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SYSTEM A System is a collection of organizations, people and actions that interact 
together and who share a primary goal. 

For example, the homelessness system includes organizations whose primary 
intent is to serve those who are homeless or at imminent risk of homelessness.

SYSTEMS  
INTEGRATION

Systems Integration is the combining of different systems to ensure that 
they are working together as a whole towards a common end.  
 
For example, integrating emergency health services into the homelessness 
emergency shelter system to allow service users to access health services 
while staying at an emergency shelter.

SYSTEMS  
MAPPING

A Systems Map is an up-to-date resource directory of all services that are 
available to people at risk of or experiencing homelessness in a particular 
community. 

This resource categorizes all programs by target population, eligibility 
criteria, geographical scope, service model, including real time occupancy,  
to show what resources are available.

SYSTEMS  
PLANNING

Systems Planning is the analysis, planning and design of an integrated 
system and defined services that work together towards a common end;  
in this case to prevent, reduce and end homelessness.

SYSTEMS PLANNING 101 WANT TO LEARN 
ABOUT SYSTEMS PLANNING BUT WANT IT 
QUICK AND DIRTY?

 
WHAT’S SYSTEMS PLANNING ANYWAY?

To ensure we are starting from the same place, some definitions are essential.  
An important part of effective systems planning is having a common language.  
As we begin collaborating with multiple stakeholders and organizations at any point  
in our Systems Planning, it is important to agree on common language throughout  
the process.
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WHAT DOES  
IT REQUIRE 
EXACTLY?

System planning requires 
a way of thinking that 
recognizes the basic 
components of a 
system and understands 
how these relate to one 
another, as well as their 
basic function as part of 
the whole. 

Processes that ensure alignment 
across the system are integral to 
ensure components work together for 
maximum impact. 

Applying this concept to homelessness, 
a homeless-serving system comprises a 
diversity of local or regional service-
delivery components serving those 
who are homeless or at imminent risk of 
homelessness.

System planning using Housing  
First as a guiding philosophy is a 
method of organizing and delivering 
services, housing, and programs that  
co-ordinates diverse resources to  
ensure that efforts align with 
homelessness-reduction goals. 

Rather than relying on an organization-
by-organization, or program-by-program 
approach, systems planning aims to 
develop a framework.

KEY ESSENTIALS TO  
SYSTEMS PLANNING: 

1. Planning and Strategy Development  
process follows a systems approach 

grounded in the Housing First philosophy.

2. Organizational Infrastructure (i.e., a 
systems planner organization) is in place 

to implement the homelessness plan/strategy 
and coordinate the homeless-serving system 
to meet common goals.

3. Systems Mapping to make sense of  
existing services and create order  

moving forward.

4. Co-ordinated Service Delivery to  
facilitate access and flow-through for  

best participant and system-level outcomes.

5. Integrated Information Management  
System which aligns data collection,  

reporting, intake, assessment, referrals to  
enable co-ordinated service delivery  
(e.g., HMIS, HIFIS).

6. Performance Management and Quality 
Assurance at the program and system 

levels are aligned and monitored along  
common standards to achieve  
best outcomes.

7. Systems Integration mechanisms link the 
homeless-serving system and other key 

systems and services, including justice, child 
intervention, health, immigration/settlement, 
domestic violence, employment and  
income support.
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WHAT’S SYSTEMS MAPPING  
AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
A common concern for those experiencing homelessness or at risk of experiencing 
homelessness is that they don’t know where and how to access help. Without access 
to real-time analytics and an understanding of existing services, decision-makers lack 
the ability to strategize and coordinate efforts to prevent, reduce or end homelessness. 
With the use of a systems mapping tool, like HelpSeeker, communities can transform 
how their services are delivered to and accessed by service users. 

HOW DO WE EVEN BEGIN?
It is clear that in order to do systems planning well, we need to manage program delivery and strategic 
planning in an integrated way at the system level across stakeholders.

There is no one-size-fits-all way to begin systems planning. While there is no one way to start, what we are 
seeing is continuing refinement across the key essentials. Communities increase their expertise through 
implementation, and thereby move approaches to systems planning through various iterations as a result.

We might see a community start with a community plan, take 
on a Point-in-Time Count, alongside Housing First programming 
and evaluation. As learning ensues, lead organization taking on 
systems planning emerge and begin efforts to engage service 
providers differently to manage transitions from homelessness 
into housing, leading them into a systems mapping effort 
to develop a sense of structure and function across diverse 
programs. Here, an enhanced understanding of the role of 
health, justice, and child intervention systems may lead to 
enhanced focus on exploring integration.

From here, seeing diverse approaches, funding sources, 
philosophies and standards or practice, direction could shift 
into formalizing the boundaries and internal coordination of the 
Homeless-Serving System locally. This is where Coordinated 
Access and Assessment, common performance indicators at 
program and system levels, training, and HMIS would come 
into play. This may also lead to a pressing need to enhance 
relationships with broader systems of care – particularly, justice, 

child intervention, and health. From this springboard, the lead System Planner Organization would emerge 
as a legitimate and capable lead on local efforts with access to new types of information and data from 
funded and non-funded programs. They can engage in strategy development based on real-time data, quality 
assurance trends, and lived experience engagement on top of implementation expertise built over time.
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