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Session Objectives
• Provide an overview of the implementation of diversion 

strategies
• Learn how diversion improves your homeless response system 

flow
• Gain an understanding of the important role of diversion within a 

homeless response system
• Identify where diversion should happen to reduce entries into 

homelessness
• Understand what diversion means and the fundamentals of 

diversion practice



Who Is In The Building: Introductions

• Provider Staff (Prevention, ES, TH, RRH, PSH)
• CoC Leadership 
• Coordinated Entry
• Local/State/Federal Government
• Funders
• Community Leaders
• HMIS Staff



Poll

Show of Hands:

Are you currently 
practicing diversion 
strategies?



DESIGNING A SYSTEMIC RESPONSE 
TO ENDING HOMELESSNESS



An Effective Homeless Response System

• Aims to make homelessness rare, brief, and 
one-time 

• Focuses on housing as the primary solution 
to homelessness

• Helps people resolve their housing crises at 
every engagement opportunity



An Effective Homeless Response System

Every community must have the capacity to: 
• Quickly identify and engage people at risk of and  

experiencing homelessness
• Intervene to prevent people from losing their housing 

and divert people from entering the homelessness 
services system

• Provide people with immediate access to shelter and crisis 
services without barriers to entry if homelessness does occur

• Quickly connect people experiencing homelessness to 
housing assistance and services tailored to their unique 
needs and strengths to help them achieve and maintain 
stable housing

- USICH, Home Together, The Federal Strategic Plan to 
Prevent and End Homelessness



What is Diversion?

A strategy that helps people identify and access 
alternatives to homelessness and resolve their 
immediate housing crisis. 



WHAT IS AN 
EFFECTIVE HOMELESS 
RESPONSE SYSTEM?



Effective Homeless Response System: Goal 

House people as quickly as possible 
and

divert people from imminent 
homelessness whenever possible



Effective Homeless Response System: 
Approach

Use a systemic approach 
to align interventions and resources 

across programs in a coordinated way 
around this common goal



Effective Homeless Response System: 
Performance

•Reduce in-flow into homelessness
•Increase exits to permanent housing
•Decrease average length of 
homelessness

•Decrease returns to homelessness



What is a System?
• Inter-dependent parts
• Doing different things
• Working together
• With a defined set of resources and practices
• To achieve a common goal 



Effective Homeless Response System: 
Increase System Flow

System Flow:
An efficient and coordinated process that 
moves people from homelessness to 
housing as quickly as possible



• Unchanging or increasing number of unsheltered people
• Waitlists for shelter

• Long lengths of stay in shelter (more than 30 days)

• High percentage of exits from shelters to homelessness

• Average length of homelessness is not decreasing

• In-flow into homelessness is steady or increasing

• Long waitlists for RRH and PSH (long CES wait list)

• Significant amount of people aren’t getting any assistance

• Programs are not connected to coordinated entry with many 
“side doors”

Poor System Flow



Align Parts of the Homeless Response System

Align all interventions of your system around the 
common goal to quickly get people into permanent 
housing or divert them from homelessness

• Define roles of each homeless system component and strategy
• Align:

• diversion
• outreach
• emergency shelter
• transitional/interim housing
• rapid re-housing
• other permanent housing interventions (PSH, vouchers, etc.)

around a common goal of preventing and ending homelessness



Align Parts of the Crisis Response System
Define Roles

• What is the role and function of each part of the system?
• What is the purpose of each intervention?
• Who is each intervention for/who does it serve?

• What role does each intervention play in improving system 
performance outcomes?

• Reducing in-flow into homelessness
• Increasing exits to permanent housing
• Decreasing average length of homelessness
• Decreasing returns to homelessness



What is it?
• A strategy that helps people identify and access 

alternatives to homelessness and resolve their 
immediate housing crisis. 

Role of Diversion



What role does it play in improving system 
outcomes?

•Reduces entries into homelessness
• Improves system flow 
•Conserves and targets homeless resources 
for those who need it the most– shelter beds 
used only when there is no alternative and 
cuts down on shelter waitlists

Role of Diversion



DIVERSION
Where To Begin Within the Homeless Response System



Homeless Response System



Coordinated Entry and Shelter 
• Many communities have not yet integrated shelter 
entry/prioritization together with coordinated entry and diversion 
strategies

• Shelters are therefore critical in implementing diversion 
strategies as it serves as the “front door” of the homeless 
response system

• Shelters have an incredible opportunity to engage households 
and assist in solving their immediate housing crisis before they 
become homeless

• Shelters are not denying service when employing diversion 
strategies. Instead, they are providing a chance to avoid trauma 
of homelessness and find safe, appropriate alternative

• In employing diversion strategies, shelters ensure resources 
dedicated to those who will need them most



Coordinated Entry and Shelter
Shift From Shift Towards

Are you willing to enter shelter? Is the place you were staying safe? 
What can we do to help you remain 
there? What can we do to help you find 
a safe place other than shelter?

What programs are you eligible for? 
Who has a bed?

What would resolve your current 
housing crisis?

Beginning with eligibility 
determinations 

Begin with brainstorming and 
structured problem solving 
conversations about household’s 
situation and resources

Beginning with screening and 
assessment tools and shelter waitlists

Support crisis resolution to avoid 
shelter entry through problem solving 
conversation



Integrating Coordinated Entry & Shelter Entry

Diversion Is/Isn’t
• Diversion is NOT a separate 

“program” but rather part of 
the entire system

• Diversion is problem 
solving and solution 
focused

• Diversion should always be 
safe and appropriate for the 
client

Diversion Requires
• Coordinated entry process and 

shelter front door
• Resourceful staff trained in:

• Mediation, conflict resolution
• Strength based assessment
• Problem solving
• Respect for client choice and 
• Recognition of safety

• Linkages to mainstream 
services and natural supports

• Flexible funds 



Activity
Rock: It is difficult for me to imagine how this can be achieved

Light Bulb: This is/was an “a-ha!” moment for me 

Brick Wall: This is an impossible challenge or the biggest 
obstacle to overcome

Heart: This really resonates with me (predisposition to feeling 
this way already)

Waving Hands: This is/was game changing for me, represents 
a total paradigm shift



My Reactions
• Diversion is more effective than prevention at reducing 

inflow into homelessness
• Diversion is not a denial of services, but a strategy to 

connect people with resources they need
• Our community is effectively practicing diversion from 

shelter and homelessness across our system



DIVERSION: WHAT, WHEN, WHO



What is Diversion?

A strategy that helps people identify and access 
alternatives to homelessness and resolve their 
immediate housing crisis. 



What is Diversion?

• Is a service to help people avoid a shelter stay 
and resolve their immediate housing crisis

• Is not a denial or barrier to shelter entry and 
instead expands options to identify alternatives to 
shelter



What is Diversion?
Services 
• Creative Problem-Solving Conversation to Identify Solutions to 

Immediate Housing Crisis
• Connections to Family and Natural Supports
• Strengths-Based Case Management
• Conflict Resolution/Mediation
• Housing Search/Placement
• Landlord/Tenant Mediation
• Connection to Mainstream Resources
• Tenant Legal Services
• Credit Repair
• Financial Assistance but is often unnecessary to successfully divert 

from shelter



When Should The System Use Diversion 
Strategies?
• At access points or “front doors” to the homeless 

system
•Coordinated entry system access points
•Emergency shelter 
•Other places people are seeking homeless 
services assistance



When Should Shelters Use Diversion 
Strategies?
• When person is seeking shelter but before 

shelter intake



When Should The Homeless System Use 
Diversion Strategies?
Consumer’s Housing 

Situation
Intervention 

Used
Services Provided in All 

Interventions

At Risk of Losing Housing
(precariously housed)

PREVENTION Services (Strengths-Based Case Management
• Creative Problem Solving Conversation
• Conflict Resolution
• Housing Search/Placement
• Landlord/Tenant Mediation
• Connection to Mainstream Resources
• Tenant Legal Services
• Credit Repair
Financial Assistance 
• Rental Application Fee
• Rental Subsidy/Arrears
• Security/Utility Deposits
• Utility Arrears
• Moving Costs
• Transportation Costs
• Other Financial Assistance

Seeking Shelter 
(at “front door” of system and seeking 
place to stay)

DIVERSION

Literally Homeless
(on the street/place not meant for human 
habitation/ shelter)

HOUSING 
FOCUSED, 
RAPID EXIT 
SERVICES



Who Can Be Diverted From Emergency 
Shelter?

Try diversion with everyone!
•Try having a problem-solving conversation with 
everyone seeking shelter to determine 
whether it is viable, desirable, safe, and 
appropriate to divert them 



Who Can Not be Diverted From Emergency 
Shelter?

Individuals or families that do not have any safe or 
viable alternatives aside from staying in shelter



When Diversion Is Not Appropriate, 
Use Housing-focused Services in Shelter

When a household is not diverted from shelter, the 
same diversion strategies - effective problem-
solving conversations, that are client-centered, 
and focus on creative solutions – should 
continue in the shelter in order to quickly resolve 
a household’s homelessness.



When Diversion Is Not Appropriate, 
Use Housing-focused Services in Shelter

These continued strategies provide much needed 
housing focused, rapid exit services for all 
households assessed for housing and support 
services and are critical for those who will not 
receive interventions such as rapid re-housing or 
permanent support housing. 



Prevention vs. Diversion
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Diversion is targeted prevention at the “Front Door” of Shelter/System
• Traditional Prevention is general eviction prevention that provides one-time 

assistance to tenants at risk of losing their units
• Diversion typically occurs once housing is lost, and other resources have been 

exhausted, and the person is presenting at shelter.
Credit: Katharine Gale Consulting



Activity: Diversion Case Studies
Household Profile

• Jean and her two children 
presented called the homeless 
helpline in search of shelter.

• Jean is living paycheck to 
paycheck and is dependent on 
her car to get her to her job 20 
miles away. Her car recently 
broke down. She is also in 
arrears for her childcare since 
she was late a couple of times 
due to the car breaking down.

• Jean doesn’t have enough to 
pay for the car repair, childcare 
fees, and her upcoming rent.

Diversion or Prevention



Activity: Diversion Case Studies
Household Profile

• Jillian presented at shelter 
after receiving a 30-day 
notice to vacate three 
weeks ago. Jillian was not 
aware that her boyfriend 
had not been paying his 
share of the rent. They are 
both on the lease.

• Without help she can’t pay 
the back rent to stay in her 
apartment.

Diversion or Prevention



Activity: Diversion Case Studies
Household Profile

• Janet presented at shelter 
after getting into a fight 
with her sister whom she 
had been living with for 
the past few months. 

• Janet doesn’t currently 
have a job but her goal is 
to find one and then move 
into her own place.

Diversion or Prevention



Stretch Break



DIVERSION: WHY
Why Employ Diversion Strategies?



Diversion: Why?
Things to Keep in Mind….
• Households experiencing a 

housing crisis are not 
significantly different than 
other poor households

• Majority experience 
homelessness due to a 
financial or other crisis

• Prolonged exposure to 
homelessness has a 
significant negative impact on 
adults and children



Diversion: Why?

• Reduces new entries into homelessness
• Cuts down on shelter wait lists
• Stems inflow into the shelter system
• Reduces demand for limited shelter beds
• Improves system performance outcomes by reducing 

new entries and re-entries into homelessness
• Targets more intensive homelessness interventions and 

resources to be provided to those with higher needs who 
have no alternatives to a shelter stay



DIVERSION
Guiding Principles of Diversion Strategies



Guiding Principle #1: Crisis Resolution
Homelessness is a crisis. Responses must include:

• Triage
• Focus on personal 

safety as the first priority
• De-escalation of 

emotions
• Clear, achievable, action 

steps
• Returning the person to 

control over their own 
problem-solving



Guiding Principle #2: Client Choice
Choice. Respect. 
Empowerment.

Responses must include:
• Help person regain a 

sense of control
• Focus on person’s goals, 

choices, preferences
• Unwavering respect for 

client’s strengths, and 
reinforcement of progress 
= essential for 
empowerment

Rosalyn Flaz, Rose Designs



Guiding Principle #3: 
Progressive Engagement

Provide the minimum 
assistance necessary for 

the shortest time possible.
Responses must include:
• Recognition that we don’t 

have deep resources to 
assist everyone 

• Response that’s geared to 
individual’s situation, not a 
future prediction of need

• A belief in a person’s 
ingenuity, resourcefulness, 
and resiliency

• A basis in reality of how 
crises resolve and people 
live



Guiding Principle #4: Maximizing Resources
Targeting and maximizing a 

community’s resources
Responses must include:
• Lightest touch
• Reserve shelter beds and 

permanent housing for 
those who need it most

• Connect people to 
supports, resources, 
services to stabilize

• Leverage non-traditional 
partners

• Recognize that the 
homeless system cannot 
do it all



DIVERSION STRATEGIES
Fundamentals of Effective Diversion Practice



Effective Diversion Practice: 
Four Fundamentals “Cs”

Community-Wide Buy In

Problem Solving Conversation

Creating Connections

Continuous Practice



Community-Wide Buy In
The Collective Impact Approach:
1. Common Agenda
2. Shared Measurement System
3. Mutually Reinforcing Activities
4. Continuous Communication
5. Backbone Organization 

Source: Collaboration for Impact



Community-Wide Buy In
• Common Agenda

• A strategy that helps people identify and access alternatives to 
homelessness and resolve their immediate housing crisis. 

• Shared Measurement System
• Decrease number of first time homeless
• Decrease number of people on shelter waiting lists
• Decrease the number of people entering shelter/homelessness



Community-Wide Buy In
• Mutually Reinforcing Activities

• Promote and support “front door” diversion strategies (i.e. 
coordinated entry and/or shelter)

• Alignment and adoption of shared measures by system/funders
• Problem Solving Conversation
• Creating Connections
• Continuous practice
• Ongoing data analysis, evaluation and modification



Community-Wide Buy In
• Continuous Communication

• Allows partners to trust, value, and protect each other in service 
to the development and implementation of a common agenda

• Backbone Organization
• Separate organization and/or structure dedicated to coordinating 

the various dimensions of the diversion strategy and the 
stakeholders involved



Problem Solving Conversation
• Diversion is a problem solving, strength-based conversation, 

not a pre-application for eligibility or an assessment tool with a 
list of questions

• Conversations:
• Are realistic discussions on household’s housing, employment, and 

financial needs and opportunities
• Help households to think of creative solutions and explore every 

option
• Are related to: employment, transportation, food security, other 

supports used previously (people and organizations) 
• Are about allowing staff time to be creative and less about quickly 

offering rental assistance
• About discovering what other options that may be available; help 

households identify their current supports



Problem Solving Conversation
6 Steps for Conducting an 
Effective Problem Solving 

Conversation 
1. Introduce Yourself & Purpose of 

the Meeting
2. Active Listening
3. Strengths & Supports Exploration
4. Moving Forward
5. Creating Connections
6. Summarize & Follow-Up



Problem Solving Conversation
• Active Listening: 

• Requires sufficient time to listen to the person share their story
• Includes “tuning in” to a person’s nonverbal cues, like body 

language.
• You’re building rapport, understanding, and trust

• Open Ended Questions:
• Allows the person to share more information and in greater detail 

than if responding to questions
• Use: How? What? Where? Who? Which?

• Be Relaxed and Open; Make Eye Contact



Creating Connections
• Homeless response system cannot do it 
all

• Having choices/options is empowering 
to a household seeking solutions

• Family, friends, and community partners 
are critical for effective implementation of 
diversion strategies

• Warm Handoffs – A MUST

Ani_ka via iStock



Creating Connections
• Connections Critical to Diversion Strategies

• Friends and/or Family
• Faith Community
• Mainstream benefit programs
• Employment 
• Legal Services
• Transportation
• Private business
• Health and wellness
• Food security
• Other



Continuous Practice
Ongoing Diversion Strategies
• Problem solving conversation may need to 

happen more than once, twice, etc. 
• Diversion Strategies are NOT a “one-time 

service”
• Use a progressive engagement 

approach and consider:
• Increased engagement of problem-solving 

conversation and connection to supports

• Determine how to access deeper housing 
resources and assist with access



Continuous Practice
• Enter each problem solving 

conversation as if it’s the first 
• Realize you are better equipped and 

have more context for this subsequent 
conversation

• For example: “Staying with Mom these 
last few times doesn’t seem to be working 
out. Would you like to explore other 
options?”

• Implement the same strategies with 
new context

• Trust the problem solving conversation 
to determine when shelter is 
appropriate



DIVERSION STRATEGIES
Tips To Take Away



Hone The Skills, Not A Tool
Question

“We have someone who 
wants to fund a diversion 
program… He would like to 
find a good diversion 
screening tool and I am 
wondering your thoughts on 
this and if you have 
anything you could 
recommend?” 

Answer
“I suggest that the screening 
tool is in fact the relaxed, 
client-centered, strength-
based, empathetic 
conversation we have with 
the client. In other words 
unfortunately no short-cut 
screening tool.”

~ Ed Boyte
(former staff Cleveland Mediation Center)



Professional Development & Ongoing 
Training for Staff:

• Housing First
• Harm Reduction
• Racial Equity & 

Homelessness
• Cultural Competencies
• Conflict Resolution
• Problem Solving
• Mediation
• Negotiation

• Communication Skills
• Military Cultural 

Competency
• Military Trauma 

Informed Care 
• Safe Talk/Suicide 

Prevention
• Self Care



DIVERSION STRATEGIES
Data Collection and Analysis 



Evaluating Performance
MUST HAVES

1. Decrease in the number 
of first time homeless

2. Decrease in the number 
of people on shelter 
waiting lists 

3. Percentage of persons 
diverted from the 
homeless response 
system who return to 
shelter/system (TBD: 
timeframe to track)

HIGHLY ENCOURAGED
• Decrease in Prior 

Residence to shelter 
categories

• Type of diversion service 
provided

• Destination or resolution
• Changes in need and 

barriers to sheltered 
population



Successful Outcomes

Permanent Relocation 
To Safe Place Out of 

Town

Return to Own 
Residence

Temporarily Diverted 
While Seeking New 

Housing 

Permanently Back with 
Friends or Family



Activity
• Based on your understanding of how diversion fits into an 

effective homeless response system, what is one action 
you will take to better align diversion in your system and 
why (i.e. place before CES, community wide messaging, 
etc.)?

OR
• Based on your understanding of the fundamentals in 

implementing a diversion strategy and measuring its 
performance, what is one action you will take to build the 
capacity of how diversion is practiced in your community 
and why (i.e. staff training in problem solving; creating 
connections, etc. )? 



Anything We Missed?



More Conference Sessions on Diversion 
and Problem-Solving
Don’t Miss:
• 4.11- Using Problem-Solving to Reconnect People 

Experiencing Homelessness to Housing
• 6.01 - Creating a Culture of Diversion Across Your 

Community
• 7.01 – Problem-Solving Housing Crises: How to Have the 

Diversion Conversation 

Other Possible Sessions of Interest:
• 4.04 Problem-Solving Coordinated Entry (Peer to Peer 

Session)


