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St. Stephen’s Community House

St. Stephen’s Community House is a unique, community-

based social service agency that has been serving the 

needs of Kensington Market and other neighbourhoods in 

Toronto since 1962. We are dedicated to making our 

communities stronger, happier and healthier.



St. Stephen’s Community House 

More than 100 staff and the support of almost 550 
volunteers

Nine locations offer services for more than 25,200 people 
a year

Address the most pressing issues in our community: 
hunger, homelessness, unemployment, isolation, conflict, 
violence, HIV and AIDS, youth alienation and integration 
of immigrants.



Corner Drop-in

Over 200 participants per day. 

Daytime shelter, nutritious hot food, socializing, primary health 

care services from on-site nurses, doctors and psychiatrists.

Provide information and help with finding affordable housing, 

mental health support, voluntary financial trusteeship, 

substance use supports, workshops, activities, Overdose 

Prevention Service. 

Client centered, trauma informed, harm reduction approach 



Why focus on Service Restrictions?

Many of our clients have complex needs. 

Our crowded, dynamic environment can sometimes lead to 

disruptive behavior which then results in a service restriction. 

Restrictions impact the client’s ability to access services; 

negatively impact client/staff relationship; does not change 

client behavior. 



Factors leading to EQIP

 Partnership with Rittenhouse for Restorative Justice project in 
2014/2015

 Resulted in Drop-in Support Workers being added to Drop-in team

 “Aha moment” for many staff

Opportunity for EQIP project in 2016

 Service Restriction focus and Restorative Justice Model emerged 
out of consultations with staff

Chosen Goal: To reduce the length of service restrictions by 30% by 
the end of 2017



Service Restriction Survey 

Participating Organizations: South Riverdale Community 
Health Centre, PASAN, Fred Victor, The Works and Corner 
Drop-in

Interviewed 30 people who self identified as substance users 
and who had been restricted from using services at community 
organizations

Surveys conducted anonymously

Opportunity to find out how clients feel about service 
restrictions



Service Restriction Survey

Participants reported some of the following:

 67% reported not feeling that they had enough chance to talk 

about what happened

 57% reported not feeling that the agency staff understood them or 

their situation

 63% reported not feeling that the restriction was fair

 53% reported feeling embarrassment, shame and/or humiliation

 43% reported that the restriction had a negative impact on their 

relationship with the agency. 



EQIP support

Canadian Mental Health Association provided the expertise and 

assistance of a QI Coordinator, QI Coach and a Data Analyst



Background data

 In 2016, we had 52 service restrictions 

 13 individuals were given “indefinite” service restrictions

 15 restrictions– had 1-2 week time frames – verbally aggressive

 24 individuals were told they needed to speak with Drop in 

Coordinator or have completed a behavioral contract

 10 individuals received more than one restriction during the year 

Of the 10 individuals 2 were able to successfully use the drop in

 2 individuals who were restricted ‘indefinitely’ have passed away



How to get there?

 Importance of staff involvement 

Designated staff for project consultation

Conversations involving the entire drop-in team

Restorative Justice training for the entire team 





Primary Root Causes: Team Vote

We removed root causes 

we had not control over

 Team Voted on:

1. Lack of consistent model 

for reintegration after 

restriction

2. Perceived level of threat

3. Staff biases 



Primary Root Causes: 5 WHYs



Generation of Change Ideas: Driver Diagram  



Challenges along the way

Identifying the problem and not the symptom

Moving the team past the idea of “acquiring more resources” 

working with what we have. 

Analyzing the problem without placing blame on staff or clients. 

Natural fear we were going to get rid of restrictions.

Creating an equitable process that considers staff and other 

clients’ safety. 



What we achieved in 2017

 In 2017, we had 44 service restrictions – no “indefinite” restrictions!

 Higher number of restrictions in the first half of last year than this 

year

 2 still ongoing/unresolved

More than 75% restrictions were less than 2 weeks

Majority of restrictions – “modified access”

 9 individuals received more than one restriction during the year 

Of those 8 are still connected with the program and 3 have not had 

any restrictions this year



What we achieved in 2017

Our number of phone calls to Toronto Police Services has 

dropped by 50%

Our number of “major incidents” has decreased

Almost 100% of clients who received a restriction in 2017 

are now connected to more agency services than just 

food/drop-in space 



What made a difference

EQIP support

Leadership support

Having Peers as part of the team

Team work

Community involvement 



How it works

o Incident 

oConnecting with  the 

client either immediately 

after or within 48 hours

oCollaborative approach

oConnecting with client 

and their need

oMutual agreement



Things we focus on

 Adapting Restorative Justice to suit our community’s needs

 Importance of flexibility (“trap of consistency”)

 Importance of connection

 Recognizing and addressing patterns (Ex. Crystal meth)

Constant questioning of our biases and beliefs

 Team support!

 Trainings

Ongoing process



Ex. For team discussion: What stops us?

What factors might make us reluctant to engage with 

others when they are in crisis?

FEAR

Biases

Past experiences

Substance use

Unknown



Effective Strategies

Build Rapport

• Short-term 

• “What can I 

call you?”

• Long-term

• The value of 

increasing the 

number of 

positive 

interactions

• Preventative 

work



Effective Strategies

Find Immediate 

Need

• Acknowledge 

unmet need

• Leverage for 

negotiation 

• Most of us just want 

to feel heard and 

have our feelings 

validated 



Effective Strategies

Back-tracking

• Know when and how to 

change your tactic

Don’t take it 

personally

Utilize Existing Skills

• Magic powers not required

Practice Builds 

Confidence 



What’s in it for me?

DISCUSSION: What elements of this 

approach could help your program?
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THANK YOU!


