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Who is here?

❑ Shelter Providers

❑ People with Lived Experience

❑ Funders

❑ Continuum of Care Leadership

❑ City/County Government Stakeholders

❑ Technical Assistance Providers



Overview
• What is the role of emergency shelter in creating effective 

system flow to end homelessness?

• How do you know if you need more shelter capacity?

• What happens to your system when you do end up 
adding more shelter capacity?



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 may be the only place people receive help to 
resolve their housing crisis

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



What is "System Flow"?

An efficient and coordinated process that moves 
people through the crisis response system from 
homelessness to housing as quickly as possible.

The “process” means that all interventions need 
to work as one system to create flow.



Before Adding Capacity…Ask, What is Our 

System Flow? Where Are the Bottlenecks?

Adding Capacity …does not mean having to add more 
interventions/beds; but first asking…

• Do we ensure that each intervention is housing focused

• Does everyone in our system take responsibility for quickly 
housing people

• Are we creating efficiencies or barriers in our system

• Do we see ourselves as working as one system?

• Are we in constant dialogue with each other across the system

• Is each component working effectively and efficiently to quickly 
end homelessness

• Do we let our challenges limit us, or do we challenge our limits?



How do you know if you need more shelter 

beds? Things to consider…

First - Look a your data to determine 
need

• Do you have a high number of unsheltered 
people in your community?

• IF YES….don’t automatically build shelter, but 
first

… assess whether you are optimizing 
your current shelter capacity



Assessment Your Current Shelter Capacity: 

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



What to Assess

• Does your current inventory align with your 
populations

• Are people unable to enter shelters because of 
restrictive shelter policies

• What are the outcomes for people staying in shelter?



So, First, Be Sure That Current Shelter is 

Being Optimized

ONCE You’ve taken this step, and you still have high 
unsheltered numbers, then expand shelter…the RIGHT 
way



People have to be able to get in…

...and be able to get out (to housing).
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• Add housing resources for every 
shelter bed that you add

•If you want shelter beds to turn over 
every 30 days, then add 12 housing 
resources for every bed you add

•If you want shelter beds to turn over 
every 60 days, then add 6 housing 
resources for every bed you add

Factors to Consider When Expanding 

Shelter





Steps for System-wide Re-design of 

Shelters

• Align emergency shelters’ goals with the community’s 
goals to end homelessness

• Re-frame people living unsheltered as people with 
legitimate unmet needs who need targeted 
engagement 

• Design shelters to be low-barrier and housing-
focused; strengthen shelter policies and services to 
improve the housing outcomes for people experiencing 
homelessness across your crisis response system

• Align funders and develop new shelter contracts

• Educate community partners on the evolving role of 
shelter in your system

• Integrate shelters into Coordinated Intake System



A Crisis Response System

A Systemic Approach
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Summary

• Use your data

• Assess current shelter capacity and utilization

• Shift shelter first….

• Be “smart” when adding capacity

Remember just adding shelter won’t solve the problem –
you have to add housing for system flow.
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