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The Purpose of the Project 

Homelessness is a critical issue across Canada. Providing housing and other basic services to 

individuals of lived experience with homelessness is a priority for agencies interested in addressing 

this issue. However, once basic needs have been met, provision of leisure and faith-based 

programming could contribute to holistic improvements in health and well-being for this homeless 

population. The purpose of this research is to empathize with and identify the needs of women of 

lived experience with homelessness living in Nanaimo’s Samaritan House (inclusive of Martha’s Place). 

Guided by design thinking and participatory action approaches (i.e., user-centered, empathetic, co-

created design), qualitative data was collected from residents of the Samaritan House and Martha’s 

Place during the summer of 2019. The findings of the research will be used by Island Crisis Care 

Society (the non-profit that owns and operates the Samaritan House) to improve resident wellbeing 

by co-addressing their leisure and faith-based needs through their own efforts and via community 

partnerships.  Our findings indicate that supporting leisure and recreational participation as well as 

opportunities to engage in faith-based activities is both desired and seen as key to supporting overall 

health and wellbeing.  

 

Our Community Partner 

The City of Nanaimo is one of seven designated communities in BC that is in receipt of Federal Funding 

to address the homelessness crisis in Canada. Nanaimo has several agencies and programs serving this 

segment of the community. Island Crisis Care Society (ICCS) provides several locations that deliver 

services to women in crisis such as: emergency shelter, supportive housing, transitional housing, and 

rent subsidies. They provide low barrier access options, which means that neither sobriety nor mental 

health stability are required to receive certain services. They provide the essentials of life inclusive of 

bed, bedding, meals, and access to showers, hygiene supplies, and clothing. Also provided is 

professional support: On-site case management, referrals to community resources and programs. 

Shelter staff work with health authority outreach workers and nurses to encourage clients to recover 

from physical, emotional, and psychological setbacks. Staff at Samaritan House are dedicated to 

creating a safe, warm, welcoming environment and to providing emotional support and empathy at an 

extremely vulnerable time for women that come to their doors. Supportive housing is offered 

through Martha’s Place located on the top floor of Samaritan House.  The women that participated in 

this research project were either currently or recently living in either Samaritan House or Martha’s 

Place at the time of data collection. 

Our Funding Partner 

This research project received funding support from the Vancouver Island University Research Awards 

Committee through the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council Exchange Grant program.  

http://islandcrisiscaresociety.ca/programs/marthas-place/
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Methods 

Research Questions  

The goal of the project was to answer the following two questions: 

1. What are the leisure and faith-based needs of women of lived experience with homelessness 
residing at the Samaritan house in Nanaimo, BC? 

2. How can principles of design thinking help empower Samaritan House staff to reflect on and 
respond to the expressed leisure and faith-based needs of their residents? 
 

Research Approach  

Participatory research is all about engaging participants by giving them voice and power in the 
research process adopting the mantra, ‘nothing about me, without me’ (Bradbury, 2018; Lived 
Experience Advisory Council, 2014).  
 

 

Design thinking is a particular approach to designing products and services that similarly involves the 
end user in the design process (Swann, 2002).  Traditionally, when designing a solution for someone 
else, the ‘problem solver’ views the situation as “two-step and linear: there is a problem which has a 
solution,” which the problem solver is most capable of solving (Garciano, 2017). What is missing in this 
process is the examination of the implicit assumptions that the “problem solver” uses when coming 
up with that “best” solution.  Design thinking consciously “attempts to replace the designer’s 
assumptions with the expressed needs of the client…Since the designer’s assumptions are accounted 
for, problem solving becomes a conversation between designer and client” (Garciano, 2017).  Using 
the design thinking process to create programs and services enhances the relationship between the 
designers and the end-users. This iterative design thinking approach includes five phases: empathize, 
define the problem, ideate, prototype, and test. 

This report covers phases one and two, empathize and define the problem (i.e., needs assessment), of 
a larger design thinking project that seeks to co-create faith-based and leisure programs and services 
that support the health and wellbeing of women with lived experience of homelessness as well as 
under housed women who have received support at Samaritan House or Martha’s place in Nanaimo. 
 
 

“Nothing about me, without me” 
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Data for the report was collected by VIU faculty and graduate students in the Faculty of Management, 
Department of Recreation and Tourism of Management and the Master of Community Planning 
program, through: 1) photo voice, 2) photo elicitation, and 3) unstructured observations/ field notes 
during the summer of 2019.  

In this report, photo voice is characterized as a method that allows project participants to tell their 
own story using images that they captured to represent an idea. Photo elicitation is a method in which 
project participants are presented with a set of images and asked to select and interpret images that 
reflect their attitudes, beliefs, or opinions. According to the BC Provincial Engagement Toolkit for 
People with Lived Experience (2017), focus groups and interviews are the “preferred means for 
consulting with people who are homeless” (p. 11). Thus, both photo-based activities were integrated 
with these methods. By pairing the visual-spatial methods described above with traditional data 
collection methods, we added to the toolkit in a way that provides additional opportunities for 
empowerment for people of lived experience and further invites “outsiders” into their world. 
 

Planning and Recruitment 

1. Met with partners to explain the proposed research and sought organizational endorsement 
(ICCS, Samaritan House). All partners endorsed the Engage Grant submission and the proposed 
research plan (Appendix A). 

2. Worked with partners to recruit a graduate student research intern. One student from the 
Community Planning program completed the transcription of all the recorded interviews and 
one student from the Sustainable Leisure Management Program participated in the data 
analysis (coding and theming) and created the maps of the findings from the interviews and 
the focus group. 

3. Oriented the research team members to the consent process, and data collection methods. 
4. Developed data collection tools; tools reviewed by the BC Research Innovation Chair housed in 

the Faculty of Management, Department of Recreation and Tourism Management. 
5. Project lead, who interacted directly with the research participants, completed training in 

professional boundaries, trauma response, and mental health and substance abuse provided 
by the Homeless Services Association BC. 

6. Participants (i.e., current residents of the Samaritan House, and Martha’s Place) were recruited 
via posters, in-person invitations, and personal notes from the Executive Director inviting 
participation in the research process. 

 

A total of ten (10) Photo voice participants responded and agreed to participate in the photo voice 

process.  They each participated in the initial training on camera use and the ethics of picture taking.  

Eight of the ten potential participants took pictures but only five of them met with the project lead to 

talk about their pictures and what their pictures represented and symbolized. The five who dropped 

out of participation had gained employment, were facing personal challenges and disasters or simply 

opted out. 
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Nine people showed up for the focus group, inclusive of the Photo Elicitation process. Two walked to 

Selby Street Mission and the rest were transported by van from Samaritan House to Selby Street 

Mission.  Only eight voices participated through the entire process because one person left right while 

coffee and snacks were being served and before the focus group began. One of the participating 

women said: “she left because of me; we don’t get along”. Susan (not her real name) walked herself 

to the focus group and then walked herself right back out the front door after quietly sitting in the den 

for a while.   

 

In the days after the focus group meeting and the individual interviews, feedback that reached the 

Executive Director of Samaritan’s House and Martha’s place was that the women found the entire 

process to be interesting and fun and that they loved it.  They expressed delight to both the Executive 

Director and to the project lead that they so appreciated being asked their opinions and perspectives 

and involved in the process. 

 

The Data Collection Process 

1. Photo voice 
a. The consent form was signed and received by the project lead and all participants 

received either training in a small group or one-on-one. Training focused on ethical use 
of a camera, camera operations and safety guidelines. At the completion of training, 
participants were all offered a numbered, disposable camera with detailed instruction 
for picture taking OR were permitted to use their own personal mobile devices. 
Numbers were assigned to protect the participant’s privacy and track the location of 
the cameras. 

b. Participants took up to a week to take all the pictures and return the camera to the 
research team members (or to email them from their personal devices). Participants 
were asked to take pictures of leisure and faith-based activities and environments that 
currently do or could potentially contribute to their wellbeing. 

c. Each disposable camera was taken to London Drugs to process the photos. 
d. Some participants took consent forms to use photos taken of themselves or loved ones 

but none of them used them opting to take pictures of scenery instead.   
e. The participants were the first view their pictures after the pictures were developed. 

They picked the pictures that they felt best reflected their answers to photo voice 
questions. In most cases they selected few photos, sometimes just two or three and 
had the opportunity to explain why they have taken that picture and what it meant to 
them in a one-on-one semi-structured interview with the project lead. 

2. Photo elicitation 
a. Consent forms were signed and received by the project lead at the scheduled focus 

group that took place one morning in June, during which the project lead conducted 
the photo elicitation exercise. 

b. A short verbal explanation of the study was provided by the project lead along with the 
two goals of the research written and posted on flip chart paper on the walls of the 
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dining room. Samaritan House staff were permitted to use the Selby Street Mission 
house for their staff meetings due to their own space crunch and we elected to meet at 
Selby Street Mission as that provided a private space and enough space to comfortably 
conduct the focus group discussion.  

c. Participants were first asked to write down what leisure, faith and wellbeing meant to 
them. They were then provided with cards that have images and words that reflect 
notions of leisure, faith, and wellbeing and asked to reflect on which images they like 
the most and why.  

d. A focus group/ group discussion exploring their choices and additional photo elicitation 
questions followed. 

3. Field/ Observation Notes 
a. The researcher took notes regarding observations of participants including leisure 

activities they may be engaging in on site, body language during the interview, 
environmental conditions (i.e., was it hot in the room), etc. to contextualize the data. 

Data was audio-recorded on password protected devices and transcribed verbatim by the graduate 
student intern. All data, including audio recordings of photo voice interviews and the photo elicitation 
group, as well as the photos themselves were transferred to and stored on computers or in filing 
cabinets in locked offices on VIU’s Nanaimo campus or at the investigators’ home on a password-
protected computer. 
 

Analysis and Interpretation 

Transcribed data was analyzed by the project lead, the SLM graduate student, and the grad student 
supervisor in two stages. In stage 1, each analyzer independently assigned representative codes to the 
data. In stage 2, codes were compared, discussed, and developed into themes that describe patterns 
that emerged in the data. The chosen pictures and the transcribed conversation from Photo voice 
were analyzed using sensitized and emerging concepts and themes and at each stage the research 
team checked emerging themes against the transcription of the recorded interviews. The research 
team developed a unified coding system through multiple rounds of consensus seeking which was 
used to create maps of the coded and themed data. These maps with their codes and phrases were 
checked for accuracy against the data.  Sometimes interpretive codes were used rather than specific 
words and phrases used by the women.  The women for instance might have said, “it’s a money thing” 
and the code used would be “leisure constraint”.  Finally, big picture ideas, patterns and themes 
across the codes were determined and again checked against the data with illustrative quotes 
selected for each of the themes. 

The resultant themes and recommendations from this design thinking process will be used by 
Samaritan House staff to devise faith-based and leisure programming to improve the wellbeing of 
their residents and explore potential partnerships with existing faith-based communities, programs 
and leisure providers in the community to achieve that end.  The findings may also be used in the 
planning and design of scheduled day-use facility and shelter development projects serving people of 
lived experience with homelessness. 
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Findings 

Leisure and faith support one’s wellbeing.  Indeed, the three concepts are very much inter-related 

each feeding into the other in some way.   

 

Leisure is defined by women who participated in the project as a luxury, time away (mentally and 

physically), and a means for enjoyment and activity. Leisure occurs either alone or in a group, and has 

the potential to be creative, physical, social or just fun.  

 

Faith encompasses connection to self, to others and to God. It also means optimism for better things 

over the horizon. Faith represents kindness and compassion towards both self and others and a strong 

sense of being open to discussion; it excludes harsh judgment towards other people’s “path”. 

Wellbeing means taking care of self, having right sized goals, feeling and expressing gratitude, and 

staying true to self.  There is an inside and an outside world, a duality to life in that some things that 

may look good at first, are not good at all and some things that don’t seem good on the surface are 

actually very good for you.  

 

Wellbeing means safety, personal hygiene, nutrition, sleep, mediation, movement and exercise, 

community connection, social and enjoyable activity, work, and tending and guarding good 

relationships (sometimes that means biting one’s tongue and walking away). Setting boundaries and 

taking responsibility for oneself and one’s choices is tightly connected to wellbeing; keeping 

dysfunction, violence and toxic people and situations at bay through good boundaries also enhances 

well-being 

 

A “hearth and home” that provides warmth, safety, love, family, community, fun and laughter, 

nutrition, and playfulness is the ultimate goal in terms of providing faith, leisure and a high level of 

wellbeing. Prayer and connection to God, self and others through literal and figurative windows to 

Heaven, through nature (clouds, feathers, and water), discussion, sharing and kindness constitutes 

faith and how it contributes to wellbeing. Some activities of faith can also be forms of leisure.  Thus, 

the notions of leisure, faith and wellbeing are so inter-twined they can be seen as inseparable. Each is 

defined and elaborated in more detail below. 

 

Leisure 

 
Money, transportation and time are all facilitators or constraints to leisure participation. One 
participant in particular was very articulate in voicing her notion that leisure is a luxury: “And you 
know, at the very beginning, I thought well, what a horrible expert, ‘cause leisure… that for rich 
people.  Only rich people get to have leisure time. Yeah, what is leisure?  I thought it was unrelated to 
me… that’s what came to me instantly… personally, it just hit a nerve”.  And another said, leisure is 
“Something that comes along after life necessities are met…leisure is a luxury…I hit the floor running 
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and I didn’t stop until I went to sleep at night. I didn’t even have time to think and leisure, you 
couldn’t afford it personally, for many reasons”.  For another women, she says she does not 
participate because “it’s a money thing” … “Now it’s a lack of finances that prevents me from going 
canoeing, kayaking, and, you know, playing volleyball, or even having a team to play volleyball.  So 
those are some of the activities that I would do”.  So, the first way that leisure is conceptualized by 
these women is that leisure is a luxury; leisure is only for rich and not for those whose work is never 
done.   
 
Related to the first notion is that leisure is a reward after work is done and after basic necessities are 
cared for first; it is freedom from responsibilities.  This means one needs a job as well as readiness 
programs, employment training, self-presentation skills, resume prep, SET B.C., HR help and all that 
comes with supporting the finding and keeping of work. When asked about leisure in the focus group 
discussion, the conversation went down the road of job readiness programs and finding work.   
 
Next, leisure is the freedom to enjoy oneself or the ability to choose both activities and responses. 

This view of leisure entails getting out from the regular routine of life or getting outside oneself using 

the mind. One participant expressed the notion that we are “the wizards of our own life” and that we 

create our own reality.  She further expressed that inner change creates outward change and that it is 

our energy that attracts other energy to us in the form of people, opportunities and the like. There is 

duality in life. Another one expressed the idea of travel – say over the Newcastle Island – as a way to 

get out of the normal routine and “away from self” for a while.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This notion of leisure, captured in the quote above, encompasses the perspective that leisure is a 

state of mind or a shift in mindset that embraces choice, gratitude, and connection to self, each other, 

the earth, and God.  Moreover, mindsets that aren’t oriented toward gratefulness and optimism, can 

go to very dark places, ruminating on past situations and memories of abuse, violence and humiliation 

that may lead to numbing or other means to still the mind or take women out of themselves (TV, 

substances) and down a path that may at first look good, but in fact is not good for them at all.  So 

many drugs are called “recreational drugs”; however, drugs took on many forms from recreational 

and social, to medicinal, to addictive and dysfunctional. The young woman who contributed the photo 

above went through a substance abuse program when she was in her teens and is now living “drug-

free”.  She is of an age when much “recreation” comes in the form of a “party”. 

 
 

“This one brings me joy (laughter).  Yeah and the duality between your 

inner and outer worlds kinda thing…  If you know what that means.  It 

means like you may think something is really good for you and in the end 

run it’s actually bad for you and you don’t realize it till you go through 

certain situations and then you may think something is bad for you and 

then it ends up being a positive thing after, you know what I mean? 
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Leisure is also activity: it could be writing, arts and crafts, knitting, listening to or making music, 

getting out into nature, walking, doing yoga, exercising, canoeing or getting out by the water, 

splashing, swimming in pools or at the beach or gazing out at water or the daisies, socializing, cycling 

out on trails, karate, self-defense, fossil finding, meditation, free activities in Nanaimo, henna tattoos 

massage, human contact, skill sharing, classes, variety, field trip and self-care activities.  It also 

encompasses fun, laughter playing with kids or caring for pets. These activities are for fun, but they 

also serve a purpose: “So, that’s a physical recreational activity tied in with my spirituality and 

connected to my wellness.  So, I feel well, after I finished all this. I’m home by seven in the morning, 

and that starts my whole day, feeling wellness.  So, it’s not so hard and bad when those you know, 

challenges come up through the day”. 

 
Finally, leisure is intertwined with spirituality/faith and wellbeing.  Leisure goes hand in hand with 
self-care and spirituality.  As one participant stated, “Our body is a temple.” She explained what 
treating your body like a temple looks like: Um, do my make-up. I like to shower.  I like to go on walks 
also.  Umm what else do I do?  Just pretty much every day I try to make it self-care.  I try to see the 
positives instead of the negatives and I see that as self-care too.  Instead of feeding my mind with 
dirty thoughts, then it’s just like clean positivity and no negativity trying to pull me back into my past 
and stuff, right.  So positive, forward thinking instead of dwelling and like being prisoner to my past 
and my thoughts kind a thing.” – when we feed the body and the mind we feed the soul and we can 
choose to feed our self with art, music, healthy eating, working out and the like by shifting one’s 
mindset.  Leisure is freedom to do things and freedom from things that don’t contribute to our health 
and wellbeing. It is intertwined with mindfulness, meditation, positive choice and self-care.  It is 
spirituality imbued with “aha” moments and re-creation; leisure is a vehicle for epiphany. The whole 
reason for recreation is to meet spiritual needs:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To have leisure, however, one still needs the motivation to plan and, in many cases, have the means 
for transportation to get there, if not money in the first place: “There’s still needed, you know, you 
still needed transportation.  You still needed to get there.  It was just, you still had to do a lot of 
planning for a lot of the well-being to be healthy, fitness wise, whether it’s kayaking, whether it’s, you 
know, a lot of people aren’t self -motivated… I went down to the money and the have’s and have nots.  
That was kind of my common thread, theme throughout the whole.” 

 

Faith 

 

One representation of faith is connection to God, no church required.  It is prayer and redemption, 

spirituality and hopefulness.  It is a driving force: “It’s what gets me out of bed in the morning.”  It 

 
“So, like a lot of my (leisure) activities, like I said, they all blend into one.  Like, recreation equals 
spirituality. Like that’s the whole reason for the recreation is to meet my spiritual needs and then it 
ends up being my wellness”. 
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includes spiritual and cultural practices such as watching and reading religious content such as 

scripture or going to bathe in the river.  It is praying, meditating, discussing beliefs, going to church, 

brushing with branches, burning sage, loving, caring, kindness, nourishment and common humanity 

expressed towards one another.  There is a sense that God is kind, available for dialogue and that he 

sends signs and answers. One women, who identifies more with Christian spiritual practices and 

beliefs than her own First Nation’s cultural ones described God this way: “To me, God is like, he helps 

people to be comfortable, or that’s what God is to me… a comfort… my authentic self is with God.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faith was also expressed as belief in oneself.  This one is called “Interior Magic.  I really like how there 

was a wizard in it… it means taking charge and like creating magic in your own life.  Being as happy as 

you can, you know what I mean?” 

 

 
 
Figure 1 - Interior Magic 

 

Faith is not vertical alone; it is also a horizontal connection between people.  Faith is also not solely 

focused inward but also outward towards others: “There’s talk about spirituality and there’s living it.  

The talking is acting like you know it.  When you’re living it, it’s sharing and caring and you know, 

being kind.  And if you can’t share, you can still be kind”.  And then, there is that desire to pay it 

forward: “… and help out.  And yeah, so that’s my ideal.  What I want to help this world in like, once I 

get my stuff under control, and … I have another 40 years.  So, I have time to, time to smartin’ up… I 

always want to write my own book too.” 

 
“That one is about spirituality – because there is a dead tree there.  And how you can be feeling so… 

‘no energy’, you know. I mean, like defeated and putting a lot of effort into stuff and that person 

right ahead of you is so abundant.  And that’s what I would be striving for is to have my life, you 

know, like to have that nourishment and good food, good sleep, good shelter, you know, where I am 

safe…   
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This focus on others is also evident in admiration for other spiritual practices: “They do, they have 

really neat rituals, you know. But that's what it reminds me of … just family being together - with 

other people - to feel well.”  And it is appreciating other people’s path and perspective: “faith for me 

is also appreciating other people's faiths and intermingling and go learn!”    

 

At other times, faith examples were found in works of art, such as a poem about old English 

farmhouse windows: “Yes, there’s a poem that has stayed with me since high school.  It’s by Robert 

Frost.  He describes those windows as a poor man’s crucifix.  It’s usually the old farmhouse….  Yes, 

there have been many prayers sent through those windows….  And it’s really true.  Even if you don’t 

live on a working farm… You’re watching… all the time… I hope (they) get home from school … 

everyday important prayers”.   

 

Finally, there was a tacit understanding that we are spirit as well as body and mind and attention to 

what feeds our spirit is as important as caring for the body or feeding the mind, with good stuff not 

“dirty thoughts”.  

 

Wellbeing 

 

Wellbeing, for these women is encompassed on a typical wellness wheel.  The words and phrases 

from the maps were rearranged to fit into the 6 categories of the wellness wheel as follows: 

 

Physical wellbeing: healthy eating, shelter, safety, sleep, personal 

hygiene, body is a temple, physical (leisure) activities (hiking, 

canoeing, going to the gym, biking), movement, working out. 

 

Finance/occupation wellbeing: life skill training, self-

presentation, manners, job readiness programs, employment 

training, resume prep, connection with SET BC, HR, 

(homelessness – humiliating – economic reality). Money for 

recreational activities – even if fundraised or at a reduced price. 

 

Intellectual wellbeing: grow, flourish, not stagnate, goals, 

optimism, learn about self, feed the mind - feed the body and soul. 

 

Emotional wellbeing: mindfulness, breathing, sense of agency, self-esteem, create own reality, peace, 

calm mind, gratefulness, worth saving, in the present moment, tension release, mood (fun and music 

affects mood), healing (from trauma, PTSD, abuse, substance use), hope, courage, empowered, 

mindful, self-respect, freedom, feeling good about one’s self, goals at the right height, counselling, art 

activities. 

Figure 2 Wellness Wheel 
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Social wellbeing: socializing, sense of community, safe to express self, care for others, be kind, being 

real, caring, acceptance, empowering others, boundaries, responsibility, humanity, humanitarian, 

respect, happy home, playing  together, argue and discuss together, sharing food, kids, swings, 

energy, inter-generational connection, helping, teaching, mentoring, being cared for, social support, 

partner, companionship (people and pets), family, taking accountability, social leisure activities, doing 

crafts and colouring with others. 

 

Spiritual: diversity intermingling, connection to self and something bigger than self, talking to God, 

close to things that give me a lift, connection to culture, everyday prayers, no church required, going 

to church, redemption, forgiveness, respecting others’ faith perspective, small and simple, kindness, 

smiles, nature,  light, exploration, discovery, discussing beliefs, beauty, nature, clearing off energy, 

cycle of life, gathering items in nature, music, hope and life, purpose guides life, meditation, faith that 

good things are over the horizon, holy, paying it forward, waiting, signs in the clouds and in nature, 

and in studying the bible. 

 

Leisure and faith are intertwined with wellbeing: “So, like a lot of that, my activities, like I said, they 

all blend into one like, recreation equals spirituality… that’s the whole reason for the recreation… to 

meet my spiritual needs and then it ends up being wellness”.  And it is tied in with agency and making 

choices and continuing on the path because the whole journey is not just one step: “so it’s up to you, 

you have that choice, but it still is a process, right?” And wellbeing is “a priority now.  It never was 

(before) because I didn’t have the self-esteem”. 

 

Major Themes 

Community & Connection  

 

The desire for and appreciation of community was expressed in the individual interviews and it 

resounded as a clear theme in the focus group discussion.  This theme is particularly striking, as 

depicted in this quote: “it takes more than one, you know… to survive… you can’t do it alone”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“So, that is what Samaritan house, put in a spiritual aspect, has done for me.  It’s gone from dead 

tree to some life, you know what I mean?  It certainly feels safe to express myself because I am 

really introverted.  And I travel alone.  And here, I’ve been around all these women now, and I was 

raised around men or male.  So, it’s been wonderful.  And when I get to my max out point, I just go 

upstairs.” 
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What does this picture mean to you?: “That they’re together.  There’s a group, 

yeah, just like a family.  You know?  It takes a village.  It takes a forest you know!”  

People need each other and there is definite appreciation for a community of 

support.  It takes two. “Well, it doesn’t matter which two.  It could be your 

husband, could be a good friend, it can be a relative, it could be a child.  I think it 

takes going back to the family unit, you know.  We’re going to have to because 

we’re going to tap out, aren’t we?” 

 

 

For each woman interviewed, the support of ICCS through Samaritan House and Martha’s Place was 

very much appreciated.  Samaritan House creates for people a place of safety, rest and support with 

services brought to them such that most of their usual responsibilities are taken care of so that 

perhaps there might be time to start or re-start leisure and faith-based activities and opportunities 

that contribute to their wellbeing as they rest and de-stress.  

 

Beyond Self – Nature, Art, & Music 

 

“What about nature?” I ask.  “I think we all have our own nature” she responds. Nature is a vehicle to 

de-stress and provides an ever-changing scenery and playground where one can create games.  

Nature is a place to get away or to step outside oneself: “Ummm…. That’s Newcastle… a place where 

we can go…if we like to be away, that’s totally different than everything.  Away, away from 

yourself….out of your head.  I used to paint…” 

 

Nature also provides signs and symbols: “For me, nature is 

symbolism…you can have this tree that like, the one in the park 

there, …has like six other trees growing out of this stump.  So 

basically, it was on its way out, and it was dying and all of a sudden, 

the six trees were born… So, like, I’ll look for signs like that… to say, 

like, you know, you’re half dead.  But look, there’s life still there.”  

 

 

 

Sometimes it is art, like painting or music, rather than nature that 

transports us: “This is something that’s at the house that I could take that 

wouldn’t be identifiable with Samaritan.  But it’s the daisies up front. I’d 

like to paint that…. It’s soothing.  Soothing.  Happy. Daisies are happy”.   

Figure 3 - It Takes Two 

Figure 4 - Nature is Symbolism 

Figure 6 – Soothing, Happy 
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Our own imagination mixed in with the elements around us can 
also take us out of ourselves: “Oh, when I first looked at it, I saw, I 
saw a puppy.  Like, for me, when I want de-stress, and then reflect, 
then I’ll sit down, and I normally look at the sky and the clouds… 
You know I was thankful for just, just being able to see the clouds, 
you know, and, and that really relaxes me”.  These signs and 
messages come through elements of nature: “And there was this 
one time I saw, I was going through a hard time, and I saw an 
image of Jesus in the sky.  And I was going through a real hard 
time, and I was leaving my, my marriage.  And at that time, when I 
was walking, I didn’t have no phone.  I had to walk to an agency to 

use their phone to see if I can get into a shelter.  And it just, when I looked up, like I saw this image, 
and I thought ‘That’s a sign’ that’s a sign that I am doing the right thing.  You know, I’m being watched 
over.”  Nature can also transmit messages from the divine. In other words, nature provides signs from 
God.  Art, the beauty that often represents nature around us, can provide the same signs and symbols. 
We can talk with God in the form of prayers offered through literal and metaphorical windows to 
Heaven or out in nature.  

Nature is not only symbol, or transmitter of messages, it can also be a means of shifting our energy:  

“So, I go there to, like, to brush off.  When you walk through 
there… and all those branches whack you; it clears off your 
energy”.  Beyond shifting energy, nature is also a space to play 
and create some fun.  “Gordon Bay… was certainly fantastic… 
It’s like a swim in the ocean…. The scene always changes… it’s 
always interesting.  You just never know what you’re going to 
find… I kind of find that exciting on the seaside… I started a 
collection of small pieces of driftwood this year (be)cause when 
I used to go to Newcastle (we would ask) ‘what do you see in 
that one?’ It always seems to be a game… It’s, I mean everything 
- we can make a game out of it.” 

Lastly, as in the example above, nature is also used for cleansing and clearing through water and 
sweet grass: “we use water for… cleansing and clearing and, and the sage and sweet grass is a 
different culture.  But, you know, I’ve adopted it into my life”.      
 

Spirituality Contains Optimism  

 

Each person expressed their own spirituality in their own way, but optimism in God and in spiritual 

practices was evident. 

 

Not every person talked specifically about God, but almost every person talked about how important 

their spirituality was to them and what they would add into or back into their lives regarding some 

kind of spiritual practice.  And these practices varied: “I think my spirituality is a big thing (be)cause I 

Figure 8 - There are Many Paths 

Figure 7 - Puppy Happily Playing 
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am a very spiritual person.  Yoga comes to mind. Meditation. Um, self-care is another one and just, 

like, freedom.” Or “spirituality for me is just being true to yourself and doing as best as you can as a 

person and always healing and growing.  And always… like not being stagnant, but always flourishing 

for yourself and thriving.”  And: “Bible studies, I would really enjoy that...My next goal is to find a 

church and because I want to be able to live without my addiction.”  Or, as a response to why this 

particular piece of art was chosen to represent faith, leisure and wellbeing: “Ah, I just like it because 

everyone perceives everything differently, you know?  When I seen this, it was just like the way I 

perceived this as different than the way someone else might perceive it… and I see myself as a wizard 

of my own life, so I really like how there was a wizard in (this picture).”  Bottom line, despite or 

perhaps because of their life challenges, these women were oriented towards the future, with a 

sense of hope for better things to come. They chose to focus on the good rather than dwelling on the 

past, and had identified life goals and aspirations.  

   

Optimism shone through.  There is an old cliché that says we either get bitter or we get better.  The 

optimism of “better things over the horizon” and the possibility for change along with a good dose of 

optimism that comes from these opportunities is expressed: “I went through a lot of hate, anger, 

bitterness, and you know, I didn’t want to get old and be like that… Every day presents you an 

opportunity to change, whether you take it or not.” So, to be certain, the wishes were all very 

optimistic, in the singular and in the collective. 

 

The optimistic attitude captured in this research seems to run counter to stereotypes about women of 

lived experience with homelessness.  For example, the Research Ethics Board that provides ethical 

oversight on this project anticipated that these women would disclose deviant (and even illicit) leisure 

activities during the interviews and focus group. However, deviant leisure is not a central theme of 

any of the interviews or focus group. Instead, what we find are positive and heartfelt wishes for 

community connection – a desire for love and belonging, involvement in the arts, writing, painting, 

going to the Port Theater or listening to music or making it themselves; a desire to get out into nature 

or onto the water for a boat ride, canoeing or a swim.  These positive, uplifting avenues for leisure 

also support faith and spirituality.   

 

A Note about the “Anti” 

 

These words say it so clearly: “Yeah.  I don’t think that you can understand anything without knowing 

the ‘anti’.  It gives it richer depth in terms of understanding when you have the opposite as well”. 
 

The wish for tolerance, for community, for elements that support wellbeing were expressed 

throughout the interviews and in the focus group discussion. The wishes were positive and uplifting 

even inspiring.   These women say, “I’ve told you about my wishes”.  However, what they also told – if 

only in hints and indirectly at times, were stories of violence, of being beaten up, of feeling stuck in a 
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cycle of addiction, depression, despair and living with PTSD.   Some were financially abused: “They 

were like vultures… they picked me clean”. Others were physically abused: “So then, he had beatin’ 

me at Christmas and I remember him beating me up like I was a man” or “it wasn’t all violence”.   

 

Cycles of rumination over past traumas rule if one does not decide to shift into a more optimistic 

perspective and look to the positive.  All of the women had some kind of dysfunction, loss, trauma or 

abuse in their stories. Each time I went to the house to meet another woman to conduct an interview, 

I spent time doing some deep breathing and centering and grounding myself so I could relax and be 

open and hold space for this story and this woman with compassion and openness.  I knew that the 

story would contain grief, trauma and the entire story would contain something that would be difficult 

to hear even though the interview centered on questions concerning what faith, leisure and wellbeing 

mean and what supports these things. Still, in order to hear the expressions of the hopes, desires, 

“fantasies”, for leisure and faith – for wellbeing really, I knew that the opposites, the “anti” would also 

be expressed.  And I needed to calm myself with deep breathing and meditation to be able to listen 

with openness and compassion.   To be able to hear the whole story. 

 

Mixed with the positive descriptions of faith, leisure as well as suggestions for how to support these 

elements in a life, were stories of violence and abuse.  However, personal agency and choice regarding 

how to deal with these realities was also present. “It wasn’t all violent.  You know, what I mean? Like, 

everything, like in… childhood… we went through lots of abuse, but it wasn’t all violent, we had good 

times too.  So that I guess, that’s just a picture of that, you know.  There’s that pathway again and you 

know, when there’s lots in the way, AND there’s lots of things you have to step over.  And that just 

part of life… right?”  The idea that people choose change was a thread woven into each story: “My 

next goal is to find a church because I want to be able to live without my addiction.  I’m an alcoholic 

and when, I am a binge drinker, and I’m alcoholic and when I drink, I just can’t stop.  I just… I’m tired 

of it.” In the end, it all comes down to making choices and deciding to change: “I helped myself.  And 

that’s a really good achievement for me”.   

 

Intolerant Judgment and Disparity 

 

You cannot escape the knowledge that there is harsh judgment and intolerance towards people who 

have no home.  And the question of whether that poor treatment is justifiable comes up: “You know, 

it’s just kind of…. Is it fair?  You know what I mean?  It’s just, you know, some people “win” and some 

don’t.  (And some people have) no bad hair days”.  When you look at the literature and life realities, 

you cannot escape the fact that most people with lived experience of homelessness have experienced 

some kind of trauma or abuse and that addictions are often a learned pattern of coping with pain. 

 

So, if you are homeless and you decide to snooze in the park?  “Oh, see there again, it’s there in this 

beautiful setting.  A man sleeping on that bench…she was obviously leaving on the plane… she had to 
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run over to the office.  She screamed all the way to the office. He had to be gone.  Intolerance.  

Judgment.  Okay, you have to learn.  I’ve been on that side.”  And this is stated very directly: “I disliked 

the lack of humanity in them”.  However, the judgment goes both ways: “On both sides.  There’s a lot 

of animosity, particularly now”. The people who have homes judge the ones who do not and those 

that do not, judge the system and the people who do have homes and who feel superior on that 

account, judge each other harshly.  Read the newspapers and listen to news accounts of the issue of 

homelessness in the year 2019 and you cannot escape the reality of economic disparity as well as 

intolerant judgment of the haves and have-nots towards the other.  Both disparity and intolerant 

judgment exists. However, in both the individual interviews and in the focus group discussion, there 

was always a respect for how everyone has their own path and there should be no judgment around 

that. 

 

People without jobs and money to pay housing costs sometimes resort to sleeping in cars, or maybe 

under a bridge or on a bench if there is no room in the shelter or it is time for the mandatory 7 days 

out on the street: “Yeah, unfortunately, that’s the way life is and it’s getting worse, to pull yourself 

out of the trenches.  I think its… you know people have given up easier now”.  And when you give up, 

you are often depressed, and that may lead to drinking: “I started drinking every day because I was 

just trying to cope with what has, what happened to me… in December… that was a very traumatic 

part.  And I couldn’t let it go.  And I kept thinking how he handled me like a man, like he was hitting 

me like I was a man.  And I … so I just kept… drinking. And then I… lost my job because they couldn’t 

handle it anymore.” 

 

There was also a notion that, with the disparity in society and how difficult it is getting to make rent, 

that fault did not always fall on the individual alone; critiques of society were also expressed. Ideas of 

having power and being powerless certainly coloured some 

of the discussions. There was vacillation between anger and 

optimistic resilience.  There was talk of preservation and 

restoration regarding buildings that were worth saving (or 

not) and the implication that is seems like some people are 

worth saving and some are not.  “That kind of was my 

theme.  So maybe it was too personal.  Maybe it was too, 

you know, real, but ya know.  Yeah.  It went with the 

landmarks as well as people as well as your social status.  

Yeah, unfortunately, that’s the way of life and it’s getting 

worse”. The question remains, what’s worth saving?  

What’s worth restoring?  And I am talking here about lives 

now. Not buildings and antique furniture like in this historic landmark in Ladysmith but people with 

lived experience of homelessness.  Are these people worth saving? 

 

Figure 9 – Worth Saving     
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Accessibility and inaccessibility 

 

Accessible is a big concept for these women. It is mainly embodied in multi-facets of the field of well-

being and leisure including finance, time, space and age. 

 

A lack of financial support is one of the most significant constraints to leisure participation and well-

being. Due to the shortage of funds, participants' leisure activities suffered a huge change from the 

past. With the increase in life pressure, participation in leisure activities decreased. They cannot have 

easy access to those activities which as the same as the past: “But back when I have lived in an 

apartment complex, there’s a lot of single mothers and they will go to Newcastle for their vacation. 

Three or four days and it was $2 on the ferry. I could rent a camping spot - two or three go together, 

carry everything over and they have a vacation. These are all things have changed over the last 

decade. And you’re talking 30 or 40 bucks just to get over that. When it used to be two.” Comparing 

the past and the present, although they all go to the same place and use the same mean of 

transportation, the cost has greatly increased by more than ten times, and the accessibility of 

transportation for them has decreased. Price inflation makes it more difficult for them to afford 

holidays and outings, and they are no longer free to go wherever they once easily went. One 

participant used to spend a lot of time in canoe and kayaking but now money is a ‘blank wall’ that 

restrains the accessibility of these activities. The rising cost of leisure activities and their vulnerable 

financial conditions become barriers for those women. 

 

The result of both economic and time poverty is both a decrease in the frequency of leisure activities 

generally and a reduced access to the arts specifically. Some women are fond of visiting recreational 

facilities like the theater or art galleries, but find entry is socially and economically cost-prohibitive: 

When asked “What does that one (a picture of the Port Theater) symbolize: recreate, leisure, well-

being or faith for you?”, the response was: “Inaccessible...It’s frustrating. That’s not accessible to 

everybody at some level. When it’s government funded and volunteer.” Those public places should 

contribute to the well-being of all Nanaimo citizens; however, some people can't get in because they 

presently lack the money. Moreover, there used to be many free concerts in the park, but now there 

are fewer. Art galleries are expensive to get into, especially in Vancouver, when historically it had cost 

only a buck to enter. Art has gradually become a formal, noble thing reserved for particular people in 

particular spaces. However, for some participants, well-being is achieved when they have access to 

really good and varied music. One participant felt that the higher economic threshold tied to accessing 

the arts would keep others (not just people who are homeless) including the rising generation from 

recognizing and appreciating the arts today: “And it’s like when kids say I don’t like that but they don’t 

know that.” 

 

As noted in the example of Port Theater, physical space is also tied to accessibility, health, and 

wellbeing. One participant feels disappointed that green spaces are being monetized and sold: 
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“That’s just money because our green spaces are being bought now by, you know, contractors and 

builders, when before it was all said that this is green space, and now the bigger dollar comes along, 

and it’s all now for sale.” The privatization of public space reduces the range of activities and the 

shared landscape, while also reducing the accessibility of public space for all groups. In contrast to the 

reduction of public space, things like sunsets are accessible for her to enjoy because it is free and it’s 

for everybody. Restoring access and connection to free, natural spaces was paramount for many of 

these women. 

  

Fortunately, Samaritan house makes it accessible for women to feel good in their life with safe space 

and harmonious atmosphere: “It made me feel good, the music and stuff, and maybe it would trigger 

memories of something else to other people. I’m learning just as much here, and finding it and started 

writing things down things, our emotions.” Another participant shows that Samaritan house gives her 

choices to start wellness: “But when I got here, people were so caring and so kind...It can really be a 

world in your own world here...That was really the first time in my life that I’ve actually had my 

security safety needs met in my life...Now I can get born again and start my spirituality again because I 

haven’t done that.” Well-being and leisure are both accessible by the space provided in Samaritan 

house: “Outside space too, I mean, watching Jane in her garden, you can see that she’s at peace. She 

had an outdoor space... and maybe we could have few yoga mats or just things to push us to do some 

of the activities. Something that gives us the ability to try something new and the materials were 

there to use.” Although the space in the house which could be used by women is limited, they would 

take delight in using space and hope for more available space in the future. Besides, the house 

provides a counselor who is teaching some skills and sharing the experiences in order to protect 

themselves and enrich their life. 

 

As noted above, leisure time is a luxury and difficult to achieve, reserved for more affluent individuals: 

“Only rich people get to have leisure time...Leisure time to me was after you did your work...I always 

thought it was something unrelated to me.” Women of lived experience with homelessness are time 

poor, busy doing their work, such as mowing their lawn, paying their bills and maintaining facilities in 

Samaritan House.  

 

Age accessibility is also significant to one participant: “I think the young need to see the old and I think 

the old need to see the young. Sniff their youth and whatever else.” She loves music and believes that 

music can draw all age groups together. There may be a generation gap between people of different 

ages, but the communication across ages is needed. It also makes sense for both the elder and the 

young to obtain a better understanding of others’ thoughts and learn from others. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Recent moves in the design field toward user-centered designing imply a more serious commitment to 
what is meant by collaborative working in design—or action research (Swann, 2006). Action research 
has the real impact of creating community connection.  This community connection itself is a desired 
outcome of working on the issue of people falling out of connection with community when they 
become homeless.  There is an isolating factor that comes into play when people lose their “home”. 
We definitely noticed both the desire for community and gratitude for the community that is provided 
by ICCS and the programs and services that they provide from the women who participated as the 
“end users” of the programs.  
 
As noted in the introductory sections of this report, a central focus of this research was to hear from 
women of lived experience with homelessness and involve them in decisions that might influence 
their future leisure, faith, and wellbeing. This was a welcome change for the participants in this 
research who expressed appreciation for the opportunity to share their voice and gratitude for the 
time and space allotted to them to reflect on and share their experience. For many, participation in 
the research was a “therapeutic” and thought-provoking experience. Women felt the dignity 
associated with being involved in this work and having their voices heard and their perspectives 
recorded and valued. 
 

Recommendations 

 

We all have to deal with whatever life throws at us and it does seem like some people have more “bad 

hair days” than others. Emergency Shelter programs generally focus their attention on the provision 

of safety and support for physiological needs (as identified in the lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs).  This study explored those needs but also acknowledged the deep needs for relationship, self-

esteem, and self-actualization experience by all people, regardless of their life circumstances, by 

asking residents of Samaritan House and Martha’s place directly to identify and define their leisure 

and faith-based needs as well as how they thought those needs could be met.  By empathizing and 

ideating with these women (the first two phases of the design thinking process) we were able to get a 

sense for where they placed themselves on Maslow’s hierarchy and how leisure and faith were 

prioritized in their lives  Beyond the needs for shelter, food, and safety, thinking about leisure was a 

bit much for some of these women, but for those that could think beyond these basic needs there is 

definitely an expressed desire for employment training programs and for spaces and activities that 

could possibly improve physical, social and emotional health.  There is a desire for and an appreciation 

for the development of community as well as activities and programs that support self-care, leisure 

and spiritual practices.  For the women who stay at Martha’s place, there might be a greater 

possibility for creating friendships, a sense of connection and a feeling of family.  When not seen as 

simply a luxury, but rather intertwined with faith and wellbeing, these types of leisure endeavors 

became more attractive, even necessary.  
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Leisure supports freedom. One can build skill through leisure pursuits and that can potentially 

increase self-esteem, strengths and respect.  Faith/spirituality are supported through and intertwined 

with leisure and wellbeing. When women first arrive at Samaritan House, they are tired and stressed 

out and their primary need is for shelter, food and safety.  Once these needs are met, however, and 

when rest and a sense of safety are created, leisure and faith-based needs can emerge.  There is a 

strong desire for community and a sense of community supports the need for love and belonging.  It is 

interesting to note that this was such a predominant theme that emerged from the data. These 

wishes for community connections and for ways to take care of self and connect with others through 

individual and group endeavors seem to be in support of the love, belonging and esteem needs of 

these women as per Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.  When asked for suggestions on how to support 

leisure and faith-based needs, these women identified a variety of activities, programs and potential 

partnerships that could create the kind of supports and programs that go beyond bed, food and safety 

to the kinds of needs that leisure and faith-based activities provide: love, belonging and esteem and in 

some cases self-actualization. 

 

The expressed desire is for quiet, contemplative spaces as well as spaces that would allow for group 

activities such as exercise, puzzles, music, journaling, socializing, colouring, knitting and crafts.  Access 

to bicycles and organized hikes or excursions into the community for social and physical activities in 

groups or individually would be welcome. Partnerships with places like the Living Forest for access to 

water and canoes, to Parks and Recreation for leisure spaces and swim passes, or LEAP cards and 

churches who could possibly provide leaders of bible studies or other activities or provide rides to 

church or social events and dinners would be interesting to explore.  There were lots of ideas, which 

are organized into suggestions concerning activities, materials, space, partnerships and organizational 

structures.   

 

Next Steps 

 

Ideation and rapid prototyping of possible solutions is the next step in the design thinking process 

after empathizing and defining the problem with the end users. The problem seems to be that there is 

no space and few resources to support the leisure and faith-based needs of the residents of Samaritan 

House and Martha’s place.  Another problem is that many community members with homes, do not 

necessarily appreciate that people without homes may need some community support to help them 

meet their basic needs for shelter and safety and other needs such as feeling like they belong in the 

public sphere. Public recreation facilities may also not recognize that people with lived experience 

with homelessness are a sector of the community with needs for love, belonging and esteem that 

access to leisure could support.  Churches in our community may have members who want to help, 

but may not understand what is desired beyond cups of cocoa and coats in terms of the desire for 

faith-based activities and opportunities for community connections that support needs on the love 

and belonging hierarchy of Maslow’s needs.  Sometime, there is a sense that the person who has lived 
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experience with homelessness is somehow different, they are the “other” and not necessarily like me.  

Creating awareness through presenting these results to various community groups and providers of 

leisure services and faith-based programs could be helpful in terms of dispelling misunderstandings 

and creating conversations concerning the expressed desires from these women through this design 

thinking process of empathizing and problem identification.  Once the problem is identified and the 

conversation is started, the next phase is ideation and then creating prototypes of possible solutions.   

 

To this end, next steps in the process could include participation in a design charrette organized by Dr. 

Pam Shaw at Vancouver Island University and supported by her Community Planning students. The 

charrette is a collaborative, visual-spatial tool that can be used to flesh out possible space needs for 

these kinds of leisure and faith-based activities and programs identified in this report.  Presentations 

to various community partners could potentially create partnerships that would serve to connect 

these women to resources supportive of leisure pursuits and faith-based activities including field 

excursions, special access to campgrounds, facilities, theaters, galleries, etc. Prototypes of possible 

programs and partnerships could be initiated and then evaluated for fit with input from the women 

who are the end users of the programs and services developed.  Following is a summary of some of 

the suggestions offered by the women in the course of the interviews and focus group discussion. 

Note that the women recognized that they could lead or support staff in implementing ideas, that 

they had skills to share with each other and the community, and that accountability and follow 

through would be central elements of any proposed initiatives.  
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Activities Space

PartnershipsMaterials

Recommendations for Samaritan House

Activities Materials Space Partnerships

Pushed to try

Wellness trips

Career Prep

Life Skills

Low Impact

Walking Groups

Physical Activity

Art Supplies

Journals

Rec Equipment

Pen & Paper

Quiet 

Private-Group

Indoor-Outdoor

Selby Street 

Sacred

Visit the House

Recreation 

Counselling 

Career – SET

Social Work

Avoid Ministry Bldg.
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On or Off-site

Staff or Resident 

Activity Leader

Partnerships ie. 

Churches, Public 

Recreation

Weekly Announcements

Daily Check-ins; 

Morning Group Mtg.

Advertise LEAP Card

ORGANIZATION/ STRUCTURES TO SUPPORT ACTIVITY 

Resident Fundraising

Create a Recreation

Therapist, Leisure 

Education position


