
R E S E A R C H  I N  P R O G R E S S

B ac kg r o u n d:
Homelessness is a growing problem in Canada. Homeless people suffer from high 
rates of illness. Despite their higher need for health care, little is known about 
their health care use, the barriers to obtaining care, or the effectiveness of specific 
models of primary care for homeless people.

About 32-54% of homeless people report that they have received care in an 
emergency department in the last year, which is more than three times the rate 
of use in the general population. It is plausible that if homeless patients were 
provided with better access to primary care services, they would be less likely to 
seek care in emergency departments, however, this hypothesis remains unproven. 
This question has important implications for the organization and philosophy of 
health care delivery for the homeless.

S t u dy G oa l s:

To identify predictors of health care utilization among homeless single men, •	
single women, and families (e.g. duration of homelessness, self-identified 
ethnic background, type of health condition).

To compare health care utilization among homeless people to that of the •	
general population.

To identify factors associated with self-reported inability to obtain needed •	
health care (e.g. not knowing where to go, unwelcoming environment for 
homeless patients, small number of available health care providers).

To determine whether the use of ambulatory care services by homeless •	
people will reduce the likelihood of emergency department utilization.

M e th  o d s:
This study recruited 1,200 homeless people at shelters and meal programs in 
Toronto. All participants conducted face-to-face interviews.

F OR   M ORE    I N F OR  M AT I ON :
Contact Dr. Stephen Hwang at:  Phone: 416-864-5991 

E-mail: HwangS@smh.ca

C E N T R E  F O R  R E S E A R C H  O N  I N N E R  C I T Y  H E A L T H

H ea  lt h  care     u t i l i z at ion    a m ong   
ho  m e l ess    peop    l e

O V E R V I E W :

This study will measure health 
care utilization in a sample of 
1,200 homeless people in Toronto. 
This will be the first accurate 
assessment of how much 
health care homeless people 
in Ontario use.

The evidence we produce will:

Provide the basis for •	
developing strategies to 
deliver better health care for 
homeless people
Help reduce the need for high-•	
cost hospitalization
Help determine whether the •	
provision of health insurance 
and primary care to homeless 
individuals decreases the 
likelihood of subsequent 
emergency department visits 
and hospitalizations 
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Our mission is to reduce health inequities through innovative research that supports social change.


