
IMPACTFUL

STREET OUTREACH



WELCOME & 

HOUSEKEEPING



FRAMING THE PURPOSE & 

INTENT OF THE STREET 

OUTREACH EFFORTS



WHAT PROBLEM ARE YOU SOLVING?

People are not the problem

Framing of problem statement is important…

• Helping people achieve housing or shelter?

• Reconnect people who are disconnected from services?

• Inequities or discrimination impacting service access and sustainability?

• An immediate response to people considered to be in crisis?

• Meeting survival needs?

• Providing emotional supports?

• Service navigation?

• Enforcement and further dislocation prevention or response?

• Safety concerns?

• Health service and health navigation?



IF YOU SUCCEED, WHAT WILL BE 

DIFFERENT?

If you have a defined problem, and you are effective at addressing the problem, 
what difference will you make?

Put another way, what impact will you have?



UNDERSTANDING 

OUTDOOR HOMELESSNESS



RELATIONSHIP TO SHELTER

Unsheltered homelessness can be viewed in the context of shelter in the 
community:

• Rejection of shelter

• Rejected by shelter

• Lack of space in shelter

• Reputation of shelter

• Proximity to shelter



FRAMING A TYPOLOGY

FIRST TIME/NEWLY UNSHELTERED TRANSITIONALLY UNSHELTERED ENTRENCHED IN AN UNSHELTERED SITUATION

COMMON TYPES OF 
LOCATIONS

- Coffee shops/overnight businesses or 
restaurants

- Waiting rooms

- Hospital
- Jail
- Doubled Up
- Overnight drop-ins
- Various, rotating outdoor locations

- Encampments
- Abandoned buildings

STREET OUTREACH 
ENGAGEMENT PURPOSE

- Referral
- Temporary resources
- Knowledge transfer

- Can be medium or longer-term
- Tracking and staying engaged
- Navigating housing needs

- Usually longer-term
- Addressing immediate needs and housing 

needs
- Offering alternatives to encampment closure

CHALLENGES

- Lack knowledge of available resources
- Can be emotionally overwhelmed

- Re-finding
- Navigating other systems
- Seemingly connected, but no central lead

- Can resist services for various reasons
- Health, mental health and substance use 

support needs

OPPORTUNITIES

- Diversion
- Reconnection
- Leverage motivation

- Cross-system engagement and case conferences
- Follow up and re-engagement
- Mobile access for Coordinated Entry

- Support immediate needs
- Support navigating health care
- Mobile access for Coordinated Entry

GENERAL STRENGTHS

- Highly motivated to exit homelessness or 
at least unsheltered situation

- Connection to housed people
- Has or can access resources

- Know how to meet immediate needs
- Resourceful
- Adaptability

- Survival
- Emotional protection
- Resilient



TWO REALITIES WITHIN THE OVERALL

UNSHELTERED POPULATION

Two realities occur simultaneously:

1. Some people will readily accept offers of services, including assistance with 
shelter and housing;

2. Some people have rejected all offers of services, including assistance with shelter 
and housing.



UNDERLYING FACTORS

Many historical and current factors at a personal level can inform our understanding and approach to 
engagement & trust and rapport building:

•Trauma

•Racism

•Homophobia

•Transphobia

•Ageism

•Developmental delay

•Substance use

•Mental illness

•Brain injury

•Abuse

•Violence

•Disability

•Citizenship status

•Non-English speaking



WHAT DOES OTHER RESEARCH TELL US    

ABOUT OUTDOOR HOMELESS POPULATIONS?

Most likely to be male; but needs of women are generally more acute

Disproportionately people of color or Indigenous people

More likely to be chronically homeless

More likely to have experienced incarceration

More likely to be victim of violence, including sexual assault

Higher likelihood of brain injury

More likely to have unmanaged chronic disease



WHAT DOES RESEARCH TELL US ABOUT 

UNSHELTERED HOMELESS POPULATIONS?

More likely to experience advanced chronological ageing and lower life expectancy

Higher propensity of schizophrenia, depression and personality disorders

If consuming alcohol, rates of non-palatable consumption are higher and palatable consumption 
exceeds thresholds

Higher rates of tri-morbidity

Income is more often through informal employment

High incidence of compounded, exacerbated trauma



DEFINING 

IMPACTFUL OUTREACH



PROGRAM VS PROJECT

Has your community designed an effective outreach program and figured out 
where various funding sources may support the program?

OR

Are you delivering an outreach project where a funder and policy staff decided 
what you should be doing or not doing?



DEFINING IMPACTFUL OUTREACH

Impactful Outreach is a professional intervention that is structured, 
documented and strategic, to meet people where they are at - literally 
and circumstantially.  

Impactful Outreach is respectfully persistent in helping people achieve 
housing and exit homelessness through a process of assessing, 
understanding and addressing both immediate and housing needs.



OBJECTIVE OF IMPACTFUL OUTREACH

The overarching objective of impactful outreach is to reduce and end unsheltered homelessness.

To achieve the overarching objective, impactful outreach shall:

• Be discerning regarding who they want to engage with and why, relative to the community’s 
priorities

• Know people by name

• Establish rapport

• Meet immediate needs while working on housing solutions

• Focus on connecting people to housing through or outside of CES, and engaging in all 
processes associated with this (e.g., getting people document ready)

• Develop strategies to effectively engage with people who do not wish to engage or struggle 
to engage

• Leverage strengths of various service providers beyond street outreach, within a systems 
context

• Drive decision-making through the use of data



INREACH AND OUTREACH

In-reach is in-reach.

Outreach is outreach.

In-reach is not outreach.

Outreach is not in-reach.

They can be complimentary. They can be done by the same person. 

But they are different.



WHAT OUTREACH MEANS TO SOME
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DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO OUTREACH

DOMINANT APPROACH ONE

• Contact driven

• Meet basic needs, provide human contact, sometimes provide transportation services

• Often (usually?) lower-paid positions, that can be entry level

• Great at more immediate response

• Engagement with a large volume of unsheltered persons

• Most often highly visible

• Can struggle with meeting the needs of people with complex, co-occurring issues

• Can struggle to have time or does not have skills to navigate people through the process of 
getting housed

• Most often measured by how busy the outreach workers are



DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO OUTREACH

DOMINANT APPROACH TWO

• Intensive, assertive and housing focused with a smaller group of people

• Often more experience and/or education/training - not entry level positions

• Struggles to provide a more immediate response; more focused on engagement for the long-
game

• Can struggle with how to support people while waiting on other parts of the system to make 
decisions/allocate resources

• Very deliberate in deciding who to engage and why

• Not always highly visible

• Capable of effectively working with people with higher acuity and complex needs 

• Effectiveness measured by how many people have positive exits from homelessness



WHICH IS BEST?

The approach to deliver outreach is driven by the community’s priorities when it 
comes to homelessness.

If the intent is to end homelessness, the second theme is best.

If the intent is to look responsive to homelessness and try to keep people alive, 
approach theme is best.

Both can co-exist to get the best of both worlds, but it is tricky. 

24 hour outreach may be structured into different approaches



CORE COMPETENCIES



MINIMUM SKILLS/KNOWLEDGE

Trauma informed care

Motivational interviewing

Assertive engagement

Mobile case management

Mental health first aid

First aid & CPR

Cultural competency

Overdose prevention & response

Personal safety strategies

Boundaries

Documentation

Harm reduction

Mediation & problem solving

De-escalation



SERVICE ORIENTATION



REFLECTING ON PRACTICE

Street 
Outreach 

Professional



TRAUMA-INFORMED ENGAGEMENT

Acknowledge the person.

Specify exactly what you wish to discuss.

Indicate how long the discussion is expected to take.

Reinforce autonomy and personal decision making.

No surprises. Not unexpected.



PROGRESSIVE ENGAGEMENT

Strengths-based approach

Lighter touch to start to understand interest, capabilities, existing connections, 
desires

Customizing intensity and approach over time if lighter touch does not resolve 
situation



ANTI-OPPRESSION

Recognize the oppression that unsheltered persons experience

Commonly, attention and practice needs to focus on:

• Anti-racism

• Anti-sexism

• Anti-ableism

• Anti-ageism

• Anti-heterosexism

• Class oppression



IN VIVO

Respectfully operating with people in their natural setting

Taking services to the field instead of taking the person to the service

Being present and proximate and engaged



COMPASSION

Engaged in active listening

Reinforcing the worthiness of existence

Neutralizing power dynamics whenever possible; being sensitive to power when 
unable to neutralize



PERSON CENTERED

Strengths based

Customized and individualized engagement

Patient

Exploratory

Using active listening



COGNITIVE FUNCTIONING

Many factors can influence cognitive functioning (e.g., brain injury, substance use, 
developmental delay, trauma, etc.)

Customizing approach must consider capabilities of the person being engaged

Using multiple methods for engagement and follow-up can be helpful (e.g., verbal, 
written, graphic, etc.)



STANDARDS FOR STREET 

OUTREACH SERVICES



WRITTEN STANDARDS OF CARE

• Defining/understanding outreach

• Direction and management of outreach 
services

• Training/core competencies

• Service orientation

• Risks

• Documentation and reporting

• Interaction with law enforcement

• Expectations of engagement

• Dealing with emergencies

• Provision of goods

• Coverage: hours and locations

• Transportation



ELEMENTS OF STANDARDS OF CARE

• Data tracking 

• Consent

• Confidentiality

• Service restrictions

• Grievances 

• Case conference participation

• Encountering a person who is 
deceased or in distress

• Encountering a person during non-
work hours

• Encampment protocol

• Monitoring



COVID CONSIDERATIONS 

IN OUTREACH



COVID: PRACTICES TO INCREASE SAFETY

• Wash hands & hand sanitizer

• Masks

• Maintain 6 foot distance

• Avoid unsafe transportation

• Prepare good communication materials

• Avoid contact with belongings

• Full PPE in rare instances

• Verbal consent may be appropriate

• Continue working on housing solutions

• Coordination of testing and vaccination - reminders



COVID: PREPARE FOR THOSE THAT REJECT OR 

HAVE LEFT SHELTER

Voluntary nature of existing resources.

Don’t duplicate existing work – Consult HMIS or previous Case Manager

Redirect if safe and appropriate to do so.



COVID: AVOIDING SWEEPS

No sweeps of encampments should occur at this time.

Sweeps of encampments may increase virus transmission and/or 
increase risk of exposure to the virus.

A sweep is different than a thoughtful, service-intensive closure.



COVID: HYGIENE FACILITY AND SUPPLIES 

ACCESS

Public facilities open and stocked whenever possible.

Hand sanitizer and water with soap if public facilities not open.

Hand washing stations, toilets, garbage removal, showers and laundry 
for encampments of 10+ people.



COVID: RESTRUCTURING ENCAMPMENTS

12x12 space for each tent in encampment.

Larger encampments may be encouraged to break into small clusters of 
10 or fewer people.

Encourage people not to share items within the encampment.



COVID: MAP ENCAMPMENTS

Need to know all locations and people by location.

Important for prioritization and potentially for health services and 
contact tracing.



COVID: OVERDOSE PREVENTION & 

RESPONSE

Naloxone administration

Use with a buddy while maintaining physical distancing

Planning the intox



A PROFESSIONALIZED 

APPROACH TO OUTREACH





HISTORICALLY…

Street outreach has often been seen as a low paying job.

People with lived experience are often brought into outreach roles, but not always with 
training.

The measures of outreach were contacts and/or provision of survival supports.

In larger settings - not uncommon for outreach teams to overlap - sometimes out of 
ignorance and sometimes because of different mandates.

Busy outreach = good outreach.



WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A 

PROFESSIONAL SERVICE

• Governing principles

• Standards of service

• Planned, structured, documented, and strategic

• Professional boundaries and ethics

• Knowledgeable of main currents of thought and practice, and how to put that into motion

• Open to evaluation and improvement, as well as measured outputs, outcomes, and 
accountability



PROFESSIONAL OUTREACH IS AN 

INTERVENTION

An intervention means that there will be:

• action to improve a situation

• interference into the affairs of another

• persuasion to consider alternatives



CLINICIANS AND OUTREACH

The presence of a clinician is not what defines an outreach program as 
professional.

Clinicians can be very useful in participating in outreach. This has been 
especially true at support with mental health and physical health care.

They can also be problematic. This has been especially true with 
privacy, coordinated entry, and establishing priorities.



CONNECTING INTO THE 

SYSTEM OF CARE



System of Care

(Board or 
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Match to 
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Match to 
Supportive Housing 

Programs

Connecting to 
Permanent 
Solutions

Street Outreach

Shelter

Drop-ins

Meal Programs

Hubs/Help Centres

Housing with 
Supports

Rapid ReHousing

Intensive Case 
Management

Assertive 
Community 
Treatment

Supportive Housing

Housing w/out 
Supports

Section 8/ 

Social Housing

Other Rent 
Supplements or 

Vouchers

Market Affordable 
Housing

Ancillary Supports

Furniture

Health Services

Benefits & Income 
Supports

HMIS/HIFIS
CoC Lead/ Service 

Manager



Outreach Shelter Day Services

What does the data say for each component?



STRUCTURING CONSENT

Consent to release and share information for the purpose of the street outreach 
activity and resolution of homelessness

Data collection and sharing is for service coordination and housing, not surveillance

Measures may need to be considered for verbal consent in some instances



TARGETING RESOURCES



NAMING PRIORITIES

Suitable priorities may be:

• Chronic

• Otherwise disconnected

• Higher risk including at-risk because of COVID

• Encampments

• Longer-term homeless

• Older/Younger

What are your priorities?

The person that you see the most or the person that needs you most? 



Adapted from Calgary Homeless Foundation



IDENTIFYING TARGET LIST

DV TB FA RF

SP MD

RL LM

FC KP RR

KO CT

TD HE
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A
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Y



TARGETING WORK



DISTINCT PHASES OF HOUSING FOCUSED 

OUTREACH

Eligibility 

Screening & 
Acuity 

Confirmation

Informed Consent 

& Desire to 
Participate

Document 

Readiness

Housing Search Lease Up Move In

Progressive 

Engagement
Coaching

Greater 

Independence

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3



10 MINUTE BREAK



ENGAGEMENT



SAFETY - APPROACH

1. Approach at an angle

2. Identify yourself and purpose for being there

3. Make eye contact

4. Hands at side and not in pockets

5. If they are on the ground, crouch at an angle

6. Always know exit route



B
u

ild
in

g 
R

ap
p

o
rt Approach 1
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interactions

Administrative

Solution-focused



ENGAGE ON CONTENT, 

NOT PROVISION OF GOODS

Lead with your purpose of engagement.

Do NOT lead with offers of cigarettes, food or hygiene supplies.

You want the person to engage and trust you because of what you will do for 
their homelessness, not the provision of goods, which can create an 
unbalanced relationship or a dependent relationship.



USE YOUR MI SKILLS FROM THE START

Practice and prepare good open-ended questions that 
stimulate dialogue.

For example, instead of “Do you want services today?” ask 
“What types of services do you want today?” or instead of 
asking “Are you interested in housing?” ask “What would it 
take for you to move forward with getting housed?”



ROLE OF AN OUTREACH WORKER

Find

Assess

Prioritize

Re-Find

Solve their homelessness



INTENT OF OUTREACH 

WHO are you?

WHY do you want to connect with the person?

WHAT will happen if they connect with you?

HOW will you make it happen?

WHEN will you make it happen?



SO WHAT DOES PROFESSIONAL STREET OUTREACH   

LOOK LIKE OPERATIONALLY?

Assigned geographic areas.

Separation of 1) crisis response and finding new people from 2) sustained 
contact and resolution of homelessness

Consent and information sharing across relevant parties – multiple teams of 
different approaches, or the entire system

Assigned “lead” to those working on resolution of homelessness.

Lower outreach to client ratios in Approach 2.



SO WHAT DOES PROFESSIONAL STREET OUTREACH    

LOOK LIKE OPERATIONALLY?

Daily tasks and goals are established in advance whenever possible; not ad hoc. –
trauma informed: no surprises, unexpected, being intentional

Engagement plans established for those that have declined service and seem 
unwell.

Objective-based interactions.

Working toward what you set out and told the individual you could do for them.



A STRENGTH-BASED 

APPROACH



UNDERSTANDING THE STRENGTH-BASED

APPROACH

• Concentrate on inherent strengths, and use those strengths to assist the 
person/family in promoting positive steps forward

• Place value on existing capacity, skills, knowledge, connections and potential

• The focus on strengths does not mean that challenges are ignored, or that 
struggles need to be spun into strengths

• A focus on strengths sets into motion greater independence



PERSON GETTING SERVICES IS NOT A 

PASSIVE PARTICIPANT

• Supports help people by working WITH them, not for them or to them

• Motivational interviewing may be necessary to help identify priority areas to help 
with the change process

• Participant is a co-producer of the pathway forward - it is a collaboration



6 CORE ELEMENTS OF STRENGTHS 

BASED APPROACH
1. Goal orientation: Strengths-based practice is goal oriented. The central and most crucial 

element of any approach is the extent to which people themselves set goals they would like to 
achieve in their lives.

2. Strengths assessment: The primary focus is not on problems or deficits, and the individual is 
supported to recognize the inherent resources they have that they can use to counteract any 
difficulty or condition.

3. Resources connection: The outreach worker, based upon strengths and assessment, enlists 
supports from other organizations or government departments, making referrals and facilitating 
meaningful connection.

4. Identifying participant strengths for goal attainment: Explicit methods are used to identify 
strengths to leverage in the support process.

5. The relationship is hope-inducing: A strengths-based approach aims to increase the 
hopefulness of the program participant.

6. Meaningful choice: People are experts of their own life, and as such the support person’s role is 
to increase and explain choices and encourage people to make their own decisions and 
informed choices.



ASSESSING STRENGTHS: 

SELF ASSESSMENT
Read each statement. Assess yourself from very weak (1) to very 

strong (5). There are no right or wrong answers.
1= very weak
2= somewhat weak
3= neither strong nor weak
4= somewhat strong
5= very strong

Setting goals and achieving them. 1 2 3 4 5 Securing an income. 1 2 3 4 5
Getting what I need from government 
agencies.

1 2 3 4 5
Taking care of my health care needs 
if/when required.

1 2 3 4 5

Getting what I need from community 
agencies.

1 2 3 4 5
Having a network of friends/family that 
support me and care for me.

1 2 3 4 5

Taking care of my daily survival needs 
(e.g., access to food, toilet, water, safe 
accommodation, clothing, etc.)

1 2 3 4 5
Managing money.

1 2 3 4 5

Meeting my emotional support needs. 1 2 3 4 5 Managing stress. 1 2 3 4 5

Having meaningful things to do during the 
day.

1 2 3 4 5
Taking care of my mental health care 
needs if/when required.

1 2 3 4 5

Securing/protecting important documents 
like an identification.

1 2 3 4 5
Engaging effectively with social service 
professionals.

1 2 3 4 5

If applicable, reducing harm and impacts 
of my addiction.

1 2 3 4 5
Having personal motivation to get tasks 
done.

1 2 3 4 5

Sharing my feelings. 1 2 3 4 5 Asking for what I need. 1 2 3 4 5
Knowing what I like and don’t like. 1 2 3 4 5 Engaging with landlords. 1 2 3 4 5
Staying true to my values. 1 2 3 4 5 Getting myself out of homelessness. 1 2 3 4 5



ENGAGING WITH THOSE 

WHO REFUSE SERVICES



“No” now does not always mean no forever

It is easy and lazy to blame or label people as “service resistant” without first asking 
ourselves, “What do we need to do differently to get a different result?”

Motivational interviewing, and in some instances assertive engagement, skills will be 
necessary

Important to decide in advance how much time and when will you engage with people 
that have previously indicated they are uninterested in housing



OUTREACH 

ENGAGEMENT PLAN

WHO/ DESCRIPTION

LOCATION IDEAS FOR ENGAGEMENT DATE FOR NEXT 

ATTEMPTED 

ENGAGEMENT

Khattari, Kapil 7th and Main - Punjabi speaking translator

- Get permission to speak to sister in 

Chicago

July 21

Mantha, Bill Corpus & Finn - Older outreach worker

- Try outreach before 6am

July 21

Red hat, 6’ish, 

African-American, 

shorts

Guava Park - Try female outreach staff

- Bring toe nail clippers

July 18

Spanish-speaking, 

5’5”ish, likely  LatinX, 

often wearing layers 

of clothes, 

panhandles with 
English sign

Starbucks on Main; 

McDonalds on 

Davis; Culvert off of 

Centennial

- Bring Maria from Lord’s Place

- Offer clothes storage

- Offer change of clothes

July 20



WHY AND HOW TO 

TRACK EFFORTS



Client Name Lead Current Objectives Tasks for Next Visit Date of 

Next 

Visit

Other Key Notes

Black, John Tom - Address harms of 

substance use

- Identification

- Take to needle 

exchange

- Take to DMV

July 17

Charles, 

Chris

Dale - Family reunification

- Safety planning

- Call brother in Dayton

- Safety assessment

July 18 Court on Aug 11

Davis, Ed Tom - Wound care

- Identification

- Take to health center

- Take to DMV

July 20 Use universal 

precautions

Fanning, 

Frances

Sam - Housing search

- Money management

- Apartment viewings

- Complete Honest 

Monthly  Budget Tool

July 16



Are we efficient?

Are we effective?

Are we enduring?

• How long are people spending homeless? (And more 
specifically, how long are they spending unsheltered?)

• How many people have a positive exit from 
homelessness? (And more specifically, how many people 
served through street outreach moved into housing or 
safely and appropriately reunited with friend or family?)

• How many people that exited homelessness returned to 
homelessness (And more specifically, how many returned 
to unsheltered homelessness?)



DATA ELEMENTS TO ENSURE YOU COLLECT

ESPECIALLY IN ENCAMPMENTS

Name

Aliases

Date of birth

Individual, couple or family

Length of homelessness

Homeless services still currently used (e.g., drop-in centre)

Homeless services previously used (e.g., which shelter they used to stay at most frequently, case manager)

Income source(s)

Total income amount

Identification by type of ID (and making copies is a preferred practice, with consent to do so)

Citizenship status

Observed/suspected emotional, physical or sexual abuse

Whether or not they desire housing

Whether or not they will (or have) accept offers of shelter

Barriers to housing

Pet(s)

Description of structure (e.g., color and location of tent)



SAMPLE ENCAMPMENT DASHBOARD

Location of encampment (street address, park name, GPS coordinates, 

Ward/neighbourhood)

Date encampment was first detected

Number of unique individuals on site this week:

Number of unique individuals on site last week:

% change week over week

Number of structures on site this week:

Number of structures on site last week:

% change week over week

Number of people housed from the encampment this week:

Number of people housed from the encampment last week:

Number of people housed from the encampment to date:

KEY NOTES (incidents, assessments, proposed closure date, etc.)



SAMPLE SYSTEM DASHBOARD ON

ENCAMPMENTS

Total number of encampments in the municipality this week:

Total number of encampments in the municipality last week:

% change week over week

Total number of people in encampments this week:

Total number of people in encampments last week:

% change week over week

Number of encampments voluntarily ending this week:

Number of encampments forced to close this week:

Number of people housed from encampments this week:

Number of people housed from encampments last week:

Number of people housed from encampments year to date:

KEY NOTES



“SUBDIVIDING” LARGE ENCAMPMENTS

TO TRACK SERVICE, OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES



Y N

ENCAMPMENT-WIDE ASSESSMENT

Degree of 
Organization

Permanent or semi-permanent structures

Prepared for most weather eventualities

Trash managed

Absence of hoarding/extreme collecting

People & Pets

Minors on the site

If YES to minors on site, are they with a legal guardian or parent

Pets on site

If YES to pets on site, are they in good condition
If YES to pets on site, are their food and water needs attended to

One or more people on site are pregnant

Ability to Meet Daily 
Needs

Access to potable water on or near the site

Access to a toilet on or near the site

Access to a shower on or near the site

Access to food on or near the site

Safe storage of food

Safe preparation of food

Access to new/clean clothing near the site

Access to laundry facilities near the site



Presence of 
Hazards and Risks

Sharps/needles on the ground or otherwise not 
stored properly

Broken glass on the ground

Propane tanks on site

Meth production on or near the site

Drug dealing on site

Exploitive sex work on site

Domestic violence on site

Sexual violence on site

Other types of violence on site

Stolen property on site

Abetting others on site

Interfering with the public right of way

Encampment residents wear masks when 
unable to keep two-meter separation from 
others

COVID distance measures are maintained 
between dwellings in the encampment



Conflicts on Site or 
Related to the Site

A known conflict with another encampment 
that is threatening the survival of the 
encampment

A known conflict with business or neighbors in 
the area that is threatening the survival of the 
encampment or the safety of neighbors

A known plan by by-law, abatement, and/or 
law enforcement to close the encampment



ASSESSMENT OF EACH INDIVIDUAL IN THE ENCAMPMENT

Reasons for 
Disengagement from 

Shelter

Has used shelter one or more nights in the past year

Barred/service restricted from shelter
Claims a negative shelter experience
Claims to be unable to meet shelter rules
Has daily routines that make it impossible to enter 
shelter
Not using shelter to avoid conflict with staff or other 
guests

Income & History of 
Housing

Has a monthly income of $1,000 or more from all 
sources (formal and informal sources of income)

Has been housed previously in the community 6 or 
more months within the last three years
If NO to being housed in the community the 
encampment is located within, has been housed in a 
different community 6 or more months within the last 
three years



OUTREACH APPS LIKE SIMTECH’S

SHOW THE WAY APP



BUILDING TRUST & 

DEVELOPING RAPPORT



INITIAL ENGAGEMENT & UNDERSTANDING

OF NEEDS

Clear understanding of who you are and why you are there/trying to do

Open invitation to engage in conversation

Focus on immediate needs and prioritization of approach and services

Transfer of knowledge: what is available, when and how

Avoid intensive assessment on early engagement



SUPPORT SKILLS

Inquire and understand existing supports, including “street family”

Emotional support and affirmation

Resource knowledge and supports in accessing and getting intended outcomes

For some, especially those most isolated, early engagement can be a form of social 
support



APPLIED EMPATHY

Understanding feelings regarding current situation

Active and reflective listening

Gathering information to understand and support, not to judge

Expressing concern for well-being



NEUTRALITY

Non-judgmental engagement

Listening to understand

Learning strengths

Creating an engagement where people are supported in self-determination relative 
to service offers presented



TRUST BUILDING

Being a person of your word

Being reliable - engaging/following up when indicated, while remaining flexible for 
their needs

Transparent information and decision-making

Navigating other entities also engaging with the person/encampment

Meeting immediate needs



FINDING AND ASSESSING



FINDING

This process can be active search by the outreach team or 
responding to calls from the likes of 211.

In Approach One, there is greater ease in fitting this into any day.

In blended approaches, it becomes critical to dedicate times 
specific to this or specific days of the week to undertake this 
activity.



ASSESSING

Assessing encampments and immediate needs can be done on first contact.

Conducting assessment can occur during the find process, but may be more beneficial 
once it is determined if they are a tumbleweed or anchor (not a one and done).

Assessment should only be done once HMIS has been checked to see if they have already 
had an assessment completed.

Good idea to have at least three or four contacts prior to doing an assessment beyond 
immediate needs.



PRIORITIZING

It can be helpful to consider outdoor homelessness as a mass catastrophe. There 
needs to be triage based upon the availability of resources. 

Outreach priorities should be linked to the priorities of the community in what is 
trying to be accomplished in ending homelessness.

For example, if the community wants to first house that that are chronic, are 
unwell, and scored higher on your assessment tool, that is a good place to start with 
targeting with whom to engage.



RE-FINDING TO ENGAGE/COMPLETE 

APPTS

A combination of appointments (depending on degree of 
traumatic past and cognitive functioning), and efforts that are 
scheduled by the outreach worker but perhaps seem 
impromptu to the unsheltered person are best.

Re-finding should be a calculated strategy for re-engagement, 
not a game of hide and seek.

Meals, travel to and from (on foot), street feeding programs, 
often orient location habits.



SOLVING THEIR HOMELESSNESS

May or may not be linked with other service providers, either in the self-resolution 
process or coordinated entry.

Where there are handoffs to another provider, this should be a “warm transfer” 
with the outreach worker, program participant, and the receiving service provider.

• Case Synopsis

• Joint Meeting

• Intentional transfer of plan continuation



ORGANIZING THE TIME OF 

AN  OUTREACH WORKER



ALLOCATED TIME BASED UPON TYPOLOGY 

& APPROACH OF OUTREACH

One and done, and tumbleweeds, can often be served through Approach One.

One and done, and tumbleweeds are best served through 7 days per week 
outreach with early morning and evening hours part of the delivery package.

Anchors are best served through Approach Two.

Anchors are best served through early morning and daytime availability.

Meals, travel to and from (on foot), street feeding programs, often orient location 
habits.



APPROACH ONE

Greatest challenge is managing follow-up engagement that may be appointment 
based with new engagement and call-in requests for service.

Best to carve out specific days of service or specific hours within a shift for different 
types of activities.



APPROACH TWO

Can be delivered Monday to Friday.

6am-2pm or 7am-3pm shifts are best.

Activities and objectives are planned in advance.

Not uncommon to engage intensely with 2-6 people per day, and no more.

Some time in any given day will be invested in administration, liaising with other 
systems, managing communications with other stakeholders, etc.



ENCAMPMENTS



TOWARDS DEFINING “ENCAMPMENT”

There is no national definition of what constitutes an encampment

Usually informed by:

- number of people or structures

- length of time in or near the same location

- current situation not meant for permanent human habitation

Sometimes informed by whether on public or private space



DEVELOP PRINCIPLES FOR ENGAGEMENT

Considerations:

• Informed consent

• Commitment to service and housing outcomes

• Privacy and confidentiality

• Self determinism

• Conflicts of interest

• Service orientation

• Nature of engagement and practice (e.g., strengths-based, trauma-informed)



IDENTIFYING & ENGAGING WITH PEOPLE

LIVING IN ENCAMPMENTS

Sometimes there is an established participatory and representative leadership 
structure within the encampment

Sometimes there are advocates that are the liaison with people living in 
encampments

Most often there is still the need for person-level engagement - and people, 
structures and pets/service animals can change over time

As the size and/or complexity of the encampment changes, so often does the 
approach to engagement and the leadership structure



ENGAGEMENT & UNDERSTANDING NEEDS,

CIRCUMSTANCES AND OPPORTUNITIES

With consent, cross-reference data collected from the encampment with:

• HMIS

• By-Name List

• Shelter use

• Street outreach caseload lists



CRIMINALIZATION IS EVER PRESENT

It is not illegal to be homeless and outdoors in public space.

However:

• They are more likely to have engagement with police and other with legal 
authorities

• What they do may be deemed to be illegal (setting up a camp, panhandling in 
a certain area, having an open fire, public urination or defecation, etc.)



LEGALIZATION OF EXISTENCE

Some communities have sanctioned camps or places where people are allowed to 
live outdoors. While there are different models, the following are typical:

▪ Hierarchies/power dynamics

▪ Safety issues (fire, violence, hazardous materials like propane)

▪ Unforeseen costs (garbage collection, port-o-potties)

▪ High volume of police calls

$22,146 / 
month



MULTI-PARTY PROTOCOL

Need all parties that respond to encampments to be on the same page (police, by-
law, public works, parks, outreach workers, etc.) Weekly meetings or Monday and 
Fridays. Communication Communication Communication.

Benefits from an incident command structure once an encampment reaches a 
certain size and/or profile

Community needs clarity in messaging and response to other parties (church 
groups, student groups, advocacy organizations,  etc.) that also may engage and try 
to support people who are unsheltered



RELATIVITY TO SHELTER SPACE

A community response to encampments can be influenced by shelter availability 
within the community

Education is required in some instances that shelter use is voluntary - people 
cannot be forced to use shelter

When encampments are a direct result of the shelter system, improvements are 
likely required in the shelter system (e.g., lowering barriers; creating spaces for 
couples without children; being opening and welcoming to diversity; etc.)



CLARITY OF OBJECTIVE(S)

What is your objective(s) of engaging with the encampment:

A) Closure Without Immediate Housing Attached

B) Closure With Immediate Housing Options Attached

C) Maintenance In Perpetuity

D) Maintaining until Closure (With or Without Housing Options)

Are you willing to reassign resources and retool your coordinated entry process as 
necessary to effectively respond to encampments?



PREPLANNING PHASE OF

ENCAMPMENT RESPONSE

•Appoint a leader for planning, communications and engaging key, diverse interests

•Identify key representatives of various interests to participate in encampment service and 

response (e.g., residents of the encampment, advocacy organizations, social service providers, 

bylaw, equity experts, funders, harm reduction experts, etc.)

•Understand the right to housing and local legal considerations that inform how to respond to 

encampments

•Identify and implement strategies to increase access to existing housing stock

•Advocate, plan and support more affordable housing development

•Identify and implement strategies to increase shelter system capacity, if necessary



PLANNING PHASE OF

ENCAMPMENT RESPONSE

•Convene a response table

•Ensure all relevant direct line staff from any department or agency that will have direct 
engagement with people living in encampments is appropriately trained

•Ensure all relevant information is held confidentially and in one secure location for planning and 
response purposes

•Identify the housing focused mission and human rights based approach for a particular 
encampment or all encampments in the community

•Identify and secure funding/budget allocation for encampment response

•Identify and liaise with leadership within or representing the encampment(s)

•Develop an initial communication strategy – spokesperson, lead, media contact



MOBILIZING A HOUSING-FOCUSED AND

TRAUMA-INFORMED RESPONSE

•Mobilize professionalized street outreach resources

•Address immediate survival needs

•Ensure there is emotional and social supports

•Know people living in encampments by name, and their needs, to understand the population of 

people to be supported

•Know the structures in the encampment and a general description and condition of each

•Identify the number of service animals and pets on the site



MOBILIZING A HOUSING-FOCUSED AND

TRAUMA-INFORMED RESPONSE

•Complete the encampment assessment

•Map each encampment and the location of all encampments for the purposes of organizing the social service 
response and tracking supports and deploying resources (not for surveillance)

•Cross-match, with consent, data from the encampment to the By-Name List and HIFIS/HMIS to help inform 
service delivery

•For people living in the encampment that have not already participated in local Coordinated Access 
assessment process, seek consent to participate, and complete Coordinated Access tools and strategies

•If necessary based upon street outreach engagement, have a health safety assessment completed at the 
encampment, with recommendations of how to improve health and/or decrease or remove risks, and 
implement recommendations accordingly

•Prepare dashboards for each encampment and all encampments
•Update communication strategy – Police/Fire/EMT First Responders for encampment events. Media 
Response.



FORCED CLOSURE OF AN ENCAMPMENT

•Move as many people from the encampment to housing as possible

•Offer safe and appropriate emergency accommodation in shelter for any person unable to access housing

•In the event of required closure, bring together all relevant parties to discuss transparently

•Communicate intentions to close with people living in the encampment

•Post notice of the anticipated closure (Defining roles between providers and government)

•Increase social service response

•Organize logistics for closure

•When there is appropriate, transparent legal justification – and preferably after all support efforts have 
been exhausted – close the encampment

•Update communication strategy



REASONS FOR 

DISMANTLING ENCAMPMENTS

• Health (including Public Health)

• Illegal Activities (especially gangs, human trafficking, meth production)

• Impeding Use of Public Space by Others

• On Private Property



CLOSING



EMAIL: info@OrgCode.com

TWITTER: @OrgCode

WEBSITE: www.OrgCode.com

FACEBOOK: www.FB.com/OrgCode

PHONE: 416-698-9700


