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Transgender people across Canada face high rates of housing insecurity and homelessness 

compared to people whose gender identity matches the sex they were assigned at birth. Yet shelters 

and transitional housing meant to provide temporary places to stay do not always meet the needs of 

transgender people. This community-based study asked what can make transitional housing safer 

and more comfortable for transgender people, with a focus on the Westman region of Manitoba. In 

collaboration with YWCA Brandon, the first author interviewed nine service providers who work in 

housing organizations or in service provision for transgender people in Manitoba, to learn about good 

practices from their perspectives. In the process we learned about the factors that make transitional 

housing and shelters unsafe and unwelcoming for transgender people; these factors are the focus of 

this article. We highlight barriers to access to existing transitional housing, including the prevalence of 

faith-based shelters, gender segregation policies and practices, intake and referral procedures that 

create risks for transgender people, and insufficient training for organization leaders. These findings 

are relevant to shelter and transitional housing providers and to allies and advocates for the well-

being of transgender people in Manitoba and beyond.  

Background 

As a result of discrimination, Two Spirit, lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, and queer (2SLGBTQ+) people 

are more likely to experience homelessness than the 

general public in Canada. Though 2SLGBTQ+ commu-

nity members only make up around 10% of the popula-

tion, they are estimated to comprise 25 - 40% of 

homeless youth in Canada, for example (Abramovich, 

2017). Transgender people also face much higher 

rates of homelessness than cisgender people, those 

whose gender identity matches the sex they were as-

signed at birth (Toronto Aboriginal Support Services 

Council, 2014)1. They are twice as likely to experience 

severe poverty and homelessness, five times more 

likely to experience mental health issues, and five 

times more likely to attempt suicide (CMHC, 2022). 

Relevant and accessible supports are therefore ur-

gently needed to support trans people’s well-being 

and survival, especially in a context where their exist-

ence and safety is under attack. 

Despite the need for safe and supportive places, spac-

es, and services, transitional housing settings can be 

unsafe for transgender people. Transphobia is com-

mon and normalized throughout the housing sector 

(Abramovich, 2017). Transgender people are often 

harassed, discriminated against, or subjected to vio-

lence from clients and staff of transitional housing 

and emergency shelters on the basis of their gender 

identity (Shelton et al., 2018a). Supports that are orga-

nized according to a gender binary often exclude 

transgender people from forms, policies, and pro-

gramming (Shelton et al., 2018b), and shelters are 
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almost universally segregated by gender, which repre-

sents a structured barrier to the inclusion and safety 

of transgender people (Yu, 2010; Pyne, 2011). Many 

shelters in North American cities are also faith-based, 

which can mean they are hostile to transgender peo-

ple on the basis of religious doctrine (Yu, 2010; Pyne, 

2011). These safety issues often push transgender 

people into situations of heightened vulnerability like 

sleeping on the street, couch surfing, or staying with 

abusive family members or partners (Bardwell, 2015; 

Ecker, 2017; Sellers, 2018; Yu, 2010).  

In 2021, YWCA Brandon, a non-profit organization that 

provides transitional housing to people who experi-

ence gender-based violence and marginalization, rec-

ognized an urgent need for welcoming and safe tran-

sitional housing for transgender people in the West-

man region of Manitoba. YWCA Brandon is located in 

a mid-sized city of around 51,000 people, the second 

largest city in the province (Statistics Canada, 2022a; 

Statistics Canada, 2022b). Brandon is situated within 

the Westman region, which is characterized by rural 

and small-town landscapes. YWCA Brandon noticed 

that they had been receiving calls from transgender 

people who were asking about their transitional hous-

ing but did not seem to be accessing the shelter. Sus-

pecting that there was a disconnect between what 

was offered and what transgender people needed 

from them, they asked Matthew Paterson, an honours 

thesis student in Geography at Brandon University, 

supervised by Dr. Julie Chamberlain, to conduct a 

literature review on the topic. This literature review 

focused on good practices in transitional housing for 

transgender people, shelters and housing organiza-

tions that offered trans-specific programming in the 

province, and learning about good practices taking 

place in Manitoba and beyond.  

The recommendations that emerged from the litera-

ture review and from interviews with housing and so-

cial service providers included things like hiring staff 

that are representative of the full diversity of the com-

munities seeking housing; making training that is in-

formed by the lived experience of transgender com-

munity members mandatory at all levels of housing 

organizations; using visual indications that a housing 

provider intends to be safe and welcoming for 

transgender people, if that is in fact the case (i.e. 

stickers, posters); and developing and funding 

transgender-specific housing options. The full breadth 

of recommendations have been published in more 

detail elsewhere (Hammond et al., 2021; Paterson, 

2022).  

In this article, we focus on the context that the service 

providers laid out to describe and explain the need for 

change in transitional housing across Manitoba. We 

share their thoughts about the ways in which transi-

tional housing is frequently unwelcoming and unsafe 

for transgender people. This includes that organiza-

tions are often faith-based in Manitoba, linked to reli-

gious communities that have not been safe for 

transgender people or the broader 2SLGBTQ+ com-

munity. Structural and systemic issues, such as spac-

es divided along gender lines, and intake and referral 

processes that do not take the safety of transgender 

people into account, can be dangerous for trans peo-

ple to navigate. Leadership of shelters are under-

trained and under-educated on how to create safer 

and more accessible spaces for gender diverse peo-

ple. These insights are useful to housing providers, 

researchers, and transgender rights advocates, but 

also for the broader public to understand the barriers 

to well-being that trans people experience in Manito-

ba. The danger and inaccessibility of potentially life-

saving emergency and transitional housing is espe-

cially concerning against a backdrop of significant 

anti-trans rhetoric and politicization (Hunter, 2023; 

Vadeboncoeur, 2023). 

Methods 

This study was community-based: it arose from com-

munity rather than academic knowledge needs, and 

was guided by the board of YWCA Brandon as well as 

by a faculty supervisor, Dr. Julie Chamberlain. The 

initial connection was made by Dr. Candice Waddell-

Henowitch, who is a board member of YWCA and also 

a professor at the university. She guided the founda-

tions of this research as a representative of the board, 

and we met with the board early in the research pro-

cess before beginning data collection. The research 

questions were “What makes transgender people feel 

comfortable and safe in transitional housing set-

tings?” and “What are the best practices in serving 

this group?” Because the project was initiated to in-

form YWCA Brandon as well as contribute to scholarly 

and public knowledge on the topic, and because of 

the limited scale of an undergraduate thesis, the fo-

cus was on the perspectives of service providers on 

these questions. Further research is needed into the 

perspectives of unhoused and underhoused 

transgender people themselves, as this was beyond 

the scope of this study.  

This project was granted ethics approval from the 

Brandon University Research Ethics Committee. Par-

ticipants were provided the opportunity to remain 

anonymous via a pseudonym of their choice. Only one 

of the researchers knows which participants chose 

which pseudonyms. We did not seek the permission 

of employers before interviewing participants, and 

participants were given the opportunity to review and 

edit the interview transcripts from which identifying 

information, such as workplaces, was removed. We 

did this to afford participants significant control over 
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what they said and how, and to respect their words 

and thoughts while ensuring their anonymity in a con-

text with a small population in which people can be 

easily identified if their workplace is named. Data re-

lated to interviews and participant information were 

stored on a locked computer. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted between 

July and September 2021. Interview guides were em-

ployed, and questions were added and removed de-

pending on the context of each interview (See Supple-

mentary Information). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

interviews were held over Zoom, which enabled inter-

views with people who were located beyond the re-

gion of Westman. Nine service providers were inter-

viewed, including service providers who worked in 

senior positions at shelter organizations (e.g., execu-

tive director, shelter manager) and those who worked 

with transgender people in other settings like trans 

advocacy groups and 2SLGBTQ+ resource centres. 

Housing service providers were included in the sam-

ple because of their knowledge of policy, program-

ming, and procedures at housing organizations. Trans 

service providers were included in the sample to gain 

insights from beyond the housing-specific sector that 

might be applicable to the sector. Throughout this 

paper we refer to HSPs and TSPs to indicate the or-

ganizational affiliation of participants without identify-

ing their specific workplace and compromising their 

anonymity.  

To recruit participants for this study the first author, 

Matthew Paterson, completed an in-depth environ-

mental scan to identify organizations, programs, and 

projects that existed locally, provincially, and national-

ly. We reached out to over 30 organizations across 

Manitoba, with the assumption that organizations 

within the province could have insights that would be 

relevant for Westman. People from nine organizations 

responded and agreed to participate in this study. 

Participants shared what they thought would be rele-

vant and interesting to people in Westman.  

Though it was not a criterion for participation, almost 

half of the participants identified as either 

transgender, gender non-binary, queer, or a member of 

the 2SLGBTQ+ community. We believe this reflects 

the relatively common practice of 2SLGBTQ+ organi-

zations hiring 2SLGBTQ+ people, and that 2SLGBTQ+ 

housing providers might have been more inclined to 

find the research of interest. Participants were all 

Manitoba residents and were located throughout the 

province. Interviews were transcribed using an AI-

based software and then cleaned by the interviewer. 

Interview transcripts were printed and coded themati-

cally, manually looking for themes, outliers, and unex-

pected insights.  

Table 1: Interview Participants 

Housing Service 
Providers (n=5) 

Roles within organization: Director (3), Supervisor (1), Frontline (1) 

How often they report encountering transgender service users: 
Never (2), sometimes (2), often (0), all the time (1) 

Self-rating of knowledge of issues facing transgender people: 
No knowledge (0), somewhat knowledgeable (1), knowledgeable (2), very knowledgea-
ble (1) 

Do they have coworkers who identify as part of the 2SLGBTQ+ community: Yes (1), No 
(4) 

Organization provides specialized training on issues facing transgender people: Yes (2), 
Informally (2), No (1) 

Trans Service Pro-
viders (n=4) 

Roles within organization: Director (1), Program Manager (1), Educator (2) 

How often they report encountering transgender service users: 
Never (0), sometimes (0), often (0), all the time (4) 

Self-rating of knowledge of issues facing transgender people: 
No knowledge (0), somewhat knowledgeable (0), knowledgeable (0), very knowledgea-
ble (4) 

Do they have coworkers who identify as part of the 2SLGBTQ+ community: Yes (4), No 
(0) 

Organization provides specialized training on issues facing transgender people: Yes (3), 
No (1) 
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Results 

While we set out to learn what service providers con-

sider to be good practices in transitional housing for 

transgender people, we learned at the same time 

about some of the specific ways that transitional 

housing currently fails to meet the needs of 

transgender people in Manitoba. Participants reported 

that transgender people perceive transitional housing 

organizations and shelters as unsafe and uncomforta-

ble for them to access. There are overarching chal-

lenges, such as a lack of gender-affirming services in 

general in Westman, which is an under-funded and 

largely rural context where transgender people expect 

to encounter discrimination. Providers of emergency 

and transitional housing tend to be faith-based organi-

zations in Westman, tied to religious communities 

that have not historically been safe places for 

transgender people. There are also structural issues 

within transitional housing, including physical gender 

segregation and intake and referral procedures that 

can be dangerous for transgender people to navigate. 

Lastly, we heard that leadership of shelters are often 

under-trained and under-educated on how to create 

safer and more accessible spaces for gender diverse 

people.  

Supports are scarce in a rural context 

Study participants argued that access to safe and 

welcoming transitional housing for transgender peo-

ple is limited by the overall context in Westman. There 

are not enough resources geared towards 

transgender and 2SLGBTQ+ people in rural Manitoba 

overall. While Brandon meets the provincial classifica-

tion of a city with its population of over 50,000, it is 

what geographers have called a “city with rural char-

acter” (Coen et al., 2013, pg. 96). We heard that 

transgender people often look for support outside of 

rural Manitoba because they fear discrimination in 

communities with conservative religious populations, 

and because the few explicitly gender-affirming ser-

vices are concentrated in Winnipeg, the province’s 

urban centre. Charlie, a service provider who works in 

Winnipeg, meets people who make their way to the 

city as a result. Charlie said for example, “I hear a lot 

that like when you leave the city, there's just no sup-

portive queer culture or queer visibility in general … 

when you leave Winnipeg and even going into smaller 

cities like Brandon … how much more difficult it is to 

find lifesaving supports” (Charlie, TSP, interview, 

2021).  

While rural and small-town organizations may want to 

create lifesaving supports, we heard that securing 

funding is a major challenge. Existing grants for hous-

ing and social programs have not grown with the cost 

of living for 15+ years, so that funds have to be 

“stretched thinner and thinner over time” (Ang, HSP, 

Interview, 2021). In effect, this shrinks resources for 

existing programs and limits the possibilities to create 

new programs that respond to the needs of gender 

diverse community members, as well as to other 

needs that might emerge.  

Participants also shared that the often conservative 

views of surrounding communities mean that shelters 

in rural areas of the province are perceived as un-

friendly or unsafe for transgender and 2SLGBTQ+ 

people. Some housing providers said in no uncertain 

terms that their rural context is “a scary place to come 

out,” a place where the inclusive principles of their 

organizations are at odds with the community’s more 

conservative values (Ang, HSP, interview, 2021). Ang 

works for a rural housing organization that is located 

in a part of the province that has a reputation for be-

ing religious and socially conservative (see Froese, 

2023). Ang’s organization relies very heavily on the 

support of the community where they are located be-

cause the public funds that come from the provincial 

government are limited. The organization sees itself 

as 2SLGBTQ+ inclusive and finds it challenging not to 

alienate the financial support of a socially conserva-

tive community. Ang said that transgender people in 

the area might assume that the organization is as 

conservative as the community and therefore not a 

safe place for them (Ang, HSP, interview, 2021). 

Opinions varied, however, about whether the city of 

Winnipeg is really less of a site of discomfort and 

discrimination than rural Manitoba, or if it is just per-

ceived as such. Levi, an HSP working for a self-

described inclusive organization, argued that the dif-

ferences lie in how explicit or veiled anti-trans discrim-

ination might be in rural versus urban areas. Discrimi-

nation can make things hard in the city as well. 

In Brandon, discrimination was so much 

more visible and accepted. In Winnipeg, 

there's this façade, that discrimination isn't 
tolerated, but if you're an Indigenous trans 

person … you already have several strikes 

against you when you're accessing a service, 

when you're trying to find a house but be-
cause people are not honest or forthcoming 

about their discrimination it's much more 

challenging to trans persons (Levi, TSP, Inter-
view, 2021) 

While underscoring that transgender people are expe-

riencing discrimination in urban centres as well as 

small town and rural settings, Levi also highlighted 

that the intersecting identities of transgender people 

differ, and so do their experiences, especially for 

those who are Indigenous in the settler colonial con-

text of Manitoba and Canada more broadly. 
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Faith-based organizations can be inaccessible  

Overlapping with the perceptions and realities of con-

servatism in rural and small-town Manitoba is the fact 

that many shelters in the province have religious foun-

dations and are tied to faith-based organizations, 

which is consistent with the situation in many other 

places as well (Yu, 2010). Transgender people may 

feel excluded on the basis of religion affiliation as a 

result. Speaking of a Christian organization in Winni-

peg’s downtown, for example, Charlie said “I get 

asked all the time … like ‘I'm not a Christian person, 

can I go to Siloam Mission?’” 

Shelters and transitional housing run by faith-based 

organizations can also be perceived as hostile to 

transgender and 2SLGBTQ+ people. We heard particu-

larly from the participants who are themselves 

transgender, or who work in 2SLGBTQ+ community 

organizations, that transgender people have often had 

past, negative experiences with Christianity that influ-

ence how they perceive faith-based housing overall. 

They have also felt judged or dehumanized by people 

working in faith-based shelters. This in turn means 

that transgender people have reservations about stay-

ing at shelters that are explicitly religious, even if the 

organization is making an effort to be more inclusive 

than in the past or in comparison to other organiza-

tions. The environmental scan Matthew Paterson con-

ducted prior to interviewing revealed for example that 

a faith-based shelter in Winnipeg had recently tried to 

open a section devoted to housing members of the 

2SLGBTQ+ community. One interview participant 

brought this development up to illustrate how faith-

based shelters had failed the transgender community 

to date: the organization had not consulted the com-

munity ahead of time and did not build trusting rela-

tionships that would make the shelter accessible. 

Instead, there were major barriers, and the idea 

“fluttered out,” in one participant’s words (Hank, HSP, 

Interview, 2021).  

Faith-based organizations need to account for “the 

impact of the historical harm they’ve done,” according 

to Housing provider Hank, who identified as a 

transgender person who works with unhoused individ-

uals (interview, 2021).  

Just because [the organization mentioned 

above] were trying to do things differently, 
they didn't really comprehend why people 

weren't trusting them immediately. Because, 

they've done bad things to people for dec-

ades and so just doing something for one 
day in a better way doesn't actually mean 

that people are going to be like super com-

fortable identifying themselves as queer to 
you. (Hank, HSP, Interview, 2021) 

From Hank’s perspective, meaningful consultation 

with 2SLGBTQ+ community members and organiza-

tions would have informed the faith-based shelter that 

they had work to do ahead of time. 

Intake procedures are often risky 

We also heard from participants that common intake 

procedures dissuade transgender people from ac-

cessing shelters and transitional housing. The forms 

and processes that are used to gather personal infor-

mation when people arrive at housing organizations 

were characterized as flawed, unnecessary, and 

sometimes dangerous. They include prodding ques-

tions about gender and sexual orientation and can 

“out” a person as transgender. Prodding processes 

include requiring proof of identity, which can include 

gender information or names that do not align with 

how a person identifies or expresses themselves. But 

without identification, people can be denied access to 

the housing they need. 

Being called your legal name can be danger-

ous or outing … Like, "do I put my actual 

name that I want to be called [on the form], 
so that people are ‘surprised’ at the face that 

they meet later? Or do I put my legal name so 

that I'm more likely to access services, be-

cause it's closer to whatever is going to be 
[on] my I.D.? (Charlie, TSP, Interview, 2021) 

Transgender people may or may not want to be out in 

a shelter or transitional housing setting, or to talk 

about the gender they were assigned at birth, but peo-

ple are not usually given a choice of whether and how 

to share information about themselves. As intake is 

the first contact a person may have with an organiza-

tion, experiences that do not affirm and respect their 

gender identity and expression – and that are then 

immediately negative experiences – can lead 

transgender people to avoid shelters and transitional 

housing altogether.  

Participants who worked in 2SLGBTQ+ serving organi-

zations underscored that “having to come out at every 

single step of the way, several times a day, is a horri-

fying experience” (Levi, TSP, interview, 2021). 

Transgender people are often forced to explain them-

selves and their identities to family, friends, and even 

strangers in their day-to-day lives. This is draining and 

frustrating, but also fraught and dangerous given the 

current reality of widespread transphobia. We heard 

that when organizations require, in effect, that people 

either attempt to “pass” as cisgender or come out as 

transgender in order to access housing, it exposes 

transgender people to a threat of discrimination, har-

assment, and violence from staff and others access-

ing shelter.  
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Critically, participants characterized intrusive and 

outing intake procedures and forms as fundamentally 

unnecessary and changeable. Charlie gave examples 

of questions that could gather information that hous-

ing organizations need in a respectful and affirming 

way. Some of these questions included: “How do you 

want to be addressed when I'm talking about you? 

How do you want me to describe your gender, if it's 

necessary for me to do so? Where is the best place 

for you to be housed?” (Charlie, TSP, interview, 2021). 

Asking questions like these would afford transgender 

people some agency and control, and also would en-

sure that staff know people’s wishes when they are 

referred to in the third person, for example when there 

is an exchange of information or referral to a third 

party such as a medical provider. The times and pro-

cesses in which personal information is gathered and 

transferred can create risk of harm to transgender 

people.  

Leaders need training to create safe and welcoming 

places  

One of the reasons that procedures in shelters and 

transitional housing can be so challenging for 

transgender people is that the leadership is under-

trained on pertinent issues. Participants noted that 

shelter staff in general are undertrained, but that any 

available training on 2SLGBTQ+ issues also tend to be 

directed to front-facing staff and not to the leader-

ship. Yet participants argued that leaders in positions 

of management and power set the tone for the organi-

zation and need to be well-informed because they can 

influence all aspects of housing organizations. Being 

informed means learning about the barriers that 

transgender people face, about policy and practice 

solutions to address those barriers, and about creat-

ing physical spaces that are safer for transgender 

people.2  

Some participants reported that transphobic and anti-

trans practices were clearly rooted at the top of their 

organizations. Notably, one organization was a nomi-

nally 2SLGBTQ+ positive organization, but even those 

organizations marketed as “trans-friendly” can be 

sites of discrimination against transgender people. 

One participant who preferred to be anonymous 

shared the following, for example:  

Our executive director is actively transphobic 
and has made transphobic comments to me 

in particular. The executive director would 

make comments, messed up my pronouns 

the entire time, and made a comment that 
because of my appearance and my name, it 

just was hard for her to get used to my pro-

nouns, which is like obviously harmful. It's 
like, okay, that's not an acceptable excuse for 

messing up somebody's pronouns and then 

not apologizing for it. It is things like that 

where even the places where you think that 
you will be the most safe to work and inter-

act still often have people who are not safe 

to work and interact with (Anonymous Partic-
ipant). 

This participant underscores the significance of 

whether and how organizational leaders demonstrate 

basic respect for transgender people, whether they 

are housing-seekers or staff members. As another 

participant, Charlie, told us, cisgender people some-

times mistake using correct gender pronouns for a 

small issue, when in fact pronouns are a significant 

way in which people can demonstrate that they value 

and care for transgender and non-binary people. Con-

versely, a lack of effort on gendering and naming peo-

ple according to their wishes communicates to 

transgender people that they are not welcome, cared 

for, or safe. Participants argued that shelter leader-

ship need to model good practices as the people who 

have the most individual power, ability to effect posi-

tive change, and ability to direct programming. To do 

that they need to be well-informed and trained.  

Participants stressed that it is the responsibility of 

leaders and workers to create and maintain safe 

spaces for transgender people. It is not the primary 

responsibility of other people who need shelter and 

transitional housing. However, blame for transphobia 

is often laid at the feet of cisgender housing service 

users, which participants argued is neither accurate 

nor fair. Hank, a housing service provider who is 

transgender, said “when I came out and started transi-

tioning and stuff, people would often think that street-

involved folks would be like less open minded. I would 

hear that from non-street involved folks. But I find that 

the street community folks actually are more likely to 

know a trans person than someone who lives in the 

suburbs” (Hank, HSP, interview, 2021). People held 

the misconception that unhoused people would be 

closed-minded about gender identity, when this partic-

ipant found that because transgender people are at a 

higher risk of becoming homeless, other unhoused 

people are more likely to have met and interacted with 

transgender people than people who have led more 

privileged lives. Charlie also argued that while every-

one in housing organizations needs to be educated on 

safety and access for transgender people, leaders 

especially need to walk the talk. 

Often the organizations will scapegoat cli-

ents or the front-line workers. I mean, I've 

just literally sat down at the executive table 

at [a local organization] and have them all 
like, look me in the eye and be like, "you're 

the first tran I've ever met" with tears stream-

ing down their faces about how hard my life 
is. But like, I haven't seen them make any 
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changes in their organization (Charlie, TSP, 

Interview, 2021) 

Charlie points to the gap between leaders stating an 

interest in the lives of transgender people and actually 

doing something about it. In the absence of substan-

tial, trans-friendly changes, housing organizations 

remain uncomfortable and unsafe for transgender 

workers and service users. The changes needed lie 

not only in speech and interpersonal practice, but also 

in how transitional housing and shelters are organized 

and structured.  

Gender segregation creates discomfort and danger 

Currently, shelters in Manitoba (as in many other loca-

tions) are almost universally segregated by gender: 

there are shared shelters which are divided into ‘male’ 

and ‘female’ sections, or there are shelters with gen-

der-specific mandates (e.g., women’s shelters and 

gender-based violence shelters). We heard from par-

ticipants that this creates a fundamental barrier to 

safety for transgender people, which is also reflected 

in literature from other contexts (Dénommé-Welch et 

al., n.d; Pyne, 2011). Gender segregation is generally 

justified on the basis of safety for cisgender women. 

Transgender and non-binary people are not included 

in this model of ‘safety,’ and can in fact be perceived 

as threats as a result. Neither transgender women nor 

transgender men may be welcomed into shared living 

spaces with cisgender women, for example. While 

participants emphasized that everyone deserves to 

feel safe, they emphasized that binary gender segre-

gation is not an inclusive approach. We heard from 

Bre, a non-binary Trans Service Provider, for example 

that: 

If you're worried about people being sexually 

assaulted in the shelter bedrooms, then 

that's not a trans person issue. That's like 
just a basic safety issue, because if there 

isn't safety in the first place, a trans person 

isn't going to make it any less safe. So, it 
really becomes this idea of safety versus 

inclusivity, because of course, there are peo-

ple who have that history of violence with 
masculine folks, and [the presence of people 

perceived as masculine] is potentially trigger-

ing. That sense of safety is so important, but 

[so is] acknowledging people's identities and 
respecting that (Bre, TSP, Interview, 2021) 

In this context, transgender people are not often given 

the opportunity to decide for themselves where they 

would be most comfortable in a gender segregated 

space, which echoes reports from other contexts as 

well (Ecker, 2017; Sharpe, 2019). Participants sug-

gested that allowing transgender people to stay where 

they feel safest can dramatically raise their sense of 

comfort and safety. Instead, shelter and transitional 

housing staff typically decide where they think people 

‘should’ be housed. Charlie spoke about the problem 

this presents both from their position as an 

2SLGBTQ+ advocate and as a transgender person 

themselves.  

You can't just look at my face and decide 
where I'm going to be safe in a shelter. I hon-

estly don't even know where the fuck I would 

be safe in a shelter. I think that people who 
are women would not want to sleep in a bed 

next to me in a shelter because I look like a 

guy, and I don't want to sleep in a shelter full 
of men because I'm not a guy and I have 

trauma (Charlie, TSP, Interview, 2021). 

One of the conclusions that participants came to is 

that transgender-specific housing options are urgently 

needed in Manitoba. As Bre put it, “if there were queer 

specific shelters where trans and non-binary folks felt 

safe to access … absolutely that that would function a 

lot better. But society hasn't really reached the point in 

which they're prioritizing queer folks” (interview, TSP, 

2021). In the meantime, we heard that transgender 

people should have as much control and choice as 

possible in where they sleep and how they are treated.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

As this research emerged from a partnership with a 

community organization that already suspected their 

transitional housing was not safe and comfortable for 

transgender people, we did not set out to specifically 

ask what the current problems are, but rather what 

housing providers and providers of transgender-

specific programs and services perceived as better 

practice. It came through clearly in interviews, howev-

er, just how shelters and transitional housing in Mani-

toba, and specifically in Westman, are currently failing 

to meet the needs of transgender people. We have 

outlined here how a rural context and the predomi-

nance of faith-based shelters impacts perception and 

accessibility of housing, and how intake processes 

and forms discourage transgender people from ac-

cessing transitional housing. Near universal gender 

segregation in existing transitional housing structures 

spaces in an unwelcoming and unsafe way, while 

leaders of housing organizations need education and 

training to lead the way on making change.  

The results we present echo findings in other geo-

graphical contexts, providing some local evidence and 

voices to inform local practice. For example, there is 

evidence from other locations that form filling and 

intake, and the religious affiliation of an organization 

can present such barriers that transgender people 

avoid even trying to access social service and hous-

ing organizations (Shelton, 2018b; Yu, 2010). Like-
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wise, there is literature from other contexts demon-

strating that housing organizations are undertrained 

and also under-serving transgender people (Ecker et 

al., 2019). 

Our findings illustrate that perception is an important 

key to accessibility and comfort. According to the 

service providers we interviewed, transgender people 

need to perceive and to experience that they are wel-

come and will be cared for to find safety in transition-

al housing. This is an important insight for community 

organizations that want to improve their relevance 

and accessibility for transgender people. Organiza-

tions should expect that they need to transform their 

structures and practices and effectively demonstrate 

and communicate about the transformation.   

The theme of choice and lack thereof also stands out 

in our findings as a key aspect of safe and comforta-

ble transitional housing for transgender people. In 

structures organized along a gender binary, and in 

intake and referral processes that can exacerbate 

vulnerability and create risk, service providers flagged 

that self-determination and control over the questions 

and answers currently present a major problem for 

transgender people. They also emphasized that there 

are simple ways of correcting these patterns, by ask-

ing transgender people what they want, need, and 

prefer. 

More research is needed into the experiences of 

transgender people with transitional housing and shel-

ters to further support positive change in accessibility 

and safety. As an undergraduate study that set out to 

meet the knowledge needs of YWCA Brandon, this 

study did not directly seek out to fill that gap in re-

search, but rather to foreground the knowledge and 

expertise of local professionals. Expanding safe hous-

ing options for transgender people requires that exist-

ing organizations understand why transgender people 

might feel unsafe accessing their organizations today, 

and what can be done to improve the situation. The 

latter is the focus of another publication from this 

study (Paterson, 2022). This paper contributes to 

knowledge in Westman, Manitoba and beyond to in-

form critical thinking and planning to improve the 

safety and well-being of transgender people at a time 

when demonstrations of respect and care are urgently 

needed.  

Acknowledgements 

Many thanks to our collaborators on this project: Dr. 

Candice Waddell-Henowitch at Brandon University 

and the board of YWCA Brandon. This project re-

ceived financial support from the Social Science and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada through the 

Manitoba Research Alliance Grant, Community-Driven 

Solutions to Poverty: Challenges and Possibilities.  

 

 

 

  

 

 



 

PUBLISHED: September 2024 

SPECTRUM | INTERDICIPLINARY UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH  

doi: 10.29173/spectrum230 

Notes 
1Transgender is an umbrella term used to refer to people whose gender identity differs from the sex that they 
were assigned at birth. Identities that fall under this umbrella include those who identify as transgender, 
transexual, queer, non-binary, transitioned, Two-Spirit, gender non-conforming, agender, and others (Rainbow 
Resource Centre, 2021). 
 
2For recommendations for organization leaders, see Paterson, 2022.  
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