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SUBJECT

Today’s briefing will provide an update on Family Housing Connection, the coordinated entry and assessment component of the Family Homelessness Initiative. 

SUMMARY

Several years ago, to respond to new local and national research about homelessness, comply with the newly-adopted Federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act, and use existing resources more efficiently, King County began a system-wide realignment of its family homelessness system. The goal of the realignment was to create a more streamlined, accessible system that would do more to prevent families in crisis from becoming homeless, rapidly re-house those who actually experienced homelessness, and link families to the services needed to help them remain stably housed.

The realignment aims to change the focus of King County’s family homelessness system from “housing readiness” to “housing stability.” It includes five key components:

1. Coordinated entry and assessment to better match families with appropriately targeted services and resources, thus using scarce resources more efficiently. 

2. Prevention for families most at risk to attempt to keep families in their housing so they do not have to experience the destabilization of the shelter system.

3. Rapid re-housing by moving families to permanent housing as quickly as possible.

4. Support services focused on maximizing housing stability to help families find housing first and then address other needs once they are stably housed.

5. Increased collaborations with mainstream systems to avoid duplicating other programs (such as employment training, parenting support, etc.) within the homelessness system. 

This briefing will focus on the first component of the restructured family homelessness system, coordinated entry and assessment. 

Coordinated entry and assessment – called Family Housing Connection – began in April 2012 and is operated by Catholic Community Services of Western Washington. It served more than 2,000 families during its first six months by providing a single point of entry into the system, saving families from making dozens of calls to individual programs. It has also collected comprehensive information that is linked to Safe Harbors and will be used to guide policy decisions.


BACKGROUND

Family Homelessness Initiative. In January 2009 on the night of the One Night Count, the population of homeless families in King County was:[footnoteRef:1] [1:  January 2009 One Night Count] 


· 1,018 families (3,319 people) in shelter or transitional housing; 
· 390 families (985 people) turned away from shelter the night of the One Night Count; and 
· 730 families on waiting lists for family housing programs.

To attempt to address the problem of family homelessness, and, in particular, to identify ways to use existing housing and resources more efficiently to serve the hundreds of families who were either on waiting lists or had been turned away, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, United Way of King County, and Building Changes provided funding to support King County in studying and realigning the regional family homelessness system. The goal was to more effectively serve families facing homelessness by making the system more streamlined and efficient, and by focusing the system around families’ individual needs rather than providing a pre-defined set of services to all families regardless of level of need.

Over the next several years, a Family Homelessness Initiative team led by King County staff completed: (1) a landscape assessment of needs and gaps in the system; (2) a strategic plan that outlined five proposed areas for system realignment; and (3) an implementation plan that set specific timelines and action steps.

Change from Housing Readiness to Housing Stability. When the Family Homelessness Initiative began, the existing system was focused around “housing readiness,” that is, helping homeless families become “ready” for permanent housing, both through time-limited stays in emergency shelter and transitional housing, and also through a variety of services and supports designed to eliminate their barriers to housing.

However, research conducted both nationally and locally indicated that most homeless families did not need this level of intensive housing readiness preparation. Their problem was primarily lack of housing, and it could best be addressed by helping them obtain housing, with their barriers addressed after they had become stable in safe, permanent housing. The research indicated that homeless families were more similar to other poor families than to single homeless individuals and that homeless families were generally not homeless long term: during the 2009 One Night Count, for example, 72 percent of families in shelter reported that this was their only episode of homelessness in the past three years.

Based on that information, the Homeless Families Initiative has focused on realigning the system from “housing readiness” to “housing stability,” to attempt to prevent families from experiencing homelessness at all and to rapidly re-house those who do become homeless, with services focused around the specific needs of individual families to regain housing stability.

The work of examining system realignment identified gaps in the system, including limited support for prevention and a need for more permanent housing and rental subsidies to help families move on from shelters and transitional housing and become stable in permanent housing.

The Federal Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (HEARTH) Act, which was adopted in May 2009, reinforced the realignment toward housing stability. The HEARTH Act provided increased prevention resources, as well as an increased emphasis on performance.

Five key changes. The Family Homelessness Initiative aims to realign the family homelessness system by making five key changes to the way that services are provided:

1. Coordinated entry and assessment: Coordinated entry and assessment for all people seeking homelessness services must be implemented by the end of 2014 to comply with state and federal funding requirements. For King County’s family homelessness system, the coordinated entry and assessment process was named Family Housing Connection. It began operation in April 2012 and is managed by Catholic Community Services of Western Washington.

The goal of a centralized and coordinated entry and assessment intake system is to improve the quality of client screening and to provide for better matching of clients with appropriately targeted services and resources, thus using scarce resources more efficiently. For families, a coordinated system aims to help them resolve housing crises without having to enter shelter, thereby avoiding homelessness altogether; or, for those who have already become homeless, to provide a consistent process through which families can easily access the housing and services they need. 

More detailed information about Family Housing Connection can be found below.

2. Prevention for families most at risk: Prevention is crucial, because it is easier, less expensive, and less traumatic to help a family avoid homelessness than to recover from having become homeless. Prevention is challenging, however, because it is difficult to separate out the small percentage of low-income families who will become homeless from the larger number who are experiencing problems but will not become homeless. King County’s Family Homelessness Initiative has worked to better identify families who are at risk and then to provide the support they need to re-stabilize in their current housing.

3. Rapid re-housing: Homelessness is first and foremost a housing problem, and the more quickly a family moves into permanent housing the sooner they can stabilize their life and address other issues. Factors that may have contributed to a household’s episode of homelessness can best be addressed once they are housed. To facilitate this change, King County is leading an effort to help providers realign and reorient existing time-limited transitional housing programs to provide more permanent housing.

4. Support services focused on maximizing housing stability: Some families will need on-going services attached to housing (in permanent supportive housing) but many will only need services on an as-needed basis. Services should be geared toward families’ individual needs.

5. Increased collaborations with mainstream systems: In many cases, the homeless system has duplicated services (such as employment training or parenting support) that are also provided through other systems. By maximizing access for homeless families to these mainstream community services, the homeless service delivery system will be able to avoid duplicating or replacing services that mainstream systems are already responsible for providing. 

COORDINATED ENTRY AND ASSESSMENT: FAMILY HOUSING CONNECTION

The first key part of the system realignment, coordinated entry and assessment, was named Family Housing Connection and launched in April 2012. Catholic Community Services was selected as the provider. During its first six months, it served just over 2,000 households. Family Housing Connection includes:

· Coordinated entry: Families who are homeless or at risk of homelessness call 2-1-1 for assistance and are screened over the phone. There is no more “walk-in” entry, where families must go from agency to agency. Prior to Family Housing Connection, families made a median number of 45 calls to individual agencies and then had to check in multiple times each week to maintain their status on individual waiting lists.

The coordinated entry system includes additional outreach and support for families of color and immigrant and refugee populations, as families of color are disproportionately represented among those who are homeless, and the number of immigrant and refugee families is growing. During the first six months of operation, 64 percent of those served by Family Housing Connection were people of color. (Attachment 1 provides more detailed information about those served.)

· Assessment: The 2-1-1 screening determines whether a family needs a housing stabilization assessment or referral to other community services. If a housing stabilization assessment is needed, the family goes to a regional coordinated entry office. The assessment evaluates the family’s risk of homelessness, identifies barriers to housing, and prioritizes interventions based on need. The intent is to help families become stable in permanent housing, either by stabilizing their existing housing or finding new housing.

Family Housing Connection maintains a single waiting list for all housing programs and aims to move families who are homeless to permanent housing as quickly as possible. The concept of keeping families in shelter or time-limited, transitional housing until they are “housing ready” is no longer part of the system. In the short term, due to severe resource constraints and large numbers of households in crisis, there continue to be waiting lists for shelter and housing placement; limited prevention services and funding; and limited capacity to serve those households at high risk of homelessness. Providers continue to work to address these issues.

The experience with Family Housing Connection has confirmed the research findings that families experiencing homelessness have relatively low barriers to housing. During the first six months of operation of Family Housing Connection, for instance, 69 percent of families served reported that this was their first time experiencing homelessness. Only six percent had been homeless more than three times. 

For most families, low income had led to their current housing problem:

· 93 percent reported an income at or below 30 percent of area median income;
· 70 percent reported that they were currently unemployed; and
· 68 percent reported that they were in debt.

Most families had relatively low housing barriers, and exhibited resiliency:

· 53 percent had recent positive work history;
· 64 percent could obtain a landlord reference;
· 67 percent had never been evicted;
· 72 percent had a high school diploma or higher;
· 76 percent had been on a lease or owned a home in the past; and
· 86 percent had low or no criminal history.

· Data Collection: Family Housing Connection provides information to Safe Harbors, the regional Homeless Management Information System. Due to State law, those seeking assistance from the homelessness system must choose to “opt in” to have their information entered into Safe Harbors. Providers and Family Housing Connection staff have worked together to foster trust with families seeking entry into the system and to ensure that families understand the importance of consenting to have their information entered into Safe Harbors. The result of this work has been that consent rates for families are relatively high and have improved over time. Overall for all family housing programs[footnoteRef:2] (including, but not limited to families who entered the system through Family Housing Connection), consent rates were 70 percent or higher prior to the launch of Family Housing Connection and have improved in each program type since Family Housing Connection began operations in April of 2012. [2:  'Family Programs' include programs that serve households with children and programs that serve a mixed population (both households with children and individuals).] 


Consent Rates for Family Housing Programs

	Program Type
	Oct 2011-
May 2012
	Oct 2012-
Mar 2013[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Family Housing Connection has been in operation during this period, though not all families in the system originally entered through Family Housing Connection.] 


	Emergency Shelter
	73%
	87%

	Permanent Housing
	81%
	90%

	Permanent Supportive Housing
	71%
	76%

	Transitional Housing
	81%
	81%



Family Housing Connection staff has achieved an overall consent rate of 87 percent for families who have entered the system through coordinated entry. The 13 percent of families not consenting to have identifying information entered into Safe Harbors includes victims of domestic violence, for which that information is deliberately shielded to protect their confidentiality. 

Lessons learned and next steps. Over the last year, Family Housing Connection has been improved to address several challenges. In particular, the system has collected more detailed eligibility information from housing programs to ensure that families are matched with housing programs for which they are eligible. 

Information obtained through Family Housing Connection has highlighted shortcomings within the overall family homelessness system:

· Mismatch between family needs and existing housing stock. As noted above, most homeless families have relatively low barriers to housing and do not need extended stays in emergency shelter or time-limited transitional housing to become “ready” for permanent housing. However, the local homelessness system is oriented toward these time-limited types of housing. County staff is working with providers to realign time-limited housing so as to provide more permanent housing. 

According to new research conducted by King County’s Department of Community and Human Services and presented to the Committee to End Homelessness Governing Board in April 2013, length of stay for families in time-limited emergency shelter and transitional housing is higher than for comparable systems, leading to a higher “cost per exit” to permanent housing. Staff estimate that if the average length of stay could be decreased by 10 percent, 200 additional families could be served each year with the same budget.

· Employment and income support needed. Families served by Family Housing Connection are generally homeless of low income. Although most have few barriers to succeed in permanent housing, many do need ongoing income support and/or help training for or finding employment. 

Providing adequate permanent housing and additional income and employment support for families will be an ongoing effort for the Family Homelessness Initiative. The initiative will continue to be informed by data from Family Housing Connection.

INVITED:
	
Bill Hallerman, Catholic Community Services of Western Washington
Julie McFarland, Catholic Community Services of Western Washington
Debbi Knowles, King County Department of Community and Human Services
Janet Salm, King County Department of Community and Human Services

ATTACHMENTS
1. Family Housing Connection October 2012 Update
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