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Executive Summary

A best or proven practice to end unsheltered homelessness is to identify immediate, major barriers

to efforts to support this population (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2025). In response to
challenges arising when supporting people living outside across Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM),
the Housing and Homelessness division of HRM and the outreach team at Shelter Nova Scotia
partnered to better understand the experiences, needs, and service gaps affecting unsheltered
individuals. Using data and a coordinated approach, this project sought participation from 50 people
with living or lived experiences of unsheltered homelessness to better understand the shelter,
housing, and support needs of people living outdoors. Data was collected between July and October
2025 from 48 individuals whose insights and expertise inform this report.

Participants identified perceived gaps in the local homelessness response system and emphasized
that existing shelter and housing options often fail to meet their needs for privacy, safety, and security.
While many participants described the extreme hardship of surviving outdoors, such as exposure to
violence, theft, weather, hunger, and deteriorating mental and physical health, they also identified
reasons why some people avoid shelter settings. These reasons included lack of privacy, restrictive
rules, safety concerns, inability to stay with partners or pets, and fear of losing personal

belongings.

When asked what it would take to move people from outside to inside,
participants reported a need for privacy, safety and security.

Participants repeatedly emphasized the need for private or semi-private sleeping and living spaces,
secure storage, personal bathrooms and kitchens, flexible visitor policies, and the ability to remain
with partners or pets.
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This report identifies several key areas for system improvement:

* Address the prioritization of existing supported housing options for unsheltered people

» Ultilize Housing First approaches

* Expand housing options for couples, pets, and individuals with higher acuity needs

* Implement outreach-based rent supplements

* Resource shelters to enable minimum standards with consideration to privacy, storage,
safety and flexibility

* Develop specialized and flexible supports for individuals with complex care needs,
such as an Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) team

+ Expand low-barrier, high support housing models using detached, scattered units

* Develop Tiny Home Communities which prioritize unsheltered people

* Increase coordination and data collection standards across local outreach programs

The findings from this survey demonstrate that unsheltered homelessness in HRM is not simply a
matter of refusing services or choosing to stay outside. Rather, many individuals described complex
experiences in which available options did not feel safe, accessible, dignified, or sustainable. Of those
surveyed, 87% reported they would accept housing if it met most of their needs. Designing
homelessness responses that are directly informed by the lived and living experiences of people who
are sleeping outside will better equip the system to respond and support evidence-based decision
making.
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Part One: Unsheltered Homelessness in Halifax Regional Municipality

Across Canada, people experiencing homelessness are staying in places not intended for human
inhabitation to survive. Individuals are sleeping outside in a range of settings, including tents in deeply
wooded areas, makeshift structures, vehicles, and in some cases directly on the ground with minimal
protection such as a sleeping bag. Unsheltered homelessness is a term that refers to people who

are absolutely homeless; living on the streets or in places not intended for human habitation (Gaetz

et al, 2012). While they vary in size and structure, the term encampment refers to any area where an
individual or group live in homelessness together, often in tents or other temporary structures (Farha
and Schwan, 2020).

According to the 2024 report Upholding dignity and human rights: the Federal Housing Advocate’s
review of homeless encampments, “Canada’s homeless encampments are a national human rights
crisis” (Office of the Federal Housing Advocate, 2024, pg. 2). Unsheltered homelessness is reportedly
on the rise, with an increase stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. As some shelters reduced
capacity to allow for greater social distancing, and public health directives to remain at home
increased the visibility of those who could not isolate at home, the public awareness of unsheltered
homelessness grew (OrgCode, 2022). It is further acknowledged that unsheltered homelessness is
more persistent and systemic than a consequence of the pandemic alone (Human Rights
Commission, 2024).

Across Halifax Regional Municipality, there are individuals living without access to safe, stable indoor
shelter, often in environments that pose significant risks to their health, safety, and overall wellbeing.
The exact number of people experiencing unsheltered homelessness across HRM is impossible to
report, because the whereabouts of some people remain unknown. According to the 2025 Point In
Time Count, a snapshot of the number of people outside at a pre-determined date and time, 197
people were accounted for, with 121 recorded in encampments, 42 in other unsheltered locations and
34 in vehicles (Affordable Housing Association of Nova Scotia and Mi’kmaw Native Friendship
Centre, 2025). The nature of unsheltered homelessness is such that some people make effort to
remain discreet in their location, while other people may be recognized as they utilize resources for
shelter, housing, shower, food or laundry services, among other supports.

HRM currently permits outdoor sheltering only within a small number of designated encampment
locations. These sites are supported by outreach teams and HRM to ensure some basic services

are available at these sites. These sites are also subject to a degree of enforcement by municipal
government. Several designated sites have already been closed across HRM. The Federal Housing
Advocate released findings following a systemic review of Canadian encampments in February 2023.
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The report indicated that encampment residents are at risk of harm and systemic failure has resulted
in the very existence of encampments, which fail to uphold the right to housing (Office of the Federal
Housing Advocate, 2024). OrgCode suggests that encampments are an indicator of the “failure to
prioritize affordable and supported housing development” across Canada (OrgCode, 2022, pg. 5).

Outreach programs are designed to proactively seek out people sleeping outside, whether that be

in isolated sites or encampments, to connect them to existing resources and identify any gaps in
support. Outreach is most effective when efforts are focused in spaces where other programs cannot
reach. Best or proven practices of outreach include approaches that are both coordinated and
housing-focused (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2025). The Housing and Homelessness
division of Halifax Regional Municipality and the outreach team at Shelter Nova Scotia (funded by the
provincial government of Nova Scotia), are among the teams currently tasked to provide services to
people who stay outside. Current outreach efforts across both teams balance the provision of basic
supplies with more comprehensive case management support. While immediate needs, such as food,
hygiene supplies, and harm reduction materials are critical for survival, the priority efforts of these
teams are housing focused. Both OrgCode (2022) and the Canadian Human Rights Commission
(2024) have released reports outlining human rights-based approaches to supporting people who live
in encampments. Local supports offered to people staying outside are strategic and intentional to
create linkages to more sustainable living conditions, while respecting autonomy and human rights.

“The stigmatization of encampments, and homelessness more generally, fuels
enforcement-based responses that do nothing to alleviate the crisis and only
add to the marginalization and precariousness of life for unhoused people.”
(Human Rights Commission, 2024, pg. 18)
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Part Two: Survey Methodology

Purpose:

The purpose of this survey is to better understand the experiences, needs, and service gaps affecting
unhoused individuals in the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM). The findings can inform service
planning, identify opportunities for improvement, and support evidence-based decision-making
related to homelessness response initiatives.

The survey team aimed to interview 50 people who reported living outside on one occasion or more
in the past 12 months. Our goal was to identify and understand specific shelter and housing needs
and preferences that would help individuals transition from unsheltered homelessness to shelter
and stable housing. Our hope is the feedback from people who face the highest levels of housing
insecurity will be used to inform system design, evaluation, and change.

Eligibility:

To be eligible, the participant must have experienced both:

1. Unsheltered Homelessness (within the past 365 days)
Refers to living outside or in places not intended to be housing, such as cars, tents, bus shelters,
abandoned buildings, parkades, etc.

2. Episodic and/or Chronic Homelessness (at any point)
Episodic homelessness refers to individuals who experience repeated periods of homelessness, often
less than a year each time. Chronic homelessness refers to individuals who have been homeless for
six months or more (Retrieved from https://housing-infrastructure.canada.ca/homelessness-sans-abri/
directives-eng.html#_toc2)

Participant Recruitment and Selection:

Due to the relatively small target population of this survey, recruitment was based on an invitation-
only design. An overview of the project was developed for recruitment purposes and shared among
agencies known to work with unsheltered individuals in HRM via email, phone and word of mouth.

The recruitment email shared the purpose of the survey, eligibility criteria for participants and a brief
overview. Information shared included the survey was designed via a partnership between employees
of HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia, would be conducted by representatives of either/or agency, and
participants would be compensated with a $100 pre-paid visa for approximately 30-45 minutes of their
time.
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During recruitment, people were advised the survey was designed to help us understand the specific
factors that influence individuals’ decisions around shelter and housing, such as concerns about
privacy, safety, location, rules and restrictions, or the ability to have guests and/or pets. We sought
to learn about what kinds of support services are needed to help people transition from unsheltered
homelessness to more stable housing options. The survey was presented to understand the living
and lived realities of unhoused individuals to provide more responsive services (see Appendix A:
Background Information provided to potential participants).

Participation was advertised to individuals who experienced unsheltered homelessness, such as
sleeping in tents, vehicles, vestibules, abandoned buildings etc. at least one time in the past 12
months, and experienced episodic or chronic homelessness, meaning they faced repeated or pro-
longed periods of homelessness.

Employees from these agencies were asked to identify eligible individuals from their current case-
loads, based on their knowledge of housing history. Once staff identified individuals who may be eligi-
ble to complete the survey, they were asked to obtain consent from the individual to share their name
and contact information with HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia, as HRM and/or Shelter Nova Scotia
employees were conducting interviews.

Any consenting participant who met the criteria for eligibility were scheduled for an interview.

Preventing Duplication of Participants:

To prevent duplication of participants, HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia established a shared tracking
system. This system was updated in real time with the names and contact information of individuals
who were invited to participate in the survey. Both HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia representatives
checked this system before reaching out to potential participants to ensure that individuals were not
contacted more than once.

Survey Design:

People with lived experience were consulted and compensated to inform the draft interview guide and
consent form for input and edits.

The survey used semi-structured interviews to collect information about participants’ living and lived
experiences, service interactions, and perceived barriers to housing and support services.

A survey lead team comprised of management from both HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia teams
worked collaboratively to design questions, using a combination of quantitative and qualitative,
open-ended questions. The draft survey was then reviewed with a volunteer who had research
experience to assess the survey for readability and metrics. The survey was edited and presented to
a larger group of outreach employees for further suggestion and refinement.
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Interview Procedure:

Lived-experience interviews were conducted in a variety of settings based on participant preference.
Each participant was offered food with the interview, so some interviews took place in food
establishments, while others took place in more confidential spaces such as private offices (HRM
and/or Shelter Nova Scotia space) or directly where people resided outdoors.

The consent process was first explained to each potential participant (See Appendix B). In cases
where the Consent Form was successfully completed after consent was obtained from the participant,
the interview continued. If the Consent Form was not completed, the potential participant was thanked
for their time but did not receive compensation.

Before the interview began, when consent was provided for audio recording, the note taker informed
participants before the audio recording commenced. Audio recordings were captured using voice
memo function of assigned business cell phones. The lead interviewer offered each participant
interview guide to follow along if desired. The interviewer read all questions aloud during the interview
and responses were captured in two forms; note taking and audio recordings.

Lived experience participants completed (to their knowledge and comfort divulging) a form detailing
some demographic information (See Appendix C). The demographics requested included such
information as their age, racial identity, sexuality/gender identity, health conditions, military/veteran
status, birthplace, and current housing status. This information was important to identify patterns

and themes among subgroups of participants who are more at risk of housing insecurity and
homelessness. Upon completing the project overview and paperwork, participants were asked if they
had any questions and concerns prior to recording and beginning the interview.

Interviewers followed a semi-structured interview guide prepared by the survey design team.
Semi-structured interviews allowed participants to share their experiences in their own words while
seeking consistency across interviews and data collection. The interview guide provided a script and
checklist of things to review prior to commencing the interview and to ensure interview consistency
across dozens of participants across a seven-member interview team. The interview consisted of 42
questions asked across four sections: participant demographics, experiences with unsheltered
homelessness, shelter and housing.

Once the interview was complete, the participant signed a receipt to record compensation was
received. Resource Guides were provided to each participant as desired.

The interview team provided the coordinating supervisor with a copy of the transcript and audio
recording at the end of each interview.

9.

A Lived Experience Survey Among Unsheltered People in Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM)
A partnership project between Homelessness and Housing, HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia, 2026



Data Extraction:

After interviews were conducted, the survey lead team reviewed a sample of audio and written
transcripts to assess the nature and clarity of responses. Based on this initial review, the team
collaboratively developed a structured coding system using Microsoft Excel. All interviews conducted
were transcribed in raw data form into the Excel sheet and coded into responses for themes. Each
transcript was reviewed line by line. The survey lead team entered descriptive codes that reflected
the content of each response, rather than inferred meaning. When a passage addressed multiple
concepts, it was assigned multiple codes to preserve nuance.

Data Analysis:

Once the participant interviews coding was complete, responses were summarized in either
quantitative or qualitative format. To support meaningful analysis, individual survey codes were
grouped into broader categories based on thematic similarity. The frequencies of codes or grouped
themes were reviewed to understand the distribution of participants’ responses. The results section
presents a descriptive overview of these findings.

Unless otherwise noted, the percentages reported in the results section represent the proportion of
participants who described a particular theme out of those who responded to the specific question,
rather than the full sample of 48 participants. Since not all participants chose to respond to each
question, this approach provides a more accurate reflection of perspectives among those who
engaged with each topic.
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Part Three: Results —

Section A: Participant Demographics

Before answering survey questions, participants were asked to voluntarily complete fields related
to demographic information. This was not mandatory, and participants were not excluded from
completing the survey if they chose not to complete this part of the survey. While most participants
(32 out of 48 participants) did complete demographics questions in full, some participants did not
answer certain questions, and several did not answer at all.

Figure 1: Age of participants

= 25-34y/fo Most participants were
35-44 years old and
m 35 - 44 y/o male identified.
e No youth participated
m 55- 64 y/o (No respondents were
18 to 24 years old)
Figure 2*: Gender of participants
W Male
H Female

® Other (not listed)

**Two Spirit”, “Transgender”, “Non-binary (Genderqueer)”, “Not sure”, and “Prefer not to say” were
included as selectable options under “Gender”, although no responses were received.
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Figure 3: Racial Identity

Racial Identity % of respondents (n = 34)
Black (e.g., African, African Canadian, Afro-Caribbean descent) 6% 2
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese descent) 0% 0
Latin American (e.g., Hispanic or Latin American descent) 3% 1
Middle Eastern or Arab, Persian, West Indian descent 3% 1
South Asian (e.g., Bangladeshi, Indian, Indo-Caribbean, Pakistani, Sri Lankan) 0% 0
White or European descent 67% 23
Not sure 3% 1
Prefer not to say 15% 5
Other (not listed) 3% 1

Figure 4*: Indigenous Identity

Indigenous Identity % of respondents (n = 32)
First Nations 13% 4
First Nations: Off-reserve 6% 2
First Nations: On-reserve 0% 0
Inuk/Inuit 0% 0
Metis 0% 0
Other 3% 1
Non-Indigenous 50% 16
Not sure 6% 2
Prefer not to say 22% 7
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Citizenship: All survey participants who responded to citizenship (n=34) identified as a “Canadian
Citizen — born in Canada”.

Figure 5: Regional Identity by Province

Identified as being from: % of respondents (n = 34)
Nova Scotia 62 %

Ontario 15 %

Newfoundland 6 %

Prince Edward Island 3 %

New Brunswick 3%

Saskatchewan 3 %

Prefer not to say 8%

Figure 6: Additional demographic fields

Identified as: % of respondents (n = 34)
Having a disability 62 %

2SLGBTQI+ 9 %

Veteran 0 %

Prefer not to say 29%

Of those who self-reported having some type of disability, Figure 7 shows which types of disabilities
were identified. 26 % (n=9) reported having at least two co-existing disabilities (e.g. vision impairment
and mental health):

Figure 7: Type of disability

m Mobility
B Pain-related
= Mental health
Vision impairment
m Deaf/hard of hearing
m Learning
m Memory
B Dexterity
B Flexibility
a Other
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Figure 8: Sleeping Situation at time of Interview

75% were sleeping outside or in vehicle
at the time of interview

B Outdoors/encampment
B Rooming house
Shelter
W Couch-surfing
B Supportive housing
W Private housing
B In vehicle
m Other

Figure 9: Time Participants Have Spent Living Outside (Lifetime)

B More than 2 years
m 1 to 6 months
m 6 to 12 months

1to 2 years
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Section B: Experiences of Unsheltered Homelessness

Methods people use to address basic needs when living outside:

The living conditions among people that are living outside can vary greatly. While many of the
participants reported sheltering experiences with tents, some of these are erected on wooden pallets
with tarps and extensive coverings that lift them off the ground, helping them keep dry and a bit more
stable. Others are directly on the ground with minimal protection from moisture, cold and uneven
surfaces. Other respondents are not sleeping in tents but are instead residing in makeshift shelters
constructed from cardboard, wood and other materials. A small number of individuals reported
sheltering in a recreational trailer (which may not be winterized). People who sleep in lobbies or bus
shelters, for example, are more transient and cannot carry as much survival equipment with them.
Tents themselves are commonly damaged by weather, fire or other individuals, and require
replacement and/or relocation. This creates challenges, as tents often serve as individuals’ primary
shelter and can be cost-prohibitive to replace. As a result, people must rely on public resources, such
as outreach staff, to provide replacements for these items in a timely manner. However, this support is
not always immediate, particularly when these situations occur outside of regular staff availability.

The length of time spent living outside may correlate to the techniques and adaptations people
reported when asked “how do you meet your basic needs?” with some preferring to be as self-
sufficient as possible. Examples such as layering clothes to stay warm, tarping tents, or even building
slanted roofs over a tent structure to get the water and snow to run off were mentioned. Some
reported use of recreational camping supplies to meet their basic needs. Some supplies are provided
through outreach supports, such as hand warmers, clothing, sleeping bags, and tents. However,
limited access to propane leaves individuals without the means to use camping stoves for cooking,

to stay warm for extended periods, or to have adequate lighting at night during the winter months.
Others report their supplies being stolen and not easy to replace, as not all items can simply be
repurchased. These often include essential personal items such as identification, medication, phones,
or more emotionally significant items like family pictures, gifts and letters.

When asked “how do you meet your basic needs when staying outside?”
one participant replied quite simply “You don’t”

Most respondents reported the use of charitable or community serving agencies to get their basic
needs met, either via food donations, access to free showers or laundry. Knowing the “best place
to shower” was commented on, as well as finding lesser-known spaces that could be used. Some
respondents relied on nearby gas stations or restaurants for bathroom access and to refill water.
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The level of planning and effort described by respondents in relation to living outdoors was striking.
Most individuals spoke to the need for meticulous coordination of their daily routines, carefully
navigating when and where services were available, just to meet basic survival needs. Even with this
level of effort, those needs were often only partially met. Others described an equally time consuming
but less structured approach; “You set an alarm and walk around to see what’s open each day
for resources” said one participant.

It should be noted that some also said their basic needs were not being met - they were either without
food and/or water, unable to stay warm (or cool in the summer), and other shortcomings. One person
interviewed expressed trepidation about the upcoming winter, sharing they had not yet spent a winter
outside, and were worried about how to survive the changing conditions. Preparing to live outside
through the changing seasons underscores the harsh realities of trying to survive unsheltered
homelessness.

Supports and Services Available to People Staying Outside:

Participants were asked if they felt there were adequate support and services available for individuals
experiencing unsheltered homelessness. 49% felt there were not adequate services available, 19%
were not sure, and 32% of participants viewed the available supports as adequate.

i > __hm.f‘ﬁ'

Unsheltered sleeping area, Halifax, 2026

Of those who did not feel adequate supports were available, the following themes emerged in the
responses. Unequivocally, respondents said they wanted support in finding an apartment or house to
rent at a price within their budget.

Generally, there was a recognition that there is no “one size fits all” approach to what each
unsheltered person needs, although some common themes were identified. One participant who

was outside for over two years identified the need for “more guidance on what is available”. Across
interviews, working with a housing support or outreach worker was frequently identified as a positive
intervention. However, it was also acknowledged that connecting with individuals living outside can be
challenging, particularly when trying to broadly share information with people living in more remote or
wooded areas.
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Perceived benefits to living outside or in encampments:

Approximately half of the respondents reported perceived benefits associated with living outside or
in encampments. Reported experiences vary quite drastically across participants. Some highlighted
benefits such as autonomy and privacy - the ability to smoke and/or use substances in their personal
living space, the freedom to choose when they go to sleep instead of having to abide by a curfew,
and the lower cost of living when compared to paying rent when housed. A small number reported
neutrally when asked if there were any benefits to living in an encampment or living outside. Some
respondents presented as neutral or contradictory in their responses to the perceived benefits of
living outside. Some respondents would say there are no benefits, but then would offer an example,
such as “No benefits, it’s just more affordable”. Others reported as more neutral with responses
such as “If everything is set up properly then | don’t mind it. It’s getting to a point that it’s
really difficult. If this place had power and | had everything | want and a good tent, then |
wouldn’t have issues.”

Privacy and autonomy:

The most reported benefit associated with living outside or within encampments, was the experience
of privacy. Autonomy was also a dominant theme observed among respondents. Having the choice of
where you live was cited among several respondents. Specifically, respondents reported that tenting
allowed for privacy, and this was not reported as an option in alternatives, such as most shelter
options.

The ability to live with pets and socialize with friends and family were among the reported benefits
associated with staying outside or in encampments, rather than choosing shelter or supported
housing alternatives. In most shelters, there are limitations on the ability to own pets or have

visitors, and this is a disincentive for people who will not part with animals and/or wish to spend more
time with their social network. Said one respondent, “It’s hard to have friends when you are in a
shelter”. In some instances, the ability to live as a couple was cited as a benéefit to living outside,
which is a limitation of some shelter spaces which are segregated by gender or family structure. Less
commonly cited but also mentioned was the preference for outdoor living to be near nature. The fact
that some individuals identify aspects such as autonomy, privacy, the ability to have pets, remain with
partners, host visitors, or stay close to family as benefits of living outside or in encampments,
highlights gaps in how these needs are currently being met within available housing options.

Designated encampments:
Some respondents reported benefits with staying in designated or recognized spaces. These included
supplies that are sometimes available to sites, including water, toilets, electricity and occasionally food.

“At an encampment, people come help you.
Otherwise, people don’t know where you are.” - Participant
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Cost:

The cost of housing is prohibitive for people seeking privacy or an independent living environment and
this is an identified barrier for people leaving encampments. A smaller number of respondents reported
the lack of cost as a benefit and/or reason to live outside.

No perceived benefit:

Almost half of respondents reported no perceived benefits associated with living outside or in
encampments. Although not directly asked the perceived negatives about living in an encampment or
outside, some respondents offered perspectives such as “life is more in danger’ and talked about theft
and violence they have experienced or withessed while living outside. Others discussed the ways
problems compound when faced with living outside.

Perceptions of Safety when Sleeping Outside:

Participants were asked to rate their perception of safety when sleeping outside on a scale from 1
(Extremely unsafe) to 7 (Extremely safe). The most frequently selected response was (n=11) “a little
unsafe”. Respondents were then asked to describe the factors influencing their rating. There was a
broad response of perspectives when asked about personal safety when living outside.

For those who felt a little safe, very safe or extremely safe, factors such as gender, body size/strength
and whether people resided with a partner were identified as “privileges” which appeared to positively
influence perceptions of safety. Some people perceived males, especially ones of a larger stature, to
experience less interference from others. “If | was a regular person, | wouldn’t feel safe, but people
know this is my space” said one participant. Length of stay outside may correlate to feelings of safety;
some reported feeling safer because they had developed a lot of relationships with people in
neighboring tents which supported feelings of increased safety. Another participant explained “People
know not to mess with me, so | feel safe. My belongings are not safe though.”

For those who felt a little unsafe, very unsafe or extremely unsafe - extreme weather, theft, a lack of
security, bullies, drug use, threats and violence were themes that emerged. “Tents are not really a
solid wall between people, anyone can walk in” said one participant. Several respondents also
reported waking up to people coming inside their tent. Females were associated with less safety when
living outside, and this was reported by people of all genders. One person reported being robbed over
100 times, and he had been homeless for more than 15 years. Persons with visual or auditory
disabilities also reported concerns with their safety, noting it was difficult to see at night, or hear
someone approaching your tent. Several respondents spoke of being “jumped” or attacked in their tents
while they were sleeping.
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Pets were reported from various perspectives of safety; people with pets sometimes reported them as
protection, while others reported fear of other people’s pets. While some believed pets keep them safe,
they were also observed as a barrier to housing.

“To think you are safe sleeping in a tent is insane” - Participant

Some participants were neutral when discussing their views of safety when sleeping outside. Said one
respondent, “It’s the traffic that scares me, if the cars go off the road and hit us”. Others were
neutral and offered context that it varied; experiences can vary based on who moves in and out of an
area, weather, etc. and thus feelings of safety can change.

Section C: Experiences with Shelter

85 % of participants described themselves as aware of current shelter options available, while 15%
reported they were not (this includes those who may have been housed or in shelter at the time of
interview). When asked if they had ever stayed in a shelter before, 71% of participants said they had,
while 29% said they had not experienced a shelter stay. Although 29% of participants had never stayed
in a shelter, most still offered feedback on challenges they associated with accepting a shelter option
and/or recommendations for change.

Despite the majority of participants being unsheltered at the time
of interview (75%), only 19% of people surveyed were interested in
a shelter option at that time.

A lack of privacy was the most dominant theme reported among respondents when asked why they
were not interested in staying in a shelter.

Of those who had previous shelter experience (71%), participants were asked to share any challenges
they experienced while staying in shelter. Lack of privacy, safety concerns, lack of storage, curfew and
substance use policies were the most cited challenges. These challenges do not universally apply to
all shelters; for example, some shelters offer lockers for personal belongings while others do not, some
shelters have semi or private sleeping spaces while others do not, some shelters accommodate pets
and others do not. Privacy when sleeping was a common theme among participants; as described by
one participant, “it is hard to sleep next to someone you do not trust’. Limitations in privacy also
impacted participants feelings of safety because people are vulnerable when sleeping. Privacy was also
described in terms of not being able to socialize with friends or family per no visitor policies. Theft,
violence, and intoxication were also described by some of the people surveyed as challenges they
experienced or withessed when staying in shelter. In some shelters, people described having to take
their belongings with them when they left to ensure safekeeping. Some people suggested separating
shelter guests who actively used substances from those who didn’t, while others expressed concern
they were not allowed or did not feel as safe because they could not sleep next to their partners.
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Some participants reported no challenges with staying in shelter. One participant described shelters

for “emergencies” which suggested they did not see themselves in an emergent housing crisis despite
staying outside at the time of interview. Under a category of “Other” challenges experienced, rules, a
“lack of rights” and/or autonomy were cited, with concerns around the power of shelter staff to “walk in”
or discharge people without warning. Fear and/or stereotypes about others who access shelters were
also reported. Said one participant, “/If one person is having a hard time we all are, because you are
in one house”.

Shelter access was an area that was also explored with participants. When asked about their
experiences obtaining a shelter bed, some participants described feelings of difficulty, shame or stigma
when seeking a shelter bed. Those who had previous experience in a shelter and/or were interested in
a shelter bed at the time of interview reported the process to find available, suitable shelter beds as
potentially discouraging due to lack of availability. Lack of phone access was noted as a barrier to
getting a shelter bed because many sites require people to call for a bed, and not all shelters readily
answer the phone or ask callers to call back later (in the event availability changes). One person noted
how long it can take to find a shelter bed, and in some cases “when they [shelter/shelter bed] are
ready, you might not be”. At least one person who was outside at the time of interview had never
stayed in a shelter before and expressed having anxiety at the idea of trying to secure a shelter bed as
winter approached. Said one participant “it is difficult to find a place to feel safe”.

Figure 10*: Reported Challenges When Staying in Shelter

Challenges in Shelter % of respondents (n = 34)
Privacy concerns 65% 22
Safety concerns 56% 19
Lack of storage for personal belongings 56% 19
Curfew 53% 18
Substance-use policies 44% 15
No accommodations for couples 32% 11
No pets permitted 29% 10
No visitors permitted 29% 10
Location of shelter 26% 9
Preference to stay where | am 21% 7
Lack of accessibility 12% 4
Other 15% 5
No challenges experienced 3% 1

*Participants were asked to select all that apply
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Participants were invited to share feedback on what could increase the likelihood of accepting a
shelter option rather than sleep outside. Suggested improvements to improve participant’s willingness
to access shelters included more autonomy (less rules), more storage options for personal belongings,
more privacy (private sleeping spaces and firm dividers rather than curtains), and increased safety
through features such as lockable private rooms and enhanced security measures to reduce theft and
violence, while avoiding approaches that feel overly institutional. Security was cited quite often, with
some people specifically noting the doors should have locks that “cannot be picked”. Other
suggestions included the separation of support employee functions from security functions; “staff
cannot be the supporter and the enforcer’, reflecting that sometimes this dual role of supporter and
enforcer can create tension between employees and residents. The need for deeper harm reduction
approaches was noted. In the words of one participant, “addiction is a hard thing, more acceptance
is needed [in shelters]’. Access to deeper interventions for mental health and addictions for people in
crisis were also cited.

Specialized shelters for different populations were suggested. Increased diversity among shelter
employees and residents, and increased access to housing workers while staying in shelter were
requested. Others noted a desire for competent, professional staff who upheld ethics when working
with a vulnerable population. One participant suggested that shelters have “a separate area for people
to cool down instead of kicking people out’ as a means of assisting people to stay inside. One
person suggested a centralized intake to make all shelter beds easier to find and secure, and others
noted the need for reduced wait times, more accommodation for people with disabilities and increased
shelter spaces for couples and pets.

Participants were asked about the most positive aspects of shelters from their perspective.

The most reported components that participants appreciated included access to shelter food, warmth,
showers, staff support and the centralized locations/proximity to resources.

While shelters are vital to the homeless serving system, the broader system does not meet the needs
of all people who are experiencing homelessness. There are basic standards for shelter provision, and
amenities/supports can vary greatly from one shelter to the next.

“Some shelters can heal a cut, others can make it worse”
- Participant
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Section D: Experiences with Housing

87 % of participants said they would accept the offer of housing if it met most of their needs -
which is encouraging, as it suggests that when suitable housing options are available, individuals are
unlikely to choose the hardships of unsheltered homelessness.

Figure 11 lists what participants reported were important factors when considering a housing option.

Figure 11: Important Factors When Considering Housing Option

Most important factors - housing % of respondents (n = 34)
Affordability 63% 30
Personal Safety 54% 26
Privacy 46% 22
Ability to have visitors 35% 17
Duration of tenancy 29% 14
Ability to have pets 27% 13
Ability to live with family/partners 25% 12
Access to mental health/addiction support 25% 12
Location 25% 12
Substance-use policies 15% 7

*Participants were asked to select all that apply

Due to personal or interpersonal challenges, many reported a need for a private sleeping area,
bathroom and kitchen, pointing to a trend away from communal living environments. Participants
sought autonomy in their housing. This manifested in requirements such as flexibility to invite friends
and family over or the ability to live with pets. For some participants, safety was described differently
than others. For some, safety was described in ways that invited supported housing, with access to
on-site staffing. For others, safety was described in ways that allowed for more space from others,
such as units with private entrances (i.e. motel model) which may or may not include on-site staffing.
Others required even more space, such as a detached unit with appropriate spacing from adjacent
properties based on individual needs. Housing that offers security of tenure was also reported as a
need by participants.

“Society needs to treat people with dignity” - Participant

“To be able to cook your own food brings a sense of
accomplishment and joy” - Participant
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Perceptions of By-Name Data (formerly By- Name List):

Participants were asked “What is your impression of the By-Name List (BNL)?” At the time this question
was asked, this concept was still being referred to as the By Name List (BNL) rather than the By

Name Data (BND). Most responses reflected confusion about how the ‘list’ works, as many individuals
reported that they had been on it for years without receiving any options or updates. Overall, there was
a general lack of confidence in the effectiveness of the BND and whether it led to meaningful outcomes.

When asked if they had ever received an offer of housing, 47 % of participants said no, 45 % said yes,
and 8 % said yes, but they did not accept.

The Coordinated Access System hosts the BND data to match people in deepest need with available
resources. Efforts are continuously made among outreach teams to ensure those sleeping outside
are recorded on the BND to ensure they are matched to resources as they become available. There
appears to be a disconnect among participants in this survey and the mechanism to connect them to
housing resources as they become available in the Coordinated Access System.

Supported Housing Programs:

Participants were asked to imagine how they would design a building or space that would be
appealing to people sleeping outside to move into and remain housed. Participants described buildings
as welcoming, in warm colors, clean and well-maintained. They used imagery to describe settings that
connected to nature with gardens, trees and quiet areas.

Amenities were described in terms of on-site recreation opportunities, access to technology and other
means to reduce isolation. Professional services such as healthcare- mental health, addiction supports,
social workers, and life-skills programs, should be accessible, with trained employees available to offer
support.

Participants emphasized the need for safety, privacy, stability, and access to basic needs, such as food
and laundry. Security was described in ways that promoted safety for tenants, employees and visitors,
but not overly invasive or punitive in nature. Participants wanted private, lockable rooms with private
bathrooms and kitchens, enough space to feel like home, and freedom to come and go. Secure leases,
long-term and permanent housing options, and quality design were noted as important considerations
among those surveyed in determining whether to move from outdoors to indoors.
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Suggested Supports and Services to Help Housing Retention:

Some people agreed that having access to professional mental health supports would help them remain
housed and contribute to them achieving more stability in their daily life. Of those who agreed, some
highlighted the importance of having one professional (i.e. counsellor, support worker) who they could
rely on having consistent access to meet with. Others wished for more integration when it comes to the
overlap of mental health, addictions, and housing, indicating that compartmentalizing each topic can
miss the points of intersection.

Some said they wished there were more variety when it comes to options - improved access to private
counselling as well as group counselling, equal access to facilities that are easily differentiable between
harm reduction and sober living models, and programming that extends beyond medication compliance
to include a more holistic approach to well-being.

Skills development and networking supports were the most common responses when asked what they
would need in order to gain and maintain employment. Two respondents felt they were not capable of
working because of an injury that would prevent them from applying their labour skillset. Aside from the
financial benefits of being employed when compared to solely receiving social assistance, one respon-
dent noted indications of other benefits, such as self-purpose and increased social connections. Some
recognized that feeling connected socially, supported their overall well-being. One person mentioned
how close connections (e.g. well-known friends, family) helped them maintain a sense of grounding.
Another person noted how knowing others going through a similar situation (e.g. housing insecurity,
living outside, substance use, etc.) felt de-stigmatizing.

When asked about peer support, some participants noted a higher level of trust than might otherwise
be present. For example, when someone with similar lived experience endorses a particular program or
housing option, participants were more likely to believe and consider that information.

“Homelessness harms mental health” — Participant
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Part Four: Future Considerations

Recommendations:

The recommendations below are grounded in lived experience, combining firsthand perspectives from
individuals who have experienced or are currently experiencing unsheltered homelessness, along
with insights from employees who conducted the interviews and reviewed the content. In combination
with best practices described below, these multiple ways of knowing inform proven and innovative
approaches to work more effectively with the unsheltered population.

1. Address the prioritization of existing supported housing options for unsheltered people

The HRM Coordinated Access System (CAS) is a standardized approach used to assess, prioritize,
and match individuals experiencing homelessness with appropriate housing and support resources.
Using street outreach as a mobile access point to the CAS is a current practice of HRM based
outreach and is recommended, proven practice (OrgCode, 2022). Currently CAS is designed to
prioritize individuals based on a matrix based on household structure; families, youth or single adults.
Most participants of this survey, 75% of whom were actively staying outside at the time of
participation in this survey, were single adults. Among single adults, unsheltered homelessness
is the fifth area triaged in the consideration of services being offered. Length of homeless, including
sheltered homelessness, ethnicity, health care and fleeing violence are all areas which are prioritized
before sleeping outdoors. The result is that unsheltered people are not deemed to be the most
vulnerable. Matrix per (Affordable Housing Association of Nova Scotia, n.d.):

PRIORITIZATION MATRIX FOR
HRM COORDINATED ACCESS SYSTEM

Familias H* Indigenous  Unsheltered Flesing  Tri-Morbidities  Children in = Co-Morbiditios
&for Homelessness  Violence Care
African
Mova
Scollan
Descent

Youth CH* Indigenous Youth Tri- Flanirireg Unshaltered Aged Out of
&for - Morbidities Viokance Homelassnass Child Walfara
Adrican Aged 16-18 inte
Mova Homelessness
Scotian
Dascant

Single CH* Indigenous Tri-Morbidities — Flaaing Unshaltérad Children in  Co-Morbidities
Adults &for Viclence Homelessness Care

Adrican

Mava

Scotian

Desceant

*CH = Chronic Homelessness

People who are chronically hemeless have experienced homelessnass for a total of at least & months
{180 days) ower the past year QR they have recurrent experiences of homalessness over the past 3
years, with a cumulative duration of at least 18 months (546 days).
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We recommend transparently adjusting the matrix to reflect the urgency and harm associated with
unsheltered homelessness to ensure that people sleeping outside are not prioritized behind others who
are not sleeping outdoors.

We further recommend the review of the existing supported housing system to ensure a portion of
options are reserved for people who are sleeping outside. Individuals living outdoors are often facing the
highest health, safety, and survival risks and should be prioritized more quickly for indoor housing. Parity
of access for rehousing opportunities for those who are unsheltered is also critical to reduce unsheltered
homelessness (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2025). Further to this, in cases where chronic,
unexplained and significant vacancy exists at a program, we recommend reviewing what gaps exist and
evaluating whether current programs meet the existing demand or require modifications or resourcing.
OrgCode states “Communities will likely need to examine interim measures that provide safe, solution
focused alternatives to outdoor homelessness. More people will likely die without a response to
unsheltered homelessness that focuses on maximizing all housing opportunities.” (OrgCode, 2022, pg.
8).

While not explored here because public housing is not a common pathway utilized by those surveyed
(due to wait lists), we further recommend exploring a prioritization approach for designated units within
the public housing system to better support this population.

2. Housing First Approach

To operationalize housing focused street outreach, the philosophy of Housing First must be incorporated
into outreach policies and procedures (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2025). Housing First is
a proven, evidence-based approach that provides people experiencing homelessness with permanent
housing and access to supportive health services (Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2025).
Housing First approaches prioritize providing permanent, stable housing to individuals, including those
who experience mental health and/or addiction issues, without preconditions such as sobriety or
perceptions of “housing readiness”.

A small number of unsheltered individuals in our experience remain unsupported in the current
homelessness response system, despite their willingness and desire to go indoors. We recommend the
application of Housing First principles whereby unsheltered people are not required to move through
steps or phases to enter housing. For example, frequent movement between outdoors and shelters can
be disruptive and traumatizing for people. Transitions directly from street to housing can present fewer
barriers and greater success for individuals.

“The goal of Housing-Focused Street Outreach

is to help individuals find and maintain housing,

with robust support before and after transition”
(National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2025, pg. 38)
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Moreover, outreach teams need access to community-based health providers. Outreach can support
these initiatives by helping inform people of appointment times, making referrals, and helping bridge any
gaps in transportation or logistics. Flexible, wrap around supports are critical to support people who are
staying outside.

3. Designated Rent Supplements for Outreach Programs

While we acknowledge many unsheltered clients enter the shelter or supported housing streams,
some individuals pursue independent housing in the private market. For individuals seeking to
secure housing in the private rental market, providing portable rent supplements that can be
administered directly through outreach teams could help reduce barriers. Many individuals face
challenges completing the required paperwork to access mainstream rent supplement programs,
including delays related to tax filing, obtaining identification, and gathering other “housing-ready”
documentation. Affordability further compounds these challenges. To address this, we recommend
the introduction of a low-barrier, time-limited rent supplement for up to 12 months, approved and
administered by outreach teams based on defined criteria. Once eligibility is confirmed, agencies
would be able to access the funding directly, allowing individuals to secure housing more quickly. This
approach would create a bridge, giving clients the time needed to navigate administrative requirements
and transition to rent supplement programs once they are stabilized in housing.

4. Evaluate Existing Shelter and Supportive Housing Resources

People who are most entrenched in unsheltered homelessness tend to have more negative histories
with shelter. OrgCode (2022) recommends we resolve the systemic reasons why people do not view
shelters as viable options for them. People cannot be forced to accept services, so increasing shelter
capacity or lowering barriers to service are not enough to solve this issue. Agencies must be resourced,
trained and equipped to adequately respond to unsheltered homelessness. Some existing programs
and services may be better equipped to respond to the needs of unsheltered people if resources existed
to support these gaps. Staff are often managing a wide range of responsibilities, including cooking,
cleaning, maintaining the space, coordinating intakes and discharges, and responding to crises. They
also address issues occurring on and around the property, including interactions with individuals who
are not clients, as well as broader community concerns; all of which pull them away from direct client
engagement and housing support. When staff don’t have the time or resources to focus on housing
support, people can fall through the cracks, placements can break down, and opportunities for stability
are missed. This constant pressure also contributes to burnout, which in turn affects staff retention

and the quality of support available to clients. Investing in additional staffing, particularly with clearly
defined roles such as cooking, cleaning, maintenance, and data management, along with clearer role
definition overall and dedicated housing support, may better support both staff and clients. Appropriate
compensation to ensure these positions are not seen as “entry level” positions but rather careers is also
necessary. This approach would help strengthen pathways into permanent housing and improve staff
wellbeing and client outcomes.
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Establishing standards to ensure all shelters have access to adequate storage, private or semi-private
sleeping areas, and sufficient staffing to provide case management supports beyond daily shelter
operations is recommended. This may include options for secure storage of personal belongings, as
well as accommodations for pets (on or off site), recognizing the important role they play in many
individuals’ lives and the barriers their absence can create to accessing shelter.

The Federal Housing Advocate (2024) reported the link with growing encampments and the
inaccessibility of the emergency shelter system. Bed availability, crowding, physical and geographical
accessibility, are among challenges noted. The report further highlighted “challenges to shelter access
such as rules that restrict personal autonomy, freedom of movement, privacy, and access to friends and
family” which aligns with the findings of this survey (Human Rights Commission, 2024, pg. 16). Further,
the report acknowledged restrictive rules can be difficult for people to adapt to when they have been
living outside, where survival supersedes normalized or socialized behavior or conduct. The report
highlighted expectations of sobriety, bed checks, restricting quantities of belongings and no spaces for
pets as reasons people do not or cannot access shelters. Policies that prohibit couples from sleeping
together, faith-based programs promoting faith-based practices and general environmental factors are
also highlighted in the report (Human Rights Commission, 2024).

While many of these challenges are often discussed in the context of shelters, similar pressures exist
within supported housing environments. It is also important to reassess resourcing and supports within
supported housing sites to ensure they are adequately equipped to meet both operational demands and
client needs.

Further, OrgCode (2022) suggests day services are critical to the work of street outreach to ensure
basic needs are being met and allowing outreach teams to focus on more case management related
responses.

5. Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) team

For individuals who are prioritized yet remain unable to access support through multiple service
providers, a referral to an Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) team can offer a more responsive and
flexible approach. ACT teams are specially resourced to provide a broader range of service options and
deliver intensive, community-based support tailored to individuals with complex needs. This model can
be effective as services are typically delivered directly where individuals live and within their daily
environments.

This team structure would bring together a range of expertise such as psychiatric, clinical, social work,
rehabilitative, and peer-based roles. Having access to ACT services may be paired with a broader
continuum of supports. This includes complex housing responses (as outlined in Recommendation #6),
access to respite beds within hospital settings for individuals experiencing acute health needs, and
reserved beds within Mental Health and Addictions services for both inpatient and outpatient care.
These supports should be aligned with stable housing options during and after treatment to ensure
continuity of care and improve long-term recovery outcomes.
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6. Low-Barrier Detached, Scattered Units

Similar to models that exist for persons with disabilities, we recommend the development of a small
number of detached, community-based homes with dedicated, wraparound supports for individuals and
families who do not meet eligibility for existing programs but have complex needs. These residences
would operate within a harm-reduction framework and be supported by Assertive Community Treatment
(ACT) teams, ensuring access to intensive, mobile, interdisciplinary care. This is not a congregate
housing model, as each home would be self-contained, supporting stability, dignity, and autonomy while
enabling high levels of support in the community. Units could be strategically scattered in accessible
locations, with consideration for neighbourhood context and community integration.

Access to these units would be facilitated through the Coordinated Access System, in partnership with
referrals from Outreach teams. Short-term supports could be provided by Outreach staff for up to 90
days, with longer-term support delivered through Intensive Case Managers. In limited cases where
additional needs are identified, on-site staffing may be required, as determined collaboratively with the
Outreach and ACT team.

7. Tiny Home Communities

A Tiny Home community was established in HRM (November 2024) at a site that was formerly occupied
as an encampment. During construction, people living at the encampment were displaced from living at
this site. Once construction was completed, many original inhabitants were not prioritized for housing

at the tiny homes through the Coordinated Access System and thus could not return to this site when it
was constructed as tiny homes.

A Tiny Home site is recommended to be established at or near an existing occupied encampment
site, with priority access given to individuals who are currently unsheltered in that area. During the
construction phase, it will be important to ensure access to temporary indoor accommodations to
prevent displacement. This approach will help minimize disruption and reduce the risk of individuals
dispersing to unknown locations, making them more difficult to reconnect with and support.

Keeping the site small, geographically spaced and low barrier would allow more people with higher
acuity the opportunity to be successful in a tiny home community. Several design options could be
explored, including staffed sites as well as co-op models where people reserve some ownership rights
and responsibilities. Modular construction can expedite the development process.

Investments made into more Tiny Home options would offer affordable, dignified housing alternatives,
especially for people experiencing unsheltered homelessness. These models offer the private elements
survey respondents are referring to and come at a fraction of traditional construction costs that can be
developed reasonably quickly on available land.
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8. Data Coordination

We recommend a coordinated approach to data standards and collection approaches across
street outreach in HRM. Strengthening data collection and analysis to better understand inflow into
and outflow from unsheltered homelessness can better determine prevention measures. This includes
gaining clearer insight into why individuals are entering homelessness for the first time, being turned
away from services, or re-entering homelessness after being housed. Improving data in these areas
would allow for better identification of trends, service gaps, and systemic barriers. This would support
more informed decision-making and help ensure that resources are targeted directly to prevent
homelessness where possible and reduce returns to homelessness over time.

Access to real-time data strengthens immediate case management approaches and responses.
Enhancing coordination between outreach teams, service providers, and housing programs would help
ensure more consistent engagement, reduce service duplication, and improve pathways to housing and
supports. A more integrated approach would allow outreach to move beyond crisis response toward
sustained, person-centered support. Co-creating data standards across outreach teams is cited as a
proven practice to end unsheltered homelessness (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2025).

Conclusion:

The majority of participants interviewed reported spending at least two years or more sleeping
outside. 47% of participants also reported they did not believe they had been offered housing. The
success of outreach and the ability to meet client’s needs and expectations is highly dependent on the
greater system; when options are available that truly meet what clients are interested in, outreach teams
can be effective at facilitating these matches, bridging the gap between housing/shelter provider and the
client.

When asked what it would take to move people from outside to inside,
participants reported a need for privacy, safety and security.

These responses reflect priority areas across both shelter and housing options. The challenges and
gaps in the existing system reported by participants in this survey highlight the need for a strategic
approach to support people living outside. Accurate data that is targeted and specific allows us to
design and implement a series of solutions to address the unique and specific needs of those whose
options have been reduced to sleeping outdoors. Data collection and client case management are
areas in which current outreach providers can better work together to reduce the frequency and duration
of unsheltered homelessness. On the part of government, a willingness to invest in tailored approaches
that are both small and medium sized in scale to address a relatively small population is necessary if we
are to change the emerging landscape of unsheltered homelessness across HRM.
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Appendix A: Background Information Provided to Potential Participants

BACKGROUND

We are conducting a survey to gain a deeper understanding of the needs and preferences of
individuals who are unhoused in the Halifax Regional Municipality. Our aim is to learn from those who
have faced significant challenges in securing and maintaining housing and shelter, which has led
them to live outside, in and out of shelter facilities, in and out of housing opportunities, and in spaces
not intended for housing.

We recognize that many individuals’ experiencing homelessness faces complex issues that often
make it hard for them to find a place where they feel safe or comfortable, or where they can truly feel
at home. We understand that making decisions about shelter or housing isn’t always as simple as
choosing what is best. It's often about survival, and sometimes, there are no easy choices.

We are seeking to hear from fifty individuals who have experienced both:

1. Unsheltered homelessness - Unsheltered homelessness refers to living outside or in places
not meant for housing, such as cars, tents, on the streets, abandoned buildings, parkades etc.

2. Episodic or chronic homelessness - It is important to note that episodic homelessness refers
to individuals who experience repeated periods of homelessness. These episodes are typically
shorter in duration, often lasting less than a year, but may occur multiple times over a longer
period. On the other hand, chronic homelessness refers to individuals who have been home-
less for 6 months or longer.

Our goal is to understand the specific factors that influence individuals’ decisions around shelter and
housing. These might include concerns about privacy, location, safety, rules and restrictions, the
ability to have guests, or other personal preferences. We also want to hear about the kinds of support
services that are needed to help individuals transition from unsheltered homelessness to stable
shelter and housing.

Ultimately, this survey is about helping us understand the lived realities of unhoused individuals so
that we can better support them. We want to ensure that the services and programs that are being
designed throughout the Halifax Regional Municipality, truly meet the needs of those who face the
highest barriers to stability.

Our hope is that through this work, we can help increase the likelihood of housing acceptance, which
can ultimately lead to lasting stability and security. We will also use the insights we gather to inform
and improve existing outreach practices in the Halifax Regional Municipality. We will develop
recommendations for more coordinated, responsive efforts to support individuals with lived
experiences of unsheltered homelessness.
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TERMS OF REFERENCE

Unsheltered: Individuals who are living outside or in places not meant for housing, such as cars,
tents, on the streets, abandoned buildings, parkades etc.

Unhoused: Individuals who lack stable, permanent, housing. This includes both those living in
shelters and those who are unsheltered (living outside, cars, tents, etc.)

Episodic Homelessness: Describes individuals who experience repeated episodes of
homelessness, typically lasting less than a year, but occurring multiple times over a longer period.

Chronic Homelessness: Refers to individuals who have been continuously homeless for an
extended period, typically six months or longer.

SCREENING

Process for Identifying Potential Participants

Employees of agencies working with unsheltered individuals in the Halifax Regional Municipality

will invite potential participants directly, using their knowledge of each person’s housing history and
drawing from their current caseloads. They will screen individuals who meet the criteria for episodic or
chronic homelessness as defined above.

Once staff have identified individuals who qualify or are eligible to complete the survey, they will
obtain consent from the individual to share their name and contact information with HRM and Shelter
Nova Scotia (SNS), as HRM and SNS will be conducting the survey. Participants will be asked to
confirm their consent with a simple “yes” or “no” response to the following statement: “I consent for
my name and contact information to be shared with HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia to facilitate my
participation in the survey.”

HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia will be responsible for explaining to participants how their information
will be used and ensuring they understand that participation in the survey is voluntary. Participants will
be informed that their decision to participate will not affect the support or services they receive, and
they can choose not to participate at any time without any consequence. A Lived Experience Survey
Among Unsheltered People in Halifax Regional Municipality In partnership between Halifax Regional
Municipality and Shelter Nova Scotia

Preventing Duplication of Participants

To prevent duplication of participants, HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia (SNS) will establish a shared
tracking system. This system will be updated in real time with the names and contact information of
individuals who have been invited to participate in the survey. Both HRM and SNS staff will check this
system before reaching out to potential participants to ensure that individuals are not contacted more
than once.

33.

A Lived Experience Survey Among Unsheltered People in Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM)
A partnership project between Homelessness and Housing, HRM and Shelter Nova Scotia, 2026



Appendix B: Consent

PURPOSE

We are conducting a survey as part of our ongoing efforts to improve housing outcomes for
individuals experiencing homelessness. The goal of this survey is to gain a deeper understanding of
the needs and preferences of individuals who have faced challenges in maintaining stable housing.
Additionally, we seek to explore the support services that are necessary to help individuals transition
from homelessness to more stable housing. The data collected will be used to advocate for changes
that will influence housing and shelter program development.

WHAT IS MY ROLE AS A PARTICIPANT?

We are inviting you to participate in a confidential one-on-one interview with an interviewer who is
experienced in working with individuals facing housing instability. The development of interview
questions for this project involved consultations between individuals who work in outreach and
homelessness, and a group of individuals from the community with lived experience related to
homelessness. The interview will include 42 questions designed to better understand your
experiences with housing, the support services you have accessed, your health, any challenges
you’ve faced in maintaining housing and any experiences and thoughts you’d like to share around
being unsheltered. Following the interview, you will receive a $100.00 pre-paid Visa Gift Cards
compensation for your time. We understand there can be challenges with sharing personal
information and if at any time you feel overwhelmed or wish to stop, you can end the interview
process, withdraw from the interview, and you will still receive compensation.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS AND BENEFITS?

We do not anticipate significant risks for participants, but we recognize that sharing personal
experiences related to homelessness may draw out emotional responses. If you feel distressed
during the interview, you may stop at any time.

Possible benefits of participation include:

* Informing housing and shelter programs about the unique needs of individuals with the
highest barriers to stability.

» Helping to shape housing policies that are more inclusive and responsive to the needs of
vulnerable populations.

» Contributing to broader understandings of homelessness, which may help future advocacy
efforts and program development.

If at any point during the interview you feel uncomfortable, you are free to withdraw, and your data will
not be used. Your decision to participate will not affect the support or services you receive, and you
can choose not to participate at any time without any consequence.
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WHAT INFORMATION WILL BE COLLECTED?

In addition to the above-mentioned information, for ethical considerations, it is necessary that we
collect demographic information about you (e.g., age, gender, sexuality, Indigenous status) to better
understand the subgroups of participants who may be at greater risk of experiencing homelessness
or housing instability.

HOW WILL MY CONFIDENTIALITY BE ENSURED?

The data collected during the interview process will be coded and accessed only by the interview
team to protect the identities of participants. All information will remain confidential to individuals
within the Halifax Regional Municipality Housing and Homelessness team and Shelter Nova Scotia
Outreach Program, who will have access to the data.

WHERE WILL MY DATA BE STORED AND WHAT WILL IT BE USED FOR?

The data will be used to inform how to better support unsheltered people living in the Halifax Regional
Municipality. The interview transcripts will be stored on a password-protected computer, and the
interview surveys will be stored in locked cabinets. All data will be destroyed once the interview
process is complete

HOW CAN | RECEIVE A COPY OF THE SURVEY RESULTS?

If you would like to receive a copy of the survey results, please let us know. The survey team will
keep a list of participants interested in receiving the results and will make them available in a way that
works for you, such as by mail or in person. Paper copies can also be provided.
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CONSENT FORM

By agreeing to participate in the interview, | agree to the following:

« That | am a volunteer and can withdraw from the survey at any time and may choose not to
answer any question

« That my decision to participate will not affect the support or services | receive

« That the data will be securely stored on a password-protected computer and all data will be
destroyed once the project is complete unless otherwise consented to below (#3)

* | understand that the summarized findings will be made available to me upon request

* | have read and understand the information contained in this Consent Form

» | agree to participate

* | understand the risks and benefits of participating

+ All of my questions have been answered

To participate in A Lived Experience Survey Among Unsheltered People in Halifax Regional
Municipality, | consent to the following:

« To voluntarily participate in the interview

« To allow the interviewers to release my anonymous data to be analyzed later for this project

» To allow the presentation of the summarized findings from the study in future reports, presenta-
tions, publications, and funding applications. | will not be identified in any way

Please Check Yes or No

1. I agree that | can withdraw my participation at any time
"1 Yes
I No

2. | agree that data collected about me prior to that withdrawal, if it is anonymized and confidential,
may be used by the interviewers as part of their database.

71 Yes

"1 No

3. | consent to my data being identifiable for the purposes of housing-focused case management
within the Halifax Regional Municipality Housing and Homelessness team and Shelter Nova Scotia
Outreach Program and ensure individuals are referred to appropriate resources.
Optional: Answering “No” will not affect your ability to participate in this survey.

"1 Yes

1 No
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4. | agree to the interview being audio recorded to produce a transcription of my responses - this will
only be reviewed by the survey team.

"1 Yes

"1 No

5. | was offered a copy of this information letter and consent form to take home with me.
' Yes
1 No

By consenting to participate, | have not waived any rights to legal recourse in the event of
research-related harm.

By signing below, you confirm that the survey has been fully explained to you, in a language that you

understand, and all your questions have been answered. Please sign and date below to consent to
participate in the survey.

Name of Participant (print) Name of Interviewer (print)

Participant Signature Interviewer Signature

CONSENT INFORMATION

In accordance with Section 485 of the Municipal Government Act (MGA), any personal information
collected during this interview will only be used by municipal staff and, if necessary, individuals and/
or organizations under service contract with the Halifax Regional Municipality for purposes relating to
improving housing outcomes for individuals experiencing homelessness, informing program
development, and, with individual consent, supporting case management. Once the audio recordings
have been transcribed, the original audio files will be deleted within 48 hours. Transcripts and related
data will be securely stored for the duration of the analysis and report-writing process. After the final
report is completed and all necessary reviews are conducted, all transcripts and associated data will
be permanently deleted. Only non-personally identifiable information will be used in any reporting or
analysis.
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Appendix C: Demographics Form

Participant Information Checklist
We ask that you share this information with us because we know that some people face addition-
al challenges due to their ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. In assessing risk and barriers, we want to

gather as much information as possible to maintain accuracy. Please select all that apply to you.

Name:

Date of Birth (dd/mml/yyyy):

Age:

18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64

65 or over

O O O 0O O O°

Gender:

o Male
Female
Two Spirit
Transgender
Non-binary (Genderqueer)
Not sure
Prefer not to say
Other (not listed)

O O O OO0 O O

Sexuality:
o Straight/Heterosexual

Gay/Lesbian

Bisexual

Pansexual

Polysexual

Asexual

Not Sure

Prefer not to say

Other (not listed)

O O 0O OO O O O
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Disability:
o Vision Impairment
Deaf or hard of hearing
Mobility
Flexibility
Dexterity
Pain-related
Learning
Developmental
Memory
Mental-health related, please describe:
Other, please describe:
No
Prefer not to say

O O 0O OO OO O0OO0OO0OO0oOOo

Veteran Status:

o Veteran, Canadian Armed Forces
Former RCMP
Undeclared/Refused
Ex-Military/Not a Veteran
Not a Veteran
Other

O O O oo

Citizenship/Immigration Status:

o Canadian Citizen — Born in Canada
Canadian Citizen — Born outside of Canada
Permanent Resident/Immigrant
Refugee
Refugee Claimant
Student/Work/Visitor Visa
Undeclared
Prefer not to say
Other (not listed)

O O OO OO0 Oo0OoOo

Indigenous ldentity:
o First Nations
First Nations: Off-reserve
First Nations: On-reserve
Inuk/Inuit
Métis
Non-Indigenous
Not sure
Prefer not to say
Other 39.
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Racial Identity:
o Black (e.g., African, African Canadian, Afro-Caribbean descent)
o EastAsian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese descent)
o Latin American (e.g., Hispanic or Latin American descent)
o Middle Eastern or Arab, Persian, West Indian descent (e.g., Afghan, Egyptian, Iranian, Kurdish,
Lebanese, Turkish)
o South Asian (e.g., Bangladeshi, Indian, Indo-Caribbean, Pakistani, Sri Lankan)
o White or European Descent
o Not sure
o Prefer not to say
o Other (not listed)

Country of Birth:

Province/Territory of Birth:

City of Birth:
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Appendix D: Interview Guide

PRESCREEN

Have you experienced unsheltered homelessness in the past twelve months?
J Yes

1 No

If yes, for how long?

SURVEY QUESTIONAIRE

If participant has met the pre-screen requirements, proceed with questionnaire once the consent form
is signed. Please remind the participant they may stop the interview at any time and are free to skip

a question they do not want to answer. If the participant withdraws their consent to participate during
the interview, they will still receive their compensation at the time of interview.

Participant Name:

SECTION 1: DEMOGRAPHICS

1. Where are you currently sleeping?

1 Private housing (i.e., house or apartment)

1 Supportive housing

) Rooming house

1 Shelter

1 Couch surfing

1 Outdoors, including camping in an encampment
JInacar

1 In an abandoned structure (i.e., building or house)
1 Other, please specify:

2. Within the last 6 months, where have you slept? (Please check all that apply)
1 Private housing (i.e., house or apartment)

] Supportive housing

"1 Rooming house

1 Shelter

1 Couch surfing

1 Outdoors, including camping in an encampment

Jlnacar

1 In an abandoned structure (i.e., building or house)

1 Other, please specify:
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3. Are you currently living / staying somewhere alone?
1 Yes

"1 No

If NO, please proceed to Question 5.

4. Who are you currently staying with?
1 Family member(s)

1 Friend(s)

71 A partner / spouse / or significant other
"1 People | know well

"l People | do not know well

"1 People | do not know at all

1 Other, please specify:

5. Where in HRM are you currently living / staying?
SECTION 2: UNSHELTERED EXPERIENCES

6. In your lifetime, approximately how much time have you spent living outside (e.g., in tents,
vehicles, makeshift shelters, or unsheltered)?

1 Less than 1 month

71 1-6 months

"1 612 months

1 1-2 years

"l More than 2 years

7. In the past 12 months, approximately how much time have you spent living outside?
1 Less than 1 month

"1 1-6 months

71 6—12 months

8. Have you ever lived in a desighated encampment before? (A place where tenting is permitted)
1 YES
1 NO

9. Have you ever lived in a non-designated or “off-grid” location? (A place not meant for
living, like tents, cars, wooded areas, or abandoned buildings — without services like power,
water, or heat).

TYES

1 NO
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10. From your experience, are there benefits to living in an encampment or living outside?
Please explain.

11. How do you meet your basic needs when staying outside? (i.e.- how do you stay warm, cool,
cook, shower, launder clothes, etc.?)

12. Do you feel there is enough support and services available for people living in
encampments or outside?

1YES

1 NO*

1 NOT SURE *

If YES, proceed to Question 14.

13. If no or not sure, what supports or services do you think should be made available for
those sleeping outside? Please explain.

14. How safe do you feel when sleeping outside?
(Please select one - 1-7 Likert scale)

1 Extremely unsafe (1)

1 Very unsafe (2)

71 Alittle unsafe (3)

1 Neither safe nor unsafe (4)
71 Alittle safe (5)

1 Very safe (6)

1 Extremely safe (7)

15. What makes you feel that way about your safety when sleeping outside?
Tell us a bit more about why you chose that answer.
(e.g. other people, weather, police, location, animals, or anything else that affects how safe you feel.)
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SECTION 3: SHELTER EXPERIENCES

16. How do you typically find out about shelter options?
"1 Word of mouth

1 IA caseworker/DSP worker
1 Hospital/NSH social worker
1 Corrections social worker

"1 Housing/outreach worker

) Shelter staff

1211

I Internet

1 Social media

1 Posters/flyers

17. Are you aware of the shelter options that are currently available?
(If needed, please refer to the Resource Guide handout.)

1YES

1 NO

18. Are you currently interested in accessing any of the available shelter options?
1T YES

1 NO*

"1 NOT SURE*

* If NO or NOT SURE, proceed to Question 19

19. Why are you not interested or not sure about accessing any of the available shelter
options?

20. Have you ever stayed in a shelter?
1YES

1 NO

If YES, continue to Questions 21-26.

If NO, please only answer Questions 21 & 26.

21. What have been your experiences in getting/securing a shelter bed?
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22. Have you experienced any challenges while staying in a shelter? Think about reasons why
you may have left or not returned. (Please check all that apply)

I Privacy concerns

1 Safety concerns

1 Lack of storage for personal belongings

1 Location of shelter

1 Substance use policy

1 Curfew

"1 Pets

] Couples

1 Visitors

1 Lack of accessibility

1 Preference to stay where | am

1 Other (Please specify):

23. For each item you selected, please explain why that was a challenge for you.

24. What are some positive qualities or aspects you appreciated about any of your
experiences staying in shelter? (Please check all that apply)

"1 Food availability

1 Sense of community

] Support from staff

U Facility amenities

] Location convenient, close to other services, supports, etc.

1 Other (Please specify):
"1 There were no positive qualities about my stay in shelter

25. For each item you selected, please explain why that was important or positive for you.

26. What are some changes or improvements you would want to see happen for shelters to be
more accessible or comfortable for you in the future?

SECTION 4: HOUSING EXPERIENCES

27. How do you usually find out about current housing options?
"1 Word of mouth 211

"1 1A caseworker/DSP worker [ Internet

1 Hospital/NSH social worker [ Social media

"1 Corrections social worker 1 Posters/flyers

1 Housing/outreach worker

"1 Shelter staff
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28. Have you experienced any challenges in past housing situations? (Please explain)

29. Have you ever been removed from housing for any of the following reasons? (Please
check all that apply)

U Fixed-term lease ending

"1 Renoviction

] Eviction without proper notice under the tenancy act

30. For each reason you checked, please explain what happened if you’re comfortable
sharing.

FUTURE PROGRAMMING RECOMMENDATIONS

31. Which types of support services do you think would help you stay housed long-term, and
in what ways would they support your ability to remain housed? (Please check all that apply
and ask follow-up question to each item chosen)

1 Mental health support — How would this help you maintain stable housing?

1 Addiction support — What kind of addiction support would help, and how would it help you stay
housed long-term?

71 Employment assistance — If interested, what supports would help you gain or keep employment
and stay housed?

1 Social connections — What supports or services would help you feel supported in your community
and housing?

1 Peer support — How would support from people with lived experience help you stay housed?

1 Other (please specify): — What other supports do you feel
would make a difference, and how?

1 None of the above/prefer not to answer

32. How would you design a physical building or space that would be appealing to people

sleeping outside to move into and stay housed? (Please be as specific as possible - Think about
what would make you feel safe and comfortable, the kind of privacy you’d want, easy access to facili-
ties like kitchens and bathrooms, and spaces to connect with others or have some quiet time maybe)

33. Are there any other supports you think people would need to help move from outside into
housing?
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34. What are important factors for you when choosing a housing option?
(Please check all that apply below and explain why each is important to you):
U Privacy

1 Personal safety

1 Location

1 Ability to live with family/partners

] Ability to have visitors

1 Ability to have pets

] Substance use policies

1 Access to mental health/addiction support

1 Duration of tenancy (temporary, transitional, permanent)

1 Affordability

1 Other (please specify):

35. What are the MOST important factors for you when choosing a housing option? (Please
check all that apply below and explain why each is important to you):

U Privacy

1 Personal safety

1 Location

1 Ability to live with family/partners

] Ability to have visitors

1 Ability to have pets

] Substance use policies

1 Access to mental health/addiction support

1 Duration of tenancy (temporary, transitional, permanent)

1 Affordability

1 Other (please specify):

36. Have you ever been offered housing?

1 YES*

1 NO — Was offered but did not accept

1 NO

If YES, proceed to Question 37. If “NO — did not accept”, proceed to Question 37.

37. When you had housing, what made it successful for you?

38. What were the reasons you chose to decline a housing / shelter option in the past?
1 Housing offered didn’t meet my health or medical needs

1 Did not accommodate my disability and/or accessibility needs

1 1 do not want government/ financial support

1 | prefer to stay on the streets or in an encampment

7] Lack of mental health support services
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1 Lack of addiction support services

1 Concerns about personal safety

1 Fear of losing freedom or independence

1 Previous negative experiences in similar housing

1 Losing access to support network (friends, community, etc.)
] Mistrust of service providers

"1 No pets allowed

"1 No couples allowed

1 Prefer not to say

1 Other (please specify):

39. Are you familiar with the By Name List?
1 YES
1 NO

40. What is your impression of the By Name List?

41. If you were offered housing that met most of your needs, would you accept it?
1 YES

1 NO*

I NOT SURE*

If NO or NOT SURE, why not?

42. Is there anything else you would like us to know about unsheltered homelessness or
sleeping rough? Or anything you would like to add?
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