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Built for Zero Canada: Beginning the end of homelessness in Canada 

 

We can end homelessness 

 
Built for Zero Canada (BFZ-C) is an ambitious national change effort helping a core group of leading 
communities end chronic homelessness - a first step on the path to eliminating all homelessness in 
Canada. Our structured, supportive and data-driven approach focuses on optimizing local homeless 
systems, accelerating the adoption of proven practices and driving continuous improvement.  
 

Our Structured and Supportive Approach to Ending Chronic Homelessness  

Our approach combines and adapts elements of Collective Impact (i.e., common agenda, common 

progress measures, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication and backbone 

organization) with subject matter knowledge and proven methods of implementation and quality 

improvement science (developed through the Institute for HealthCare Improvement).  

We are focused on:  
 

o helping communities adopt proven practices, deploy existing resources more efficiently, and 
use real-time data, rapid cycle testing and human-centred design to drive continuous 
improvement; 

o engaging leadership from the government, private and philanthropic sectors in securing new 
resources for communities and removing policy roadblocks; and, 

o connecting communities to one another for innovation, knowledge sharing and group problem 
solving.  
 

Our aim to end chronic homelessness in 20 communities by the end of 2020 is intentionally time-bound, 

concrete and measurable. We believe transparent progress reporting is key to continuous improvement, 

so we are providing timely and public reporting on our progress in several ways. 

BFZ-C has set key community milestones beginning with achieving a quality By-Name List to ensure 

reliable, real-time and consistent data from which to measure progress. Once communities have a 

quality By-Name List, they are ready to begin measuring reductions. From there, communities work to 

reach and sustain functional zero chronic homelessness.  

Progress toward these milestones is published on our website at www.bfzcanada.ca.  

We will also publish monthly performance dashboards and data from every participating community 

including key By Name List measures with monthly inflow, outflow and actively homeless numbers. 

These dashboards will be published on our website under the Track our Progress page. 
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Using the urgency of a campaign-style movement with a collaborative peer learning approach we use a 
mix of in-person and virtual learning sessions with expert faculty and action cycles with in-person and 
virtual coaching to walk communities through a structured process to achieving and sustaining 
functional zero chronic homelessness.  

 

The Five Key Elements to Our Approach: 

1. Building blocks for improvement: Ending homelessness is a huge and seemingly impossible task 

that can be overwhelming to even know where to start. Our approach is to break the problem down 

into a series of building blocks, help them adopt proven best practices and use real-time data, rapid 

cycle testing and human-centred design to improve performance.  

We believe data is the foundation of ending homelessness so in the By-Name List phase with 

communities to get to know all their homeless neighbours by-name, documenting their needs, 

prioritizing those with the greatest needs for housing first and implementing coordinated access 

systems. While housing those in the greatest need, communities begin reporting their progress and 

we support them to develop real-time data, using that data to begin the coordination of their 

homeless system. With visibility of inflow, of everyone in their homeless system, of outflow and 

returns to homelessness, communities have the data they need to set housing targets, target 

housing interventions, target prevention efforts and focus on achieving monthly reductions in 

chronic homelessness.  

2. Organizing Communities into Cohorts: First, we organize communities into peer cohorts tied to the 

progress they’ve made toward ending homelessness. These cohorts focus on specific aspects of 

ending homelessness and group communities with others at a similar stage to facilitate peer 

learning. The three cohorts include: By-Name List, Reduce and Sustain. Communities will move 

through the cohorts as they move through the key campaign building blocks.  

Through the reduce phase we work with communities to continuously improve their local systems, 

problem solve through rapid-cycle testing and improve performance toward achieving functional 

zero.  

In the sustain phase, those who achieve functional zero are supported to sustain their gains and 

begin to shift focus to other homeless populations toward ending homelessness completely. 

3. Learning Sessions: We gather communities three times per year to learn the science of rapid cycle 

testing, access hands-on coaching and expert faculty support relating to the work of their cohort, 

engage in robust peer exchange, set clear 4-month goals, and develop detailed action plans.  

 

4. Action Cycles: The Action Cycles in between the learning sessions is where communities work 

toward goals set in the prior Learning Session. In the Action Cycle, communities are given follow-up 

coaching and support, including robust data and performance management support along with a 
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menu of peer innovation calls, digital implementation materials, access to expert training and 

faculty support. 

 

5. Transparent, regular reporting and assessment to track progress and support performance 

improvement –Data is the foundation of ending homelessness. Throughout our process 

communities are asked to submit monthly reporting on housing move-ins and when they’re ready, 

on By-Name List measures (inflow, return from housing, actively homeless, housing move ins, 

outflow, average net monthly change). This reporting allows our team and communities to track 

progress and improve performance. We also ask communities to complete different self-

assessments like the By-Name List, Coordinated Access, and System Improvement scorecards. We 

use these scorecards with communities to assess progress through the key building blocks of ending 

homelessness which in turn helps us target our coaching and training activities.  It’s important to 

note that we are also focused on continuous improvement, so these structures and processes will 

be continually tested and adapted based on real-time learning about what is getting the best and 

most lasting results in community.  

 

Our History 

An estimated 235,000 people experience homelessness every year in Canada. People experiencing 

chronic homelessness are deeply impoverished and typically suffer from a range of complex medical, 

mental health, addiction and trauma-related challenges.  

For decades, homelessness in Canada has been regarded as an intractable problem. It has followed a 
relentless and lethal trajectory, increasing steadily year after year. That is until a small but growing 
number of Canadian cities began reversing this trend, showing that with a focused effort, homelessness 
could be reduced.  
 
In the United States, eight communities have achieved functional zero veteran homelessness and three 
have achieved functional zero chronic homelessness supported by Community Solutions’ Built for Zero 
campaign and the US Housing and Urban Development Department.  
 
Our work was inspired by Community Solutions’ ground breaking Built for Zero and has been adapted to 

Canada with lessons from successful Canadian cities.  

To date, there are 38 communities participating in Built for Zero Canada. Eleven of these communities 

have achieved quality By-Name Lists and all are working to strengthen or put in place Coordinated 

Access Systems.  These communities are now focused on strategies to reduce their chronic homeless 

numbers.  

BFZ-C is part of the Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness (CAEH). Founded in 2012, the CAEH leads a 

national movement of individuals, organizations and communities working together to end 

homelessness.  We mobilize communities to take action on homelessness and support them to apply 
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proven approaches including Housing First, data-driven decision making and collective action to 

transform programs, policies and systems toward the goal of ending homelessness. 

On June 16, 2015, the CAEH joined 21 communities to launch the 20,000 Homes Campaign with a goal to 

house 20,000 of Canada’s most vulnerable homeless people by July 1, 2018. We were inspired by 

Community Solution’s successful 100,000 Homes Campaign in the US, which later became Built for Zero. 

We soon realized to reduce chronic homelessness, we had to put much more emphasis on critical 

community strategies like using real-time data, creating coordinated homeless systems and embracing 

strategies for continuous performance improvement in addition to a focus on urgently housing our most 

vulnerable homeless neighbours. We re-grouped and redefined our aim to end chronic homelessness in 

20 communities and house 20,000 of Canada’s most vulnerable homeless people by July 1, 2020. When 

we reached 20,000 housing move-ins in March 2019, we again refocused our efforts. We relaunched as 

Built for Zero Canada* to support communities to reach functional zero chronic homelessness and then 

expand those efforts to all forms of homelessness. 

 

*Built for Zero Canada is a separate entity from Built for Zero in the US, but they continue to be one of 

our partners and sources of support as we work to end homelessness in Canada.  


