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What is Housing First? 

Path Beyond Shelter:  First “housing first” 
program started in 1988 by Tanya Tull for 
homeless families in Los Angeles

Pathways to Housing in New York City:  
Started in 1992 by Dr. Sam Tsemberis for 
chronically homeless, based on premise that 
housing is a right--including for those who are 
abusing or addicted to drugs and alcohol
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The Housing First philosophy

•Housing is a right

•Housing FIRST not Housing READY

•No barriers for housing access

•Assessment done to identify and 
eliminate potential barriers

•Tailored, voluntary services
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DV Housing First History

2015-2019

Phase III Demonstration Project

Today

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation invites WSCADV to coordinate 5 year demonstration project

2011-2014

Due to success of Cohort I, DVHF expands to 
include 9 more programs (Cohort II)

Findings emerge suggesting that  DVHF is a 
successful approach to supporting survivors in 
becoming safe and stable 

2009-2011

DVHF Launches Cohort I (4 programs) established
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681 survivors participated

Advocates entered available 
follow-up data for

438 were reached for 
follow-up interviews

657
wscadv.org/projects/do

mestic-violence-housing-
first/

Final Follow-up: September 2014
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Living Situation at Program Entry
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88% Obtained Permanent Housing

WSCADV 6/15/15

7



96% retained housing after 18 months
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Key Findings from Pilot Project

Survivor-driven advocacy contributes to housing retention

Housing stability rebuilds lives, leads to independence 

Independence leads to safety

Safety and stability contribute to nurturing environments for children

Housing stability and advocacy improve health & well-being and restore dignity 
& self-worth

Flexibility supports adaptability of culturally responsive services

Community engagement enhances collaboration and sustainability
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DV Housing First: The Approach

DVHF supports 
survivors and their 
children to rapidly 

access new housing, 
or retain their 

current housing, 
while maintaining 

safety and stability. 
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Community or Mobile Advocacy

Meeting 
survivors 

where they 
are, literally

Working 
along side 

Speaking on 
behalf  

Preparing 
survivor for 

self-
advocacy
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Flexible Financial Assistance

Rent, Deposit, 
Utilities

Back rent

Debt reduction

Home 
Furnishings

Transportation 
needs (cars, car 

repairs & 
insurance, 

drivers’ licenses 
& lessons)

Children’s needs

Education or 
Employment 

needs
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“It doesn’t take much to make a big difference…”

$1,250 was the average financial assistance to survivors
for the entire duration of the program.
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Housing Stability Approaches

•Prevention (Diversion)—Survivor may not leave the 
home or may leave temporarily if safety is a concern

•Rapid ReHousing Flexible Engagement

•Subsidized housing (Housing Choice vouchers) with 
services available

•Permanent supportive housing
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Past barriers to obtaining housing for all clients N = 681

Unemployment 48%

Limited English proficiency 18%

Eviction history 12%

Chemical dependency 10%

Criminal background history 9%

Mental disability 9%

Physical disability 7%

Child Protective Services involvement 7%

Barriers to Housing
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Community Engagement:
It’s all about the relationships!

Housing programs, tribal housing authority, realtors, landlords, emergency shelters, 
hotels

Auto repair shops, gas stations, phone shops, locksmiths 

Treatment centers, clinics, daycares, health and human services, youth 
programs, schools

Job training and work programs 

Law enforcement, City councils, Legal services, population-specific resources

Furniture and grocery stores, household appliance stores, community resources, 
clothing and food banks
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Restoring Connection

Community is 
vital for safety.

Community is 
vital for 

connection to 
resources and 
relationships.

Community is 
vital for a 

survivor to heal 
from trauma 

and for children 
to build 

resiliency.

Community is 
vital for 

restoration of 
social network.
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Increased Safety, Improved Well-Being
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Stable Housing in Safe Communities 
Contributes to Safety

“I’m safer—not just from the 
abuser, but I moved away from 
a bad neighborhood.”

- Survivor

“Safety:  before I didn’t feel safe at 
all, but now that we have our own 
house, we feel safer.  I can lock the 
door and say he can’t come in.  My 
daughter feels a lot safer too.”  

-Survivor

“I feel a lot safer.  Nobody 
knows where I live.  I don’t 
have to worry if I’m being 
followed.” 

-Survivor
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Survivor-Driven Services

“I can’t begin to describe how wonderful it feels to spend the 
bulk of my time being helpful to people in a way that they
determine they need help!  I no longer spend a significant 
portion of my day having conversations with people that were 
awkward for me and must have felt humiliating and defeating 
to them.”  

- Home Free Advocate 
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Elements of the Cultural Shift

Embracing housing as part 
of DV advocacy work Advocate mindset: how is talking 

about utility allowance/lead-
based paint inspection still DV 

advocacy??  Should we be giving 
driving lessons?!

“I’m going where, 
now?  To survivors’ 

homes?”
What is lost when we 

move away from 
shelter?
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Cultural Shift (con’t.)

Belief systems 
around 

confidentiality, 
advocate safety, 

boundaries

Belief systems 
around survivor 
safety/danger vs 

self-
determination

Leaving our 
offices/shelters/ 
secret locations

Allowing more 
autonomy to staff 
around time and 

money

22
WSCADV 6/15/15



How Much Time and Financial  Assistance?

Flexible Engagement

Survivor driven—start small, and immediate

Build rapport, be reliable

Build your relationships with community resources, so you 
can build solid bridges for survivors to the services they 
want

Keep door open—”life happens”

23
WSCADV 6/15/15



“A lot of survivors are very resourceful and 
self-sufficient, and they really only need a 

short-term “light-touch” subsidy…Giving them 
the light touch subsidy and the resources that 
they need to become self-sufficient in a very 

short time, I think, is preventing future 
homelessness.”  

- DVHF Advocate
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Taking Steps to Embrace a Housing Focus:  
Program Assessment Tool

Program Assessment: How are current services 
moving us toward our mission? What are 

survivors telling us about their needs? Who are 
we not seeing in our program, and what can 

we change to increase access?

Piloting: Where does it make sense for us to 
start?    What existing funding can be used? 

What new funding can we apply for? What key 
partnerships should we cultivate? What new  
expertise, policies, and practices do we need? 

How will we measure our effectiveness?



Taking Steps to Embrace a 
Housing Focus (cont.)

Assess Pilot Programs: Does utilization affirm need?  
What was our effectiveness? Are services feasible 
budget- and staffing-wise?  Have changes reduced 

duplication, filled gaps in system, improved community 
response to underserved needs of survivors?

• Broad Dialog About Impact: How will our change affect 
the landscape (community partners, cultural 
communities, services gaps, funding trends)?  Who do 
we need to talk with (staff, board, community partners, 
funders, participants, volunteers and other supporters)?
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Further Equipping your Program

Right people for these new jobs?

What new skill sets/ info base do 
we need?

How do we ensure support for 
advocates who’ll be in the field 
much of the time?

What partnerships do we need?

Figuring out confidentiality within 
all these new relationships (who 
may not “get it”)
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“It’s All About The Community!”

How do we move from secrecy and being “in hiding” to 
providing a bridge to community—either the community of 

origin or a new community?
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Housing Options Available
Do you have a range of housing options in your 
community?

What do your housing programs look like?  

What does your housing/homeless organization stock 
look like?

How available is subsidized housing?

What does housing in general look like in your 
community?

Where are survivors going for housing now?  
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What Can You Do in Your Community?
Close review of how well 

community addresses  
survivors’ critical housing 

needs

Discuss ways to provide 
longer-term advocacy 

Lower barriers to services 
(incl. non-shelter-based 

access points

Acquire specialized 
knowledge regarding 

housing  and housing law 
that protects survivors

Intervene with landlords 
to help survivors with DV-

related tenancy issues

Develop a relationship 
with local housing 

authority, landlords, 
developers
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What Else Can You Do in Your Community?

Cultivate partnerships with 
anti-poverty/homeless services 
providers, CCEH, Fair Housing 

Council, tenant advocacy 
groups

Strengthen 
partnerships across 

systems to help reduce 
obstacles to survivors’ 

housing stability 

Collect information about 
your community (rental 

market, affordable housing 
stock, vacancy rates, resource 

availability, etc.) to build a 
case for fund development , 

influence community 
planning

Gather input from 
survivors to help shape 

your 
services/community 

response
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What Relationships Do You Have with  
Systems in Your Community?

Work Source, Employment programs

Community Colleges, Vocational Schools

Economic Security Administration (TANF)

Child Protective and Welfare Services

Criminal Legal System: Police, Courts

Civil Legal System: Family Law Attorneys

Immigration Legal Services

32
WSCADV 6/15/15



What are the Other Resources in Your 
Community?

Drug/alcohol 
treatment 

programs; NA 
or AA groups

Mental health 
resources and 

other resources 
to alleviate 

trauma

Safety in old 
neighborhoods, 
resources in old 

or new 
neighborhoods

Don’t forget the 
fun things!  
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What is your biggest 
takeaway? 

What is the first thing 
you’re going to do 

back at your program?
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Questions? 

Linda Olsen

Housing Program Coordinator

Washington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence

(Thanks to Kris Billhardt, Home Free Director, Volunteers of America, Portland, OR)

linda@wscadv.org

www.wscadv.org

206-389-2515, x 205
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