
A shared view of the insights & opportunity spaces that emerged 
across Strathcona & Core Neighbourhoods (Boyle Street, Central 

McDougall, Downtown, McCauley, Queen Mary Park)

Strathcona & Core 
Neighbourhoods





WHY RECOVER?

•	 Because we want to address the complex challenges of urban wellness 
differently. 

•	 Because we believe in people and their ability to create solutions for 
themselves.

•	 Because we believe that people in communities can learn from each other, 
and that they want to help lead change. 

OVERVIEW

THE BACKSTORY
Urban wellness is complex with many problems 
that have been in existence for a long time, with 
a lot of resources being utilized in tackling them - 
whether those resources are for proactive solutions 
(e.g. housing) or reactive (e.g. emergency response). 
While many people have been helped and a lot of 
good work is being done, homelessness, poverty and 
disorder continue to pose challenges.

WHAT IS RECOVER? 
Urban wellness solutions that work for everyone 
in the community and promote thriving people 
and places, beginning in Edmonton�s core 
neighbourhoods and Strathcona.

HOW WE�RE DOING IT
By providing a platform where:
�	 We co-design solutions starting from the 

perspectives of those most a�ected, backed by in-
depth ethnographic research and other data.

�	 We provide the space to interact di�erently. We bring 
together people in di�erent levels of government, 
agencies, citizens, communities and business 
sectors, surfacing tensions and understanding new 
perspectives so we can all contribute to solutions. 

�	 We quickly test ideas, discarding those that aren�t 
promising and elevating those that are - willing to 
take a chance, even if it means we fail.

�	 We fundamentally change the relationship between 
Edmontonians   and the City in problem solving, 
moving to co-creation.

HOW YOU CAN BE INVOLVED
Bring your ideas and energy about what makes a city 
thrive to the RECOVER table and explore opportunities 
for change with us! You can:
�	 Become an implementer - join a rapid testing (aka 

prototype) team and help test an urban wellness 
solution idea

�	 Become a catalyst - make connections and create 
opportunities that help participants to think out of 
the box 

�	 Become a champion - mobilize the capacities of your 
organization to convene, organize, facilitate and 
energize any part of the process

�	 Become an investor - channel resources and help 
strengthen legitimacy

STAY INFORMED
Join our email list and be kept up-to-
date about various ways to participate. 
Email: keren.tang@edmonton.ca
www.urbanwellnessedmonton.com
www.edmonton.ca/urbanwellness
#urbanwellnessyeg #recover
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Public Engagement
We used a variety of methods to 
engage the public, going out to 
where the people are and ensuring 
those who are hard to reach had 
the opportunity to share their voice 
and perspectives about urban 
wellness in their neighbourhoods.
We hosted several discussions with 
a diverse collection of small groups. 
At times, the groups represented 
a particular stakeholder type and 
others were based on places where 
people naturally gather. In addition, 
interviews were conducted with 
250 residents on their doorsteps, at 
cafes, libraries and parks.

We also hosted several 
neighbourhood walks and held two 
public realm workshops where we 
talked about existing place-based 
tools/assets and generated ideas 
for new tools and place-based 
approaches.

Ethnographic Research
We also worked with social design 
organization InWithForward and 
MaRS Solution Lab to undertake 
qualitative, on the ground research 
by spending time, in context, with 
individuals and communities who 
are experiencing barriers and 
challenges to achieving wellness. We  
explored the needs, challenges and 
opportunities for urban wellness for 
all people in the six neighbourhoods. 

This primary ethnographic 
research (�thick data�) is rich in 
detail about people�s everyday 
lives, the needs they articulate 
and their future aspirations. The 
goal of ethnographic research is to 
generate ideas for what could be 
di�erent, from the perspective of 
the people experiencing challenges. 
What emerges are starting points 
for action, rather than top-down 
conclusions and recommendations.    

GIS Mapping 
We had relatively easy access to 
traditional data from local and 
national sources � socio-economic 
measures, neighbourhood 
vulnerability indices, census data, 
crime rates, and so on. With the help 
of our RECOVER partners, we also 
had access to data related to social 
services and programming. Using 
an interactive mapping program, 
we mapped data geographically. 
We also layered di�erent data 
sets to tell a more complete story. 
Interactive mapping has helped us 
see important pa�erns that have 
informed our approach. 

We have combined the typical 
neighbourhood pro�le data 
-  demographic and vulnerability 
measures, such as income/low 
income, movers, renters, new 
immigrants, etc, with what we are 
calling demand indicators - data 
from our partners at Reach, 211, and 
Boyle Street Community Services, to 
map out where actual need is being 
demonstrated.

Our research
To have impact in the six neighbourhoods, it’s critical that we 
understand the current context and to get a pulse check on 
what’s happening. It is important to ground our work in data. The 
information we collected gave us a sense of the landscape and 
profiles of the issues and opportunities to improve urban wellness 
in these communities.  

#1 #2 #3

Our research has several streams, blending both quantitative 
and qualitative research with public engagement.

4



Strategy Mapping
When it comes to the number 
and types of strategies, policies, 
programs and services connected 
to urban wellness, we know there 
is plenty of activity currently 
underway. We invited stakeholders 
(City of Edmonton, community, 
Provincial partners) to come 
together to explore how RECOVER 
can connect to the strategies and 
initiatives already impacting 
urban wellness � strategies like 
EndPovertyEdmonton, Just Ge�ing 
Started, Abundant Communities, 
Leisure Access Pass and Capital City 
Clean Up.

This mapping work has allowed us 
to see how di�erent activities are 
working towards similar results, 
like improving the well-being of 
marginalized and underserved 
people.

#4

RECOVER continues to host discussions, 
connecting work and exploring ways partners 
can commit to making progress on shared goals 
and visions. We expect to grow participation, 
and to include other partners to understand 
ways we can connect the dots between existing 
work and build more impact together.  
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Opportunity One
New pathways for learning & 
contribution in community
Addiction and housing programs often focus on immediate next steps: encouraging 
folks not to get ahead of themselves. For some folks, the inability to imagine a life worth 
living, let alone the step that comes after seeking help, generates too much uncertainty 
and anxiety. Others, avoid formal service offers as a way to maintain a sense of self. By 
limiting their exposure to and acceptance of help, they avoid a homeless identity. For 
both groups, appealing to aspiration versus just reality just might help.

INSIGHTS

Identity Maintenance
Most people we met on the south  
side haven�t been homeless long-
term, though they may have had 
brushes with it in the past, from one 
week to a couple of years. Many have 
a sense of social mobility and work 
hard to present themselves in a way 
that would allow them to blend in, 
rather than be identi�ed as homeless. 
Others put e�ort into di�erentiating 
themselves from homeless 
stereotypes, emphasizing their code 
of conduct, workman-like values,  
and their role helping others

In Search of Meaning
There are lots of high quality 
subsistence services, but existential 
services � that is, services 
explicitly focused on purpose & self 
actualization � aren�t as diverse  
or pervasive.

Reciprocity
When you�re on the receiving end of 
services, it can feel like you�re always 
�needing� and �taking.� People wanting 
change are just as concerned with 
�nding ways to give back.

DESIGN SPECS/POINTS OF DELIGHT

Mechanical. 
We discovered a widespread 
interest in, and knowledge of, 
mechanics but people long for tools 
and shop space in Strathcona.

New abilities. 
Some have been told they can never 
work again, due to a disability, 
but what does that mean? Their 
is a longing for new forms of 
contribution and self-expression.

Legitimacy. 
Many want meaningful 
opportunities for incremental 
responsibility, a source of pride.

Member-run. 
Especially in Strathcona, people 
wanted to play a role in collective 
governance and feel the agency to 
safeguard places they care about. 

Shared passion. 
There�s a real desire for spaces 
that bring people together based 
on shared passions, not troubles. 
A place where people are there 
because they want to be, not 
because there is nowhere else to go.

Modelling. 
Drop-ins and services for addiction 
or homelessness have more people 
in the same situation than not 
There�s appetite to learn from 
peers who have found alternative 
pathways through tough times, and 
who can teach, coach, and guide. 
(See The Phoenix Active Recovery 
Group).

Integrated. 
�Not for me� is too pervasive a 
perception. There�s opportunity 
to piggyback on great spaces that 
already exist and have a great 
culture such as bike workshops, 
makerspaces, co-ops, etc. 

Contribution.
Weaving in opportunities to use 
(emerging) skills for the public good 
is key. E.g.. repairing appliances or 
bicycles for people in need, cooking 
for school breakfast programs, etc.

When it comes to enabling people to develop or regain a sense of purpose, what if we 
diversi�ed the role of services, workers, and clients? How might we shift from helper to 
catalyst roles, brokering people to new relationships, spaces, and concepts? 

Ethnographic Research



Possible partnerships
�	 BikeWorks
�	 Edmonton Tool Library
�	 Harcourt House Vacancy Hall
�	 The Edmonton New Technology Society
�	 Edmonton Public Library Makerspace
�	 Norquest College (Intro to Indigenous Cooking)
�	 Edmonton Chefs
�	 Habitat for Humanity
�	 Hospice & palliative care volunteer program

THIS MIGHT LOOK LIKE
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Opportunity One | New pathways for learning & contribution in community

Assistant host
What if there was a new role to bridge service users 
to local venues by working with venues to create 
a welcoming and supportive environment  with 
opportunities for deeper involvement? Venues might 
get access to grants solutions to frictions with 
other users of the space. E.g.. At the bicycle repair 
workshop, makerspace, community theatre, and 
museum & gallery space.

Local travel agents:
What if the role of the drop-in were to broker people 
out on legitimate missions to explore their own city, 
met along the way by welcoming accomplices? The 
travel agent would have an encyclopedic knowledge 
of events, and spaces in the city, a lot of bus passes 
& coupons, and a range of options, from healing 
journey to brain food to volunteer tourism.

Good talkers
What if there was a roving team of 
trained individuals (particularly from 
the segment, Crafted Characters) 
to engage in short, re�ective 
conversations about uncomfortable 
topics (addiction, vagrancy, shame, 
loss) at the BIA, Farmer�s Markets, 
Community Leagues, and with other 
local groups. These chats would help 
build agency & comfort to interact 
with others, and increase bonds of 
hospitality?  

Thematic fellowships
What if there were a range of �thematic fellowships� 
that enabled people to have a structure and to 
build a network around something other than their 
struggles � but around interests, skills, and next 
career moves?
�	 writing & poetry fellowships building on some of 

the storytelling programs at the library
�	 sports fellowships for ge�ing people back in 

shape, training, and working with youth
�	 furniture making & fashion fellowships - building 

on iHuman style programming for youth
�	 cooking fellowships - à la Jamie Oliver�s 

fellowships for youth



CORE NEIGHBOURHOODS

Lonely Actors
People just on the cusp of action, navigating the 
loss of a former identity, weighed down by feelings 
of shame, and avoiding engaging with friends and 
families - lest they let them down, again. Without 
access to their natural support network, this 
segment is in�uenced by who they happen to meet 
on the streets - be that workers or peers. Their well-
being and the sustainability of the changes they 
are starting to make is particularly shaped by the 
dynamic of new and old relationships.

People like: Patrick, Bre�, Krazy, and Ko.

Newbies
People new to downtown Edmonton and fresh on the 
streets, trying to navigate services, build the right 
kind of alliances, and �gure out their next moves. 
These folks have a desire not to get entrenched, 
but easy access to drugs & alcohol doesn�t always 
help, nor does all the idle time, waiting for things to 
emerge.

People like: Ma�, Brandon, Ko

Precarious Optimists
People just leaving the peak of crisis, with some 
aspirational language, but $100 away from eviction 
or �one screw-up� away from a downward spiral. 
Their ups and downs leave them mistrusting 
themselves and feeling out of options for what could 
be next - after treatment, after securing a house, etc. 
They are searching for a next milestone on the path 
forward.

People like: Clare and Bre�

Segments Pain Points
Limited pathways
Too few people have a vision for their life after 
recovery from addiction and securing housing - it 
can seem like a big black hole. Without a future they 
can believe in, it can be hard to keep motivation up.

Lost souls
Too many people �nd themselves in downtown, 
following a stint in prison or hospital, without 
ID, belongings or a shortcut out of the social and 
service landscape.

Not using & losing
Too many people are running on adrenaline, caught 
exercising the primitive rather than rational 
parts of their brain, with few means to feed their 
intellectual appetites.

Idle nights & stultifying weekends
With li�le to do after dark or on weekends, too many 
people fall back in with the people and substances 
they�re trying to avoid, or lose momentum towards 
their chosen goals.

Opportunity One | New pathways for learning & contribution in community
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STRATHCONA

The Crafted Characters
The Crafted Characters present a carefully cultivated 
identity. They are blasØ about being on the street, 
and either have few urgent aspirations or see no 
real barriers to the aspirations they have. They 
are too cool to be outwardly bothered by internal 
emotions. In order to maintain a high level of control 
over how they are interpreted by others, they may 
embellish, omit, and obfuscate. They put up barriers 
to being helped, because they are reluctant to present 
themselves as �in need.�

People like: Bill, Bob, Cruz

The Edgeworkers
Copper-picking, bo�le-picking, camping, stealing 
bikes, black market buying and selling, and sex work 
are all practices and skills that widen the gap between 
street life and the �respectable life.� They come with 
risks of criminalization and bodily harm, but they 
also require one to use their intuition and survival 
skills, demonstrating toughness and contributing to 
status and self- worth. Ge�ing housed and no longer 
needing to engage in survival work can create con�ict 
for edgeworkers, who often have few other active 
sources of self- identi�cation.

People like: Dakota, Earl, RenØe

Segments Pain Points
Indignity
The perception that use of services means you are 
unable to cope, and concerns about having to wait 
outside in an exposing line up. It all feels like an 
assault on one�s sense of self.

Lack of control
For example, reviewing or re�ecting on the series 
of actions and events leading up to the present 
moment is emotionally uncomfortable and feels 
risky.

Invisibility
The feeling of being totally marginalized, below 
others� consideration, forgo�en.

Disparaged 
The feeling that others look down on you for the 
work you do, and can�t recognize the value and skill 
of your work.

Shame
The feeling that you aren�t helping community in 
any way, and might be detracting (because earnings 
are spent on drugs, or goods are stolen from people)

Unacknowledged 
The failure to be recognized as a contributing 
part of community and social group, or having 
relationships that are based on receiving handouts 

Opportunity One | New pathways for learning & contribution in community
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For people who are motivated 
to contribute and want work, 
what if we shifted from 
random assignment and 
discrete day labour gigs to 
matching people with roles 
that build positive identity 
and relationships?

Opportunity Two
Expanded & bundled small jobs
Folks new to the streets are often hustling, 
looking to make some money. They are 
appreciative of temp work agencies, but 
frustrated by the limited number and type of 
jobs, as well as by the sense of ‘meaninglessness’ 
of the work. Those who’ve been around awhile 
have found informal ways to make money but 
sometimes feel they lack legitimacy. Often 
the work is hard, and can exacerbate physical 
injuries that lead to increasing drug use as a 
form of self-medication.

INSIGHTS

Ambition
Many were drawn to Alberta by 
ambition and have had a taste of 
success. Most aren�t dwelling on the 
past; they�re future-oriented, but 
without a clear way to channel or 
act on their ambitions.

Just-in-time supports
Timely upstream interventions for 
common sources of trauma (i.e 
the loss of a spouse or child) could 
prevent street engagement in the 
�rst place.

The freshman
With less of an entrenched street 
culture than Toronto or Vancouver, 
Edmonton boasts a larger �new 
to the streets� population � and 
yet, for these newbies, it�s a bit of 
a crapshoot, who they meet, and 
where they end up.

DESIGN SPECS/POINTS OF DELIGHT

Night & Day.  
Creating opportunities and tasks 
that can be done while others are 
sleeping.

Partnered. 
Building-in the option to do work in 
trusting, complementary pairs.

In Kind. 
Options to work in exchange for the 
privilege of hanging out in a warm 
quiet spot, and/or meals, during o� 
time.

 

Recognition. 
Designing awards & 
commendations for work well done, 
and personal gains made. Also, 
connection to, and recognition as 
part of a larger team.
Community bene�t. 
Trying alternative currencies: 
compensating community 
contribution in fresh ways. 
Trust. 
Designing interactions (e.g 
orientations, get-to-know sessions) 
to build trust between worker and 
employer and community partners.
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Role Call
What if services had a role for everything, 
and having a role was the norm: table 
hosts, applied philosophers, hair 
stylists, etc. What if having a role led to 
introductions to professional contacts, to 
help you up your game?

Possible partnerships
�	 BikeWorks
�	 Edmonton Tool Library
�	 Harcourt House Vacancy Hall
�	 The Edmonton New Technology Society
�	 Edmonton Public Library Makerspace
�	 Norquest College (Intro to Indigenous Cooking)
�	 Edmonton Chefs
�	 Habitat for Humanity
�	 Hospice & palliative care volunteer program

THIS MIGHT LOOK LIKE

BIA Taskrabbit
What if there were more of a Task Rabbit 
based system, where one could maintain 
a pro�le with reviews, and take up 
small jobs from local BIAs, non-pro�ts, 
government, housing associations, etc?  

The Specialist
What if you could apply for a role like a 
�Recycling Guru,� made up of small jobs from 
across organizations with a similar need?

Binners’ Day
Take your local binner out for co�ee day! 
To encourage business owners to meet the 
person who keeps containers from blowing 
around the back alley, and re-directs 
bo�les mis-placed in the garbage (Think: 
secretaries day, but for binners and pickers.)
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