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The [in]visible project is a community-based research project, focusing on women
and gender diverse people, without children in their care, who have been
homeless for a long time, in Hamilton, Ontario.

This study was completed in collaboration with the Women’s Housing Planning
Collaborative of Hamilton. Funding for the project was provided through
Women’s XChange (Women’s College Hospital, Toronto Ontario ).

Using narrative interviewing and arts-based research approaches, the [in]visible
study engaged 70 women and gender diverse people, who had been homeless
for one year or longer, to learn about:

The housing and homelessness histories and trajectories of women, and
to better understand the ways women experience and navigate long-
lasting homelessness in our community.

The ways women imagine and describe the kind of housing 
they would like to live in to better understand how to develop women-
centered solutions to homelessness.

1 )

2)
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Executive Summary of the Report

As part of the [in]visible project, all of the participants were asked to
either describe (narratively) or depict (using arts-based methods),
the ways they imagine their ideal, permanent housing.

While there has been a lot of research done on the experiences,
causes, and complications of long-term (or chronic) homelessness
for women and gender diverse people, very few studies explore
solutions to homelessness from the perspective of those
experiencing it.

The intention of this report is to highlight the ideas, perspectives
and preferences that women and gender diverse people
experiencing long periods of homelessness have relating to
potential housing solutions.

It is our hope that this report can elevate the voices of those
experiencing homelessness. Our intention is to bring the important
perspectives of women experiencing homelessness into dialogue,
planning and decision-making relating to developing permanent
housing and supports, for chronically homeless populations.
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Our Participatory Approach

The [in]visible project is grounded in a participatory approach and
feminist community-based research framework.

We received ethical clearance from the Community Research Ethics
Office (Kitchener-Waterloo) to engage 70 unique women and
gender diverse people, who were experiencing chronic
homelessness in our project.

In collaboration with community partners through the Women’s
Housing Planning Collaborative, and women with lived experience
of homelessness, we developed a methodological approach that
offered women a choice in how they participated in this project.

Women could choose to share stories narratively, or depict their
stories, experiences and ideas through art, written text and/or other
visual imagery.

Our participatory approach reflected a commitment to working
towards developing inclusive, and low-barrier ways to meaningfully
elicit the expertise of women experiencing complex, street-level
homelessness.

All of the women received an honorarium for participating.
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We engaged forty-women in semi-structured narrative interviews,
that asked questions about housing and homelessness experiences,
and preferred models of permanent housing.

Thirty women participated in arts-based workshops, whereby
participants engaged in reflective dialogue, and used a range of
artistic mediums to depict preferred models of permanent housing.

Six women participated in ongoing participatory data analysis,
focused on developing key recommendations for permanent
housing development.

The women who participated in this project also engaged in
creating a project video to share the findings, and co-facilitated an
arts-based workshop using the findings from the [in]visible project
at a national conference on housing and homelessness.
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Part ic ipants  in  this  study ranged f rom ages 18 . -76 .
The average age of  part ic ipants  was 46 .
A lot  of  the part ic ipants  who were o lder ,  shared concerns re lat ing to
housing that  was access ible  and desired a  space where they could
age in  place .

About the Participants of the
 [in]visible Project

Some part ic ipants  ( 15%)  reported having been homeless  for  25+ years ,
with other  part ic ipants  report ing never  having had their  own stable ,
permanent  housing.

The major i ty  of  part ic ipants  in  this  study shared having exper ienced
long and complex per iods of  homelessness .

We found that  34% of  part ic ipants ,  had
exper ienced four  or  more years  of  homelessness

and housing instabi l i ty .

AGE

LENGTH OF HOMELESSNESS

Over  hal f  of  the part ic ipants  were l iv ing with some sort  of  d isabi l i ty ,
and receiv ing f inancia l  support  through the Ontar io  Disabi l i ty
Support  Program.

60% receiving ODSP

SOURCE OF INCOME
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We learned that  a lmost  hal f  (48% of  part ic ipants)  exper ienced
homelessness  for  the f i rst  t ime before the age of  18 .

Many of  our  part ic ipants  shared l iv ing in  foster  care ,  or  group home
sett ings at  some point  dur ing their  chi ldhood or  youth (38%) .

We also learned that  running away f rom foster  homes and group
homes was a  common entry  point  into homelessness .

Al l  of  the women who had chi ldren under  the age of  18 ,  no longer  had
chi ldren in  their  care .  Many women had lost  custody of  their  chi ldren to
chi ld  wel fare  agencies .  Some of  our  part ic ipants  shared having adult
chi ldren,  and some of  our  part ic ipants  were grandmothers .

The major i ty  of  women (72%)  were mothers .

MOTHERHOOD

100% of  our  part ic ipants  shared about  the ways that  v io lence,  mental
health and/or  addict ion had an impact  on their  exper iences of
homelessness  and housing.

EXPERIENCES AS GIRLS AND YOUTH

VIOLENCE, MENTAL HEALTH, AND ADDICTION
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The space and place in which people and their housing are located,
has been shown to have an influence on health and social outcomes,
and it is an important social determinant of health. [1] 

The location (space) and structural design (place) of housing
emerged as important elements of housing from the perspective of
our participants.

For women and gender-diverse people, particularly those who have
experienced violence, housing must be a space and place that feels
safe. [2]  

Access to nature and green space is an important element of
housing, and this has been proven to have physical and emotional
benefits, and promote housing stability. [3]

Being closely situated to social supports, whether this be people, or
community services/networks, can be critical for women living with
low incomes, and is an important factor in keeping women housed.
[4]

The [in]visible project found that for many participants, the space
(structural design and physical infrastructure) and place (location in
the city), were important elements of good permanent housing.

 Unfortunately, women and gender-diverse people who experience
homelessness, often face limited choices in relation to where
affordable and adequate housing is located, and how it is designed.

1  Space and Place

11
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Through the [in]visible project, participants shared some of their own
unique needs and preferences, relating to where housing should be
located in the city. 

For some women, it was particularly important that housing be
centrally located, and within walking distance to their existing
community support networks. Other women shared about the
importance of nature and green space, while others described wanting
a quiet space, close to spiritual and religious centers and supports.

“Close to  downtown but  not  too c lose to  downtown . . .  near
a food bank,  and the places you can go to  for  help ,  

counsel l ing or  stuff  l ike that .  C lose to  [women’s  drop in
day program] ,  my doctor ,  my trauma counsel lor .  I ’d  l ike to

be able  to  walk downtown”

Space in  the City

“I  took a  picture of  this
park ,  because that  is
important  to  me.  I t  is
important  that  I  l ive

somewhere near  a  park ,  or
somewhere I  can spend

time outs ide.”  
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“Near  a  church,  and quiet  hopeful ly ,  because I ’ve  never
real ly  had a  quiet  place. "

Our findings demonstrate that women have varying preferences
relating to where permanent housing ought to be located. 

Ensuring that women and gender-diverse people exiting long-term
homelessness have an array of choices relating to where their
housing is located is important!

The physical structure of a home provides shelter, but we know that
housing is much more than just shelter, and that ‘good housing’
provides comfort, privacy, and a sense of security, and brings about
feelings of ‘home’. [5]

There are direct and indirect housing circumstances related to the
physical structure of housing that have a tremendous effect on our
physical and mental health and well-being. 

For example: pest issues, heating/cooling issues, mould, and a lack of
privacy all contribute to poor housing, and in turn, can lead to poor
health outcomes. [6]

Our findings from the [in]visible project, help to illuminate some
important considerations relating to the structural build of good
permanent housing.

Place (Structural  Bui ld)
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“ I ’d  l ike a  big window,  a  neat  k itchen,  a  l i t t le  bit  of  space.
I t  doesn’t  have to  be real ly  big ,  i t  has  to  be c lean and

that ’s  about  i t . ”

"A room and a  bathroom and a  hot  plate .  I  don’t  care ,  as
long as  there is  a  window to put  an a ir  condit ioner  in  or  in

the winter  t ime,  a  heater  you know? Just  my own space
kinda thing.”

“Just  a  c lean house,  bug-free ,  cr i t ter- f ree ,  and maybe  l ike
some supports  in  the housing.  Good landlords are

important ,  because your  to i let  could be backing up,  your
cei l ing could be caving in ,  leaking,  and they don’t  show up

to f ix  i t . ”

14



Permanent housing should be located in close proximity to women’s existing
formal and informal support networks, and should have access to nature or
green space.

The structural building of housing should promote good health and well-being,
by being clean, properly heated/cooled and free from pests and other
environmental hazards.

There is a need to develop good quality, affordable one-bedroom or bachelor
units, that ensure residents have their own space, access to standard on-site
amenities such as: reliable building maintenance, laundry facilities, windows.

“Just  a  room is  good,  laundry  faci l i ty ,  showers  and
washrooms I  could share ,  l ike at  the ( transit ional  housing

program for  women) .  I  loved that  place,  i f  I  could l ive
somewhere l ike that  again ,  I  would want to . ”

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:

Bambra C,  Gibson M,  Sowden A,  et  a l  (2010) .  Tackl ing the wider  socia l  determinants  of  health and health
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from https : / /www.at i ra .bc .ca/s i tes/default / f i les/2017-04-
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Cit ies ,  35 ,  335-341 .  
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Health .  Journal  of  Urban Health ,  88(5) ,  1 105-1 1 15 .   .
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Safety and Security

Existing research that focuses on the experiences of women, and gender-
diverse people, who endure long periods of homelessness, notes that
gender-based violence is both a factor leading to homelessness, and a
consequence of experiencing homelessness. [1]

Findings from the [in]visible project echo existing research, and demonstrate
that women and gender-diverse people impacted by chronic homelessness,
are disproportionately impacted by gender-based violence throughout their
lives, often beginning during childhood or adolescence. [2]

Almost all of the participants in the [in]visible project described experiencing
some instance of trauma, violence or exploitation, that had an impact on
their housing security. Participants in the [in]visible project described
experiencing violence both within, and outside of intimate relationships, and
shared about experiencing violence in foster-care/group home settings,
within their family of origin, street-based violence and/or from roommates.

Women and gender-diverse people, without children in their care, who
experience gender-based violence face barriers in accessing the housing
options, support services that exist for women (and children) fleeing
domestic violence. [3]

There is an urgent need to mobilize a gender-based lens in the development
of housing and support, through recognizing the ways trauma, violence, and
exploitation, leads to a unique set of housing needs for women. [4]

Experiences of violence, both present day and historical, emerged as one of
the most significant themes across the narratives within the [in]visible
project.  And, when women were asked about what makes ‘good’ permanent
housing, safety and security were the top priorities of many participants.

2
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Participants in the [in]visible project described their ideal permanent
housing, as having an array of built-in safety and security features.
This was described as necessary, in order to be able to feel that
housing was a safe place to be. 

For example, some participants wanted a controlled entry to their
building, often described as on-site staff monitoring the front-door.
Other participants described wanting extra bolts on doors and
windows.

“For  the door ,  I  would need those big bolts  for  when I
am s leeping,  good windows. . .  l ike  i f   they are o ld windows I
could put  screws in  them,  to  bolt  them shut  for  when I  am

sleeping.  Just  regular  safety  measures ,  because I  don’t
trust  people”

Bui l t - in  Safety  Features

“Secur ity  is  start ing to  be a  huge issue for  me now,  I  would
prefer  to  l ive  somewhere that  had a  door  man or  some kind

of  secur ity  so people could not  just  get  into the bui lding,
maybe somebody on-s ite ,  l ike a  staf f  or  something,  so  I  am

not going crazy in  the middle of  the night ,  thinking
someone is  breaking in  or  something.”

17



“ I  would need to be in  a  place that  would have v ideo
camera and control led entry .  I  need to feel  safe .  I  need
someone to keep an eye out  for  me,  especia l ly  i f  I  am

thinking,  ' i s  that  a  good person to let  into my house or
not? ' ”

Women who have experienced violence, exploitation and trauma,
and who live with ongoing safety concerns, require the physical
space of housing to be designed in ways that elicit feelings of safety
and security. [5]

There is a growing body of literature that considers how to design
space and architecture in trauma-informed ways. [6,7,8]

Feel ings of  Safety  and Physical  Space

“I  want  something safe ,  somewhere I  don’t  have to
let  anybody in .  I  would want four  wal ls  around me,  but  I

would not  want to  feel  c laustrophobic .  I  would want a  door
before my front-door ,  so  I  know it  is  real ly  safe  and no one

can get  in . ”

18
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“One always wants  safety  and secur ity ,  a  sense of  peace,  I
think one a lso wants  to  know that  you are not  going to be
violated,  so  I  would not  feel  comfortable  to  l ive  in  one of
those three story  walk-ups ,  because to  me,  they are not

safe . ”

Gender-specific housing can support women, girls and gender
diverse people to live free from violence and exploitation.

There is a plethora of available research that demonstrates women,
who have experienced gender-based violence/exploitation, identify
wanting to live in women-specific housing options. [1,2,8,9]

This was a significant finding within the [in]visible project, as
participants shared about their desires to live in gender-specific
housing, that is intentionally designed to support women, girls and
gender-diverse people. 

Although we know that this is an important aspect of the housing
and support continuum for people who have experienced the
intersection of homelessness and violence, gender-based housing
remains underfunded and limited across Canada.

Women’s  Only  /  Gender-Speci f ic  Housing

There is a need for future research relating to the intersection of
trauma-informed space, and gender-based housing development.
This is particularly important for housing and support options that
support girls, women and gender-diverse people to live free from
violence, trauma and exploitation.
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“ I  drew this  picture of  a
house to  show where I
want to  l ive .  I  imagine

it  is  a  big house located
downtown,  and that  I
l ive  here with maybe,

f ive  or  s ix  other  women
who are in  s imi lar

s i tuat ions to  me.  I  th ink
it  would be real ly  nice

to not  have to  l ive
alone,  and to share a

house with other
women.”

“Something that  is  k ind of  l ike a  shelter ,  where there are
just  women,  and maybe some staf f  working there ,  that  has

l ike ,  some supports  and safety  nets  for  the women.””
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Housing that meets the unique needs of women, girls and gender-diverse
people who have experienced violence must have an array of built-in safety
and security features, including: controlled entry, on-site staff and adequate
locks.

Developing housing for people who have experienced violence, trauma and
exploitation should adapt a trauma-informed lens to architecture and
structural planning.

There is a need for substantial investment to develop gender-specific
housing and supports, that are designed from a gendered-lens to meet the
unique needs of women, girls and gender-diverse people.

“ I  would l ike to  l ive  in  a  bui lding with just  women,  as  long
as they understood that  safety  and secur ity  is  number one.”

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:
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On-site Supports

Women and gender-diverse people who experience long-term chronic
homelessness and other complex health and social care needs may benefit
from living in permanent housing options that have available on-site
supports.  [1]

This housing and support model is recognized by a Housing First
perspective as ‘Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH), and is an identified
best-practice for supporting chronically homeless adults. [2,3,4]

Typically, PSH combines deeply affordable rental housing, with
individualized, flexible and voluntary on-site support services for people,
relating to physical/mental health care, ability, and/or substance use.  [5]

During the [in]visible project, we learned that women and gender-diverse
people who had experienced homelessness for long periods of time, were
more likely to describe wanting to live in a supportive permanent housing
arrangement.

Some participants described wanting to live somewhere that had staff on-
site, while other participants described wanting access to an array of on-site
supports in their housing: including social support, support with activities of
daily living, on-site access to health-care, food security/meal programs and
support with medication management. 

By asking women and gender-diverse people experiencing chronic
homelessness about what makes ‘good’ permanent housing, we were able
to learn about the kinds of supportive elements that should be considered
when designing gender-specific PSH.

3
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“Somebody just  to  ta lk  to ,  that ’s  what  I  love about  here
(transit ional  l iv ing) .  I  can go down at  3  o ’c lock in  the

morning and ta lk  to  one of  the advocates  i f  there is  an
issue,  even i f  i t ’ s  only  a  nightmare or  something.  I t ’s   real ly ,

real ly ,  benef ic ia l  to  have that  for  me.”

“ I  l ike a  lot  of  independence but  I  l ike the secur ity  of
having somebody there too,  the last  good place I  l ived

(Residentia l  Care Faci l i ty ) ,  I  got  my c lothes washed for  me,
my food was done  for  me,  but  we st i l l  had our

independence”

Based on our findings, some of the features of permanent supportive
housing, such as the availability of on-site staff, reflect the housing
and support preferences of women experiencing chronic
homelessness.
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When we asked participants to describe their ideal permanent
housing, we heard about a variety of on-site supports that would
need to be available in ‘good’ housing. Many of the supports
described mirrored what is available in PSH models that exist across
Canada and internationally.

Participants of the [in]visible project described wanting to live
somewhere that had access to low-barrier forms of health and social
care, including doctors, nurses and support with medication
adherence. 

Older women who participated in the [in]visible project, described
wanting on-site support available to assist with tasks of daily living,
such as grocery shopping and cleaning. We also learned about the
importance of on-site support to assist with food security and meal
preparation.

“Like a  shelter ,  l ike permanent though,  where they have a
doctor  that  is   l ike a  psychiatr ist  or  something,  that  l ike

helps people ,  because so much of  homelessness  is  mental
health ,  r ight? They could have apartments ,  and then have
counsel lors  and al l  types of  stuff ,  maybe a  l i t t le  pharmacy

to get  your  meds.  Al l  types of  stuff . ”

Var iety  of  On-Site  Supports
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“ I  would l ike to  l ive  in  a  bui lding that  has stuff  that  you
could do,  l ike act iv i t ies .  Or ,  i f  you need support ,  or  i f  you

need to ta lk ,  or  l ike they do day tr ips ,  or  they help you with
things in  your  home”

“Maybe have a  l i t t le  foodbank on premises ,  and help for
mental  and physical  health ,  maybe rehabi l i tat ion,   therapy

and other  stuff  l ike that”

Through the [in]visible project, we learned that women who have
experienced long-periods of homelessness often describe wanting to
live somewhere with available on-site supports.

 There is an urgent need to use a gendered lens when designing and
developing permanent supportive housing in cities across Canada, to
ensure the kinds of supports offered can support women and gender
diverse people in achieving housing stability, and optimal health and
social well-being.
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One of the most significant findings from the [in]visible project was that
many of the participants described fears of loneliness and isolation as a
significant barrier that prevented them from finding and maintaining
permanent housing.

Many of the participants had experienced homelessness for multiple
years, and had spent long periods of time living in women-centred
communal spaces, such as emergency shelters and transitional living
programs.

When we asked participants to describe the kinds of housing they would
like to live in, we heard about the importance of intentional community, a
supportive environment, and the benefit of simply living somewhere, that
had other people around. 

While we learned it is incredibly important for women to have their own
space once permanently housed this can also be experienced as
isolating. 

Many participants shared that their preferred model of permanent
housing would be located within a supportive environment and
intentional community, made up of other women and gender-diverse
people.

“ I t  is  just  to  have presence there ,  l ike people around,  and
then you don’t  real ly  have to  ta lk  to  them i f  you do not

want to  cause i t ’s  not  l ike you total ly  l ive  with them,  you
can just  do your  own thing and ta lk  i f  you want and i f  you

don’t ,  you don’t”

Support ive Environment
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“ I  don’t  want  to  be a lone,  l ive  a lone.  I  l ike  being by mysel f
but  I  don’t  want  to   l ive  a lone so this  ( t ransit ional  l iv ing)  is  a

perfect  place for  me,  because I  stay in  my room al l  the
t ime,  but  when I  do need company,  I  can come out . ”

“ I f  I  get  bored in  my room,  I  just  come out  here and there
are  ladies  here ,   there is  a lways somebody.  But  when I   l ive
on my own,  when I  have my own place  I ’m not  going to be

able to  do that ,   that ’s  the scary  part .  That ’s  what  I ’m scared
about ,   is  l ike the  lonel iness ,  r ight?”

“Home is  about  not  being
alone.  I t  is  about  being
with other  people and
knowing you are safe

there .”
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Permanent housing with available on-site staff supports (PSH) is an important
housing model with the potential to meaningfully address the needs of
women and gender-diverse people who experience chronic homelessness.

Housing being developed for women and gender-diverse people who
experience chronic homelessness should offer a variety of on-site supports
from a gendered-lens, to address the complex housing, health and social care
needs of this population. 

Good permanent housing should reduce loneliness and isolation, by fostering
a supportive environment whereby women, and gender-diverse people can
be a part of an intentional community.

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:

Developing housing for women and gender-diverse people who
have experienced chronic and long-term homelessness, requires
addressing some of the unique barriers that prevent housing
stability, such as loneliness and isolation. 

Integrating intentional supportive environments in ways that
replicate what we know works in other housing models, such as 
 transitional living, is a promising practice approach when
developing PSH from a gendered-lens.
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Community and
Connection

Community and connection are important features to consider, when
developing good permanent housing for women and gender-diverse
people, who have experienced long-lasting homelessness.

Existing literature highlights that women and gender-diverse people who
have experienced chronic homelessness, sometimes describe the transition
into independent, permanent housing, as lonely and socially isolating. [1,2,3]   

 Throughout the [in]visible project, participants shared about wanting to live
in permanent housing arrangements that intentionally fostered social
connection and community.

Many women who have experienced long-lasting homelessness have spent
significant amounts of time living in communal settings, while growing up
in the child welfare system, living in emergency shelter and transitional
housing, and/or staying long-term in other institutional settings, such as
hospitals and jails. [1,4,5]

These kinds of communal living settings are not without their challenges,
but through these spaces, women and gender-diverse people often find
support, mutual-aid, connection and community, with one another, and
through available support networks. 

There is growing interest in co-housing, as a promising practice in meeting
the unique housing and support needs of women and gender diverse
people who experience chronic homelessness. [6,7]
  

4

8

29



 
Co-housing is a type of intentional community, through which a group of
people come together to create a micro-community, characterized by
mutual aid, social support, and caring relations. [8,9]

Throughout the [in]visible project, many participants described wanting to
live in permanent housing that combines having a space of their own,
with some aspects of communal living, or co-housing.

Participants shared about their desires to live in housing arrangements
that were more communal in nature and similar to other places they had
lived in, such as transitional living programs.

“ I  do not  l ike to  be a lone,  that  is  my thing r ight? So I
would real ly  l ike to  l ive  somewhere l ike [ transit ional

housing program] but  not  with so many people .  I  don’t
know i f  I  could handle l iv ing completely  on my own.”

Co-Housing

“I  l ike when there is  a  c loseness  of  the group,  other  gir ls ,
Chr istmas.  That  ( t ransit ional  l iv ing)  was good for  me,  I ’d  l ike

that  structure again .”
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“ I  want  to  have someone to ta lk  to ,  l ike i f  I  am lonely ,  or
just  want some company.  I  want  to  l ive  somewhere l ike

here ( transit ional  l iv ing) ,  where I  can just  go outs ide of  my
room,  and bam,  there ’s  somebody r ight  there I  can ta lk  to . ”

There is a substantive body of literature, that explores the ways
women and mothers negotiate poverty by taking care of one
another in community, through processes of mutual-aid, such as
sharing and pooling limited resources. [10, 11] 

During the [in]visible project, we learned about the ways women and
gender-diverse people experiencing complex homelessness rely on
one another and engage in mutual-aid. 

Participants' descriptions of their preferred housing, helped to
illuminate the important connections between mutual aid,
community and sustainable housing.

Shar ing and other  forms of  mutual-a id

10,,11

Many of the participants in the [in]visible project made reference to
transitional living programs as preferred models of housing, because
of the ways these spaces fostered independent living, within a
communal setting. 

Good housing was conceptualized by many participants, as having
your own space, while also co-habiting with others, in gender-
specific co-housing models.
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Additional research and consideration is needed, focused on how to
mobilize and promote mutual aid, as an important aspect of
community and connection in gender-specific housing.

“ I ’ve  not iced that  here ( transit ional  l iv ing) ,  i f  someone’s  got
butter ,  and someone’s  got  pasta ,  and someone’s  got  sauce,

wel l  then between the four  of  us  we can a l l  eat  very  wel l
instead of  just  chowing on peanut butter  and je l ly

sandwiches .  And i t  is  k inda nice ,  and i f  we struggle ,  most
people are more than happy to  share their  exper iences to

br ing you forward,  because everybody has come from such a
dif ferent  aspect ,  that  they know of  resources that  you may

not . ”

“Something with other  women would be beauti ful .  Same
kind of  s i tuat ions ,  everybody in  the same s ituat ion

economical ly ,  and some people have more famil ies  and
fr iends than other  people ,  but  somewhere that  you could

say ,  ‘good morning,  I ’m making mysel f  a  coffee ,  would you
l ike one?’  and not  everybody has the coffee ,  or  sugar ,  or

their  own cup,  but  sometimes they do,  and sometimes they
share .”
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Feeling included in a community is a widely recognized social
determinant of health and well-being. [10]

 By feeling connected to a community, women are better able to
cope with a variety of circumstances, for example: pooling resources
can help to alleviate the difficulties of living in poverty, and having
close connections with neighbours can lead to feeling safer at home,
and in neighbourhoods.  

Intent ional  Community

“I  want  to  st i l l  be with the community  i f  I  can,  that  would be
safe for  me,  you know,  more programs,  somebody to ta lk  to ,

go to  a  safe  place i f  I  feel  scared about  something,  you
know?

10
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There is a need to develop permanent co-housing (independent
living space, with shared communal spaces) for women and
gender-diverse people who have experienced chronic
homelessness, and to widely recognize co-housing as an important
part of the housing continuum.

Developing gender-specific housing and support services should
intentionally build upon the ways women already engage in
mutual-aid, and community.

Connection, and intentional community are critical components
when developing good housing for women and gender-diverse
people.

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:

Participants in the [in]visible project shared about the importance of
being a part of a community, and feeling connected to others, and
described this as a key component to good housing.

Fostering meaningful and intentional community and social
connections is an important aspect of developing gender-specific
housing and supports. [3,5,6]
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Aging and
Accessibility

There are many accessibility considerations that must be addressed from an
intersectional lens, when developing good housing for women and gender-
diverse people who have experienced homelessness. [1]  

The intention of this section is to highlight aging and accessibility concerns,
in relation to the housing preferences of women and gender-diverse people
who participated in the [in]visible project. 

While there is a lot of available literature on older women and
housing/homelessness in general, very few studies focus specifically on the
housing preferences of older women. 

The few studies that do exist suggest the importance of accessible design,
affordability and security of tenure, safety, and the importance of having
social networks and health care supports embedded in their living
arrangement.  [2,3]

Aging in place is another important consideration within the available
literature on older women and their housing. In order for housing to be
sustainable, it must be built in ways that can support its residents through
life changes, such as shifts in mobility, aging and changing support needs. 

Some promising practices exist to meet the unique housing needs of older
women, such as Older Women’s Co-Housing (OWCH). [3,4]

This demonstrates an ability to mobilize housing ideals such as mutual
support, intentional community, accessible design, through the co-
development of sustainable and supportive housing, for aging women. [3.4]
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We heard about the ways mobility concerns, including being unable to
climb stairs and/or using a walker or wheelchair, shaped the housing
preferences of participants in the [in]visible project.

Often the kinds of places that women could afford did not have the kinds
of mobility features needed to make the housing option sustainable.

Bui l t  in  Mobi l i ty  Features

"I  have to  be in  an accessible  place,  where I  can br ing my
scooter  and my walker  in ,  cause I  can’t  c l imb stairs .  I  have a

lot  of  d i f ferent  issues ,  i t ’ s  not  just  about  the af fordabi l i ty ,
i t ’ s  about  my mobi l i ty .  I ’m 52 years  o ld with disabi l i t ies ,  I

need stable  housing.  I  want  to  be able  to  move some place
and say this  my home unti l  I  d ie .  I ’d  l ike to  be able  to  move

into a  place l ike that . ”

“Al l  I  wanted was a  s imple ,  l i t t le ,  bachelor  apartment with a
shower ,  because tubs don’t  do me any good,  with an

elevator ,  I  would need apartment that  had grab bars  and
things l ike that ,  for  mobi l i ty . ”
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Some of the [in]visible project participants were grandmothers, who
viewed permanent housing as a way to play an active role in the lives of
their grandchildren. 

A few participants were grandmothers to children involved in the child
welfare system, and for them, securing permanent housing was viewed as
a way to provide stability in the lives of their grandchildren.

Grandmother ing

“It  does not  need to be a  big place,  but  i t  has  to  be
somewhere safe .  I  need to make i t  safe  for  me,  and my

grandchi ldren.”

We heard about women’s desires for permanent housing that had
an elevator on-site, an accessible washroom and enough space to
store mobility devices (walkers, wheelchairs, electronic wheelchairs).

“Once I  move on from here ,  I  want  i t  to  be somewhere nice .  I
would l ike to  be able  to  have my grandson come and v is i t

me,  so i t  has  got  to  be a  decent  place,  you know?" 
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Some participants reflected on their changing abilities and
described wanting some support with managing activities of daily
living such as cleaning, grocery shopping and cooking.

Supports  with Act iv i t ies  of  Dai ly  L iv ing

“I  would l ike someone to help me in  my home,  because I  am
at that  stage,  so  i t  can stay nice and c lean and I  am

comfortable .  I  need help f rom the community ,  c leaning my
house,  because I  have a  hard t ime even gett ing in  and out  of

the tub now. . .  I  need help c leaning,  funct ioning.”

As women transition to grandmothering, permanent housing must
be a safe and suitable place to visit with their grandchildren.

“ I t ’s  not  real ly  poss ible  for  me to go to  the grocery  store ,
and carry  my stuff  home.  I  know of  some housing that  takes
you to the store ,  or  provides your  food and that  would help

me.”
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A lot of participants in the project shared that once they found
permanent housing, they did not want to become homeless, or have
to move again.

Aging in  Place

“Once I  get  my apartment ,  that  is  going to be my apartment
unti l  I  f * * * * *g die .  I ’m not  going to leave i t ,  you know what  I

mean? That  is   the place I  am going to grow older  in ,  so  i t
needs to  be set  up for  that . ”

There is a need for housing with supports that are specifically
designed to address the in-home care and support needs of aging
women and gender-diverse people.

In order for permanent housing to be sustainable over the long-term,
it must be designed in a way that promotes aging in place, by being
adaptable to women’s changing housing and support needs.
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There is a need to develop accessible housing for aging women
and gender-diverse people. Accessible housing must be designed
using an intersectional lens to understand and attend to varying
abilities. 

Older women and gender-diverse people have changing housing
and support needs relating to mobility, completing activities of
daily living and their roles as grandmothers.

It is critical that housing is somewhere that women and
gender- diverse people can ‘age in place’, as this will prevent re-
entering homelessness or having to move again.

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:
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Equity and
Inclusion

Participants in the [in]visible project had a range of intersecting identities,
which influenced the ways they experienced homelessness, and shaped
how they described their preferred models of housing and support.

A substantive body of literature describes the ways particular identities
(Indigenous, LGBTQ2S+, immigrant, those living with complex health/ dis-
ability concerns) are over-represented amongst those experiencing chronic
homelessness in Canada. [1,2,3,4]

Intersecting sites of marginalization, including racism, colonization, ableism
and the exclusion of LGBTQ2S+ women and gender-diverse peoples, have a
profound impact on the ways housing, healthcare and support is accessed
and experienced.  [1,2,3]

In response to the disproportionate representation of particular identities,
there is an understanding that adapting an equity and inclusion lens is a
critical component to developing good policies and practice in the housing
and homelessness sector. 

There is limited research available that draws on the perspectives of
women and gender-diverse people experiencing homelessness, to
understand how their identity shapes their experience of homelessness
and their preferred housing outcomes.

Stories shared by participants throughout the [in]visible project highlight
the ways marginalized identities impacted the experience of being
homeless, and complicated accessing and sustaining adequate housing
and support. We were also able to learn about how the identities of women
and gender- diverse people influence the kinds of housing and support
they believe would be best suited for them.

56

41



Through the [in]visible project, we heard about the ways
participants' intersecting identities led to unique barriers when
trying to access and sustain housing supports and/or market-rent
housing. 

For example, women and gender-diverse people who are new to
Canada, reported experiencing racism within the housing market
and described the barriers they faced when trying to navigate and
access available housing supports.

Stigma, Exclusion and Marginalization within
the Housing Sector & Housing Market

“Fi fteen years  ago,  when I  came from my county ( India) ,  I
was in  a  women’s  shelter  for  the f i rst  t ime.  I  d id not  know
anything about  the c ity .  I  d id not  know the language.  I  d id

not  know where to  f ind the help I  needed.  No one wanted to
rent  to  me.”

For women and gender-diverse people that occupy marginalized
identities, such as trans-women, and women who use drugs, stigma
and exclusion within the housing market was described. We heard
stories of profound stigma and discrimination from landlords and
other tenants, which ultimately led to eviction.
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“The landlord was sending me so many i l legit imate
evict ion not ices  that  i t  was l ike ,  at  this  point ,  I  can’t  cal l  i t
safe  housing.  He either  thought I  was gay ,  or  he didn’t  l ike

the fact  I  was transgender  I  think.”

Findings from the [in]visible project highlight the urgent need to
develop housing and supports that are responsive to the intersecting
identities of women and gender-diverse people who experience
homelessness.

Identity Specific Models of 
Housing and Supports

“I  got  a  room in a  students ’  house and I  was k icked out  a
week later .  I  was given my last  months rent  back,  but  i t
was due to the fact  that  I  d idn’t  c l ick with the students ,

r ight? I f  you are a  woman who is  coming from the streets
with a  past  or  a  history  of  drugs or  whatever ,  you are not

going to f i t  and they are not  going to understand you.”
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For example, Indigenous women, girls and gender-diverse people
are disproportionately impacted by violence and homelessness, and
yet there are few Indigenous-led services offering culturally
appropriate women-only, or gender-diverse inclusive supports. [1,3]  

During the [in]visible project, Indigenous women shared about their
experiences of colonial violence, trauma and about how this shaped
the kinds of culturally specific models of housing and support they
preferred.

“ I ’ve  been through l ike ,  the pain and the emotional  pain ,  as
a chi ld  I  was very  traumatized and abused.  I  am going

through a lawsuit  r ight  now for  the government ,  i t  i s  cal led
the Sixt ies  Scoop.  They k idnapped me,  I  was one out  of  42

babies  taken i l legal ly  out  of  [hospita l  name] .  That  st i l l
impacts  me today.”

“ I  feel  that  I  am looking for  more of  a  hol ist ic  approach.  I ’m
not looking for  market  rent  housing at  the moment ,  I  am

interested in  ( Indigenous-speci f ic  t ransit ional  l iv ing
program for  women) ,  to  do a  bit  of  heal ing,  and that  is  what
wi l l  progress  me out  of  this  (homelessness)  so  I  am hoping

for  that . ”
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Another important consideration that emerged throughout the
[in]visible project relating to identity was connected to ways ableism
impacts housing and support preferences. 

Throughout the [in]visible project, participants described the need
for applying a gendered-lens, when designing programs that
attended to women’s varying physical and mental health concerns.

“As a  mental  health consumer/survivor ,  I  get  i t ,  because I ’ve
been through the system and I ’ve  gotten the help I  need and
I  try  every  day to  push forward and I  think I  could use what  I

know to help others  in  housing.  Peer  support ,  you know?”

““ I ’m a 52-year-old woman.  I  have disabi l i t ies .  I  need to l ive
in housing with supports  for  me.”
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Developing housing and supports for women and gender-diverse
people who experience complex homelessness, requires
understanding how identity impacts experiences of homelessness
and access to housing support and market rent housing.   

There is an urgent need for Indigenous-led and culturally specific
models of housing and support to meet the needs of women and
gender-diverse people who experience chronic homelessness
across Canada.

Applying an equity and inclusion lens requires understanding the
ways intersecting identity shapes housing and support
preferences.

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:
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Mothering

The [in]visible project focused on women and gender-diverse people
experiencing chronic homelessness, who did not have children in their care. It
is important to note that while none of our participants had children in their
care at the time of the research study, 72% were mothers. Mothering and its
connection to housing and support needs emerged as a significant theme
throughout our findings.

Research shows that mothers who experience homelessness, are often
impacted by violence and other negative socio-economic conditions that
complicate their experiences of housing stability. [1] 

Available literature documents the complicated set of structural and systemic
barriers experienced by mothers, and their children who become homeless.
[1,2,3]

Mothers who experience homelessness are at a heightened risk for unwanted
involvement from child welfare agencies, and are more likely to experience
having their children apprehended by child welfare services.  [1,4,5]   

Mothers often face tremendous systemic obstacles when attempting to regain
custody of their children from child welfare services.  [3,5,6]

There is a profound lack of gender-specific transitional and supportive housing
options that fulfill the housing and support needs of mothers and their
children. [1,7]

Findings from the [in]visible project highlight that mothers lost custody of
their children due to issues related to their housing and homelessness status.
When we asked about housing and support preferences, we learned about the
importance of designing spaces, programs and services that support women
in their roles as mothers.

1
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Throughout the [in]visible project, we were able to learn about
women’s experiences of navigating unwanted involvement and
intervention from child welfare agencies. 

Many participants shared that child welfare agencies were
concerned about the quality, safety and stability of their housing. We
heard stories about the ways women’s homelessness and housing
instability perpetuated involvement from child welfare agencies, and
resulted in women losing custody of their children to the child
welfare sector.

Homelessness ,  Housing Instabi l i ty  and
Chi ld  Welfare Involvement

“I  was pregnant with my last  chi ld  and the Chi ldren’s  Aid
were giv ing me a real ly  hard t ime.  I  guess  I  p icked a  bad

bui lding to l ive  in ,  but  at  the t ime,  because of  my credit  and
evict ion and stuff  l ike that ,  i t ’ s  a l l  I  could get  so ,  I  ended up
losing the baby to  chi ld  welfare .  My parents  have my kids .  I

v is i t  with them but  I  would l ike to  have more t ime with
them.”

“ I  gave my daughter  up three months ago,  cause being
homeless  is  just  not  safe ,  i t ’ s  scary ,  i t ’ s  not  normal .  I  just

want a  place where I  can stabi l ize ,  not  use ,  have a  home and
get  my family  back.”
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Securing permanent, sustainable housing was viewed as an
important way for many participants to reconnect with, and in some
instances, regain custody of their children.

 We heard about women’s desires to secure permanent housing for
themselves, and from there re-establish their roles and relationships
as mothers.

Housing as  a  Way to Reconnect
with Chi ldren

“My place was beauti ful ,  with my son,  my home was
beauti ful ,  i t ’ s  been 8 months s ince then.  I  am looking for  a
new place,  so  I  can have my home back,  my son back,  and

have my place beauti ful  once again .”

“ I  have my eleven-year  o ld son,  he l ives  with his  dad.  I  am
supposed to have him every  weekend but  under  the
circumstances you know,  I  can’t .  But  when I  get  an

apartment ,  he wi l l  come down,  every  other  weekend and
stay with me.”
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1Participants in the [in]visible project shared about their need for
housing and support that promote mothering and dismantle some
of the barriers that led to child welfare involvement.

We heard about women’s desires to live in permanent supportive
housing arrangements that were tailored to their unique needs as
women, and as mothers.

Mother ing,  Housing and Supports

“Eventual ly  maybe I  would l ike to  move in  with my daughter
at  some point  when she’s  o lder ,  i f  she chooses to  do so after

the age of  16  which is  coming up,  so  I  am hoping for  the
best ,  whatever  happens,  i t  i s  going to be good from here

on. . .  I ’m hopeful . ”

“ I  want  to  l ive  somewhere
that  helps  me,  so that  I  can

do the things the
Chi ldren’s  Aid wants  me to
do,  so  I  have my baby back

and maybe get  a  cat  to
take care of . ”
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Housing and support programs for women and gender diverse people
who experience complex homelessness must be designed to remedy
the barriers that perpetuate child welfare involvement and mother-
child separation.

Gender-specific housing and support programs must prioritize the
needs of mothers who require permanent housing to re-establish
relationships with their children.

There is an urgent need for the development of transitional and
permanent supportive housing options that meet the needs of
mothers and their children, who experience chronic homelessness.

" I  won’t  go there ( t ransit ional  l iv ing program for  women)
because I  can’t  br ing my son up,  even to  v is i t ,  because i t  i s

female only  and you can't  br ing anybody e lse  up.  That
program would be good for  me,  but  I  can’t  not  have my son

vis i t  with me."

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:
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Affordability

The rising costs of rental housing, substantial increases to the cost of living, and
the limited financial resources available to recipients of social assistance, shapes
the landscape of housing instability and homelessness in Canada. [1] 

Affordability emerged as an important key consideration when developing
good housing for women, and gender-diverse people who experience complex
and chronic homelessness.

Stories shared by participants in the [in]visible project highlight that without
significant changes to the social welfare system, including increased rates to
social assistance and a substantial investment in affordable housing, there are
very few adequate housing options available.

The majority of women and gender-diverse people who participated in the
[in]visible project, received financial assistance through the Ontario Disability
Support Program. The second most reported source of income was Ontario
Works. 

A single person (without dependant children) who receives social assistance in
Ontario, does not receive enough financial resources to afford suitable market
rent housing and sustain costs associated with other basic needs, including
access to food, telephone and transportation.  [2]

We heard about the ways women and gender-diverse people who are living in
deep poverty negotiate housing affordability, and try to make ends meet in the
absence of responsive social welfare programs. 

Our findings echo what is already known about the need for deeply affordable
rental housing and increase to social assistance, to ensure women and gender-
diverse people can resolve their homelessness. [1,2] 

1
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When participants in the [in]visible project were asked about their
housing and support preferences, we heard about the need for
increased social assistance to ensure adequate housing was
accessible and affordable. 

We heard stories about women and gender-diverse people, who rely
on social assistance, securing housing, but being unable to sustain
that housing because of inadequate financial supports.

Urgent  Need for  Adequate Socia l
Ass istance Rates

“I  have to  have my own place and I  just  can’t  af ford i t .  The
cheapest  thing I  can get  is  $650 for  a  bachelor ,  and they are
real ly  gross .  And then I  would have to  pay my own ut i l i t ies

on top of  that ,  and then I  get  l ike seven hundred and
something on OW, how am I  supposed to l ive?”

Participants called attention to the ways social assistance rates have
not changed despite the rising cost of living and market rent housing
in urban centers, such as Hamilton, Ontario.
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“One thing that  would be very  good,  is  i f  the government
raised the payment amount for  ODSP to the current  l iv ing
expense levels ,  s ince i t  has  been left  at  the same amount

for  many years ,  i t  hasn’t  changed s ince a  two-bedroom
apartment was $700. . .  I  just  want  a  bed I  can s leep in  when

I ’ve had a  hard day .”

Some participants who were not supported through social assistance
programs, described the insurmountable barriers they faced when
struggling to afford both adequate housing and other basic needs.

“ I ’m not  on OW or  ODSP,  and when you are not  on OW or
ODSP,  i t  seems l ike you get  nothing.  I  have to  pay my own

drug plan.  I  have $200 left  for  the month.  That ’s  for
everything.  Now when I  leave here ( transit ional  l iv ing

program),  I ’m going to have to  f ind a  place that ’s  real ly ,
real ly  cheap.”
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Throughout the [in]visible project, we heard from participants about
the ways their overall quality of life was compromised because of
limited financial resources and a lack of affordable housing. 

In an effort to ‘make ends meet’ and sustain market rent housing
with limited financial resources, participants shared experiences of
going without food, heat, a working telephone and other basic
necessities of life.

“ I  was paying $745 a  month rent .  I  a lso had to pay my own
hydro which I  d idn’t  real ize  when I  moved into the unit  that
the hydro was going to overwhelm me… i t  was running me
l ike $467 the f i rst  two months .  I  could not  af ford to  keep

paying the hydro bi l l  so  I  went  without  the hydro for  a  bit ,
and eventual ly ,  I  wound up homeless  again .”

Housing Affordabil ity increases
Overall  Quality of Life
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There is a need to increase social assistance rates across Canada, to
reflect the rising cost of living and market rental housing.

Housing that is developed for women and gender-diverse people
who have experienced complex homelessness, must be deeply
affordable.  

Housing with supports for women and gender-diverse people
should consider including access to basic needs (utilities, telephone,
laundry, and food) as a part of the program/lease agreement to off-
set the cost of living.

“ I  couldn’t  af ford nothing,  I  had $50 a  week is  what  I  l ived
off  of ,  that ’s  for  everything.  I  had to  wash my c lothes  by

hand and hang them up,  I  couldn’t  af ford to  do my laundry .
There were some weeks where I  couldn’t  af ford anything to
eat ,  some weeks I  made l ike  a  pot  of  chi l i  or  something,  and
that  had to  last  me a l l  week.  That  is  very  hard l iv ing,  and i t ’ s

not  very  healthy l iv ing. ”

Key Considerations for Good Permanent Housing:
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Eight Recommendations for 
Housing Development

2
SAFETY AND SECURITY

SPACE AND PLACE

3 ON-SITE SUPPORTS

4 COMMUNITY & CONNECTION

Women descr ibe wanting standard and
simple housing units ,  but  emphasize the
importance of  having a  choice re lat ing
to the structure of  bui ld ing,
neighbourhood,  locat ion and the level  of
secur ity  for  the bui lding.

Women who have endured gender-based
violence require  housing that  of fers  an
array of  bui l t - in  safety  and secur ity
features ,  above and beyond what  is
avai lable  in  standard market-rent  units

There is  an urgent  need to invest  in  the
development of  permanent support ive
housing,  that  of fers  women with complex
housing,  health and socia l  needs ,  access  to
24-hour  on-s ite  supports  and serv ices .

Women descr ibed wanting to l ive
somewhere that  fosters  a  sense of
community  and connect ion,  through bui l t - in
communal  spaces such as  l iv ing space,
k itchens ,  and gardens and mutual-a id ,  such
as shar ing resources and responsibi l i t ies .
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5

Eight Recommendations for 
Housing Development

6
EQUITY AND INCLUSION

AGING AND ACCESSIBILITY

7
MOTHERING

8 AFFORDABILITY

I t  i s  important  for  housing to be bui l t
intent ional ly ,  that  a l lows for  women to
age in  place.  Future housing
developments  should adhere to  a  high
standard of  access ibi l i ty .

Al l  housing that  is  developed for  women
must  be done through an equity- lens
that  meaningful ly  creates  pathways for
the inclusion of  those who have been
marginal ized from accessing housing.

Housing must  be responsive to  the needs of
mothers ,  grandmothers  and caregivers ,  even
if  women do not  have chi ldren in  their  care .
I t  is  important  for  housing to be accessible
to chi ldren and for  there to  be on-s ite
amenit ies  and supports  for  chi ldren and
caregivers .

There is  a  need to develop deeply
affordable rental  housing that  a l lows for
those on socia l  ass istance and those who
receive a  low-income,  to  have enough
f inancia l  resources to  remain housed and
meet their  basic  needs . 58
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