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2. INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this report is to provide information about:






2.1.

The 20,000 Homes National Campaign and the importance of local participation;
The process used for the Registry Week in Simcoe County, including the
volunteer recruitment, survey methodology, and data protocols;
Lessons learned during the Registry Week for an urban-rural county;
A summary of the findings of the anonymous, aggregate data collected; and
Next steps and recommendations for local service delivery, community
engagement, program policy and service program design.

Background: 20,000 Homes National Campaign

The 20,000 Homes Campaign is a national movement led by the Canadian Alliance to
End Homelessness (CAEH) to house 20,000 of Canada’s most vulnerable population
experiencing homelessness by 2018. Communities across Canada are mobilizing
together to contribute to the success of the national campaign goal by supporting the
campaign locally in their own community. The 20,000 Homes Campaign is inspired by
the successful 100,000 Homes Campaign in the United States.
The six core elements of the national campaign are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Knowing every homeless person by name and understanding each person’s
needs and preferences;
Implementing Housing First in a way that makes sense for each community;
Using data to track progress and to make decisions to improve a community’s
homeless programs and the system as a whole;
Improving housing placement and working toward building a coordinated local
homelessness system of care focused on ending homelessness;
Learning from other communities across Canada; and
Providing a united voice at a national and provincial level to secure the housing
and resources necessary to end homelessness in Canada.

The 20,000 Homes National Campaign is built on action at the local community level,
including outreach, data collection, and service prioritization for housing and related
programs and services.

2.2.

Importance of Local 20,000 Homes Campaign Involvement

For Simcoe County, the 20,000 Homes Campaign continues to leverage important work
in housing placements and on-going efforts to create an integrated service model for
housing and supports. Recent homelessness sector training initiatives in Simcoe
County have included system design, trauma informed care, mental health first aid, the
use the of Service Prioritization Decision Assessment Tool (SPDAT), and excellence in
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housing case management approaches to help support vulnerable residents achieve
housing stability.
The 20,000 Homes Campaign is yet another local partnership initiative to support local
agencies delivering homelessness prevention and supports. The Campaign supports
key advocacy issues, undertaking a local enumeration count, and housing delivery
activities as documented in the Simcoe County Housing Our Future: Our Community
10-Year Affordable Housing and Homelessness Prevention Strategy. It also helps the
community to continue to engage the public in awareness building and improve
investments to local systems that support coordinated housing and support systems.

3. REGISTRY WEEK PROCESS
Locally, the Campaign is a comprehensive outreach to individuals experiencing or at
risk of experiencing homelessness, with the goal of providing appropriate housing
interventions. The process is called Registry Week, and is comprised of community
engagement, volunteer training, and data collection. Registry Week in Simcoe County
was January 13th to 20th, 2016, with data collection happening on January 15th and 16th.
A community debrief session was hosted on January 20th, 2016 to discuss the Registry
Week process, share preliminary data results, and investigate next steps.
The local 20,000 Homes Campaign Registry Week is led by the Simcoe County Alliance
to End Homelessness (SCATEH), and directed by a project Steering Committee. A
project coordinator was recruited to help support the Registry Week work plan activities,
and was instrumental in coordinating the registry week planning, engaging various
stakeholders, volunteer recruitment and training, and follow-up activities.
Volunteer survey teams were an integral part of the Registry Week, and were
comprised of professional service staff and community volunteers. All volunteer survey
teams received training which included a background of the 20,000 Homes Campaign
and how to complete the survey assessment tool, the Vulnerability Index - Service
Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (VI-SPDAT). Over 120 volunteers were involved
in the Simcoe County Registry Week.

3.1.

Survey Methodology

3.1.1. Purpose and Objectives
The main purposes of data collection during Registry Week were:
1. To collect information about an individual’s current situation of homelessness and
to identify recommended intervention strategies based on their acuity using the
VI-SPDAT. This information is used by service providers to help match people to
existing programs and services;
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2. To track the progress of housing individuals at the local level for the national
campaign; and
3. To use anonymous, aggregate data to enhance program designs, evaluation,
and raise awareness about homelessness in Simcoe County.
These purposes contained the following objectives:
1. To prioritize survey participants for referral to affordable housing and related
services and programs through Housing Resource Centres;
2. To inform national research, advocacy, lobbying, and education about
homelessness in Canada;
3. To engage and survey individuals and families impacted by homelessness to
identify local gaps, trends, and targets; and
4. To identify service delivery opportunities to better meet the needs of people
experiencing homelessness in Simcoe County.
3.1.2. Population of Focus
Data was collected from individuals experiencing or at risk of experiencing
homelessness in Simcoe County. The 20,000 Homes Campaign is the first enumeration
count for this region using a targeted approach to help identify local challenges for
people experiencing chronic and episodic homelessness.
3.1.3. Sampling Framework
A convenience sampling method was used, which means that survey volunteer teams
invited survey participants through their outreach efforts during Registry Week, (i.e.,
during the provision of services and through community outreach at hotspots1) and did
not have a pre-determined list of participants from which to select. There was no predetermined sample size.
3.1.4. Areas of Focus
Registry Week was organized with input from service providers and community
stakeholders using the five Simcoe County Alliance to End Homelessness Chapter
districts. This local engagement approach helped inform the process. These Chapters
districts include the following areas:






Barrie;
North Simcoe (Midland/Penetanguishene area);
Orillia;
South Georgian Bay (Collingwood/Wasaga Beach area); and,
South Simcoe (Alliston/Bradford area).

1

Hotspots were identified as public spaces for outreach to engage with people experiencing
homelessness, such as libraries, motels, parks, etc., and were identified with the help of service providers
in each of the communities.
Simcoe County 20,000 Homes Campaign Registry Week
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Data collection included a mixed methods approach because of the urban/rural diversity
of different communities. In more urban areas, survey volunteer teams were able to
engage with potential survey participants during the provision of services (i.e., shelters,
housing programs, food banks, etc.). However, in more rural areas, survey volunteer
teams used an outreach process to engage with people experiencing homelessness by
visiting hotspot areas, such as libraries, motels, parks, etc.
A toll-free telephone number was also established so that survey participants could call
at a time when it was convenient for them and complete the survey over the telephone.
The telephone number provided an alternate method of completing the survey that
wasn’t limited by location, which helped ensure broader geographic coverage.
Final survey location sites were selected by the Steering Committee. This selection
included both service provider agencies, and ‘hotspot locations’ in local communities.
The outreach of the campaign was intended to be fluid and dynamic using the
knowledge of the local service providers. This approach helped the Campaign reach as
many ‘hidden homeless’ as possible (i.e., people that are couch surfing).
3.1.5. Survey Tool: VI-SPDAT
The assessment tool used during Registry Week is the Vulnerability Index - Service
Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (VI-SPDAT). The VI-SPDAT is a self-reporting
pre-screening questionnaire that quickly assesses the health and social needs of people
experiencing homelessness so that they can be matched to the most appropriate
housing and support interventions available2.
The VI-SPDAT is a combination of the Vulnerability Index (VI), which helps measure
chronicity and medical vulnerability, and the Service Prioritization Decision Assistance
Tool (SPDAT), which is used as an intake and case management tool. Used together,
the VI-SPDAT helps identify who should be recommended for housing and support
interventions, based on eligibility and greatest need.
An important distinction between the SPDAT and the VI-SPDAT is that the SPDAT is a
lengthier intake and assessment tool used by front-line service providers to assess their
clients’ housing acuity. The VI-SPDAT is a shorter pre-screen survey tool used to
quickly triage and prioritize individuals to appropriate services and programs.
The VI-SPDAT was used as an in-person interview-style tool by Registry Week
volunteers with people experiencing homelessness who volunteered to participate
(“survey participants”). Although the answers are self-reported, the answers were
recorded by the interviewer. Survey teams were comprised of professional service staff
2

OrgCode Consulting, Inc. 2016. About the VI-SPDAT. Available: http://www.orgcode.com/lesson/whatdoes-the-vi-spdat-do/
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and community volunteers. They systematically canvassed pre-identified programs and
hot spot locations across Simcoe County and invited potential survey participants to
complete the VI-SPDAT. A toll-free telephone number was also established so that
survey participants could call and complete the VI-SPDAT over the telephone.
Volunteers received training in completing the VI-SPDAT during Registry Week.
The VI-SPDAT consists of a series of primarily Yes/No questions. It highlights areas of
higher acuity, thereby helping to inform the type of support and housing intervention that
may be most beneficial to improve long term housing outcomes. The term “acuity” is
used to describe the complexity of the situation or issues that an individual is facing
which are likely to have an effect on their housing stability. Questions are categorized
and scored within the following domains:






History of Housing and Homelessness;
Risks;
Socialization and Daily Functions;
Wellness; and,
Demographics.

Based on the domain scores, respondent scores are categorized by acuity level and an
appropriate housing intervention is recommended as follows:
Acuity Level Recommendation
High

An Assessment for Permanent Supportive Housing/Housing First

Moderate

An Assessment for Rapid Re-Housing

Low

No Housing Intervention (though other types of referrals may be made)

The VI-SPDAT does not make decisions; it informs decisions. It helps inform the order
in which people should receive services by helping to identify needs of the people
experiencing homelessness, as well as determine priority service provision based on
those who are most vulnerable. The VI-SPDAT provides data that communities, service
providers, and people experiencing homelessness can use to help determine the best
course of action to take.
3.1.6. Survey Participation
A total of 301 people responded to the invitation to participate in the VI-SPDAT survey.
Seven people declined to participate, and two people withdrew their consent during the
survey. The findings in this report are based on the 292 surveys that were data-entered
into the anonymous database.
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Community Ethics Review Process

3.2.1. Data Collection Protocols
A Data Protocols Sub-Committee of the project Steering Committee was established to
provide guidance and oversight in the development of data collection and storage
processes, research ethics, and the informed consent process. Although the Simcoe
County 20,000 Homes Campaign did not go through a formal community Research
Ethics Board (REB) review, data collection protocols were based on the policies and
procedures followed by the Simcoe Muskoka District Health Unit, including the
development of a Data Collection Plan (DCP). The DCP considers all aspects of the
data collection process, and helps to identify potential risks and mitigation measures.
The information collected during Registry Week is personal and sensitive, so specific
data protocols were established to ensure data was being collected and maintained
appropriately. Protocols regarding the collection and storage of data collected were
established to ensure responsible data stewardship, as outlined in the Data Transfer
Process in Appendix C. Data from the survey participant interviews was recorded on the
paper-based VI-SPDAT, and data entered by volunteers into the anonymous database
provided by Community Solutions.
3.2.2. Informed Consent Process
An informed consent process was used for the Simcoe County 20,000 Homes
Campaign. This process helped to ensure that each potential survey participant had the
choice of participating or not after reviewing the consent form (Appendix B) with the
volunteer team. The consent form included the following information:








Background information about the 20,000 Homes Campaign;
Purpose of the local Registry Week;
How the data collected will be used;
Where data will be stored;
Who will have access to the information collected;
Contact person name;
Acknowledgement that a survey participant can choose to skip any question, end
the survey, and/or choose to withdraw consent at any time during the process.

Survey participants’ consent was collected for both service provision and anonymous
and aggregate data reporting. It is important to note that survey participants’ data
remains anonymous for aggregate reporting purposes, and no personally identifying
data was entered into the database. For the purpose of service provision, service
providers will use the paper-based VI-SPDAT as a case-management assessment tool
for follow-up with each survey participant who indicated this preference.
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Data Limitations

Due to the voluntary nature of VI-SPDAT participation and the convenience sampling
procedure used by survey volunteer teams, the data is reflective of the population
experiencing homelessness who consented to be surveyed during Registry Week, and
is not necessarily representative of the entire portion of the population experiencing
homelessness in Simcoe County. For example, as discussed in the Lessons Learned
section below, the sample of 292 survey participants likely under-represents the portion
of the population experiencing homelessness in rural areas. This should be taken into
consideration when making generalizations about homelessness in Simcoe County
based on the findings from the Registry Week data.
There is a risk of interviewer bias due to the interview-style nature of the VI-SPDAT and
the high-level of sensitivity of the questions. This means that the survey volunteer
interviewer could have unintentionally influenced the response provided by the survey
participant. Common examples of this include the survey interviewer listing examples to
help explain a question (which the survey participant then chooses as their response),
or summarizing a response provided instead of transcribing it verbatim. Although
interviewer bias is often a risk in social research, the Simcoe County Registry Week
followed the standardized approach of the 20,000 National Campaign and mitigated the
risk of interviewer bias by providing training to survey volunteer teams.
It is important to note that the data provided for emergency service use is likely underreported. It was observed during data entry that for a significant number of VI-SPDAT
surveys, interviewers recorded a checkmark response (indicating at least one service
use) instead of recording the actual number of service use interactions. This results in
an under-reporting of the number of times survey participants interacted with
emergency services.

3.4.

Lessons Learned

The Steering Committee identified the following lessons learned from Registry Week:
3.4.1. More time was needed
a. More time for training and preparation
This discussion often came up during training sessions. It would have been beneficial to
have additional time to train volunteers, to address their questions about the VI-SPDAT,
and to solicit their input about the selected hotspots in their communities. More time for
training would have also ensured more consistency and comprehensive delivery in the
training content across all the communities.
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b. More time for community engagement
It became clear during volunteer training that many of the volunteers also had keen
insights regarding the processes of the Registry Week, such as the identification of
hotspots. Having more time to solicit broader engagement with service provider
agencies and volunteers before the training would have helped inform the Registry
Week processes.
c. More time for survey data collection
Having a lengthier data collection period to reach the survey population of focus would
have also been beneficial, particularly in rural areas where extensive travel can be
required for participant contact, survey distribution, and collection.
d. More time for volunteer recruitment
Engaging volunteers in some of the more rural areas in a tight-timeframe was
challenging. In many rural communities word-of-mouth still exists as the best way to
engage community members. It was identified that having more time for volunteer
recruitment would have likely helped the engagement process, as many small
communities do have a strong volunteer contingent, but communicating with this
contingent can take time due to physical distances between places of work and home.
3.4.2. Pilot the VI-SPDAT locally
Feedback was received that the consent form was too lengthy and/or complicated. It
was recommended that having time built into the 20,000 Homes Campaign to pilot the
VI-SPDAT process would have been beneficial in gathering feedback before Registry
Week, to help mitigate any complicated language.
3.4.3. Media outreach in local communities
A broad media campaign across Simcoe County was undertaken and was considered
to be informative. However, reaching out to local media in smaller communities would
have also helped to engage more volunteers and potentially survey participants.
3.4.4. Better coordination between multiple survey headquarter sites
Headquarter sites were setup in each of the five chapter communities. While the
Steering Committee agreed that this was a good strategy, coordination and
communication between the multiple sites was challenging.
3.4.5. Seasonal considerations
Hosting Registry Week in the winter was identified as an advantage for survey collection
in urban areas, as the winter weather tends to concentrate people experiencing
homelessness at service locations. However, it was identified that the winter season
Simcoe County 20,000 Homes Campaign Registry Week
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was less ideal to engage with “hidden homelessness” (ie. couchsurfing). Although
hidden homelessness occurs in every community, a greater percentage of persons
experiencing homelessness in rural areas are understood as “hidden homeless”, given
there is often a lack of shelters, etc. As such, outreach with persons experiencing
homelessness, specifically in rural areas where hidden homelessness is prevalent,
proves difficult and has the potential to be much more successful when the weather is
warmer and people are out and about in public areas.
In addition, Registry Week was held shortly after the holiday season. This timing
significantly affected the time allocation around a more meaningful media and volunteer
engagement strategy.
3.4.6. Outreach to French communities
A French version of the VI-SPDAT was not available during the Registry Week.
Although this was not raised as a barrier for any of the survey participants, it was noted
that having a French version of the VI-SPDAT, as well as volunteers who could conduct
the VI-SPDAT in French, would have been beneficial to increase potential accessibility
for persons whose preferred language of correspondence is French.
3.4.7. Outreach to Aboriginal communities
Engaging with Aboriginal communities for the local 20,000 Homes Campaign would
help ensure a culturally sensitive and appropriate approach was provided for
volunteering or survey participation.
3.4.8. Incorporating specialized specific assessment tools for sub-populations
The assessment tool used during Simcoe County’s Registry Week was the VI-SPDAT.
In addition to the VI-SPDAT, there are specialized assessment tools for specific subpopulations, including the Transition Aged Youth (TAY) VI-SPDAT, and the VI-SPDAT
for Families. Using specialized assessment tools for sub-population groups would have
been helpful in developing a better understanding of the specific issues faced by these
sub-populations.
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4. FINDINGS
The following provides a summary of the data collected from the total sample group of
292 survey participants and is organized by the VI-SPDAT domains: demographics;
housing and homelessness; risks; socialization and daily functioning; wellness; and
housing preferences. A depth of need analysis is also provided for four specific cohort
groups: survey participants who scored in the VI-SPDAT high acuity range; those
experiencing chronic homelessness; youth aged 16-24; and, those that self-identified as
Aboriginal or having Aboriginal ancestry.

4.1.

Demographics

Figure 1: Gender

4.1.1. Gender
The majority of the 292 survey
participants were male (59%), and
39% were female. 1% of participants
provided an Other response, and
another 1% declined to answer the
question.

Female
39%
Male
59%
Other
Declined1%
1%

n=292

4.1.2. Age Groups
Almost half of survey participants (48%) were between 25 and 49 years of age. 17% of
the survey participants were youth between the ages of 16 to 24. Only 5% of survey
participants were 65 years of age or older.
Figure 2: Age Groups
60%
48%

50%
40%

30%
30%
20%

17%

10%

5%

0%
n=292

16-24

25-49
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4.1.3. Demographic Characteristics
Figure 3 represents a summary of the demographic characteristics of the survey
participants’, which is helpful in developing an understanding of the population that is
experiencing homelessness in Simcoe County.
Figure 3: Demographic Characteristics

# of survey
participants

% of total survey
participants (292)

65

22%

17

5%

3

1%

85

29%

Foster Care

47

16%

Jail/Prison in past six months

38

13%

Aboriginal Identity
Self-identified as Aboriginal or having Aboriginal
ancestry (including First Nations, Metis, or Inuit,
with or without status)

Canadian Military or RCMP service
Recent Immigrant or refugee
Moved to Canada within last five years

Mobility
Moved to Simcoe County within the last year

4.2.

Housing and Homelessness

4.2.1. History of Housing and Homelessness
The majority of survey participants, close to half (48%), sleep most frequently in
emergency shelters. Just over a quarter (27%) do have housing, such as a rented room,
apartment, townhome, or house, or are living in a transition home, but many of these
housing situations are precarious. Almost one in five (19%) are couch surfing, and 8%
indicated they sleep most frequently outdoors.
Figure 4: Where survey participant sleeps most often
Shelters

49%

Housing/Transition

27%

Couch Surfing

18%

Outdoors

8%

Other (Not specified)
n=292*

6%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

*multiple response question, so percentages add to greater than 100%
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4.2.2. Chronic and Episodic Homelessness
Chronic homelessness refers to the length of time a person has been experiencing
homelessness, and is defined by the VI-SPDAT as six months or more in the past year.
Episodic homelessness refers to the number of times a person has faced
homelessness, and is defined as three or more times in the past year. 125 survey
participants (43%) indicated that they have been experiencing chronic homelessness,
and 47 survey participants (16%) have been experiencing episodic homelessness.
Figure 5: Type of Homelessness

Episodic
Homelessness

Chronic
Homelessness

47

125

survey participants have
experienced homelessness
three or more times
in the past year

survey participants have
experienced homelessness
for six months or more
in the past year

Of particular note is that 32 survey participants (11%) shared that they’ve experienced
BOTH chronic and episodic homelessness in the past year, indicating an acutely
vulnerable segment of the population experiencing homelessness.
On average, survey participants have been homeless 3 times in the past year, and have
not lived in permanent stable housing for 2.4 years.
4.2.3. Acuity
The term acuity is used to describe the complexity of the situation that an individual is
facing, which is likely to have an effect on their housing stability. “In the case of an
evidence-informed common assessment tool like the SPDAT, acuity is expressed as a
number, with a higher number representing more complex co-occurring issues that are
likely to impact overall housing stability”3. Acuity is an important indicator in
recommending the type of housing intervention. A higher acuity score indicates a
greater need for affordable and stable housing support. The assessment tool used for
the Registry Week, the VI-SPDAT, provides an acuity score based on survey

3

OrgCode Consulting. 2014. The Difference Between Having Higher Acuity and Being Chronic. Available:
http://www.orgcode.com/2014/03/10/the-difference-between-having-higher-acuity-and-being-chronic/
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participants’ responses to certain questions, and also provides a recommendation of
housing intervention based on that acuity score.

Figure 6: Acuity

35%
High Acuity
(Score 8+)
Recommendation:
Assessment for
Housing First/PSH

45%
Moderate Acuity
(Score 4-7)

Recommendation:
Assessment for
Rapid Re-Housing

20%
Low Acuity
(Score 0-3)
Recommendation:
No housing
intervention

Of the 292 survey participants, almost half (131, or 45%) scored within the moderate
acuity range of 4-7, resulting in a recommendation for a Rapid Re-Housing intervention.
Just over a third of survey participants (100, or 35%) scored in the high acuity range of
8 or more, resulting in a recommendation for Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) or
Housing First. One out of 5 survey participants (61, or 20%) scored in the low acuity
range, resulting in no recommendation for housing intervention (although other types of
support services may be recommended).
Of the 100 survey participants who scored in the high acuity range, 51 of them indicated
experiencing homelessness for six months or more in the past year (referred to as
chronic homelessness), which indicates an acutely vulnerable segment of the
population experiencing homelessness.

4.3.

Risks

4.3.1. Emergency Service Use in the Past Six Months
42% of survey participants have used at least one or more emergency services over the
last six months. The table below reports the number of survey participants that indicated
using an emergency service in the past six months, the total number of service uses for
all those individuals, and the average number of service uses per individual.
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Figure 7: Emergency Service Use

# (%)
Total # of service
of survey uses for all survey
participants
participants*
Received Health Care at an
Emergency Department/Room
Taken an ambulance to the hospital
Been hospitalized as an inpatient

128
(51%)
79
(27%)
68
(23%)

Average # of
service uses per
survey participant

478

1.7

246

0.9

129

0.5

Used a Crisis Service (i.e., sexual
assault, mental health, distress centre,
family/intimate violence, or suicide
prevention hotline)

103
(35%)

589

1.4

Talked to Police (as a witness, victim,
or alleged perpetrator of a crime, or
because the police said to move along)

128
(44%)

665

2.4

Stayed one or more nights in a holding
63
101
0.4
cell, jail, or prison
(22%)
* As documented in the data limitations section, it is important to note that emergency service
use is likely under-reported, because a significant number of VI-SPDAT surveys had a
checkmark response recorded (indicating at least one service use) instead of an actual number.

The survey also revealed that survey participants are often at risk of experiencing
physical harm, legal issues, or of being exploited in different ways:
Harm:

35% have been attacked or beaten up since becoming homeless, or have
threatened or tried to harm themselves or someone else in the last year.

Exploitation: 35% are being forced or tricked into doing things that they do not want to
do, or are doing risky things, such as exchanging sex for money, running
drugs for someone, having unprotected sex, sharing a needle, etc.
Legal:

4.4.

27% are facing issues that may result in being locked up, having to pay
fines, or that might make it more difficult to rent a place to live.

Socialization and Daily Functioning

50% of survey participants indicated they are facing money management issues. This
could include owing money somewhere, such as to a past landlord, a business, or a
government group like the Canada Revenue Agency (39%), and/or not having any
source of income (15%).
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Almost one-third (32%) of survey participants feel that they do not have meaningful daily
activities that make them feel happy and fulfilled, and 8% indicated they struggle with
being able to take care of self-care basic needs such as bathing, changing clothes,
using a restroom, or getting food and clean water.
More than half of survey respondents (55%) shared that their current homelessness is
in some way caused by a breakdown in their social relationships, such as a relationship
that broke down, an unhealthy or abusive relationship, or because family or friends
caused them to become evicted.

4.5.

Wellness

A large majority of survey participants (71%) indicated that they are facing physical
health issues. This could include having to leave an apartment, shelter program, or
other place because of their physical health, having chronic health issues, or having a
physical disability that could limit the type of housing available to them or that makes it
difficult to live independently.
40% of survey participants indicated that they have had difficulty maintaining housing
because of a mental health issue or concern, a past head injury, or a learning,
developmental, or other type of impairment, or having difficulty living independently
because help is required.
Over a quarter of survey participants (28%) indicated that drinking or drug use had led
them to be kicked out of an apartment or program where they were staying in the past,
or that their drinking or drug use may make it difficult to stay housed or to be able to
afford housing.
16% of survey participants face the complexity of all three wellness factors, including
issues related physical health, mental health, and substance abuse, which is referred to
as tri-morbidity.
32% of survey participants are not taking medications that a doctor has prescribed, or
they are selling their prescribed medication.
46% of survey participants reported that their current period of homelessness has been
caused by an experience of emotional, physical, psychological, sexual, or other type of
abuse, or by another type of trauma.
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Figure 8: Wellness

Physical Health
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Tri-Morbidity
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4.6.
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Housing Preferences

The majority of survey participants (30%) indicated that they require a one-bedroom,
followed by 16% indicating they require a bachelor unit, 14% requiring a two-bedroom
unit, and 8% looking for a three-bedroom. Fewer than 3% were looking for room and
board, group/supportive living, or an accessible unit. Survey participants could select
more than one response for their housing preference.
Figure 9: Housing Preferences

One-bedroom

28%
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16%

Two-bedroom

14%

Three-bedroom

8%
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2%
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0%
0%
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Almost all survey participants (98%) indicated that having a monthly rental
benefit/allowance would help them to find and keep stable housing.
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Depth of Need Analysis

4.7.1. High-Acuity
As mentioned above, just over one-third (35%) of survey participants scored within the
high acuity range of the VI-SPDAT, which results in a recommendation for Housing First
or Permanent Supportive Housing. The following table outlines a number of key
demographic characteristics and complex situations that this group of 100 survey
participants is facing, which helps to develop an understanding of this group and helps
to inform meaningful recommendations for local service delivery and funding priorities
(such as Housing First) at the regional level.
When compared with the total sample group, there are fewer people aged 50-64 in the
high-acuity group, and more people aged 25-49. The high-acuity group has a greater
proportion of people that have been in jail/prison in the last six months, have moved to
Simcoe County within the past year, have been in foster care, and a slightly greater
proportion that identify with Aboriginal ancestry. The high-acuity group also has a
greater number of individuals experiencing chronic homelessness and episodic
homelessness than the total sample group.
Figure 10: Demographic Characteristics: Total sample compared to high-acuity group

High-Acuity
Group (n=100)

Total Sample
Group (n=292)

16-24

17%

17%

25-49

56%

48%

50-64

25%

30%

65+

2%

5%

Female

40%

39%

Male

60%

59%

Has been in jail/prison in the past six months

19%

13%

Identified with Aboriginal ancestry

24%

22%

Moved to Simcoe County in the last year

32%

29%

Has been in Foster Care

20%

16%

Chronic Homelessness (experienced homelessness
for six months or more in the past year)

51%

43%

Episodic Homelessness (experienced homelessness
three times or more in the past year)

24%

16%

Age groups

Gender
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The high-acuity group tends to utilize the shelter system less frequently than the total
sample group (40% compared to 49%, respectively). However, the high-acuity group is
more likely to be sleeping outdoors more frequently than the total sample group (26%
compared to 8%, respectively).
Figure 11: Where sleeping most often: Total sample compared to high-acuity group
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The high-acuity group are also experiencing a greater number of wellness and risk
factors, as displayed in Figure 12 below. 71% of the high-acuity group has used an
emergency service more than 4 times in the last six months, compared to 42% of the
total sample group. Also within the high-acuity group, 90% experience physical health
issues, 59% experience substance abuse issues, and 73% experience mental health
issues. Close to half (45%) of t group is also in the tri-morbidity category, meaning that
these individuals face the complexity of all three wellness factors of physical health,
mental health, and substance abuse (compared to 16% of the total sample group).
Of particular note is that 80% of the high-acuity group reported that their current period
of homelessness is caused by an experience of abuse or trauma, which is almost
double that of the total sample group of 46%.
Figure 12: Wellness and Risk Factors: Total sample compared to high-acuity group
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73%

45%

Current homelessness caused by an experience of
Abuse or Trauma

46%
0%

20%

40%

Total Sample Group
(n=292)

Simcoe County 20,000 Homes Campaign Registry Week

90%

60%

80%
80%

100%

High-Acuity Group
(n=100)

April 2016

Working to End Homelessness

23

4.7.2. Chronic Homelessness
Chronic homelessness refers to the length of time a person has been experiencing
homelessness, and is defined by the VI-SPDAT as six months or more in the past year.
125 survey participants (43%) identified they are experiencing chronic homelessness.
The following table outlines some key demographic characteristics of this group.
The age and gender characteristics of the group experiencing chronic homelessness
compared to the total sample group are fairly similar. There is a slightly greater
proportion of survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness that have been in
jail/prison in the last six months (17%) than the total sample group (13%). A similarly
slightly greater proportion of survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness
self-identified with Aboriginal ancestry (25%) than the total sample group (22%).
A slightly greater proportion of survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness
scored in the high-acuity range (41%) than the total sample group (34%). A smaller
proportion of survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness scored in the low
acuity range of the VI-SPDAT (16% compared to 21% of the total sample group), and
the moderate acuity range (43% compared to 45% of the total sample group).
Figure 13: Demographic Characteristics: Total sample compared to group experiencing chronic
homelessness

Chronic Homelessness
(n=125)
Age groups
16-24
25-49
50-64
65+
Gender
Female
Male
Has been in jail/prison in the past six months
Identified with Aboriginal ancestry
Moved to Simcoe County in the last year
Has been in Foster Care
Acuity Score
High
Moderate
Low
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Survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness tend to use the shelter system
more frequently, couch surf, or sleep outdoors, as displayed on Figure 14 below.
Figure 14: Where sleeping most often: Total sample compared to group experiencing chronic
homelessness
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Emergency service use by survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness
(50%) is slightly greater than the total sample group (42%). Although a smaller
proportion of this group experience mental health issues than the total sample group
(37% compared to 40%), a greater proportion experience physical health issues and
substance abuse issues. A greater proportion are also facing the complexity of all three
wellness factors, referred to as tri-morbidity. It is also noteworthy that a greater
proportion of this group (54%) indicated that their current period of homelessness was
caused by an experience of abuse or trauma than that of the total sample (46%).
Figure 15: Wellness and Risk Factors: Total sample compared to high-acuity group
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4.7.3. Youth (Aged 16-24)
Fifty-one survey participants (17% of the sample) were youth aged 16-24. Although
some generalizations can be made about this cohort, it is important to note the smaller
sample size when reviewing the results.
Of particular note is that 17 survey participants (35% of all youth) scored in the highacuity range of the VI-SPDAT, indicating these individuals are facing a complex set of
situations. Almost half of this group (22 youth, or 45%) reported experiencing
homelessness for six months or more in the past year (chronic homelessness). In
addition, 25 (51%) of youth are facing physical health issues, 15 (31%) are facing
substance abuse issues, and 24 (49%) are facing mental health issues. Almost half (24
or 49%) indicated that their current period of homelessness is caused by an experience
of abuse or trauma, and 32 (65%) indicated that their current homelessness was in
some way caused by a relationship that broke down, an unhealthy or abusive
relationship, or because family/friends caused them to become evicted.
The group of 51 youth aged survey participants tend to use the shelter system most
frequently (61%), as well as couch-surf (20%).
Figure 16: Where sleeping most often: Youth
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4.7.4. Aboriginal Identity
Sixty-five survey participants (22% of the total sample) self-identified as Aboriginal or
having Aboriginal ancestry, which could include First Nations, Métis, Inuit, with or
without status. Although some generalizations can be made about this cohort, it is
important to note the smaller sample size when reviewing the results.
The majority of the individuals that self-identified as Aboriginal or having Aboriginal
ancestry are aged 25-49 years (34 survey participants, or 52% of the cohort). 24 survey
participants (37%) in the Aboriginal identity cohort scored in the high-acuity range of the
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VI-SPDAT, indicated these individuals are facing a complex set of situations. Almost
half of the Aboriginal identity cohort (31 individuals, or 48%) reported experiencing
homelessness for six months or more in the past year (chronic homelessness). In
addition, 52 individuals in the Aboriginal identity cohort (80%) are facing physical health
issues, 16 (25%) are facing substance abuse issues, and 21 (32%) are facing mental
health issues. 30 individuals in the Aboriginal identity cohort (46%) identified that their
current period of homelessness is caused by an experience of abuse or trauma, and 36
(55%) indicated that their current homelessness was in some way caused by a
relationship that broke down, an unhealthy or abusive relationship, or because
family/friends caused them to become evicted. The group of 65 individuals that
identified as Aboriginal tend to use the shelter system most frequently (46%), as well as
couch surf (25%).
Figure 17: Where sleeping most often: Aboriginal Identity
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5. DISCUSSION
Key findings from the aggregate analysis of the VI-SPDAT surveys provide a deeper
understanding of the situations and needs of the population who are experiencing
homelessness by providing an acuity score and by providing a summary of key
demographic and situations faced by survey participants. For example, 35% of survey
participants scored in the high-acuity range, which results in a recommendation for an
assessment for Housing First programs. This indicates that there is a need for funding
for Housing First programs and partnerships across Simcoe County to meet the specific
needs of persons with a high-acuity score. A deeper analysis into the characteristics of
this group also identifies that more than half of this group (51%) has been experiencing
homelessness for six months or more in the past year (chronic homelessness).
A deeper analysis of the survey participants experiencing chronic homelessness shows
that the demographic characteristics of this group tends to align with the total sample
group (refer to Figure 13). However, as Figure 14 displays, this group tends to use the
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shelter system, couch surf, and sleep outdoors more frequently than the total sample
group, and fewer identified themselves as currently being housed. The group of survey
participants experiencing chronic homelessness also has a higher utilization of
emergency services in the past six months, and a greater proportion indicated their
current period of homelessness was caused by an experience of abuse or trauma. A
significant body of research supports that there are substantial emergency service costs
associated to supporting people experiencing homelessness; for example, Gaetz (2012)
summarizes the high costs of providing support to people experiencing homelessness
though emergency shelters and services, health services, policing, and the criminal
justice system, while arguing the cost-effectiveness of Housing First approaches:
“By providing people – especially the chronically homeless - with housing and the
supports they need, we lower the costs associated with hospital admissions,
emergency outpatient services, incarceration, and other emergency services.” 4
These key factors support that a Housing First program for individuals experiencing
chronic homelessness and scoring in the high acuity range would lead to better
housing, health, wellness, and risk factor outcomes for these individuals, and would
likely decrease the utilization of emergency service use, as more appropriate supports
that align to the specific needs of each individual are identified.

6. NEXT STEPS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The data gathered through Registry Week, as well as the lessons from the development
of the Registry Week process, are important in continuing local efforts to address
homelessness in Simcoe County. One of the biggest successes of the Registry Week
was the community engagement, as survey volunteer teams were eager and committed
to supporting Registry Week. Simcoe County is home to several diverse communities
facing different challenges related to homelessness - which means solutions will need to
be locally-informed. The methodologies developed (i.e., informed consent process) will
be helpful for future similar initiatives, such as future Registry Weeks, Point-In-Time
(PiT) counts, or a combination of both as strategies for local enumeration approaches to
measuring homelessness.
The information will be used to support:
1.

Program Recommendations
Support evidence-informed policy and service program design that is relevant for
Simcoe County.

4

Gaetz, Stephen (2012): The Real Cost of Homelessness: Can We Save Money by Doing the Right
Thing? Toronto: Canadian Homelessness Research Network Press.
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2.

Communication
Share the results from the local Registry week to raise awareness about
homelessness throughout Simcoe County through reports and the Simcoe
County Alliance to End Homelessness community forums.

3.

Service Delivery
Through the VI-SPDAT tool, Housing Resource Centres are able to connect and
work with survey participants who identified they were interested in receiving
assistance with housing placements, as well as understand their unique needs
and recommend appropriate services.

4.

Building Local Capacity
The VI-SPDAT is an important tool in identifying areas to build local capacity for
service delivery providers. Local professional development has supported
training for the SPDAT (Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool), SPDAT
Train-the-Trainer, Trauma Informed Care, housing case management, and
Mental Health First Aid, which are important when focusing services on Housing
First approaches. An important area of future training could also focus on
Aboriginal cultural competency training.
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7. APPENDIX A: VI-SPDAT
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8. APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM
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9. APPENDIX C: REGISTRY WEEK DATA TRANSFER PROCESS
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