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Background

Beginning in 2018, Your Way Home Montgomery County, Pennsylvania (YWH) 
partnered with SPARC (Supporting Partnerships for Anti-Racist Communities), 
an initiative of C4 Innovations, to conduct a racial-equity assessment to better 

understand the intersection of race and homelessness in Montgomery County 
and develop racial equity recommendations for YWH. This work was supported by 
the HealthSpark Foundation and is summarized in a report entitled Racial Equity 
and Homelessness in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania: Initial Findings.1 Part 2 of 
this work, the SPARC team conducted a national scan to examine strategies that 
can be employed by YWH and other communities to further racial equity in the 
homelessness sector. The National Scan was informed in particular by the priorities 
identified by the Equity Advisory Group and the staff of Your Way Home and 
HealthSpark Foundation. 

The scan was guided by specific questions that emerged from the quantitative and 
qualitative assessment conducted by SPARC in Montgomery County. These include: 

1. What promising and just practices exist to advance racial equity-based
strategies in the homelessness sector?

2. How can coordinated entry/access systems center racial equity?

3. What strategies are other Continuums of Care employing to prevent and end
homelessness for Black families with children ages 0-17 and unaccompanied
Black youth?

4. How have Continuums of Care developed the capacity for cross-sector
collaboration for mutual accountability, and what partners are represented?
What valuable information do these partners bring to the table on racial equity
work?

5. What are the social services, nonprofit, business, philanthropic, and
government sectors doing to incorporate racial equity into their work
processes and outcomes?

1 Olivet, J., Joseph, L., Beit-Arie, M. 2019. Racial equity and homelessness in Montgomery County, 
Pennsylvania: Initial findings. Needham, MA: C4 Innovations. Retrieved from: https://static1.
squarespace.com/static/59e4bd08d7bdce1e8a5b15bb/t/5c77eced6e9a7f75cd22af5e/1551363312965/
Your+Way+Home+Racial+Equity+Evaluation+Phase+I+Report.pdf
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6. How have Continuums of Care meaningfully and equitably included people
with lived experience of homelessness2 in leadership and decision-making
positions?

7. What are best practices for training and staff development for racial equity?

The National Scan involved three primary activities: 

1. Literature review

2. Examination of strategies used in other SPARC communities

3. Key informant interviews with national and local leaders

The literature review included peer-reviewed articles as well as “grey literature” 
(reports, white papers, manuals, and other materials), and community strategies 
were gleaned from the SPARC team’s three years of work with communities across 
the United States. Findings from these activities were further shaped by interviews 
with local and national leaders committed to driving equity-based change in 
homelessness systems. Key informants were selected by SPARC in collaboration 
with YWH and HealthSpark Foundation staff, and included: 

Name Title Organization

Clayton Aldern Data Analyst and 
Evaluator

Pierce County 
(Washington) Human 
Services

Amanda Andere Chief Executive Officer Funders Together to 
End Homelessness

Angelic Arana Program Manager Community Shelter 
Board, Columbus, Ohio

Megan Gibbard Kline Director A Way Home America

Katie Hong Director, Special 
Initiatives The Raikes Foundation

Patricia Rojas Deputy Director
Joint Office of 
Homelessness, 
Portland, Oregon

Bryan Samuels Executive Director Chapin Hall, University 
of Chicago

2 For the purposes of this report, “people with lived experience of homelessness” is defined as anyone who has 
experienced homelessness at some point in their lives. While there is also a role for family members, loved ones, 
and other advocates, it is critical to include people who have been homeless themselves in decision-making roles. 
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The review, conducted from April to June 2019, resulted in a number of key themes: 

• The importance of including people of color with “lived experience of 
homelessness” in decision-making roles

• Data-driven solutions

• Approaching assessment and prioritization with a racial equity lens

• Community Engagement

• Strategies for addressing homelessness among African American families and 
youth

• Strategies for responding to Latinx/Hispanic homelessness

• Training and workforce development focused on racial equity

• Cross-sector collaboration 

Each of these themes is discussed below, followed by conclusions for how YWH and 
other communities can use the information presented here to advance racial equity 
in their work to prevent and end homelessness. 
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Findings from the  
National Scan

In a 2016 literature review, Marian Moser Jones found that Black adults 
experiencing homelessness reported lower rates of mental illness and alcohol 
abuse, but higher rates of drug abuse than their White counterparts. White 

adults experiencing homelessness reported more “personal and family problems” 
in childhood, whereas their Black counterparts more often reported childhood 
poverty (147). These findings lead to a characterization of the pathways of White 
individuals into homelessness as “primarily internal” (e.g., related to psychiatric 
issues), and the pathways of people of color into homelessness as largely “external,” 
or caused by systemic socioeconomic problems. Jones also found that Black 
adults experiencing homelessness tend to report better health than their White 
counterparts. Nevertheless, she emphasizes the impact of homelessness on health 
outcomes, noting the significant implications of the persistent overrepresentation 
of Black individuals and families in the homeless population in relation to long-
term health outcomes for Black communities nationally, including heart disease, 
diabetes, cancer, and premature death. Indeed, housing and homelessness are 
social determinants of health and are compounded by the impact of structural 
racism on people of color.3 

Jones recognizes the difference between Black and Hispanic homelessness trends 
and discusses the findings of one study that suggests that while both groups tend 
to experience similar housing burdens, Hispanic households are typically more 
able to double-up than Black households, due not to a lack of desire or willingness 
by Black households, but rather capacity. In other words, the option of doubling 
up is less likely for Black households because these communities have become “so 
fragmented in the last, 30 to 35 years, that that doesn’t happen anymore” (Aviles De 
Bradley cited in Jones, 2016, p.146). Doubling-up is also seen as the primary reason 
Central Americans were found to be entirely absent in a study of shelters in Los 
Angeles, and in similar studies across the nation.4 

3 National Health Care for the Homeless Council (2016). Social Determinants of Health: Predictors 
of Health among People without Homes. Retrieved on July 28, 2019 from https://www.nhchc.org/
wp-content/uploads/2011/09/fact-sheet_2016_social-determinants-of-health1.pdf 

4 DeVerteuil, G. (2011). Survive but not thrive? Geographical strategies for avoiding absolute 
homelessness among immigrant communities. Social & Cultural Geography 12(8): 929-45. 
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George Carter’s 2011 analysis of the connections between race, housing and 
homelessness examined pathways into homelessness for Black Americans (2011). 
Carter identifies the following significant factors: poverty, residential segregation, 
housing discrimination, and decreases in affordable housing supply coupled with 
increases in affordable housing demand. The study suggests that the likelihood 
of living in substandard and overcrowded housing was much higher for Black 
people compared to Whites in America’s highly segregated urban core—a factor 
that increases risk of homelessness among Black communities. Furthermore, he 
emphasizes the need for “a more equitable spatial distribution of homeless services 
across different racial communities” (63), for both accessibility of services, and 
accuracy of data. 

Numerous studies and national estimates have found that people who identify as 
Latinx/Hispanic are under-represented among people experiencing homelessness. 
Possible explanations for this include:

• Latinx people may be doubled-up at higher rates than other groups.

• Services may not be culturally and linguistically appropriate.

• Undocumented households (or those with mixed documentation) may not be 
eligible for housing and services, or they may avoid contact with programs for 
fear of deportation.

One study challenged the prevailing notion that Latinx people do not experience 
homelessness at rates that are under-representative of their general population 
numbers: Conroy and Heer (2003) used a broader sampling technique than previous 
studies and found that the Mexican-born people they sampled in Los Angeles 
were overrepresented in the homeless population by a margin of 7 to 1. They posit 
that Latinx/Hispanic people experiencing homelessness “may be systematically 
underrepresented in homeless samples because they are more likely to exist on the 
periphery of traditional homeless spaces” (Ibid.: 536). 

In 2018, findings from the SPARC study were released.5 This mixed methods 
examination of the intersection of race and homelessness in eight communities 
across the U.S. found that people of color comprised 78.3% of people experiencing 
homelessness in SPARC communities—significantly higher than their proportion 
of the general population. Specifically, those groups most disproportionately 
represented were African Americans (3.5 to 1, compared to the general population) 
and Native Americans (as high as 8 to 1 in some communities). Young adults of color 
were most disproportionally likely to be homeless: nearly 9 out of 10 young people 
ages 18-24 experiencing homelessness in SPARC research communities were young 
people of color. A large proportion of these young people of color also identify as 
LGBTQ, suggesting the need for a deeper understanding of how race intersects with 
sexual orientation and gender identity.6 

5 Olivet, J., Dones, M., Richard, M., Wilkey, C., Yampolskaya, S., Beit-Arie, M., Joseph, L. (2018). Phase 
one study findings [Online]. Center for Social Innovations: Needham, MA. Retrieved from: https://
center4si.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/SPARC-Phase-1-Findings-March-2018.pdf 

6 Morton, M.H., Dworsky, A., Matjasko, J.L., Curry, S.R., Schlueter, D., Chávez, R. & Farrell, A.F. (2018). 
Prevalence and correlates of youth homelessness in the United States. Journal of Adolescent Health.
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Together, this recent body of research and analysis has begun to document the 
extent of homelessness among people of color. The next stage in research on race 
and homelessness is to determine the evidence base for solutions to such dramatic 
over-representation. 

The Importance of “Lived Experience” and Community 
Engagement
Throughout the National Scan, one theme emerged consistently: the need for 
inclusion of people with lived experience of homelessness and racism in decision-
making roles. It is critical in all racial equity work—regardless of sector or strategy—
that people with lived experience are equitably included and that executive power 
is shared across many marginalized groups. In this way, structural and systemic 
inequity can be transformed from within. Inclusion of people of color with lived 
experience must also be more than tokenism. As Clayton Aldern, Data Analyst and 
Evaluator for Pierce County Human Services, notes:

“Some people are going to need to abdicate power in order to 
redistribute that power…A token seat on a subcommittee isn’t going 
to do the job. This is a team effort and requires deep investment 
and engagement.”

Many mechanisms can be used to promote equitable inclusion of people with lived 
experience in decision-making positions across the homeless service system. For 
example, the Canadian Lived Experience Advisory Council recommends: 

1. Rewriting job descriptions to enable hiring at all levels

2. Creating a lived experience liaison position with municipal government bodies 
including city councils and police boards

3. Mandating inclusion of lived experience into decision-making bodies

4. Incorporating equitable representation of lived experience as part of strategic 
planning processes

5. Setting concrete goals and explicit timeframes for diversity and inclusion7 

The National Health Care for the Homeless Council has had a long history of 
developing Consumer Advisory Boards (CABs) at the national and local levels and 
has developed a CAB manual8 that provides concrete guidance around recruitment, 
meeting facilitation, and concrete functions of a CAB. Such bodies can be a good 
starting point for increasing the voice of lived experience, though the role must 
move beyond an advisory one to one of shared decision-making power. A number 
of groups in addressing youth and young adult homelessness have begun this 
work. For example, A Way Home America, a national movement to end youth 
homelessness has focused particularly on including young people of color and 
LGBTQ young people in decision-making process. Similarly, local communities 
such as Franklin County, Massachusetts have established Youth Action Boards as 

7 Lived Experience Advisory Council. (2016). Nothing about us without us: Seven principles for leadership and 
inclusion of people with lived experience of homelessness. Toronto, CA: The Homeless Hub Press. Retrieved from: 
https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/LEAC-7principles-final.pdf 

8 https://www.nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/NCAB_Manual-rev-Jan10.pdf 

9
SPARC National Scan

https://www.nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/NCAB_Manual-rev-Jan10.pdf


standing committees of CoCs, shaping community needs assessment and planning 
processes. Such structured require sustained staff time, strong communication, and 
funding for cash stipends to pay people for their work. 

To recruit people of color who have experienced homelessness, it is important 
to partner closely with direct service agencies and with peer advocacy groups 
(including those that may not focus explicitly on homelessness, such as mental 
health and substance use recovery organizations). Building trust and relationships 
takes time and persistence on the part of a convening organization such as YWH, 
and on the part of the people with lived experience who choose to participate in 
these activities. Particular effort should focus on recruiting people of color who 
identify as LGBTQ. 

Another example of inclusion is the recent work of the Los Angeles ad hoc 
Committee on Black People Experiencing Homelessness, commissioned by the LA 
Homeless Services Authority, which was comprised of 26 members from diverse 
professional and personal backgrounds including people with lived experience, 
direct service providers from both within and beyond the homeless service system, 
advocates, housing developers, faith leaders, representatives of elected office, and 
representatives of housing agencies at both the city and county level.9 This can be 
used as a guide for the different types of professional and lived experience and 
social and political power that should be represented in decision-making bodies. 

It is especially important to include individuals with lived experience in program 
and policy evaluation and data analysis, particularly due to the lack of holistic 
and culturally-specific data collection mechanisms available. Patricia Rojas of the 
Joint Office to End Homelessness in Portland, Oregon describes the absence of 
information as an invisibility. She says:

“Assume that the community is the expert in their experience and believe what they 
say. That will go a long way in seeing what isn’t seen right now, what is currently 
invisible. Have the courage to question the assumptions in your design, in your 
definitions, in your understanding of the structures of your systems. Try to see 
where you’re falling short and why. It’s iterative, and you’re not going to get it right 
most of the time, but have the courage to say, “you know what, we’re going to do 
this even though nobody else is, even though there’s no precedent. Let’s figure out 
how to let the community lead us. Have the courage and humility to say, “maybe 
we’re not really being equitable here, maybe there are things we need to do 
differently.” And reach out to the community to take that step.” 

Beyond data analysis and evaluation, it is also critical to engage people with lived 
experience in the steps after data interpretation: planning and implementation, 
including policy-making. According to the US Interagency Council on Homelessness 
(USICH), “[c]reating that inclusion enriches the systems we are building and 
drives our strategies.”10 For example, Housing First, a national strategy that has 
increasingly shown to be an effective solution to homelessness, was originally 
driven by people with lived experience of homelessness. Moreover, systems change 

9 Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority. (2018). Report and recommendations of the ad hoc committee on 
Black people experiencing homelessness. Los Angeles: CA.

10 Sawyer, A. 2016. People with lived experience must be meaningful partners in ending homelessness [Online]. 
Washington, D.C: USICH. Retrieved from: https://www.usich.gov/news/people-with-lived-experience-must-be-
meaningful-partners-in-ending-homelessness/
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for racial equity cannot be successfully implemented unless it is done through a 
racially equitable process, and that begins with empowered inclusion of individuals 
with lived experience of homelessness and racism.

The Texas Health and Human Services Department’s model for addressing 
racial inequities includes an emphasis on community engagement, defined as 
meaningfully including the community throughout the process of identifying and 
addressing racial disparities across service systems.11 A key component of their 
data-driven strategy is sharing data widely and transparently with “systems and 
communities affected by the data outcomes.”12 Similarly, CT Voices, an organization 
dedicated to the well-being of children and families in Connecticut, utilized nine 
“Data Walks” to share findings with the community and solicit critical feedback as 
part of their research into education equity for children of color.13 Data Walks are 
“community-oriented events where data and research are presented accessibly to 
interested parties, followed by a discussion,”14 and have been found to significantly 
improve the relevance, sustainability, reach, impact, and rigor of research. They can 
also be a beneficial process through which to build mutual trust between various 
stakeholders, build capacity for ground-up systems-change, and establish results-
based leadership.15,16 

Furthermore, the LA ad hoc committee recommends that CoC’s should “involve 
people with lived experience, Black people, and service providers in conceptualizing, 
planning, and conducting research, including by engaging people who have been 
unsuccessful in accessing appropriate housing and services to understand barriers; 
participants who have had successful outcomes to determine success factors; and 
participants who have returned to homelessness to understand causes.”17

Community engagement must include more than data, however. In LA, community 
members were invited to form an advisory committee, participate in “roundtable” 
community discussions (including but not limited to the Data Walks), and join 
boards and committees. In the Texas Model, community advisory committees were 
found to “enable critical vertical and horizontal communication between systems 
and communities,” through monthly meetings where the groups “share stories, 
experiences, data, and strategies to enhance system performance, build social 
capital, and discover opportunities for collective work.”18

In King County, Washington’s efforts to redesign the homeless service system 
for racial equity, they utilized a two-track model: a systems and policy track and 
a qualitative research track19. Both tracks utilize intensive methods for including 

11 Love, B.P. 2013. Applying systemic racism theory to social service provision: An evaluation of the Texas model for 
addressing disproportionality and disparities (Unpublished Masters dissertation). Duke University: Durham, NC.

12 Ibid.: 20.

13 Stokes-Hudson, C. (2018). Data walks: Community-engaged advocacy [Online]. New Haven, CT: Connecticut Voices 
for Children Retrieved from: http://www.ctvoices.org/sites/default/files/Data%20Walks%20Report.pdf

14 Ibid.: 1. 

15 Annie E. Casey Foundation (2016). “Data Walk” Is a Key Tool in Results-Based Leadership [Online]. Retrieved from: 
https://www.aecf.org/blog/data-walk-is-a-key-tool-in-results-based-leadership/

16 Murray, B. Falkenburger, E., Saxena, P. (2015). Data walks: An innovative way to share data with communities 
[Online]. Washington, D.C: Urban Institute. Retrieved from: https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/
publication/72906/2000510-Data-Walks-An-Innovative-Way-to-Share-Data-with-Communities.pdf

17 LA Homeless Services Authority, 2018: 50

18 Love, 2013: 11

19 Retrieved from: <https://hrs.kc.nis.us/methods/>
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community members with lived experience and homelessness. For example, the 
team in King County facilitated over 150 informational meetings with over 100 
individuals and conducted design workshops and interviews with over 200 people, 
including both service-users and providers from within the homeless service 
system. 

Data-Driven Solutions
The Texas Health and Human Services Department employed a multi-pronged 
theory-based intervention to respond to racially inequitable outcomes. Their 
framework is rooted in Bonilla Silva’s 1997 analysis of racialized social systems 
and therefore assumes that systemic racism is the root cause of racially disparate 
outcomes.20 This program suggests a number of promising strategies for advancing 
racial equity in the homelessness sector, the first of which involves implementing 
data-driven strategies. This process includes the following steps:

• Include racial and ethnic breakdowns in all data collection, research, 
evaluation, and reporting;

• Analyze all data from a systemic, historical, contextual, and cross-systems 
perspective;

• Share all data widely and transparently (e.g., through community data-walks). 

Data is a crucial component of racial equity work. Clayton Aldern has a simple 
motto: “Lead with the evidence.” When it comes to data analysis with a racial equity 
lens, Aldern goes on to say that “a good statistician or data scientist will know 
what to do, but the critical analytical skills that go into asking and answering the 
questions are also part of the capacity of doing the work ‘right.’” In order to obtain 
more accurate racial equity data, communities should include community members 
and stakeholders throughout multiple phases of the research, from design through 
collection, analysis, and dissemination.21 

In the juvenile justice system, the W. Haywood Burns Institute uses a data 
disaggregation process called REGGO: they disaggregate community data by 
race, ethnicity, gender, geography, and offense.22 They then report the findings to 
community stakeholders to clarify systemic causes for the disparities found in the 
data. The Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity works to illustrate 
critical gaps in socio-economic resources in neighborhoods by using an Opportunity 
Mapping process that gathers and disaggregates data on various indicators of 
opportunity - such as housing, employment, transportation, education, health, 
and child care - and then overlays these data onto community maps.23 This type 
of information helps stakeholders identify disruption points around economic 
mobility and wellbeing in specific neighborhoods and is useful to leverage 
targeted investments in areas that are most in need. Opportunity Mapping can be 
significantly strengthened using participatory methodology, wherein community 

20  Love, B.P. 2013. Applying systemic racism theory to social service provision: An evaluation of the Texas model for 
addressing disproportionality and disparities (Unpublished Masters dissertation). Duke University: Durham, NC.

21  Brown, S.K., Kijakazi, K., Runes, C., & Turner, M.A. (2019). Confronting structural racism in research and policy 
analysis. Washington, D.C: Urban Institute.

22  Mong, C. (2016). By the numbers: A race for results case study [Online]. Baltimore, MD: Annie E. Casey 
Foundation. Retrieved from: https://www.aecf.org/resources/a-race-for-results-case-study-2/

23  Reece, J., Norris, D., Olinger, J., Holley K., & Martin, M. (2013) Place matters: Using mapping to plan for 
opportunity, equity, and sustainability. Columbus, OH. Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity, pg. 4.
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members are invited to define and map indicators of opportunity. The Kirwan 
Institute notes that “as more and more citizens participate in the process, issues 
and concerns can be clearly identified, leading to more targeted and accurate 
solutions.”4 

If YWH were to embrace such an approach, this work at the local level should be 
grounded in a public health framework that examines housing and economic 
development as social determinants of health. It should also include people 
with lived experience of homelessness, including diversity of age, gender, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, and household type (i.e., individuals, families, veterans, 
and youth). 

Assessment and Prioritization
The Vulnerability Index-Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (VI-
SPDAT), although originally designed as a triage assistant, has become a primary 
mechanism for service and resource prioritization and allocation in Coordinated 
Entry Systems (CES) across the country. Many communities are beginning to report 
the limits and potential inequities embedded in the tool itself. A recent study on 
the validity of the VI-SPDAT in predicting risk of return to homeless services showed 
that total scores did not significantly predict risk.24 The study also concluded that 
“several items on the VI-SPDAT were not strongly associated, or were associated in 
an unexpected direction, with a global construct of vulnerability and/or with the 
VI-SPDAT domains,” and that the VI-SPDAT displayed poor interrater reliability.5 This 
latter point about interrater reliability suggests that different interviewers/scorers 
will produce different results, a concern that is critical to understanding whether or 
not implicit racial bias may impact scores and shape housing outcomes. 

As the time of this writing, the SPARC team is currently involved in a racial equity 
analysis of different communities’ coordinated entry vulnerability assessment 
tools. Specifically, some communities are beginning to develop additional questions 
around race and ethnicity for the VI-SPDAT, while others are choosing to shift 
from the VI-SPDAT to their own newly developed systems. For example, Seattle, 
Washington is For example, in its increasing focus on racial equity, Seattle, WA is 
currently “moving towards creating a new, locally developed tool that addresses 
racial equity as a factor in household prioritization.”25 As this work progresses, we 
anticipate the emergence of specific equity-based strategies to shape Coordinated 
Entry and assessment/prioritization. 

Another study highlighted the need to: 1) conduct targeted research to “evaluate the 
effectiveness of CES Triage Tools at mitigating implicit bias, and better understand 
whether the existing CES Triage Tools appropriately measure and account 
for unique vulnerabilities experienced by Black people;” and 2) examine how 
vulnerability itself is defined, for example by holding listening sessions with service 
users to better understand their own vulnerabilities.26 

24 Brown, M., Cummings, C., Lyons, J., Carrion, A., Watson, D.P. (2018). Reliability and validity of 
the Vulnerability Index-Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (VI-SPDAT) in real-world 
implementation. Journal of Social Distress and the Homeless., pg. 4.

25 https://kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/tools-resources/Racial-Justice.aspx 

26 Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority, 2018: 32
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In this vein, the LA ad hoc Committee on Black People Experiencing Homelessness 
guided the Los Angeles Homeless Service Agency (LAHSA) to redesign the 
coordinated entry process by incorporating trauma-informed principles in the 
assessment process.6 For example, assessors should have an existing relationship 
and established rapport with the client being assessed, and any duplication or 
repetition between data collected through Homeless Management Information 
System (HMIS) and VI-SPDAT should be removed to reduce the burden on clients 
and decrease the possibility of traumatization. The Latino Policy & Politics Initiative 
also emphasizes the need to increase staff capacity to provide robust multi-lingual 
and multi-cultural assessments, intake, outreach, and service provision.27

While communities are in the early stages of rethinking Coordinated Entry through 
a racial equity lens, there is an opportunity for Montgomery County to partner with 
communities such as Seattle and Los Angeles to share emerging practices. 

Chapin Hall’s Research-to-Impact Brief on the TAY-VI-SPDAT outcomes also advises 
incorporating research-based assessment tools, community data on risk-
assessment, and a strengths-based assessment process into the CES in order to 
more accurately prioritize resources, service planning, and outcomes monitoring. 
Chapin Hall’s research showed that “every additional day of waiting [for services] 
was associated with a 2% decrease in a youth’s likelihood of staying stably housed,” 
with “Black and Hispanic youth more likely than white non-Hispanic youth to remain 
pending in the homelessness system” after initial assessment.28 Creating more 
accurate and effective triage and prioritization processes is important in connecting 
clients to the right services and supports that fit their needs, in mediating any 
unintended consequences and inequities perpetuated by the homeless service 
system itself, and in beginning to stem the tide of homelessness in the community 
through targeted preventative resource distribution.

Therefore, when evaluating CES, it is important to focus beyond triage and 
prioritization tools (e.g., the VI-SPDAT) and look into increasing access points to 
service engagement and expanding the types and availability services to address 
homelessness upstream and therefore reduce the current demand on the CES. For 
example, the LA ad hoc committee recommends “designat[ing] funding to provide 
outreach teams and an expanded network of traditional and nontraditional sites 
to one-time financial/housing assistance that can prevent homelessness further 
upstream by serving those whose needs are less acute and who may not otherwise 
access support through the homeless service system.”29 

Addressing African American Family and Youth 
Homelessness
A recent assessment of race and homelessness in Montgomery County, PA found 
that 1 in 4 people experiencing homelessness in the county were Black children 
0-17 years old, suggesting that programmatic solutions should focus on Black 

27 Chinchilla, M. (2019). Stemming the rise of Latino homelessness: Lessons from Los Angeles County. 
Los Angeles, CA: UCLA Latino Policy & Politics Initiative. Retrieved from: https://latino.ucla.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/FINAL-DRAFT-02_08_19-Stemming-the-Rise-of-Homelessness.pdf

28 Morton, M.H., Rice, E., Blondin, M., Hsu, H. & Kull, M. (2018). Toward a system response to 
ending youth homelessness: New evidence to help communities strengthen coordinated entry, 
assessment, and support for youth. Chicago, IL: Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago, pg. 11.

29 LA Homeless Services Authority, 2018: 40.
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families—many of which are headed by young mothers parenting alone—and on Black 
youth. Strong collaboration with schools, health care, juvenile justice, and child welfare 
systems is necessary to identify risk and target supports and services to prevent 
homelessness among these families and youth in the first place, and to help them 
quickly exit homelessness if they do find themselves on the street or in shelter. 

While numerous service models have been developed to address family homelessness, 
few if any have been developed and tested with an explicit focus on African American 
Homelessness. For example, service models that include home visiting and parenting 
supports have proven effective in supporting families.30 Additionally, evidence-based 
interventions such as trauma-informed care,31 Family Critical Time Intervention,32 
and Housing First for Families serve as effective approaches to responding to family 
homelessness. Additional work is needed, however, to adapt these models to the 
specific needs of African American families, or to develop and test new culturally 
specific models of housing and support. 

Whatever solutions communities choose to embrace, they should be multi-
generational in nature. According to Bryan Samuels, Executive Director of Chapin Hall 
at the University of Chicago, “this is intergenerational. If you are going to solve the 
problems of these young people, you have to pay attention to the vulnerability of the 
whole family.”

Based on Chapin Hall’s finding that “Black and Hispanic youth were more likely 
than White non-Hispanic youth to remain pending in the homelessness system,” a 
primary objective must be to increase housing and service resources for youth of 
color experiencing homelessness. This can be done through creative engagement 
approaches, such as the use of shorter-term or lower service-intensity housing models 
as is done with adults awaiting permanent housing placement. Point Source Youth 
identify three “scalable and replicable youth homelessness interventions” including 
short-term housing models, family and kinship strengthening, and rapid re-housing.33

In their evaluation, the team at Chapin Hall found that the risk of “remaining pending 
(awaiting placement) or unknown (lost to or disconnected from the system) is 16% 
higher for Black youth, while the risk of reentering homelessness after family exit 
is 78% higher, compared to their White non-Hispanic counterparts.34 This finding 
remained consistent across all acuity levels assessed by the TAY-VI-SPDAT, and further 
underscores the need to implement support structures for youth who are awaiting 
placement or who receive lower acuity scores. 

The LA ad hoc Committee suggests working with the child welfare and family service 
systems to develop cross-system coordination of supportive services. Katie Hong, 
from the Raikes Foundation, suggests pushing that coordination even further: 

30 Bassuk, E. L., DeCandia, C. J., Tsertsvadze, A., & Richard, M. K. (2014). The effectiveness of housing 
interventions and housing and service interventions on ending family homelessness: A systematic 
review. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 84(5), 457-474.

31 Hopper, E.K, Bassuk, E.L., Olivet, J. (2009). Shelter from the storm: Trauma-informed care in 
homelessness services settings. The Open Health Services and Policy Journal 2, 121-151. Retrieved 
from: http://www.traumacenter.org/products/pdf_files/shelter_from_storm.pdf

32 Samuels, J. (2010) Young family critical time intervention (CTI): Successful transitions from 
homelessness to stability [Online]. The National Center on Family Homelessness: Newton, MA. 
Retrieved from: https://www.criticaltime.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/Samuels-Young-Families.
pdf

33 Point Source Youth—https://www.pointsourceyouth.org/what-we-do.

34 Morton, Rice, Blondin, Hsu & Kull, 2018: 9, 12
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“We should be asking who’s turning on the faucets—what other 
systems are controlling the disproportionate inflow? We need 
to get smarter about those other pipelines. A lot of this is our 
mindset—what do you think is the cause homelessness, individual 
or structural?”

To understand these upstream issues, more (and more diverse) data on the needs 
and strengths of Black youth and families and on the role of adjacent systems (e.g., 
education, child welfare, health, and juvenile justice) is necessary. 

Responding to Latinx/Hispanic Homelessness 
The persistent underutilization of homeless services amongst the Latinx/Hispanic 
population remains an understudied subject in the literature. In a review of Latinx 
homelessness in Los Angeles County, Chinchilla (2019) found that immigration 
status, cultural and language barriers, and low-income status are the primary 
contributors to both low service use and the consistent undercount of Latinx/
Hispanic people experiencing homelessness.35 Furthermore, she identifies a 
number of overlapping patterns that may contribute to this trend: 

“[Latinx/Hispanic individuals] are more likely to live outside 
of traditional homeless spaces (e.g., homeless shelters and 
encampments), rely heavily on social networks, and use public 
services at lower rates than other racial/ethnic groups. Latin[x] are 
also more likely to live in overcrowded households, a characteristic 
not captured in official homeless counts but one that likely 
contributes to unstable housing.” 

Chinchilla’s work relies on qualitative research methods, including interviews 
with service providers, legal advocates, researchers, and policy leaders from 
government and philanthropy. However, the study does not explicitly include the 
input of Latinx/Hispanic individuals with lived experience of homelessness. While 
the perspectives represented are all important ones, as Patricia Rojas suggests, we 
should “assume the community is the expert in their experience and believe what 
they say. Before jumping to a solution, we need to defer to the population that has 
the solution because they’re the ones experiencing it.” It is simply not enough to 
bring issues of Latinx/Hispanic service utilization and inclusion to “stakeholders” in 
the field; people with direct lived experience must lead in the identification of both 
the problems and the solutions. 

Rojas provides important context to the primary drivers of undercounting Latinx/
Hispanic homelessness that Chinchilla’s research describes:

“It has a lot to do with the language that then informs the systems 
and structures that our responses are built upon. Everything 
from how we’re collecting data on homelessness, to how we’re 
developing policies, programs, and delivery. There are two 
ways I’m using language: how HUD defines homelessness—and 

35  Chinchilla, 2019, pg. 4.
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therefore how many communities across the nation are defining 
homelessness because they are mandated to report back to HUD. 
We end up assuming that the is “the definition” whether or not 
that is actually the expression of homelessness in your community. 
It starts with how we define homelessness, and how we define 
populations. There are a lot of definitions and categorizations of 
people that shape the picture of people we see, because we build 
our systems based on these definitions. We start with definitions 
that are inherently exclusive. They don’t include people who do not 
have a home or who are not safe at home, but who do not express 
their homelessness like we often see in Western cultures which is 
in a tent, on the street, in a shelter. So, people end up being taken 
in by someone from their kids’ schools, from their church, but then 
they do not show up on the lease, so now there are two families 
whose housing is compromised.” 

In many ways, linguistic and cultural barriers to service engagement are more 
straightforward to address: hire more bilingual and bicultural staff; increase the 
accessibility of services and programs to Latinx/Hispanic communities through both 
culturally-responsive and geographically available services; and, fill in service gaps 
for undocumented individuals and families, specifically regarding federal programs. 
However, tackling the first “language problem” that Rojas describes may require 
additional work. The Joint Office to End Homelessness in Portland, Oregon tracks 
both HUD definitions and community definitions of homelessness. Rojas explains: 

“You have to create visibility. If a community has a CoC, they have to 
report to HUD…so they have to report based on HUD definitions of 
homelessness and eligibility criteria. And, we also acknowledge that 
HUD does not define what our community is actually experiencing. 
It is helpful when a community acknowledges the function of the 
HUD definition, which is specifically around funding. The community 
can self-define their experience. So, trying to create visibility where 
visibility does not exist.” 

For example, the Joint Office noticed that many people show up in rental assistance 
programs (rather than homelessness programs) and are therefore not being 
counted in PIT or HMIS counts. By questioning who applies for rental assistance 
through a culturally-responsive and racial-equity lens, they realized that housing 
instability is often manifested in doubled-up families who then apply for prevention 
or rental assistance resources. The first step was to de-silo adjacent programs 
that are not considered “homelessness programs,” such as prevention programs. 
The Coordinated Entry System then added intake questions about housing and 
follow-up questions about couch-surfing or doubling-up. Rojas notes, “because 
the homelessness count does not include these, we are talking about creating 
something new.” She states that without implementing an inclusive, community-
level definition of homelessness, “we are excluding and losing a lot of people. So, 
even if there is no funding attached right now, it is so important for communities to 
redefine homelessness for them. It is important to acknowledge.” 
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This acknowledgement is crucial for accessibility issues as well, because the current 
homeless service system’s engagement with Latinx/Hispanic communities has 
in many cases not built the trust that is crucial for service engagement. Before 
jumping to solutions, it is imperative that the community is brought in at the ground 
level to shape problems, definitions, and solutions.

Chinchilla recommends local advocacy efforts to focus on expanding affordable 
housing stock, increasing enforcement capacity of agencies in charge of tenants’ 
rights, strengthening anti-discrimination legislation in employment and housing 
(such as “ban the box”), and growing landlord engagement to expand the housing 
pool for people with vouchers9. She also highlights the need for culturally-
responsive affordable housing units, not simply more of the same. If Latinx/
Hispanic and other immigrant communities tend to live in intergenerational or 
otherwise shared households, CoCs must advocate for housing units to be built that 
accommodate these family structures. 

There are many avenues for systems-change and progress in addressing Latinx/
Hispanic homelessness. Patricia Rojas suggests one promising place to start:

“One of the bigger opportunities that communities have is in the 
assessment tool. There are a lot of practices and decision points 
where we’re not applying a very strong equity lens as a nation. And 
that’s the harder and more iterative work, is to figure out how and 
why we are doing what we’re doing. Did we run this assessment in 
communities of color and compare it with White communities? Is 
the data we ran the data we thought we were running? Applying 
this equity lens to the various decision points and tools and 
processes themselves will help create a more equitable process…
Some CoCs have, as part of their CES, a shared case consultation 
where they are reviewing things. So, then the question becomes, 
who is in that room? Do you have Latinx folks in that room? Do you 
have people with lived experience in that room? And oftentimes we 
take these things for granted, we don’t even see them as decision 
points, we see them as things that have to happen and so we just 
do them that way. So, I would encourage folks to step back from 
their systems and deconstruct: What was the decision point here, 
what tool was used? How are you applying an equity lens? Who is 
applying the equity lens? Where do people who are impacted have 
an opportunity to impact how this decision is made? There are 
so many points where we can apply an equity lens. And then, of 
course, we have to go back and assess it.” 

Applying a racial equity lens to assessment and data collection processes is a 
learned skill and an iterative process. It is imperative to provide the proper training 
and professional development opportunities to CoC staff to equip them with the 
knowledge and tools to conduct such analyses. 
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Other Racial and Ethnic Groups
While this National Scan focused primarily on African American and Latinx 
homelessness, it is important to acknowledge that homelessness impacts all racial 
and ethnic groups. Nationally, Black/African American homelessness generally 
represents the most dramatic disproportionality in terms of overall percentage of 
the homeless population (compared to the general population). Similarly, Hispanic/
Latinx homelessness in many communities is higher than their proportion of 
the general population and may also represent a significant underestimate. In 
communities across the U.S., White and Asian populations are under-represented 
among people experiencing homelessness, while Native Americans are over-
represented. Data from YWH indicate that these national patterns are present 
in Montgomery County as well.36 As YWH works to address Black and Latinx 
homelessness, it should also work to understand homelessness among all racial 
and ethnic groups and to create appropriate and effective responses. 

Training and Workforce Development 
One of the primary findings of the SPARC team’s national work is that clients of 
homeless services across the country consistently suggest training for both direct 
service and administrative staff. These trainings should cover cultural implicit bias, 
trauma-informed care, and the historical context of racism and homelessness, and 
should be rooted in anti-racist and humanistic principles.37,38 The Los Angeles ad 
hoc committee suggests that aspects of these trainings be included in onboarding 
procedures, so that anti-racism and racial equity practice is explicitly outlined as 
part of an organizations policies and procedures. They suggest creating ongoing 
learning communities among service providers that serve as opportunities for the 
creation and dissemination of shared knowledge on best practices for racial equity 
implementation. It is important for training on race and homelessness to advance 
a public health-oriented understanding of homelessness, and to focus on other 
issues that intersect with race and racism—including sexual orientation, gender, 
poverty, classism, and other forms of discrimination.

Trainings for direct service providers should also cover best practices for addressing 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) requests and raids, how to protect 
undocumented clients, and a basic overview of the immigration legal system so 
that case management for immigrants and asylum seekers can be informed by 
the requirements and restrictions imposed on housing and service-utilization.39 
Service-users should be invited to service providers trainings in order to build 
shared power and meaning-making and thereby create the foundation for 
relationships of respect and trust.40

36 Olivet, J., Joseph, L., Beit-Arie, M. 2019. Racial equity and homelessness in Montgomery 
County, Pennsylvania: Initial findings. Needham, MA: C4 Innovations. Retrieved from: https://
static1.squarespace.com/static/59e4bd08d7bdce1e8a5b15bb/t/5c77eced6e9a7f75cd22af
5e/1551363312965/Your+Way+Home+Racial+Equity+Evaluation+Phase+I+Report.pdf

37  Love, 2013.

38  LA Homeless Services Authority, 2018.

39  Chinchilla, 2019.

40  Love, 2013.
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Leadership trainings should be cross-sectoral and include members of the 
homeless service system leadership, leaders from other systems, and community 
leaders. It is important to bring members from across systems into anti-racism 
trainings together in order to establish a common understanding and analysis 
of the history and manifestations of structural racism, and to build cross-sector 
collaboration. Additionally, staff with leadership potential should be identified and 
invited to participate in these trainings to develop internal anti-racism leadership 
capacity. Regarding the recommendation from the LA ad hoc committee regarding 
service-provider onboarding training, the Leadership Learning Community similarly 
highlights the importance of incorporating anti-racism and racial equity training into 
organizational leadership development strategies. Analysis of structural racism as it 
relates to organizations’ work, and the ability to “support the development of skills 
and strategies for advancing racial equity and institutional change” should be seen 
as primary responsibilities of any leadership position.41,42

At Community Shelter Board (CSB) in Columbus, Ohio, trainings on topics related 
to racism and homelessness triggered internal policy changes, as Angelic Arana, 
program manager with CSB, explains:

“One of the trainings we did was focused on education, access to 
college, things like that. As a result, we took the Bachelor’s degree 
requirement we had in all of our job postings, we took that off a 
lot of them. Why put a barrier there that doesn’t need to be there 
for every single job? We also implemented a protocol to ensure we 
have a diverse pool of candidates before we start interviewing for a 
new position.”

CSB continues to conduct these trainings, as well as Lunch and Learns, which are 
catered 2-hour sessions that cover a wide range of topics that intersect with racism 
and homelessness (e.g., income and wealth, criminal justice, education, etc.) and are 
open to the community. 

Most importantly, as Amanda Andere of Funders Together to End Homelessness 
says, “We must understand that we have to continue to learn.” Andere suggests 
that, for example, funders create learning objectives around racial equity, as they 
do for other topics, so that both funders and grantees can continue to increase their 
knowledge of how to include a racial equity analysis in every aspect of their work. 

In terms of staff diversity and inclusion efforts, it is critical that those working at the 
organizational level and within the CoC more broadly continue to focus on greater 
racial and ethnic diversity, especially in board and leadership roles. Diversity efforts 
should also include active recruitment and retention of LGBTQ people. Numbers are 
not enough, though. Organizations should work to create a culture that is inclusive. 
Multiple resources exist to support organizations in this work. For example, The 

41 Keleher, T., Leiderman, S., Meehan, D., Perry, E., Potapchuk, M., powell, j.a., Yu, H.C. (2010) 
Leadership & race: How to develop and support leadership that contributes to racial justice 
[Online]. Oakland, CA: Leadership Learning Community, pg. 8. Retrieved from: http://
leadershiplearning.org/system/files/Leadership%20and%20Race%20FINAL_Electronic_072010.pdf

42 The Building Movement Project (2013). Crossing organizational boundaries to build new partnerships. 
New York, NY: Building Movement Project. Retrieved from: https://www.buildingmovement.org/
our_tools/detail/crossing_organizational_boundaries_to_build_new_partnerships
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Society for Human Resource Management outlines “6 Steps for Building an Inclusive 
Workplace”,43 and TSNE MissionWorks offers a “Step-by-Step Guide” to achieve 
diversity and inclusion in non-profits.44

Cross-Sector Collaboration 
The Building Movement Project recognizes the importance of crossing 
organizational and sectoral boundaries to build capacity and partnership for 
social change. They launched a series called “5% Shifts,” changes that “don’t rely 
on organizations completely changing course and reinventing themselves…that 
are both simple and achievable.” The homeless service system is often likened to 
a crisis response attempting to bail out a bathtub with the faucet still running. In 
response to this, Katie Hong of the Raikes Foundation, says: 

“This goes back to the question of, who’s turning on the faucet? 
And, how do we build capacity of the grantees to work with 
these other sectors and figure out their role in those systems? 
Philanthropy can play such a great role, even when they’re not 
leading. A great example is the Los Angeles ad hoc Committee on 
Black People Experiencing Homelessness—not led by philanthropy 
but funded to make sure that those that were working across 
systems had what they needed. There was great power in that 
report looking at homelessness with a targeted universal lens and 
racial equity lens.” 

It is important to recognize the critical role philanthropy can play in funding cross-
sector collaboration and including criteria around collaborative impact in its 
funding. 

When asked how to improve cross-sector collaboration, Bryan Samuels of Chapin 
Hall stated: 

“I would start with the schools. That’s why we’ve been going around 
the country trying to get communities to use a more upstream 
model that was developed in Australia and Canada, focused on 
broad student surveys in schools to begin to identify students who 
are the most vulnerable to homelessness.” 

Such collaboration could have the potential for much earlier identification of 
homelessness risk and could be one point of intervention to begin “turning off the 
faucet.” 

One of the most frequently cited area for cross-system capacity building, in both 
the literature and in stakeholder interviews, was around training. As discussed 
previously, cross-sector anti-racism trainings that include both leaders and 
providers from various systems—as well as community leaders, community 
members, and service users—can be a crucial starting point for developing shared 

43 https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0418/pages/6-steps-for-building-an-inclusive-
workplace.aspx

44 https://www.tsne.org/diversity-and-inclusion-initiative-step-step-guide
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language, knowledge, and priorities. In addition to trainings, opportunities for 
deepening individual relationships and commitments to racial equity can be found 
through one-on-one meetings between system leaders.45 Systems adjacent to 
homeless services—such as criminal and juvenile justice, child welfare/family 
services, healthcare, education, legal and housing advocacy—should be of primary 
focus for increased collaboration.46,47 In particular, the LA ad hoc committee 
emphasizes the importance of collaborating with the workforce development sector 
to align employment and housing work, and with the child welfare and foster care 
systems to create a cross-systems transition plan for youth exiting foster care or 
juvenile incarceration, and for family re-unification and the strengthening of youth’s 
social networks.48

One helpful way to identify systems and systems leaders for potential collaboration 
is to meet with groups working on similar goals related to racial-equity in other 
sectors. For example, racial equity committees from multiple sectors could be 
brought together periodically to start planning for deeper cross-system racial equity 
work.49 Additionally, CoCs should take the time to conduct “a global landscape 
analysis within city and county governments to identify existing and potential 
relationships.”50

45  Love, 2013.

46  Chinchilla, 2019

47  LA Homeless Services Authority, 2018.

48  Ibid. 

49  Love, 2013.

50  LA Homeless Services Authority, 2018: 27.
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Next Steps: A Roadmap for 
Implementing Racial Equity

This National Scan was designed to explore potential approaches for Montgomery 
County to undertake as it seeks to move beyond the data towards implementing 
equity-based strategies to reduce the high rates of homelessness for people 

of color. The Initial Findings report51 from Part 1 of this initiative outlines numerous 
specific actions. Rather than reiterate those recommendations or add additional ones, 
the findings from this National Scan point to the need for an overarching Roadmap for 
Implementing Racial Equity. Such a framework can offer an organizing principle for how 
a community can move forward in multiple areas simultaneously. The table below 
outlines eight key components of a racial equity and homelessness implementation 
plan, along with rationale and potential activities for each component.

Key Component Rationale Activities

1. Upstream 
Prevention

Until we find ways 
to stop high rates 
of inflow into 
homelessness for 
people of color, the 
impact of any other 
solutions will be 
limited.

• Develop/expand homelessness 
prevention efforts, with an 
explicit focus on communities of 
color

• Pilot new models of prevention 
for specific subgroups (e.g., youth 
of color, young Black families, 
veterans of color and others)

2. Cross-Sector 
Collaboration

Homelessness 
is the result of 
breakdowns 
across multiple 
systems, and the 
homelessness 
response system 
alone cannot end 
homelessness.

• Work with child welfare/foster 
care and criminal justice systems 
to develop measurable targets 
around preventing homelessness 
at the point of transition/re-entry 

• Partner with health systems 
and educational institutions to 
identify risk of homelessness 
earlier and to link households of 
color to available services

51 Olivet, J., Joseph, L., Beit-Arie, M. 2019. Racial equity and homelessness in Montgomery 
County, Pennsylvania: Initial findings. Needham, MA: C4 Innovations. Retrieved from: https://
static1.squarespace.com/static/59e4bd08d7bdce1e8a5b15bb/t/5c77eced6e9a7f75cd22af
5e/1551363312965/Your+Way+Home+Racial+Equity+Evaluation+Phase+I+Report.pdf
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Key Component Rationale Activities

3. Equity-Based 
Assessment 
and 
Prioritization

“Color-blind” 
prioritization that 
does not take into 
account racially 
specific risk factors 
for homelessness 
will perpetuate 
disparities. 

• Develop outreach strategies for 
specific at-risk communities (e.g., 
Latinx people, youth of color)

• Based on HMIS data analysis, 
redesign the assessment and 
prioritization process and tools 
using race/ethnicity as a risk 
factor for homelessness and 
return to homelessness

4. Data

Thoughtful analysis 
of data from 
HMIS and from 
other systems, 
disaggregated by 
race/ethnicity, will 
help determine 
where and how to 
target equity-based 
programmatic 
strategies. 

• Continue to collect and analyze 
all homelessness-related data 
through a racial equity lens

• Disaggregate HMIS and PIT 
count data by race/ethnicity and 
monitor trends over time

• Ensure participation of people of 
color with lived experience in all 
data-related activities

• Develop data-sharing agreements 
and practices with other 
sectors (e.g., child welfare, 
criminal justice, health care) to 
determine who is at greatest risk 
of homelessness and provide 
support for them to avoid/exit 
homelessness 

5. Focus on 
Specific At-
Risk Groups

Some racial and 
ethnic groups and 
household types 
(e.g., youth, family, 
individual) are 
at higher risk of 
homelessness than 
others. 

• Develop pilot programs that 
provide subsidized housing and 
supportive services for Black 
families and unaccompanied 
youth

• Partner with Latinx-serving 
organizations to create culturally 
and linguistically appropriate 
housing and service options
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Key Component Rationale Activities

6. Building 
Anti-Racist 
Organizations

A commitment to 
diversity, equity, 
and inclusion—at 
the CoC level and 
within its member 
organizations—is 
vital to centering 
racial equity in 
the homelessness 
response.

• Provide anti-racism training for 
all staff working in homeless 
services

• Create diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) plans at the CoC-
level and within its member 
organizations, including a focus 
on recruitment/retention/career 
pathways for people of color, 
ongoing culture change

• The CoC and funders can use 
their influence to hold agencies 
accountable to their DEI goals

• Work with firms that focus on 
diversity in recruitment and 
hiring and can help create a more 
diverse and inclusive workforce

7. Sharing 
Power with 
People who 
have Lived 
Experience of 
Homelessness

Until people of 
color who have 
experienced 
homelessness 
are at the table, 
decisions made by 
others “on behalf 
of” communities of 
color will continue 
to miss the mark. 

• Develop a Lived Experience 
Action Board and a Youth Action 
Board and ensure significant 
membership by people of color

• Formalize power-sharing/
decision-making agreements 
within the CoC governance 
structure

• Hire staff with lived experience of 
homelessness

8. Long-Term 
Solutions

Band-aid solutions 
are inadequate to 
end homelessness. 
Instead, access to 
affordable housing 
and economic 
opportunity must 
be the centerpiece 
of creating 
sustainable 
solutions.

• Pass inclusionary zoning 
ordinances that combat historical 
racial segregation

• Create a comprehensive housing 
plan at the county level that 
ensures access to affordable 
housing for all

• Test income- and wealth-building 
models such as universal basic 
income and unconditional cash 
distributions within communities 
of color
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To advance such an ambitious agenda, it is important to build on existing efforts in 
each of these areas rather than assume that each one is starting from scratch. Moving 
forward, YWH will need to establish target outcomes and strategies to measure 
progress in each of these major areas. Additionally, multiple stakeholders have a role 
to play in achieving racial equity in our response to homelessness—policy makers, 
funders, service providers, and advocates. 

Policy Makers

Policy makers play a critical role in advancing racial equity, both through specific 
legislation and budget priorities that support equity-based strategies, and through 
their rhetoric and vocal commitments to these issues. Specifically, policy makers can: 

• Introduce and support legislation that expands access to affordable housing and 
actively desegregates communities. 

• Attend and speak at events on racial equity and homelessness

• Hold city and county departments accountable for addressing diversity and 
inclusion in staff and leadership

• Push governmental organizations to include equity-based strategies in their 
strategic plans and funding vehicles

• Establish benchmarks for racial equity implementation and progress grounded in 
an understanding of social determinants of health

• Support cross-sector efforts to prevent and end homelessness for communities 
of color

Funders

The philanthropic sector holds tremendous influence in shaping long-term strategies 
to center equity in our collective response to homelessness. For example, funders can: 

• Promote racial equity in funding requests by asking for data on population 
served, composition of board and staff, and metrics for preventing and ending 
homelessness among people of color

• Offer training to foundation staff and to the wider community on racial equity 
and homelessness

• Fund programs that focus on upstream prevention and on long-term solutions to 
homelessness

• Require meaningful inclusion of people of color with lived experience of 
homelessness in all activities they fund

Service Providers
• Develop program to serve specific racial and ethnic groups that are at high risk of 

homelessness, or those that are not currently being served

• Commit to organizational activities to recruit and retain a more diverse workforce 
and to develop leaders of color
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• Provide initial and ongoing racial equity training for all staff working in homeless 
programs

• Work within the CoC to develop an equity-based system for assessment and 
prioritization

• Ensure that people with lived experience inform all program design and oversight

• Analyze all data by race and ethnicity

• Develop specific, measurable program outcomes that reduce high rates of 
homelessness among people of color

Advocates

Anyone committed to preventing and ending homelessness—those with lived 
experience of homelessness, their family members, faith community leaders, public 
officials, housing developers, business leaders, funders, and service providers—can 
all play a role in advocating approaches that address homelessness through a racial 
equity lens. In order to do this, they can: 

• Educate themselves about the connections between structural racism and 
homelessness

• Participate in community trainings on racial equity

• Conceptualize and advance local, state, and national legislation to prevent and end 
homelessness for communities of color

• Join boards and working groups within the CoC

• Bear witness to the tragedy of homelessness and its particular impact on 
communities of color
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Conclusion

As communities across the United States work to center racial equity in their 
response to homelessness, promising strategies are beginning to emerge. 
In looking for solutions, many communities want to know “Who is doing this 

work well?” The reality is that no single community holds the answers, and no single 
solution can right centuries of racial injustice. The challenge is how to move forward 
on multiple fronts simultaneously—prevention, collaboration, assessment, data, 
targeted programming, organizational capacity, integrating the wisdom of lived 
experience, and focusing on long-term housing and economic opportunity. In doing 
so, we can work together to craft a way forward for other communities to follow. 
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Appendix: Quick Reference
Throughout this report we referenced the work of many organizations to advance racial equity. Below is 
more information about these programs and links to selected resources.

A Way Home America
AWHA centers racial and LGBTQ equity, shared priorities, and collaboration amongst youth seeking 
change with a collective voice. https://awayhomeamerica.org/awha-is-centering-racial-lgbtq-equity-to-
endyouthhomelessness/

Annie E. Casey Foundation
Annie E. Casey Foundation is known for is philanthropy work developing grants that assist federal, state and 
local government to influence decision makers to invest in strategies based on research.

• “Data Walk” Is a Key Tool in Results-Based Leadership; https://www.aecf.org/blog/data-walk-is-a-key-
tool-in-results-based-leadership/ 

• By the numbers: A race for results case study; https://www.aecf.org/resources/a-race-for-results-case-
study-2/ 

C4 Innovations/SPARC (Supporting Partnerships for Anti-Racist Communities)
In 2016, C4 Innovations launched SPARC to understand and respond to racial inequities in homelessness. 
Through mixed methods research SPARC initiated national conversation about racial equity in the 
homelessness sector. 

• Phase One findings Report; https://center4si.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/SPARC-Phase-1-
Findings-March-2018.pdf

• Trauma-informed care in homelessness services settings. The Open Health Services and Policy Journal 2 
http://www.traumacenter.org/products/pdf_files/shelter_from_storm.pdf

Chapin Hall, University of Chicago
Chapin Hall conducts system level responses to examine risk assessment and prioritization tools for youth 
experiencing homelessness and to further opportunities to addressing race equity and homelessness. 
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Chapin-Hall-Youth-Collaboratory-Toward-A-System-
Response-To-Youth-Homele....pdf

Seattle/King County 
King County is confronting the historical and racial inequities that continue to exist in the community and 
organizations by leading with racial justice. https://kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/
tools-resources/Racial-Justice.aspx

Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority 
In 2018, LAHSA released a report and recommendations of the ad hoc committee on Black people 
experiencing homelessness

• Los Angeles ad hoc Committee on Black People Experiencing Homelessness https://www.weingartfnd.
org/files/LASHA-Report-12-14-18.pdf
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National Health Care for the Homeless Council 
Provides resources to address social determinants of health. This fact sheet reviews social determinants of 
health commonly associated with homelessness and issues within the health care setting. 

• Social Determinants of Health: Predictors of Health among People without Homes. https://www.nhchc.
org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/fact-sheet_2016_social-determinants-of-health1.pdf

The Homeless Hub 
Known as largest homeless research library in the world developed by the Canadian Observatory on 
Homelessness. This web-based research library represents an innovative step forward with the use of 
technology to enhance the need for a single platform to find information on homelessness.

• Nothing about us without us: Seven principles for leadership & inclusion of people with lived experience 
of homelessness. https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/LEAC-7principles-final.pdf

The Society for Human Resource Management 
SHRM has published “6 Steps for Building an Inclusive Workplace,” which provides comprehensive steps for 
incorporating diversity and inclusion. https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0418/pages/6-
steps-for-building-an-inclusive-workplace.aspx 

Urban Institute 
Urban Institute is a nonprofit organization that offers evidence-based solutions to improving the lives of 
others through various research strengthening the effectiveness of the public sector.

• DataWalks An Innovative Way to Share Data with Communities; https://www.urban.org/sites/default/
files/publication/72906/2000510-Data-Walks-An-Innovative-Way-to-Share-Data-with-Communities.pdf

U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH) 
U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness supports communities at all levels of leadership. Their goals focus 
on the federal strategic plan to prevent and end homelessness. USICH provides solutions to preventing 
pathways into homelessness.

• People With Lived Experience Must Be Meaningful Partners In Ending Homelessness; https://www.
usich.gov/news/people-with-lived-experience-must-be-meaningful-partners-in-ending-homelessness/ 

Your Way Home Montgomery County, Pennsylvania (YWH)
A partnership serves as the county’s unified and coordinated housing crisis response system for families 
and individuals experiencing homelessness or at imminent risk of homelessness. This partnership engages 
nonprofits, government, philanthropy, residents, businesses, and other community partners to meet its 
vision of making homelessness rare, brief, and non-recurring.

• Racial Equity and Homelessness in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania: Initial Findings. https://static1.
squarespace.com/static/59e4bd08d7bdce1e8a5b15bb/t/5c77eced6e9a7f75cd22af5e/1551363312965/
Your+Way+Home+Racial+Equity+Evaluation+Phase+I+Report.pdf
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>> To learn more, visit www.yourwayhome.org/equity
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