





OUR APPROACH

As a first step in addressing family
homelessness, in 2000 we launched
the Sound Families Initiative, a $40
million (U.S.) program aimed at
tripling the amount of transitional
housing available—and pairing

it with support services in King,
Pierce, and Snohomish counties.

Partners from throughout the

Puget Sound region—including
regional housing authorities and

other local, state, and federal
government agencies—collaborated

to make Sound Families a success,
combining more than $200 million
(U.S.) in public sector funding with
the foundation’s resources. Local
nonprofit organizations received
grant funding to create new affordable
housing units and provide valuable
support services—such as job training,
parenting classes, child-care assistance,
domestic violence counseling, and
drug and alcohol abuse counseling—
to give parents new resources and
guidance to become stable and self-
sufficient again.

In September 2007, Sound Families
awarded a final round of capital and
services grants. Throughout the seven
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years of grantmaking, the University
of Washington’s School of Social Work
conducted an in-depth evaluation

that provides key insights on progress
made, while also identifying persistent
challenges to our collective ability to
serve at-risk families.

Eight years later, we are proud
that Sound Families largely
achieved its goals:'*

* By the close of the Sound Families
Initiative, our partners had succeeded
in tripling the number of supportive
housing units in King, Pierce, and
Snohomish counties. Sound Families
helped to fund the acquisition of
and services for 1,445 new units of
transitional housing.

+ More than 2,700 children in nearly
1,500 families so far have received
the affordable housing and support
needed to attain self-sufficiency. As
new Sound Families units continue
to open, thousands of additional
families and children will benefit
from our partners’ services.

Over two-thirds (68 percent) of
families that completed the program
moved into permanent housing and
are on the path to more stable, self-
sufficient lives.

+ Families’ dependence on Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), the federal assistance
program, declined from 67 percent
at program start to 46 percent
at graduation from a Sound
Families program.

+ Forty-eight percent of households
increased their incomes between the
start and completion of the program.

+ Full-time employment tripled
from start to finish among Sound
Families graduates.

There were direct benefits
to children as well:

* Prior to moving into supportive
housing, more than half of homeless
children attended two or more
schools in the previous year. By
the time families left supportive
housing, only 17 percent of children
had attended two or more schools
in the prior year; one year later the
percentage dropped to 9 percent.
Improvements in the number of
children with multiple moves (three
or more) per school year were even
more dramatic, dropping from 17
percent at entry to nearly zero at
or after exit.

Securing supportive housing had a
positive effect on children’s school
absenteeism rates. At intake, 35
percent of children had missed at
least three weeks of classes during
the previous year; one year after
exiting the program that number
dropped to 11 percent.

Families experienced a decrease

in Child Protective Services
involvement, from 18 percent of
families at intake to 8 percent six
months after exiting Sound Families.
Many families reunited with some
or all of their children within six
months of exiting Sound Families.

We also learned important lessons
about what we could be doing better.




While many families with children moved toward self-
sufficiency, one-quarter of the families were evicted or asked
to leave their housing early. Evaluation findings in an April
2006 report, Early Exits: Lessons Learned from Families Asked
to Leave Transitional Housing Programs, suggest that these
families have a greater need for more intensive support
services to recover from problems like domestic violence,
poor mental health, and substance abuse. (All Sound Families
evaluation reports can be found at www.soundfamilies.org.)

Encouraged by the overall gains made by Sound Families,
the Washington State Legislature created the Washington
Families Fund in 2004, a first-of-its-kind public-private
partnership devoted to long-term funding for service-
enriched affordable housing for families throughout the
state. To date, $13 million (U.S.) has been awarded to 36
programs statewide, creating 389 units of service-enriched
housing. In 2008 alone, 456 families—including 901 children
and 549 individuals—received help. These projects will serve
some 5,000 families, representing close to 12,000 children
and their parents, over the lifetime of the grants.

We must build on our investments and find
a better way to actually prevent, and

ultimately end, this problem once and for all.

LOOKING AHEAD AND LEARNING
FROM OTHERS

Despite these promising outcomes, and an estimated $200
million (U.S.) in annual combined public and private
funding expended to address family homelessness in
Washington state,”” we continue to be deeply troubled that
the overall homeless rates among families with children
have not decreased in recent years.”® In fact, as the economic
crisis continues, there is evidence that family homelessness
is significantly on the rise. The National Alliance to

End Homelessness predicts that without appropriate
interventions, an estimated 1.5 million children and adults
across the country will lose their homes by 2011."°

And while we believe there will always be a role for
supportive housing for many families with children in our
region, we also know that we must build on our investments
and find a better way to actually prevent, and ultimately end,
this problem once and for all.

We are building on our Sound Families investment because a
growing body of research tells us that significantly reducing
family homelessness is possible. In communities across the
nation, notably in Columbus, Ohio; Hennepin County,
Minn.; and Washington, D.C., funders and providers are
using innovative models to better integrate existing public
resources and prevent family homelessness. While each
community varies, their approaches are commonly linked
by an emphasis on early intervention and prevention,
coordinated access to support services, rapid rehousing,
tailored programs, and increased economic opportunities.
While the results show significant drops in the overall rates
of family homelessness, each community is struggling to
adjust to and address recent increases in family homelessness
that are a result of the current economic climate.

In Columbus, Ohio, the Community Shelter Board developed
more robust data systems to better track families moving
through various assistance programs. The Board connects
nonprofit agencies with families to provide tailored services
for each family in crisis. As a result, family homelessness
decreased 40 percent® over eight years, and 9 in 10 families
never returned to a shelter again?!
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In Minnesota’s Hennepin County,
policymakers and housing providers
have worked for more than 15 years
to focus efforts on quickly placing
families back into permanent housing,
rather than investing money in
creating more temporary shelters.
Local nonprofit agencies contracted
directly with the county to quickly
move families back into the private
housing market, frequently supplying
some limited financial assistance such
as a security deposit or first and last
month’s rent. The number of families
experiencing homelessness between
2000 and 2006 declined 49 percent,
and families spend less time in a shelter
before moving back into permanent
housing.” As a result of the current
economic downturn, instances of
family homelessness and shelter stays
are again on the rise, and the county
continues to adjust its approach to
meet the growing demand.

Efforts to prevent homelessness and
minimize shelter stays in Washington,
D.C., are led by the Community
Partnership for the Prevention of
Homelessness. The program provides
families waiting for shelter space with
the opportunity to work with local
nonprofits to meet their housing and
support services needs. The program
also targets families who have lived

in a shelter for more than a year and

UNITED STATES PROGRAM | OCTOBER 2009 www.gatesfoundation.org | 5

provides tailored support services to
ensure they have what they need to

become stable and self-sufficient. Initial
results are promising: 77 percent of

the 259 families served by the program
over a two-year period exited into
permanent housing.*

APPLYING LESSONS
LEARNED IN
WASHINGTON STATE

Building upon the innovative
approaches implemented in the
communities described above,

as well as the lessons we learned
through the Sound Families
Initiative, we have identified five
critical principles to guide our
current philanthropic investments:

+ Early Intervention and Prevention:
Early intervention and prevention
efforts provide services such as
eviction prevention, landlord
mediation, financial help for
families to pay overdue rent or
utilities, and emergency assistance
for food, clothing, child care,
and transportation. These efforts
will divert families with housing
alternatives away from shelters and
will refer families with complex
problems or limited resources to a
rapid re-housing coordinator.

+ Coordinated Access to Support
Services: A common point of entry
into the support services system will
use a universal assessment protocol
to identify a family’s needs and
individual housing barriers. This will
streamline efforts to help families
find the services and housing they
need as quickly as possible.

Rapid Re-housing: Shelters are not
homes. Effective efforts to address
family homelessness can minimize
a family’s stay in an emergency
shelter by quickly placing them

into permanent housing, often with
short-term rental subsidies.

Tailored Programs: Flexible,
coordinated, and tailored support
services are essential to ensuring
families get help that matches their
unique needs to rebuild and maintain
stability and self-sufficiency.

Increased Economic Opportunity:
Housing stability depends on long-
term employment. Building a strong
bridge for families to education and
workforce development systems will
ensure families not only find housing,
but can also sustain their housing.

We have also recognized that
progress on these goals will only
be achieved if we make gains in the
following areas:

* Reliable Data: We need accurate
data on the number of children and
families who are homeless. We also
must know what they need, what
services are being provided to them
and by whom, and whether families
become homeless again. Reliable
data will allow us to track progress
and make course corrections. Over
time, integrated data will also allow
providers to work more efficiently
together on behalf of families.

Advocacy: We must continue to
work with our partners to better
inform policymakers and key leaders
about emerging strategies to prevent



and end family homelessness—building a broad base of
support on behalf of families struggling to gain access to
and maintain housing.

Our goal to reduce family homelessness by 50 percent
over 10 years will be accomplished by applying these
best practices on three fronts: families, providers, and
our overall system.

+ Today, families lack a simple way to ask for help, and
too often they face a confusing and fragmented array of
agencies and services.

+ Nonprofit providers typically face a range of hurdles in
efforts to offer children and families the services they
need. Challenged by restrictive funding requirements,
and without many valuable opportunities to collaborate
with fellow organizations, many providers do not have the
support and flexibility they need to serve a range of family
needs. Providers also typically lack the capacity to address
the unique circumstances of each family, which limits their
combined ability to ensure families are on a path to
self-sufficiency.

+ We often fail to adequately and efficiently help families
because our overall system has been built to address
immediate crises without a focus on early intervention
or prevention to quickly end the problem.

+ In 2005, in Washington state, only 3 percent of targeted
funding for family homelessness went toward

prevention efforts.*

+ Many families with children stay more than 30 days in
shelter—some up to nine months or more—and as a
result, shelters become waiting spaces where families
remain until there are openings in transitional or, rarely,
permanent housing?

A WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY—
EXPANDING PUBLIC AND PRIVATE
PARTNERSHIPS

Washington state is poised to make substantial gains
on behalf of at-risk families:

+ The Legislature and the governor have supported efforts
to end homelessness for families with children, and from
2005 to 2008 have significantly increased new funding
to end homelessness and for affordable housing at the
state level on multiple fronts, including three separate
allocations to the Washington Families Fund.

+ Ten-year plans from every county in the state are
identifying strategies to end homelessness, and
many of the plans’ strategies align with our family
homelessness investments.
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+ State homelessness and affordable housing advocates
are aligning their efforts, resulting in common policy
platforms heading into each legislative year.

In March 2009, the Washington Families Fund, a unique
public-private partnership created by the Washington State
Legislature in 2004, announced it was embarking upon a
new, bold approach to ending family homelessness. The fund
set an ambitious goal of reducing the number of homeless
families by 50 percent over the next decade.

We joined with other Washington Families Fund partners to
sign a Memorandum of Understanding pledging to redouble
efforts to minimize shelter stays and provide critical support
services for homeless families with children. The state of
Washington, leaders from King, Pierce, and Snohomish
counties, and the mayors of Everett, Seattle, and Tacoma
agreed to align existing family homelessness funding streams
so that current resources can be used more efficiently and
effectively and, where possible, to tap new resources.

Funders from the private sector—including Boeing,
Microsoft, the Campion Foundation, the Greater Tacoma
Community Foundation, the United Way of King County,
and the Ben B. Cheney Foundation—pledged to coordinate
resources to help support this work. The strategy outlined
in the agreement is led by Building Changes, a Seattle-based
nonprofit that has guided the Washington Families Fund
since its inception and has more than 20 years of experience
as a catalyst for ending homelessness.

As part of this new approach, we are working with partners
in King, Pierce, and Snohomish counties as they plan to pilot
new strategies—based on the five principles outlined in the
Memorandum of Understanding—to meet the unique needs
of families in their communities. If approved, each pilot will
test innovative ways to help stabilize homeless families with
children, as well as those struggling to pay mortgages or rent
before they lose their homes. Lessons learned in the pilot
counties will eventually be applied statewide.

Through the Washington Families Fund, we will support the
planning process and implementation of the plans. Building
Changes will manage these investments and activities, and
will work with providers and public-sector partners to put
these innovative new strategies into action and help reinvent
our region’s approach to combating family homelessness.

We will carefully monitor the outcomes generated by these
investments, sharing what we learn in the Puget Sound
region with other parts of our home state and with others
working diligently to end family homelessness in their own
communities across the nation.

Working together, we can help forge tangible solutions to
prevent and end family homelessness, and create a future
where no child in Washington state is without a safe place to
call home, and where communities provide all families the
opportunity to succeed and prosper.

TO LEARN MORE

United States Program: www.gatesfoundation.org/
united-states/Pages/program-overview.aspx

Pacific Northwest Community Grants:
www.gatesfoundation.org/topics/Pages/community-grants.aspx

Family Homelessness initiative: www.gatesfoundation.org/
united-states/Pages/housing-homelessness.aspx
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