Housing First FAQ
1What is a housing first approach?


2Targeting: Is a housing first approach appropriate for all people experiencing homelessness?


2Housing Assistance: What kind of housing assistance is recommended and how can you help families find housing when there is NO affordable housing?


3Case Management: What is the focus of case management work and why should homeless assistance dollars pay for services to families and individuals who are no longer homeless?


3Role of transitional housing: Doesn't the housing first approach underplay the value of transitional housing to accommodate the shortage of affordable housing and help families achieve real self-sufficiency?


4Permanent supportive housing: Many homeless families appear to need on-going support, so shouldn't we just develop more permanent supportive housing programs for families?


4Questions: What do we need to consider when developing a housing first program?



What is a housing first approach?

A housing first approach rests on two central premises:

· Re-housing should be the central goal of our work with people experiencing homelessness, and

· By providing housing assistance and follow-up case management services after a family or individual is housed, we can significantly reduce the time people spend in homelessness.

A housing first approach consists of three components:

· Crisis intervention, emergency services, screening and needs assessment:
Individuals and families who have become homeless have immediate, crisis needs that need to be accommodated, including the provision of emergency shelter. There should be an early screening of the challenges and resources that will affect a re-housing plan.

· Permanent housing services: The provision of services to help families' access and sustain housing includes working with the client to identify affordable units, access housing subsidies, and negotiate leases. Clients may require assistance to overcome barriers, such as poor tenant history, credit history and discrimination based on ethnicity, gender, family make-up and income source. Providers may need to develop a roster of landlords willing to work with the program and engage in strategies to reduce disincentives to participate.

· Case management services: The provision of case management occurs (1) to ensure individuals and families have a source of income through employment and/or public benefits, and to identify service needs before the move into permanent housing; and (2) to work with families after the move into permanent housing to help solve problems that may arise that threaten the clients' tenancy including difficulties sustaining housing or interacting with the landlord and to connect families with community-based services to meet long term support/service needs.

Targeting: Is a housing first approach appropriate for all people experiencing homelessness?

A housing first approach that emphasizes a rapid return to permanent, independent housing is not believed to be appropriate for all people experiencing homelessness. Some may require longer stays in transitional housing before re-entering housing to cope with other issues such as domestic violence or substance abuse addiction. There is a small population of chronically homeless people who will require permanent supportive housing to exit homelessness. Finally, many individuals and families have the capacity to exit homelessness rapidly without any additional forms of assistance.

Families with significant barriers to becoming re-housed have been the initial target population for housing first services. Housing first programs have attempted to target those individuals and families who are most likely to remain in the homeless service system longer without such assistance. Such targeting efforts have resulted in greater emphasis on upfront housing assessments to determine the permanent housing strategy that best meets the individual or family's needs.

Housing Assistance: What kind of housing assistance is recommended and how can you help families find housing when there is NO affordable housing?

Housing assistance typically involves helping the individual/family identify appropriate housing options, negotiate with landlords, and intervening when problems develop following a housing placement that threatens the client's tenancy. Housing assistance may also include providing financial assistance for security deposits, rent guarantees and housing applications.

Developing housing resources has become a necessary component of implementing a housing first approach -- this may involve marketing the program to landlords to develop a base willing to work with the housing first program. Developing housing resources might also include working closely with the local public housing authority to maximize the community's housing resources for clients.

The increasing difficulty in locating affordable housing accessible to very low-income individuals and families does present a significant challenge for housing first providers. It is even more challenging for the many individuals/families who exit homelessness without access to housing first services. There is a need to continue to develop and refine strategies to locate and develop more housing opportunities in the community and through the use and expansion of publicly funded housing resources. Housing first innovators have found that landlords are often motivated to lease an apartment to a homeless individual or family when they know that there is a support system to provide assistance -- or to call if a problem arises.

Case Management: What is the focus of case management work and why should homeless assistance dollars pay for services to families and individuals who are no longer homeless?

Housing first approaches shifts the paradigm of service provision to homeless people. In the prevailing model, individuals and families often remain eligible for case management services and supports only as long as they continue to be homeless. The goal of such case management services is to stabilize the individual or family so they can enter housing.

Housing first models attempt to significantly reduce the length of time people are homeless. Follow-up case management services are required to help the individual or family stabilize after they are housed. Reducing the length of time families are homeless presents great cost-savings to homeless programs, the cost of the follow-up case management a fraction of that required to meet the comprehensive needs of the family who remain homeless for a longer period of time.

Individuals and families will require some immediate short-term case management while still in emergency shelters to resolve immediate, pending crises. The initial case management services that begins in the emergency shelter often focuses on addressing the barriers that prevent the individual/family from re-entering housing. Utilizing a housing first approach, however, means not predicating provision of housing on completing case management services.

Follow-up case management services should be provided to the individual or family for at least six months to one year and may vary in intensity depending on the need of the family. Case management is expected to be transitional, therefore, linking individuals and families with on-going need for supports to community-based services is a focus of case management services.

Role of transitional housing: Doesn't the housing first approach underplay the value of transitional housing to accommodate the shortage of affordable housing and help families achieve real self-sufficiency?

The Alliance believes there is a role for transitional housing for individuals and families experiencing homelessness. The Alliance strongly believes transitional housing funded out of the homeless assistance funds should be used purposefully -- to achieve an end to homelessness. The Alliance is concerned, however, that transitional housing has become a "waiting area" for too many individuals/families whose only real re-housing need is an assurance of affordability. The consequence is that those individuals/families who might benefit from the supports a transitional housing program may provide -- for example, a family fleeing an abusive relationship or an individual working on his/her sobriety -- are diverted from the help they need because of the backlog of people seeking assistance. By providing the housing first assistance to help those who can move rapidly out of homelessness, transitional housing can be utilized to serve those who would derive the greatest benefits from it.

Permanent supportive housing: Many homeless families appear to need on-going support, so shouldn't we just develop more permanent supportive housing programs for families?

While housing with supports attached may benefit a broad spectrum of individuals and families, the Alliance recognizes that sufficient funding is unlikely within the existing federal housing budget and absolutely impossible out of the limited homeless assistance dollars. Instead, the Alliance supports targeting the limited permanent supportive housing dollars to those experiencing chronic homelessness, and who without such assistance, would never escape homelessness.

It is true that many of the individuals and families who have experienced homelessness might benefit from on-going supports -- and the goal of the transitional case management work following a housing placement is to put those supports in place. Studies and experience demonstrate that even those with multiple challenges can live independently in the community when they have access to supportive services delivered by mainstream programs. Utilizing limited permanent supportive housing dollars to provide supports for those who could live independently comes at too high a price -- leaving that some of our most vulnerable citizens on the streets.

Questions: What do we need to consider when developing a housing first program?

Each community will need to assess its existing resources. A housing first approach can be adopted by one agency or it can be accomplished through the collaboration of agencies each providing specialized services. The questions that need to be evaluated in each community are:

· Which individuals/families experiencing homelessness should be targeted for housing first services?

· Who will be responsible for the referral and assessment of individuals/families?

· Who can provide individuals/families with housing assistance, including:

· Help overcoming barriers to accessing affordable housing including addressing poor credit, eviction histories, lack of move-in funds

· Locating subsidized or affordable units in the community,

· Developing greater affordable housing resources by working with landlords, public housing authorities, etc.

· Serving as a resource to landlords following a housing placement for problems/issues that may develop.

· Who will provide the case management services to the individual/family, including:

· Time-limited case management immediately after the move,

· Linking individual/family with needed supports in the community,

· Helping to resolve crises that may evolve following a housing placement.

· What funding resources are available?

· What outcome data elements should be captured?
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