basic needs for nutrition, clothing, adequate housing, 

education, and health. Homelessness is an extreme 

form of poverty. It is a temporal state of living without 

basic needs being met. Poverty and homelessness are 

strongly correlated (Embleton et al., 2016 as cited in 

Gaetz, et al., 2018). Poverty and insufficient income in-

crease the likelihood that an individual or family may 

experience homelessness (Albert et al, 2015).

Single people, those living with disabilities, children, 

recent immigrants, and Indigenous people are more 

likely to be affected by poverty, and the impacts of 

poverty are more extreme for individuals who belong 

to more than one of these group (Employment and 

Social Development Canada, 2020).

In 2019, the Canadian Federal government passed the 

Poverty Reduction Act, which legislated the govern-

ment to reduce poverty by 50% by 2030 from 2015 

levels. To track whether interventions are lowering 

poverty rates, the Act also committed government to 

establishing an official poverty measure and updating 

it every five years (Stevens, 2020). In June 2020, the 

government released the 2018 Market Basket Measure 

- Canada’s new official poverty measure. The most 

recent calculation of the measure was in 2019. 

Canada’s Market Basket Measure is calculated based 

on the costs of a basket of goods and services that 

individuals and families require to meet their basic 

needs and achieve a modest standard of living. It 

includes costs for food, appropriate shelter, clothing 

and transportation, as well as other goods and ser-

vices. While the Market Basket Measure is calculated 

to measure the income required to afford a basic 

standard of living, the Living Wage is calculated to 

support an adequate quality of life. The Community 

Social Planning Council calculates the Living Wage 

for the Capital Region annually. The 2021 Living Wage 

for Greater Victoria for a four-person household was 

$80,886.17 and it “reflects the real costs of a family 

having an adequate quality of life” (Community Social 

Planning Council, 2021). The gap between these measures 

Couples with
children

Lone parent

54%

29%

12%

6%

Single

Couples with 
no children

69% of all participants have incomes lower 
than Canada’s official poverty line
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reflects that the Market Basket Measure is not a 

threshold for a decent quality of life but for absolute 

poverty.

For Greater Victoria, the 2019 Market Basket Measure 

was $48,449 for a family of four; $42,151 for a family 

of three, $37,306 for a family of two and $24,225 for a 

single person. 

The majority of program participants have incomes 

below the 2019 Market Basket Measure, compared 

with only 10.1% of Canadians (Statistics Canada, 2022). 

This corroborates prior research identifying poverty as 

a driver of homelessness. Participants who are single 

and lone- parent households as well as individuals 

over the age of 60 have a higher likelihood of experi-

encing absolute poverty than couples with or without 

children and those under the age of 59.

INEQUALITY AND DISCRIMINATION - GENDER 
IDENTITY AND SEXUAL ORIENTATION

18% of survey respondents identified as 2SLGBTQIA+

4% of the Canadian population identified as 

2SLGBTQ+ in 20183

Individuals who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+ are dispropor-

tionately affected by the ongoing failure to address 

homelessness. In the 2020 Greater Victoria Point in 

Time Count report, 12% of survey respondents identified 

as 2SLGBTQIA+, and among youth that proportion rose 

to 30%. Those who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+ are more 

likely to have first experienced homelessness as a 

youth (70%) than those who identify as straight and 

cis-gendered (49%) (Fiorentino, et al., 2020). 

There are several unique causes of homelessness for 

2SLGBTQIA+. These include homophobic and trans-

phobic violence, discrimination from services based 

on sexual orientation and/or gender identity and 

expression, systemic discrimination resulting in 

lack of 2SLGBTQIA+ inclusive resources, and family 

conflict connected to homophobia and transphobia 

(Gaetz, et al., 2018).

Stigmatization and systemic discrimination based on 

sexual orientation and gender identity results in higher 

rates of violence and fewer resources available to 

assist – particularly youth – in securing safe adequate 

housing.

GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

Percent of participants who are/have experienced 

violence by gender

19% of women-identifying people

17% of people with non-binary gender pronouns 

9% male-identifying people 

Participants who identify as women or non-binary 

report experiences of violence at close to double the 

rate of male- identified participants. This corroborates 

the research that attests to gender-based violence 

being a significant contributor to housing instability 

and homelessness (Schwan, et al., 2020). 

Women’s and gender diverse peoples’ homelessness 

is linked to both interpersonal violence and economic 

inequality arising from discriminatory systems such 

as the persistent gender pay gap (Schwan, et al, 2020). 

Violence is both a contributor to and a consequence of 

homelessness for women and gender diverse people 

(Ibid). This violence frequently begins in childhood 

(Berman, et al., 2009 as cited in Schwan et al., 2021). 

Research consistently demonstrates that intimate 

19% of women-
identifying people

17% of people with 
non-binary gender 
pronouns 

9% male-

identifying people

3 Statistics Canada, A statistical portrait of Canada’s diverse LGBTQ2+ communities, June 15, 2021. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/dai-

ly-quotidien/210615/dq210615a-eng.htm

18%

4% of the Canadian population identified as 
2SLGBTQ+ in 20183

of survey respondents identified 
as 2SLGBTQIA+
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partner violence, family violence, and sexual abuse 

from family members are common pathways into 

homelessness for women, girls, and gender diverse 

people (Schwan et al., 2020). 

Women and gender diverse people experience wide-

spread, chronic housing affordability challenges and 

a severe lack of gender-specific or safe emergency, 

supportive, transitional and permanent affordable 

housing. A CBC investigation in 2020 found that 

women and children in Canada are turned away from 

domestic violence shelters 620 times a day.4

DISABILITY

14% of participants rely on provincial social assis-

tance for persons with a disability

2.7% of the general B.C. population relies on PWD. 

(Ministry SDPR, 2022)

The rate of disability in the program population is 

more than 6 times the rate in the general population. 

This reflects the over-representation of people with 

disabilities. People with disabilities, including those 

with diagnosed mental health conditions, make up 

an estimated 45% of Canada’s homeless population 

14%

2.7% of the general B.C. population relies on 
PWD. (Ministry SDPR, 2022)

of participants rely on provincial social 
assistance for persons with a disability

4 Women, children turned away from shelters in Canada almost 19,000 times a month , CBC News, Mar 5, 2020. https://www.cbc.ca/news/

canada/womens-shelters-turned-away-domestic-violence-1.5483186
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5 Extracted on March 15, 2022, from https://www. zumper.com/rent-research/victoria-bc

Single Person $16,302 $24,225 $7,923

Couple $29,082 $37,306 $8,224

Lone Parent $20,442 $37,306 $16,864

Canada’s Official
Poverty Line

(2019)
Gap

BC Disability
Social Assistance

(2022)

(CERA, et al., 2021). People who live with disabilities 

must overcome individual discrimination and systemic 

inequality to secure and maintain adequate housing, 

so it is no surprise that people who rely on provincial 

disability social assistance are over-represented 

amongst CSPC Program recipients. 

In 2021, the B.C. government increased social assis-

tance rates by $175 each month; however, social 

assistance continues to be significantly lower than 

the income required to secure basic material needs 

such as food and shelter. Income assistance for those 

individuals in our community who live with persistent 

disabling conditions in exclusionary labour markets is 

set below Canada’s official poverty line. 

Individuals with disabilities who rely on social assis-

tance face systemic housing discrimination from gov-

ernment, which knowingly denies them the financial 

support that is necessary to access the housing market 

(CERA, NHRN, SRAN, 2021). The shelter allowance 

provided to social assistance recipients is grossly 

inadequate compared to the cost of housing and is a 

leading cause of homelessness (Ibid). 

In March 2022, in Victoria, the total monthly income for 

an individual on disability assistance was lower than 

the median price of available apartments for rent. 

The monthly disability income assistance rate was 

$1,358.42, while the median available rent for a studio 

apartment was $1,707.5 An individual on PWD may have 

lived in the same apartment for 20 years with below- 

market rents due to provincial legislation restricting 

annual rent increases. An event, such as an eviction 

due to redevelopment or significant renovation, may 

thrust an individual into the rental market with an 

income that is lower than rental costs. Conversely, an 

individual may be paying market rents, receive a diag-

nosis of a severe mental illness, resulting in a dramat-

ic loss of income due to a transition to PWD, and no 

longer be able to keep up with rent payments. 

The rate of social assistance is the underlying struc-

tural condition that causes housing instability and 

homelessness, not the disability. Researchers and 

practitioners may identify persons with disabilities, 

including those with severe mental illness, as being 

at greater risk of experiencing homelessness, but 

disability is not the root cause.
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Systems failures refers to barriers to accessing public 

systems, failed transitions from or between public 

systems, or silos and gaps between services including 

both government services and government-funded 

non-profits (Gaetz & Dej, 2017).

The pre-assessment form and follow-up survey 

were not designed to capture any information about 

systems failures, such as a transition out of public 

institutions (e.g., corrections or hospitals), child welfare, 

or mental health substance use residential care. 

However, the pre-assessment data includes answers 

to an open-ended question that invited applicants to 

provide a reason for applying. These answers were 

thematically analyzed to provide some insight into 

systems failures experienced by program participants.

The most common system gaps identified were:

 • Government financial support transitions,

 • not enough income (poverty), and 

 • disability or health issues (linked to systemically

  impoverished income levels or sudden drops in  

  income).

‘Financial assistance ending’ or ‘waiting for financial 

assistance’ as a driver of homelessness is most 

evidently a system failure. 

Respondents reported a wide range of issues with 

government financial support. The type of support 

varied from Medical Employment Insurance, disability 

funding from Student Aid BC, Employment Insurance, 

Canada Pension Plan, Canada Emergency Response 

Benefit (CERB), Old Age Security (OAS), and Guaran-

teed Income Supplement (GIS). Some participants 

were waiting for financial support to begin, while 

SYSTEMS FAILURES
others reported their financial support had just ended. 

Two seniors reported having OAS and/ or GIS clawed 

back due to receiving CERB payments. 

Participants in the CSPC programs operate very close 

to or beyond their financial limits on a monthly basis, 

making any changes or delays in payments significant 

for housing security. The one-time loan and grant 

programs have been critical for those situations. The 

following are some examples from participants of 

changes or gaps in payments that created a housing 

crisis:

My CERB benefits have been put on 

hold until Revenue Canada completes 

an assessment of my taxes.

My CPP has been approved: however, they have 

applied my current payment to an overpayment 

I apparently owe from approximately 17 years 

ago while receiving CPP disability.

I am a senior with MS and I qualified for 

CERB and now the Federal Government 

is cutting my GIS/OAS by $700 per month.

Worksafe BC vocational rehab benefits 

are being discontinued.
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no doubt: as Katherine McParland, a prominent youth 

homeless advocate, said, “Foster care is the super-

highway to homelessness.”6 National research shows 

that while less than .5% of Canadians are involved 

with child protection, that figure rises to fifty-eight 

per cent for youth experiencing homelessness (Gaetz, 

et al., 2018).

Failed transitions from Corrections and Health Care in 

Greater Victoria

Discharges from corrections and health care systems 

into homelessness is another known driver of home-

lessness. In Greater Victoria it is common for individuals 

to exit Island Health operated Mental Health and 

Substance Use (MHSU) residential facilities into 

homelessness (Chaland, 2021).   Between December 

2020 and April 2021, 38 people were discharged from 

MHSU residential care into homelessness when their 

treatment ended (Ibid). In 2017, the Aboriginal Coalition 

to End Homelessness surveyed the Indigenous Street 

Community and found that 77% had been released 

directly from the hospital back to the streets. 

Systems failures interact with both structural and 

individual factors to cause housing precarity and to 

push some people into homelessness. 

In Greater Victoria, transitions to/from financial 

assistance programs, from child welfare, from hospitals, 

and from Island Health operated MHSU residential 

programs are critical moments for consideration of 

homelessness prevention strategies.

6  Foster care is ‘superhighway to homelessness,’ youth advocate 
tells Nelson audience – Nelson Star

WHAT DO WE ALREADY KNOW ABOUT 
SYSTEMS FAILURES THAT DRIVE PEOPLE 
TO INSTANCES OF HOMELESSNESS?

The data from the program is in keeping with the 

literature on known systems failures contributing to 

homelessness in Greater Victoria.

Failed transitions from Government Child and Youth 

Protection in Greater Victoria

The most cited system failure that causes homeless-

ness is the inability of governments to transition youth 

safely out of government care. The research leaves
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Personal reasons for seeking program services

 • 54% underemployment or job loss 

 • 49% family or personal crisis

 • 26% health crisis

 • 22% other

 • 8% vehicle expense

Individual factors could be thought of as precipitating 

events that may lead to an episode of homelessness. 

We cannot consider these personal crises as a root 

cause of homelessness, as many individuals face 

family crisis, job loss, underemployment, etc. without 

experiencing homelessness.

All applicants to the program chose at least one 

response to the question, “What is your reason for 

requesting a loan?”

The most common response was underemployment 

or job loss, followed by a personal or family crisis, 

and third, a health crisis. These are the self-reported 

reasons for applying for the service; or in other words, 

these are the precipitating events that service re-

cipients believe may have resulted in an incident of 

homelessness. 

Nearly one quarter of participants took a unique 

PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCES
pathway to arrive at the Community Council and 

offered a distinct reason or combination of reasons 

for applying, falling into the ‘other’ category. This 

demonstrates the difficulty with attempts to predict 

how individuals arrive at a place where they are at 

imminent risk of homelessness.

Moreover, more than a third of participants chose 

two or more reasons for applying, demonstrating how 

factors such as health, job loss, poverty, and underem-

ployment are interconnected and can be compounding. 

Some discussed experiencing job loss due to a combi-

nation of work-place injury and inadequate insurance 

benefits. Another spoke about being a senior with 

multiple sclerosis and having old age security benefits 

clawed back after receiving Canadian Emergency 

Response Benefit. One participant shared they had 

depleted their savings to pay for medical supplies. 

The wide range of personal crises reinforces the 

difficulty with attempts to develop interventions 

based on individual factors such as job loss, family 

or personal crisis. It also affirms that individual factors 

are connected to structural conditions. A well-off 

person with private insurance who lost their job 

due to work-place injury would not be driven to the 

program to provide housing stability. 

Evictions

13% of all participants either had been evicted or had 

received an eviction notice.

Evictions are driven by various factors. These can 

include rent arrears, demoviction/renoviction and 

landlord-tenant conflict. 

13% of participants either had been evicted or 
had received an eviction notice

Health crisis

Family or 
personal crisis

54%

49%

26%

22%

Underemployment 
or job loss

Other7

8%Vehicle expense
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The CSPC programs are designed to help prevent 

evictions for those households with unpaid rent due 

to a temporary crisis through grant or loan assistance 

combined with financial literacy support or other 

referrals where appropriate. This represented 38% of 

the total number of service recipients. 

Where tenants were being evicted due to a sale of 

property or renovation, the CSPC programs can provide 

assistance with moving costs, and costs associated 

with obtaining a new tenancy (deposits, etc.). The CSPC 

has seen an increase in evictions related to the sale of 

property and renovations. The incentive to evict due to 

the vacant unit premium is discussed in the section on 

policy later. Better tenant protections for these cir-

cumstances are needed. A recent CSPC Report: Equity 

in Upzoning provides a detailed exploration of existing 

and needed tenant protections (CSPC, 2022). 

Conflict with landlords and evictions manifest at the 

individual level. However, the circumstances in which 

these disruptions occur are mediated by policies, 

laws, and access to justice. Policies like tenant pro-

tections, tenant access to representation regarding 

legal tenancy rights, landlord mediation and others 

might help to mitigate conflicts and reduce the risk of 

homelessness.

Participants in the roundtable discussions contributed important insights to enrich the findings from the program 

data. There were two roundtables held, 1. Stakeholders (Governments, service providers and researchers) and 2. 

Lived experience of homelessness (see Appendix B for a more detailed summary roundtable discussions).

While the stakeholders group emphasized the need for better programs and program integration, both stakehold-

ers and people experiencing homelessness suggested homelessness prevention should focus on resolving the 

underlying root causes of homelessness - lack of income, lack of affordable housing, and eliminating discrimination. 

Interestingly, both groups identified the need for better tracking of individuals and families at risk of homelessness.

Stakeholders emphasized the importance of the programs like the CSPC’s as a homelessness prevention intervention 

but noted that the programs are challenged by service gaps and structural issues. Service gaps include the need 

for more of a continuum of care and person-centered care approach in homelessness prevention, the need for 

grants verses loans in housing relief. There was a focus on the need for more connection to households at risk of 

eviction and more coordination across prevention programs.

 The discussion of structural drivers brought out policy interventions from controlling rent increases on vacant 

units to protecting affordable housing supply and raising incomes.

Dialogue members who have experienced homelessness had a sharp focus on their policy and practice 

recommendations: 

 • Ensure everyone on social assistance has an income equal to or above the poverty line and pays only 30% of  

  their income on rent.

 • Reduce landlord discrimination.

SUMMARY OF ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS
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While homelessness is the outcome of a unique com-

bination of structural factors, systems failures, and

individual circumstances, for most, homelessness is 

ended or prevented by adequate income to pay for

housing costs and other necessities with adequate 

resources to be resilient to crises. For most house-

holds a short-term personal crisis will not cause 

homelessness. However, when the underlying systems 

– income, housing affordability, social supports – fail, a 

personal crisis that would have been a relatively small 

crisis can become catastrophic. 

The key drivers of homelessness seen in the house-

holds that participated in the CSPC homelessness

prevention programs fall into three areas: systemic, 

structural and personal circumstances. The structural 

drivers were unaffordable housing, poverty, colonial 

legacy, inequality and discrimination, disability and 

gender-based violence. System failures included gaps 

between housing, health and the corrections systems. 

The data indicates that structural and systems failures 

are eroding resilience, pushing households into housing 

need. This is making households more vulnerable to a 

homelessness event due to a personal crisis, particularly 

households that are at higher risk of discrimination 

and low income (2SLGBTQ+, youth, women fleeing 

violence, single parents, people with diverse abilities, 

newcomers, and indigenous households).

In this context homelessness prevention requires both 

emergency program interventions and addressing the 

underlying issues. 

The program data reveals both the need for homeless-

ness prevention programs and the effectiveness of 

the programs as homelessness prevention tools. The 

CONCLUSION
need is demonstrated by the high demand for services 

by households at elevated risk of eviction. The data 

strongly indicates that program efforts prevent home-

lessness: most households reported they would have 

faced a form of homelessness and 61% would have 

experienced absolute, street homelessness without 

the intervention. This speaks to the value of interven-

ing upstream of homelessness and to the need for a 

greater focus on access for the housing insecure to 

person-centered services across a continuum of needs. 

Policy solutions need to move beyond emergency 

interventions to focus on the underlying issues. The

program data tells us that core housing need is the 

most prevalent indicator of a household at risk of

homelessness. Removing households from core hous-

ing need, whether through income supplements that 

guarantee housing costs are less than 30% of their 

income or through new affordable housing programs, 

will address the root cause of homelessness. This 

needs to be a greater focus of efforts to end and 

prevent homelessness in Greater Victoria.
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Homelessness prevention requires 
both emergency program interventions 
and addressing the underlying issues.
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What is the Canadian definition of homelessness?

Homelessness is neither a population nor a personality 

trait. It’s a temporary state that people move in and out 

of. Individuals and families have unique, time-limited 

experiences of homelessness.

The Canadian Observatory on Homelessness (COH) 

developed a typology to describe the range of experiences 

of homelessness: absolute homelessness (living on 

the streets), staying in emergency shelters, and living 

in temporary accommodation (both institutional or 

family) with no security of tenure and no means to 

acquire permanent housing.

The Canadian definition of homelessness includes a 

description of being At Risk of Homelessness to refer 

to households who are not homeless but whose current 

economic and/or housing situation is precarious or 

does not meet public health and safety standards. 

What is Indigenous homelessness?

The definition of Indigenous Homelessness is broader 

than not having a safe place to call home. Indigenous 

Homelessness includes collective experiences of 

being disconnected from land, family, community, 

culture, and Indigenous identity. The definition of 

Indigenous Homelessness recognizes that colonization, 

implemented via Canadian public policies including 

the residential school system, the ‘Sixties Scoop,’ and 

the current child welfare system, are the most common 

and significant contributing factors to Indigenous 

Homelessness (ACEH, 2018 & Thistle, 2017). 

What is youth homelessness?

The definition of youth homelessness is youth aged 13 

to 24, who live independently of parents and or care-

givers and do not have the means or ability to acquire 
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a stable, safe, or consistent residence (Canadian 

Observatory on Homelessness, 2016).

What is senior homelessness?

There is no accepted definition of senior homeless-

ness, but as homelessness amongst older people is

increasing more researchers and practitioners are 

paying attention to senior homelessness. In some

cases, the increase is due to growing older on the 

streets and in other cases it means falling into home-

lessness for the first time in later life (Grenier, Barken, 

Sussman, Rothwell, Bourgeois-Guérin, 2016).

When considering the age to define senior homeless-

ness, subject experts point out that older people

who are living in homeless conditions exhibit senior- 

related mental and physical health issues 10 years 

earlier than the general population (Grenier, et al., 

2016). Additionally, the average age of death for a

person who is homeless in Canada is 39 years (Trypuc 

& Robinson, 2009 as cited in Grenier, et al., 2016). In 

Greater Victoria, the Coordinated Access and Assess-

ment model prioritizes housing placements for seniors 

and uses age 55 as a guideline. Within research and 

practice, 50-55 is emerging as a reference point for 

understanding and responding to seniors’ experiences 

of homelessness.

Homelessness Prevention. 

Homelessness prevention is a shift from the man-

agement of homelessness to its prevention through 

a range of interventions. It aims to end homeless-

ness through structural, systemic, and individual 

levels to achieve two outcomes: (1) to prevent people 

from entering homelessness in the first place; and 

(2) to rehouse those experiencing homelessness and 

to prevent its recurrence (Gaetz & Dej 2017). 
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The prevention of homelessness is only recently 

gaining ground in the Canadian context with national 

initiatives such as Reaching Home, which includes 

prevention in its call to action, although a majority 

of resources are still dedicated to addressing home-

lessness through emergency response. This makes 

the Canadian strategy to combat homelessness one 

that prioritizes emergency assistance for those who 

are already homeless. This crisis response framework 

largely serves as a band-aid fix that leaves fundamental 

drivers of homelessness unaddressed, an ineffective 

and costly solution to a growing social problem. An 

important reason that homelessness prevention has 

not received as much support as would be expect-

ed due to its evidenced effectiveness is because it 

is embedded in a ‘politics of scarcity’, whereby it is 

framed as more justifiable to address people in crisis 

as opposed to spending limited resources towards 

outcomes that cannot be immediately seen. Part of 

this political hesitancy comes from difficulties to predict 

and target those who are at risk of homelessness (Gaetz 

2020). How are we to know if our intervention has been 

successful if we cannot say for certain whether a 

person was to become homeless without it? 

Despite these challenges, suggestive evidence towards 

the effectiveness, both in social as well as cost saving 

terms, has started to shift our politics towards adopting 

a preventative approach. Proponents of homeless-

ness prevention do not suggest that current initiatives 

aligned with crisis response be undercut completely, 

but they do suggest that our strategy be restructured 

so that resources are redistributed and enhanced 

towards preventative ends. This approach can be best 

clarified and adapted with the use of a homelessness 

prevention framework, such as has been articulated 

by Gaetz and Dej (2017) and later elaborated by 

Oudshoorn et al. (2020). The categories of prevention 

in their framework are not distinct or exclusive – they 

often share practices between them and contribute to 

the success of one another. The following is a summary 

of this framework. 

Primary Prevention

This type of prevention works ‘upstream’ to deal with 

the structural and systemic factors ultimately put 

people at risk of homelessness. It gets to the fun-

damental causes of homelessness by focusing on 

whole communities to protect people from becoming 

at risk of homelessness. 

Possible interventions can be directed towards: 

stabilizing housing markets and ensuring a supply of

affordable, adequate, and suitable housing; poverty 

reduction and labour market protections; anti-

discrimination and anti-racism strategies aimed at 

fostering social inclusion; family- centered supports

to do with the prevention of domestic violence, education, 

and safety; and a host of similar initiatives. Therefore, 

primary prevention encompasses a range of programming 

and services that address a variety of social problems 

that are interconnected with homelessness itself.

Secondary Prevention

This type of prevention focuses on early-stage mea-

sures taken to address the risk of homelessness once 

it has already been established for individuals and 

families. Secondary prevention strategies aim to keep 

people who are at imminent risk of homelessness 

housed and to work with relevant institutions – such 

as prisons, hospitals, and child protection – to ensure 

that people exiting programs are not exiting into

homelessness. They can also focus on rapidly rehousing 

individuals and families immediately after they have 

lost their homes - which is an approach taken by shelter 

diversion programs.

Tertiary Prevention

This type of prevention aims to prevent the recur-

rence of homelessness for those who are currently 

experiencing it. It holds particular importance as an 

approach integrated into exit strategies, where

those experiencing chronic homelessness are con-

nected to stable and adequate housing and supports.
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Successful exit strategies incorporate tertiary prevention 

by ensuring that individuals and families are not only 

immediately re-housed but housed in a way that 

ensures stability in the long run.

Homelessness Prevention Program

A homelessness prevention program sets in place 

interventions that work towards the outcomes sought

by these three categories of prevention. These programs 

can contribute to the outcomes sought by more than 

one category of prevention. For instance, homeless 

shelter diversion programming encapsulates both 

secondary and tertiary prevention by providing imme-

diate support and housing to those who have just lost 

their home, as well as to those who have been living in 

protracted homelessness. 

While some programs are designed to prevent 

homelessness at multiple levels (such as poverty 

reduction programming that does more than prevent 

homelessness specifically), others may be designed 

to prevent homelessness at a specific point of entry 

(such as rental supplement for those at imminent risk 

of homelessness). Thereby, homelessness prevention 

programs are diverse, and can aim to prevent home-

lessness by: (1) addressing structural factors before 

they put people at risk of homelessness; (2) engaging 

in early intervention for those who are already at risk; 

(3) preventing the recurrence of homelessness once 

people have already fallen into it; or by some combination 

of the three.

Early Intervention

Early intervention is a strategy of homelessness 

prevention that aims at providing interventions and

supports to those who are at imminent risk of home-

lessness or who have just entered homelessness. It

aims to prevent housing crises from worsening, or 

from happening at all, while also preventing these

crises from developing into situations of homeless-

ness. In the case where homelessness has already

occurred, it aims to make this experience as brief as 

possible through immediate rehousing and support.

Programs that engage in early intervention often engage 

in coordinated assessment, which is a standard

practice used to determine who is at highest risk of 

homelessness and in need of intervention. They also

often use client-centered case management to ensure 

that clients are involved in defining their own needs 

and determining the supports they receive. Other 

early intervention programs focus on place-based and 

diversion strategies to help clients foster and repair 

natural supports and community connections that 

they may have lost through crisis or never had contact 

with initially.

Eviction Prevention

Eviction prevention programs are a specific type of 

early intervention that commonly focus on preventing 

individuals and families from entering homelessness 

through rent supplements, housing education, and 

crisis supports. These programs are a single aspect of 

an eviction prevention framework that can be imple-

mented on a systems-wide and integrated level, that 

not only sees intervention as necessary at the individual 

level, but at the structural and policy level as well. 

The broader focus of such a framework considers, 

among other things, how to change policy to protect 

individuals who are at highest risk of eviction – such as 

single parent families, newcomers, Indigenous people, 

and people with mental health and addiction issues 

(Acacia 2006) - as well as how to prevent evictions 

from taking place due to no cause by the tenant. There-

by, eviction prevention is an important programmatic 

and strategic focus for early intervention and home-

lessness prevention more broadly.
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ROUNDTABLE 1: 
Government and Service Provider Roundtable 

On April 11, 2022, we invited a roundtable of stakeholders 

to discuss the following questions:

 • What do the findings mean for future research,  

  policy and practice in Greater Victoria?

 • What actions does this report incite?

The discussion focused first on the program delivery, 

then on structural drivers. Program delivery discussions 

explored the importance and effectiveness of the 

program as a homelessness prevention intervention, 

and service gaps. The discussion of structural drivers 

brought out policy interventions from controlling rent 

increases to protecting affordable housing supply and 

raising incomes. These are discussed in more detail 

below.

HOMELESSNESS PREVENTION INTERVENTIONS 
STRENGTHS AND GAPS 

The importance of the programs like the CSPC’s as a 

homelessness prevention intervention was empha-

sized by all participants. Tenant and service provider 

representatives reported that these interventions 

are critical to preventing homelessness in Greater 

Victoria. Participants noted that housing relief grants 

are particularly important and needed going forward. 

Roundtable participants emphasized that this study 

shows that homelessness prevention works and is 

likely significantly more cost effective than allowing 

someone to enter the shelter system and attempt 

rehousing. 

However, roundtable participants also noted that the 

programs are challenged by service gaps and structural 

issues. These are discussed below. 

Person-centered Care

Roundtable participants identified a need for a con-
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tinuum of services to prevent and end homelessness 

with a more person-centered approach. This would 

offer responses better suited to individual needs and 

strengths and ultimately reduce the length of time 

people experience homelessness, thereby reducing 

the number of people experiencing homelessness.

It was noted that the homeless-serving system in 

Greater Victoria is designed to serve a narrow range 

of experiences and many individuals and families fall 

through the cracks. 

Participants identified a need for service navigation 

workers to help connect individuals to existing services, 

and for a transition to person-centered programming. 

The CSPC programs offer a limited amount of service 

navigation, referral support, landlord mediation, hous-

ing navigation and support with accessing financial 

and other assistance. Participants identified a need 

for more robust services like this in homelessness 

prevention where individuals are less likely to be con-

nected to services. 

Housing Relief Grants

The majority of participant households have incomes 

below Canada’s official poverty line; therefore, it follows 

that the availability of housing relief grants - in addition 

to loans - is appropriate and necessary. Participants 

expect that as the housing affordability crisis grows, a 

higher proportion of the population will need housing 

relief grants. 

Landlord liaison

This can offer a strong value proposition to landlords 

by promising landlords that rent is guaranteed to be 

paid on time and in full every month, promising to re-

turn a landlord’s phone call within 24 hours to resolve 

issues that arise, and by holding a damage guarantee 

fund to be used in the rare instances where damage 

repair costs are greater than the damage deposit.
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Landlord liaison services can be an important resource 

for tenants to overcome discrimination related to pov-

erty, race, gender or sexual identity. Landlord liaisons 

can also assist tenants to overcome barriers such as 

lack of renting experience and landlord references. 

Lack of connection to households at risk and 

early intervention 

Participants identified the need for a better system for 

catching the households that are being renovicted or 

demovicted or that have fallen into arrears with private 

landlords. Suggestions for solutions included: a form 

that could be required for landlords to complete for 

any household in arrears or being evicted, and a call-in 

line for tenants or landlords. 

Service coordination between homelessness 

prevention programs

It was noted that when an individual is evicted for 

non-payment of rent, a tenant has only five days to 

respond. Therefore agencies need to be well-coordi-

nated to ensure referrals are made and responded to 

within the necessary timeframe. Rent banks, housing 

relief grants, landlord mediation and other eviction 

prevention services need to be perfectly integrated 

to respond effectively to a five-day eviction notice. 

Non-profit housing providers, in particular, are in

position to develop referral programs to ensure their 

tenants are referred to appropriate services when 

issuing eviction notices. Better service navigation and 

coordination between different homelessness preven-

tion interventions from emergency supports to tenant 

rights programs would not only better meet these 

emergency needs, but also help to prevent duplication 

and help ensure individuals do not fall through the 

cracks.

FUTURE POLICY AREAS OF FOCUS FOR 
HOMELESSNESS PREVENTION 

Incentive to Evict – Vacant Unit Premium

In BC, rent increases are restricted by law for ongoing 

tenancies, however, when a unit becomes vacant a 

landlord can increase the rent without any restriction. 

Consequentially, the average asking rents for vacant 

units are 21.4% higher than the average rent paid 

for occupied units. 8 In this context, landlords have a 

financial incentive to evict. A roundtable participate

shared a story of a tenant who was evicted due to 

a $1.00 shortage caused by the e-transfer fee. The 

discussion also noted that this incentive makes 

landlords less willing to engage in mediation efforts 

to preserve tenancies. Introducing vacancy rent 

control limits was discussed as a solution to curtail 

rent increases in between tenancies and reduce the 

incentive to evict. 

Stem Losses of Low-Cost Housing

There is a need to build more affordable rental hous-

ing, but it is also critical to protect the existing stock. 

Between 2011 and 2016, Greater Victoria lost 12,880 

homes that rent for less than $750 monthly (Chaland, 

2021). These homes were largely not demolished, but 

represent tenant turnovers and corresponding rent 

increases. Housing experts connect this outcome with

the increasing concentration of ownership of rental 

properties by institutional investors who bring a heavier 

8  https://assets.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/sites/cmhc/data-research/publications-reports/rental-market-reports/2020/rental-market-report-

69720-2020-en.pdf?rev=936ca622-a6c5-4cbc-b937-d29b1d63cc14
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focus on extracting profits (Pomeroy 2020). 

In response to this issue, Minister Eby’s 2020 mandate 

letter specifies a goal to expand partnerships with 

non-profit and co-op housing providers to acquire and 

preserve existing rental housing.9 Participants noted 

that senior governments need to act quickly to stem 

the losses of naturally occurring affordable housing. 

Rent Supplements to End and Prevent Homelessness

It was noted that beyond addressing housing arrears, 

CSPC’s ability to provide the damage deposit and first 

month rent is an important resource for ending and 

preventing homelessness. The provincial government 

recently announced new rent supplements to aid people 

to exit homelessness. All agreed that rent supplements 

are an important resource to end an individual’s home-

lessness and that rent supplements should be expanded 

to prevent homelessness. 

The discussion also highlighted that rent supplements 

need to be connected to market rates and ideally should 

be tied to removing people from core housing need. 

Set Monthly Social Assistance Rates no lower than 

Canada’s Official Poverty line and tied to Cost-of-

Living Increases.

There was some discussion about the finding that 

100% of social assistance is less than monthly

median available rent in Greater Victoria. Monthly 

social assistance rates need to be set no lower than 

Canada’s official poverty line and tied to cost of living 

increases. As one dialogue participant exclaimed: 

“What is the point of social assistance if it doesn’t 

cover rent?”

FUTURE HOMELESSNESS PREVENTION 
PRACTICES 

Shift the entire homeless-serving system to 

Housing First

Roundtable participants discussed that Housing First 

is homelessness prevention because it prevents 

people from recurring experiences of homelessness. 

Housing First should be offered to people earlier – at 

the point of insecurity and risk of eviction. 

As one dialogue participant noted, “You typically have 

to be mired in homeless for many years before you are 

eligible for a Housing First program.” 

Participants identified the need for the entire home-

less-serving system to shift to Housing First; Housing 

First should be for everyone with the level of support 

personalized to a household’s needs. If a household 

has no social service or health needs, they should 

be rapidly rehoused in a permanent affordable home 

without supports. If an individual or family needs 

social or health services, they should rapidly rehoused 

with appropriate supports. 

Education, Corrections and Health Care

Education, corrections, and health need to be at the 

forefront of homelessness prevention. These public 

institutions interact with people before they are un-

sheltered and are often aware that the individual they 

are serving has no fixed address. Housing First programs 

need to be offered at these sites of contact. Educa-

tion, corrections and health care need to be involved in 

getting people into permanent homes they can afford. 

The homeless-serving system is overwhelmed and 

homeless prevention efforts will help ensure we do 

not institutionalize homelessness in Canada.

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Better Housing Needs Data

There was discussion about the need to improve 

the availability and detail in data on housing needs. 

Current housing needs assessments do not disaggre-

gate housing shortages and vacancy rates by income 

brackets linked to maximum affordable rents. This 

data would enable better housing strategies and is 

critical to ending and preventing homelessness.
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ROUNDTABLE 2: 
Dialogue with people with lived expertise of
homelessness

On April 20th, we held a dialogue with people with 

lived experiences of homelessness and asked the 

same questions:

 • What do the findings mean for future research,  

  policy and practice in Greater Victoria?

 • What actions does this report incite? 

Dialogue members who have experienced homeless-

ness had a sharp focus on their policy and practice

recommendations:

 • Ensure everyone on social assistance has an  

  income equal to or above the poverty line and

  pays only 30% of their income on rent.

 • Eliminate landlord discrimination. 

Future Policy: Ensure everyone on social assistance 

has an income equal to or above the poverty line

and pays only 30% of their income on rent. 

Participants noted that there are too many small pro-

grams that are difficult to navigate, create inequities, 

and only offer band-aid solutions without addressing 

the root cause of homelessness. From the participants’ 

perspective the root cause of homelessness is obvious: 

not enough money to pay rent and everything else. 

Participants also voiced concern that raising disability 

rates alone is insufficient to prevent homelessness

and agreed that everyone on social assistance needs 

their rent guaranteed at no more than 30% of income. 

As one participant said, “If everyone only paid 30% of 

income on rent, we would eliminate mass home-

lessness.” 

The group noted that there’s a lot of unseen misery. 

When a person is paying 95% of income on rent, all 

kinds of crazy decisions get made. People who are 

often already socially isolated are forced to make 

terrible tradeoffs between phone, internet, food, 

transportation and medications.

Dialogue participants also stressed that rent supple-

ments and subsidized housing must be available to

people who are facing homelessness, and not just to 

those who are currently homeless. 

One participant shared that her father is considering 

giving up his market apartment in hopes of getting a

subsidized apartment. Participants warned that if it’s 

easier to get a rent subsidy if you’re homeless, this 

affects how decisions will be made. 

If they raise the disability rates, it won’t 

matter because the price of food and 

rents are so high; we need rent stuck at 

30% of our income.

If everyone just got enough money to 

pay rent as a basic bottom line, we 

could eliminate all the mickey mouse 

programs.

“My Dad pays 100% of his income on rent 

and he’s often talking about moving out-

doors so he has enough money for food. 

BC Housing said they couldn’t help him 

because he’s already in an apartment. If 

I want to get my dad into BC Housing or 

a rent supplement, I have to get him on 

the street. He has to be homeless before 

he can get a rent supplement.”
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Participants agreed that everyone who receives social 

assistance and who lives in a market apartment needs 

a rent subsidy. The discussion clarified that the recipe 

for homelessness is when prices and rents increase, 

yet incomes remain stagnant. 

Give people their shelter portion when they have no 

fixed address. 

 

The dialogue identified many good uses for the shelter 

allowance for people experiencing homelessness

including the ability to go into a hotel once a month 

for respite or recover from illness or to escape

harrassment from someone. Participants also suggest-

ed this allowance could be used to enable someone to 

live in their car.

 

Future Practice: Take Steps to Eliminate Discrimination 

from Landlords

“This landlord owns several buildings in town.” He said 

to me, “I don’t like to rent to people who are on disability.” 

It was also noted that landlords should not allowed 

to discriminate against tenants who have pets. There 

was a good discussion about the benefits of pet 

ownership, especially for people who have health 

issues and rely on disability social assistance. 

I don’t think it is fair when you’re home-

less you don’t get your shelter portion.

Future Research: We need realistic assessments of 

homelessness growing.

Dialogue participants recommended accurate assess-

ments of the numbers of people experiencing

homelessness, and the numbers of people at risk of 

homelessness.

Dialogue participants thought this was important to 

give urgency and visibility to the issue. Participants

observe homelessness growing in their networks and 

believe that most officials cannot see it. If officials

are unaware of homelessness, they cannot address it 

in a timely way. While officials seemed to be caught 

by surprise by the numbers of people experiencing 

homelessness at the outset of the pandemic,

dialogue participates were not.

The rich are getting richer, and the poor 

are getting homelessness.

They don’t even give you the shelter 

portion if you’re sleeping on someone’s 

couch.
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