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How many of the following are here today?

• Shelter staff

• Program Managers

• Executive Managers

• System Leadership

• City/County

• Developers

• Advocates

• Consultants

• PEH or Lived Experience



What is one thing you want to 

takeaway from today's session?



TODAY’S OBJECTIVES

1. Understand the important role 
emergency shelter plays as the 
immediate response to a 
community’s homelessness 
response system

2. Identify the five key components 
of effective emergency shelter

3. Understand how to implement 
the key components into 
practice 





BUT FIRST, LET’S 
TALK ABOUT A 

HOMELESS 
RESPONSE SYSTEM 
THAT IS EFFECTIVE, 

EFFICIENT AND 
EQUITABLE…

…AND the Role of 
Emergency Shelter 
in that System



Goal of a Homeless Response System that 

is Effective, Efficient, and Equitable:

Divert people from imminent 
homelessness whenever possible 

House people as quickly as possible



Homeless Response System: 

APPROACH

Use an equitable systemic approach

to align interventions and resources across 
programs in a coordinated way around this 

common goal



Homeless Response System: 

ENDGAME

• People in a housing crisis have access to immediate 

help, including a safe place to go

• People are not unsheltered 

• People do not spend long periods of time homeless

• People exit homelessness quickly and do not quickly 

cycle back into homelessness

Homelessness is rare, brief, and one-time



Homeless Response System: 

ENDGAME

• Reduce in-flow into homelessness

• Increase exits to permanent housing

• Decrease average length of homelessness

• Decrease returns to homelessness

Establish systemic performance measures



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



Poor System Flow: 

When Your System is Stuck 

• 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



Elements of an Effective Homeless Response 

System With Good System Flow

• Housing First approach across all interventions within the 
system

• Diversion from imminent homeless system when safe and 
appropriate

• Rapid identification and engagement of people experiencing 
unsheltered homelessness to connect them to crisis services
and housing assistance

• Quick, accessible, low-barrier pathways to shelter and other 
crisis services with short stays in shelter

• Rapid connection to permanent housing for all sheltered and 
unsheltered people, whether or not they are matched to a 
housing resource through coordinated entry 



IMPROVING SYSTEM FLOW AND 
PERFORMANCE

THE ROLE OF EMERGENCY SHELTER



Question:
What is the ROLE of Emergency Shelter in Your Homeless 

Assistance System

Audience Response! 



What are the goals of your shelters?

• To provide temporary 
shelter

• Hostel-like environment 
(check-in and check-out 
every day)

• Meets basic needs

• Shower/bathroom

• Laundry

• Mail

• Self-directed 
resource/information and 
referral

• Light services

• To end homelessness

• Resolve housing crises 
permanently

• Facilitate self-resolution

• Re-house people quickly

• Reduce unsheltered 
homelessness

• Create better system flow

• Connect people to  
coordinated entry 

• Connect people to housing 
search and other resources 
to help stabilize them once 
housed



Raise your hand!!!

Which of the following system performance measures 
does shelter impact? 

1. Reducing in-flow into homelessness

2. Increasing exits to permanent housing

3. Decreasing average length of homelessness

4. Decreasing returns to homelessness

5. Not Sure



Why Are Shelters So Important?
• People in a housing crisis will always need a safe and 

decent place to go that is immediately available

• Shelters will most likely be the only place people receive 
help to resolve their housing crisis and get connected to 
permanent housing

• Shelter eligibility, policies, and stays impacts performance 
outcomes and system flow

• Shelter is a place to connect to resources and build trust



What Do We Know About Shelter Stays?

• The majority of people who become homeless have relatively short stays in 
the homeless system and rarely come back to it (“transitionally homeless”)

• Households with long stays are no more likely than households with short 
stays to have intensive behavioral health treatment histories, to be disabled, 
or to be unemployed

Dennis Culhane, Testing a Typology of Family Homelessness Based on Patterns of Public Shelter Utilization in Four U.S. Jurisdictions: 

Implications for Policy and Program Planning, 2007 

The results suggest that policy and program 

factors, rather than household characteristics, 

are responsible for long shelter stays



What Do We Know About Shelter Stays?

• Significant portion of people self-resolve or seek help from another system

• Most people can exit homelessness with a light touch of services and 
assistance to exit homelessness for good

• People who have highest needs often lose shelter beds due to non-
compliance issues

• Minority of people need more intensive services and long-term housing 
supports



SOOO….
Ideally, Emergency Shelter…





The Role of Shelter in the Crisis Response System…Ideally

• Integrated with coordinated intake system (accepts referrals, 
provides real-time data)

• Diverts people who can safely maintain their current housing

• Prioritizes shelter for those who need it most

• Provides immediate and low-barrier access through coordinated entry to 
shelter and crisis services without barriers to entry, as stable housing and 
supports are being secured

• Creates system flow by quickly connecting people who 
experience homelessness to housing and/or services tailored to 
the unique strengths and needs of households



People have to be able to get in…

...and be able to get out (to housing).





Thoughts?

What are some of the biggest challenges to getting into shelter 
in your community?

-How do people access shelter?
-How do you determine who will enter shelter?

-What do you do when shelter is full?

What are some of the biggest challenges                                     
to getting people out of shelter in your community?

-How long does it take for people to exit to housing?

-How do you support clients to successfully exit to housing?



FIVE KEY ELEMENTS OF 
EFFECTIVE SHELTER 
TO CREATE SYSTEM FLOW IN THE 
HOMELESS RESPONSE SYSTEM



& Equitable



Key Elements of Emergency Shelters in an Effective 
Crisis Response System

• Housing First Approach

• Safe & Appropriate Diversion

• Immediate, Equitable, and 
Low-barrier Access

• Housing-focused, Rapid Exit 
Services

• Data to Measure Performance



Housing First Principles

Principles

• Homelessness is foremost a housing 
problem 

• Everyone is ready for housing now if they 
choose

• Permanent housing is a right to which all 
are entitled

• People should be returned to or stabilized in 
permanent housing as quickly as possible 
and connected to resources necessary to 
sustain that housing

Shift in Thinking…



Housing First Principles

Philosophy Shift

• Issues that may have contributed to a 
household’s homelessness can best be 
addressed once they are permanently 
housed

• For most people experiencing 
homelessness, intensive services are 
not necessary

• Vast majority of homeless individuals 
and families fall into homelessness one 
time after a housing or other crisis



Shift in Action

Carrot vs. Stick Its Gotta Go!!!



Housing First

Practice Shift for Shelters

• Low-barrier admission policies

• Eliminate screenings for alcohol, drugs, income, criminal background

• A focus on helping individuals and families access and sustain permanent 

housing options as quickly as possible

• Connecting with needed services and supports to find and keep housing

• Not a one size fits all

• NOT “housing only”

• No screening for “housing-readiness”

• Voluntary participation in services

National Alliance to End Homelessness



Things to Keep in Mind

• Households experiencing homelessness are not significantly different than 
other low-income households

• Majority experience homelessness due to a financial or other crisis

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

• "Housing" improves the quality of life

• Don’t make assumptions about participant's ability to succeed or fail



A Note: Don’t be the “Dumping” Grounds for Other Systems

• Your shelters should be the crisis response of first choice for people 
with a housing instability issue; not the exit plan for other systems

• A shelter should not adapt to become a parallel substance use recovery 
system, mental health care provider, halfway house, hospice, center for 
chronic disease management, refugee or immigrant settlement home, 
etc.

• Shelters simply are not equipped nor designed to be good at these 
types of services, nor should they be!



Key Elements of Emergency Shelters in an Effective 
Crisis Response System

• Housing First Approach

• Safe & Appropriate Diversion

• Immediate, Equitable, and 
Low-barrier Access

• Housing-focused, Rapid Exit 
Services

• Data to Measure Performance



What is Diversion?

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

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



Why Diversion at Shelter

When we don’t utilize diversion…

• People enter shelter when they could have been successfully 
diverted

• Trauma is associated with shelter stays

• Majority of persons entering shelter do not have successful exits

• Shelters become overloaded and cannot adequately respond to 
those who have no other safe alternative housing options

• Unsheltered homelessness increases due to not enough shelter 
beds available

• Dedicated resources go to those who don’t have the greatest need



Safe and Appropriate Diversion
Philosophy Shift

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



The Role of Shelter in Safe and Appropriate Diversion
Re-envision Intake Process

• Train intake staff in mediation and problem-
solving skills

• Instead of immediate shelter intake, staff 
engages clients in a conversation to identify 
safe alternatives to shelter

• Provide private space conducive to a problem-solving 
conversation

• Use a strength-based assessment vs. a 
needs-based assessment

• Staff assist in connecting to community 
resources to avoid a shelter stay

• Warm Handoffs



Reminder:

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

• The same effective problem-solving conversations continue in the 
shelter in order to quickly resolve a household’s homelessness.

• Continued problem-solving provides much needed housing focused, 
rapid exit services for all households assessed for housing and support 
services

• Continued problem-solving is critical for those who will not receive
interventions such as rapid re-housing or permanent support housing.



Key Elements of Emergency Shelters in an Effective 
Crisis Response System

• Housing First Approach

• Safe & Appropriate Diversion

• Immediate, Equitable, and 
Low-barrier Access

• Housing-focused, Rapid Exit 
Services

• Data to Measure Performance



Why People Avoid Shelters?



Why People Avoid Shelters

"If there are too many rules, people won't go," warned Kendell Jackson, 29, who 
is living at the camp. "A lot of people out here have problems with authority and 

they'll risk frostbite or worse to preserve their freedom.”

Minneapolis Star Tribune, November 24, 2018



Immediate, Equitable and Low-Barrier Access
Philosophy Shift

• The most acute, highest need people are prioritized for shelter
such as unsheltered individuals and families who are at 
greatest risk for severe health and safety consequences if 
not sheltered

• Fill your shelter with those that need it the most, not those that 
got there first or can “comply” with the rules

• Do not require service participation to stay in shelter



Immediate, Equitable, and Low-barrier Access
Philosophy Shift

In Simple Terms…

Remove unnecessary barriers and improve access to 
shelter for those who need it most



Immediate, Equitable, and Low-barrier Access
Practice Shifts

• Ensure sites are welcoming for everyone

• Documents are or can be translated to multiple languages

• Engage services or a translation service

• Hire staff that represent the participants we serve

• Ensure the leadership represent the staff and participants

• Train staff on cultural sensitivity, housing first, harm reduction, LGBTQIA+

• Train participants on cultural sensitivity, et al.



Immediate, Equitable, and Low-barrier Access Does 

NOT Mean Low Expectations

LOW-BARRIER DOES NOT MEAN

• Not having rules or expectations of shelter participants

• Allowing people to act in ways that are unsafe to themselves or 

others

• Letting anything happen or letting everyone in

• First-come, first-serve

• Forgetting about safety of clients and staff



Immediate, Equitable, and Low-Barrier Access
Practice Shift

Screen people in, not out

• Shelter is open 24/7

• Connected to street outreach

• People do not have to line up for a bed each night or leave early in the 
morning

• No drug and alcohol testing to get in

• No criminal background checks to get in

• Not requiring “housing-readiness” to get in

• Allowing people, pets, and possessions



People

Pets

Possessions

In Your Shelter Brainstorm with your colleagues!
How might you shift your practices and operations in order to 

accommodate these common reasons why people do not 

access shelter? 



Immediate, Equitable, and Low-Barrier Access 

Means…

• Serving households of any configuration including couples 

without children, persons identifying as LGBTQIA+, two-

parent households, mothers with teen boys, etc.

• Configuring space to serve different configurations of 

households and accommodate special needs

• Serving households with pets by providing kennels or 

partnering with other community resources

• Providing safe storage space for belongings



Public Service Announcement
Equal Access Rule

What it requires:

✓Determine eligibility regardless of 
sexual orientation, gender identity, or 
marital status

✓ Can not discriminate against anyone 

because they do not conform to gender 

or sex stereotypes 

✓ Grant equal access consistent with a 

person’s gender identity



WHICH RULES ARE THE “RIGHT” RULES? 
PRACTICE SHIFT



Sometimes I feel like a child, 
with everyone watching my 
every move. It’s not a good 
feeling and it makes me feel 
like I did something wrong by 
being homeless.

Consumer, Family Study



• Coercion

• Pressure to change

• Moralizing

• Telling clients what they should do 

• Disagreeing, judging, criticizing, or 
blaming

• Bargaining

• Penalizing, warning, threatening

What Does NOT Work with Adults



Retooling the Rules

DO promote safety.

DO NOT try to change or control 
people or their behaviors. 

-Iain De Jong, OrgCode Consulting 

RULES             EXPECTATIONS



Simple, Safe, Behavior-Based Expectations
Practice Shift

The only “Rules” you need…

• Treat everyone with dignity and respect.

• Use the shelter space in a respectful manner.

• Be a good neighbor. 

• No weapons are allowed in the shelter, and nothing may 
be used as a weapon inside the shelter.

• Substance use is not allowed on the premises.



Review Your Rules

• How does this rule keep people safe?

• Is this rule about controlling or changing behavior?

• Is this rule about making things easier for staff 
rather than about being client-centered?

• How does this rule help or hurt someone’s ability to 
pursue housing quickly?

• Which rules cause people to be kicked out the 
most?

• Restrict “barring” or service restriction rules to:

• Matters of violence (including sexual violence)

• Excessive damage to property

• Theft



The “Marvin” Rule

Is this rule addressing 
something likely to be an actual 
ongoing concern, or was it 
developed in response to an 
incident that happened one time 
and is unlikely to happen again?



BEFORE AFTER

NO outside food is allowed onto the property. 

(Except for babies) Food is only allowed in the 

dining room and must not leave the area.

Health and Safety: Food and beverages are only 

allowed in the dining room. Water and baby 

bottles are permitted in your room.

Every family is required to be here at 6pm to eat 

dinner. Working evenings or midnights are the 

only exception to this requirement. Appointments 

that result in you or a family member missing 

dinner need approval from the Shelter Director 

ahead of time.

Dinner is served between 6:30pm and 7:30pm. If 

you have appointments that have been approved 

by staff, dinner can be saved for you. After 

7:30pm, the dinner meal will no longer be 

available. An alternative meal will be available 

after 7:30pm for families that return after dinner 

and did not have approved appointments.

All doors are locked at 8pm. We cannot approve 

late nights while you are in shelter unless it is 

related to work, housing or a school activity. Must 

be approved at least 48 hours in advance.

Please let staff know if you are using the patio 

after 11:00pm. This is for the safety and security 

of the shelter.

Shelter Director will schedule room inspections to 

make sure your room is in good condition. Staff 

reserve the right to perform unannounced 

inspections when necessary.

We respect the privacy of your room and will not 

come in without your knowledge unless there is 

an emergency.

You must, when asked, meet with the Shelter 

Director to go over shelter issues.

All adults are expected to attend Community 

Meetings.



Example of Low-Barrier

Expectations



Key Elements of Emergency Shelters in an Effective 
Crisis Response System

• Housing First Approach

• Safe & Appropriate Diversion

• Immediate, Equitable, and 
Low-barrier Access

• Housing-focused, Rapid Exit 
Services

• Data to Measure Performance



I tell my staff, ‘if 
you’re not talking 
about housing, 
you’re having the 
wrong 
conversation.’

Deronda Metz, Salvation Army, Charlotte, NC



Housing-Focused, Rapid Exit Services

Focus on permanent housing starts at the front door

▪ Shift from “What can I do to help you?” to “How can I 
support you to obtain housing quickly?”

▪ Requires a paradigm shift to believe that everyone is 
“housing ready,” meaning they are ready to be housed 
immediately

▪ Remember Housing First - It’s all about housing, not about 
healing or fixing before housing



Housing-Focused, Rapid Exit Services in Practice

• All staff embrace the housing first approach 

• At entry, start to focus on a “housing plan”

• All staff interactions are housing focused 

• All check-ins determine progress toward 
housing goals 

• Activities or workshops are related to 
housing 

• “Diversion” problem solving conversations 
happen regularly (especially for 1st time 
homeless) 



Housing focused messaging matters!

Believe that your guests are 
better off with out you – believe 
in their ability to be successful 
with limited resources – and to 
find permanent housing 
situations

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://www.pulsk.com/425290/Motivasi-Diri-Menghadapi-Tantangan.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Housing-Focused Messaging

Operational Shift



• Mission statement

• Rethink job titles and job description

• Re-writing policy and procedures 

• Client handbook

• Voluntary service participation

• Clear messaging to community and clients

Housing-Focused, Rapid Exit Services
Changing to reflect a housing focused practice



Re-think Job Descriptions

Historically:

• Housing workers were a specialized function either amongst employees of the agency 
or external entity brought in or referred out to

• Functions of shelter staff were separated from functions of housing staff

New thinking:

• All shelter staff are housing staff

• All staff embrace Housing First

• All shelter staff are held accountable to being conversant in housing solutions



Key Elements of Emergency Shelters in an Effective 
Crisis Response System

• Housing First Approach

• Safe & Appropriate Diversion

• Immediate, Equitable, and 
Low-barrier Access

• Housing-focused, Rapid Exit 
Services

• Data to Measure Performance



Using Data to Improve Shelter

Measure 
Performance

Report

EvaluateImprove

Set Goals



Using Data to Improve Performance 

Outcomes
Philosophical Shift

• DECREASE Length of stay

• INCREASE Exits to permanent housing

• DECREASE Returns to shelter

INCREASE Shelter utilization

Embrace the belief that data drives the program



Emergency Shelter Outcome Metrics
Measure and discuss monthly

# Measure January 2020

1 Total number of beds

a. Total beds for unaccompanied individuals

b. Total beds for families

2 Total unique households served

3 Total households entering shelter

4 Total households exiting

5 Total households exiting to a permanent housing destination

6 Average length of shelter stay in days for all households exiting the shelter to any destination

7 Average length of shelter stay in days for all households exiting to a permanent housing destination

8 Total household stayers (those households who entered in previous months and did not exit this month)

9 Average length of shelter stay in days for all stayer households



Data to Measure Performance
Philosophical Shift

• These outcomes work together!

• Just decreasing the length of stay WITHOUT increasing 
exits to homelessness is NOT a good outcome

• Do not institute arbitrary lengths of stay in shelter to 
reduce shelter stays

• Rather, consider increasing exits to permanent housing 
and decreasing the length of time someone spends being 
homeless.

• The only way to end people’s homelessness is to help 
them obtain permanent housing



Other Data Considerations
Operational Shifts

• Analyze data for racial disparity

• Does your shelter population reflect the make-up of your general population/those living in 
poverty?

• Does your staffing reflect those you serve

• Look at your shelter inflow and outflow – who is more likely to return to homelessness, and 
who leaves for housing

• Is there disparity in length of stay?

• What about prioritization for interventions?

• Who is being exited and why?



MAKE “SHIFT HAPPEN”

Next Steps for Re-tooling Shelter 



Next Steps to Re-Tooling Shelter

• Be purposeful

• Identify a plan and start

• Included voices of PLE

• Get staff buy-in

• All key elements work together

• Just working on low barrier does not work without working on a 
housing focus etc. 

• Shift happens

• If staff cannot buy-in, move on without them



Professional Development & Training for Staff
Across all Shelters in the System

• De-escalation training

• Non-violent Crisis 
Intervention

• Conflict Resolution

• Problem Solving

• Mediation

• Trauma Informed Care

• Critical Time 
Intervention

• Self Care

• Communication Skills

• Motivational Interviewing

• Diversity & Cultural 
Competency

• Harm Reduction

• Suicide Prevention

• Overdose Prevention/Narcan

• Housing How To's



On-Board New Staff and Community Members
NAEH Emergency Shelter Learning Series

• Webinars

• Infographics

• Tools

• Self-Assessments

• More!

https://endhomelessness.org/resource/emergency-shelter/

https://endhomelessness.org/resource/emergency-shelter/


Anything Else?



Thank You!

Contact Us!

Kay Moshier McDivitt

202-550-5859

kmoshiermcdivitt@naeh.org

@Alliance_Kay

Kris Freed

Kfreed@lafh.org

@freed_kris

mailto:kmoshiermcdivitt@naeh.org
mailto:Kfreed@lafh.org

