A Better Way
Providing real solutions for homeless families
Abstract
Over the last decade every organization that serves homeless parents with children has heard the mantra,
“What a homeless family needs is housing.” However, as with most simple solutions to complex problems, rapid
rehousing falls woefully short for many homeless families caught in its web. That is because rapid rehousing often
traps families in poverty and a cycle that can span generations.
Rapid rehousing is touted by its proponents as being the most cost-efficient method for addressing family
homelessness while delivering the best outcomes. These assertions, however, are based on faulty evidence,
fundamentally flawed studies, and cost accounting gimmicks.
Homestretch, a nonprofit in Falls Church, Virginia, has provided services for homeless families for nearly
three decades. They have eschewed the rapid rehousing strategy in favor of providing temporary housing and
comprehensive services for their client families. The Homestretch approach outperforms rapid rehousing by every
measure and is the model for a better way to provide real solutions to family homelessness. Homestretch proves
that the solution to family homelessness is not just to provide housing. The solution is to help the family find a
way out of poverty, so they will never be homeless again.
October 24, 2018

The problem: family homelessness
The U.S. homeless population generally falls into three categories, adult individuals, unaccompanied
youth and young adults, and families. A family is defined as consisting of at least one adult and at least one child
under the age of 18. A family might be a single parent with a child, or a parent with several children. Or it could
be two parents and a child, or several children. The distinction between individual adults and families is made for
several reasons, but most importantly because of the differing characteristics between those two segments of the
homeless population. For example, the individual adult homeless population exhibits high percentages of people
with mental health issues and/or substance abuse issues. By contrast, there are fewer incidents of these issues
with homeless families, but a higher incidence of exposure to violence.1
Homelessness is a big problem, but it is difficult to get a handle on just how big it really is. The federal
government relies on an annual point-in-time head count of the homeless population taken across the country on
a single night in January. This annual count is under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD). In the 2017 count, there were 553,742 people in the U.S. who were homeless. Of those,
328,282 were adult homeless individuals, including 40,799 unaccompanied youth. The remaining 184,661 were
people in 57,971 homeless families, or one-third of the total homeless population counted that night. Of particular
note, 59% of the people in homeless families were children under 18.2
Although these are startling numbers, the homeless population is much larger than the annual point-intime count indicates. That is because the definition of “homeless” used in the annual count is very limited. And
the count’s methodology excludes individuals and families who are doubled up with friends and relatives, living
temporarily in motels, or who otherwise are unable to be located. On top of that, the point-in-count gives just a
“snapshot” picture of homelessness. It does not consider that, over time, some people find housing and escape
homelessness while new people lose housing and become homeless. The result is that homelessness in the
aggregate is missed by the point-in-time count.3 Another estimate of the reality of family homelessness in the
U.S. is that, according to a 2014 report by the American Institutes for Research (AIR), 2.5 million children and their
families are homeless each year.4 At the
same time, the Department of Education
Estimates of Family Homelessness
(ED) has its own data, based on evidence
of homeless children in school, which 3000000
differs markedly from HUD’s count. In the 2500000
2015-16 school year, ED identified 1.3 2000000
million homeless children attending 1500000
school.5 If the adult numbers from HUD 1000000
and the children number from ED were
500000
combined, for example, that would mean
0
for every homeless adult there are over 15
HUD
ED
AIR
children. Clearly, there is a problem in
how homeless families are counted.
Family homelessness is inextricably linked to poverty. Simply put, people don’t become homeless if they
can afford housing. However, two other factors in addition to poverty usually come into play in causing a family
to become homeless. First, the family suffers a crisis such as domestic violence, the loss of a job, an accident or a
serious illness. This crisis triggers an economic spiral where the parents find themselves unable to pay for housing,
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food, childcare, health care, and other essentials. And second,
the parents lack a stable social support network they can rely
on for help in their time of crisis. With nowhere else to go, the
family must seek help from community services.
While common threads run through virtually all
homeless families, each has their own unique set of
circumstances, their own distinct set of skills and abilities, and
their individual set of barriers to overcome. The result is that
family homelessness is an incredibly complex problem.

You can make the numbers say what
you want them to say. All of a sudden
the homeless rate dropped because
they changed the definition. But what
happened to the people?
--Toni Hutchinson
Salvation Army shelter director
and case manager

Solving family homelessness
Prior to 2009, the federal government supported a continuum of approaches for addressing family
homelessness. During this period, local jurisdictions were free to adopt policies and seek funding from HUD for
programs that they found to be successful. Localities were free to invest these funds in an array of services that
included temporary shelters, transitional housing, supportive services, and rapid rehousing programs. Local
communities determined what worked best for their location, demographics, economy, and population.
For many communities, transitional housing served a critical need by providing time-limited housing for
homeless families along with vital services. Where these local transitional housing programs focused on providing
comprehensive services, families experiencing homelessness were able to address the root causes of their
homelessness. These local programs were able to transform the lives of homeless families by providing temporary
stable housing while empowering them with the knowledge, skills, and hope they needed to leave poverty behind
forever. Admittedly, not all transitional housing programs had the same resources or the same methodologies,
and some were far more successful than others. Some showed little to no success in helping families escape
homelessness, while others proved to be remarkably effective, like Homestretch.
The homeless services landscape changed dramatically in 2009 when HUD awarded funding for 23 rapid
rehousing demonstration projects across the U.S. The funding bill required HUD to evaluate the effectiveness of
the rapid rehousing approach in addressing the needs of homeless families.6 Interestingly, the evaluation of the
demonstration projects HUD funded in 2009 was not published until 2016. Nevertheless, based on the initial
results from the demonstration projects, and based on strong advocacy from the National Alliance to End
Homelessness, HUD began immediately to create strong incentives and bonuses for funding rapid rehousing
programs across the country, and for defunding transitional housing and supportive services projects. And over
the last few years, HUD homeless
services funding for families has shifted
almost exclusively to rapid rehousing
and permanent supportive housing. In
many locations across the nation,
including Fairfax County, Virginia and
surrounding jurisdictions, transitional
housing has been all but eliminated. At
the same time, while permanent
supportive housing is an option to rapid
rehousing in theory, the reality is that it
Page 3

is very difficult for families to meet the definition of “chronically homeless” that is required in order to be eligible.7
Consequently, agencies serving homeless families are left with only rapid rehousing as the means of helping the
vast majority of homeless families, regardless of the complexity of a family’s problems.
The shift in HUD funding to rapid rehousing programs was seismic for nonprofit organizations providing
homeless services at the local level. Nearly all depended on HUD-sourced funds, with many receiving 60% or more
of their total funding from HUD. All of these service
providers were required to either adopt rapid rehousing or
If we did not try to meet ... HUD’s priorities,
risk losing HUD-sourced funding.8 Following the HUD
we run a significant risk of losing millions of
money, emphasis in the field shifted to finding landlords
dollars to this county for homeless services.
willing to take a risk by renting to referrals from homeless
--Marc Cherna
services agencies instead of providing services. Service
providers, encouraged by HUD, eliminated case manager
positions and hired housing locators instead.

Allegheny County Department
of Human Services

It is important to note that HUD plays an enormous role in how homeless people are helped nationwide.
Since virtually all funds spent addressing homelessness include some infusion of federal dollars, states, counties
and cities must follow HUD’s lead and do things HUD’s way.9 Historically, because HUD spent so much on
homelessness and issued such large grants for housing, an implicit understanding arose in which foundations
chose not to invest heavily in housing. The implicit agreement was that government would pay for housing, and
private dollars would contribute to the costs of services. Local service providers ended up with large percentages
of their budgets relying on HUD-sourced funding. Meanwhile, the few grant-makers that used to provide
significant support for housing, like Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, have gone out of the philanthropy business.
The result is that HUD, and federal dollars in general, have an outsized impact on how policy is implemented
nationwide. If they get it right, all is well; if they get it wrong, it can be disastrous. The impression from many
nonprofits working with the homeless on the “ground level” is that HUD has gotten it terribly wrong.

Rapid rehousing
HUD’s shift to rapid rehousing was based on a philosophical shift in the approach to family homelessness.
This philosophical shift is encapsulated by the National Alliance to End Homelessness in its assertion that the
solution to homelessness is simple – housing. Previously, in many localities services for homeless families were
designed to help families achieve incomes that would enable them to afford housing. Now, the rapid rehousing
model has become the one-size-fits-all approach to addressing family homelessness. That is because HUD
maintains that rapid rehousing is effective for nearly all types of families experiencing homelessness, including
households with no income, those with disabilities, and those with poor rental history. The only exceptions,
according to HUD, are homeless families that require little or no assistance, those who require permanent
supportive housing, and families needing a therapeutic residential environment such as those recovering from
addiction.10
Rapid rehousing programs have
three primary goals. First, they seek to
reduce the length of time participants
spend homeless. Second, they wish to
increase the number of households exiting
to permanent housing. And third, they
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want to limit returns to homelessness within a year of program exit. Each of these goals have established
benchmarks. For example, families should be moved into permanent housing within 30 days, 80 percent should
be moved into permanent housing, and 85 percent should not return to homelessness within a year.11
When a family becomes homeless, a local government agency will refer them to a homeless shelter where
the family normally enters a rapid rehousing program. Within 30 days if possible, the agency assists the family in
leasing a home in their name and then provides rent subsidies and other financial assistance for the next four to
six months while the family is offered services to help with employment and other issues. While receiving these
services, the family is expected to increase its income, so it will not become homeless again when the financial
support ends.
HUD-funded rapid rehousing is also subject to “Housing First” principles. Housing First is an approach to
homelessness adopted by HUD and many state and local governments that stipulates that participation in services
should be voluntary and client driven. This means that, although encouraged to do so, families in rapid rehousing
programs are not required to accept any offered services, achieve sobriety, or even obtain employment. An
important component of rapid rehousing is that assistance is supposed to end when the family is no longer facing
the threat of homelessness.
Rapid rehousing may be a good strategy for helping homeless parents who are healthy, have good work
histories, marketable skills, easily repairable credit, and who speak English well enough to find good jobs. After
all, it had its origin in the recession, where many families experienced short-term homelessness caused by purely
economic setbacks. However, most homeless families face very difficult challenges. They often have little or no
work history and few marketable skills. Chronic health issues are common. Many are victims of domestic violence
with significant emotional trauma. Addiction and mental health issues may be present. Many parents are young
and experienced foster care or homelessness in their childhood or adolescence. Some may not even speak English.
But since rapid rehousing is focused almost exclusively on housing families, in practice service agencies seldom
address the underlying causes of a family’s homelessness. Rapid rehousing programs are not interested in helping
families out of poverty, providing therapy, or addressing
language barriers except to the extent necessary to get a
I don’t see a lot of equity and social
landlord to rent to them. A common saying among case
justice in a model that says we can’t
managers in rapid rehousing programs is, “We’re solving
prepare you for taking over the rent after
homelessness, not poverty.” The problem remains: if a family
this three- or six-month subsidy ends.
cannot afford to take over the cost or the rent after four to six
-- Tamara Bauman
months – and most cannot – what happens to them? The
Salvation Army shelter director
reality is, because homelessness and poverty are inextricably
Case manager
linked, these families are highly vulnerable to experiencing
homelessness again.
As a result, rapid rehousing can trap families in a generational cycle of poverty. Just as long as the families
are being housed, rapid rehousing is satisfied with keeping them reliant on government support, even in
perpetuity, and even if their return to homelessness at some point is all but guaranteed.
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Flawed measures of effectiveness
As Peter Drucker said, “What gets measured gets improved.” If the goal of homeless services efforts is to
permanently end homelessness for families, it stands to reason that program effectiveness would be measured
by indicators of long-term housing stability for families exiting programs. Instead, however, rapid rehousing
performance measures focus on other factors. Since a stated goal of rapid rehousing is to quickly house homeless
families, the average time families spend in shelters is measured. The number of families placed in “permanent”
housing is also measured. And the number of families that return to shelter is measured. If these are the sole
measures used to determine effectiveness, however, it is inevitable that we will draw the wrong conclusions.
The primary measure of rapid rehousing success is the number of families placed in permanent housing.
But while all rapid rehousing agencies report how many families they house, few (if any) report the status of those
families six or more months after they exit a rapid rehousing program. In the few studies where permanency
information is tracked, rapid rehousing results are alarming. For example, in Mercer County, NJ only 53% of
families rapidly rehoused between 2009 and 2012 remained housed after their rental assistance ended.12 A 2014
study in Philadelphia showed that while successful in rehousing homeless families, many of these families were in
a precarious situation just six months after exiting the program. Half of the households were behind on their rent
at the six-month mark, 35% were in the eviction process, and fully 75% were behind with their utility bills.13
According to a more recent report in the District of Columbia, 45% of families who have been in the program for
at least a year end up in eviction court while they are still in rapid rehousing.14
The second measure used to claim rapid rehousing
I ended up going to eviction court with the
success is the number of families that return to a homeless
property manager because the rent was
shelter within a year of exiting a rapid rehousing program. At
unmanageable, and I was ultimately
first blush, rapid rehousing appears to be quite successful by this
evicted after spending about six months in
measure, as HUD reported that only 10 percent of families
that apartment.
exiting the original rapid rehousing demonstration projects
returned to homelessness.15 But return to shelter numbers are
-- Keisha MacDonald
Rapid Rehousing Client
a poor measure of success and, at best, are misleading. Return
to shelter is a poor measure because only those families that reenter the homeless shelter system in the same jurisdiction where they were originally sheltered are counted as
“returning to shelter.” Families that re-enter a shelter in another jurisdiction are not counted. On top of that,
families who double up with friends or family, or who simply cannot be contacted, are counted as rapid rehousing
successes since they didn’t return to a shelter in their original jurisdiction. Some shelters have begun rapidly
rehousing families in less expensive areas, far away from the shelter; if the family is unable to maintain their
housing in that area, it will not be counted as a return to shelter in their local jurisdiction. This underscores the
fact that no one really knows how many rapidly rehoused families return to homelessness, but anecdotal evidence
suggests the number is quite high. Shelter workers candidly admit that they usually do not know what happens
to families after their rapid rehousing subsidies end.
A better indicator of rapid rehousing success is the income growth of rapidly rehoused families. To be
eligible for rapid rehousing, families must earn too little to afford housing on their own. It is axiomatic that success
would require them increasing their income sufficiently to take over the housing costs on their own, once the
rental subsidies end. However, few families can increase their income significantly during their time in rapid
rehousing. For example, the 2014 Philadelphia study mentioned earlier revealed 94% of rapid rehousing clients
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had the same or less income when they exited the program; only 5% gained income. Given that the very reason
they were enrolled in rapid rehousing was that their income was too low to afford rent, how can one conclude
that they are a rapid rehousing success if their income did not rise?
Another touted measure of rapid rehousing success is that it appears to be less expensive than other
options. For example, one study found that the average cost for rapidly rehousing a family is only about $900 per
month, compared to $2,700 per month for transitional housing and $4,800 per month for shelter program costs.16
That means average rapid rehousing program costs are just $8,100 over nine months for a family. However, rapid
rehousing relies heavily on housing vouchers and subsidized housing as permanent solutions to homelessness.
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Many rapid rehousing programs are, in effect, holding tanks for families while they wait for their names to come
up on long housing voucher lists. These costs are never included when calculating rapid rehousing program costs.
Moreover, since many families fall out of rapid rehousing, the real costs should include the cost of sheltering and
then rehousing those families.
Finally, since rapid rehousing is not an anti-poverty program, the real cost should include that of
generational poverty and heightened risk of the children of homeless parents experiencing homelessness
themselves later in life. One study found that 45% all homeless adults in Minnesota experienced homelessness
before they were 21 and 26% before they were 18, indicating the cyclical nature of homelessness.17 More recently,
Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago found that the majority of homeless young adults (ages 18-25) interviewed
had experiences of homelessness or housing instability that started in childhood or adolescence.18 Other research
found that when housing interventions were analyzed in light of up to four years of school records, students
assigned to rapid rehousing had lower average attendance and lower math and reading achievement than children
receiving only typical shelter services. In the comparisons that involved only permanent housing subsidies and
rapid rehousing, homelessness was associated with achievement gaps in both math and reading achievement that
persisted over years.19 In sum, without a change of direction, large numbers of children in today’s rapidly
rehoused families can be expected to end up homeless themselves and contribute to huge long-term generational
costs.

One size doesn’t fit all
It is an axiom that simple solutions will not solve complex problems. It is also true that one size never fits
all. To claim that housing is the sole solution for family homelessness it to claim the symptom of the problem is
the problem itself. And therefore, the cure (rapid rehousing)
Instead of helping me get out of a cycle of
addresses the symptom rather than the actual problem. It should
poverty, they just delayed it.
come as no surprise that in recent years the failure of rapid
rehousing to solve family homelessness has become increasingly
-- Nkechi Feaster
Rapid Rehousing Client
clear, especially in high-cost areas. In Seattle, about half the
participants in rapid re-housing fail in the program because they
are unable to sustain rental rates that are far out of reach for lowwage earners and people without employment histories. In another high-cost city, Washington, DC, only two out
of every five rapidly rehoused families can maintain their housing independently.20 And yet, despite all evidence
to the contrary, the National Alliance to End Homelessness, HUD, and other supporters retain “a fervent, almost
cult-like devotion to rapid rehousing as a solution for all, without taking into consideration different population
groups, the unique needs of each family and individual, and the local housing market.”21
With the rapid rehousing failure rate reaching as high as 50% in some jurisdictions, it is important to
consider the terrible consequences for families when rapid rehousing doesn’t work. When rapid rehousing fails a
family, the result is often eviction, which in turn leads to worse debt, ruined credit, loss of self-esteem, and loss
of hope for the parents and their children. Often the family is responsible for all legal costs of the eviction including
court costs and lawyer fees. They may even have to cover the legal fees of the landlord. The required court
appearances will force the parents to take time off from work and arrange child care. If they are working, wages
might be garnished. And in the end, they may end up back in a homeless shelter, in a car, in a motel, or on
someone’s couch, worse off than when they began their rapid rehousing journey.
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In fact, one reason that families who “fail” in rapid rehousing do not return to shelter is that they do not
want to go through such an ordeal again. Their debt has grown worse, and their credit is ruined. They would
rather sleep in their car or in someone’s basement than go back to the homeless shelter.

A different approach
Many nonprofit organizations across the country provide services to homeless parents and their children
with far better outcomes than rapid rehousing. The cost has been the loss of federal funding, or the tough decision
to forgo it in order to better serve families and children. One such nonprofit is Homestretch, located in Falls
Church, Virginia. Since its founding in 1990, Homestretch has provided temporary housing to homeless families
and worked with them to address the myriad barriers preventing them from being able to move into housing they
can afford. Homestretch owns 36 homes and leases another 15 or so. This housing stock, scattered throughout
Falls Church and Fairfax County, Virginia, lets Homestretch serve around 50 families at a time. Led by executive
director Christopher Fay, Homestretch has a highly skilled 20-person staff comprised of social workers, a credit
counselor, an employment counselor, support personnel, and a small resource development team.
With
this
in
mind,
Homestretch empowers homeless
parents with children to move from
crisis to financial independence and
long-term stability by making a twoplus year investment in their clients as
they complete a comprehensive
program designed to help them
achieve self-sufficiency. Clients are
referred to Homestretch by one of the
Fairfax County homeless shelters
when there is an opening. It is
important to note that the homeless
shelters refer their most challenging
cases to Homestretch, those families
that they are unable to rapidly
rehouse. These families cannot be
rapidly rehoused because landlords
will not rent to them since they have
no work history and few marketable
skills, or they have a record of
evictions or a criminal history. Many
families referred to Homestretch
struggle with chronic health issues.
Many others have experienced
significant emotional trauma. Some do
not speak English and are even
illiterate in their own language.
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The
characteristics
of
the
Homestretch client base underscore the
barriers these homeless parents with
children face. Over 90% of the adults in
Homestretch families are single mothers,
and 65% are homeless due to domestic
violence. About 40% have documented
disabilities. Three-fourths have damaged
credit and high debt loads. All of them have
children under the age of 18 in their care,
and none of them could be rapidly
rehoused.
Homestretch’s goal is to transform the lives of the families in their program, and its approach is based on
the belief that high expectations in the right environment will lead to high achievement. A family’s first day at
Homestretch begins with being moved from the shelter into a safe, comfortable apartment where they will live
anonymously among neighbors who are not part of the program. This not only protects client privacy, but affords
them a unique measure of dignity. The housing is critical for Homestretch clients, but in contrast to rapid
rehousing, Homestretch recognizes that housing is the base upon which the real work to permanently end
homelessness for the family begins.
For nearly three decades, Homestretch has emphasized the importance of services in addition to housing
as the solution to homelessness. This approach was reinforced by a recent report by the Bassuk Center on
Homeless and Vulnerable Children & Youth which concluded that “family homelessness is more than a housing
problem.” To end homelessness for families, the report says, they must be provided services and supports to
address the causes and consequences of their homelessness in areas of income and employment, interpersonal
violence, trauma, health, parenting, and children’s needs.22
After being safely housed, Homestretch recognizes the next most important thing the family needs is to
reduce its debt and increase its income sufficiently to gain independence. And that takes time. Within a week of
entering Homestretch the assigned case manager learns about the clients’ specific circumstances, needs, and
goals, and then partners with them to create a personalized plan of action. Invariably, the goal is for the family to
move out of Homestretch into a home they can afford on their own income. Each client receives substantial
individualized attention from the experienced Homestretch staff as they navigate toward that goal. Homestretch
has learned that making their services voluntary often doesn’t work. Families quickly realize that it is hard work
to reduce debt, gain employment, go to school, and so on. It is common for families to be so relieved to be safely
housed that they have little interest or incentive to begin taking steps toward self-sufficiency. Therefore, all
Homestretch families must participate in several mandatory
Homestretch staff has this great way of
services including regular classes in a variety of topics such as
pushing you, so you are always striving to
financial management, credit counseling, vocational skills,
achieve; but also of believing in you until
parenting, nutrition, and English as a second language if
you find the strength to believe in yourself.
appropriate. Homestretch parents and children travel to the
nonprofit’s offices in Falls Church for most of these services,
-- Yasmine
saving them time, money, and stress. Homestretch helps with
Homestretch Client
transportation, child care, and other costs. A wide array of
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programs and supports are provided to meet the needs of the children of Homestretch families, so the parents
can concentrate on overcoming the barriers to independence they face, and so the children can recover from the
losses they have experienced as a result of their homelessness.
Homestretch parents are expected to work at a job, pay 30% of their income for rent, and put 10% of their
income into a savings account managed by Homestretch. The savings are used by Homestretch to pay down their
debts. Also, Homestretch is their tax preparer and uses refunds to leverage substantial payoffs, further reducing
debt and raising credit scores. Parents often work part-time while attending school. Homestretch provides
scholarships, individual tutoring and help with books and other school fees. Because Homestretch emphasizes
education for all members of the family, both the adults and children in a single family may receive tutoring.
Homestretch is a resultsoriented organization that focuses
on
measuring
meaningful
outcomes.
In
addition,
Homestretch seeks to understand
how effective it is in propelling
families out of homelessness
permanently, so it can continually
make
programmatic
improvements.
Over the last
several years, 90% of families
entering Homestretch successfully
completed the program by exiting
into housing they could afford on
their own income. On average, a
family will enter Homestretch
nearly $5,000 in debt. Because of
the mandatory savings program,
when they exit Homestretch after
two years, they will have
extinguished this debt and
accumulated almost $6,000 in
savings. At the same time, they will
see their credit score improve by
132 points. The average monthly income for a family entering Homestretch is less than $1,000. When they
graduate, family monthly income averages nearly $2,400. That is a 147% increase in monthly income in just two
years. The 2017 outcomes were even more impressive: 63% of the families that exited Homestretch moved into
market-rate housing, receiving no government subsidies, and the average rise in income was 186%.
Homestretch’s goal is to transform the lives of families, so they never face homelessness again. Since
2012, three independent studies by graduate students at George Washington and George Mason Universities
have shown that 95% of Homestretch graduates remain safely housed and employed two to five years after exiting
the program. In addition, ten percent of Homestretch graduates become first-time homebuyers within three
years of graduating from Homestretch.
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A better way
Homestretch is but one of many nonprofit organizations across the nation that outperform rapid
rehousing. Yet HUD continues to use its funding, authority, and priorities to dictate that rapid rehousing is the
only valid approach to solving family homelessness. And HUD justifies its top-down, one-size-fits all approach by
embracing flawed data and the wrong measures of success. Meanwhile, family homelessness continues as a
serious national problem with no end in sight. More importantly, countless homeless families who turn to their
communities for help are all too often caught in a dismal cycle of poverty, hopelessness, and despair. Clearly, it
is time for reform.
First and foremost, it is
time for public policy to be
concerned with ending the root
causes of family homelessness.
That means it should concentrate
on programs that move families
out of poverty. It should not be
considered a success to give a
family a housing voucher when the
family is capable, with enough time
and support, to gain the knowledge
and skills needed to pay their own
rent and expenses without
government support; in essence, to
ascend out of poverty and never be
homeless again.
It is also time for public
policy to focus on what homeless
families actually need and desire.
And that means moving past the
pablum that the solution to family homelessness is simple. It isn’t simple. And it is much more than just housing.
Each family is unique. Each comes with its own history, set of circumstances, and skill sets. Most importantly, each
family comes with its own dreams. Public policy should recognize this and support a rich tapestry of programs
designed to help families come out of poverty and homelessness for good.
In addition, it is time to measure true indicators of success, like increases in income, changes in credit
scores, and employment, along with outcomes for children, when evaluating program effectiveness. More
importantly, we should be measuring the number of families that are housed and employed long after exiting a
homeless services program. If the goal is to permanently end homelessness, that is the measure that should count
the most. And it is time to measure the true societal cost of the various homeless services approaches. This
means we should be asking the hard questions about long term returns on investment instead of looking at just
the expenditure side of the ledger.
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Finally, it is time to recognize that local providers with hands-on experience serving homeless families
know what strategies work. HUD should adopt a local, needs-based approach and should fund multiple pathways
out of family homelessness. While the Homestretch model is replicable, it is not the only way to achieve excellent
results. The point is that program models that address the causes of homelessness and provide the necessary
time for families to achieve economic independence should have priority.

The solution to family homelessness is not simple.
And it is much more than just housing.

Changing the narrative
Something precious is lost when a major government policy is enacted and then fails. It can be even worse
if the policy is trumpeted as a success, only to come crumbling down when serious scrutiny finally reveals its flaws.
The public can lose faith in policymakers; and they can even lose faith in the people the policy was meant to help.
When a policy results in worsening the lives of vulnerable parents with children, everyone loses – taxpayers, but
most especially the families themselves. People accustomed to loss, disappointment and trauma end up suffering
greater loss of self-worth and learn to distrust the authorities in their community. Even worse, their children,
mired in poverty and witness to their parents’ sense of failure, can absorb that failure as their own.
Homestretch, and other similar programs around the country, are invested in changing the narrative
about what homeless families can achieve. We believe, and we have demonstrated, that given the right structure
and support, homeless parents with children can make dramatic changes to their lives. If it is within our power to
do it, we should; and we will.
Thomas Edison said, “If we did all the things we were actually capable of doing, we would literally astound
ourselves.” Our shared business is to help homeless parents with children to astound themselves with what they
can do. If this work were done in every community in every state in our nation, we would all regain faith in human
potential. It is well worth the effort.
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