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01 Workshop Methodology & Ethics Framework 

 

Each workshop session was designed to create the conditions for honest, grounded reflection on the proposed 

prototypes and how they would affect people living in communities across our three urban sites (Toronto, 

Kitchener-Waterloo & Vancouver). Across all sites, we used two complementary tools to structure participant 

engagement: a profile silhouette activity and the Max-Neef human needs matrix. 

 

 

Profile Silhouettes 
 

Participants were divided into small groups and asked to select from a set of anonymous profile silhouettes 

representing people of different ages, genders, and body types (figure 1). Rather than speaking from their own 

lives directly, groups were invited to inhabit the perspective of the person they chose and imagine how that 

individual's race, gender, age, and class position would shape their experience of the prototype and the climate 

hazards it is meant to address. 

 

 

Figure 1: Some example silhouettes similar to what participants chose from 

 

This approach served two functions simultaneously. First, it created enough distance for participants to speak 

candidly about structural vulnerabilities, such as discrimination, shame, fear, bodily risk, without needing to 

directly disclosure their own positions or history. Second, it encouraged participants to think intersectionally; to 

consider how multiple dimensions of identity and social position compound one another in specific situations. 
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Participants consistently moved beyond the silhouette as a prop, using it as a vehicle to articulate experiences that 

were often, clearly, deeply familiar with their own experiences of issues like homelessness and dealing with the 

aftermath of climate disasters.  

 

The Max-Neef Human Needs Matrix 
 

Alongside the silhouette activity, participants worked through a structured needs reflection exercise drawn from 

Manfred Max-Neef's framework of fundamental human needs. Rather than asking people what they "want" from a 

climate resilience prototype in the abstract, the matrix prompted them to think across four satisfier categories - 

Being, Having, Doing, and Interacting - in relation to core human needs such as subsistence, protection, freedom, 

participation, etc (figure 2). This approach understands wellbeing as multidimensional and irreducible and 

undergirds how no single satisfier can compensate for the absence of another. A person may have shelter (Having) 

while lacking physical safety within it (Being), or have access to information (Having) while being cut off from 

the relationships through which that information becomes actionable (Interacting). In this sense, the framework 

resists the kind of reductive accounting that treats housing as the end of vulnerability rather than one condition 

among several that together constitute a dignified life. In this framing, wellbeing is not restored by fixing any one 

of these but instead requires attending to all of them in relation to each other.  

 

Figure 2: A Max-Neef needs based matrix filled out by participants during one of the sessions 

 

This framework reoriented the conversation away from service preferences and toward actual lived conditions. It 

allowed us to probe not only what people lack, but how unmet needs manifest across different dimensions of daily 

life such as in relationships, in the body, in domestic routines, and in community interactions. Participants used 

the matrix to articulate experiences of housing precarity, social isolation, and inadequate infrastructure in ways 

that felt systematic and allowed them to connect personal circumstances to broader patterns of structural neglect. 

We then used this to probe how the proposed prototypes would work as solutions, allowing the exercise to move 

fluidly between naming problems and imagining possible solutions. 
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Ethical Commitments 
 

Workshop design was guided by a set of commitments to the principles of equity and intended to lower barriers to 

participation and ensure that engagement was as non-extractive as possible. All participants were fully informed 

of their right to participate, to decline any activity, and to withdraw at any point without consequence and 

informed consent was treated as an ongoing condition of engagement. 

Recognizing that time, money, and caregiving responsibilities are not equally distributed we also worked to 

reduce the material costs of showing up. Each participant received a $75 honorarium in recognition of their time 

and energy in helping us with our research and funds were also made available to cover public transit costs and 

childcare for those who needed further support to attend. Lunch was provided at every session, with dietary needs 

accommodated in advance, to ensure that our space was set up according to people’s needs. 

Taken together, these methodological and ethical choices reflect the same values that run through the workshop 

findings themselves; that meaningful participation requires conditions of safety, dignity, and material support. 

Participants also seemed to appreciate this thoughtfulness and feedback across sessions was consistently positive, 

with people noting not only that the structure made it easier to show up and engage but that the workshops 

themselves became sites of unexpected connection. This gave participants opportunities to speak with others 

navigating similar circumstances, share resources, and build the kinds of bridges that the prototype is ultimately 

meant to sustain. 
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02  Participant Profiles — Toronto Workshops 

 

Across all groups, participants tended to imagine residents who sit at the intersection of low income, racialized 

identity, immigration precarity, disability, aging, or single parenthood. The profiles reflect people who are already 

navigating layered forms of structural vulnerability, and who are therefore at heightened risk during climate 

hazards. Below is a synthesis of the patterns that emerged. 

 

Demographic Patterns 
 

Age Range 

Participants generated profiles across a broad spectrum, from teenagers to elders: 

▸ Youth (17–24): Newcomer teens, early working-age young adults, people not yet fully attached to formal 

institutions. 

▸ Adults (25–40s): Single mothers, newcomers attending school, unemployed or precariously employed 

residents. 

▸ Seniors (60+): Older adults living alone, managing chronic illness or mobility issues, some of them with 

pets. 

 

Race, Ethnicity, and Migration 

Nearly every profile described racialized residents: 

▸ Newcomers from Sudan, Somalia, Ghana, Jamaica and the Caribbean more generally 

▸ Black and Indigenous elders 

▸ Biracial or Black Canadian-born residents 

 

Participants were clearly mapping climate risk onto Toronto's actual demographic realities: racialized and 

newcomer communities are overrepresented in the types of housing, income brackets, and neighbourhoods most 

affected by extreme weather. They were also very aware of how visibly racialized bodies had stacked risks against 

them, coupled with lesser access to social and financial capital. 

 

Family and Household Structure 

Common patterns included: 

▸ Single mothers with young children 

▸ Unattached youth with no local family 

▸ Older adults living alone 

▸ Single people with pets 

▸ Large families with caregiving burdens 

▸ People supporting relatives internationally 
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Types of Challenges Highlighted 

 

Housing Insecurity and Poor Living Conditions 

Almost every profile includes: 

▸ TCHC or co-op housing 

▸ Poor maintenance (no heat, no cooling, unsafe units, yearly flooding, humidity, leaking roofs, and mold, 

windows that do not open) 

▸ Buildings with inaccessible or closed communal spaces 

▸ Fear or distrust of landlords 

▸ Lack of safety and threat of bodily harm from arguments getting out of hand during climate hazards—

heatwaves, cold snaps, smoke days 

 

Income and Employment Precarity 

Participants consistently imagined: 

▸ Part-time, low-wage, or unstable jobs 

▸ No benefits or paid sick days 

▸ Refugee or asylum-seeker status limiting employment 

▸ Financial pressures from remittances 

▸ Reliance on social assistance like Ontario Works and subsidies 

 

Mobility, Disability, and Health 

Several profiles include: 

▸ Chronic illness (heart issues, diabetes) 

▸ Mobility limitations (walkers, reliance on "buddy" systems) 

▸ Hearing impairment 

▸ Mental health barriers (trauma, depression, anxiety, CPTSD) 

▸ Social withdrawal and neurocognitive impacts 

 

Social Isolation 

Even in large buildings, participants described: 

▸ Elders who rarely go outside 

▸ Newcomers with no family here 

▸ Young adults couch surfing 

▸ Residents overwhelmed by stigma or fear 

▸ Older people who have drifted away from existing families because of toxic relationships or fear of being 

a burden 
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Barriers to Information Access 

Participants highlighted: 

▸ Limited data or WiFi 

▸ Reliance on Facebook only 

▸ Limited English 

▸ Lack of access to real-time updates 

▸ Buildings with inconsistent communication systems 

 

Emotional and Psychological Load 

Across profiles, participants reflected: 

▸ War trauma 

▸ Domestic violence 

▸ PTSD 

▸ Shame or fear about asking for help 

▸ Emotional toll of caretaking 

▸ Precarity fatigue 

▸ Distrust of formal systems 

 

Strengths and Assets Participants Assigned to Profiles 
 

Despite the vulnerabilities described, participants also surfaced key strengths embedded in these communities: 

 

Informal Care Infrastructure 

▸ Neighbours watching children 

▸ Tenant reps who know each floor 

▸ Friend networks who provide rides 

▸ Faith communities sharing resources 

▸ Senior volunteers willing to help 

 

Resourcefulness 

▸ Navigating 311 

▸ Using Facebook groups and building chats 

▸ Building schedules and rotating responsibilities 

▸ Leveraging circulars and compliance documents to advocate 

 

Community Leadership 

Several profiles include: 

▸ Volunteer tenant reps 
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▸ Nursery workers who act as neighbourhood anchors 

▸ Students or newcomers who build bridges among peers 

▸ Mothers who coordinate shared childcare or transportation 

 

Synthesis of Participant Responses: Wellbeing & Climate Resilience Prototype 
 

Across the profiles and group discussions, participants gravitated toward a shared understanding: neighbourhood-

based networks can meaningfully support people before, during, and after climate emergencies, but only if these 

networks reflect the lived realities of residents, honour existing informal support systems, and directly address the 

everyday vulnerabilities that shape their ability to engage. People were very clear that any new prototype has to 

meet them where they already are, not add another burdensome system that requires time, documentation, or 

emotional energy they do not have. 

 

Access Happens Through Trust, Not Formal Services 

Whether participants imagined a 17-year-old Sudanese newcomer (Nia), a socially anxious elder (Lisa), or an 

unemployed co-op resident (Tabitha), the same message came through: people rarely go looking for new services 

— people go to the people they trust. 

▸ Trusted intermediaries are essential. Figures like Safia (the nursery worker who reaches Nia) became 

stand-ins for an entire category of neighbours, caretakers, tenant reps, church aunties, youth workers, and 

informal "fixers." These individuals translate information, reduce intimidation, and make systems 

navigable. 

▸ Residents rely on existing micro-networks. Tenant chats, floor reps, church groups, family WhatsApp 

threads, and even crochet circles came up repeatedly as the real entry points into support. 

▸ People want the prototype to strengthen these networks—not replace them. Many participants said 

the prototype should act as a backbone: providing resources, compensation, training, and visibility for the 

people who are already doing the bridging work. 

▸ Trained and empathetic staff: Multiple participants also wanted that any prototypes should be led by 

people who were trained to be compassionate and empathetic, while still being able to handle complex 

social situations. 

▸ Transparency and accountability: People were also adamant that any prototype must have 

organizational transparency and systems of accountability for their staff. 

 

Barriers to Access Are Material, Emotional, and Structural 

Participants described a wide range of barriers that would prevent residents from accessing a neighbourhood 

network, even a well-designed one. 

Material barriers 

▸ No internet/data or unstable WiFi 

▸ No bus fare, no childcare, no ability to take time off 

▸ Buildings with locked or inaccessible cooling rooms 

▸ Poor housing conditions (no heat, no ventilation) 

▸ Limited physical mobility (Lisa's walker, heart condition) 

Emotional and psychological barriers 

▸ Trauma (Nia's war and domestic violence experiences) 
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▸ Anxiety, depression, social withdrawal 

▸ Feeling intimidated by formal or bureaucratic systems 

▸ Shame or guilt about asking for help (Michael) 

▸ Fear of retaliation from landlords or building managers if they complain 

Structural and institutional barriers 

▸ Community hubs open only during hours that conflict with work schedules 

▸ Religious institutions are helpful but not always inclusive 

▸ Co-op governance does not always include younger or newer residents 

▸ Landlords and building managers who ignore safety concerns 

▸ City supports that require navigating complex processes 

 

Across profiles, the barrier was not "lack of responsibility”, it was that climate resilience work often sits on top of 

extremely constrained lives. 

 

Opportunities for the Prototype: Where People See Real Value 

Participants saw several real, practical roles a neighbourhood-based network could play. 

Multiple entry points 

People imagined the prototype functioning like a constellation of doors scattered across the neighbourhood: 

▸ Corner stores, barber shops, and co-ops 

▸ The library, church, and food bank 

▸ Tenant reps, floor captains, WhatsApp groups 

▸ Informal helpers (Safia) who already "catch" people falling through cracks 

Compensation and capacity-building for ambassadors 

Participants emphasized that frontline neighbours—like Safia, tenant reps, and informal caregivers—must be paid 

and supported. Suggestions included: 

▸ A City-funded table or committee for community leaders 

▸ Mental-health support, training, stipends 

▸ The ability to bring residents with them to decision-making meetings 

▸ Alignment with United Way or participatory budgeting models 

Bridging immediate needs with climate-related needs 

People stressed that the network must help with things like: 

▸ Bus fare 

▸ Temporary shelter 

▸ Food access 

▸ Filing formal applications with the province (for things like AC programs) 

▸ Covering wages if someone misses work to attend a session 

▸ Help navigating housing repairs or landlord disputes 

Using what already exists 

Participants suggested piggybacking on: 

▸ Engage416 (monthly cross-faith meetings with police and service providers) 

▸ Tenant associations and floor reps 



Prototype Feedback Synthesis · Climate and Equity Lab 

York University - Climate and Equity Lab Page 11 

▸ Co-op boards 

▸ Social media groups 

▸ Senior volunteer networks who want to help but aren't mobilized 

 

Prototype Risks and Ethics: Avoiding Harm 

A recurring concern, especially from the TCHC group, was that interventions meant to "help" can backfire. Key 

warnings included: 

▸ Avoid extractive data collection that does not lead to community benefit. 

▸ Do not rely on churches or religious institutions as the sole access point—they can be exclusionary. 

▸ Do not impose systems that ignore the lived realities of poverty, immigration precarity, or safety 

concerns. 

▸ Avoid designing supports that assume everyone can navigate bureaucracy. 

 

What the Prototype Needs in Order to Work 

From the narratives across all profiles, several design principles emerged: 

Hyper-local ambassadors who are compensated and trained 

People trust people, not institutions. Ambassadors need financial support, mental health resources, and 

recognition. No single method should be relied on. 

Redundant, low-barrier communication channels 

Including: 

▸ Printed materials (peg boards, flyers, circulars) 

▸ Digital chats 

▸ Door-to-door check-ins 

▸ Loudspeaker or intercom announcements in emergencies 

▸ Rating systems for buildings 

Infrastructure that supports safety and dignity 

Residents want: 

▸ Functioning cooling rooms 

▸ Adequate lighting 

▸ Visible security 

▸ Accessible door systems 

▸ Clear building protocols and drills 

▸ Consequences for landlords who neglect basic safety 

Flexible access points for different needs 

For example: 

▸ Michael needs a social worker or friend to bridge him into the network. 

▸ Lisa needs neighbours to accompany her outside. 

▸ Akua needs wage coverage, transit fare, and scheduling considerations. 

▸ Tabitha needs tools to organize across age differences in her co-op. 

▸ Brittany needs childcare and transportation options. 
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Recognition of diverse community geographies 

Some residents live online through FB groups. Others rely on churches, schools, or floor reps. The prototype must 

be adaptable rather than prescriptive. 

 

Cross-Cutting Insights: What These Profiles Tell Us About Climate Resilience 
 

Across every composite, climate crisis wasn't understood as a single event, it was an intensifier of existing 

vulnerabilities: 

▸ Poor housing becomes dangerous in heatwaves. 

▸ Lack of transportation becomes life-threatening in cold snaps. 

▸ Social isolation worsens during wildfire smoke days. 

▸ Financial precarity forces choices between safety and income. 

 

The prototype is most valuable when it responds to this layered reality. Residents want a model that: 

▸ Respects community expertise 

▸ Strengthens existing networks 

▸ Improves everyday wellbeing 

▸ Gives people real options before crisis hits 

▸ Builds dignity, not dependency 
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03 Participant Profiles — Kitchener-Waterloo 

Workshops 

 

Participants who took part in our workshop activity imagined residents living at the intersection of immigration, 

post-homelessness housing, low-income, gendered precarity, and substandard rental conditions. Most of these 

living conditions were concentrated in basement apartments. These profiles reflect people who are technically 

"housed," but whose housing is structurally unsafe and climate-vulnerable. Participants repeatedly emphasized 

that in Kitchener-Waterloo, climate risk is most acutely felt inside private rental housing, where flooding, 

humidity, mold, and inadequate heating are the biggest threats and you cannot complain because of fear of 

landlord retaliation prevents tenants from seeking help. Climate hazards were understood as seasonal, recurring 

stressors ('carpet gets wet every year') that compound past problems. 

 

Demographic Patterns 

 

Age Range 

Participants generated profiles concentrated in midlife adulthood, reflecting the demographics of people most 

likely to be living in basement units or recently rehoused: 

▸ Adults (30s–40s): Immigrant women balancing precarious work, education, shared housing, and 

language acquisition while living in climate-vulnerable basements. 

▸ Older adults (50s+): Women newly housed after long periods of homelessness, living alone, managing 

health issues, and navigating fear of eviction. 

 

Youth and seniors were less prominent; participants stressed that basement housing is often a transitional but 

prolonged stage for adults caught between instability and permanent housing. 

 

Race, Migration, and Housing Trajectories 

All profiles involved residents with migration or homelessness histories: 

▸ Immigrants, fluent or semi-fluent in English, working low-wage jobs while working on their credentials 

through school. 

▸ Women with lived experience of homelessness, some unhoused for a decade before securing housing. 

▸ Residents whose social networks are largely composed of service providers, advocacy groups, or people 

they met while unhoused. 

 

Participants emphasized that immigration status and homelessness history shape trust, particularly toward 

landlords, police, and formal authorities. 

 

Household and Living Arrangements 

Most imagined residents lived in self-contained or shared basement units—older houses retrofitted into rentals 

with poor waterproofing, chronic humidity, seasonal flooding (especially in April), mold, damp carpets, musty 
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walls, and inadequate or absent central heating. Participants highlighted that these homes are structurally unsuited 

to increasingly intense rainfall and temperature swings, yet are widely marketed as affordable housing. 

 

Types of Challenges Highlighted 

 

Fear of Retaliation and Housing Loss 

A dominant theme, especially in Gracious's profile, was fear: 

▸ Fear of eviction if complaints are made 

▸ Fear of landlords who threaten tenants directly 

▸ Fear rooted in past experiences of abuse, homelessness, and police harassment 

▸ Distrust of anyone perceived to be "in authority" 

 

Income Insecurity and Material Constraints 

Profiles consistently included: 

▸ Reliance on Ontario Works and housing subsidies 

▸ No steady employment 

▸ Part-time or minimum-wage work 

▸ No financial buffer to move or repair housing 

▸ Inability to afford preventive measures or legal support 

 

This meant that even a modest participation cost, like bus fare and time away from work, were identified as major 

barriers. 

 

Health, Trauma, and Emotional Load 

Participants described residents dealing with: 

▸ Long-term trauma from homelessness 

▸ Anxiety around housing loss 

▸ Health issues exacerbated by damp and cold living conditions 

▸ Emotional exhaustion from constantly managing risk 

 

The climate crisis was framed as retriggering instability for people who have only recently regained housing. 

 

Barriers to Information and Participation 

Across profiles, barriers included: 

▸ Lack of trust in institutions 

▸ Inconsistent or no internet access 

▸ Limited time due to work and caregiving 

▸ Transportation barriers 

▸ Language and confidence barriers, particularly among immigrants 
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▸ A belief that their experiences are "not important enough" to share (self-doubt) 

 

Existing Trust Networks 

Participants emphasized the importance of: 

▸ Tenant advocacy organizations 

▸ Drop-in centres like Ray of Hope (one participant knew the address by heart) 

▸ Caseworkers and volunteers with long-standing relationships (Julia needs help with filing charges against 

her landlord for moldy living conditions) 

▸ Libraries, cafés, and community hubs 

▸ Educational institutions as trusted intermediaries 

 

Trust was relational and earned, and something that the prototype will have to leverage to gain access and do 

meaningful work. 

 

Synthesis: Wellbeing, Climate Risk, and Housing Precarity in Kitchener-Waterloo 
 

 

Climate vulnerability is hidden inside "private" housing, meaning tenants bear the risk while 

landlords face few consequences. Basement flooding, humidity, and heating failures are thus 

structural outcomes of weak regulation, power imbalances, and housing scarcity. 

 

Access Happens Through Trust and Tangible Benefit 

Participants stressed that residents will only engage if: 

▸ The purpose of engagement is clear 

▸ Outcomes are concrete and time-bound 

▸ Participation leads to visible improvements 

▸ Trust is built through presence 

 

Opportunities for a Kitchener-Waterloo-Based Prototype 

 

Hyper-Local, Relationship-Based Outreach 

▸ Door knocking and home visits 

▸ Leaving letters with clear contact information 

▸ Meeting people where they already go (Ray of Hope, places like food banks) 

▸ Piggybacking on existing appointments or drop-in times 
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Low-Barrier Participation 

▸ Online surveys completed on residents' own time 

▸ Clear, simple language 

▸ Incentives such as gift cards and bus tickets 

▸ Recruitment through trusted institutions (universities, community organizations) 

▸ Multilingual materials and outreach 

 

Rights-Based and Practical Support 

Participants stressed the importance of also providing useful information while doing the prototype both as a way 

of establishing legitimacy and trust while also helping the residents out. This would mean providing them 

information such as: 

▸ Tenant rights under the Landlord and Tenant Board 

▸ How to document flooding and mold 

▸ Where to file complaints safely 

▸ Knowledge about transportation supports (e.g., GRT Mobility Plus) 

 

Systemic and Policy-Oriented Solutions 

Participants also called for more systemic changes that went beyond individual fixes, such as: 

▸ More frequent and rigorous housing inspections 

▸ Stronger enforcement of basement housing standards 

▸ Elimination of low-quality basement units as "affordable housing" 

▸ A centralized, transparent platform for housing complaints 

▸ Community-based temporary housing during repairs 

 

Cross-Cutting Insight: Climate Crisis as a Housing Justice Issue 
 

Across all composites, climate change was understood as an intensifier of housing injustice: 

▸ Rain turns basements into hazards 

▸ Cold amplifies damp and illness 

▸ Tenants do not complain out of fear of being kicked out 

▸ Poverty traps people in unsafe homes 

 

Participants in Kitchener-Waterloo said that climate resilience cannot be achieved without tenant protection, trust-

building, and enforcement that shifts risk away from residents and onto systems responsible for housing quality. 

Hence, a meaningful prototype must respect lived experience as expertise and work towards building 

accountability into private rental housing so that "being housed" can be thought of as the beginning and not the 

end of safety and dignity. 
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04  Participant Profiles — Vancouver Workshop 

 

Across all groups, participants imagined residents living at the intersection of extreme housing precarity, chronic 

illness, disability, ageism, racialization, Indigeneity, substance use, and social isolation, primarily concentrated in 

Single Room Occupancy (SRO) housing. These profiles reflect people consistently having to navigate structural 

abandonment rather than just temporary hardship. This also means that climate hazards, such as heat events, can 

become life-threatening accelerants of already unsafe living conditions. 

 

Overall, vulnerability in Vancouver is embedded in aging buildings, inaccessible services, landlord neglect, and 

mistrust of institutions, particularly among people living alone in SROs with limited income and limited capacity 

to advocate for themselves. 

 

Demographic Patterns 

 

Age Range 

Participants generated profiles largely clustered around midlife to older adulthood, reflecting the age distribution 

common in Vancouver SROs: 

▸ Midlife adults (40s–50s): Residents recently displaced into SROs due to economic collapse, health 

crises, or migration. Often juggling part-time work, disability, or untreated trauma. 

▸ Older adults (55–70+): Long-term SRO residents living alone, often with pets, managing mobility 

limitations, chronic illness, or substance use, and increasingly confined to their rooms during extreme 

weather. 

 

Unlike Toronto, youth profiles were largely absent, which might point to how SRO life is already a late-stage 

outcome of systemic failure, not an early transitional phase. 

 

Race, Indigeneity, and Migration 

Almost all profiles were racialized or Indigenous: 

▸ Indigenous / First Nations elders, many with ongoing health issues, histories of displacement, and deep 

mistrust of government systems. 

▸ Racialized residents who are not white-passing, experiencing daily stigma and surveillance (police 

harassment). 

▸ Immigrants, including recent arrivals (e.g., Pakistan), working precarious jobs while navigating 

unfamiliar housing systems. 

▸ Mixed-race residents, whose identities compound invisibility rather than access. 

 

Participants emphasized that racialization, Indigeneity, and migration status shapes who ends up in SROs. 
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Household and Living Conditions 

Almost all imagined residents lived alone in SRO rooms, with pets (cats and dogs), in buildings with shared 

kitchens and bathrooms, or no kitchens at all. In buildings where windows are painted shut or absent, plumbing is 

unreliable, washrooms and showers frequently fail, units are infested with rodents and insects during heatwaves, 

and electrical systems cannot handle fans or AC units. Participants repeatedly stressed that SROs are structurally 

incompatible with extreme heat, yet residents have no alternatives. 

 

Types of Challenges Highlighted 

 

Housing Insecurity and Unsafe Living Conditions 

Every profile included multiple housing failures: 

▸ No opening windows or ventilation 

▸ Non-functioning sinks, showers, or toilets 

▸ Mold, humidity, and standing water 

▸ Confiscation (or forbidden use) of personal cooking appliances deemed "fire hazards" 

▸ Paid access for visitors, missing belongings, and unsafe common areas 

▸ Landlords who promise repairs but never follow up 

▸ Fear of retaliation for complaints 

 

Income and Economic Precarity 

Participants consistently imagined residents with: 

▸ No savings 

▸ Disability or social assistance income below survivable levels 

▸ Part-time or informal employment 

▸ No paid sick days 

▸ Inability to absorb rising BC Hydro costs—people avoid cooling altogether 

▸ Reliance on predatory loans during emergencies 

 

Health, Disability, and Mobility 

Nearly every profile included: 

▸ Chronic illnesses (diabetes, heart conditions) 

▸ Mobility impairments (walkers, post-surgery limitations) 

▸ Mental health challenges (CPTSD, trauma, depression) 

▸ Substance use as self-medication rather than pathology 

▸ Inability to leave rooms daily, especially during heat or smoke events 

 

Participants emphasized that mobility and health barriers mean people cannot queue, travel, advocate, or wait; 

long lineups coupled with harsh social workers can lead to people not using services. 
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Social Isolation and Safety 

Despite dense buildings, residents were described as deeply isolated: 

▸ People who rarely leave their rooms 

▸ Residents without phones (lost or stolen) 

▸ Individuals estranged from family 

▸ Fear of theft, violence, or exploitation within buildings 

▸ Concern that service providers or outsiders may bring harm or surveillance 

 

For some, particularly Indigenous and racialized residents, physical safety itself was not guaranteed. 

 

Barriers to Information and Trust 

Participants identified trust, not information, as the primary barrier to accessing more services: 

▸ Distrust of government and formal services 

▸ Misinformation from inexperienced staff 

▸ Programs (like cooling or AC access) described as "hidden" or "mysterious" 

▸ Language barriers 

▸ No internet, no phone, no consistent contact point 

 

Information was only trusted if it came from: someone who lives in the building, a peer with shared experience, or 

an organization with visible accountability and ethical oversight. 

 

Emotional and Psychological Load 

Across profiles, participants described: 

▸ Trauma and CPTSD 

▸ Burnout and precarity fatigue 

▸ Shame about asking for help 

▸ Fear of retaliation 

▸ Exhaustion with surveys, consultations, and engagement that produce no change 

 

Strengths and Assets Participants Identified 
 

Peer-Based Care and Informal Infrastructure 

Despite extreme constraints, participants surfaced powerful community capacities: 

▸ Residents checking on neighbours during heat 

▸ People sharing fans, water, and cooling kits 

▸ Musicians, artists, and helpers acting as social glue 

▸ Informal knowledge of how to deal with landlords and RTB processes 

 

Participants stressed that peers already do the work — without pay, protection, or recognition — so it is a 

question of mobilizing and doing the social work around housing that is necessary. 
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Resourcefulness and Survival Knowledge 

Residents demonstrated: 

▸ Creative cooling strategies (spray bottles, cooling scarves, ice-and-fan setups) 

▸ Navigation of fragmented systems despite barriers 

▸ Mutual aid in buildings where formal care is absent 

 

Synthesis: Wellbeing, Trust, and Climate Resilience in Vancouver 
 

Across all profiles, participants had one major takeaway: climate resilience in Vancouver SROs is impossible 

without trust, material support, and peer-led infrastructure. People access services when they are relational, local, 

and safe. Access happens through peers, not institutions. Participants were explicit that they: 

▸ Trust peers over professionals 

▸ Trust people who live in the same buildings 

▸ Trust organizations embedded in community centres, not downtown offices 

▸ Trust increases when staff are local, processes are transparent, organizations are audited and accountable, 

feedback mechanisms exist, and criminal background checks prevent exploitation 

 

Opportunities for a Vancouver-Based Prototype 

 

Hyper-local, Building-Based Support 

▸ Staff allocated to existing SRO buildings, not centralized offices 

▸ Drop-in and scheduled access 

▸ Regular peer-led wellbeing checks (non-interrogative, de-escalatory) 

 

Transparent Cooling and Emergency Support 

▸ One clear route to access fans/AC 

▸ Simple, assisted applications and knowledgeable about what's going on 

▸ Physical locations with phone numbers and signage 

▸ Weather alerts visible in buildings (e.g., LED boards) 

 

Compensation and Capacity-Building 

▸ Paid peer ambassadors (get stipends of $25/month for checking in) 

▸ Training in communication and de-escalation 

▸ Mental health support for frontline community members 

▸ Monthly check-ins with tenant unions 
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Ethics and Harm Reduction 

Participants warned strongly against: 

▸ Extractive surveys 

▸ Increased surveillance or policing 

▸ Programs connected to organized crime 

▸ Services without follow-through 

▸ Engagement without material outcomes 

 

Hence the hub prototype is only meaningful if it strengthens what already exists, finds out ways to pay people for 

care work they already do, reduces everyday harm (by hiring trauma-informed staff), builds dignity and not 

dependency, and ultimately treats SRO residents as experts in survival. 
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05  Reading the Workshop Themes Through the 

Frameworks for Change 

 

Across Toronto, Kitchener-Waterloo, and Vancouver, participants consistently described climate risk not as a 

one-off emergency but as something layered onto already constrained lives. When viewed through feminist ethics 

of care, post-extractivism, and justice-oriented wellbeing, a clear picture emerges: people are already doing the 

work of care and survival, but without protection, resources, or recognition. 

 

Feminist Ethics of Care 
 

A feminist ethics of care starts from the premise that people are interdependent, that care is essential to social life, 

and that vulnerability is not an exception but a shared condition. The workshop themes strongly reflected this 

worldview often without naming it explicitly. 

 

Participants repeatedly described people whose lives revolve around care work, much of it unpaid and informal. 

In Toronto, Safia, the nursery worker who keeps an eye on newcomer youth like Nia, was not imagined as a 

"service provider," but as someone who notices when a teenager stops showing up, checks in quietly, and helps 

translate confusing information. In Vancouver SROs, residents talked about neighbours who knock on doors 

during heat events, share fans or water, or check whether someone has eaten, even while managing their own 

chronic illness or mobility issues. 

 

These examples show that care is already happening, but it is happening despite systems, not because of them. 

Participants were clear that people like Safia, tenant reps, church aunties, or peer helpers are often carrying 

emotional and logistical burdens with no training, no pay, and no backup. In Vancouver, peers described being the 

first to respond when someone is in distress, yet having no mental-health support themselves. In Kitchener-

Waterloo, women newly housed after homelessness described relying on caseworkers and drop-in staff as 

surrogate family, while feeling ashamed to ask for "too much." 

 

Importantly, barriers to accessing help were framed as care failures, not personal shortcomings. Shame about 

asking for help, fear of being a burden, and exhaustion from caretaking came up across profiles. For example, 

Michael in Toronto avoids seeking assistance not because he is disengaged, but because he is overwhelmed by 

anxiety and distrust after years of navigating punitive systems. 

 

From a care ethics perspective, participants were clear about what a supportive model would look like: 

▸ Trust comes before services 

▸ Relationships matter more than referrals 

▸ Caregivers need support too 

 

The repeated call to pay and train community ambassadors, provide mental-health support for frontline 

neighbours, and reduce bureaucratic hurdles reflects a deeply relational understanding of care: if we rely on 

people to hold communities together, we must also hold them. 
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Post-Extractivism 
 

Participants were unusually explicit about what they do not want: programs that extract stories, data, or labour 

without giving anything back. This makes a post-extractivist lens especially useful. 

 

Across all three cities, people expressed fatigue with consultations that lead nowhere. In Vancouver, residents 

spoke openly about being surveyed repeatedly while their windows remain sealed shut and their rooms overheat 

every summer. In Toronto, TCHC residents warned that engagement processes can sometimes increase 

surveillance or trigger landlord retaliation without improving conditions. In Kitchener-Waterloo, tenants in 

basement apartments described how even naming problems like mold or flooding can put their housing at risk. 

 

These are classic extractive dynamics: communities absorb risk and share knowledge, while institutions 

accumulate insight, legitimacy, or reports. 

 

Participants pushed back against this by insisting that engagement must be tied to tangible benefit. For example: 

▸ People said they would participate if it helped them get bus fare, food access, or wage replacement for 

missed work 

▸ In Vancouver, residents emphasized that cooling programs only build trust if there is one clear, reliable 

way to actually receive a fan or AC unit 

▸ In Kitchener-Waterloo, participants stressed that sharing experiences of flooding or mold must come with 

practical guidance on tenant rights and safe complaint mechanisms 

 

Compensation came up repeatedly as a line between extractive and non-extractive practice. Paying tenant reps, 

peer ambassadors, or informal caregivers was not framed as an incentive, but as basic fairness. One Vancouver 

group suggested modest monthly stipends for people already doing daily check-ins recognizing that care work is 

labor and not goodwill. 

 

In this sense, the prototype was seen as legitimate only if it returns value to the community, not just information 

to institutions. Strengthening existing networks, funding what already works, and producing visible improvements 

were understood as ethical requirements, not optional enhancements. 

 

Justice and Wellbeing 
 

Participants consistently linked wellbeing to justice, rather than to individual resilience or coping skills. Climate 

hazards were described as exposing and intensifying existing inequalities, especially in housing. 

 

In Kitchener-Waterloo, basement apartments were described as spaces where climate risk is hidden but constant, 

examples included carpets that flood every spring, walls that never dry, heating systems that fail in winter. 

Tenants are technically housed yet live with daily fear of eviction if they complain. Here, wellbeing is constrained 

not by personal behaviour, but by power imbalances between landlords and tenants. 

 

In Vancouver SROs, residents described buildings that are structurally incompatible with extreme heat: no 

opening windows, unreliable plumbing, confiscated cooking devices, and electrical systems that cannot handle 
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fans. For someone with diabetes or heart disease, this is not discomfort, it is life-threatening. Justice, in this 

context, means shifting responsibility away from individuals and onto housing providers and regulators. 

 

Toronto participants framed wellbeing in similarly structural terms. Participants spoke about people having to 

choose between attending a session and losing wages, elders with mobility issues described needing 

accompaniment just to leave their building, young newcomers relying on informal networks because formal 

systems feel intimidating or inaccessible. 

 

Across all cities, participants rejected the idea that resilience means "doing more with less." Instead, they 

described wellbeing as: 

▸ Being safe in your home 

▸ Having options before a crisis occurs 

▸ Being able to ask for help without fear or shame 

▸ Knowing that systems will respond, not punish 

 

Taken together, the workshop themes point to a shared conclusion: climate resilience that 

ignores care, extracts community labour, or sidesteps justice will fail and may do harm. 

 

Participants are not asking for entirely new systems. They are asking for: 

▸ Recognition of care that already exists 

▸ Resources to sustain it 

▸ Engagement that gives something back 

▸ Accountability for those who control housing and infrastructure 

 

Innovation as Relational — What the Workshops Tell Us 
 

The strongest versions of the proposed prototypes, as imagined by participants, are those that strengthen dignity 

rather than dependency, reduce everyday harm, and treat residents as experts in their own survival. What the 

workshops are telling us is that innovation is not primarily about new tools, platforms, or pilot programs. It's 

about changing what gets valued, funded, and protected. Therefore, innovation shifts from "new solutions" to new 

relationships with communities. 

 

This process underscored that innovation is not a fixed or universal concept. What counts as innovative shifts over 

time and depends on context, capacity, and lived conditions. Through the workshops, innovation was not 

understood as creating something entirely new, but as changing how responsibility, resources, and care are 

organized. In contexts marked by inequality, precarity, and climate stress, innovation was most often described as 

reducing harm, strengthening existing relationships, and supporting the people and networks already holding 

communities together. 

 

The process also highlighted that innovation looks different at different moments. In some cases, it may involve 

developing new tools or approaches. In others, it may mean slowing down, funding care work, removing barriers, 

or increasing accountability within existing systems. What mattered most was not novelty, but whether an 

intervention responded to current realities and improved everyday wellbeing. 
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Overall, this process suggested that meaningful innovation in climate and equity work is relational, adaptive, and 

grounded in lived experience. It evolves as conditions change, as trust is built, and as communities articulate what 

genuinely makes life safer, more dignified, and more just. Innovation is therefore relational, not technical. 

 

For a Climate and Equity Lab, Innovation Looks Like: 

▸ Designing projects that start from existing care networks (tenant reps, peer helpers, faith leaders, 

caseworkers) rather than inventing parallel systems 

▸ Treating trust as a core research input, not a "nice-to-have" outcome 

▸ Staying long enough for people to see change  

▸ Recognizing that "community-based hubs" already exist often as a resident or community rep that people 

see as their connection to resources and information 

 

The post-extractivist lens is especially instructive for a research lab. Participants are telling us: 

 

"We've given enough stories. If nothing changes, don't ask again." 

 

So innovation means the lab must act as a buffer between communities and extractive systems, including 

academic ones. In practice, that means: 

▸ Designing research so communities receive material benefit during the project, not after publication 

▸ Refusing engagement models that gather insight without funding care, transportation, translation, or time 

▸ Being explicit about what will change/happen as a result of participation and scaling back if that can't be 

promised 

 

An innovative lab doesn't just study harm, it also reduces harm while studying it. That might mean smaller 

datasets, fewer sites, slower timelines; what can be described as ethical innovation. 

 

One of the most important insights from the feminist ethics of care lens is that care work is climate work, but it is 

rarely funded as such. Innovation means paying for care and naming it as climate infrastructure. For the lab, this 

reframes where money, time, and prestige should go: 

▸ Paying peer ambassadors, tenant leaders, and informal caregivers is infrastructure investment 

▸ Mental health support, training, and stipends are not add-ons, they make resilience possible 

▸ Supporting the people who already respond during heatwaves, floods, or smoke events is more impactful 

than designing new emergency protocols 

 

This means innovation shows up in budgets and staffing models, not just research design. 

 

Across the justice and wellbeing analysis, participants were clear: climate harm is not accidental, it is produced by 

weak enforcement, power imbalances, and institutional neglect. That suggests a different role for innovation labs: 

▸ Using research to shift risk upward, toward landlords, housing providers, utilities, and regulators 

▸ Designing pilots that expose where systems fail and naming those failures publicly 

▸ Embedding enforcement, rights education, and accountability into "resilience" work 
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Innovation therefore becomes political in the best sense: it changes who is responsible for safety. Rather than 

asking, "How do residents cope better?" or "how are people being resilient?", the lab asks, "Who is allowed to get 

away with making coping necessary?" 

 

Finally, the analysis quietly challenges standard lab metrics. Participants did not ask for more engagement, more 

workshops, or more platforms. They asked for: 

▸ Fewer hoops 

▸ Less fear 

▸ Less exhaustion 

▸ More predictability 

 

So an innovative climate and equity lab measures success differently. Success is measured by reduced burden, not 

increased participation. We can measure success based on questions such as: 

▸ Did this project reduce stress for residents? 

▸ Did it make care work easier or harder? 

▸ Did it remove barriers, or add new ones? 

▸ Did people feel safer six months later? 

 


