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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 research 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 the three prototypes that were designed, and key takeaways from their 

implementation in Saskatoon. These learnings can help inform their up-take in future projects, 

both within Saskatoon and other municipalities across Canada. 

Visit CCHR’s website to learn about this research 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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Saskatoon 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 

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. 

To build a better system that prioritizes homelessness prevention and decreases the incidence 

of homelessness, it is essential to move interventions upstream, monitor who is being impacted 

and how, and evaluate which interventions and programs lead to better housing outcomes. This 

report outlines three potential solutions to improve the City of Saskatoon’s ability to understand 

the scope, needs and journeys of the hidden homelessness experience. It provides a detailed 

description of these solutions and how they were implemented, and highlights their potential and 

limitations for understanding and enumerating hidden homelessness.  

It is important to note that even though the solutions presented in this report were designed for 

Saskatoon, they may also serve as a blueprint for other Canadian municipalities. These 

potential solutions are referred to as “prototypes” throughout the remainder of this document.   
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Evaluating data collection methods 

During a workshop with people with lived experience, academics, community organizations, and 

representatives from the municipal and federal government, six data collection methods were 

developed to help address the challenge of enumerating hidden homelessness in Saskatoon, 

ranging from intersectoral collaboration to more rapid data collection approaches through 

traditional collection techniques.  

1. Survey: Telephone surveys to estimate the number of people experiencing hidden 

homelessness, through random sampling and statistical modelling.  

2. Sensemaking collector: Capturing stories from people with lived experience, and when 

aggregated, shows trends about their experience and needs. This is done through an 

online instrument, which also allows the participant to self-identify when providing 

demographic data.  

3. Data collaboration partnerships: Evidence-based ecosystems, or data ecosystems, 

between key ministries and community organizations. This would include the ministries 

of Social Services, Family Services, Saskatchewan Health Authority, housing providers 

and other relevant stakeholders. Key players track experiences of hidden homelessness 

and share that information, making it possible to reduce the underestimation of this 

phenomenon. A challenge with this method is ensuring that large government institutions 

participate. 

4. Update the Census question to include hidden homelessness: Ensure that the 

Population Census tracks hidden homelessness in a clear way by having specific 

questions to measure and understand this situation. This would help to create a national 

baseline to better estimate the scale of hidden homelessness across the country. One 

limitation with this method is the length of time before data is made available to the 

public.   

5. Train communities and service providers on data collection strategies: Providing 

community organizations with training to ensure consistency in data collection strategies. 

Having common definitions of experiences like hidden homelessness helps reduce the 

number of cases that are underreported or classified incorrectly. 

6. Collaborate with landlords to access data on people experiencing hidden 

homelessness: Mechanisms for tenants to report instances of hidden homelessness to 

their landlords or institutions like the landlord's associations. Developing trust and 

preventing negative repercussions are important factors for this method. 

The table below ranks each method against a list of criteria that would form the ideal dataset to 

estimate hidden homelessness in Saskatoon. From the six methods proposed, three emerged 

at the top, meeting over half of the ideal dataset criteria: surveys, sensemaking collector, and 

data partnerships.  
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Ideal dataset criteria 

Data collection methods 
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Answers key questions (research/policy/service 
provision/community) 

 x     

Data is actionable, meaning is used for enacting change x x x   ? 

Allows intersectional analysis of demographic 
characteristics (gender, employment, income, 
Indigeneity, racialization, dis/ability, age, education, 
2SLGBTQI+, place)   

x x x x x x 

Longitudinal data that allows for life course analysis       

Linked to other data   x x   

Qualitative and quantitative  x x   x 

Reliable process for collection that is consistent x x  x x x 

Anonymized x x   x  

Principle of self-identification x x   x ? 

Collection of data must not make the person worse off x x x    

 

 

Incorporating a gender-based analysis and intersectional approach 

Solutions to address hidden homelessness must be geared towards understanding and 

improving the outcomes of communities that have traditionally been underrepresented and 

undeserved. Being cognizant of the role that gender, race, residence status, disability, sexual 

orientation, gender identity and age (amongst others) play in the outcomes and experiences of 

homelessness allows us to create solutions that do not reproduce existing barriers and reinforce 

discrimination and bias.   

In Saskatoon, the design of prototypes must also consider key groups impacted by hidden 

homelessness: First Nations and Métis communities, women and gender-diverse people, 

2SLGBTQI+ individuals, people with disabilities, newcomers, seniors and youth. 

In addition to the specific needs of key groups, there are two transversal elements are critical to 

incorporate in the design of data solutions that reflect an intersectional approach:  

1. Self-identification: Allowing individuals to select the characteristics that accurately 

represent different aspects of their identity is key to understanding who is affected by 

hidden homelessness and designing policies and programs that address their particular 

needs. Self-identification also upholds a person's dignity and acknowledges their agency 

and expertise of their own life.    
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2. Culturally relevant strategies: It is important to acknowledge that there are different 

worldviews within the population experiencing hidden homelessness. Ensuring that the 

solutions reflect a clear understanding of what those are is important to ensure everyone 

feels respected and validated through this process. This includes questions about 

cultural protocols, ceremonies, location and intake forms, use of technology, use of 

interpreters, honorariums, language and sovereignty of data.   

Drawing on the top three proposed data collection methods and incorporating the gender-based 

analysis and intersectional approach described above, three working prototypes were designed 

with input from local community partners and decision-makers, as potential solutions to 

enumerate hidden homelessness in Saskatoon. 

Prototype one: Expanding the Homeless Individuals and Families Information System 

(HIFIS)  

HIFIS allows service providers to access, collect and share real-time data on people 

experiencing all forms of homelessness to provide adequate and timely services.1 In Saskatoon, 

the system is currently limited in the number of service providers who have access to and use it 

regularly. By mapping what a potential expansion of this system would look like, targeted efforts 

can be made to ensure that more organizations can implement this system. This would, in turn, 

increase the city’s ability to collect reliable data on hidden homelessness.  

Prototype two: The sensemaking collector  

This prototype centers on designing an instrument to capture real time information around 

hidden homelessness. This mixed-methods research approach allows people with lived 

experience to share their stories about hidden homelessness. People sharing their stories have 

the chance to provide more details on their experiences and demographics, allowing them to 

self-signify demographics and other essential identity characteristics. Trends in the systemic 

challenges of hidden homelessness and self-signified demographic data make this a powerful 

tool to properly assess the needs of people experiencing this issue. 

Prototype three: A data ecosystem  

This prototype identifies opportunities for developing data ecosystems in Saskatoon that 

improve the city’s ability to enumerate hidden homelessness through collective data capture and 

data sharing/collaboration. By standardizing data collection strategies, definitions of hidden 

homelessness, and cooperation between institutions and organizations, this prototype aims to 

improve the city’s ability to enumerate cases of hidden homelessness that would otherwise go 

undetected.   

The following sections describe each prototype, how they were designed, lessons learned from 

their implemented and their limitations. 
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About HIFIS 

HIFIS is a data collection tool used in different communities across Canada to support the 

activities of homelessness service providers.2 It creates a unified platform where service 

providers upload the necessary information to provide care to individuals experiencing 

homelessness. This reduces the need to give the same information at different access points 

and allows organizations to refer individuals to the services they need through Coordinated 

Access. Coordinated Access, a centralized system to connect people experiencing 

homelessness to services and supports, uses HIFIS information to efficiently refer individuals 

based on their level of need and, when possible, their preferences.3 The intake process asks 

individuals about their previous housing experiences, and one of the options they are able to 

select is “staying with others.” This allows service providers to record cases of hidden 

homelessness for those who select this option.  

In terms of decision-making, the data collected through HIFIS is analyzed and transformed into 

reports by Housing, Infrastructure and Communities Canada (a department of the federal 

government, such as the Shelter Capacity Report and Reaching Home: Homelessness data 

snapshot. These reports help to strengthen our understanding of homelessness at the national 

level. Information is anonymized before being shared, ensuring the privacy of individuals 

experiencing homelessness. HIFIS also allows organizations to use the platform to produce 

reports which could support evidence-based policy and decision-making.4  

In Saskatoon, HIFIS and Coordinated Access have been recently implemented as mandatory 

systems for organizations funded by the Reaching Home program,5 a community-based 

program which is part of the federal government’s homelessness strategy. These organizations 

are required to implement HIFIS as part of their data collection and information systems and to 

use a Coordinated Access approach to service delivery. It is important to note that, unlike other 

jurisdictions, Saskatchewan has a single data system for the whole province, including Regina, 

Saskatoon, and Prince Albert. The Saskatoon Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) has been 

selected as the lead organization for the province’s three Designated Communities: Regina, 

Prince Albert and Saskatoon.  

Current gaps and roadblocks in Saskatoon  

HIFIS and Coordinated Access are relatively new systems in Saskatoon. They began to be 

implemented in April 2023 and face some challenges in expanding and achieving their full 

potential. During a workshop with community organizations, academics, representatives from 
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the federal and municipal government, and community leaders, participants identified the 

following key challenges:  

1. Service providers do not always have enough resources to use these systems to their 

full potential. Detailed intake forms can be lengthy, and stretched resources make it 

challenging to spend the time needed to complete all the sections in HIFIS. 

2. Full implementation of HIFIS would entail IT and data management changes within 

organizations, which requires resources, time and staff that are not always available.  

3. There are concerns about data sovereignty and operational independence, which 

creates additional barriers to accessing Reaching Home funds or implementing HIFIS as 

part of the case management system. This is especially true for Indigenous 

organizations. 

4. The team managing HIFIS in Saskatoon also has limited resources, which means there 

is not enough capacity to support its expansion to other organizations. 

5. Because few organizations use the system, data quality is low, limiting its usefulness for 

decision-making at municipal and provincial levels.  

Guiding questions and new ways of thinking: towards better data on hidden 

homelessness  

Improving data collection systems like HIFIS can enhance the City of Saskatoon’s enumeration 

of people experiencing hidden homelessness in two key ways:  

1. Expanding and deepening the use of HIFIS: Increasing the number of service 

providers using HIFIS means that more instances of hidden homelessness will be 

identified. These enhancements will be predicated on the creation of more access 

points, an increased frequency of intakes, and building capacity for service providers to 

be able to provide the required assistance through Coordinated Access.  

2. Deepening the city’s ability to produce reliable data to inform evidence-based 

decision-making: Gaps in the efforts to eliminate homelessness will become visible 

through HIFIS data, allowing for the development of tailored solutions. Strengthening 

data infrastructure in Saskatoon requires identifying critical areas of opportunity in terms 

of data collection, analysis and knowledge mobilization, as well as developing key 

partnerships with service providers.  

Continue awareness efforts on the advantages of using HIFIS and Coordinated Access 

During the previously mentioned workshop, the HIFIS and Coordinated Access leads for 

Saskatoon explained how reaching out to community organizations and other partners to 

discuss the benefits of the widespread adoption of HIFIS in Saskatoon is an essential aspect of 
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their work. A potential expansion of HIFIS requires that this effort is sustained. Buy-in from 

relevant community organizations and municipal and provincial institutions is needed for 

sustained and continuous engagement with HIFIS on behalf of service providers.  

This means continuing engagement sessions, meetings, and other outreach strategies to 

ensure relevant actors understand why HIFIS and Coordinated Access are important, how they 

can support better serving their clients, and how they can improve their decision-making. These 

sessions are also important to clarify concerns and misconceptions about data use, ownership, 

and HIFIS implementation within organizations.  

Identifying key organizations for the expansion 

To be able to reduce the number of people that remain invisible to monitoring systems on 

homelessness, we need to first identify which organizations offer services to people 

experiencing hidden homelessness (and all other forms of homelessness) and currently exist 

outside of the data ecosystem. This means including agencies beyond those receiving federal 

funding through the Reaching Home homelessness strategy. A few ideas presented to 

workshop participants were:  

1. Drop-in centres in the city (for example, Chokecherry Studios, Emergency Wellness 

Centre, Friendship Inn). 

2. Non-profit housing providers (there are currently some affordable housing providers, but 

expanding this to cover as much of the city as possible). 

3. Community health and legal clinics. 

4. Libraries and civic centres with case managers/outreach workers (for example, Frances 

Morrison and Dr. Freda Ahenakew branches of the Saskatoon Library).  

It is important to note that expansion and onboarding of new agencies require the approval of 

the Saskatchewan HIFIS Leadership group, which is the governance body monitoring the HIFIS 

provincial partnership.  

Increasing the capacity within the local HIFIS team  

In order for more organizations and service providers to use HIFIS, there needs to be an 

increase in the capacity, staff, and resources in data access points in Saskatchewan. Dedicated 

teams for HIFIS and Coordinated Access operate within SHIP and the Métis Nation, 

respectively. However, the current staff does not have the capacity to increase the support 

needed from community organizations or the reporting and coordination with the federal 

government.   

An increase in operational capacity is especially important given that HIFIS and Coordinated 

Access operate provincially in Saskatchewan. This means that, in order to improve the 

enumeration and understanding of hidden homelessness at a provincial level, considerable 

investments are needed to train, monitor and support community organizations in Saskatoon, 

Regina, and Prince Albert.  
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Building the capacity of service providers to use HIFIS and capture instances of hidden 

homelessness 

Changing the way that community partners and service providers store, manage, and use data 

is complex and resource-intensive work. One of the barriers they face to using HIFIS is their 

limited capacity and expertise to implement the system, which often means restructuring several 

operational processes in organizations with already strained capacity. Proper training, increased 

resources, and expertise in data analysis and IT are needed to use HIFIS to its fullest potential.  

Establishing meaningful partnerships with Indigenous organizations and governments 

on data sharing  

Indigenous data sovereignty should be a key consideration for this prototype. The First Nations 

principles of ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP) assert Indigenous control over 

data collection processes and further use. Data sovereignty, cultural appropriateness, and 

respect for Indigenous approaches must be considered central elements in implementing any 

strategy to estimate hidden homelessness.  

For the expansion of HIFIS, this process would mean establishing meaningful partnerships with 

Indigenous organizations and governments, like the Saskatoon Tribal Council, the Métis Nation 

Saskatchewan, and the Saskatoon Indian and Métis Friendship Centre, among others. This 

would include ensuring partnership agreements are compatible with OCAP principles, 

addressing current data concerns, and developing frameworks to ensure Indigenous leadership 

throughout data collection efforts, case management, and reporting.  

Important considerations:  

Additional suggestions were made by workshop participants on how to improve the use of HIFIS 

to understand and estimate hidden homelessness:  

1. Including sexual orientation as one of the demographic questions would provide 

essential data regarding the prevalence and risk of 2SLGBTQI+ individuals experiencing 

homelessness.  

2. Adding rapid assessment questions regarding homelessness and hidden homelessness 

to the intake form could help improve the enumeration in cases where there is not 

enough capacity for complete assessments.  

3. Developing standard practices across participating organizations regarding intakes 

(timeframe, criteria, minimum information required, etc.). 

4. Securing the commitment of additional funding to facilitate the correct implementation of 

HIFIS and Coordinated Access across service providers.  
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As mentioned above, expanding HIFIS could be focused on three main areas. The following list 

is intended only as an example and is not exhaustive:  

1. Housing providers: Affordable and transitional housing providers, including Cress 

Housing Corporation, Saskatoon Housing Authority, Camponi Housing Corporation, and 

Central Urban Métis Federation Inc. 

2. Drop-in centres and shelters: For example, Chokecherry Studios, Emergency Wellness 

Centre, Friendship Inn, Saskatoon Food Bank, and Elizabeth Fry Society.  

3. Community hubs: Saskatoon Library. 

Expanding HIFIS and Coordinated Access should not be considered a silver bullet to 

understanding and estimating hidden homelessness. The implementation of this prototype has 

the following limitations:  

1. HIFIS will be unable to count people who do not access services: Even if data 

collection increases, individuals outside the service provision ecosystem will still be 

underreported. This could lead to the underrepresentation of groups that do not feel 

comfortable or safe accessing services, and those communities who do not have 

services available to them.  

2. Interoperability and linkage: Alternative data collection systems in the city that do not 

share data with HIFIS also undermine the ability to accurately count instances of hidden 

homelessness, such as hospitals, calls to the fire department, police services, and family 

services. 

3. Lack of data access for city-level decision-makers: One of the most significant 

limitations is that aggregated data at the city level is unavailable to decision-makers. It 

serves only to inform the federal government. However, individual reports can be 

created, which allows for the coordination and use of data within the city.  
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About sensemaking 

Sensemaking is a complexity-informed methodology designed to build an understanding of the 

context and content of a particular problem through stories. It stems from the core assumption 

that individuals' journeys through this context can offer ample information on possible ways to 

resolve the problem.6 Stories can be captured in multiple ways (for example, through writing, 

audio or images), depending on the preference of the storyteller. It relies on people drawing 

from their culture, past experiences, and preconceived ideas to make sense of the world we 

observe. Sensemaking as a research methodology allows us to capture individual voices and 

then identify larger patterns when looking at those stories collectively.  

The tool that allows us to capture and analyze this information is a sensemaking collector. The 

collector works similarly to a survey: participants are asked to provide a short story (or a “micro-

story”) relating to a topic of interest. All the micro-stories together are then used to make sense 

of the question the research intends to answer.  

Sensemaking collectors and surveys differ in how they are created and how information is 

captured. The first difference is in how a collector is designed.  The design of the questions is a 

collective effort rooted in the community for which it is designed, and not a theoretical 

endeavour of the researchers alone.  

The second difference from a survey is that participants are asked to tell a brief story instead of 

responding to a series of questions. The participants are then asked to add layers of meaning to 

their story as they experienced it through a series of follow-up prompts, which become layers of 

meta-data with significantly reduced researcher bias. The opportunity to self-signify also 

provides the person who has shared their story with greater agency in interpreting and 

assigning contextual meaning, which impacts the data analysis. 

Implementing a data collector to increase an understanding of hidden homelessness  

The lack of continuous and reliable data regarding the experiences, needs, and challenges 

associated with hidden homelessness makes it difficult to develop effective policies and 

programs to address this issue. The sensemaking collector prototype consists of creating a data 

collection strategy that leads to real-time, actionable data in Saskatoon.  

Prototyping this method as a way to get insight into hidden homelessness in Saskatoon involved 

three steps:  

1. Co-designing a sensemaking collector with people with lived experience.  
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2. Establishing collection sites and organizing ad hoc community events to include as 

many stories as possible. This entailed collaboration with local service providers and 

advocates, and adequate training on how to properly use the tool.  

3. Analyzing the data and preparing results for dissemination, working alongside people 

with lived experience.  

The lessons learned from implementing this prototype will be used to determine ways of 

creating an upscaled and sustainable implementation of the collector as a hidden homelessness 

data source for Saskatoon.  

This prototype seeks to fill several key data gaps:  

• the need for both quantitative and qualitative data  

• the need for demographic data  

• the need for anonymity/privacy  

• the need for approaches that honour self-identification  

Guiding questions and new ways of thinking: sensemaking as part of a collective 

approach to end homelessness 

A sensemaking collector presents an innovative solution to understanding the complex needs of 

people experiencing homelessness, and in particular, hidden homelessness. Because 

information can be obtained regularly through different locations, this tool has the potential to 

contribute to the monitoring of all forms of homelessness from a qualitative perspective. The 

sensemaking collector could help policymakers and service providers detect trends and 

changes regarding the services needed, gaps in service provision and the demographics of 

people experiencing street level and hidden homelessness. 

This could be an innovative and complementary tool for data collection techniques like Point-in-

Time Counts, case management software like HIFIS, and population censuses. To help guide 

the development of a city-wide sensemaking collector, it is crucial to consider the methods and 

locations that can best capture experiences of hidden homelessness.  

Step 1: Design the sensemaking collector  

On April 22 and 24, 2024, two virtual design workshops were held with people with lived 

experience of hidden homelessness in Saskatoon. In total, 15 people participated in the 

workshops, and they were compensated for sharing their knowledge with an honorarium. The 

design workshops focused on designing the instrument question categories and prompts. In the 

design process, an important question arose: Can we identify stories of hidden homelessness 

when people do not initially self-identify with this type of experience? To address this issue, 

participants were asked to identify their living situations across the housing spectrum as either 
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“staying with someone else” or “someone else is staying with me because they have nowhere 

else to go.” 

This approach also provided the opportunity to compare patterns of hidden homelessness 

experiences to those of individuals living in other arrangements along the housing spectrum. 

This allows the final collector and resulting dataset to be used to understand and/or monitor 

experiences with homelessness, transitional housing, and market housing. Finally, the design 

was modified to collect recent (within the last month) stories about housing in Saskatoon. This 

will help to ensure the data is recent, offering a better way to monitor the state of the system 

over time. Design workshops input was used to create the collector questionnaire, including two 

main questions for providing micro-stories, and 13 follow-up and demographics questions. The 

results from the collector can be found in Appendix 1.  

Step 2: Collecting the stories 

Several collection strategies were used to test the prototype collector and obtain a first round of 

stories. Honorariums were provided in exchange for participation in the community events and 

drop-in sites. In total, 101 stories were collected. 

Community events: Two events were planned in coordination with local community 

organizations. Two community suppers were held for people with lived experience to have a 

meal and complete the collector to share their stories and experiences with hidden 

homelessness. Fifty stories were collected through these events.  

Drop-in sites: Saskatoon Library and Prairie Harm Reduction contributed to data collection 

from May 6 to May 17, 2024, at drop-in centres and as part of their outreach work. Training and 

tools (tablets) were provided so that they could administer the collector adequately. From these 

efforts, 36 stories were collected.  

Online outreach: Using email and social media, invitations were sent to community 

organizations and community members for participants to complete the collector. For online 

respondents, the collector took most people 7-10 minutes to complete.  

Step 3: Analyze the data and draw preliminary findings 

The sensemaking collector allows the creation of a real-time picture of the experiences and 

characteristics of people with lived experience. The collector also allows the capture of housing 

experiences across the housing spectrum. It could be used to assess real-time needs and to 

formulate more informed policies and services for individuals experiencing housing insecurity 

beyond hidden homelessness. An in-depth analysis of a cross-section of the data obtained can 

be found in Appendix 2. 

Figure 1 illustrates the demographics of respondents. Here, we see the overrepresentation of 

First Nations people experiencing hidden homelessness as well as the overrepresentation of 

people with disabilities, mental health challenges, and 2SLGBTQI+ individuals. As mentioned 

previously, it is important to note that the demographics of the respondents are influenced by 

the data collection strategies. Groups who can not access services or who do not feel safe in 
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certain settings might be underrepresented. Obtaining a large enough sample with a variety of 

collection strategies could help to reduce the bias in demographics and provide useful insight 

into the groups who experience hidden homelessness.  

 

 

Figure 1: Demographics of respondents experiencing hidden homelessness as identified by responses to question 2: 

Description of the housing situation in your experience.  

 

The collector included questions about the needs of people experiencing hidden homelessness 

and for the person providing the temporary accommodation. The three triangle diagrams below 

(Figures 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3) show the types of services that would have been useful: trusted 

guidance (at the top of the triangle), financial assistance (bottom-right of the triangle), and 

health-related services (bottom-left of the triangle).  
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Figure 2.1: Aggregated data of all types of service needs. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2.2: Data of service needs coded by emotional tone. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2.3: Data of responses coded by identity. 

 
 

 

 

This cross-comparison allows us to analyze clusters of responses on specific services, for 

example, around financial assistance.  
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A defined cluster of responses in the first triangle on the bottom right corner indicates a large 

sample of people reporting they would have liked to have financial supports available while they 

were experiencing hidden homelessness. When we look at the same corner on the second 

triangle, we can see that most of those stories were identified as either negative or strongly 

negative. The last triangle shows how this cluster is almost exclusively made up of First Nations 

respondents. This tool could help identify these types of patterns: how First Nations individuals 

seem to lack financial support to navigate periods of hidden homelessness, and how this 

negatively impacts their experience.   

The importance of income supports for people experiencing hidden homelessness coincides 

with findings from our Challenge Brief,7 showing that financial assistance was amongst the most 

used service by this group and is considered to be insufficient to meet their needs. After the 

data collection period, a data analysis workshop was held with people with lived experience to 

interpret initial findings. Additional themes were identified, such as the interplay between hidden 

homelessness and gaps in the justice system to protect people from abuse of being kicked out 

of the place where they were staying, lack of tenure security impacting community services use, 

and the negative impacts of this experience on mental health. These findings provide clear 

guidance on the specific needs that are unmet while people are experiencing hidden 

homelessness. These themes build on and complement the preliminary data provided, 

highlighting the importance of the stories and input of people with lived experience in capturing 

the needs and journeys of hidden homelessness. 

This type of analysis allows us to identify the concrete needs in the financial, health and service 

provision realms that are in demand and how they evolve over time. As mentioned, this can help 

decision-makers expand, increase funding, or modify programs and services to better address 

the needs of people experiencing hidden homelessness and improve their chances of accessing 

secure and permanent housing.  

The following partners participated in prototyping the sensemaking collector. Additional partners 

could be identified for scaling up this solution:  

1. Logistics and community liaison: Saskatoon Poverty Reduction Partnership 

2. Community organizations for outreach: Chokecherry Studios, Saskatchewan 

Intercultural Association, Truly Alive Foundation, the Friendship Inn, White Buffalo Youth 

Lodge and OUTSaskatoon.  

3. Community partners for data collection: Saskatoon Public Library, Prairie Harm 

Reduction, Chokecherry Studios and OUTSaskatoon. 
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Testing the implementation of the sensemaking collector provided some important learnings 

about using this as a real-time data collection strategy:  

1. Community events are resource intensive and usually add work for organizations that 

are already facing capacity challenges. For prototyping purposes, they were useful to 

establish relationships and engage partners with the tool. A long-term strategy for this 

collector should rely on other engagements and beneficial agreements for participants 

and organizations.  

2. Supporting respondents in completing the survey is important to adequately fill the 

collector and to ensure the quality of the data. Having support staff explain the 

instrument and provide help navigating the questions proved to be a valuable 

investment. This is especially true when focusing in on the story shared and navigating 

the technological aspects of the collector.  

3. Having buy-in from community partners and the municipal government is crucial for this 

prototype to effectively monitor trends of hidden homelessness. The collector needs 

regular input, as well as continuous data analysis and reporting. Testing showed that 

collecting data is feasible. It will require a larger and coordinated strategy to make that 

data valuable for informing upstream policy and programming solutions.  

4. One possible best practice to be implemented is to have the collector tied to existing 

programming and services offered by community organizations. This leverages existing 

structures and processes without creating additional work for staff.  

There are several key limitations to consider when it comes to the implementation of a 

sensemaking collector in Saskatoon:  

1. As a predominantly qualitative tool, unless it is rolled out on a large scale, the 

sensemaking collector will not be helpful in enumerating hidden homelessness in 

Saskatoon. One possible way to do this would be through a mass mailout to all 

households as a one-time collection method, targeting tenured parties who may have 

someone staying with them.  

2. As a monitoring tool to identify trends at the grassroots level, the utility of the 

sensemaking collector will depend on how many stories are collected (statistical 

significance) and if the data is systematized and delivered to key actors and decision-

makers in the city. 

3. The sensemaking collector is currently built on a platform called Spryng.io, which 

operates in a fee-for-service model. Additional funding for the use of the platform (and 

the logistical support for its implementation) will be needed for future iterations of this 

prototype.  
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4. Data sovereignty and storage should be considered when moving ahead and exploring 

ways to ensure privacy and ownership are maintained.  

5. Finally, this prototype most likely will result in additional workload for frontline workers on 

the data collection, analysis and reporting aspects. Adequate funding and staffing will be 

needed to prevent gaps and inconsistencies in data collection. 

 

A collective approach towards hidden homelessness data 

One of the main challenges when trying to understand and estimate hidden homelessness in 

Saskatoon is that this experience has many paths and takes different forms: not all individuals in 

this situation look for the same services, have the same needs, stay in the same types of 

places, or stay for similar time intervals. This creates difficulties in enumerating hidden 

homelessness from a single institution or type of service. Developing an ecosystem approach to 

data collection can help build an understanding of the different paths in and out of hidden 

homelessness, the needs of people experiencing hidden homelessness, and the range of 

services they access.  

A data ecosystem is a coordinated effort to record, understand, and share information regarding 

hidden (and all forms of) homelessness between the key institutions that interact with this 

population. 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 that 

administer income assistance programs.  

A collaborative approach towards data collection and analysis would allow us to understand the 

type of information each institution collects, the criteria for data intake, and the operational 

definitions of key concepts such as hidden and chronic homelessness. A data ecosystem also 

ensures that information is shared between partners and used collectively for decision-making. 

City-wide statistics on all forms of homelessness, data on service use, and trends on population 

shifts and core needs are only a few examples of how this systems approach can help create 

upstream medium and long-term policies and understand immediate needs in the context of 

Canada's housing crisis.  

This prototype seeks to address several key dataset needs:  

• providing actionable data  
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• organizing information to answer key questions about the state of hidden homelessness 

• providing reliable intersectional data 

• providing anonymity/privacy 

• honouring self-identification  

• obtaining both qualitative and quantitative information.  

This prototype was developed in collaboration with Blueprint ADE, a Canadian organization 

specialized in data solutions for social change. The full implementation and description of the 

prototype can be found in Appendix 2.  

Current gaps and roadblocks in Saskatoon 

Refining the data ecosystem in Saskatoon to harness the existing data for better upstream 

policies and services is a complex endeavour. There are a few important challenges and areas 

of opportunity that need to be addressed:  

1. Different forms of capturing data: During the prototyping workshop, it became clear that 

different institutions and service providers have different approaches to data collection. 

Organizations like shelters use HIFIS, which allows for a much more detailed snapshot 

of service use and housing history, and hospitals can link the patient's information to 

their health records. However, these systems do not integrate and are much more 

detailed than others, where only very general information is captured.  

2. Data privacy and data governance: Questions around how data would be stored, by 

whom, and what type of information is accessible are big questions that need to be 

appropriately addressed.  

3. Indigenous sovereignty of data: Using information collected by Indigenous organizations 

and governments requires a strategy that aligns with OCAP principles. Addressing 

current concerns and challenges to ensure these principles are respected in an 

integrated data ecosystem is necessary for the success of this strategy.  

Guiding questions and new ways of thinking 

A coordinated data ecosystem in Saskatoon could leverage existing data and gain meaningful 

new insights into how many people experience hidden and other forms of homelessness, how 

their experiences are connected to services, what needs are unmet, and what effective 

practices might already be in place to address this crisis. This approach would allow for the 

integration of data across organizations and the possibility of coordinated cooperation and a 

collective response to homelessness.  

This prototype could complement the expansion of HIFIS to extend the net even further and 

prevent instances of hidden homelessness from going undetected. Questions regarding data 

consistency, privacy, and sovereignty need to be at the center of a well-crafted data ecosystem. 

Also, imagining the ways the collected information informs policy and service provision is 

another crucial consideration moving forward.  

 



23 | Prototype Report: Understanding and Estimating Hidden Homelessness in Saskatoon 

Different implementation strategies have been identified for a data ecosystem in Saskatoon, 

depending on its scope and aim. A plan for only enumerating hidden homelessness is different 

from understanding the service needs of this population, which is also different from connecting 

people with the right services and supports. Three main routes were established for each case, 

which are fully described in Appendix 2. 

Enumerating hidden homelessness: 

Establishing an ecosystem that allows us to enumerate hidden homelessness in Saskatoon, 

relying on established datasets and pairing them with local data, is an effective way to 

accurately estimate the number of people who experience this situation. This would mean using 

the Canadian Housing Survey (CHS) and the General Social Survey (GSS) to create a baseline 

understanding of hidden homelessness cases in the city. This data could be triangulated with 

HIFIS and community surveys like the sensemaking collector and Point-in-Time Counts to 

develop more accurate numbers.  

Understanding the needs:  

Developing an ecosystem that can also detect the needs of people experiencing hidden 

homelessness would rely on a similar baseline. Using the CHS and GSS, the analysis should 

build on additional indicators and questions in these datasets to create patterns of needs among 

people experiencing hidden homelessness. Consequently, HIFIS and community organization 

data could be used to estimate the proportion of people experiencing hidden homelessness who 

have needs based on the services they use and corroborate or adjust the initial findings with 

locally sourced data. These findings could be weighted and complemented with interviews with 

people with lived experience, ensuring a representative map of their needs.  

Service coordination and integration:  

This third case represents a different data challenge and requires significantly more data 

collection, infrastructure development and coordination. It is important to mention that programs 

like Coordinated Access are beginning this work in Saskatoon, which means that there is an 

opportunity to leverage the existing work to improve its implementation. Integrating services 

would require establishing governing structures like standards and protocols for sharing data, 

agreements between partners that outline where and how data is stored and establishing ways 

of ensuring consent from people with lived experience. Knowing the key role of First Nations 

and Métis organizations and governments in this ecosystem, considerations on Indigenous data 

ownership, and respect for OCAP are paramount for the successful establishment of a data 

ecosystem on hidden and all forms of homelessness.  
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Governance and coordinated efforts for a city-wide approach:  

One important element throughout the three different cases is the need for close collaboration 

between municipal, provincial and federal governments. Convening a group that can champion 

this initiative is one of the most important elements, given the strong need for harmonization and 

standardization in a city-wide count. Figure 3 below shows a suggested governance structure 

designed for the service coordination and integration case. However, establishing a similar 

version of this would be important no matter which case is selected to move forward. A 

governance committee composed of Indigenous and non-Indigenous government 

representatives, academics, community organizations and people with lived experience is an 

incredible opportunity for rethinking the way Saskatoon addresses all forms of homelessness.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Three cases for data ecosystems in Saskatoon. Blueprint ADE. 

 

The following partners participated in prototyping the data ecosystem. Additional partners could 

be identified for scaling up this solution:  
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1. Expertise in data ecosystems: Blueprint ADE 

2. Community organizations: Saskatoon Poverty Reduction Partnership, The Salvation 

Army Crossroads, Saskatoon Housing Initiatives Partnership 

3. Provincial and municipal Institutions: Saskatchewan Health Authority, Saskatoon Fire 

Department, City of Saskatoon  

4. Academic partners: University of Saskatchewan, Community-University Institute for 

Social Research (CUSIR) 

Developing a data ecosystem is a complex endeavour. Some of the limitations identified in this 

prototype are:  

1. The lack of up-to-date data from the federal government. For example, CHS data is only 

available up to 2021, making it difficult to create an accurate baseline.  

2. The difficulty of accessing HIFIS data disaggregated at the municipal level, as it is sent 

and used by the federal government for national statistics. This means that separate 

agreements would be necessary to access data specific to Saskatoon. Alternative 

operational models, such as relying on internal reports from community organizations 

using HIFIS could be a way to address this gap in the immediate term.  

3. Methodological challenges of collecting data. For example, ensuring samples that are 

representative of the broader population is an important challenge to consider. The 

sensemaking collector offers some ideas of how this risk could be mitigated.  

4. Navigating the colonial definition of homelessness in the census and HIFIS datasets, 

making it harder to align the results with Indigenous understandings of homelessness 

and Indigenous approaches to home and kinship. 

5. Developing governance structures and data-sharing agreements are complex processes 

that need uptake and buy-in from all actors. Concerns around data use, data sovereignty 

and privacy expressed by service providers and Indigenous organizations could limit the 

ability of such an ecosystem to be fully operational.  
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The prototypes presented in this report aim to address two key challenges: (1) estimating and 

(2) understanding hidden homelessness. Addressing these challenges requires a multi-faceted 

approach in Canadian municipalities, given the complexity of the phenomenon.  

Identifying who and where people are experiencing hidden homelessness is an enormous task. 

It involves the participation of not only service providing organizations but also municipal and, 

ideally, provincial governments to establish information baselines, direct lines of communication 

between government and community organizations, and information sharing to enable a city-

wide enumeration process. Creating only data collection forms or information-sharing strategies 

will not fully address the question of how many people are currently experiencing hidden 

homelessness. A parallel approach to decreasing the data gaps while at the same time ensuring 

all information is cross-referenced and used is imperative for enumeration.  

This is why having strategies like the HIFIS expansion with a larger municipal strategy to share 

information on hidden homelessness could be a beneficial combination for a city like Saskatoon. 

This approach would allow increasing the places where people can be counted as part of 

services provision while developing a parallel strategy to triangulate all relevant data across the 

city so that it can be used to inform policy and programming.  

Understanding hidden homelessness requires putting people with lived experience at the centre 

of the process. Storytelling and self-identification are powerful tools in this process. This process 

should decrease the burden on people with lived experience as much as possible, as well as on 

the organizations that serve them. For this, simple data collection forms, honoraria for 

participation and questions that allow the individual to self-signify their story are powerful ways 

of obtaining qualitative data about the grassroots-level realities of people with lived experience. 

To avoid overrepresentation of specific demographics and inadvertently underrepresenting 

others, this strategy should aim to diversify collection points across the city and service 

providers.  

The sensemaking collector proved to be an innovative and easy-to-use tool for people to share 

their stories and monitor trends and important variables from the hidden homelessness 

experience. This prototype also has the potential to incorporate experiences from all other forms 

of homelessness and create a real-time monitoring of the larger homelessness crisis. It also 

allows housing precarity to be linked with other difficulties in navigating other systems (health, 

income assistance, justice, etc.), which could lead to the design of better policies and outcomes 

for vulnerable populations.  

These prototypes are not a one-size-fits-all solution when designing effective approaches to 

enumerate and understand hidden homelessness. Reaching out to people outside the service 

provision ecosystem will be a significant challenge, but the combined approach of these 

prototypes presents the opportunity for Saskatoon to develop a strategy that begins to address 

data gaps towards an evidence-based approach and upstream policy and program design and 

development.  
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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.”8 

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.”9 

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.”10 

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 
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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, 

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.”11 

 

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 
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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.”12 

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.13  

Upstream policies/interventions:  

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

economic systems that distribute wealth, power and opportunities.14 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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• Appendix 1 – Sensemaking collector analysis: preliminary findings 

• Appendix 2 – Implementation framework (Blueprint ADE) 

 

 

Endnotes 

 

1 Housing, Infrastructure and Communities Canada. (2023). Homeless Individuals and Families 

Information System (HIFIS). Housing, Infrastructure and Communities Canada. 
2 Homeless Learning Hub. (2024). The Homeless and Families Information System. Canadian 

Observatory on Homelessness. 
3 Flow Community Projects. (2020). Coordinated Access System – Saskatoon. Flow Community Projects.  
4 Housing, Infrastructure and Communities Canada. (2023). Homeless Individuals and Families 

Information System (HIFIS). Housing, Infrastructure and Communities Canada. 
5 These organizations are, in turn, part of Designated Communities or selected urban centres participating 

in this funding stream. 
6 Linderman, A. (n.d.) What is Sensemaking? Spryng.io.  
7 Canadian Centre for Housing Rights and CTLabs. (2024). Challenge Brief: Contextualizing and mapping 
journeys of hidden homelessness. Available at https://housingrightscanada.com/reports/hidden-
homelessness-saskatoon 
8 Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation. (2019). Identifying Core Housing Need. Canadian 

Mortgage and Housing Corporation. 
9 Women and Gender Equality Canada. (2024). What is Gender-based Analysis Plus. Government of 

Canada. 
10 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. (2024). The struggle of trans and 

gender-diverse persons: Independent Expert on sexual orientation and gender identity. United Nations 

Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner.  
11 Thistle, J. (2017.) Indigenous Definition of Homelessness in Canada. Canadian Observatory on 

Homelessness Press. 
12 Gaetz, S., et al. (2012) Canadian Definition of Homelessness. Canadian Observatory on 

Homelessness Press. 
13 Ibid. 
14 National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health. (2022). Glossary of essential health equity 

terms. National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health, St. Francis Xavier University.  

 

 

https://housingrightscanada.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/CCHR-Prototype-Report-Appendix-1-–-Sensmaking-collector-analysis-preliminary-findings-Hidden-Homelessness-in-Saskatoon-September.2024.pdf
https://housingrightscanada.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/CCHR-Prototype-Report-Appendix-2-Implementation-framework-Blueprint-ADE-Hidden-Homelessness-in-Saskatoon-Sept.2024.pdf
https://housingrightscanada.com/reports/hidden-homelessness-saskatoon
https://housingrightscanada.com/reports/hidden-homelessness-saskatoon


housingrightscanada.com


	Prototype COVER
	Prototypes report - logo update.pdf
	Prototype COVER.pdf

