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THE SPACE BETWEEN 
SAFETY AND AUTONOMY 
Supporting safer choices, dignity and 
inclusion through harm reduction

Jennifer Altosaar, Manager

Lesley Barreira, Behaviour Analyst

Tesha Slack, Research Assistant

Session Objectives

1. Describe the rationale and process for developing a harm reduction 

program specifically for those with IDD, including key findings from 

our needs assessment and focus groups.

2. Explain the co-design process used to create the program’s service 

model, including how individuals with lived experience and IDD were 

meaningfully involved, including ensuring culturally affirming support.

3. Discuss how we need to shift the structure and mindset of the 

developmental services sector to better support those with 

problematic substance use.

Land Acknowledgements
Surrey Place, Toronto

Surrey Place is committed to Reconciliation with 

Indigenous People and in the spirit of greater inclusion and 

continued allyship and respect and care for the First 

People of this land, we begin by offering the territorial 

land acknowledgement.

Surrey Place acknowledges that Toronto is located on the 

traditional territory of many diverse nations. Toronto was 

originally home to the Haudenosaunee (pronounced hood-

en-oh-show-knee), the Wendat and most recently 

the Mississaugas of the Credit. Toronto is covered by 

Treaty 13, signed with the Mississaugas of the Credit and 

Chippewa bands. We also acknowledge that Toronto is 

home to many diverse First Nations, Métis and Inuit 

today.

City of Kenora

In the spirit of reconciliation, Surrey Place recognizes that 

we are working within the City of Kenora who are on the 

traditional territory of the Anishinaabe and Metis of 

Treaty 3. The City of Kenora was originally the land base 

of one collective First Nation community, which was 

separated into three communities now known as 

Wauzhushk Onigum, Niisaachewan, and Washagamis Bay 

First Nations. The City of Kenora now sustains many 

others, all of whom have been welcomed to peacefully 

share and care for these ancestral lands and waters. 

To support stewardship of the land, the City of 

Kenora recognizes the importance of a strong relationship 

with Treaty 3 partners and acknowledges that their 

economy greatly benefits from the Anishinaabe and Metis 

that live in and around the city. 
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SAFER STEPS, MY WAY:

COMMUNITY OUTREACH FOR 
DRUG AND ALCOHOL USE
An introduction and overview of our harm reduction program at Surrey Place

The Safer Steps Program
 Four-year project funded by Health Canada’s Substance Use and Addictions Program 

(SUAP)

 Two clinical teams (Toronto and Kenora/Rainy River) providing in-person/virtual 

support to adults with IDD who use drugs and/or alcohol

 Wraparound model of clinical support, built upon the principles of THE SHIFT

 Co-designed in partnership with people with living and lived experience (PWLLE) 

 Advisory Committee and community engagement to strengthen collaboration and 

sector capacity

The Safer Steps Program
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From Need to Needs Assessment

SUAP 
application 

began

October 
2023

SUAP 
application 

received

Budget 
opened and 

administrative 
work started

Needs 
assessment / 

research 
started

Began hiring 
team members

April 
2025

January 
2025

Winter 
2024

June 
2024

Needs Assessment: Methods

1. Literature and document review

2. Interviews:

a. Partners and collaborators (n= 51)

b. PWLLE (n= 15)

3. Focus Groups:

a. Partners and collaborators (n= 13, 16)

b. PWLLE (n= 18)

4. Community consultations and site visits

Needs Assessment: Findings
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From Needs Assessment to Model 
of Service

Building 
cultural 

competency

Employing 
people with 
living and 

lived 
experience

Creating an 
Advisory 

Committee

Developing 
community 
networks

Drafting 
referral 
pathway 

and model 
of service

“…a shift is needed…”

Behaviour Analysis in Harm Reduction

 A  familiar story

 A quick comparison in approaches

 The path we will walk

 An invitation to reflect
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Danny

Age: 39

Dx: Schizophrenia & IDD

Housing: SIL apartment

Interest: Music, food, outdoors

Strengths: Caring, trusting, spontaneous

!! SAFETY - LIABILITY - SUBSTANCE USE – EVICTION !!

What Do You See and Hear?

DannyI have had enough.

I had to do it; the 
stress was getting 
too much for me.

You don’t care 
about me.

There are too 
many rules here. 

What Do You See and Hear?

If you really 
wanted to 

change, you 
would.

I can’t help you 
if you don’t 
help yourself.

Here we go 
again.

You are your 
own worst 

enemy.

Staff
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Comparing Common Approaches

 A substance relapse 

prevention group:

 A traditional behaviour therapy 

assessment:

What are the triggers you 
need to avoid another 

relapse?

What are the top 1-3 
challenging behaviours? 
…how much, how bad, 

how often?

Typical initial question in…

The challenge is not how to 

eliminate behaviour, but rather 

how to build repertoires and 

prepare for managing inevitable 

setbacks. 

Rescue and Protect

Back to Danny How was your 
night?

Hey, I found some 
samples that I’d 
love to show you.
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Herein Lies a Problem

Staying on the path we know…

 ABA in ‘substance use disorders’ – evidence 

base is almost exclusively about abstinence 

or entry to treatment.

 There are traps…

The Problem with Solving Behaviour 
Problems

A few traps… 

Behaviour as 

“maladaptive” 

… relapse as a “failure” 

3

Typecasting someone 

as a “collection of 

problems to be solved”

1 2

Playing into the 

pathological view of 

behaviour

Making Sense of “Problem Behaviour”
Criminal – the podcast, episode 243

https://thisiscriminal.com/episode-243-the-liverpool-exchange-11-10-2023

https://www.bacb.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Behavioral-Treatment-of-Substance-Use-Disorders-Fact-Sheet_230328-a.pdf
https://www.bacb.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Behavioral-Treatment-of-Substance-Use-Disorders-Fact-Sheet_230328-a.pdf
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The Path We Will Walk 

Assuming we were successful in 
our work together, what would 

the outcome be for you?

The initial question…

What are the top 1-3 
challenging behaviours? 
…how much, how bad, 

how often?

What are the triggers 
you need to avoid 
another relapse?

What needs to be established, 
the absence of which is the 

problem.
-Israel Goldiamond

An invitation to reflect…
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Connect with Us

 Two ways to refer to our program 

(note: referrals begin in January 2026):

1. Call Developmental Services Ontario 

(DSO) Northern Region or Toronto 

Region at: 1-855-DS-ADULT

2. Email: safersteps@surreyplace.ca

Referrals: Feedback survey: 

mailto:safersteps@surreyplace.ca
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