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Executive Summary 
Emergency shelters are seeing increasing numbers of seniors who are homeless in Metro Vancouver.  

 

One of the keys to successfully addressing this issue is ensuring that seniors are able to access housing that 

suits their needs. From interviews with 30 seniors and staff in emergency shelters, we have identified 

recommendations to ensure that housing design and operation are aligned to support seniors.  

These recommendations fall under some basic principles: 

¶ Prioritizing design that promotes the ability of seniors to achieve their personal goals 

¶ Design and operate housing that enhances the independence and self-determination of seniors 

¶ Recognize diversity in the needs and interests of seniors in housing options 

Design Recommendations 

1. Create meaningful opportunities for seniors to contribute to initial design considerations to 

ensure their needs are fully understood and met. 

2. Examine how built design will enhance or hinder residents’ capacity to achieve their goals 

and prioritize design that assists seniors to achieve their self-determined goals.  

3. Develop communal spaces that prioritise quiet relaxation and recreation away from noisier 

areas. 

4. Design communal spaces that facilitate engagement between residents. This includes the 

physical structures and availability and configuration of furniture.  

5. Deliver housing that provides gender-specific spaces and housing that does not require 

specific gender segregation.  

6. Deliver multiple forms of housing options for seniors; the choice to live communally or 

independently is beneficial for seniors.  

7. Develop supports that cater to a variety of seniors. Different supports across sites will 

increase the likelihood that each senior has an option they are happy with. 
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8. Support seniors to achieve their goals by building for community access. Staff knowledge can 

enhance community accessibility.  

9. Create partnerships with both volunteers and other community organizations. Build to 

facilitate connections with health authorities. 

Operations Recommendations 

1. Promote self-controlled access to rooms that support seniors to achieve their goals, wherever 

possible. 

2. Plan to provide time for recovery for those who have recently exited homelessness before entering 

the case management process. 

3. Ensure that caseloads are sufficiently low that staff are able to provide the necessary support for 

seniors’ needs. 

4. Provide the option for individual and staff management of medication, as health and safety allows. 

5. Develop principles that allow staff to identify issues that may place adults at risk when living 

independently.  

6. Promote choice and self-determination for seniors and seek to avoid manipulation even if it 

could be seen as in the best interests of a senior.  

7. Staff should be sensitive to the needs of seniors and seek to adapt their own behaviour and 

presentation in a way that causes seniors to feel most comfortable and supported.  

8. Identify existing or new support staff that will continue to work with the senior to establish 

as much consistency as possible in the provision of support. 

Updated Housing Framework 

In response to the findings of this report, we now present an updated housing framework 

1. Create non-institutional, community-linked housing 

The housing is non-institutional and incorporates spaces for communal activity and quiet retreat. 

The facility is well integrated with surrounding neighbourhoods. Residents participate in existing seniors’ 

organizations, networks and services. They use nearby community amenities by walking, taking 

transport or by staff assistance.  

Sites are friendly and welcoming. Rules are clearly communicated. They and any restrictions regarding 

room access and are adopted with the goal of ensuring independence, self-determination and the 

achievement of personal goals. Limitations regarding gender accommodation, pet access and others 

should vary across sites, recognizing a variety of preferences amongst seniors.  
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2. Facilitate natural supports and resident involvement 

Residents support each other to the extent that they are able, minimizing staffing costs and empowering 

residents to play important roles in each other’s lives, supported by the physical design of the building 

and furniture arrangement. This approach includes mentoring and buddy systems. Friends, family and 

volunteers from the broader community also provide support to residents. Community partnerships 

with local organizations complement peer resources. For example, local seniors’ services help link 

residents to volunteer drivers.   

Residents are meaningfully involved, including, where possible, in the design of the building to ensure 

that their needs are fully understood and building design choices prioritize seniors achieving their 

personal goals. They play important roles in supporting each other and contributing to their community. 

Staff behaviour promotes choice and self-determination for seniors, and seeks to avoid manipulation of 

seniors, even when such actions could be thought in their best interest. They cooperatively participate 

in housing management.  

3. Build in food security 

Options are available in terms of food and meals.  

For seniors who would prefer, housing sites have food gardens and community kitchen facilities (in 

addition to private kitchens), so that residents can support and learn from each other. Residents 

develop skills in shopping for and preparing high quality, less processed foods. They gain ability to meet 

unique dietary requirements. Overall, residents meet their own nutritional needs instead of relying on 

staff for food preparation and clean up.  

Other sites provide prepared meals with options that promote seniors traveling within the community 

to meet their appointments (flexible meal times, packed meals or saved meals). Dietary considerations 

are managed in the preparation of meals.  

4. Recognize and celebrate residents’ cultural heritage 

Residents host culturally specific annual celebrations, ethnic meals, storytelling, etc. Guest speakers, 

video viewings, field trips and other activities also support cultural learning. Creating opportunities for 

recognition and celebration of the cultural heritage of various residents, be they of First Nations or other 

backgrounds, is a powerful way to build respect and connection.  

5. Promote wellness and active living 

Residents encourage and support each other to participate in disease prevention and a variety of 

physical activities. For example, weekly field trips provide access to nature walks and easy hikes. 

Residents have access to a variety of complementary health and wellness modalities, on and off site. 

Participation in these activities is supported by staff knowledge of the community. Access to these 

activities is supported by the facility’s pre-planned location in the community.  

6. Provide care onsite and supports as needed 

Primary health care services are provided onsite as appropriate and feasible, through partnership with 

health authorities. These services help with a range of medical needs, including effective management 

of medications (with choice about who is responsible for the storage and management). Counselling 

services and healing opportunities such as art therapy and music therapy are available, as feasible. In 

general, supports are developed that cater to a variety of seniors’ needs.  
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Operating agencies provide variable levels of staff support on site, optimized to uphold safety. Sites with 

“low barrier” access criteria have higher staffing levels and are managed according to behavioural 

guidelines. In larger communities, there are “higher barrier” sites that cater to those who wish to sustain 

clean and sober living. Staffing models support relatively low staff to resident ratios to allow sufficient 

time spent with each senior. Staff adapt their own presentation to the needs of seniors. Newly housed 

seniors are given ample time to recover from their experienced trauma before they are expected to 

participate in case management. Wherever possible, staff support is consistent and seniors do not have 

to move from staff to staff.  

Where possible, options for both communal and independent living are available for seniors. Support for 

seniors in scattered sites is provided by outreach. Operational protocols exist to facilitate initial risks 

assessments of seniors’ safety in independent living.   

7. Charge rent geared to income 

Rent levels are set on a sliding scale, depending on resident income and ability to pay. Rent is 

determined based on 30% of gross income. Community agencies owning and operating the housing sites 

use standard income verification procedures as do housing cooperatives. Agencies ensure that 

increasing operating costs can be sustained even if rental income does not substantially increase. 
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Introduction 
The Greater Vancouver Shelter Strategy (GVSS) has 

delivered a Homeless Seniors Community of Practice (CoP) 

since 2012, in response to the increasing number of seniors 

that in shelters and outreach services across Metro 

Vancouver.  

The CoP identifies seniors as those who are 50 years or 

older. This younger categorization recognizes that the 

experience of poverty and homelessness can substantially 

impact the experience of aging. Many homeless seniors 

experience the same health, mental health, job prospect 

and other challenges as those up to 15 years their senior.1 

Background 

The CoP developed a Housing Framework to guide the 

development of housing for seniors who have experienced 

homelessness2 with seven Preferred Practices for Housing 

Sites. This framework was developed in the light of CoP 

dialogue sessions recommendations3 and a literature 

review4 that was conducted by GVSS. To further strengthen 

the framework recommendations, a series of interviews 

were conducted with seniors experiencing homelessness. 

They were asked about their accommodation needs as well 

as the factors that are associated with the ability to maintain 

housing.  

This report outlines these enhancements and makes a call 

for action to those involved in the creation of housing for 

vulnerable seniors.  

  

                                                           
1 Bottomley, M. (2001). Health care and homeless older adults. Top Geriatric Rehabilitation Series. 17(1), 1–21.; 
Thomas, B. (2011). Homelessness: A silent killer. University of Sheffield.; Waldbrook, N. A. (2013). Homelessness, Stable 
Housing, and Opportunities for Healthy Aging: Exploring the Relationships. Queen’s University. 
2 Greater Vancouver Shelter Strategy. (2013). Housing Framework for Accommodating Older Adults Who Have Faced 
Homelessness. http://gvss.ca/PDF-2014/Housing%20Framework%20Dec%2020%202013.pdf.  
3 Greater Vancouver Shelter Strategy. (2013). Towards Aging in Place: Report of Initial Results from the Homeless 
Seniors Community of Practice. http://gvss.ca/PDF-2013/Towards%20Aging%20In%20Place%20-
%20Homeless%20Seniors%20Report%20Feb%20%202013.pdf.  
4 Greater Vancouver Shelter Strategy. (2013). Sheltering Homeless Seniors Literature Review. http://gvss.ca/PDF-
2013/Sheltering%20Homeless%20Seniors%20Lit%20Review%20Dec%202013.pdf.  

Preferred Practices for 
Housing Sites 

1. Create non-institutional, 

community-linked housing 

2. Facilitate natural supports 

and resident involvement 

3. Build in food security 

4. Recognize and celebrate 

residents’ cultural heritage 

5. Promote wellness and 

active living 

6. Provide care onsite and 

supports as needed 

7. Charge rent geared to 

income 

 

 

http://gvss.ca/PDF-2014/Housing%20Framework%20Dec%2020%202013.pdf
http://gvss.ca/PDF-2013/Towards%20Aging%20In%20Place%20-%20Homeless%20Seniors%20Report%20Feb%20%202013.pdf
http://gvss.ca/PDF-2013/Towards%20Aging%20In%20Place%20-%20Homeless%20Seniors%20Report%20Feb%20%202013.pdf
http://gvss.ca/PDF-2013/Sheltering%20Homeless%20Seniors%20Lit%20Review%20Dec%202013.pdf
http://gvss.ca/PDF-2013/Sheltering%20Homeless%20Seniors%20Lit%20Review%20Dec%202013.pdf
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Research Methodology 

Previous research conducted by the CoP contained in the Aging in Place report and the Literature Review was 

consulted as well as input from the Older Adults Shelter Working Group and a responses of seniors and staff 

of emergency shelters with regards to seniors sheltering. These resources informed the development of two 

surveys, one targeted for seniors and one targeted for shelter staff. In person interviews with 15 staff and 15 

seniors were conducted in 5 shelters across Metro Vancouver. Participants were appropriately informed of 

their rights with regards to participation and confidentiality and seniors were provided with a small 

honourarium to recognize their contribution to the study.  

 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed and then independently coded to identify themes found within 

the interviews. The results of the independent coding were collated to confirm theme identification amongst 

the coders. Final analysis categorized themes into broad headings of design, operation and transition to 

housing and these findings were compared to the original recommendations of the Housing Framework.  

x 15 

x 15 

Seniors Survey 

1. Why did you choose this shelter over others? 
2. Can you think about other places you need to get to in your day? What are those places?  

Á How easy is it for you to get to those places from here? 
3. How easy is it to get around the shelter?  
4. Do you have any health needs that the shelter is able to help you with and how do they do that? 
5. Do you have any health needs that the shelter is unable to help you with? 

Á What would you need to feel supported? 
6. Do you feel that you have control or influence over when you are able to access the shelter and the 

place that you sleep? 
Á If you do, how is the shelter doing this? 
Á If they don’t, what could they change? 

7. Are you allowed to personalize the space in any way? 
8. If you feel that your safety is threatened in the shelter do you feel you can ask for support? 

Á If no, what does that  
Á If yes, how did they support you? 

9. When you’re thinking about moving away from the shelter, are you ever concerned about being 
lonely or isolated?  
Á What do you think you would need to not feel lonely or isolated? 

10. When you think about the support that the staff provides to you  
Á What works for you? 
Á What doesn’t? 

11. Thinking about your experience here, what could have been done differently to make it better for 
you? 

12. Is there anything you would like to add? 
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Target Population Need 

Service providers report that homelessness for seniors has been on the rise in Metro Vancouver for many 

years. These reports are confirmed by both point in time homeless count information and shelter stay 

statistics. 

 

In 2002 a total of 1,121 individuals experiencing homelessness were identified within Metro Vancouver5. Of 

those who provided information about their age, 37 were 55 to 64 years of age (3%) and 14 were 65 years or 

older (1%). In 2014, out of a total of 2,777 individuals identified, these figures rose to 281 who were 55 to 64 

years of age (14%) and 90 who were 65 or older (4%). These figures indicate that the numbers of seniors 

                                                           
5 Greater Vancouver Regional Steering Committee on Homelessness. (2014). Results of the 2014 Homeless Count in the 
Metro Vancouver Region. http://stophomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Results-of-the-2014-Metro-
Vancouver-Homeless-Count.pdf.  
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Staff Survey 

1. Can you tell me about the demographics of the seniors using the shelter? 
i. What specific needs do they have? 

2. What changes in the shelter have been made to better accommodate older adults?  

i. Has this impacted your workload?  

ii. Have you noticed an impact on older adults? 

3. How frequently are the services accessed? 
4. Are there times when the needs of your clients are outside the capacity of the shelter? 

i. What are the types of needs? 
ii. Do you have any strategies to better support clients with these needs? 

5. Are there differences in how you work with older adults compared to other shelter users?  What 
are they? 

6. Do you have any strategies for successfully transitioning older adults into housing while avoiding 
isolation? 

7. Is there anything you would like to add? 

 

http://stophomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Results-of-the-2014-Metro-Vancouver-Homeless-Count.pdf
http://stophomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Results-of-the-2014-Metro-Vancouver-Homeless-Count.pdf
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experiencing homelessness in Metro Vancouver is increasing at a rate faster than that found within the wider 

homelessness population.  

Shelter stay data in Metro Vancouver also indicate an increase in seniors’ homelessness6. The percentage of 

stays of those 55 and older increased from 11% in 2011-12 to 16% in 2013-14.  

 

When seniors stay in shelters, they also typically stay longer than younger shelter users. These figures 

suggest that shelters experience greater challenges in housing seniors.6   

 

Shelters also indicate concerning numbers of what are often called ‘newly homeless’ seniors. These are 

seniors who have become homeless after being housed. Some of these seniors have raised families, worked 

and owned or rented their homes prior to becoming homeless.  

Records of new client records in shelters (the same person may be counted more than once if they stay in 

more than one shelter) show concerning numbers of newly homeless seniors (homeless for 6 months or less 

when entering the shelter) within Metro Vancouver shelters6. Unfortunately, only two years of reliable data 

is available for this statistic, preventing any discussion of trends.  

                                                           
6 Source: BC Housing, Homelessness Services System, Webfocus HSSCLN001, January 2015 snapshot 
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These figures combine to present a strong case for the need for effective supports for seniors when 

considering available housing and transition to housing. Increasing numbers of homeless seniors indicate a 

need for additional housing and greater lengths of stay in shelters suggest the need for housing that is suited 

to the needs of seniors to support quick transitions out of homelessness when this occurs.  
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Design Considerations 
Involvement of Seniors 

While the Housing 

Framework recommends 

involvement of seniors 

within the operations of 

housing, interviews with 

homeless seniors suggest 

that involvement is best 

commenced much earlier.  

Even though seniors’ accommodation is typically designed with accessibility considerations in mind, seniors 

identified some limitations that can be present in these considerations. 

Area Concern Impact on Seniors 

Doors Security equipped doors are heavy and 
difficult to open 

Seniors may be less inclined to leave the 
building  

 Automatic door buttons present on lower 
floors only 

Seniors in scooters/wheelchairs have 
decreased mobility  

Elevators Access requires staff involvement Seniors experience a loss of agency in 
their residence 

 

Involvement of seniors in the initial stages of design can help to avoid these and other concerns by allowing 

seniors to communicate how they use spaces. Involving seniors ensures that design takes the perspective of 

those who will use the space rather than that of people imagining how seniors will use the space.  

Design limitations can also impact seniors’ wellbeing when issues such as accessibility limit their capacity to 

achieve their own goals. In the above examples, a senior who does not feel confident independently 

navigating their residence is less likely to venture into other areas of the building or go outside. This may 

result in them being less likely to participate in community activities or make and meet appointments outside 

the facility.   

Recommendations 

1. Create meaningful opportunities for seniors to contribute to initial design considerations to 

ensure their needs are fully understood and met. 

2. Examine how built design will enhance or hinder residents’ capacity to achieve their goals 

and prioritize design that assists seniors to achieve their self-determined goals.  

 

  

Housing Framework Practice: Facilitate resident involvement  

Residents support each other, empowering residents to play 

an important role in each other’s lives.  
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Creating Space Ownership 

Seniors identified that spaces 

that are designated as ‘quiet 

spaces’ can contribute to their 

health and wellbeing in 

housing. While individual 

rooms do provide some 

opportunity for individuals to 

create a quiet space within 

their own apartments, the value of participating within the residential community suggests that common 

quiet spaces are also important.  

Key considerations include space that is free from substantial 

noise while supporting participation in quiet activity. This 

particularly contrasts spaces that include televisions; constant 

noise in common areas can be disturbing to some residents. 

Activities that may be appropriate in a quiet space include 

reading, puzzles, quiet card games and crafts.  

 

In addition to quiet spaces, spaces can be designed to facilitate mutual support between residents. 

Interviews with facility staff 

suggested that common areas 

that promote engagement 

encourage residents to start 

conversations with each other. 

These conversations can often 

develop into sharing of 

knowledge about navigating 

the community, problem solving issues together and generally create a space where an individual feels 

welcome within the community. Staff can also facilitate the development of mutual support by intentional 

arrangement of furniture that encourages engagement between residents.  

Recommendations 

1. Develop communal spaces that prioritise quiet relaxation and recreation away from noisier 

areas. 

2. Design communal spaces that facilitate engagement between residents. This includes the 

physical structures and availability and configuration of furniture.  

 

  

Housing Framework Practice: Create non-institutional housing  

Housing is non-institutional and sites are welcoming and 

friendly.  

“Oh that garbage. And that 

[blank] football! The hockey I 

don’t mind but the football! I 

see another football, I’m going 

to throw the TV out! It gets so 

tiring after a while.” 

Housing Framework Practice: Facilitate natural supports  

Residents support each other to the extent that they are able. 

This approach includes mentoring and buddy systems.  
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Diversity in Delivery 

Interviews with seniors clearly demonstrated that optimal service delivery is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach. 

The needs of seniors differ in terms of who they would like to live with, where they want to live and available 

supports. These findings develop on the initial recommendations of the Housing Framework – effective 

housing for seniors requires multiple options with different characteristics to best serve the varying needs of 

seniors.  

Seniors recognized that 

gendered spaces can be 

important for promoting 

safety for some 

individuals. When 

considering gendered 

spaces, options may 

include dedicated facilities, segregated floors for men and women or gender specific common areas. Again, 

the ability to manage the needs of all individuals must be recognized. Strong distinctions between which 

genders can be served can limit the ability to access the service by couples, those who are trans* or those 

who wish to easily interact with many in the community, regardless of gender.  

The current Housing Framework promotes a communal living arrangement in larger city centres, as it can be 

supported, and recommends supporting seniors in smaller communities in a scattered site model, due to 

perceived limits in options. However, feedback from seniors suggests that these differences in housing type 

should not be determined by city size. Instead, the availability of both communal options and scattered site 

options increases capacity to best support all seniors. Some seniors have lived by themselves for most of 

their lives and appreciate the independence, quietness and control of their space that scattered sites 

provide. Others greatly value the ‘ready-made’ community that is provided in a communal setting. They can 

easily meet friends and build relationships with those who are already in the building.  

When considering the benefits of communal and scattered site 

service delivery, cost efficiency is a consideration. It can appear 

easier to deliver service to high needs individuals when 

supports are on site therefore easily accessible. However, 

developments in the Housing First paradigm have 

demonstrated that high intensity 24/7 support can be delivered 

in a scattered site modality. Mobile supports provide the ability 

for seniors to change their housing arrangements while 

maintaining the supports as they move. Again, the development of housing options should prioritize 

implementation that helps seniors best achieve their own goals. Many seniors identified that they were 

happy to live on their own, rather than in a communal setting and appreciated the independence that this 

provided.  

  

Housing Framework Practice: Provide supports as needed  

Operating agencies provide variable levels of staff support on 

site, optimized to uphold safety.  

On living alone: “That doesn’t 

bother me. I’ll make friends 

easy. I like being on my own, 

doing things, watching the TV 

channel I want to watch.” 
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Seniors identified that 

pre-prepared meals were 

attractive in considering 

their housing options 

(While recognizing that 

some may appreciate 

independent cooking). Not needing to cook supports seniors with mobility issues (both in navigating a 

kitchen and purchasing groceries) and can increase safety if forgetfulness can increase the risk of using a 

stove. Common areas for dining also facilitates engagement within the community.  

While seniors appreciated prepared meals, they also valued flexibility in when they would eat. Flexible meal 

times, the ability to have a meal saved or to take food to go supported seniors to be active in the community 

so that they didn’t have to choose between making an appointment and having a meal at the scheduled 

time.  

The ability to cater to dietary considerations is also necessary in delivering accommodation to seniors. Aging 

is associated with a change in dietary requirements and can also be associated with difficulties in chewing or 

other dietary considerations. When meals are prepared in-house and cater to dietary considerations, seniors 

do not need to worry about managing their meals to ensure their health.  

Support Recommendation Impact on Seniors 

Food Provide flexibility in meal times and cater 
to dietary restrictions and preferences 

Increases autonomy for seniors  
Enhances health of seniors  

Pets Develop buildings and spaces that are pet 
friendly but also have spaces that restrict 
pets 

Seniors can receive the support they need 
but don’t have their accommodation 
compromise health or safety  

 

Pets are often identified as a beneficial component in 

accommodation for seniors. However, interviews with seniors 

revealed that while the ability to accommodate pets was 

essential for some, other did not feel that pets contributed to a 

safe environment. This insight reminds that while removing 

restrictions that limit access to can increase accessibility for 

some, it can limit others at the same time. This principle can be 

applied to many considerations that are associated with ‘rules’ 

around acceptable practices within a building. Both ‘low barrier’ 

and ‘high barrier’ approaches are necessary to ensure that all 

seniors have a place that they feel is safe and easily accessible.  

Recommendations 

1. Deliver housing that provides gender-specific spaces and housing that does not require 

specific gender segregation.  

2. Deliver multiple forms of housing options for seniors; the choice to live communally or 

independently is beneficial for seniors.  

3. Develop supports that cater to a variety of seniors. Different supports across sites will 

increase the likelihood that each senior has an option they are happy with.  

Housing Framework Practice: Build in food security  

Housing sites have community kitchen facilities.  

“But they’ve got the feeling 

like they should have dogs in 

here – they shouldn’t have 

dogs in here... I don’t know 

what they are thinking, I don’t 

know who came up with that 

idea, get rid of that idea.” 
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Supporting Community Engagement 

Seniors identified that 

accessibility of 

community supports was 

integral to their housing 

security and their ability 

to achieve their personal 

goals. Accessibility 

included access public 

transit and community services within walking distance of the facility. Staff identified that walking or catching 

transit to key locations meant that seniors were more likely to make their appointments and also reduced 

the demand on staff time in providing individual escorts through the community. Staff are also able to 

support community accessibility through simple practices such as regular postings of available community 

activities and a regularly updated knowledge of local opportunities for seniors. It was also recognized that 

the ability for staff to supplement public transport with use of a facility owned vehicle further enhanced the 

ability for residents to engage with their community.  

Cost considerations must be balanced in developing housing 

where the community is accessible. Easy access to public 

transport and community walkability are typically associated 

with increased property values, requiring that service providers 

ensure that they can provide a service that is affordable to 

seniors while still valuing community accessibility.  

Community engagement is also supported by bringing the 

community into the facility. This includes the use of community 

volunteers to run activities and engage with residents as well as bringing in service providers that might 

otherwise be challenging for seniors to access.  

Seniors valued participation in activities that were run in the facility. They appreciated the opportunity to 

spend time in activity as well as the social opportunities. Partnership with health authorities to provide in-

house access to health care was identified as critical in delivering successful accommodation for vulnerable 

seniors. Therefore, 

planning housing 

locations to assist in 

building these 

partnerships will 

enhance service for 

seniors.  

  

Housing Framework Practice: Create community-linked housing  

Residents participate in existing seniors’ organizations, 

networks and services. They use nearby community amenities.  

Housing Framework Practice: Provide care and supports onsite 

Services are provided onsite as appropriate and feasible, 

through partnerships.  

 

“The women that come in … on 

Fridays, the first time they 

came we played this weird kind 

of Pictionary and we laughed 

and laughed. Oh my god, it was 

so funny. I love laughing.” 

Housing Framework Practice: Promote wellness and active 

living 

Residents have access to a variety of complementary health 

and wellness modalities, on and off site. 

 



Greater Vancouver Shelter Strategy Seniors Housing Recommendations Page | 17 
 

Recommendations 

1. Support seniors to achieve their goals by building for community access. Staff knowledge can 

enhance community accessibility.  

2. Create partnerships with both volunteers and other community organizations. Build to 

facilitate connections with health authorities.  

Recommendation Summary 

Support for the Housing Framework 

As a whole, the findings of the interviews conducted with homeless seniors supported the recommendations 

made by the original Housing Framework. Of the seven major recommendations, only two were not clearly 

identified in the overall interview findings. These were: 

1. Recognize and celebrate resident’s cultural heritage 

2. Charge rent geared to income 

The absence of any reference to ‘rent geared to income’ was relatively unsurprising as the interviews were 

conducted with seniors in shelters and research questions were more focused on supportive practices rather 

than financial management. That being said, a key issue for those who are ‘newly homeless’ is housing 

affordability and this will be discussed further in the Enhanced Recommendations section of this report.  

When considering the absence of specific reference to recognition of cultural heritage, a number of factors 

may have influenced this outcome. Due to the smaller number of seniors interviewed, no effort was made to 

select participants based on cultural heritage or ethnicity. It was recognized that there was not the capacity 

to ensure a representative presentation of any particular cultural background and so this focus was 

intentionally excluded. As such there is no way to confirm the cultural backgrounds of the interview 

participants and this absence may be due to a lack of cultural diversity in those interviewed. It is also 

recognized that the research questions did not include a specific reference to cultural heritage and only 

made a general reference to supports. This may have been insufficient to prompt considerations of cultural 

heritage.  

While this is the case, the findings of the interviews do not provide any real contradiction to the 

recommendation of recognizing and celebrating residents’ cultural heritage. Indeed, the findings that ‘one 

size does not fit all’ in delivery of supports promotes an individualized approach in the delivery of supports. 

This provides ample space for the recognition of cultural heritage and as such, this recommendation is 

retained with the framework.  
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Relationship to the Housing Framework 

Preferred Practice Report Recommendation 

Create non-institutional, 
community-linked housing 

Á Examine how built design will enhance or hinder 
residents’ capacity to achieve their goals and prioritize 
design that assists seniors to achieve their self-
determined goals 
Á Develop communal spaces that prioritize quiet 

relaxation and recreation away from noisier areas 
Á Deliver housing that provides gender-specific spaces and 

housing that does not require specific gender 
segregation 

Facilitate natural supports and 
resident involvement 

Á Create meaningful opportunities for seniors to 
contribute to initial design considerations to ensure their 
needs are fully understood and met 
Á Design communal spaces that facilitate engagement 

between residents. This includes the physical structures 
and availability and configuration of furniture 

Build in food security Á Provide flexibility in meal times and cater to dietary 
restrictions and preferences 

Recognize and celebrate 
residents’ cultural heritage 

 

Promote wellness and active 
living 

Á Support seniors to achieve their goals by building for 
community access; staff knowledge can enhance 
community accessibility 

Provide care onsite and 
supports as needed 

Á Deliver multiple forms of housing options for seniors; 
the choice to live communally or independently is 
beneficial for seniors 
Á Develop supports that cater to a variety of seniors; 

different supports across sites will increase the 
likelihood that each senior has an option they are happy 
with 
Á Create partnerships with both volunteers and other 

community organizations; build to facilitate connections 
with health authorities 

Charge rent geared to income  
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Operational Considerations 
Self-Determination – Independence – Choice 

When housing vulnerable populations there can be a tendency, often in an effort to prioritize safety, to 

establish controls that restrict the autonomy of individuals. While these initiatives are regularly made with 

residents’ interests in mind, it is important to recognize that such restrictions are not without their own 

costs. When organizations impose outside controls they can limit autonomy; reducing learning opportunities, 

decreasing belief that one can control changes in their life, and 

creating feelings of disempowerment. Obviously, safety cannot be 

ignored, and some controls are necessary when managing large 

communities of people. However, each decision should be 

examined to understand not just the safety risks but how these 

actions inform an individual of their own independence and their 

capacity to make their own decisions to achieve their goals.  

Facility Access 

Facility access can be limited when certain areas are locked access and staff 

must be asked for access. This can discourage seniors from accessing this 

area. If the space is designed to support seniors, such as quiet spaces, 

recreational spaces or others, then this can limit the capacity of seniors to 

achieve their goals. If they have to ask to access they area, they may be less 

inclined to do so. As such, determining access to support rooms should 

consider the ability to support seniors in achieving their goals as well as other 

considerations such as safety.  

Case Management Expectations 

When housing individuals who have recently left homelessness, organizations employ a trauma-informed 

perspective on practice. Staff identified that the process 

leading to homelessness can be incredibly traumatic for 

seniors. If participation in case management is part of the 

housing situation, it is recommended that seniors be given 

the time that they need to settle and recover before 

commencing focused case management.   

Case management with seniors was also takes longer. This is 

due to a combination of seniors often preferring a slower 

pace in making decisions, the likelihood that seniors often experience increased needs and complications, 

and the fact that seniors can also experience cognitive difficulties that can further increase the time needed 

in case management. This increased length of time will also impact the case load that can be effectively 

managed by a case manager – caseloads should be reduced compared to that which can be managed for a 

general adult case load.  

  

“They get shaken up; it takes 

them a while to recover, is the 

best way to describe it, both 

emotionally, and resource-wise.” 

DO NOT 

ENTER 

Autonomy Safety 
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Medication Management  

Older adults recognize that the control of medication can be associated with safety within 

the facility. Some also appreciate the opportunity to receive assistance in obtaining and 

remembering to take their medication. However, other seniors also identified that staff 

controlling their medication could limit their ability to engage in daily activities (if the time 

when the staff will distribute their medication conflicts with the activity). Once again, medication 

management should seek to balance the ability to ensure the health and safety of all residents while also 

honouring the desire for independence.  

Independent Living 

Safety is also a consideration in the delivery of scattered site housing for seniors. If seniors experience 

dementia and other cognitive impairments, independent living may not be a safe option. Staff should be 

skilled in identifying concerns that may need further medical assessment. The Adult Guardianship Act (AGA)7 

provides a strong framework for informing such decisions while balancing the dignity of the senior with the 

following principles: 

Á Adults are presumed capable 

Á Least intrusive but most effective care 

Á Autonomy and self-determination 

The AGA applies when one or more of the following are present: 

Á Physical restraint 

Á A physical handicap that limits the ability to seek help, or 

Á An illness, disease, injury or other condition that affects their ability to make decisions about 

abuse or neglect 

Organizations are recommended to use the principles and practices established within the AGA to inform the 

development of their own practices in managing seniors’ safety in housing.  

Recommendations 

1. Promote self-controlled access to rooms that support seniors to achieve their goals, wherever 

possible. 

2. Plan to provide time for recovery for those who have recently exited homelessness before entering 

the case management process. 

3. Ensure that caseloads are sufficiently low that staff are able to provide the necessary support for 

seniors’ needs. 

4. Provide the option for individual and staff management of medication, as health and safety allows. 

5. Develop principles that allow staff to identify issues that may place adults at risk when living 

independently.  

                                                           
7 http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/96006_01  

http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/96006_01
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Staffing Characteristics 

Seniors identified a number of staff characteristics that helped them feel that they were effectively 

supported by staff. It is recognized that many of these characteristics are not unique to seniors’ preferences 

in staff. However, these are the characteristics that they prioritized.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Not Coercive 

Staff coercion is less likely to occur in a deliberate or malicious manner and instead often occurs under well-

intentioned circumstances. Coercion occurs when access to resources or opportunities is tied to behavioural 

adherence that is not related to the resource. For example, staff could provide bus tickets to travel to 

appointments in return for a senior taking their prescribed medication. Coercion can be incredibly subtle at 

times and can be intended to push towards an outcome that is beneficial for the senior. It is important to 

recognize that such coercion limits a senior’s capacity to make their own decisions and be comfortable in 

having choice and power over their own life.  

  

“You know, nobody’s telling me I can’t, you know. Everything I’m 

doing is because I want it.” 

 

Not Coercive 

“Well, they have manners, they have feelings and they’re 

interested. So even the people that are mopping the floors, still, 

have manners, politeness, so forth.” 

Polite 

“But here, like [staff] and that, it’s family. It’s all joking with [staff] 

and I know right around the clock all of the staff, from the 

custodians, to you name it and they’re all my friends .” 

Approachable 

“That’s what surprised me the most, was the, willingness to, to 

put out so much you know… and never complaining about it or 

anything like that, you know.” 

Willing 

“I can change my diction, my vocabulary so it can suit what 

somebody needs… it just allows me to modify my behaviour in 

conjunction… which hopefully makes them more comfortable.” 

Adaptable 

“They’re not gonna open up to everybody all the time, like you 

can’t pass them on to somebody, say, this is your new worker, 

right, they’re gonna look at you like you’ve abandoned them.” 

Consistency 
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Polite 

Seniors valued simple courtesies from staff of please, thank you and other simple formalities. It is important 

to recognize that the exact nature of how each senior understands politeness will likely differ. Staff should be 

sensitive to how each senior would prefer to be treated.  

Approachable 

Seniors’ belief that staff are approachable is often related to their responsiveness. Seniors identified that 

knowing staff were available if needed, even if they had no self-identified need for assistance, was incredibly 

comforting. Seniors also expected that staff would demonstrate an attentiveness to concerns that they 

brought forward. When seniors saw that nothing appeared to happen in response to their concerns they 

were less likely to approach staff in the future. This situation can be addressed by taking time to explain as 

much as appropriate to seniors about what will be done to address their concern, even if it is in generic 

terms.  

Willing 

Seniors are also perceptive to those who are ready to help them. This highlights the need for staff serving 

seniors to be mindful of burnout. If feelings of burnout are resulting in staff being less accommodating or 

quick in their support of seniors, seniors may be less likely to ask for the help that they need.  

Adaptable 

Staff identified that they needed to be adaptable in their inter-personnel skills to effectively serve seniors. 

This could include changes in vocabulary, physical touch used, topics of conversion, tone and others. This 

capability enhances the ability of the staff to show previously mentioned characteristics such as politeness 

and approachability.  

Consistency 

Staff identified that seniors did not do well when they were required to transition from one staff person to 

another on a regular basis. Organizations are recommended to plan staffing plans that allow seniors to 

maintain contact with the same personnel throughout their residency. It is recognized that some staff roles 

may require a regular change in staff and so it is key to identify what positions are most likely to be 

consistent and seek to establish those relationships early in the residency. Maintaining connections with 

previous supports are another way that this can be supported, an example of such support could be a family 

doctor.  

Recommendations 

1. Promote choice and self-determination for seniors and seek to avoid manipulation even if it 

could be seen as in the best interests of a senior.  

2. Staff should be sensitive to the needs of seniors and seek to adapt their own behaviour and 

presentation in a way that causes seniors to feel most comfortable and supported.  

3. Identify existing or new support staff that will continue to work with the senior to establish 

as much consistency as possible in the provision of support.  
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Recommendation Summary 

Relationship to the Housing Framework 

Preferred Practice Report Recommendation 

Create non-institutional, 
community-linked housing 

Á Promote self-controlled access to rooms that support 
seniors to achieve their goals, wherever possible 
Á  

Facilitate natural supports and 
resident involvement 

Á Promote choice and self-determination for seniors and 
seek to avoid manipulation even if it could be seen as in 
the best interests of a senior  

Build in food security  

Recognize and celebrate 
residents’ cultural heritage 

 

Promote wellness and active 
living 

 

Provide care onsite and 
supports as needed 

Á Staff should be sensitive to the needs of seniors and 
seek to adapt their own behaviour and presentation in a 
way that causes seniors to feel most comfortable and 
supported 
Á Plan to provide time for recovery for those who have 

recently exited homelessness before entering the case 
management process 
Á Ensure that caseloads are sufficiently low that staff are 

able to provide the necessary support for seniors’ needs 
Á Provide the option for individual and staff management 

of medication, as health and safety allows 
Á Identify existing or new support staff that will continue 

to work with the senior to establish as much consistency 
as possible in the provision of support 
Á Develop principles that allow staff to identify issues that 

may place adults as risk when living independently 

Charge rent geared to income  
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Enhanced Recommendations 
Connection to Shelter 

One of the findings of the interviews was that a number of seniors had left existing housing to stay in the 

shelter or had returned to the shelter after having found housing. This finding suggests that while a shelter is 

not typically considered optimal accommodation for a senior, there are elements of the shelter that appear 

to be attractive to seniors. It is therefore important to understand which elements of the shelter 

environment are attractive to seniors and seek to incorporate them in housing options. As the current 

research did not focus on this question, further examination is required, however, the following preliminary 

findings were identified. 

Characteristic Implications 

24/7 Staff Availability Seniors have easy access to staff support whenever they need it, including in 
the middle of the night. This means that they can receive support with 
connection to resources but also general companionship. 

Caring Connections Often individuals who have been homeless for a long period of time have lost 
many of the typical supportive relationships. Some seniors identified the 
shelter as the first place that they had felt ‘home’ in a long time. They 
typically attributed this to the relationships that they built with staff; 
sometimes their first experience of receiving care and value in many years.  

Prepared Meals Regular meals mean that seniors receive the nutrition that they need to stay 
healthy and have less pressure to manage finances to ensure that they have 
enough food. Communal eating areas also support community engagement.  

Ready-Made Community Shelters regularly have multiple communal areas that assist in 
accommodating large number of individuals. These spaces facilitate the 
development of community and also mean that seniors can develop a broad 
range of friendships without having to leave their accommodation. Seniors 
often stay in shelters for increased periods of time and can also develop an 
established position. 

In-House Activities  Shelters also regularly have volunteers come in to deliver programs or run 
activities themselves. Once again, it is easy for seniors to engage in these 
activities because there is no need to travel to participate.  

 

It is important to acknowledge that many of seniors interviewed said that the shelter was not where they 

had wanted to go, or not where they wanted to remain. It is not recommended that shelters be seen as an 

appropriate accommodation alternative for seniors but that the helpful elements of sheltering be identified 

and implemented in seniors housing.  

Impacts of Fixed Income 

As identified earlier in this report, one of the factors that strongly contributes to seniors becoming homeless 

is housing affordability and seniors’ fixed incomes. Seniors can become homeless when their rent increases 

year upon year at a rate beyond their essentially fixed income. If housing is to be developed for vulnerable 

seniors, this is a factor that must be considered by service providers.  

If organizations ensure that they are charging only rent geared to income, then operations must be 

structured in a way that recognizes that while their operating costs may increase over the years, they cannot 
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guarantee that this will be matched by equivalent increases in revenue. If housing is to be sustainable for the 

organization, while still ensuring that increasing housing costs do not contribute to seniors’ homelessness, 

then opportunities to increase revenue beyond rental charges may be necessary.  

Updated Housing Framework 

In response to the findings of this report, we now present an updated housing framework 

1. Create non-institutional, community-linked housing 

The housing is non-institutional and incorporates spaces for communal activity and quiet retreat. 

The facility is well integrated with surrounding neighbourhoods. Residents participate in existing seniors’ 

organizations, networks and services. They use nearby community amenities by walking, taking 

transport or by staff assistance.  

Sites are friendly and welcoming. Rules are clearly communicated. They and any restrictions regarding 

room access and are adopted with the goal of ensuring independence, self-determination and the 

achievement of personal goals. Limitations regarding gender accommodation, pet access and others 

should vary across sites, recognizing a variety of preferences amongst seniors.  

2. Facilitate natural supports and resident involvement 

Residents support each other to the extent that they are able, minimizing staffing costs and empowering 

residents to play important roles in each other’s lives, supported by the physical design of the building 

and furniture arrangement. This approach includes mentoring and buddy systems. Friends, family and 

volunteers from the broader community also provide support to residents. Community partnerships 

with local organizations complement peer resources. For example, local seniors’ services help link 

residents to volunteer drivers.   

Residents are meaningfully involved, including, where possible, in the design of the building to ensure 

that their needs are fully understood and building design choices prioritize seniors achieving their 

personal goals. They play important roles in supporting each other and contributing to their community. 

Staff behaviour promotes choice and self-determination for seniors, and seeks to avoid manipulation of 

seniors, even when such actions could be thought in their best interest. They cooperatively participate 

in housing management.  

8. Build in food security 

Options are available in terms of food and meals.  

For seniors who would prefer, housing sites have food gardens and community kitchen facilities (in 

addition to private kitchens), so that residents can support and learn from each other. Residents 

develop skills in shopping for and preparing high quality, less processed foods. They gain ability to meet 

unique dietary requirements. Overall, residents meet their own nutritional needs instead of relying on 

staff for food preparation and clean up.  

Other sites provide prepared meals with options that promote seniors traveling within the community 

to meet their appointments (flexible meal times, packed meals or saved meals). Dietary considerations 

are managed in the preparation of meals.  
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9. Recognize and celebrate residents’ cultural heritage 

Residents host culturally specific annual celebrations, ethnic meals, storytelling, etc. Guest speakers, 

video viewings, field trips and other activities also support cultural learning. Creating opportunities for 

recognition and celebration of the cultural heritage of various residents, be they of First Nations or other 

backgrounds, is a powerful way to build respect and connection.  

10. Promote wellness and active living 

Residents encourage and support each other to participate in disease prevention and a variety of 

physical activities. For example, weekly field trips provide access to nature walks and easy hikes. 

Residents have access to a variety of complementary health and wellness modalities, on and off site. 

Participation in these activities is supported by staff knowledge of the community. Access to these 

activities is supported by the facility’s pre-planned location in the community.  

11. Provide care onsite and supports as needed 

Primary health care services are provided onsite as appropriate and feasible, through partnership with 

health authorities. These services help with a range of medical needs, including effective management 

of medications (with choice about who is responsible for the storage and management). Counselling 

services and healing opportunities such as art therapy and music therapy are available, as feasible. In 

general, supports are developed that cater to a variety of seniors’ needs.  

Operating agencies provide variable levels of staff support on site, optimized to uphold safety. Sites with 

“low barrier” access criteria have higher staffing levels and are managed according to behavioural 

guidelines. In larger communities, there are “higher barrier” sites that cater to those who wish to sustain 

clean and sober living. Staffing models support relatively low staff to resident ratios to allow sufficient 

time spent with each senior. Staff adapt their own presentation to the needs of seniors. Newly housed 

seniors are given ample time to recover from their experienced trauma before they are expected to 

participate in case management. Wherever possible, staff support is consistent and seniors do not have 

to move from staff to staff.  

Where possible, options for both communal and independent living are available for seniors. Support for 

seniors in scattered sites is provided by outreach. Operational protocols exist to facilitate initial risks 

assessments of seniors’ safety in independent living.   

12. Charge rent geared to income 

Rent levels are set on a sliding scale, depending on resident income and ability to pay. Rent is 

determined based on 30% of gross income. Community agencies owning and operating the housing sites 

use standard income verification procedures as do housing cooperatives. Agencies ensure that 

increasing operating costs can be sustained even if rental income does not substantially increase. 


