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Preface
Two background papers—“Preserving and Strengthening Families and Children 
Experiencing Recurring Child Welfare System Encounters and Housing Crises” 
and “Connecting Vulnerable Families to Work and Incomes to Prevent and 
End Homelessness”—have been prepared for “Silos to Systems: Solutions for 
Vulnerable Families,” a meeting to be convened on October 6, 2011, at the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation. The meeting will focus on new approaches and policy 
and systems change solutions that help to stabilize the most vulnerable unstably 
housed and homeless families. 

The “Silos to Systems” meeting sponsors and co-hosts include:

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Building Changes
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Corporation for Supportive Housing
Hilton Foundation National Alliance to End Homelessness
Casey Family Programs

The purpose of this meeting is to develop a shared agenda for policy and systems 
change that is informed by the most innovative thinking and promising prac-
tices in the fields of child welfare and income and work supports for vulnerable 
families, with particular attention to housing needs and solutions for the most 
vulnerable and homeless families with children. Among these families, there is 
a need for a differentiated response to varying forms of housing instability and 
homelessness as well as varying levels of vulnerability and service needs. Linking 
housing and service interventions helps to achieve the goals of all of the systems 
that provide housing, human services, training, and work supports for vulnerable 
parents and children. 

At this critical time, policymakers, leaders in philanthropy, and their partners at 
the national, state, and local levels face the challenge of responding to extraordi-
narily high levels of need among vulnerable families, while constrained by rev-
enue shortfalls and pressures to control public spending. Integrated strategies 
and new approaches across existing systems can provide the greatest impact from 
public and private investments, and produce better outcomes for vulnerable fami-
lies and their communities.
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These background papers seek to provide a knowledge base for a group of inno-
vative leaders who have diverse roles. These leaders come from different sys-
tems in the public and private sectors, including representatives from federal, 
state, and local government, philanthropy, researchers, policy experts, and orga-
nizations that deliver housing and services to vulnerable families. The systems 
that impact the lives of vulnerable families often operate in silos, each with its 
own language, programs, and culture. To accompany these two papers, there is 
also a “Silos to Systems” Glossary, which explains some of the key terminology 
used in the background papers in an effort to provide a common language that 
can be used to support discussions during the meeting and collaborative efforts 
across systems. 

In order to allow us all to start with a shared level of knowledge and understand-
ing of the issues, it is anticipated that participants will come to the convening 
having read these papers. 

Silos to Systems
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The number of families with children who are living in poverty and at risk of 
homelessness or housing-related hardships has risen significantly during the 
recent economic downturn. More than one in five children live in poverty, and 
one in ten children live in families with incomes below half of the federal poverty 
level (FPL).1 In 2010, 31 percent of American children were living in families where 
no parent had full-time, year-round employment and 11 percent of American chil-
dren had at least one unemployed parent.2

Growing numbers of these vulnerable families have turned to the home-
less assistance system for help. The number of homeless persons in fami-
lies increased by 20 percent from 2007 to 2010, and families now make up a 
much larger share of the total sheltered homeless population than ever before.3 

Many Americans are concerned about the number of people who are out of work 
and struggling to provide the basic necessities for their families—including a safe 
and stable place to live. A chorus of voices is asking policymakers to do more to 
help mothers and fathers in the most vulnerable families get and keep jobs so that 
families can provide homes that offer dignity, safety, and access to opportunity 
for their children.

Poverty, Housing Hardships, and 
Homelessness
Among vulnerable families,4 including families who are experiencing or are most-
at-risk of homelessness and housing instability, poverty is nearly universal. Many 
of these families live in deep poverty with incomes at or below 50 percent of the 
FPL.5 The majority of these families do not live in subsidized housing, and many 
find themselves without enough income from work or benefits to pay rent, mort-
gage, or utility bills some months. 

As a result, many parents and children who live in poverty face evictions or find 
themselves moving frequently, staying temporarily in hotels, or doubled-up with 
friends or family members, or seeking help from shelters and other programs 
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that serve homeless families. For families who become homeless, the experi-
ence is often part of a longer period of residential instability that includes mul-
tiple moves and short stays before—and sometimes after—families are literally 
homeless. 

For most families who become homeless and enter shelters or live unsheltered 
in cars, abandoned buildings, or other places not meant for human habitation, 
these episodes of “literal homelessness” last only a few days or weeks. Half of all 
families who entered a homeless shelter over the last year stayed for less than 
one month. Families may move from unstable housing situations into home-
lessness, and may return to unstable living arrangements if they do not receive 
rental assistance or have access to affordable housing.

Many studies have found that there are few differences among families who 
experience homelessness and other extremely low-income families or families 
that enter the welfare-to-work system.6 Parents in these families (mostly single 
mothers) are unemployed or under-employed, sometimes working part-time in 
jobs that pay very low wages and offer little job security. Most parents, however, 
have some history of employment. The adults in families that experience home-
lessness have barriers to employment that are similar to those found among 
TANF applicants or participants in training and workforce development pro-
grams that are designed to serve low-income parents who are “hard to employ.” 
These barriers include low levels of education, low levels of skills, limited work 
experience, young children and unmet childcare needs, and challenges including 
mental health or substance use problems, and/or exposure to violence. (see BOX) 
While these barriers or problems may be significant for some families, they have 
little relationship to patterns of homelessness, including how long families stay 
in homeless shelters or programs.

Among homeless parents, other vulnerable parents, and young adults who 
are living in deep poverty, barriers to employment may include:6a 

Low levels of education and literacy and the lack of high school diploma •	
or GED.

Limited work experience and low level of skills.•	

Chronic health conditions and disabilities, including learning •	
disabilities, mental health (particularly depression), and substance use 
problems.

Need to care for a disabled child.•	

Lack of reliable and affordable childcare or transportation.•	

A criminal record.•	

Poor credit record.•	

Silos to Systems
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The majority of families who become homeless are headed by a single •	
mother who is caring for young children.7 Compared to other low-income 
and vulnerable families, those who experience homelessness tend to have 
younger adults and smaller household size, their incomes are even lower, 
and they have fewer resources and supports. Homeless families are less 
likely than other poor families to include another adult in the household 
and less likely to be receiving housing subsidies or other forms of welfare 
benefits. 

Family housing crises are often invisible. The number of families who are •	
doubled-up is between two to three times the number of families who are 
literally homeless (in shelter or transitional housing or unsheltered and 
living in a place not meant for human habitation).8

Long periods of family homelessness are not the norm. A relatively small •	
number of families stay longer in homeless shelters and transitional housing 
programs or have repeated episodes of homelessness and housing instability, 
but most families who enter shelters have relatively short stays.9 Families 
with relatively long stays in the homeless assistance system are not more 
likely to have the most serious problems. In fact, personal characteristics do 
not accurately predict how long families remain in shelters or transitional 
housing programs, and some transitional housing programs are fairly 
selective about serving relatively “low-risk” families who are not using 
alcohol or drugs and do not have serious mental health problems. 

Community leaders in some parts of the country, including policymakers and 
funders, are re-examining the role of transitional housing programs, which often 
cost more than a permanent housing subsidy, and taking steps to re-focus these 
programs to serve families with more complex service needs or re-allocating 
these resources to provide other forms of housing assistance to families.

New approaches are helping some families rebound more quickly from home-
lessness. Recently, many communities have implemented rapid re-housing pro-
gram models that emphasize moving some families out of homeless shelters as 
quickly as possible with time-limited assistance to pay rent and move-in costs for 
apartments, which are usually rented from private landlords. Support services 
are also temporary and focus on helping families get stabilized in housing and 
make connections to community resources and employment opportunities, so 
that families will be able to maintain their housing after program services and 
financial assistance end.

People who work in programs serving homeless families often describe the 
impacts of generational poverty, and the challenges facing parents who grew 
up in poverty and may have experienced housing instability, homelessness, or 
placement in foster care before becoming a parent. The implications of gen-
erational poverty and other adverse childhood experiences are complex and 
may include shame, stigma, few role models or connections to people who have 
steady employment, limited support from family members who can help out in 
an emergency, and feelings of hopelessness or discouragement about the value 
of education or the potential for success in school.

Silos to Systems
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What do we know about the connections between poverty, 
income and employment/workforce development and patterns of 
homelessness and housing instability?
Efforts to prevent and end family homelessness cannot succeed without address-
ing the needs of female-headed families, but also need to include other types of 
vulnerable families. Families headed by single mothers are particularly likely to 
experience poverty and housing-related hardships—47 percent of all children, 
and 58 percent of children under age six, who live in female-headed households, 
live in families with incomes below the poverty level.10 There are diverse charac-
teristics, strengths, and needs among vulnerable families, and these families also 
include single fathers, two-parent families, and families that include a grandpar-
ent, other extended family member, partner or caregiver, or a teen parent living 
independently. 

Much like what we know from research about poverty and welfare, there are high 
levels of turnover among families who experience homelessness. Similarly, some 
families experience relatively short spells of poverty—which may be a result 
of job loss or a change in family composition—while others live in poverty for 
years.11 Among families with incomes below the poverty level, a small minority 
will experience homelessness in any one year, but among families who continue 
to live in deep poverty, a significant number will experience homelessness or 
housing-related hardships at some time over a period of three to five years, often 
during the first few years of a child’s life.

Among children living in poverty, 1 in 38 entered a shelter or transitional •	
housing program for homeless families during a one-year period.12

One study of TANF applicants in Milwaukee found that about one in four •	
families became homeless at some time during three waves of interviews 
conducted over three years, but nearly all of these families were not homeless 
during more than one year. Almost half of all families in the study “doubled-
up” at some time, while most (79 percent) reported that they did not have 
enough money to pay rent or mortgage, and almost half had utilities shut off 
at some time during the study.13

Work, Income and Skill-Building
Because housing status is not generally collected in workforce development pro-
grams supported by the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) or other federal pro-
grams, and very rarely considered in program evaluations, we do not have good 
information about how homelessness or housing instability impacts levels of 
engagement, successful job placement, job retention or advancement, or other 
important outcomes.

Although national data is not available on sources of income, rates of employ-
ment, or enrollment in school or training for families who enter shelters or other 
homeless assistance programs, we know that a significant number of families 
who enter the homeless assistance system do not have income from TANF or 
employment. In part, this is a reflection of larger trends, with fewer families 
receiving assistance from some programs that make up the safety net for low-
income parents and children. 
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Nationally, TANF assists only 28 families for every 100 families living in •	
poverty.14 State maximum TANF benefit levels vary, but in 2010 (before some 
of the most recent reductions were enacted) maximum benefits were below 
half of the FPL in all states, and below 30 percent FPL in over half of states.15

In data collected by HUD from programs funded through the Supportive •	
Housing Program (SHP), which is often used to pay for support services and 
transitional housing for homeless families, fewer than one in five families 
received TANF cash assistance at program entry or exit16 and more than 
one in four families had no financial resources when they entered these 
programs. 

Among homeless families headed by mothers with substance abuse and/or •	
mental health problems who were served in programs that received grant 
funding from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
Substance and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), about half 
received cash benefits from TANF or General Assistance, while 73 percent 
received food stamps. Only 17 percent of families were currently employed 
at baseline, and 32 percent of all families reported that food stamps were the 
only source of income or benefits they received.17

Among homeless families entering supportive housing programs as part •	
of Building Changes’ Washington Families Fund (WFF) High-Needs Family 
(HNF) model,18 only 12 percent of parents were currently employed at 
baseline, while 96 percent had been employed at some time. Median income 
for high-needs families was $453 in the previous month. Among families 
who were served by the WFF Moderate Needs Family (MNF) model, median 
monthly income at intake was $987,19 and 23 percent of the parents were 
employed. Approximately two-thirds of the families in both groups received 
TANF cash assistance at intake.

A significant number of low-income single parents participate in post-secondary 
education and job training programs and are likely to be at risk of homelessness 
or a housing crisis that can make it difficult to complete education and training. 

More than a third of African American single female undergraduates •	
nationwide are unmarried parents. Unmarried parents are more likely to 
enroll in short-term, vocational, post-secondary education programs. Most 
are working, but they earn less than $10,000 a year; 38 percent earn less 
than $5,000 a year. Working while in school can make it difficult to succeed 
academically and may reduce a student’s eligibility for financial aid.20

A recent HUD study also provides some important clues about the overlap •	
between family homelessness and a parent’s participation in post-secondary 
education or training. As many as one in five parents in transitional housing 
programs included in the study completed a post-secondary education or 
training program while they were staying in transitional housing.21

Among families participating in programs based on the WFF HNF model, •	
16 percent of parents were enrolled in GED, post-secondary education, or 
vocational training programs at baseline. Among the parents participating 
in programs based on the WFF MNF model, 25 percent were participating in 
school, job training, or job-search programs at intake.22

Silos to Systems
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What do we need to do to help vulnerable families increase 
employment and incomes? What works? What seems to be  
most promising? 
In summary, many adults in vulnerable, unstably housed families struggle to 
take steps out of poverty and toward greater stability and access to opportunity 
for themselves and their children. Programs serving these families frequently 
have not worked in alignment to offer cohesive solutions to families’ barriers 
and needs. And yet there are some examples of effective programs that address 
the full range of needs facing vulnerable families. Some of the most promising 
programs and cross-system partnerships work to package services, housing, and 
workforce development to support families to not only stabilize their lives but 
improve them over the long-term.

There is strong evidence about the effectiveness of housing subsidies in prevent-
ing returns to homelessness among families who receive assistance through 
HUD’s Housing Choice Voucher (Section 8) Program or similar types of housing 
subsidies. These subsidies provide many families with much-needed assistance 
and stability. Yet these programs currently reach only about one out of every four 
eligible households. While efforts to increase the supply of affordable housing 
are critical, to achieve the goal of preventing and ending family homelessness, 
it will also be essential to invest in strategies that increase employment oppor-
tunities and incomes so that more families can afford to pay for housing costs. 
Programs and partnerships that align housing assistance with services that build 
skills and help people find and keep jobs are needed. Systems and strategies 
that are better aligned can have the effect of not only ending homelessness for 
these families today, but also keeping them, or their children, from returning to 
homelessness in the future. 

1.  Pay attention to BOTH housing and income/workforce 
development when serving extremely low-income parents  
and use data to get the whole picture.

Better data is needed to more fully understand the connections and overlaps 
among work, training, benefits and work supports, housing instability, and 
homelessness among parents who are caring for young children. We need to 
ask questions when people enter and participate in workforce and housing 
programs, and continue by collecting and analyzing data across programs and 
systems.

Workforce systems should begin tracking the housing status of their •	
participants. Workforce development, job training, and post-secondary 
education programs that serve parents with the lowest incomes (particularly 
those with incomes below 50–100 percent of the FPL), welfare-to-work 
programs, and agencies that administer SNAP benefits (food stamps) should 
ask questions and analyze data regarding participants’ housing status, 
including homelessness and other indicators of housing vulnerability. 
These programs should have the capacity to identify participants who 
have frequent and involuntary moves and gather information from all 
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participants about current housing status, including identification of those 
who are staying in shelters or transitional housing programs, doubled-up in a 
temporary living situation, living in hotels or motels, facing eviction or utility 
shutoff, or recently homeless and receiving temporary housing assistance.

Homeless housing and services systems should collect better data from •	
their participants about income and work. For families who are seeking or 
receiving help from the homeless assistance system, programs should ask 
questions and analyze data regarding income, sources of income (including 
TANF and other benefits), employment, and participation in post-secondary 
education and workforce development programs. This data should be 
analyzed and reported at the community and national levels.23

The use of common data elements and shared approaches to examining data col-
lected upon entry and during ongoing participation in programs offered by each 
system will help to accomplish several goals.

Identify shared populations. For example: parents enrolled in post-secondary •	
education or workforce development programs who become homeless or 
experience a housing crisis.

Identify gaps or limits of current programs and unmet needs. For example: •	
how many of the families who enter the homeless assistance system without 
any income are eligible for TANF cash assistance but not enrolled? Are 
homeless families receiving cash assistance at levels that do not cover housing 
costs?

Better understand the needs of homeless and vulnerable families for •	
workforce development, work supports, and/or cash assistance to boost their 
incomes. For example: Do most families who are homeless or experiencing 
a housing crisis need help to enter or re-enter the job market, or to get better 
jobs? Are parents who are working or participating in education or training 
more likely to have short stays in homeless assistance system or longer stays? 
Do the high levels of enrollment in post-secondary programs among residents 
in transitional housing programs suggest a more efficient and less expensive 
use of this housing model or other types of housing assistance as a way to 
keep “student parents” stably housed while they attain important educational 
and training goals?

Recognize the impact of housing vulnerability and homelessness on •	
participation and success in education and workforce development programs. 

Recognize opportunities to align resources across systems. •	

Collecting and examining data on housing vulnerability and its connection to par-
ticipation may also help to push education and workforce development programs 
to make changes in practice to recognize and mitigate risks to housing stability 
when planning for and providing wraparound supports. Attending to the housing 
status of vulnerable families may facilitate continued participation and success 
for low-income parents who are enrolled in post-secondary education, welfare-to-
work, and workforce development programs.

Silos to Systems
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2.  Use the most effective tools and strategies to connect parents  
to employment opportunities and better incomes.

Efforts to prevent and end family homelessness and improve housing stability for 
vulnerable families need to use workforce development strategies that have dem-
onstrated effectiveness or shown significant promise in increasing incomes for 
low-income single parents and other unemployed adults with barriers to employ-
ment. While most parents in families that become homeless are unemployed, a 
job that offers low wages or limited hours and no job security is not enough to 
protect a family from housing-related hardships. 

Fifteen years after the enactment of welfare reform, there is a growing body of evi-
dence and lessons learned about what works to increase incomes among parents 
who often have low levels of education and skills and other barriers to self-suffi-
ciency. Yet federal incentives for welfare caseload reductions and work participa-
tion requirements have pushed many states to implement approaches that have 
not proven to be the most effective at increasing incomes and moving families out 
of poverty. For example, TANF programs have focused on “work first” approaches 
that mandate rapid entry into the labor force for many parents. Findings from 
rigorous evaluations have shown that these types of programs often result in 
increased employment but little or no increase in family incomes because gains 
from earnings are offset by reduced benefits and higher taxes and work-related 
expenses.24 Program rules and eligibility criteria often create “cliffs” that result 
in the loss of cash assistance or other essential work supports such as subsidized 
childcare, leaving families no better off (and sometimes worse off) when they have 
small increases in earnings from work.

Meanwhile, many workforce development programs, including the “One-Stop” 
programs that receive federal funding under WIA, are not tailored to the needs of 
parents or other adults who have the lowest incomes and face the most significant 
barriers to employment. WIA performance standards do not create incentives for 
programs to offer the level of support or types of assistance that would meet these 
needs. As a result, the services or employment opportunities that are available 
may not be within reach for adults in the most vulnerable families.

Instead of relying only on “work first” approaches that have characterized many 
welfare-to-work programs, experts recommend using a range of approaches that 
match a range of needs.25 Some of the most promising of these are described 
here. Generally, these approaches offer some combination of work opportunities, 
training or coaching, and wraparound support services to address barriers to par-
ticipation and success.

Transitional jobs26 are usually subsidized and time-limited employment opportu-
nities for people who have barriers to employment in the job market. Transitional 
jobs provide opportunities for participants to learn and get paid while gaining 
experience with both the customs and routines of work (“soft skills”) and the spe-
cific skills needed to perform a job. Jobs may be in the public or non-profit sector, 
or in “social enterprises,” which are social-purpose businesses created with the 
goal of employing people with barriers to employment while providing goods or 
services to customers and generating income to pay for wages and other costs.27 
Workers in transitional jobs build confidence and establish an employment record, 
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job skills, and references that can help with obtaining permanent employment. 
Employment-focused support services assist with life skills and problem-solving 
to build skills needed for work success and address family support needs. Peer 
support may be provided through work crews, mentoring, or support groups.

Transitional jobs programs can be funded through TANF, and several states 
implemented or expanded transitional jobs programs with TANF Emergency 
Fund resources that were provided by the 2009 Recovery Act.28 This funding 
expired on September 30, 2010. The American Jobs Act, proposed by President 
Obama in September 2011, would create the Pathways Back to Work Fund to 
build upon the successes of these subsidized transitional jobs programs.

Evaluations of transitional jobs programs have shown significant increases in 
employment, with the greatest impacts for participants who had little or no 
recent work experience and long-term welfare dependency, and reductions in 
recidivism for a prison re-entry population. Transitional jobs programs have 
demonstrated greater impacts on employment than program models that com-
bine assessment, services to address barriers, and help from job coaches or job 
developers to find jobs. However, poverty rates for workers often remain high 
because reductions in welfare assistance offset increased earnings.29 

Sector partnerships30 engage multiple employers and other industry leaders in 
the development of industry-specific training programs linked to employment 
opportunities and workforce needs in a sector. Well-implemented, sector-fo-
cused training programs use a range of strategies to organize employers, pro-
vide training to help workers develop the range of skills needed for on-the-job 
success—including basic skills instruction aligned with technical skills needed 
for job requirements—and provide access to higher-skilled jobs. An evaluation31 
found that participants in sector-focused training programs earned significantly 
more than control group members. Most earnings gains took place in the sec-
ond year, when earnings were 29 percent higher for participants in the sector-
focused training programs, and they were working more hours, earning higher 
hourly wages, and more likely to be working consistently than control group 
members. 

Career pathways and related strategies encourage and support the combination 
of earning and learning by integrating and aligning basic education with occu-
pational training and higher education that leads to attainment of a credential. 
Key practices may include integrating instruction in basic skills and work readi-
ness with industry-specific skills training, and providing on-the-job training 
and internship opportunities. Career pathways are designed to ease transitions 
between programs and across institutions to provide pathways to meaningful 
credentials at successively higher levels, particularly for “non-traditional” stu-
dents who are working and have family responsibilities. The focus is often on 
“middle-skill” jobs in fields such as health care, accounting, computers, office 
work, or culinary arts, based on a growing recognition that some post-secondary 
education or training is essential to jobs that pay enough to support a family. 

Sector strategies and career pathways must be diverse enough to offer a range 
of options that match the interests and strengths of parents in vulnerable 
families. 

Silos to Systems
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Education and employment navigators are specialized case managers who 
facilitate connections between the homeless assistance and post-secondary edu-
cation or workforce systems, or expand the capacity of those systems to assist 
people who might otherwise face barriers to successful participation because of 
disability or other challenges. For example, several organizations that receive 
support from Building Changes’ Washington Families Fund have established 
employment navigators who work with families who are receiving housing 
assistance. These navigators offer individualized and flexible support to help 
parents use the services available from WorkSource locations (the One-Stop 
Career Center for WIA-funded employment services), WorkFirst services for 
TANF recipients, and other options for education and training, jobs, and work-
force development services. Navigators are often mobile, meeting with clients in 
their housing to facilitate access and success for people with disabilities or other 
complex barriers. They also may be based in community colleges or One-Stop 
Career Centers. Navigators are familiar with the resources and requirements of 
workforce development and training programs, as well as financial aid or other 
work supports that can support client participation. They are sensitive to chal-
lenges that may be related to disability, trauma, or the experience of generational 
poverty. They can offer individualized assessment and planning, coaching and 
service coordination, facilitating connections to counseling, mentorship, and 
other services as needed to address personal challenges and facilitate retention, 
while also helping clients to understand and meet the rules and expectations of 
training programs or employers. 

Important program elements included with each of these strategies and pro-
gram models anticipate, recognize, and provide support to help vulnerable par-
ents participate and succeed. These may include:

Wraparound services and supports to address barriers •	 to success and 
stability. Ideally these are integrated into work and training programs rather 
than provided through referrals to services that may not be well-aligned 
with the schedules and expectations of those programs. For many parents in 
vulnerable families, the most critical services and supports include:

Services that connect participants to homelessness prevention and  –
housing assistance. 

Help to get and keep benefits and earnings, including work supports such  –
as work-related tax credits and childcare subsidies, SNAP (food stamps), 
and other benefits.

Access to reliable childcare and transportation. –

Help to level the playing field and remove barriers by obtaining or  –
restoring licenses, providing work-appropriate clothing, expunging 
criminal records, removing tattoos, etc.

Trouble-shooting family and wellness challenges and helping to address  –
situations that threaten ongoing employment or participation in training, 
including housing-related hardships, family violence, and substance abuse.

Peer support, including mentoring from experienced participants or  –
alumni.
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Job placement, job coaching, and job-retention assistance. –

Support to facilitate connections to better jobs and opportunities to  –
build toward a better future through access to additional training and 
credentials.

Opportunities to try again (without starting over)•	  if a job doesn’t work or 
if a participant isn’t initially successful. Instead of terminating participants 
who are unsuccessful in a job or unable to complete a training program, 
flexible approaches anticipate that personal challenges or family problems 
may result in setbacks or gaps in participation, in spite of the best efforts 
of retention support services. Programs that are effective for adults who 
have multiple barriers to employment often support participants to get 
back on track with classes or training programs, or use feedback about 
work performance to learn from a job that didn’t pan out. Some programs 
may provide opportunities for participants to learn from mistakes and 
correct behaviors, or offer progressive reprimands, while also gradually 
increasing expectations for skills and behaviors. Other programs may allow 
participants to return multiple times, facilitate transferring credits for 
training or education completed in multiple settings, or provide flexibility in 
the length of time participants are engaged in training or transitional jobs.

Incentives and work supports to help “make work pay”•	 32 and fill the 
gap between low earnings and costs for housing and caring for a family. 
Even when parents are successful in moving from welfare to work, their 
incomes often do not increase enough to protect their families from poverty 
and housing instability. Even before the recession, participants in many 
welfare-to-work programs had high rates of job loss, and income from 
employment was often largely offset by reductions in benefits, leaving 
participants with little or no net increase in family income. Work supports, 
such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and childcare assistance, 
or access to benefits to help pay for food or utilities, are important but 
not enough for many families. There is promising evidence that earnings 
supplements or conditional cash assistance can encourage employment 
or participation in education and training, while increasing incomes 
for vulnerable families. Well-implemented programs ensure that people 
understand how the programs work so that benefits provide meaningful 
incentives. Earnings supplements or work incentives may be offered in the 
form of monthly payments, or structured to reward progress in educational 
or training programs or participation in services (such as tutoring support) 
that are associated with successful participation. For families who are 
receiving housing assistance, including those living in public housing or 
other subsidized housing, changes in rules that determine family rent 
contributions can help to “make work pay” by allowing families to keep 
a larger portion of increased earnings or setting aside a portion of rent 
payments in an escrow fund that can be used to pay for education or other 
costs associated with achieving goals for family self-sufficiency.33 
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3.  Align housing and workforce interventions and coordinate with 
ongoing supports to facilitate access and success for parents 
who experience or are most at risk of homelessness.

To make the best use of limited resources and respond to the needs of a growing 
number of vulnerable families, it is necessary to reduce the fragmentation and gaps 
that currently exist between the programs and systems that respond to homeless-
ness and housing crises and those that work to build skills and connect people to 
jobs and better incomes.

One approach is to “vocationalize” housing and service interventions for vulner-
able families by embedding the expectations, practice, and service delivery of 
employment in all facets of housing program operations and in the roles of ser-
vice providers. Vocationalizing means establishing a culture that expects and sup-
ports work within programs and services, training staff, and designing programs 
to prepare and support homeless and vulnerable families while they participate 
in the training, education, and employment offered within the workforce system. 
Vocationalizing offers great potential to better align housing services with the 
workforce system by identifying the unique strengths and expertise that housing 
services bring to services for vulnerable families and by increasing their participa-
tion in training, education, and employment. 

There is a critical need and there are significant opportunities to create more 
effective linkages, particularly between rapid re-housing programs and other time-
limited housing assistance for homeless families and the systems and programs 
that offer cash assistance, post-secondary education, and workforce development 
that help families increase incomes and maintain housing. There are several ways 
this can be accomplished: 

Create linkages at the systems level instead of expecting families in crisis to •	
put the pieces together as a condition for receiving assistance.

Prioritize and/or streamline access to training and work supports for families •	
who are receiving time-limited housing assistance.

Use navigators to help families access the help they need to participate and •	
succeed in training and work.

Increase the capacity of organizations or public agencies to provide both •	
housing assistance and workforce development/work supports, with funding 
from both the homeless assistance and mainstream workforce systems.34

It is also critical to recognize the housing hardships and risks facing vulnerable 
families and provide assistance to prevent homelessness. Temporary rental assis-
tance should be made available as one of the wraparound supports provided in 
conjunction with other work supports and benefits available in welfare-to-work, 
post-secondary education, and workforce development programs that are designed 
to serve parents with the lowest incomes and those with low skills or other barri-
ers to employment. Other wraparound supports that should be coordinated with 
rental assistance include student financial aid and other sources of funding avail-
able to promote student success (e.g., funds available for other family needs such as 
childcare or transportation). These programs can be most effective if they establish 
stronger linkages to homelessness prevention and rapid re-housing programs. 
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4.  Provide a safety net for families with the greatest barriers 
to self-sufficiency, including complex and disabling health 
conditions.

Among vulnerable families with the lowest incomes, including those who are 
receiving TANF cash assistance and those who have reached time limits for 
assistance, rates of chronic health problems and untreated or poorly managed 
mental health conditions are high.35 Depression or anxiety disorders are more 
prevalent among parents than psychotic disorders, and, in many communities, 
there are few services available from the publicly funded mental health system 
to address the needs of adults who are not severely mentally ill, making it diffi-
cult for parents to access care or document problems that may create barriers to 
employment. Other barriers may include substance use problems and the need 
to care for a child or other family member who has a significant health problem 
or disability. TANF participants with substance use problems have high rates of 
co-occurring problems and are significantly more likely than other TANF fami-
lies to experience a housing crisis.36

Current TANF work participation rules impose significant administrative bur-
dens on states and welfare-to-work programs while offering very little flexibil-
ity regarding the activities that can satisfy work participation requirements. 
Some of the most promising “mixed strategies” that combine work with educa-
tion and training and/or support services to alleviate barriers do not meet rigid 
work participation requirements. Much greater flexibility is needed to allow and 
encourage participation in effective services that address and reduce barriers to 
employment, including changes that would allow more weeks of services, such 
as mental health or substance use counseling, and stronger incentives to com-
bine work and activities that alleviate barriers. 

Some parents are unable to work; for others, part-time work may be the most 
realistic expectation. Access to disability benefits or other forms of ongoing 
financial assistance and accommodations may be needed for these families. 
Parents with disabling health conditions who are unable to work need assistance 
to establish eligibility for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and/or Social 
Security Disability Income (SSDI). Promising strategies for improving access to 
disability benefits have been established through the SSI/SSDI Outreach, Access, 
and Recovery (SOAR) Initiative, which has primarily served single adults who 
are homeless. The training, procedures, programs and systems partnerships that 
have been established by SOAR should be adapted and expanded to reach vulner-
able families and coupled with meaningful work incentives, access to vocational 
rehabilitation (VR) supports, and opportunities for supported employment. 

5.  Invest enough to make an impact on incomes and employment 
for vulnerable families.

There is significant evidence that modest investments in workforce develop-
ment or poverty reduction produce modest results. Funding levels for cash assis-
tance, welfare-to-work programs, and workforce development have not grown 
to respond to either rising levels of need among low-income families during 
the recession and current economic crisis, or increasing demands for a work-
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force with skills that match available employment opportunities. Given the very 
large number of families facing unemployment or work that doesn’t provide 
consistent and adequate earnings to pay for housing, there is clearly a need for 
greater investments in workforce development and work supports with a focus 
on protecting and expanding opportunities for the most vulnerable families. In 
an environment in which many Americans have experienced prolonged periods 
of unemployment, there is a critical need to re-think time limits, rigid rules, and 
incentives attached to federal funding, and program models that do not fit the 
needs of those who have the most complex barriers to employment, as well as 
others who could benefit from more sustained support for job search, training, 
subsidized employment, and other interventions that can lead to better jobs with 
opportunities for greater stability, wage progression, and career advancement . 

Now is the time to make a substantial investment in putting Americans back 
to work—and making sure that these efforts reach and expand opportunity for 
parents with young children. With a focus on the most vulnerable families, com-
munity leaders, funders and policymakers should commit themselves to achiev-
ing bold but attainable goals such as reducing the number of children who are 
living in deep poverty and at risk of homelessness. 

Where are the most significant 
opportunities for innovation?
There are several significant opportunities to learn more about what works, 
through rigorous evaluations. There are also opportunities to expand and repli-
cate promising approaches to increasing opportunities and incomes for parents 
in vulnerable families, with support from coordinated investments by philan-
thropy and federal programs. Many of these initiatives do not include an explicit 
focus on families who experience or are at risk of homelessness, but the families, 
students, and workers they serve are likely to include many who are at risk of 
housing crises, and it may not be too late to include an explicit focus on hous-
ing stability in the design of interventions and data collection. A few of these 
opportunities are highlighted here.

Two large-scale federal research projects focused on transitional jobs and •	
other forms of subsidized employment have been launched by the HHS and 
the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL). The first37 focuses on programs serving 
parents who are directly or indirectly connected to TANF. The second 
concentrates on programs targeting disadvantaged noncustodial parents 
and/or former prisoners.38 

Several major philanthropic investments and partnerships are focused on •	
strengthening post-secondary education and skill-development systems to 
“widen the doorways of opportunity.”39 These initiatives include a focus 
on creating and strengthening academic pathways for at-risk students and 
improving success rates for students in community college and other post-
secondary education and training programs, particularly for students of 
color and low-income, “non-traditional” students. Investments focus on 
reforms in policies and practices at several levels, including instructional 
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techniques and models, colleges and college systems, financial aid, data 
systems, and state-funding models and incentives. Philanthropic leaders 
in this area include the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Lumina 
Foundation for Education, and the Ford, Charles Stewart Mott, Joyce, and 
Annie E. Casey foundations.

The Working Poor Families Project—supported by the Annie E. Casey, •	
Ford, Joyce, and Mott foundations—is a national initiative that partners 
with state non-profit organizations to focus on strengthening state policies 
for America’s working poor families.40 The initiative includes a focus on 
strengthening policies that expand opportunities for higher-skill levels, 
better-paying jobs, and streamlining the delivery of work supports and 
benefits to improve access for families who don’t earn enough from low-
wage jobs to meet family needs.

The Innovative Strategies for Increasing Self-Sufficiency (ISIS) project, •	
sponsored by the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) of the 
HHS,41 is a major, “next-generation” evaluation of promising programs and 
policies for improving employment and self-sufficiency outcomes for low-
income families. The project will use a rigorous design to test promising 
strategies in nine sites across the country using a Career Pathways 
framework, including I-BEST (a program model developed in Washington 
State). In King County, Washington, a partnership of public, private, and 
philanthropic organizations known as Skill Up Washington is working to 
help low-income working adults participate in and complete post-secondary 
education and other forms of “second-chance” education and training 
services and to strengthen the quality and effectiveness of those programs to 
improve outcomes. Skill Up Washington is one of several regional initiatives 
supported by the National Fund for Workforce Solutions, a partnership of 
nearly 300 funders working to bring to national scale, and to evaluate, new 
ways to prepare workers who don’t have the needed skills for careers that 
can support themselves and their families.42

Opportunities for policy reform and 
systems change
The Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness calls for increas-
ing meaningful and sustainable employment for people experiencing or most 
at risk of homelessness and improving access to mainstream programs and ser-
vices to reduce people’s financial vulnerability to homelessness. In the com-
ing months (and beyond), there are several opportunities for significant policy 
reform and systems change to achieve these objectives. A few of these are high-
lighted below. 

American Jobs Act
In September 2011, President Obama proposed a multi-faceted strategy to expand 
employment opportunities and put people back to work. Included in the proposal 
are provisions that are targeted to the needs of low-income families, including 
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support for a subsidized jobs program that builds on the models implemented 
in many states when funding was available through the TANF Emergency Fund. 
The proposed Pathways Back to Opportunity Fund would provide state funding 
for similar programs, and support local efforts to implement promising training 
and work-based strategies, such as sector-based training programs, career acad-
emies, and other models that link immediate work opportunities, skills training, 
and other supports. While the outlook for Congressional action on this proposal 
is uncertain, there are opportunities to ensure that federal policymakers recog-
nize and address the needs of the nation’s most vulnerable families as they take 
action to help Americans get back to work. 

WIA reauthorization and/or systems change
WIA was due to be reauthorized nearly a decade ago, and draft legislation has 
been developed by the U.S. Senate. Whether through the enactment of reautho-
rizing legislation, or through other policy reforms and systems changes sup-
ported by the federal government and local leaders within the framework of 
current law, there are opportunities to:

Strengthen and expand promising approaches that include transitional jobs, •	
sector partnerships, career pathways, and navigators.

Remove disincentives in performance measures to encourage services to •	
people with barriers to employment. 

Recognize homelessness and housing instability as a barrier to participation •	
and success. 

Strengthen cross-system partnerships to better engage and serve vulnerable •	
families.

TANF reauthorization and/or systems change
Fifteen years since the enactment of welfare reform, there is growing concern 
that TANF has become less effective in providing a safety net for the most vul-
nerable families or offering temporary assistance to families who have lost jobs 
and income during the economic downturn. TANF’s block grant structure has 
limited the program’s capacity to respond to increasing numbers of unemployed 
parents. Reauthorization of the federal law that governs the program appears 
unlikely at this time, but there may be opportunities to provide greater flexibil-
ity in the application of work requirements, and stronger support for parents to 
combine work and education or training, including changes that would allow 
parents more time to participate in post-secondary education and job training. 
A renewed investment in emergency funding for transitional jobs and assis-
tance to states seeking to maintain benefits in the face of rising caseloads and 
declining revenues would reduce hardship for families and provide a pathway to 
opportunity for many. Stronger partnerships between TANF agencies and local 
welfare-to-work programs and the family homeless assistance system could bet-
ter align the resources available to assist vulnerable families.
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Other opportunities include:
Implementation of the HEARTH Act will create opportunities and incentives •	
for communities to review the performance of the current homeless 
assistance programs and re-focus or realign programs and investments 
to better achieve the goals of preventing and ending homelessness and 
shortening stays in the homeless assistance system for vulnerable families. 

Some Public Housing Authorities (particularly those with Moving to Work •	
status) have flexibility to adjust rules and approaches to providing housing 
assistance and/or rental subsidies to strengthen incentives and make work 
pay. Work incentives and rent rules that make work pay should be more 
widely available to vulnerable families.

Other policy changes could remove obstacles to providing affordable •	
housing or rental assistance to extremely low-income parents who are 
pursuing post-secondary education or job training and provide incentives in 
the form of conditional cash assistance for participation in activities that can 
lead to greater stability for vulnerable families. 

With a significant commitment to ending homelessness among veterans, •	
and strengthening programs that serve veterans who have families, there 
may also be opportunities to use new or existing programs for homeless 
veterans differently and to test or replicate promising models that link 
housing assistance, training, support services, and work. 

In the current fiscal and political environment, new or significantly expanded 
resources are likely to be scarce, and there will be significant pressure to dem-
onstrate better results or reduce spending for many current programs. In this 
context, philanthropy will be an important partner, while bold and innovative 
leaders will be challenged to realign and reinvest resources to produce better 
results. Catalytic investments and strong cross-system leadership will be needed 
to:

Invest in building capacity of current programs to do things differently. •	

Facilitate peer-to-peer exchanges and highlight best practices.•	

Change incentives for performance.•	

Hold programs and systems accountable for results. •	

Conclusion
Across the nation, housing, support services, and workforce, education, and train-
ing systems are realizing that collaborative efforts that integrate the resources, 
talents, and energies of multiple systems will be necessary to end the crisis of 
family homelessness. Housing alone is not a solution; it will not be possible–at 
least in the foreseeable future–to create a sufficient supply of affordable housing 
to meet existing demands. In addition, workforce development and education 
programs that do not address the housing stability issues that complicate the 
lives of so many vulnerable families will not be able to effectively meet the needs 
of a growing group of low-income workers and job seekers who continue to fall 
short of wage levels that can sustain family housing costs.
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Clearly, no one system can–on its own–resolve the issues and complex needs 
of families struggling with housing stability and homelessness. Only a multi-
variable, cross-systems approach that tailors the response to levels of need and 
capacity at the individual, organizational, and systems level will create a signifi-
cant impact on this problem. 

An integrated approach may, ultimately provide the best and only hope of end-
ing homelessness for children and their families. If we do not expect to cre-
ate a sufficient supply of affordable housing in this country to meet ongoing 
demands, the solution to homelessness will require that we create additional 
capacity in our existing affordable housing array to meet ongoing demand. If we 
can succeed in increasing the incomes of workers who have been stabilized in 
subsidized units to the point that they can survive in the open housing market, 
this “throughput” will create significant new affordable housing capacity within 
the existing stock of subsidized units.

This approach does not mean that we should reduce our efforts to promote 
more affordable housing. That said, with the knowledge that a finite supply 
of affordable units will never be sufficient to the needs of all of the families 
who experience housing crises that put them at risk of homelessness, we must 
develop new and innovative approaches that maximize the use of the affordable 
housing and housing assistance resources that do exist. Increasing the incomes 
of families who receive time-limited housing assistance, as well as those who are 
currently dependent on housing subsidies must be prioritized as one of many 
tactics deployed in a comprehensive strategy that can actually end, rather than 
simply manage, homelessness in America.
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Glossary
Vulnerable families
We use the term vulnerable families to refer to families who experience home-
lessness or are at risk of homelessness because they have extremely low incomes, 
with family earnings less than 30 percent of the Area Median Income (AMI), or 
below the federal poverty level (FPL), and because they also spend more than half 
of their income on housing costs or do not have stable housing. This includes 
many families who experience significant housing hardships, such as being “on 
the brink” of losing housing, experiencing frequent and involuntary moves, or 
being “doubled-up.” Some, but not all, of these families may be defined as “home-
less” for purposes of eligibility for some federal programs. Examples of vulnerable 
families include:

Families who experience “literal” homelessness, meaning they are staying in •	
emergency shelter or transitional housing programs for homeless families, or 
living in places not meant for human habitation (outdoors, in cars, abandoned 
buildings, etc.).

Families who are doubled-up temporarily or living in hotels/motels because •	
they lack housing of their own. 

Families fleeing domestic violence and lacking the resources needed to secure •	
other housing.

Families who have recently experienced an episode of homelessness and are •	
currently living in housing with time-limited rental assistance.

Families living in or near poverty (particularly families living in deep poverty •	
with incomes below 50 percent of FPL) who do not have stable housing and 
who have experienced high rates of mobility, often due to involuntary moves. 

Families at risk of (“on the brink of”) homelessness because they have •	
received an eviction notice, or because they are leaving a residential treatment 
program, hospital, or jail and lack the resources needed to secure other 
housing.

Extremely low-income families (with incomes below 30 percent of AMI) •	
who have “worst-case housing needs” because they pay more than half their 
income for rent or live in severely substandard housing.
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All kinds of families that include at least one adult and at least one child, •	
including single parents, two-parent families, and families in which the adult 
is a grandparent, other extended family member, partner or caregiver, or a 
teen parent living independently.

As described in a policy paper published by Building Changes in 2011,1 housing 
and services are two related but distinct domains of need, and services needs 
and vulnerabilities may be low, moderate, or high among vulnerable and home-
less families.

Rapid re-housing is a relatively new program model used to assist families 
and individuals to quickly end episodes of homelessness by providing time-
limited rental assistance, often combined with help to find rental housing and 
pay move-in expenses, case management, and other support services that help 
people stabilize in their own housing and make connections to community 
resources they can use to avoid returning to homelessness. Rental assistance 
may be short-term (one-time or up to three months) or may be provided for up 
to a year or longer, and most households must increase their incomes in order 
to pay rent on their own after time-limited assistance ends.

Permanent supportive housing is affordable housing linked to flexible support 
services for individuals and families with special needs, including people with 
mental health and/or substance use problems and those who have been home-
less repeatedly or for a long time. Housing may be in an apartment building 
created for supportive housing (site-based), an affordable housing development 
which contains a few units set aside as supportive housing, or in scattered-site 
apartments, which are often rented from private owners. Subsidies (from fed-
eral, state, or local government programs) make the housing affordable to people 
with little or no income, who usually pay about 30 percent of their income for 
rent. Housing is permanent (meaning that there is no limit on how long people 
can live there) and subject to normal rights and obligations of landlord-tenant 
law. Support services focus on helping people achieve housing stability, and 
often address personal goals related to health and recovery. In family supportive 
housing, some services are often provided for the children.

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) was created in 1997 to replace 
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. Federal funding 
for TANF programs is provided to states in the form of block grants, and states 
have significant flexibility in using these funds for a wide range of services and 
for cash assistance to families within the overall framework of federal law. TANF 
has four purposes, which are described in federal law, and are as follows:

Provide assistance to needy families so that children may be cared for in 1. 
their own homes or in the homes of relatives.

 End the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by 2. 
promoting job preparation, work, and marriage.

Prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and 3. 
establish annual numerical goals for preventing and reducing the incidence 
of these pregnancies.

Encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent families.4. 
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The Workforce Investment Act (WIA) is a federal law enacted in 1998 and is 
also the name given to the main federal funding stream for employment and 
training services. WIA is administered by the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), 
and local programs are implemented under the leadership of statewide and local 
Workforce Investment Boards (WIB).

Transitional jobs are time-limited, wage-paying jobs that combine real work, 
skill development, and support services to help participants overcome barriers, 
build work-related skills, and transition successfully into the labor market.2

1  Ending Family Homelessness in Washington State: An Emerging Approach (2011) is 
available online: http://www.buildingchanges.org/our-work/advocacy/58-advocacy-and-
policy-sidebar/300-family-homelessness-strategy-for-washington-state

2 This definition is adapted from information provided by the Transitional Jobs Network. 
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