
MODULE 4:
GUIDE TO 
GOVERNANCE
MODELS 

By Kaite Burkholder Harris  
and Alina Turner
This module is part of a four-part series by the Systems 
Planning Collective to support communities with all their 
systems planning priorities. Check out the full series here: 
www.homelesshub.ca/SPC

www.homelesshub.ca/SPC


pg. 

1

GUIDE TO GOVERNANCE MODELS 

OVERVIEW

Developing an effective and transparent  
governance model is essential in systems planning. 

Systems governance and leadership looks quite different than 
what we may be used to in many non-profit or corporate models. 
It requires aligning many organizations and stakeholders, each 
with their own mandates and accountabilities models, under the 
banner of preventing and ending homelessness. This module 
explores diverse governance models in Canada and how this  
support Systems planning approaches. 

This module will be of particular interest to Community  
Entities and Community Advisory Boards operating under the 
Reaching Home/Homelessness Partnering Strategy, but also 
other multi-stakeholder efforts aiming to tackle homelessness  
or other complex social challenges systemically. 

We will explain the roles and responsibilities relevant to various 
governance structures and include a set of key considerations  
for you to consider in determining the right governance model  
for your initiative. These tools and resources are intended to  
provide practical examples and templates to support rolling out 
and maintaining an effective and efficient community-based  
governance model. 

KEY TERM DEFINITIONS

KEY TERMS 
 ○ Board of Directors for  

Non-Profits 

 ○ Community Advisory  
Board (CAB)

 ○ Community Entity (CE)

 ○ Designated Community

 ○ HIFIS 4.0

 ○ Reaching Home 

BOARD OF  
DIRECTORS FOR 
NON-PROFITS & 
CHARITIES

A Board of Directors is the governing body of a non-profit or charitable  
organization. Directors are responsible for overseeing the organization’s  
activities and strategic direction of the organization; there is a personal,  
fiduciary accountability placed on each director from a legal perspective.

If a Collective Impact initiative to address homelessness is run out of such an 
organization, then technically, that organization’s Board of Directors would have 
the final say regarding the initiative. This is the case when such an organization 
fills the role of the Community Entity vis-à-vis Reaching Home.
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COMMUNITY  
ADVISORY 
BOARD

The Community Advisory Board (CAB) is typically composed community  
stakeholders, and the private, public and voluntary sectors and is a requirement 
under Reaching Home. The CAB plays a key role in encouraging partnerships, 
coordinating community efforts related to homelessness, integrating the efforts 
with those of the province or territories, and recommending projects for  
approval to the Community Entity.

COMMUNITY 
ENTITY

A Community Entity (CE) is normally an incorporated organization such as a  
municipal government or an established not-for-profit organization that enters 
into a funding agreement with ESDC. CEs bring together community stake- 
holders to form a Community Advisory Board and collaborates to develop a 
community plan. 

The CE has responsibility for the implementation of the community plan, to 
solicit project proposals, approve projects, contract and monitor all agreements 
with third-party service providers, report on its activities and disbursements, 
collect and share data and information and report on the results. 

DESIGNATED 
COMMUNITY

A total of 61 communities across Canada that have a significant homelessness 
challenges have been selected by ESDC to receive ongoing support to address 
this issue. These communities are given funding that must be matched with 
contributions from other sources. Funded projects must support priorities 
identified through a community planning process.

HIFIS (4.0) - 
HOMELESS  
INDIVIDUALS  
AND FAMILIES 
INFORMATION 
SYSTEM

The Homeless Individuals and Families Information System (HIFIS) is a  
comprehensive data collection and case management system designed to  
better understand what is happening in a community on homelessness and  
to work collaboratively.

Under Reaching Home, communities are required to adopt HIFIS as their local 
Management Information System if they do not already have a comparable 
Homelessness Management Information System in place.

REACHING 
HOME

Reaching Home is the new name of the former Homelessness Partnering  
Strategy. It is a community-based program aimed at preventing and reducing 
homelessness by providing direct support and funding to Designated  
Communities (urban centers), Indigenous communities, territorial  
communities and rural and remote communities across Canada.

KEY TERM DEFINITIONS (CONT.)
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ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES OF SYSTEMS 
PLANNING ORGANIZATION

Shifting to a systems planning approach is hard work, and often faces significant  
resistance. Change happens at the speed of trust. If there is a lack of trust in  
communities’ governance mechanism, this can stall or slow and even halt  
progress altogether. 

KEY SPO FUNCTIONS 
As communities develop clearer governance structures for their homelessness efforts, it is important to  
distinguish what the various purposes of such structures are. There are four major areas of accountability  
that governance structures need to take on in preventing, reducing, and ending homelessness using a  
systems approach. 

THESE INCLUDE:

Generally, areas of accountability can all happen within one  
organization, known as the Systems Planning Organization.  
In practice, the allocation of funding is often dispersed across 
numerous governments, private and non-profit organizations  
for a variety of reasons. 

DID YOU KNOW?
Municipal/regional governments 
are the most common  
organizations acting as CE for  
federal homelessness funding.  

In Ontario, provincial funding for 
homelessness is always delivered 
through a local government acting 
as Service Managers. 

As a result, many regional or 
municipal governments in Ontario 
hold the CE role as well, effectively 
coordinating these funding. 

*Note that there are Ontario  
exceptions to this trend. 

Data Collection  
& Interpretation

Monitoring Plan  
Outcomes

Plan  
Implementation

Allocation  
of Funding
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SYSTEMS PLANNING ORGANIZATIONS  
KEY ACTIVITIES

Dedicated, highly capable human  
resources are essential systems  
planning, which require an ongoing  
Systems Planning Organization (SPO) 
with dedicated, highly qualified personnel  
to provide:

Necessary coordination support to  
the development, implementation and  
monitoring process of preventing/ending  
homelessness. 

 

Adaptive leadership from a group of  
decision makers representative of the  
key sectors involved guides the overall  
direction of SPO.

 Effective leaders who advance goals  
are engaged strategically to advance  
common objectives and external  
expertise is brought in as necessary. 

COORDINATION  
REQUIRES SUPPORTING 
INFRASTRUCTURE

 ○ Data collection and reporting

 ○ Sustainable facilitation, technology  
and communications support

 ○ Logistical and administrative details 

ORGANIZATION/STAFF 
WITH SPECIFIC SET  
OF SKILLS

 ○ Systems Planners

 ○ Lived Experience Expertise

 ○ HIFIS Coordinator  
(Data infrastructure)

 ○ Data Analysis & Monitoring

 ○ Communications & Community  
Engagement Skills 

 ○ User Design Skills

 ○ Government Relations

 ○ Fundraising skills

EMBODY PRINCIPLES OF  
ADAPTIVE LEADERSHIP
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 ○ Focus people’s attention

 ○ Create a sense of urgency, apply pressure without  
overwhelming (Break it down into management pieces)

 ○ Frame issues as opportunities

 ○ Facilitate a culture of testing and measuring ideas

 ○ Convene stakeholders

 ○ Mediate conflict & build trust  

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  
& MOBILIZATION

 ○ Engage the wider community in the issue with clear ways  
to support the work

 ○ Indigenous leadership and partnerships are prioritized

 ○ Ongoing engagement with relevant public sectors:

• Child Welfare

• Education

• Healthcare

• Justice

 ○ Highly structured and transparent processes that leads  
to effective decision making 
 

For more see: A Way Home: Youth Homelessness  
Community Planning Toolkit 

TYPES OF 
GOVERNANCE  
MODELS

The following are examples  
of common governance 
models used in communities 
across the country. There are 
pros and cons to each one,  
as we have outlined. 

Each community will have  
to assess based on their  
existing resources,  
relationships, community 
engagement process,  
and level of trust within the 
sector, which model makes 
the most sense. 

LIST OF MODELS
 ○ Community Entity as Standalone 

Organization Model

 ○ Community Entity as Branch of 
Existing Organization Model

 ○ Municipality as Community Entity 

https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/download-chapter/AWH%20Community%20Planning%20Toolkit.pdf
https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/download-chapter/AWH%20Community%20Planning%20Toolkit.pdf
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COMMUNITY ENTITY  
AS STANDALONE ORGANIZATION MODEL

PROS
 ○ Shows organization’s commitment and involvement 

 ○ Ensures continued championing of homelessness 
issues as mandates change

 ○ At arms-length from the organization (decreased 
liability/risk-management)

 ○ Provides opportunity to recruit exactly the  
necessary skill set for systems planning 

 ○ “Fresh start” may carry more capital in community 
to move things forward

 ○ Opportunity for greater Indigenous leadership and  
community coordination

 ○ Harnesses the community appetite for change

 ○ Better-poised to push for policy/systems changes 
across orders of government 

CONS
 ○ Creates new, outside pressures on the organization 

for action

 ○ Community concern about another non-profit 

 ○ Takes funds away from direct services 

 ○ May have a direction not supported by organization  
on key issues 

 ○ Requires more substantial resources to operate  
and maintain

STRUCTURE

BOARD OF DIRECTORS OF  
COMMUNITY ENTITY

 ○ Community Advisory Board  
(providing advice to CE)

•   Community Agencies
•   Head of  CE/CE Rep.
•   People with Lived Experience

 ○ Community Entity ED/Leader

•   Community Entity Staff

 

EXAMPLES
 ○ Calgary Homeless Foundation

 ○ End Homelessness Winnipeg

The Community Entity is developed as 
a standalone organization and in some 
cases the Community Advisory Board 
becomes the CE Board of Directors, 
meaning that the ultimate fiscal  
responsibility lies with the CAB, which is 
serving as a formal Board of Directors. 

However, this is not always the case. In 
the situation, where the CAB remains a 
separate body - the CAB helps to shape 
community priorities and advise the 
Community Entity organization on  
funding decisions, but the CAB is  
not fiscally responsible for the  
distribution of public funding. 
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COMMUNITY ENTITY AS BRANCH  
OF EXISTING ORGANIZATION MODEL

PROS
 ○ Can ensure continued championing of homelessness 

issues as organization mandates change

 ○ At arms-length from the organization (decreased 
liability/risk-management)

 ○ Relatively low-cost option to maintain

 ○ Strong optics of being community-based

 ○ Likely closer to Lived Experience expertise and  
capacity to engage and hire Lived Experience leaders

 ○ Administrative infrastructure already exists, such as 
HR, Payroll, space, etc.

CONS
 ○ Concern that the organization will not be  

Indigenous-led 

 ○ Contracting with any one agency may be viewed as 
favouritism by broader community

 ○ Community org may have less experience  
navigating policy change and systems work required 
in the Strategy to End Homelessness

 ○ Systems Planning Expertise may not exist within 
service provider manager

 ○ Ultimately beholden to Board of Directors of agency, 
which may have different mandate than Strategy to 
End Homelessness

Some communities use an existing  
organization to take on the work and  
role of the Community Entity, as a  
“department” within that organization. 
This can work well for not duplicating 
costly administrative infrastructure. 

However, it does add a level of  
complexity to where final accountability 
to the funder lies, because the Board of 
Directors of that non-profit ultimately 
have control over the activities of the CE. 
The Board of Directors may not be well 
versed in issues of homelessness, and 
this can cause challenges in understand-
ing the vital role that the CE plays in 
systems planning. The CAB in this case 
serves again in an advisory function.

STRUCTURE

BOARD OF DIRECTORS OF  
LARGER ORGANIZATION 
(can also have mandate unrelated to 
homelessness e.g. YMCA)

 ○ Community Advisory Board 

•   Community Agencies
•   CE Rep. (likely Lead/Manager)
•   People with Lived Experience

 ○ Community Entity Lead/Manager

•   Community Entity Staff

EXAMPLES
 ○ YMCA, Regina, Saskatchewan

 ○ Saint John Human Development 
Council, Saint John, New Brunswick

http://www.sjhdc.ca/hps-funding.html
http://www.sjhdc.ca/hps-funding.html
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MUNICIPALITY AS COMMUNITY ENTITY 

PROS
 ○ City has greater administrative capacity than many 

non-profits

 ○ City is not a service-provider and therefore is often seen 
as a neutral actor for systems planning

 ○ Builds on City strengths of operating community-wide 
initiatives

 ○ Allows for close interaction with City on both the  
bureaucratic and political sides

 ○ Brings City into business of homelessness services  
contract management 

 ○ Allows for possibility of deeper alignment with key City 
departments relevant to housing and homelessness, 
such as the Planning Department or the Community 
Services funding and operating emergency service 
budgets.

 ○ Better access to engage discussion for structural 
change across three orders of government

CONS
 ○ Not an Indigenous-led entity; this may cause distrust in 

some communities

 ○ May appear that the City has too much control

 ○ Systems planning expertise for homelessness may not 
exist within existing staff team

 ○ City bureaucracy may be limited in its ability to harness 
community momentum

 ○ Limited ability to take risks and innovate 

 ○ City mandates may change before plan objectives  
are fulfilled

 ○ Puts City in hot seat on any homelessness issues as lead 
on Strategy to end homelessness 

Many communities’ CE is located within 
municipal/regional government –  
usually a department leading social  
development or community services. 
This can work well for not duplicating 
costly administrative infrastructure, 
however, implicates City Council and 
committee on policy to play key roles  
in CE work. 

STRUCTURE

Municipality as CE

 

Community Agencies 

 
EXAMPLES

 ○ Hamilton Social Services,  
Hamilton, Ontario

CAB  
(offering feedback & 

funding direction)

https://www.hamilton.ca/social-services/housing


pg. 

9

DETERMINING YOUR COMMUNITY’S  
GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE

By the end of this  
section, you should  
be able to determine:

 ○ The organization  
ultimately responsible  
to the funders. 

 ○ If that organization is  
led by a non-profit Board  
of Directors, that is  
separate from the CAB.

CLARIFYING COMMUNITY  
GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE

ALLOCATION OF FUNDING

1. Which organization is allocating Reaching funding in  
your community? (This would be the designated  

Community Entity).

2. Does the Community Entity have a non-profit Board of 
Directors? (This Board of Directors is ultimately responsible 

to answer to the funder, not the CAB).

3. Is this Board of Directors of the Community Entity the 
same group of stakeholders as the Community Advisory 

Board? (If these groups are the same, the CAB is more than an 
Advisory group shaping community directions. The CAB would be 
responsible to the funder). 

4. Is the Community Entity delivering funding from other 
sources, including the provincial government? (If the  

funding decisions are divided, it is important to determine who  
will take on the Systems Planning Organization role for the  
community, in setting directions and system wide outcomes). 

PLAN IMPLEMENTATION

1. Which organization is taking on backbone support role in 
implementing your community’s Plan? (This organization 

is typically taking the Systems Planning leadership role as well. 
Clarify if this is the case.)

2. Is this the same organization that is determining funding 
decisions and allocating funds? (If not, roles need to be 

clearly outlined through MOU’s or other shared documentation). 
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DATA COLLECTION &  
INTERPRETATIONS

1. Which organization is managing  
the community By-Name List, and/ 

or Homelessness Management  
Information System? (All agencies may 
be contributing to it, but which org- 
anization or body has access to the full 
list and corresponding information?)

2. Does the organization that has 
access to the full list have the  

resources to analyze the data on an  
ongoing basis? (In order to develop a 
match and refer people from the list to 
various services as part of Coordinated 
Access, it is critical that the agency who 
is in charge of collecting the list data is 
able to sort the information coming in 
and regularly update the list for  
fast-paced referrals.)

MONITORING PLAN  
OUTCOMES

1. Which organization has the  
authority to analyze the aggregate 

data from the HMIS and determine if the 
community is meeting its’ targets? (Is 
this the same organization as the funder? 
Or does this responsibility lie elsewhere?)
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR CHOOSING A STRONG  
SYSTEMS PLANNING ORGANIZATION &  
GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE

COMMUNITY  
PARTNERSHIPS & TRUST 

 ○ Does this organization have the skills 
to building strong partnerships with a 
diverse set of stakeholders, including 
other public systems, government 
departments, and private sector?

 ○ Does the group leading coordination 
efforts have the skills and capacity  
to build community buy-in with  
consensus and commitment  
(activities might include communi- 
cations, articulating calls to action  
or supporting stakeholder  
engagement)?

 ○ Does the governance structure  
have all of the necessary, high-level 
system leaders at the table to move 
preventing/ending homelessness  
objectives including service  
providers, government, Indigenous 
leadership, and public systems  
including: education, child protection, 
mental health, health, criminal  
justice, etc.?

 ○ Does the governance structure have 
the right stakeholders to mobilize 
influential leaders across sectors to 
address this issue?

INDIGENOUS PARTNERSHIPS

 ○ Is there capacity for culturally awareness and engagement 
with Indigenous communities?

 ○ Are there Indigenous staff hired as part of the SPO?

 ○ Are any Indigenous staff connected to Indigenous-run  
agencies for support in their work? 

LIVED EXPERIENCE EXPERTISE  
& ENGAGEMENT

 ○ Is there capacity for organizing and employing Lived  
Experience leadership?

 ○ Is there flexibility built into the governance structure and SPO 
to effectively engage people with lived experience effectively?

 ○ Is Lived Experience expertise integrated into the governance 
structure in a formal way?

SYSTEMS PLANNING COORDINATION  
EXPERTISE

 ○ Is there an organizational structure that can respond quickly 
to emerging trends as demonstrated by real time data?

 ○ Does the governance group and SPO have sustainable  
funding for the implementation of the homelessness strategy 
or plan?

 ○ Is there a point of accountability identified/ or been  
established as part of this organization, within locally relevant 
provincial/territorial, regional, municipal and Indigenous  
governments on preventing and ending homelessness?
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DATA & PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

 ○ Does the SPO have the capacity to develop and implement 
the integration of the homelessness serving system (including 
management of HIFIS / HMIS 4.0)

 ○ Is this organization and governance table able to champion 
real-time database use beyond funded community partners? 

 ○ Does the organization in charge of data have the data  
and research expertise to monitor the performance of the  
homeless serving system in real time and work with partners 
to improve outcomes?

FUNDING

 ○ Does this organization have the administrative capacity to  
administer a transparent funding application process and 
ensuing allocation of funding to a variety of community  
partners?

 ○ Does the funding role get in the way of other system  
planning roles? Should these roles be separated between 
organizations?

TERMS OF REFERENCE 
EXAMPLES FOR CAB/CE

Terms of Reference, Kelowna  
Community Advisory Board on 
Homelessness, Kelowna, BC

Winnipeg Community Advisory 
Board (CAB) On Homelessness, 
Terms of Reference, Winnipeg, MB

Housing and Homelessness  
Advisory Committee,  
Hamilton, ON

ADDITIONAL  
RESOURCES

 ○ Role of Ontario Service  
Managers 

 ○ Blog Post on Carey Doberstein’s 
book on Governance

 ○ Carey Doberstein on  
Governance with  
Homeless-Serving System

 ○ Health Care System  
Governance

 ○ Performance Management  
for Community Entities 

 ○ Community Readiness  
Assessment for Collective  
Impact - Innoweave (from Youth  
Planning Toolkit)

Icon bases made by Eucalyp from www.flaticon.com

https://www.centralokanaganfoundation.org/application/files/2914/9704/4063/TOR-REVISED-MAY2017.pdf
https://www.winnipeg.ca/cms/pdfs/hps_cab_terms_of_reference.pdf
https://www.hamilton.ca/council-committee/council-committee-meetings/housing-and-homelessness-advisory-committee
https://www.hamilton.ca/council-committee/council-committee-meetings/housing-and-homelessness-advisory-committee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3VXNZ8QeB90
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3VXNZ8QeB90
https://www.homelesshub.ca/blog/ten-things-know-about-carey-doberstein%E2%80%99s-book-homelessness-governance
http://web.uvic.ca/jmc/events/sep2011-aug2012/2011-10-modes-of-gov/papers/2011-Modes_of_Gov-Panel_E-Carey_Doberstein.pdf
http://web.uvic.ca/jmc/events/sep2011-aug2012/2011-10-modes-of-gov/papers/2011-Modes_of_Gov-Panel_E-Carey_Doberstein.pdf
https://www.pwc.co.uk/intelligent-digital/id-healthcare/PwC-System-Governance-principles.pdf
https://www.pwc.co.uk/intelligent-digital/id-healthcare/PwC-System-Governance-principles.pdf
https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/CEGuide-final.pdf
https://innoweave.ca/en/tools/51c86c50-78c4-405b-8396-3351adec2bf2
https://innoweave.ca/en/tools/51c86c50-78c4-405b-8396-3351adec2bf2
https://innoweave.ca/en/tools/51c86c50-78c4-405b-8396-3351adec2bf2

