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About CCHR 

The Canadian Centre for Housing Rights (CCHR) is Canada’s leading registered charitable 

organization working to advance the right to adequate housing. For over 35 years, we have 

worked tirelessly at the intersection of human rights and housing, providing free services to 

renters facing evictions and human rights violations to remain housed, providing education and 

training about housing rights across Canada, and advancing rights-based housing policy 

through research, policy development, advocacy, and law reform. 

 

About CTLabs 

CTLabs | The Lansdowne Consulting Group is a team of strategic planners and expert 

facilitators dedicated to developing Collaborative Transformation (CT) solutions for tackling 

complex, systemic challenges. By leveraging their expertise in facilitation and strategic planning, 

they help organizations and communities navigate intractable problems, fostering collaboration 

and sustainable change across various sectors. 

 

About this report 

From 2022-2024, CCHR and CTLabs carried out the project “Understanding and Estimating 

Hidden Homelessness in Saskatoon”, which aimed to develop solutions to better understand 

hidden homelessness and estimate its scale and scope. Using Saskatoon as a case study, the 

project engaged a wide range of communities, partners and organizations to collectively define 

the issue, gather data, develop and test solutions (or “prototypes”), and design a roadmap to 

implement the solutions on a larger scale. 

This report presents a set of policy recommendations that were informed by the research 

findings from this project. It aims to inform decision-makers at all levels on how to develop 

stronger data collection practices that build an understanding of hidden homelessness.  

Visit CCHR’s website to learn about this project, including a thorough examination of the issue 

of hidden homelessness in Saskatoon, and our policy recommendations to address this issue: 

housingrightscanada.com/reports/hidden-homelessness-saskatoon 

 

Our methodology 

The project “Understanding and Estimating Hidden Homelessness in Saskatoon” was designed 

through the National Housing Strategy Solutions Lab program. A Solutions Lab is a 

methodology that enables diverse individuals and groups to come together to develop solutions 

to challenges that a single organization or sector could not solve alone. Using bottom-up 

collaboration, they provide a safe space for diverse perspectives to come together, for 

assumptions to be questioned, and for community-based solutions to be created.  

Our approach was guided by the Solutions Lab’s three main principles: 

https://housingrightscanada.com/reports/hidden-homelessness-saskatoon


 

 

 

1. Include representation and participation of all the actors interacting with the issue. 

2. Seek to understand and solve problems from multiple perspectives. 

3. Test ideas and prototypes to determine what works best to address the problem, 

considering all parties involved.  
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Canada is struggling with a housing crisis that is putting an immense strain on homelessness 

response systems, such as emergency shelters and transitional housing. These systems, 

originally designed for temporary housing emergencies, are now overwhelmed by the growing 

complexity and scope of housing needs that have quickly outpaced the availability and quality of 

both affordable housing and shelter space. As a result, many people who lack a secure and 

permanent home have had to seek informal and temporary solutions like staying with family and 

friends, and couch surfing. These two experiences are examples of hidden homelessness – a 

form of precarious housing where people temporarily stay with other people when they lack 

permanent housing of their own. They represent a critical yet often overlooked point of 

intervention to connect supports to individuals who are at risk of falling into more severe states 

of homelessness. 

Policies and programs that focus on preventing homelessness from an early stage are critical to 

address these challenges, and addressing the root causes requires an upstream approach to 

monitor who is being impacted and how, in which ways, and evaluate which interventions lead 

to better housing outcomes. Addressing hidden homelessness requires not only reactive 

measures but a proactive approach that prevents street-level homelessness by supporting 

those currently hidden from view. The strategy is one important piece of building a sustainable 

housing system that includes preventative measures. 

 

This report presents a set of policy recommendations that were informed by research findings 

from the project Understanding and Estimating Hidden Homelessness in Saskatoon. The project 

collected valuable information on hidden homelessness through in-person interviews and 

surveys with people with lived experience of hidden homelessness, as well as through 

workshops with organizations, academics and community leaders. Six key insights summarize 

the main findings of our research:  

1. Hidden homelessness has a unique place in the housing continuum. It can provide 

people with a temporary space to stay while they search for secure housing. It can also 

be the last stop before street-level homelessness, where needs and trauma become 

even more complex. This makes it an important spatial location on the housing 

continuum for preventing homelessness.  

2. Evictions and low levels of income seem to be two of the most important factors 

for losing housing for people experiencing hidden homelessness. Some of the 

ways people experiencing hidden homelessness are able to secure housing is through 

ties to cultural or ethnic communities, securing a job, setting up financial assistance, or 

splitting housing costs. 
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3. Despite having shelter, the experience of hidden homelessness comes with a 

great level of uncertainty and risks for those who experience it. This includes a lack 

of security in their housing arrangements and no recourse if conditions change or if the 

arrangement ends unexpectedly. Having reliable and tailored supports like employment 

assistance, support finding housing and guidance connecting with other services such 

as counselling or legal aid, can lead to faster re-housing processes that prevent a further 

decline in their housing situation.  

4. Culturally competent and gender-sensitive care for people experiencing hidden 

homelessness is a key intervention point. Indigenous people, women and gender-

diverse people experiencing gender-based violence are overrepresented in this 

situation, creating a strong need for tailored services that can meet their needs and 

address their systemic and context-specific realities. 

5. People who offer temporary accommodation usually provide assistance and 

support without the proper resources or tools to do so. Sometimes, this puts them 

in precarious and vulnerable situations before, during, and after receiving people in their 

homes in terms of their tenure, safety, relationships, and mental health.  

6. City-wide data collection is a key area of opportunity to better understand all 

forms of homelessness, including hidden homelessness. More than enumeration, 

understanding trends and service needs of all forms of housing precarity is key to 

improve housing outcomes. At the same time, improving protections for tenants, 

increasing the stock of affordable housing in the city, and providing additional income 

supports to meet the rising cost of living are urgently needed to ensure people can find 

and maintain secure and permanent housing.    

 

These findings have informed our policy recommendations that aim to improve the ability of 

governments to monitor the scope, locations, and service needs of people in situations of 

hidden homelessness. 

 

Accurate data collection and sharing are key processes for developing evidence-based policy, 

designing prevention strategies, and improving service delivery for people experiencing hidden 

homelessness. There is an urgent need to develop an innovative data collection and information 

system with a city-wide approach that allows coordinated responses to all forms of 

homelessness. These systems must facilitate the coordination and sharing of data among local 

service providers and governmental bodies at all levels, improving the understanding and 

monitoring of hidden homelessness.  

Data collection on hidden homelessness faces several challenges. The lack of a common 

definition makes research more challenging to compare. There are also varying levels of self-

awareness or self-identification for people who are in a hidden state of homelessness, which 

impacts reporting approaches. Another challenge is the difficulty of enumerating hidden 
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homelessness when people living in these situations do not access traditional shelters or other 

services.  

To tackle these challenges, the policy recommendations outlined in this report focus on 

collective efforts for data collection, monitoring, sharing and usage concerning people 

experiencing hidden homelessness. It is important to note that these efforts must ultimately be 

linked to data for all forms of homelessness. The recommendations were designed for 

Saskatoon, however they can be adapted to other Canadian municipalities.   

Our recommendations include developing a city-wide data collection strategy in partnership with 

a wide range of service providers and institutions to better identify people who are experiencing 

homelessness but who are not staying in the shelter system or experiencing street-level 

homelessness. Access to information, ongoing reporting, and options to collect data that 

contains quantitative information, and allows people to provide context and meaning to their 

experiences, is key to support evidence-based decision-making in addressing all forms of 

homelessness, including hidden homelessness. 

We also recommend allocating targeted funding toward data collection strategies, conducting 

reviews of data collection and sharing efforts, and establishing mechanisms for data use in 

service provision and decision-making, with an emphasis on the need for a gender-based 

analysis (GBA+) lens on data collection, and Indigenous-led data collection strategies. 

Recognizing the overrepresentation of Indigenous peoples among those experiencing 

homelessness in Saskatoon,1 culturally appropriate and Indigenous-led data collection efforts 

are essential. These efforts should prioritize better understanding the scope and needs of 

Indigenous people experiencing housing precarity, alongside meaningful engagement with 

Indigenous organizations and governments.  

Hidden homelessness is often dependent on relationships and community connections, which 

means that the lack of permanent, affordable, and adequate housing affects the lives of both 

people experiencing hidden homelessness and those who temporarily receive people in their 

homes. These experiences can add financial pressure, strain relationships, and in some cases, 

expose people to domestic violence. However, rather than eliminating support systems based 

on family ties, friendships, and other community relationships, this situation calls for the creation 

of formal solutions that eliminate the need for such precarious housing arrangements. By 

developing a collective data collection strategy, resources can be directed toward targeted 

supports for individuals in need, which will ultimately help strengthen our communities, support 

community members, and prevent all forms of homelessness.  
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We issue an urgent call to policymakers, community leaders, and all stakeholders to 

acknowledge and confront the complexities of hidden homelessness. It is our shared duty 

to offer support and drive meaningful systemic transformations. 

 

To effectively address the housing and homelessness crisis, governments at every level 

must: 

Develop and test innovative systems 

Commit resources to the development and trial of advanced infrastructure for data 

collection and monitoring. This should encompass the nuances of hidden homelessness, 

enhancing our comprehension of affected individuals' housing circumstances and needs. 

Invest in information systems 

Allocate significant funding towards robust information systems that share homelessness 

related data across sectors and organizations to empower local service providers and 

decision makers to optimize resource distribution and implement early intervention 

strategies. This will help in identifying and assisting those at risk of homelessness in a 

timely manner, preventing the escalation to more precarious housing conditions. 

Support Indigenous data sovereignty 

Specifically allocate resources for Indigenous-led data collection, ensuring their ownership 

and control over the data collected. This approach respects the principles of data 

sovereignty and acknowledges the disproportionate rates of Indigenous homelessness 

and unique challenges related to the specific definition of Indigenous homelessness. 

Foster collaborative solutions  

Co-create and collaborate on any future solutions with a broad spectrum of partners to 

ensure that solutions have a GBA+ approach, are comprehensive, inclusive, and 

effective. 

Together, through these actions, we can build a more inclusive and supportive framework 

for addressing the urgent issue of hidden homelessness, ensuring that all individuals have 

access to adequate, affordable and secure housing. 
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Hidden homelessness is a form of precarious housing where someone stays temporarily with 

others. It presents an important intervention opportunity to support people who are at risk of 

experiencing street-level homelessness, as well as preventing vulnerable tenured households 

from falling into precarious housing or homelessness.  

Saskatoon, like the rest of Canada, is facing a crisis of housing affordability and availability. 

Homelessness rose by 21 per cent from 2018 to 2022 in the city.2 Governments and service 

delivery organizations are struggling to respond to surging demand for homelessness response 

systems. Current systems in place were originally designed to address temporary housing 

emergencies, and are now being stretched thin as housing needs grow in scope and 

complexity. For example, the Salvation Army reported that its permanent shelter has a capacity 

of 85 beds, and in 2024 they had to open an overnight warming centre to meet the growing 

demand, which was used by an additional 140 people every night on average.3 Meanwhile, 

those experiencing precarious or unsuitable housing remain largely invisible and outside the 

scope of services.    

 

Figure 1: The housing continuum. 

 

Given the urgent need to build a sustainable housing system that reduces the burden on 

support services, a pro-active approach must be taken to address the needs of people who are 

at risk of experiencing homelessness, with measures that improve their housing security so that 

they do not end up living on the streets or in a tent. This preventative approach is not only more 

humane and consistent with a rights-based approach to housing, but also more cost-effective as 

it averts episodes of street level-homelessness and its associated health and safety risks, 

decreasing the strain on service provision. This policy brief aims to contribute to this approach 

by proposing concrete recommendations to improve processes to enumerate and understand 

hidden homelessness, as a first step in this shift towards upstream interventions.  
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The Opportunity 

The policy recommendations laid out in this brief offer an opportunity to design an 

innovative world-class system to create and share data and information between local 

service providers and governments. Our recommendations indicate how this system can 

be co-designed with services providers in order to better understand the impacts of 

services on people experiencing hidden homelessness, and better allocate resources.  

 

Saskatoon is facing an unprecedented housing crisis. We have seen a 

continuous and systematic worsening of homelessness in the past few years. 

According to the final report from the Federal Housing Advocate’s review on encampments, 

homelessness has been growing in Canada for years and was exacerbated by the COVID-19 

pandemic, including factors like insufficient shelters and social services and a lack of affordable 

housing.4 In Saskatoon, shelter capacity has been steadily decreasing from 4.4 beds per 

100,000 people in 2016, to only 2.9 beds per 100,000 people in 2021,5 while the number of 

people living in encampments has grown from 116 in 2021 to 599 in 2023.6 

The housing affordability crisis has a direct link with both street-level and hidden homelessness. 

In Saskatoon, it is estimated that one in 12 people are in core housing need, meaning their 

homes are in need of repair, are overcrowded, or they spend over 30 per cent of their pre-tax 

income on housing.7 According to the Saskatoon Community Foundation, 20 per cent of renters 

are in core housing need, meaning they are seven times more likely than homeowners to live in 

unaffordable, unsuitable, or inadequate housing.8 The Saskatoon Point-in-Intime (PIT) Count 

survey in 2022 shows that affordability is the main barrier to overcoming homelessness and has 

worsened since 2008.9 With the rising cost of living, instances of hidden homelessness are likely 

to increase and go undetected. Decisive action is needed from all levels of government to 

rapidly decrease the barriers preventing people from accessing secure, adequate, and 

affordable housing.  

Knowing the extent and nature of hidden homelessness is key, and data is the 

first step toward better policy. 

There are four main data sources to measure Homelessness in Canada.10 The first way is 

through PIT Counts, which are used to enumerate people experiencing homelessness in a 

single day in a specific community. The second way is the census, which measures the number 

of people living in shelters or other collective spaces every five years. The third way is through 
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surveys from service providers and research institutions. Finally, the fourth way is through 

institutional administrative data, which measures interactions between people experiencing 

homelessness and different systems and services, like the health system or services for 

survivors of domestic violence. However, census data takes a long time to be released, and PIT 

Counts have limitations in finding and counting people who are not experiencing visible forms of 

homelessness.  

We are seeing momentum at all levels of government and among civil society organizations 

around strengthening our data collection and monitoring of hidden homelessness (and 

homelessness in general). At the federal level, there have been some key developments over 

the past few years in terms of understanding and measuring homelessness. In 2023, Statistics 

Canada released A Review of Canadian Homelessness Data, looking at data sources used to 

measure experiences of homelessness. The report states that working with partners, improving 

data integration, and developing common definitions could contribute to creating better 

information and services for people experiencing homelessness.11  

Also in 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate launched a systemic review of encampments as a 

response to the severity of the housing and homelessness crisis. One of the key 

recommendations coming out of the review was the creation of measurement systems that 

produce accurate, comprehensive, and replicable data on homelessness.12 The Federal 

Housing Advocate also reiterated the need for better census data regarding people 

experiencing street-level and hidden homelessness in its 2023 analysis of Canada’s housing 

supply shortage.13 

As these reports point out, data allows decision-makers and community organizations to better 

understand effective interventions to prevent homelessness and deliver impactful services and 

programs.  

For this to happen, it is imperative that:  

1. Data collection efforts are reliable, consistent, and reduce the burden on people with 

lived experience as much as possible.  

2. Data collection efforts are widespread so that there are as few gaps as possible.  

3. Data is processed and made available as fast as possible to allow efficiency in decision-

making.  

This information can then be made available to determine where additional funding is required 

to meet the immediate demands in service provision (e.g. food hampers, shelter beds, harm 

reduction services). It can also provide useful insights into where long-term investments are 

needed to provide adequate housing.  

Hidden homelessness in particular is a precursor to street-level homelessness, 

but also a critical intervention opportunity. 

The policy paper, Defining and measuring an end to homelessness, reiterates the importance of 

prevention strategies to end homelessness, which involve prioritizing supports for groups who 
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experience other types of vulnerabilities that might increase their risk of experiencing 

homelessness (such as young people, racialized communities and newcomers), instead of 

waiting to intervene once they are already in this situation.14 Of the people interviewed with lived 

experience of hidden homelessness in Saskatoon, 53 per cent were experiencing street-level 

homelessness at the time of the interview, 25 per cent were housed, and 22 per cent were still 

experiencing hidden homelessness.15 

Hidden homelessness occurs in settings where enumeration is difficult, because people do not 

access shelters or might not identify themselves as experiencing homelessness. This is why it is 

crucial to create opportunities to incorporate their experiences into more traditional 

homelessness data systems (e.g., PIT Counts), to monitor the situation and develop effective 

prevention and response strategies. Improving data collection and sharing around hidden 

homelessness presents a key opportunity to help raise awareness and create shared ways of 

understanding and assessing this situation within local community organizations. This approach 

can also help direct people experiencing hidden homelessness to relevant resources and 

supports available to them.  

A focus on Indigenous people is essential for adequate, and culturally responsive 

data collection efforts in Saskatoon. 

Indigenous people are vastly overrepresented amongst those who experience homelessness. 

An Infrastructure Canada study found that 35 per cent of unhoused respondents identified as 

Indigenous, while Indigenous people represented just five per cent of the population in the 2021 

Census.16 The study also notes that these data could underestimate the extent of Indigenous 

homelessness, as they may not consider those staying with others or in other unsheltered 

locations.  

During the interview phase of this project, people who identified as First Nations or Métis 

accounted for 69 per cent of the respondents with lived experience of hidden homelessness, 

while only 11 per cent of people living in Saskatoon identify as Indigenous.17 It is important to 

stress that homelessness has a specific and more expansive meaning for Indigenous 

communities, which incorporates elements like isolation from community, land, kin, and culture, 

amongst others. It also recognizes ways in which individuals are prevented from reconnecting 

with their Indigeneity or relationships in a physical, cultural, emotional, or spiritual way.18 

Acknowledging that high rates of all forms of homelessness experienced by First Nations, Métis, 

and Inuit people are linked to inter-generational trauma and the legacy of settler colonial policies 

in Canada,19 data collection efforts are critical to understanding the unique experiences of 

Indigenous homelessness (including hidden homelessness). Culturally appropriate and 

Indigenous-led data collection efforts are necessary to ensure traditional ways of knowing and 

cultural notions around home and family are respected and considered in the development of 

policies and programs.  
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A definition of homelessness that is inclusive of experiences of hidden homelessness could 

open up programs reserved for people who have experienced chronic homelessness to people 

with repeated experiences of episodic homelessness or chronic hidden homelessness. One of 

the main barriers around monitoring hidden homelessness is the lack of consensus on a 

definition. The definition below is informed by literature review of previous efforts to define 

hidden homelessness, as well as input from researchers, service providers, and government 

representatives during this project. It is important to acknowledge that there are many other 

experiences that do not fit exactly into this definition but are still valid and worthy of support. 

 

Definition: 

Hidden homelessness is when someone is staying temporarily with others (friends, family, 

acquaintances or strangers) because they do not have a secure and permanent home for 

themselves. This includes sleeping on couches, in spare bedrooms, basements, etc. This 

research project identified four main principles that define this experience:  

1. There are two parties involved: (1) the person in need (of temporary 

accommodation) and (2) the person offering support. 

a. Although the definition of hidden homelessness is generally centred around 

individuals with tenure providing temporary accommodations for people in need, 

institutions like hospitals or jails also provide temporary housing arrangements.  

b. In these cases, people who are institutionally housed are considered 

provisionally accommodated instead of experiencing hidden homelessness. The 

difference between these two circumstances is the provider of the temporary 

accommodation. 

2. There is a relationship between the two parties based on social networks. 

a. There is often an exchange of money, help, food, or other goods and supports.  

b. The relationship between people in need and those offering support can range 

from relatively strong social ties, such as family, to weaker ties, such as friends 

or transactional acquaintances who may provide shelter in exchange for 

something else. 

3. The experience of people in need includes common elements: 

a. Their stay is considered temporary by the person offering support. 
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b. There is a lack of guarantee of continued residency, usually attached to feelings 

of insecurity in these informal arrangements. 

c. There is a lack of immediate prospects for acquiring acceptable tenured housing. 

d. Indigenous people might also experience feelings of disconnection and or the 

inability to connect with their worldview, culture, spirituality, and relationships.  

4. The experience of those offering support includes: 

a. Agreeing to have the person in need stay with them for a limited amount of time. 

b. Setting the terms and conditions for the person in need to be able to stay with 

them.  

 

Another challenge in measuring hidden homelessness is when individuals do not self-identify as 

experiencing homelessness. This is important across different cultures and worldviews, 

particularly in Indigenous communities and multi-generational homes, where having someone 

stay in one's home is not necessarily considered an experience of homelessness.  

When people experiencing homelessness do access services, there is no standardized method 

to assess their housing needs or to share aggregated data amongst different organizations and 

with decision makers. This makes it even more difficult for cities like Saskatoon to accurately 

track experiences of hidden homelessness. Ensuring that information is stored, shared, and 

complied in a way that protects the privacy and rights of people experiencing homelessness 

poses additional challenges. Questions around data ownership, sharing, safety and other best 

practices often stand in the way of city-wide information systems. 

Homelessness exists along a continuum, and pathways in and out of homelessness are shaped 

by a range of structural, systemic, and individual factors. In particular, marginalized groups 

experience systemic barriers to adequate housing, which increase their risk of homelessness. 

Federal government data suggests that the majority of visible homelessness is experienced by 

single men.20 Since enumerations mainly capture visible homelessness, which tends to be 

male-dominated, experiences of hidden homelessness experienced most acutely by women 

and gender-diverse people are often undercounted.21 This undercounting means that national 

data may not reflect the current scale of homelessness, particularly as it relates to women and 

gender-diverse people.  

Incorporating an intersectional lens into the strategies for tackling hidden homelessness 

demands the formulation of culturally competent and sensitive policies, which prove to be more 

effective when devised in cooperation with the specific demographics they are meant to assist. 

This collaborative approach to policy development is crucial, especially in light of insights such 

as those reported by the Federal Housing Advocate. The Advocate’s review highlights that the 

housing crisis is exacerbated due to discrimination encountered by Indigenous Peoples, 
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racialized communities, individuals with disabilities, youth, and 2SLGBTQI+ persons.22 This 

project provided important insights into the interconnection between gender-based violence 

(GBV) and housing insecurity: 41 per cent of women and gender diverse individuals who 

participated in our study mentioned that domestic violence or abuse was one of the reasons 

they experienced hidden homelessness. 

The Federal Housing Advocate’s report also highlights the severe shortage of supportive 

housing tailored to the needs of those with mental health issues, including addictions, 

underscores the urgency for targeted interventions. The review also sheds light on the 

inadequate number of detox and rehabilitation programs and the scarcity of housing options for 

individuals transitioning out of these programs. Moreover, the limited housing available to low 

and very low-income persons is often highly insecure, and there are widespread instances of 

evictions by landlords seeking to increase rents. 

To ensure data collection efforts have a GBA+ approach, it is essential that any information 

system encourages collaboration among a wide array of stakeholders, including community 

organizations and government bodies working with vulnerable and hard-to-reach populations. 

Data collection must be sensitively designed to capture the diverse experiences of those facing 

hidden homelessness. It is imperative to create conditions for individuals of vulnerable groups to 

voice their specific needs of, and where possible, to facilitate the establishment of effective 

collaboration across various groups. This approach supports programming flexibility, allowing 

for the integration of culturally relevant, and gender-sensitive programs within the service 

delivery ecosystem. By ensuring that data collection is both inclusive and comprehensive, 

stakeholders can gain a deeper understanding of the complex nature of hidden homelessness 

and develop more effective strategies to address it, ultimately paving the way for more inclusive 

and equitable solutions. 

It is important to note that the experience of hidden homelessness is extremely interrelated with 

GBV, making this an issue that requires special attention in developing policy and programming 

solutions. Since this project is focused on enumeration, its ability to delve deeper into how to 

address GBV is limited. CCHR’s research study Nowhere to Go: Gender-Based Violence and 

Housing Insecurity in Ontario developed a set of recommendations which include policy 

recommendations to address this issue, including the need to incorporate GBV as part of the 

definition of hidden homelessness23.  

 

 

 

https://housingrightscanada.com/reports/nowhere-to-go-gender-based-violence-and-housing-insecurity-in-ontario/
https://housingrightscanada.com/reports/nowhere-to-go-gender-based-violence-and-housing-insecurity-in-ontario/
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Our recommendations for municipal, provincial, and federal decision-makers aim to advance 

efforts to better understand and estimate hidden homelessness, and ultimately all forms of 

homelessness, as a critical component to address the larger housing and homelessness crisis.  

These recommendations focus on addressing hidden homelessness in Saskatoon, however 

they can also help inform the development of solutions in other communities across the country 

that are facing similar challenges.  

1. Develop city-wide and collective efforts on data collection, monitoring, and usage 

regarding all forms of homelessness, including hidden homelessness.  

1. Data collection should include disaggregated and intersectional qualitative and 

quantitative data that facilitates the development of evidence-based responses to 

the homelessness crisis from the city by informing funding, programming, service 

delivery and policymaking. 

2. A city-wide approach should include community organizations, , service 

providers, people with lived experience, Indigenous organizations and 

governments, and officials from the City of Saskatoon.  

3. Adequate mechanisms should be in place to properly account for less visible 

forms of homelessness, such as hidden homelessness, people who are 

institutionally housed, etc.  

4. Data collection efforts should ensure the participation of marginalized and/or 

hard-to-reach populations, such as Indigenous people, people with disabilities, 

youth, women, gender-diverse individuals, and survivors of gender-based 

violence.  

5. Collection efforts should minimize the burden on people with lived experience, 

reduce the number of times information is requested from them, use a trauma-

informed lens, and have a gender-sensitive approach. 

6. Data collection strategies should ensure the right to privacy and confidentiality for 

those who provide information, especially for individuals in high-risk scenarios, 

such as survivors of gender-based violence. 

 

2. Dedicate funding toward the development of a data collection strategy at the 

municipal level, including pilots, prototypes, and enhanced data collection efforts. 

1. Funds should provide adequate resources to develop the necessary 

infrastructure for a comprehensive system to capture data on all forms of 

homelessness with emphasis on reaching hard to reach populations. 

2. The funding strategy must ensure that data collection efforts remain operable 

over the long term. 
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3. Barriers to access these funds by First Nations and Métis organizations and 

governments, as well as other relevant stakeholders must be identified and 

addressed to ensure meaningful participation from all relevant parties.  

4. Funds should be available to appropriately compensate individuals with lived 

experience, whose knowledge and expertise are critical to developing these 

systems. Funds should also be available to address barriers to participation for 

hard-to-reach populations, such as lack of childcare and transit access.  

 

3. Strengthen and expand the Homelessness Individuals and Families Information 

System (HIFIS). 

1. All key organizations and institutions at the municipal level responding to the 

needs of people experiencing street-level and hidden homelessness should have 

access to the HIFIS to improve the enumeration of these experiences and 

provide regular updates.  

2. Data collection forms should include hidden homelessness and other forms of 

homelessness as disaggregated categories to create differentiated data that 

supports policy and programming changes that are sensitive to the unique needs 

of different groups 

3. Where possible, data collection should rely on people being able to self-identify 

their housing status to avoid stigmatization and bias. 

 

4. Conduct a review of municipal and provincial institutions’ data collection and 

sharing efforts regarding all forms of homelessness. 

1. This review should focus on provincial and municipal public institutions and 

ministries that provide housing, supports for homelessness and other related 

services, such as the Ministry of Social Services, Child and Family Services and 

the Saskatchewan Health Authority.   

2. Institutions should capture information on less visible forms of homelessness, 

such as hidden homelessness, through existing data collection methods (intake 

forms, records, surveys, etc.).  

3. Special effort should be put into capturing information on homelessness and 

housing precarity of vulnerable and hard-to-reach populations (for example 

Indigenous people, women and gender-diverse individuals, youth, people with 

disability, survivors of gender-based violence).   

4. Improved data sharing between institutions, decision-makers, and community 

organizations should be a key goal of this review, to ensure the consistency and 

reliability of data, and to leverage this information to create evidence-based 

policies, programs, and services.  

 



 

 

18 | Policy Brief: Understanding and Estimating Hidden Homelessness in Saskatoon 

5. Ensure mechanisms for data collection are used to prevent all forms of 

homelessness, enhance service provision, and inform decision-making at the 

municipal and provincial level.  

1. Data should be available for all relevant stakeholders to inform their decision-

making processes and service delivery in a way that protects the information of 

people who are experiencing homelessness. 

2. Regular monitoring and reporting mechanisms should be established to ensure 

up-to-date information is available for decision-making at all levels of 

government, as well as for community organizations.   

 

6. Co-develop and support an Indigenous-led data collection strategy to shift toward 

a decolonial approach in policymaking, service delivery, and culturally relevant 

programming.  

1. Municipal, provincial and federal governments, in collaboration with Indigenous 

governments, should adequately fund and support the development and 

implementation of Indigenous-led data strategies. 

2. Data collection strategies should be designed in collaboration with Indigenous 

communities, and data collection efforts should be led by Indigenous 

communities themselves. 

3. Indigenous communities must retain ownership and control over the data, 

including its use by other orders of government and service providers.  

4. Data sovereignty and ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP)24 

should be respected to ensure rights-based collaboration between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous institutions.  

 

7. Design ways to estimate a national baseline for hidden homelessness and 

adequately track its evolution over time. 

1. The Census of Population should include questions that capture data on hidden 

homelessness.  

2. The federal government should collaborate with provinces to develop innovative 

ways to obtain data on hidden homelessness, such as PIT Counts and other data 

collection strategies. 

3. The federal government should collaborate with provinces and municipalities to 

leverage all information collected regarding all forms of homelessness to ensure 

that decision-making is informed by reliable, updated, and high-quality data on all 

forms of homelessness. 

4. Best practices within Canada, as well as from other countries, should be 

considered to better estimate all forms of homelessness.  
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2SLGBTQI+ 

A short-hand term for diverse gender identities and sexual orientations. The acronym stands for 

two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and the plus symbol which refers 

to additional terminologies that may be used by certain groups. This acronym is the one 

currently used by the Federal Government to refer to these identities and orientations.  

Core housing need:  

A measure used by CMHC and Statistics Canada to assess the extent to which people in 

Canada are living in inadequate and unaffordable housing. According to CMHC, a household is 

considered to be in core housing need if it meets the following criteria:  

1. “A household is below one or more of the adequacy, suitability and 

affordability standards.”  

2. “The household would have to spend 30% or more of its before-tax household income to 

access local housing that meets all three standards.”25 

Data ecosystem: 

A coordinated effort in recording, understanding, and sharing information between key 

institutions. For this project, this means that looking outside of the shelter system is necessary 

to generate a comprehensive network of other vital actors and services for people with lived 

experience, such as healthcare facilities, emergency services like fire and police, and provincial 

agencies in charge of income assistance programs.  

Gender-based Analysis Plus (GBA+ / GBA Plus) 

According to Women and Gender Equality Canada, “Gender-based Analysis Plus is an 

analytical tool used to support the development of responsive and inclusive policies, programs, 

and other initiatives. GBA Plus is a process for understanding who is impacted by the issue or 

opportunity being addressed by the initiative; identifying how the initiative could be tailored to 

meet diverse needs of the people most impacted; and anticipating and mitigating any barriers to 

accessing or benefitting from the initiative. GBA Plus is an intersectional analysis that goes 

beyond biological (sex) and socio-cultural (gender) differences to consider other factors, such 

as age, disability, education, ethnicity, economic status, geography (including rurality), 

language, race, religion, and sexual orientation.”26 

Gender-diverse: 

According to the United Nations, the term "gender-diverse" is used to “refer to persons whose 

gender identity, including their gender expression, is at odds with what is perceived as being the 

gender norm in a particular context at a particular point in time, including those who do not place 

themselves in the male/female binary; the more specific term "trans" is used to describe 

persons who identify with a different sex than the one assigned to them at birth.”27 
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Hidden homelessness:  

A term to identify someone who is staying temporarily with others (friends, family, 

acquaintances or strangers) because they do not have a secure and permanent home for 

themselves. This includes sleeping on couches, in spare bedrooms, basements, etc. This 

research project identified four main principles that define this experience:  

1. There are two parties involved: (1) the person in need (of temporary accommodation) 

and (2) the person offering support. 

a. Although the definition of hidden homelessness is generally centred around 

individuals with tenure providing temporary accommodations for people in need, 

institutions like hospitals or jails also provide temporary housing arrangements.  

b. In these cases, people who are institutionally housed are considered 

provisionally accommodated instead of experiencing hidden homelessness. The 

difference between these two circumstances is the provider of the temporary 

accommodation. 

2. There is a relationship between the two parties based on social networks. 

a. There is often an exchange of money, help, food, or other goods and supports.  

b. The relationship between people in need and those offering support can range 

from relatively strong social ties, such as family, to weaker ties, such as friends 

or transactional acquaintances who may provide shelter in exchange for 

something else. 

3. The experience of people in need includes common elements: 

a. Their stay is considered temporary by the person offering support. 

b. There is a lack of guarantee of continued residency, usually attached to feelings 

of insecurity in these informal arrangements. 

c. There is a lack of immediate prospects for acquiring acceptable tenured housing. 

d. Indigenous people might also experience feelings of disconnection and or the 

inability to connect with their worldview, culture, spirituality, and relationships.  

4. The experience of those offering support includes: 

a. Agreeing to have the person in need stay with them for a limited amount of time. 

b. Setting the terms and conditions for the person in need to be able to stay with 

them.  

Indigenous homelessness:  

According to the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, “Indigenous homelessness is a 

human condition that describes First Nations, Métis, and Inuit individuals, families or 

communities lacking stable, permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, means 

or ability to acquire such housing. Unlike the common colonialist definition of homelessness, 
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Indigenous homelessness is not defined as lacking a structure of habitation; rather, it is more 

fully described and understood through a composite lens of Indigenous worldviews. These 

include individuals, families and communities isolated from their relationships to land, water, 

place, family, kin, each other, animals, cultures, languages and identities. Importantly, 

Indigenous people experiencing these kinds of homelessness cannot culturally, spiritually, 

emotionally or physically reconnect with their Indigeneity or lost relationships.”28 

Precarious housing:  

According to the Canadian Homelessness Research Network, “Those classified as “precariously 

housed” face challenges that may or may not leave them homeless in the immediate or near 

future (in the absence of an intervention (…) Precarious and inadequate housing not only relate 

to household income and the physical structure of the dwelling, but also to lack of access to 

necessary supports and opportunities, including employment, health care services, clean water 

and sanitation, schools, child care centres and other social supports and facilities.”29 

Service providers: 

For this project, service providers refer to public and community-based organizations and 

institutions providing programming, supports or any other form of help to vulnerable populations, 

such as people experiencing homelessness. 

Sleeping rough: 

A term to refer to street level homelessness (see below).  

Street-level homelessness:  

Also referred to as “unsheltered”, “absolute homelessness” or “sleeping rough”, “street-level 

homelessness” refers to situations where individuals or families are living in public places such 

as sidewalks, parks and squares, or in places that are not intended for human habitation, such 

as in cars, tents, or shacks. This form of homelessness is different from people staying in 

shelters, typically referred to as emergency sheltered.30  

Upstream policies/interventions:  

Policy measures that contribute to dismantling and changing the fundamental social and 

economic systems that distribute wealth, power and opportunities.31 These are long-term 

policies that aim to address the root causes of inequities, as compared to short-term solutions 

that are aimed at alleviating the consequences of those inequities.  
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