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Executive Summary

In response to a growing crisis of homelessness
across the State of California, Senate Bill 850 (2018)
established the Homeless Emergency Aid Program
(HEAP) to provide $500 million for flexible block
grants to help communities address the substantial
rise in homelessness. The program awarded 54 one-
time block grants to 43 Continuums of Care (CoCs)'
and 11 large cities in California.2 HEAP block grants
could be allocated to three general funding cate-
gories: direct social services (e.g., street outreach,
navigation services), rental assistance (e.g., housing
subsidies, rapid rehousing programs), or capital
improvements (e.g., constructing new shelters or
permanent supportive housing units). Moreover, 5%
of each grant was required to be spent on programs
or services that explicitly address youth homeless-
ness, commonly referred to as the "HEAP youth
set-aside”.

This report highlights how some communities lever-
aged the HEAP youth set-aside funds to specifically
support intervention models that increase outreach,
engagement, and housing assistance to young
people facing homelessness in California.

Youth Homelessness in
California and the HEAP
youth set-aside

In 2019, an estimated 12,000 unaccompanied youth
(ages 16-25) faced homelessness on any given night
across California. However, this is likely an under-
estimate, given that many young people experi-
encing homelessness cycle through informal living
arrangements, which may make them invisible to
traditional point-in-time counts (Morton et al. 2018).
Nonetheless, it is estimated that California has the
largest number of unaccompanied youth experienc-
ing homelessness in the U.S.3

The Homelessness Coordinating and Financing
Council (HCFC)* required jurisdictions to allocate 5%
of their HEAP grants specifically for youth services.

Notably, this HEAP youth set-aside broadly defined
“services” and allowed jurisdictions to consider the
needs of both "homeless youth” and “youth at risk
of homelessness.” This flexibility made it possible
forjurisdictions to invest in an array of new initiatives
and programs, including those that have not been
supported by traditional funding for homelessness
services. In this report, we discuss three unique and
promising program models funded by the HEAP
youth set-aside: host homes, rapid rehousing, and
flexible funding. Drawing on our interviews with
administrators, service providers, and youth who
participated in programs in four communities, we
explore some of the learned lessons and the impacts
of these investments.

Program models and key
approaches

Host homes
Investing in community care

Four jurisdictions across California used the HEAP
youth set-aside to start new host home programs in
their communities, housing a total 138 youth in pri-
vate homes during the course of the grant period.
The host home model builds on a long history of
informal hosting practices, which have been a part
of marginalized communities’ social safety nets for
generations. In recent years the host home model
has emerged as a formal strategy to address youth
homelessness in the U.S. Host home programs con-
nect youth who are insecurely housed with support-
ive adult community members willing to host them
in their own homes. Hosts are sometimes individuals
known to the youth from their own social networks.
Programs also provide ongoing assistance to support
host home arrangements, such as helping establish-
ing shared household agreements, training hosts,
navigating conflict, and doing youth case manage-
ment and service referral.* Host homes share some
similarities with foster homes, but are not part of the
child welfare system even when housing minors.®

* HCFC is now the California Interagency Council on Homelessness (Cal ICH). HCFC will be used to refer to

Cal ICH throughout this report.
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Host homes leverage and strengthen
youth connections

Relationships are at the heart of host home pro-
grams. Providers emphasized the value of hosts’
relational support for youth, and worked to equip
hosts to meet youth's needs for social and emo-
tional support. One provider reflected on the value
of honest conversation between hosts and youth:
“[When] you give [hosts] a little more context, infor-
mation and training, so that they're prepared and
they have the right answers... [Those kitchen table
conversations are] why host homes are amazing!”

Most programs also provide some type of financial
stipend and/or reimbursements to hosts to offset
the additional costs associated with a youth staying
in their home or those associated with purchasing
basic needs items. Across communities, program
staff emphasize that this type of financial support
is critical to make host homes sustainable for hosts
over time.

Host homes complement other housing
resources

Some organizations used host homes to bridge
gaps in housing and complement other resources
in the community. For example, a staff member in
San Luis Obispo explained that host homes can

Sacramento | Sacramento
LGBT Center

The Sacramento LGBT Center provides advocacy,
cultural activities and programming for the LGBT
community and allies in Sacramento County. In
line with the Center’s focus on LGBTQ+ youth and
addressing housing insecurity, the Center secured
HEAP youth set-aside funds to start a host home
program for youth ages 18 to 25. The goal of the
program was to support and leverage existing
kinship hosting arrangements in the community
while also recruiting and training new hosts.

serve as a source of interim housing while waiting
for permanent housing:

“The host home, | hope, is a stepping stone to
permanent housing...while we've got them in a
safe place rather than an encampment or couch
surfing, if we can just keep them in one place so
we can go to them and work on these things...”

Similarly, in Lake County, Department of Education
staff saw this model as a way to provide some sta-
bility to students, particularly high school students,
as they prepare for the transition to college or other
training. While not all host home programs are
intended to serve as interim housing, the adminis-
trators we spoke to indicated that HEAP-funded host
homes helped youth stay housed while waiting for
more permanent solutions.

Host homes are low-cost, flexible and
scalable

One major benefit of host home programs is that
they do not require the development of new built
infrastructure. Communities noted that not having
to create new housing units would allow them to try
a new program idea that was perceived as a needed
option for youth in the area, with enough flexibility
to allow program adaptation as needed. The flexi-
bility of HEAP allowed many communities to begin
a host home program when they otherwise may not
have been able to do so.



Rapid rehousing for youth

Supported transitions to permanent
housing

Over two dozen communities across the state used
their HEAP youth set-aside to fund rapid rehousing
programs focused on young adults. These programs
ultimately helped 1,582 young people get rehoused
quickly. Rapid rehousing is a Housing First interven-
tion that seeks to quickly reconnect individuals and
families facing homelessness to permanent housing.
The core components of the model include: helping
clients identify and secure housing quickly, provid-
ing a time-limited subsidy for rental and move-in
assistance, and providing ongoing case manage-
ment to help clients remain stably housed over time.

In recent years, there has been increasing interest
in adapting the rapid rehousing model to address
youth homelessness. Youth may benefit from tai-
lored support to develop independent living skills,
like managing household finances and paying for
utilities. Rapid rehousing programs for youth in the
U.S. commonly support youth for up to two years, in
contrast to the short-term support provided by rapid
rehousing programs for adults and families.

Rapid rehousing provides youth-focused
housing connections with flexible support

Several of the communities we highlightin this report
chose to direct their youth set-aside funds toward
rapid rehousing, rather than invest in building a

David Seibold (CC BY-NC 2.0)

shelter or another brick-and-mortar program.
This strategy allowed them to tap into the existing
housing infrastructure in the community—the rental
market—to expand the housing available to youth
facing homelessness.

Program staff described how the flexibility of HEAP
also allowed them to amend the traditional rapid
rehousing model to better fit the realities and cir-
cumstances facing youth. They stressed that some
youth benefit from longer periods with rental sub-
sidies than is typical of a rapid rehousing program.
The programs also provided more extensive case
management services than the typical rapid rehous-
ing program.

Rapid rehousing provides a stable
launchpad for the transition to adulthood

Communities that invested their HEAP set-aside
toward the rapid rehousing model hoped to help
youth facing homelessness make a successful tran-
sition to adulthood, whether that meant securing
stable employment or completing postsecondary
education. As we heard from a number of program
staff, homelessness can lead a young person to
delay or abandon their postsecondary education,
derail their career and life goals, as well as expose
young people to risks that can have lifelong conse-
quences. Rapid rehousing is based on the premise
that quickly recovering from homelessness is central
to helping vulnerable young people identify a path
toward their stability, their goals and plans for the
future.

San Luis Obispo County
| 5Cities Homeless

Coalition

5Cities Homeless Coalition (5CHC) is dedicated to
identifying and filling gaps in the homeless services
array across San Luis Obispo County. Among its
services, 5CHC has operated arental assistance rapid
rehousing program for some time that occasionally
housed some youth ages 18-25. HEAP allowed the
5CHC to jump start a range of new youth-focused
services and initiatives, including a dedicated rapid
rehousing just for youth, a host home program,
street outreach, and case management.




Flexible funding

Preventing and addressing youth
homelessness with responsive financial
support

Some communities used part of their HEAP youth set-
aside to provide flexible, short-term, financial assis-
tance to youth experiencing homelessness. These
funds were sometimes referred to as a “flexible hous-
ing pool,” a “flexible spending fund,” “flexible fund,”
or “flexible housing funding.” The definition and core
components of flexible funding vary widely. However,
the central aim of this type of intervention is to quickly
address individual needs related to housing stability
through direct assistance. Flexible funds can be used
to help clients secure or maintain housing through
move in and utility assistance, housing deposits,
moving costs, housing applications, housing stabili-
zation supports (e.g. a gift card for food when some-
one moves in). Flexible funding can sometimes be
used to pay an individual’s rent or back rent, generally
through one-time or short-term assistance to prevent
immediate eviction.

Flexible funds allow programs to
respond to youth’s immediate needs

Flexible funds capitalize on the fact that communities
were allowed to determine how best to use HEAP
funds, within the broad parameters of homelessness
services and prevention. In Lake County, staff reported
that flexible funds allowed them to address a wide
range of needs, including rental deposits, one-time
rental assistance, clothing, phone cards, bedding,
a PO box, birth certificate fees, court fees, diapers

Lake County | Lake County
Office of Education

The Lake County Office of Education (Lake COE)
has a long history of providing support to youth and
families in need. The office coordinates the McKinney
Vento Homeless Student Services program for
Lake County, helping school districts better serve
students facing homelessness in their community.
In addition to launching a college-focused rapid
rehousing program, the office used the HEAP youth
set aside for a flexible fund, to meet individual youth
needs and stabilize informal hosting arrangements.

and wipes, and bus tickets. The Lake COE also pro-
vided one-time or short-term housing support grants.
They found that these investments made a difference,
helping to prevent the youth they worked with from
becoming homeless or returning to homelessness.

Flexible funds can expand the scope of
existing supports

Prior to HEAP, Lake COE relied on McKinney Vento
Homeless Assistance funds to support unaccompa-
nied youth and families facing homelessness. But as
one interviewee in Lake County reflected, “There are
certain things that are allowed with [McKinney Vento]
funding. And then there are certain things that aren’t
allowed with that funding, right? And normally, it's
those things that are not allowed with the funding that
our families need.” The HEAP funds allowed them to
cover housing-related costs and immediate needs,
which often fall outside of the scope of the McKinney
Vento program.” In another county, the HEAP youth
set-aside was used to expand an existing flexible
fund program primarily for youth in the foster care
system, run by a local child placement agency. The
HEAP youth set-aside allowed the program to give
out grants to more youth facing homelessness, and to
address their housing needs in particular.

Compared to other funding streams, HEAP had few
restrictions on the use of funds. Given this, it is not
surprising that administrators saw HEAP as an oppor-
tunity to expand the range of support available in
their current service and funding array. Communities
chose the flexible fund to fill in gaps and expand
existing service capacity.
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Conclusions and
Recommendations

This report highlights some lessons for decision
makers in policy and state agencies about how to
best support community efforts to address youth
homelessness in California. Below, we describe
three themes that emerged across programs and
communities. After each theme, we propose a spe-
cific policy recommendation for HCFC and other
state-level stakeholders to consider.

Required investment in youth-
centered supports is critical

Based in our interviews with program administrators,
staff and clients, we re-emphasize the importance
of public investment in programs and interventions
that specifically address youth homelessness. While
every age group and demographic face homeless-
ness and its impacts, the long-term consequences
of homelessness can be particularly deleterious for
young people navigating the transition to adulthood
(broadly defined as 18 through 25).

Given these impacts, well-targeted interventions can
be life altering for youth. In light of this, policy efforts
over the last two decades have increasingly focused
on programs and services targeting transition age
youth, and particularly young people from marginal-
ized backgrounds(e.g., formerfosteryouth, LGBTQ+
youth). However, awareness of this subpopulation
and the infrastructure of these programs vary widely
from community to community. As we heard from
administrators from some rural jurisdictions, youth
homelessness is more of a hidden problem—and as
a result, not widely recognized as a pressing social
issue in their communities. Additionally, prior to
HEAP, some of the more rural communities had few
to no programs specifically designed to assist young
people facing homelessness.

Recommendation #1

Future HCFC funding initiatives should build on the
success and impact of the HEAP youth set-aside,
which spurred jurisdictions to invest in programs
focused on transition aged youth. Indeed, findings
from a recent JBAY (2020) report indicate that many
communities used HEAP to allocate twice the mini-
mum required amount into youth-specific services.

Because this set aside funding had to be used for
local services that explicitly focused on youth, rather
than just funding general programs that incidentally
assisted youth, jurisdictions sometimes made large,
unprecedented investments into their youth-specific
service infrastructure. Given the tremendous impact
these programs can have on the life trajectory of
youth, we underline the potentially long-term ben-
efits of these service investments.

Consequently, we strongly recommend that the
HCFC continue to require that funding recipients
allocate a minimum percent of resources to pro-
grams which center youth and their unique needs. It
is notable that subsequent funding initiatives by the
HCFC, such as the Homeless Housing, Assistance
and Prevention (HHAP) program, have increased the
youth set-aside requirement from 5% (under HEAP)
to 10%. The findings of this and other reports on the
HEAP youth set-aside support this HCFC policy.

HEAP made new forms of
assistance possible

HEAP was instrumental in helping some commu-
nities implement new program approaches. Each
of the interventions discussed in this report were
programmatically unique in two central ways: first,
they were relatively time-limited interventions often
focused on immediately stabilizing a young person’s
housing situation, and secondly, they provided direct
assistance to youth relatively quickly and without the
need for deep service support or brick-and-mortar
infrastructure. Undoubtedly, this was in part a prag-
matic response to the one-time nature of HEAP as
well as the fact that the youth service infrastructure
in some communities was limited, if not nonexistent,
when HEAP was deployed.

Since ongoing state funding for youth-centered ser-
vices wasn't guaranteed, some communities strate-
gically directed most of their youth set-aside toward
interventions that are easily scaled and do not require
much infrastructure or continued capital investment.
For some small rural communities, the HEAP youth
set-aside was relatively modest in size, making sub-
stantial investments toward infrastructure and staffing
impractical. In this context, direct assistance interven-
tions were strategic in the sense that they could be
implemented quickly, and with most of the limited
funds going directly to address the needs of youth
in crisis rather than staffing or capital investments.



Recommendation #2

We recommend that HCFC continue to encourage
jurisdictions to fund youth interventions that vary in
terms of intensity, duration, and comprehensive sup-
port. As state funding for youth programs increases
and becomes more formalized in California, juris-
dictions will likely begin using these funds toward
longer-term investments, such as hiring permanent
staff and investing in service infrastructure for pro-
grams to provide more comprehensive support
services in their communities. These investments
will be critical for some youth, especially those who
may be transitioning into adulthood in the context
of multiple challenges and disadvantages. But our
findings highlight how less structured, direct-assis-
tance interventions can have an impact.

We recommend that HCFC explore policy and fund-
ing mechanisms to incentivize investment in a diverse
array of interventions. Moreover, we recommend that
future studies investigate how “light-touch” interven-
tions can be connected to a broader set of services,
and expanded to be more comprehensive or inten-
sive when necessary.

HEAP fostered collaboration
and ambitious plans which were
sometimes difficult to implement

As a result of these efforts to address youth home-
lessness in new ways, in many communities HEAP
was instrumental in fostering new collaborations
between different organizations, agencies and
people who are not traditionally part of the local
homeless service system. As we heard from a
number of administrators, HEAP was the impetus
to "bridge silos” as well as bring “new allies to the
table” to discuss youth homelessness in their com-
munity, such as landlords, community volunteers,
and representatives from local high schools and
nearby community colleges. Without HEAP, most of
these new collaborations would not have occurred.

The pandemic and wider shortage of housing
impacted how these programs were able to per-
form. Unfortunately, the emergence of the COVID-
19 pandemic in early Spring 2020 meant that many
of these new collaborative efforts were effectively
“paused” right as they were launching, forcing pro-
viders to adapt to changing circumstances.

Additionally, homeless services providers and
administrators we talked to in every jurisdiction iden-
tified the lack of affordable housing as an enduring
and growing challenge that impeded their efforts
to address youth homelessness. While most juris-
dictions in this report cited HEAP as an important
launchpad for new youth programs in their commu-
nities, nearly all also discussed the limits of these
interventions within the context of a growing hous-
ing affordability crisis. In particular, stakeholders dis-
cussed how rising rents made it difficult for providers
to identify realistic pathways to permanent housing
for their clients, after a crisis period had subsided.

Recommendation #3

Because HEAP incentivized ambitious plans sur-
rounding youth homelessness in some communi-
ties, we recommend that HCFC interpret the partial
implementation of some of these plans with nuance
given the challenges of the pandemic. Youth home-
lessness initiatives that relied on new partnerships
and collaborations in particular struggled in the con-
text of the pandemic. While these initiatives were
often able to implement a version of what had been
originally planned, it is unclear how these collabora-
tive efforts would have unfolded in a non-pandemic
context. We recommend that HCFC continue to
encourage jurisdictions to be ambitious and collab-
orative in their effort to address youth homelessness,
and to invite new community partners to the table.
Further, housing affordability is a complex policy
issue that is both related but also distinctive from
the issue of homelessness.

Nonetheless, HCFC should consider investigating
how the stock of affordable housing options for
young people affects the performance of interven-
tions highlighted in this report. Given the common
desire to track performance measures of publicly
funded homeless programs, HCFC should consider
how these metrics should be interpreted within the
broader context of housing-rental market conditions.
New state initiatives to substantially increase the
stock of housing options near and around college
campuses, for example, could have a substantial
impact on the successes of rapid rehousing and host
homes programs in particular. HCFC should care-
fully assess how these and other housing policies
may have differential impacts across localities, and
in turn influence the effectiveness of interventions
targeting youth homelessness across California.
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Introduction

Youth homelessness® is a crisis affecting families and
communities, rural and urban,’ across California.
Through the Homeless Emergency Aid Program
(HEAP), the Homeless Coordinating and Financing
Council (HCFC)* has made a significant and deeply
needed investment in local responses to youth
homelessness. The present report provides a deep
dive into three HEAP-funded youth homeless service
approaches—host homes, rapid rehousing for youth,
and flexible funding—drawing on the perspectives
of service providers, government and nonprofit
administrators, and youth with lived experience of
homelessness. These insights illuminate how orga-
nizations leveraged HEAP to fill gaps in the array
of services in their community and chose program
approaches that address the unique needs of youth
facing homelessness.

About the Homeless
Emergency Aid Program

The Homeless Emergency Aid Program (HEAP) was
established by Senate Bill 850 (2018) as a response
to the severe housing and homelessness crisis
facing California. The initiative allotted within the
State’s 2018-19 budget a $500 million set of flexible
block grants to help local communities throughout
the state address the substantial rise in homeless-
ness. The program awarded 54, one-time funding,
block grants to 43 Continuums of Care (CoCs)'" and
11 large cities in California."” HEAP block grants
could be allocated to three general funding catego-
ries: funding more direct social services (e.g., street
outreach, navigation services), increasing rental
assistance (e.g., housing subsidies, rapid rehousing
programs), or investing in new capital improvements
(e.g., constructing new shelters or permanent sup-
portive housing units). Moreover, 5% of each grant
was required to be spent on programs or services
that explicitly address youth homelessness (com-
monly referred to as the "HEAP youth set-aside”).

This report is the third in a series that explores
emerging and promising intervention models that
communities funded using HEAP. As discussed in
our prior reports, HEAP allowed many communi-
ties to substantially expand their homelessness
response system, in part due to the flexibility of the
grants. Some communities used HEAP to create new
collaborations across sectors, while others scaled
up the capacity of existing housing programs. The
two case studies in this research series, including
this report, provide a closer look at specific inter-
vention models that either emerged out of HEAP
or were significantly expanded upon during the
funding period. Our August 2021 report focused
on three emerging intervention models (safe park-
ing programs, navigation centers, and integrative
street outreach) that directly reduce the immediate
harms associated with homelessness but also help
unsheltered individuals transition into housing. This
current report focuses on how some communities
leveraged the HEAP youth set-aside funds to spe-
cifically support intervention models that increase
outreach, engagement, and housing assistance to
young people facing homelessness in California.

Youth homelessness in
California

In 2019, an estimated 12,000 unaccompanied youth
(ages 16-25) faced homelessness on any given night
across California. This is likely an underestimate,
given that many young people experiencing home-
lessness cycle through informal living arrangements,
which may make them invisible to traditional point-
in-time counts.'?

Youth pathways into homelessness often stem in part
fromissues related to family conflict, family instability,
and involvement in the child welfare system.”® These
family struggles take place in the context of ongoing
economicandracialinequality, reflectedinthe dispro-
portionate rates of homelessness among youth from
low-income households and communities of color.™

* HCFC is now the California Interagency Council on Homelessness (Cal ICH). HCFC will be used to refer to

Cal ICH throughout this report.
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Discrimination related to gender identity and sexual
orientation can also play a role in youth homeless-
ness, putting LGBTQ+ identified youth at greater
risk of homelessness. Other risk factors include
being unmarried and parenting, coming from a
low-income household, and having less than a high
school diploma/GED." Young people face unique
challenges in accessing stable housing due to their
age and limited life experiences. Most youth have
l[imited to no rental or credit histories, which are
often required for rental applications, and youth
under 18 in California cannot enter a contract to
lease property unless they are emancipated.’

Youth and adults who experience homelessness
face similar risks to health, employment stability,
and overall well-being. However, because of their
developmental stage, the impacts of homelessness
can be particularly damaging for a youth."” The
stress of housing instability can get in the way of
school, lasting supportive social connections, and
successful transition to adulthood.' A growing body
of research literature indicates that prolonged insta-
bility and homelessness during this time can be pre-
cursors to chronic periods of housing instability later
on in life.' Accordingly, preventing and addressing
youth homelessness are critical steps toward reduc-
ing rates of unsheltered and chronic homelessness
more broadly.

Youth also have different needs for formal services
and support than adults. Research suggests that

youth facing homelessness have concerns about
accessing adult housing services and tend not
to seek help from formal services.?’ There is also
evidence that youth prefer supported housing or
housing with peers, rather than fully independent
subsidized housing.?'

Recognizing the serious impacts of homelessness
on youth and their unique needs, HCFC required
jurisdictions to allocate 5% of their HEAP grants spe-
cifically for youth services. Notably, this HEAP youth
set-aside broadly defined “services” and allowed
jurisdictions to consider the needs of both “home-
less youth” and “youth at risk of homelessness” in
their communities. This flexibility made it possible
forjurisdictions to invest in an array of new initiatives
and programs, including those that have not been
supported by traditional funding for homelessness
services.

In February 2020, John Burton Advocates for Youth
(JBAY) published a comprehensive evaluation of
the HEAP youth set-aside, drawing from administra-
tive data, interviews, and surveys conducted across
California. The report found that most jurisdictions
went beyond the mandated 5% requirement of
the youth set aside and many made substantial
investments to their youth service infrastructure.
The report concluded that in many communities
in California, the HEAP youth set-aside was instru-
mental in expanding their ability to address youth
homelessness.

Report roadmap

In this report, we highlight three specific interven-
tion models for addressing youth homelessness
that were funded through HEAP: host homes, rapid
rehousing, and flexible funding programs. For each
model, we begin by summarizing the current litera-
ture on best practices and program outcomes. Next,
we draw on our interviews with CoC administrators,
program staff, and participants across communities
to describe some of the motivations and commu-
nity factors that underpinned jurisdiction decisions
to fund these specific approaches. Throughout, we
include “Community Spotlights” profiling three com-
munities that implemented one or more of these
approaches. The final section of the report presents
three policy insights and recommendations, based
on current literature and community perspectives.
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Model Interventions to Address Youth

Homelessness

Host homes
Investing in community care

In recent years, the host home model has emerged
as a promising approach to addressing youth home-
lessness. Host home programs help house unac-
companied youth with supportive adult community
members, who may be volunteers or individuals
known to the youth. The program also fosters stable
host home arrangements by providing outside sup-
port, like establishing shared household agreements,
training hosts, helping youth and hosts navigate
conflict, and providing youth case management.??
Although formal host home programs are relatively
new, this kind of community housing for unaccom-
panied youth is not. Many communities, particularly
marginalized groups, have participated in these types
of informal hosting arrangements for generations.

The host home program model is generally recog-
nized as being well-adapted to the unique circum-
stances of youth homelessness. Host homes can
offer a family-like residential environment, which is
developmentally appropriate and for some youth
may feel less stigmatizing than congregate housing.
Compared to brick-and-mortar housing programs
like shelters and transitional housing, host homes
have lower startup costs. Further, host homes can be
geographically dispersed and capacity can grow or
shrink according to need. These factors make it well-
suited to rural and low-density regions, which rarely
have youth-centered homeless services despite
a similar rate of youth homelessness to cities and
suburbs.?

Beyond the core elements described above, host
home programs vary significantly.?* Some of these dif-
ferences include the allowed length of stay, the ages
of youth served, the support provided to youth, and
whether or not hosts receive a stipend. Host home
programs may focus on a particular group of youth,
like LGBTQ youth, youth of color, pregnant and par-
enting youth, or youth formerly involved in the child
welfare system. Many host home programs choose
to only serve young adults ages 18-25, but some also
or exclusively work with minors. Some states place
restrictions on host home programs serving youth

under 18; restrictions include limiting the length of
stay to 21 days or less, requiring hosts to be regis-
tered foster families, or requiring delegation of
parental authority. Although host homes share some
similarities with foster homes, host home programs
are not part of the child welfare system, even when
they work with minors.?

Programs also differ in terms of what hosts and
hosting arrangements they support. Currently,
most programs recruit and train volunteer commu-
nity members to serve as hosts. Other programs
work with hosts that already know the youth, like an
extended family member or friend’s parent. These
hosts, who are sometimes called kinship hosts, are
either already housing the young person informally
or agree to take them in after being identified by the
youth as a potential host. The kinship host approach
builds on youths' permanent connections, but may
be more difficult when youth are new to the area and
have not formed many relationships. In those cases,
programs can draw on program-identified hosts,
other housing options, or help youth travel back to
where they have support.?

Although the host home model shows some prom-
ise, as of Fall 2021, there are no peer-reviewed pub-
lications focusing on host homes for young people
experiencing homelessness. The available research
on host homes comes from evaluations of a handful
of host home programs in the US, Canada, and UK.?’
It is worth noting that none of the programs that were
evaluated used the kinship hosting approach. One
unpublished thesis also provides an overview of the
host home model including kinship hosting and pro-
gram-identified hosting.?® Together, these form our
current knowledge base on host homes.

Staff, volunteers, and youth across these limited stud-
ies shared that host homes provided a safe and stable
place for youth to stay.?’ Several evaluations also
found that providers valued the family-like living envi-
ronment of host homes and felt that they effectively
diverted youth from shelters.?® Although they valued
the support they received, participants in some short-
term host home programs felt the approach didn't
effectively address the root causes of their homeless-
ness and sometimes contributed to instability.®'
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Community spotlight | Sacramento County and the City of

Sacramento

Sacramento County, located inthe Sacramento Valley
in Northern California, is home to just over 1.5 mil-
lion people.® Sacramento is one of the fastest-grow-
ing major cities in California®® and has continued to
grow during the COVID-19 pandemic in part due
to migration from the Bay Area of California.?* In
Summer 2021, average rental rates in Sacramento
were $1,760 per month, up from $1,587 in 2020.%

In 2019, the most recent year in which a Point-in-Time
Count of homelessness was conducted in the coun-
ty, an estimated 5,570 people were homeless on any
given night, with an estimate of 10,000 to 11,000
experiencing homelessness over a year.* Transition
age youth (ages 18-25) represented an estimated 8%
of the total homeless population, with an estimated
415 youth experiencing homelessness on any given
night in 2019. Much like trends across California and
within the population of people who were unhoused
in Sacramento, a majority (59%) of youth were un-
sheltered on the night of the count, meaning that
they were sleeping outdoors, in a vehicle, or another
place not meant for human habitation.

In Sacramento County and the City of Sacramento,
youth set-aside funds through HEAP were allocated
to host homes, a youth shelter, and rapid rehousing
activities from the Flexible Housing Pool Rehousing
Youth Program. Funding for host homes and the
youth shelter were distributed to the Sacramento
LGBT Community Center.

Sacramento LGBT Community
Center

The Sacramento LGBT Center provides advocacy,
cultural activities and referrals and programming for
the LGBT community and allies in Sacramento Coun-
ty. Currently, the Center has a large emphasis on out-
reach and support for LGBTQ+ youth facing housing
insecurity. Their housing services include a drop-in
center, a short-term emergency shelter, a Transition-
al Living Program, and a host home program. Upon
consultation with youth homeless services providers
in Sacramento, the City of Sacramento chose to use
set-aside funds to support an existing youth shelter
and create a new host home program.

City of Sacramento

Sacramento ,
County

The LGBT Community Center was interested in im-
plementing a host home program that supported
and leveraged existing kinship hosting arrange-
ments in the community, the idea being that adults
already hosting a young person in their homes could
also be supported through the program. Staff viewed
this practice as aligning their program with traditions
of informal hosting pre-existing within some margin-
alized communities. As one staff member explained,

“The reality is, culturally, many racial groups have
been doing host homes for generations, right?
Most African American or Native folks have an
aunt that raised their cousins. ... So culturally,
host homes makes a lot of sense, because it res-
onates with many, particularly BIPOC. Because
there's a generalized notion that if we don't take
care of our kids, nobody is going to take care of
our kids ... or no one's going to take care of them
well. So yeah, we'll take this young person into
our house.”
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While staff at the LGBT Community Center sup-
ported “kinship hosting” (hosting through people
already known to youth) through their host homes
funding, they also worked with program-identified
volunteers (i.e. hosts that the youth do not already
know) as hosts. This allowed them to “engage peo-
ple and systems that are traditionally not involved in
serving people who are unhoused.” The LGBT Com-
munity Center was able to leverage an extensive
network of active volunteers, who they could train
and support through the process.

The Center bases their host home recruitment and
matching processes on the process outlined in the
guidebook created by the organization Point Source
Youth. Staff initially recruit program-identified and
kinship hosts*” and conduct interviews, background
checks, and training. The program provides six
hours of training for hosts, covering communication
styles, anti-racism, and other topics. Administrators
indicated that they see this as a divergence from
conventionally paternalistic social work norms, giv-
ing families the resources that it costs to care for a
young person. However, staff also mentioned that
supporting young people in this age group can be
challenging because of their developmental stage

and tendency toward pushing boundaries. Thus, the
program structure is an additional way to scaffold
that transition to adulthood.

The first step in the program after referral is having
a meeting with the young person, identifying what
their needs are, and determining whether the host
home program is a good fit. If the youth is not al-
ready in a hosting arrangement and does not iden-
tify a trusted adult who could host them, the case
manager sends over one or more profiles for poten-
tial program-identified hosts. Once youth have iden-
tified if there is a potential good fit, they convene
the youth and host to do a shared housing question-
naire. They then check in separately on both sides to
determine whether or not to move forward with the
hosting arrangement. The program initiates a con-
tract between hosts and youth to set expectations
on both sides. There are a range of options, from
more of a roommate-like setup to one which is more
familial or parental. If at any point in this process the
match doesn’t work out, youth can generally stay
in the emergency shelter, get referred to another
housing program, or work toward identifying a kin-
ship host from their network.
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Why host homes?

Host homes leverage community relationships, complement other
housing resources, and are low cost, flexible, and scalable.

Why did communities fund host
homes through HEAP?

A review of grant applications submitted to HCFC
suggests that at least four communities used HEAP
to support some iteration of the host home concept
with youth. These programs combined housed a
total 138 youth during the grant period. The discus-
sion below summarizes the interviews we conducted
across three of these communities. While these
programs varied in terms of structure and scope of
services provided, below we identify some of the
common reasons why communities directed HEAP
funds toward host home models specifically. Above,
an illustration depicts the main findings from our
qualitative interviews regarding why communities
chose to develop host home programs.

Host homes leverage and strengthen
youth connections

One of the most attractive aspects of the host home
concept, according to administrators, is how these
programs both leverage but also strengthen existing
arrangements and relationships in the community.
Administrators interviewed across different commu-
nities similarly described the importance of these
programs reinforcing and building on the social
capital and human connections in the community.
Some also framed host homes as a stepping stone
toward housing stability.

Building relationships with hosts looked very differ-
ent across communities. In Sacramento, the LGBT
Community Center wanted to support youth who were
staying with their extended kin networks, or had some-
one in their life who could take them in. Staff viewed
this as an extension of existing community traditions
of informal hosting. While staff at the LGBT Community
Center supported “kinship hosting,” they also worked
with program-identified volunteers as hosts.
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The Lake County Office of Education (COE) funded
an iteration of the host home program model using
youth set-aside funds. In this program, staff identified
young people staying in informal hosting arrange-
ments with extended family members or friends’
parents. Staff would then reach out to the hosts who
had opened their homes in these arrangements and
identify opportunities for COE to support and pro-
vide financial assistance for the living arrangement.
One administrator described an example in which
they were able to help a young man who was staying
with someone he knew:

" .He did find one of his friends whose mom
would allow him to stay, to share a room with his
friend. But he was sleeping on the floor because
there was no bed. So | was talking with the mom,
| checked in with her...and she says, "Yeah, | really
wish that | was able to provide a bed for him. But
| can't because of my limited income.’...And | got
him a bed! And he was ecstatic, he'd never had
his own bed before.”

These types of interventions with existing hosting
arrangements not only made them more comfort-
able but also more stable over time. Similarly, in San
Luis Obispo, HEAP funding was used to provide
hosts a stipend so that they could help the youth in
their homes with things they may need that might
otherwise not get addressed due to lack of funds.

“[A host home] is this opportunity
for generational healing within
the queer community. ... [A] lot

of the hosts have been in similar
situations themselves. So, it's a
full-circle moment.”

Administrator at the Sacramento LGBT Center

While these different host home programs varied
substantially in structure, they nonetheless provided
similar support for youth and hosts. Most programs,
for example, provide some type of financial stipend
and/or reimbursements to hosts to offset the addi-
tional costs associated with a youth staying in their
home or those associated with purchasing basic

needs items. In Sacramento, for example, the LGBT
Center provides all hosts, both program-identified
and youth-identified, a housing stipend. In Lake
County, the program reimburses informal hosts for
purchasing laundry and hygiene supplies. Across
communities, program staff emphasize that this
type of financial support is critical to make host
homes sustainable for hosts over time. As one staff
described in Lake County,

“Because it's an expense [for the host], with an
extra person showering, an extra person doing
laundry. It's not a lot, but it helps!”

In Sacramento, additional support around transpor-
tation and other needs is also provided. The case
manager does some of the transportation for youth
directly, when necessary, but the program also pro-
vides a transportation monthly stipend that goes to
the youth to help cover costs. Further, the program
staff assist with needs such as help searching for jobs,
educational support, or referrals for other needs that
the host home program cannot pay for directly.

In multiple communities, staff see hosts as import-
ant sources of support for youth beyond providing
housing and other basic needs. They provide train-
ing to hosts so that they feel equipped to support
youth needs for emotional support and advice:

“When it comes to supporting a young person..|
mean how much more wonderful is it when
someone says, 'Yep, I'll do that. | can do that [help
a young person].’ And then, when you give them
a little more context, information and training,
so that they're prepared and they have the right
answers... [Those important conversations are]
why host homes are amazing!”

Communities were also attracted to the possibility
of funding host homes through HEAP because the
flexibility of HEAP allowed them to fill a gap in com-
munity needs. For example, according to staff at the
LGBT Community Center in Sacramento, there were
previously limited housing services in the commu-
nity that met the needs of trans and gender non-con-
forming youth. The host homes program through
the LGBT Community Center was able to provide
support to youth who identify as LGBTQ and BIPOC
youth in a setting that may be more supportive of
needs. According to one administrator, the host
home approach gives trans youth someone who is
“solidly in their corner” as they explore their identity.
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Another administrator noted that this is especially
important because so many of these young people
don’t have that bedrock from the households where
they grew up,

“[It] is this opportunity for generational healing
within the queer community. Frequently we hear
about generational trauma within the commu-
nity, so | think this is a great way to kind of like,
make steps toward flipping that script, based
on something that's already happening. A lot
of these people have been hosted by someone
already, a lot of the hosts have been in similar sit-
uations themselves. So, it's a full-circle moment.”

Administrators in multiple communities also noted
the need for different types of sheltering models and
were drawn to the idea that there could be a place
for youth to land that was perceived to be outside
the "homelessness system.” For some, host homes
were seen as an option for youth that would provide
some form of permanency or relationship-based
connection to the community. As one staff member
in San Luis Obispo explained,

“Too often we put youth in this housing with all
these rules, and if you violate the rules, you get
kicked out. And when we can put people in these
environments where they—| mean, the host home
could still kick them out, but hopefully there would
be a little more ability to relate to them as people,
and not just, you're following rules.”

Host homes complement other housing
resources

In many of the communities that were using HEAP
funding to begin a host home program, host homes
were used to bridge gaps in housing for youth, com-
plementing other resources in the community such
as rapid rehousing. For example, a staff member
in San Luis Obispo explained that host homes can
serve as interim housing while youth wait on perma-
nent housing options:

“The host home, | hope, is a stepping stone to
permanent housing... [While] we've got them in
a safe place rather than an encampment or couch
surfing, ... we can go to them and work on these
things. So the host is a stepping stone to get them
housed, get them safe, that respite that they're
needing from having to struggle about where
they are going to stay, how they're going to eat,
all those stressors.”

Similarly, in Lake County, staff at the Office of
Education saw host homes as a way to provide some
stability to students, particularly high school stu-
dents, as they prepare for the transition to college
or other training. They explained the goal of support
to kinship hosts:

“Help to stabilize them [the youth] there, so that
[youth are] not worried about, "'Where am | going
to sleep tonight?'... It does help them get that
stability before they can get to somewhere else
like a college or a dorm or the military or Job
Corps, Conservation Corps, something. It gives
them the normalcy of-'I'm going home.” Where
they haven’t had that in a long time. Or, there’s
going to be dinner tonight, and there might be
breakfastin the morning.I'm going to have clean
laundry, because there’s laundry there.”

While not all host home programs are intended
to serve as interim housing, the administrators we
spoke to indicated that HEAP-funded host homes
filled an important gap, keeping youth housed while
they worked toward a more permanent solution.

Host homes are low-cost, flexible and
scalable

One of the primary reasons that communities allo-
cated some or all of their HEAP youth set-aside funds
to a host home program was that host homes do not
require the development of new built infrastructure

“[A kinship host home] gives
them the normalcy of—'I'm going
home." Where they haven't had
that in a long time.”

Staff at Lake County Office of Education

such as new housing development. Communities
noted that not having to fund new housing units
allowed them to pilot a program that they felt was
needed, with the flexibility to adapt the program
as needed. In Sacramento, the idea of a host home
program had been circulating prior to the HEAP
funding becoming available, but staff had not yet
been able to identify funding until HEAP. With HEAP,
the Sacramento LGBT Center was able to pilot a
host home program with support from the technical
assistance provider Point Source Youth.
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One staff member explained,

“It's kind of a dream until the money becomes
available. And then it can kind of coalesce into
a plan. ... But | think the availability of the funds
really did make it possible to have an innovation.”

The concept of host homes had been increasingly
part of the conversation about the possible options
for youth, but had not been possible in many com-
munities until HEAP funding became available. The
flexibility of HEAP allowed many communities to
begin a host home program when they otherwise
may not have been able to do so.

Rapid rehousing for youth
Supported transitions to permanent
housing

Rapid rehousing is a "housing first” intervention that
has grown in popularity during the last decade. The
primary goal of rapid rehousing is to quickly recon-
nect individuals and families facing homelessness to
permanent housing, often through the private rental
market. The core components of the model include
helping clients identify and secure housing quickly,
providing clients a time limited subsidy for rental
and move-in assistance, and supporting clients with
ongoing case management to help them remain
stably housed over time.

Agencies implementing rapid rehousing typically
begin by developing relationships with local land-
lords and housing management companies. Program
success relies in large part on this robust network of
property managers willing to work with households
experiencing homelessness and with less-than per-
fect rental histories. Programs build relationships by
mitigating the perceived financial risks of renting to
their clients. For example, rapid rehousing provid-
ers can act as the cosigner to the lease agreements
signed by their clients, cover expanded security
deposits, or master lease a number of apartments on
behalf of a number of clients in the same apartment
complex. These arrangements often result in a lower
rental rate than households would otherwise have
to pay. Service providers leverage these negotiated
arrangements with local property management com-
panies to help their clients identify viable housing
options, matching clients with appropriate housing
options that are affordable and meet their needs
(e.g., proximity to transportation, employment, etc.).

After a suitable housing unit is identified, clients
receive assistance completing the rental application.
Agencies typically also provide some financial assis-
tance for move-in costs, like the security deposit, fur-
niture, and housing supplies. A central goal of rapid
rehousing is forthese move-in stepsto be completed
quickly so that clients can make a timely transition
into housing. Clients are then provided a monthly
subsidy to offset the cost of their rent, which grad-
ually decreases over time (typically 6 to 9 months).
The amount of financial assistance is structured to
the particular needs of the client; the goal is to pro-
vide households enough assistance to obtain and
eventually sustain their own housing. These financial
resources are paired with case management to help
clients eventually transition to independence and
pay the full cost of their housing on their own before
they exit the program. Accordingly, case manage-
ment goals for clients often focus on securing stable
employment, increasing income, entering a training
program, as well as enrolling in public assistance or
housing programs if eligible.

HEAP youth set-aside directly supported rapid
rehousing programs in almost a third (31%) of the
jurisdictions that received HEAP funding.®® This
reflects the prominence of the rapid rehousing
model in many communities, given its eligibility for
federal funding.®” Since 2009, the US Interagency
Council on Homelessness has framed rapid rehous-
ing as a central component to the national strategy
to end homelessness.*® During the past decade,
an emerging body of evidence has shown rapid
rehousing for adults is associated with a reduction in
the duration of homelessness, high placement rates
into permanent housing, and relatively low rates of
return to shelter.*!

In recent years, there has been increasing interest in
implementing the rapid rehousing model to address
youth homelessness. However, there is general con-
sensus that youth facing homelessness may need
different or additional support to secure and main-
tain stable housing. Landlords may need additional
financial assurances to agree to rent to youth. Youth
may need special help with independent living
skills, like managing household finances and paying
for utilities.*? One Housing First for youth model
describes the need for a “positive youth develop-
ment and wellness orientation,” pushing programs
like rapid rehousing to embed youth-centered sup-
port in their work.*®
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Current best practices for youth-focused rapid
rehousing program indicate a need for flexibility
above and beyond what is generally provided in
adultrapid rehousing.Programsshould expectlonger
stays and more moves during the program period.
One of the key tenets of the housing first for youth
model is “individualized, client-driven supports with
no time limits.”** A common timeline across rapid
rehousing programs for youth in the U.S. is two
years, compared to the short-term nature of rapid
rehousing for adults and families.** While rigorous
evaluation of rapid rehousing for youth is still lim-
ited, a number of recent case studies highlight its
promise as a housing first practice with youth.*

There are some indications that particular groups
of youth may benefit more from rapid rehousing,
while others may need additional support to make
sustained exits from homelessness. A relatively small
study of youth in a rapid rehousing program in Texas

found that youth with a history in foster care, LBGTQ
youth, and youth experiencing depression were more
likely than their peers to lose their housing during the
program, and thus may need additional support.#/
Another study found that youth who scored high on
a standard measure of vulnerability (above 10 on
the VISPIDAT-NSP) had variable levels of success in
a rapid rehousing program, compared to permanent
supportive housing.* In light of these and other find-
ings, many communities prioritize rapid rehousing for
youth with medium to low vulnerability scores.

Though the evidence base is limited, HUD regards
rapid rehousing as a promising practice for helping
youth secure permanent housing, particularly when
they cannot return to their household of origin.*’
Given this, HEAP significantly expanded the imple-
mentation of rapid rehousing in some communities,
particularly in rural areas of the state, and particu-
larly with youth and young adults.

Community spotlight | San Luis Obispo County

San Luis Obispo county is a largely rural county on
the central coast of California. It is home to several
micropolitan centers, including Atascadero and San
Luis Obispo, the county seat. The county as a whole
has a population of just over 269,000 residents, with
a median household income comparable to the
state as a whole. Interviewees identified geographic
patterns of income inequality in the county, with
concentrations of wealth and high value real estate
along the coast. In 2019, the San Luis Obispo point
in time count identified over 1,400 individuals expe-
riencing homelessness (using the HUD definition)
across the county. This included 151 transition-aged
youth and 23 unaccompanied minors, nearly all
of whom were unsheltered.®® The latest available
data, from 2013/2014 school year, shows 56 youth
identified by the San Luis Obispo County Office of
Education as experiencing unaccompanied home-
lessness, under the Department of Education defini-
tion.>" This number does not include youth over age
18 and those who are not attending school.

Prior to HEAP, there were no services in San Luis
Obispo county focusing on the unaccompanied
youth population.®® The county has several emer-
gency shelters for adults 18 and older. However,
research indicates that youth are reluctant to seek
help from the adult homeless system.>®* McKinney

San Luis Obispo
County

Vento liaisons worked with students who were iden-
tified as being homeless or unstably housed, but
they don't reach youth notin school. The LINK Family
Resource Center provides services to families, but
not unaccompanied youth.
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The Family Care Network similarly provides family
services and administers transitional housing ser-
vices for youth with experience in the child welfare
system. One study estimated that almost 30% of
youth facing homelessness have past experience in
the child welfare system; however, these eligibility
requirements mean the program doesn't serve the
majority of unaccompanied youth.>*

5Cities Homeless Coalition

The 5Cities Homeless Coalition (5CHC) is an orga-
nization dedicated to identifying and filling gaps in
the homeless services array across San Luis Obispo
County.>> Among its services, 5CHC operates a
rental assistance rapid rehousing program which
has always served some youth ages 18-25. But when
the HEAP funding was announced, 5Cities saw
an opportunity to fill a gap in the county’s service
array by providing truly youth-focused housing and
support.

The CoC conducted focus groups around the county
to shape their proposal. 5CHC organized a feedback
session with young adults, and ended up submitting
a proposal for youth-centered housing supports—
including a host home program, rapid rehousing for
youth, and construction costs for a youth transitional
housing facility. The organization also invested
HEAP funds in a new staff position to manage these
youth-focused services and youth outreach.

David Seibold (CC BY-NC 2.0)

The new youth-focused staff was also charged with
starting up a new host home program, initially based
on Point Source Youth’s model. That approach calls
for short-term host homes with program-recruited
hosts, which 5CHC saw as a complement to the
rapid rehousing for youth approach. However,
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, 5CHC faced
significant barriers to recruiting hosts. As a result,
they were only able to begin training hosts toward
the end of the HEAP funding period. In the interim,
5CHC did reach and provide support to hosts and
youth in existing informal arrangements.

Why did communities fund rapid
rehousing for youth through HEAP?

Our review of grant applications submitted to HCFC
indicates that two dozen communities used their
HEAP youth set-aside to fund a youth-focused rapid
rehousing program. Within these 24 communities,
a total 1,582 youth were placed in housing during
the grant period. In the following section, we report
findings from our interviews with staff, clients, and
administrators from Lake County and San Luis
Obispo County. These jurisdictions leveraged HEAP
to fund rapid rehousing programs to address the
needs of youth. Their perspectives highlight the rea-
sons why communities chose to use HEAP funds for
rapid rehousing, and how HEAP's flexibility allowed
them to tailor the rapid rehousing model to more
effectively serve youth in crisis.
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Why rapid rehousing for youth?

Rapid rehousing provides youth-focused housing connections with
flexible support and a stable launchpad for the transition to

adulthood.

Rapid Rehousing provides youth-focused
housing connections with flexible support

Lake County and San Luis Obispo county both
lacked youth-focused congregate or permanent
housing supports, like a youth shelter or transitional
housing program. Both jurisdictions chose to pri-
oritize connection to permanent housing as a goal,
given this gap in housing services. One staff at 5SCHC
described:

“I'think housing more youth was the big hope [for
the HEAP funds]. Because we really just didn't
have a lot of housing options for them. They can,
of course, come to the shelters, but they don't
want to come to the shelters. And particularly,
in the south county, there are no shelters there.”

The Lake County Office of Education (COE) struc-
tured their rapid rehousing program around the
needs of college students and trainees, including
transition-aged youth and adult learners. Staff at
Lake COE noted that the community colleges in their
county lacked student housing and campus bathing

2

facilities, and that many of the students facing home-
lessness were staying in an encampment near one of
the colleges. When the HEAP funds came through,
they prioritized connecting these students with per-
manent housing.

Rather than invest the HEAP youth set-aside in build-
ing a shelter or other brick-and-mortar program,
Lake COE and 5CHC chose the rapid rehousing
approach. This allowed them to tap into the existing
housing infrastructure in the community—the rental
market—and use the funds to subsidize youth rent
directly. Further, rapid rehousing can be adapted for
youth, taking into account the distinct barriers youth
face to securing and maintaining housing.

One of these barriers is the challenge of finding a
landlord that will agree to rent to youth, given their
lack of rental history and stereotypes about young
tenants being destructive or unreliable. One admin-
istrator from 5CHC described: “[Landlords] see it's a
youth, and well, you know, there’s this—"How are they
going to be able to sustain this after?” It's almost like
a red flag for them.”
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Lake COE and 5CHC both tackled this issue by
building relationships with landlords and property
managers in the community. Because 5CHC was
already doing rapid rehousing for adults, their youth
program successfully built on those existing relation-
ships. The case manager reported that fifty to sixty
percent of clients were able to secure permanent
housing at the time of the interview. He reflected,

"I think part of [our success] is having those con-
nections with the landlords, and them having
really good hearts and seeing, this is a young
parent that is going to get disqualified from a
lot of places due to credit. But they have this
program that will help them. They [the landlords]
have a relationship with us where they know that
if something goes wrong, we're going to make it
right however we can.”

Staff at Lake COE felt that although they were start-
ing from scratch, landlords were convinced by the
offer of “guaranteed money”. Over time, the case
manager at Lake COE developed relationships
with properties willing to rent to youth in their rapid
rehousing program.
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Administrators at Lake COE and 5CHC also talked
about the benefits of having flexibility in the HEAP
youth set-aside, which allowed them to tailor the
rapid rehousing structure to youth. For example,
rapid rehousing for adults often lasts for a brief
period, until clients are able to get back on their
feet. In comparison, youth may need more time to
stabilize, because they are going through a period
of educational and developmental transitions. Lake
COE wanted to be able to support students as
long as they needed it, while they were in school.
Similarly, the case manager at 5CHC emphasized
that the timeline for clients was flexible, though they
aimed for transition out of the program in around a
year.

Funding and program model flexibility also allowed
Lake COE and 5CHC staff to be responsive to indi-
vidual youth needs. To reach the ultimate goal of
long-term sustainability, providers felt that youth
needed individualized and developmentally appro-
priate support beyond rental subsidies. The 5CHC
program staff prided themselves on providing indi-
vidualized support for youth. As one administrator at
5CHC described, “The mantra of the agency is, we
want to say yes. ... If the client wants it, we're going
to try and make it happen.”
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This includes case management, connection to ser-
vices, and in some cases help covering incidental
costs. Youth who are connected with 5CHC receive
case management before, during and after partici-
pation in the rapid rehousing program. Case man-
agement is more intensive at the beginning, and
then generally tapers off as youth become more
independent. The case manager at Lake COE's rapid
rehousing program talked about the value of provid-
ing warm handoffs to other social service agencies,
but she also did more direct support like helping
students in the rapid rehousing program buy food
or pay off court fees. Similarly, 5CHC used some of
the rapid rehousing funds to help cover gas cards,
school supplies, insurance payments, and other
needs that contribute to long-term stability.

Rapid Rehousing provides a stable
launchpad for the transition to adulthood

Lake COE and 5CHC ultimately hoped to help
youth facing homelessness make a successful tran-
sition to adulthood—whether that meant securing
stable employment or completing their education.
Housing first is based on the premise that residen-
tial stability is central to achieving those goals. Both
organizations saw rapid rehousing, a housing first
approach, as a stable launchpad to success.

Lake COE chose to specifically focus on supporting
students and trainees in their rapid rehousing pro-
gram. Originally, their hope was to prevent housing
instability during the transition from high school to
community college or other postsecondary institu-
tions. They recognized the critical impacts of hous-
ing instability during this developmental phase, in
terms of its impacts on educational continuity and
student wellbeing. As one staff described:

“[We] just wanted them to keep that momentum
from high school. That's the way we originally
wrote it, to help them get those first twelve [class
credits] ... so that they, you know, when the real
world kind of hits them, at least they have that
structure and know that they can do college.”

This focus on successful transitions to higher educa-
tion or training programs grew naturally from their
office’s mission and their prior work with students
facing homelessness. But based on input from the
broader community, the program was expanded to
serve community college students and trainees of
all ages.

“I'm grateful for the opportunity
to have this [rapid rehousing
program] in our community. ...
You know, we had one [youth]
that just had a baby, on Friday. ...
So that newborn didn't go to a
car, it wentto a home.”

Staff at 5 Cities Homeless Coalition

5CHC saw rapid rehousing as a stepping stone to
a range of long-term goals, including but not lim-
ited to educational outcomes. The case manager
reported working with clients to figure out what they
hoped to achieve, shaped by their own individual
aspirations and plans for the future. However, he
said that at least some of those benchmarks needed
to be things that both he and the youth agreed
would contribute to successful transitions out of the
program, like stable employment. One staff at 5SCHC
described their approach to long-term stability:

“That's something | tell every person when they
come in and we're helping them with anything.
... [We're] not just trying to help you move into
a spot and then leave you be. We want to make
sure that we're moving you into a spot and help-
ing you be successful in that spot, and not need
a program like ours again.”

The program also worked with clients toward
agreed-upon goals, to help motivate youth to prog-
ress toward independence. However, the main pri-
ority for the case manager was to make sure youth
had the support they needed.
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One staff member explained the impact they saw
from the program:

“I'm grateful for the opportunity to have this
[rapid rehousing program] in our community. |
can see that already in the short time that we've
had it, that it has had an impact, and that, you
know, we're putting people’s lives on the right
track. You know, we had one [youth] that just had
a baby, on Friday. ... So that newborn didn't go
to a car, it wentto a home.”

Although serving youth was a priority for the Lake
COE, program staff reported facing significant chal-
lenges identifying and connecting with youth expe-
riencing homelessness due to COVID-19. This was
due to the nature of remote schooling, as well as
the closure of in-person student assistance offices at
the community colleges. By the end of HEAP, about
half of the clients served by the rapid rehousing pro-
gram were transition aged youth. When asked what
Lake COE would do differently if they were able to
continue the rapid rehousing program after HEAP,
one administrator said they'd like to return to that
initial focus on the transition from high school to
college: "I'd like to do more of an easy handoff from
high school to college, so we can help those kids.”

Flexible funds

Preventing and addressing youth
homelessness with responsive financial
support

Many communities used part of their HEAP youth
set-aside to establish a community fund to provide
flexible, short-term, financial assistance to youth
experiencing homelessness. These funds were
sometimes referred to as a “flexible housing pool,”
a "flexible spending fund, “flexible fund,” or “flexible
housing funding.” The definition and core compo-
nents of flexible funding vary widely. However, the
central aim of the program is to quickly address
individual needs related to housing stability through
direct assistance. Flexible funds can be used to help
clients secure or maintain housing, such as move
in and utility assistance, housing deposits, moving
costs, housing applications, housing stabilization
supports (e.g. a gift card for food when someone
moves in) or a subsidy to pay the individual’s rent.>
Sometimes flexible funding is used to pay an individ-
ual’s rent or back rent, though usually as one-time or
short-term assistance to avoid immediate eviction.>

The “flexible fund” umbrella also includes the emerg-
ing concept of a “Flexible Housing Subsidy Pool,”
also known as a “Flexible Housing Fund,” which sub-
sidizes rent and provides additional flexible financial
supportto pay for housing-related needs.*® An inten-
sive version of this model was piloted in Los Angeles
in 2014, by the city Department of Health Services
Housing for Health Division. Clients received flexible
rental subsidies with intensive case management,
using a “whatever it takes” approach to keep indi-
viduals in housing.’” Another model in Napa County,
the “Napa Flexible Housing Funding Pool” provides
payment for security deposits and furniture but also
incentivizes landlords to rent to individuals experi-
encing homelessness by paying any damages made
by tenants.® Other communities may choose to pro-
vide what are referred to as “shallow” or “flat” sub-
sidies to individuals for housing. These programs
typically provide a smaller subsidy to individuals or
households, but for a longer period of time or to
more people.?’
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Community spotlight | Lake County

Lake County is a largely rural county in North
central California, with just over 68,000 residents.
The main population centers are located on the
eponymous Clear Lake, including the county
seat, Clearlake. The county’s population is older
on average than California, and is majority white.
However, 3% of the county is American Indian or
Alaska Native alone, and the county is home to
seven tribal nations.%?

Wildfires are a significant contributor to displace-
ment in Lake County. Between 2015 and 2018, a
series of wildfires burned 60% of the county’s land-
mass and destroyed 6% of the total housing stock.®?
Most recently, the Cache fire in the Clearlake area
destroyed 50 homes and forced the evacuation of
1,600 individuals. ¢*

These wildfires have caused housing instability
for many of the region’s residents and continue to
put pressure on the housing market. In 2018, the
rental vacancy rate in Lake County was 3%, com-
pared to a national average of 6%.%° As of 2017,
almost two thirds of Lake County residents were
rent burdened, spending over 30% of their income
on rent.®

The 2020 Point-in-Time count in Lake County
recorded 572 individuals facing homelessness
under the HUD definition, including 38 youth ages
18-25 and 29 youth under 18 (both in families and
unaccompanied). Notably, almost half of those
surveyed reported that their homelessness was a
result of a fire.*” There are few youth-focused hous-
ing services in Lake County, outside of the support
provided by the Lake County Office of Education
described below. However, there are several adult
homeless services that can work with youth ages
18-25 as well as a housing program specifically for
young parents ages 18-25.

Lake County Office of Education

The Lake County Office of Education (Lake COE)
has a long history of providing support to youth
and families in need across the county. The office
coordinates the McKinney Vento Homeless
Student Services program, helping school districts
better serve students facing homelessness in their

Lake County ‘

community. Lake COE also operates the Healthy
Start Youth and Family Services Program, which
helps parents and caregivers access the support
they need. The Healthy Start centers also provide
advocacy, service referral, and support for home-
less students.*’

During a community needs assessment on foster
youth and homeless youth, local college liaisons on
the executive advisory council raised the problem
of homeless students in the county’s community
colleges. The Lake COE took up this issue, eventu-
ally getting full approval from their board to pursue
HEAP funds through the newly formed Lake County
Continuum of Care. One Lake County staff person
reflected on how strong relationships between
agencies makes it easier to build out a new pro-
gram or idea:

“Small counties are very good at communica-
tion. ... It's the same people you see all the time
at the same meetings. And so if you have an
idea, you just email somebody ... and it just
starts a conversation, and we bring it up at
meetings. ... That's the way our county works.”
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Lake COE ended up receiving HEAP funding for two
programs: a flexible housing fund for K-12 students,
which was funded through the HEAP youth set-
aside; and a rapid rehousing program for homeless
students in college and training programs, including
youth and older adults.

Lake COE's flexible fund was designed to meet the
immediate needs of individual students, especially
needs that fell outside of the bounds of McKinney
Vento program funding. They secured supplemen-
tal investment from the county so that they could
use the flexible fund to serve both unaccompanied
youth and youth in families facing homelessness. By
the end of the HEAP funding period, Lake COE staff
had used the flexible funds for a wide array of needs,
including rental deposits, one-time rental assistance,
clothing, phone cards, bedding, a PO box, birth cer-
tificate fees, court fees, diapers and wipes, and bus
tickets. Some of these needs, if left unmet, may lead
to continued housing instability and homelessness.
For example, if a young person is unable to pay for
a PO box, they may not receive crucial mail that they
need in order to secure housing.

Lake COE's rapid rehousing program was initially
designed to help students entering postsecondary
education and training maintain stable housing.
Based on input from a community survey, the rapid
rehousing program was expanded to include stu-
dents of all ages. Following the rapid rehousing
model, program staff connected students with avail-
able housing units, subsidized rent while they were
enrolled, and provided referrals and other support.

Why did communities use the
HEAP youth set-aside for flexible
funds?

This section of the report draws on interviews with
providers and administrators at the Lake County
Office of Education and the Tehama County
Continuum of Care. Tehama County is not included
in the report as a full case study; however, they used
the HEAP youth set-aside to expand a flexible fund
program called the Solutions for Youth Fund (SFY),
and a few staff shared their perspectives on the
program model for this research. Below, we include
an illustration depicting the main findings from our
qualitative interviews regarding why communities
chose to provide flexible funds to youth using HEAP
youth set-aside funds.

Flexible funds allow programs to
respond to youths’ immediate needs

As the name implies, the core element of flexible
fund programs is flexibility. As one interviewee in
Tehama County reflected,

“For many years, all the CoCs had been like,
‘We need more flexible funding!’ Everybody's
saying that because, it's never good when really
stringent funder guidelines dictate what you do,
rather than having the need in your community
inform what you do.”

Flexible funds capitalize on the fact that HEAP left it
up to communities to determine how best to use the
resources, within the broad parameters of home-
lessness services and prevention. This was central to
decision-making for both Lake County and Tehama
County, from the perspective of CoC and program
staff. Rather than being forced to follow a particu-
lar program structure, providers can draw on funds
as needed to directly respond to individual youth
needs. One interviewee in Tehama County talked
about why they didn't dictate what specific kinds of
needs could be covered through the flexible fund:
“What we didn't do was restrict them to [a specific
kind of support], because this being the first year of
it, we weren't really sure where the need was going
to be. ... We wanted to keep [the funds] as flexible
as we could.”

For example, Lake COE helped one young
person find an apartment, as well as paying her
deposit, first month’s rent, and last month’s rent.
That young person described the impact of these
one-time grants:

“I never thought | would have my own place and
have my own place now, | was actually because
of the program and..they helped me pay rent. |
was able to save up enough money to get my
own car...Honestly, none of this would have
been possible without the help of my program
because | honestly wouldnt have been able to
do it myself and it's exciting, you know | love my
apartment it's a studio but it's like something
that's mine, you know?”

One of the benefits of flexibility, for Lake COE and
Tehama County, was that they could use the HEAP
youth set-aside to cover a wide range of needs.
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Why flexible funds?

Flexible funds respond to youth's immediate needs and can expand

the scope of existing supports.

One Tehama County CoC staff observed, “[SFY] is
a great program because it's really flexible. ... The
need may be simple, school clothes, all the way
through technology needs so that these students
have a good chance of keeping up with their edu-
cation.” Like the Lake COE flexible fund, the Tehama
County program also provided support for housing
costs. Together, this array of services was seen as an
effective response to meet the needs of youth and
prevent, or address youth homelessness.

Flexible funds expand the scope of
existing supports

Lake COE was largely relying on McKinney Vento
Homeless Assistance funds to support unaccompa-
nied youth and families facing homelessness. But as
one interviewee in Lake County reflected,

“There are certain things that are allowed with
[McKinney Vento] funding. And then there are cer-
tain things that aren't allowed with that funding,
right? And normally, it's those things that are not
allowed with the funding that our families need.”

HEAP funds gave them a pool of resources that
could be used to cover housing-related costs and
immediate needs, which fall outside of the scope of
the McKinney Vento program.”®

In Tehama County, the HEAP youth set-aside was
used to expand an existing flexible fund program,
run by a local child placement agency. Prior to
HEAP, this program was primarily serving youth in
the foster care system, funded by the state child wel-
fare system. However, the program also had a rel-
atively small, donation-funded arm of the program
for youth facing homelessness. But as Tehama CoC
staff described, “There wasn't funding to provide
[services] to that same [homeless youth] population
who didn't have history in foster care.” The HEAP
youth set-aside enabled the flexible fund to expand
its scope and capacity to give out grants to more
youth facing homelessness, and to address their
housing needs in particular.
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This was an intentional goal of the Tehama CoC:

“[We] provided them funding that would allow
them to provide short term assistance with
housing costs ... so that things like a deposit or
arrears that might be contributing to a poten-
tial eviction, that kind of thing, that those funds
could be available for that.”

Compared to other funding streams, HEAP had
few restrictions on the use of funds. Given this, it is

not surprising that administrators saw HEAP as an
opportunity to expand the range of support avail-
able in their current service and funding array. Lake
County and Tehama County chose the flexible fund
because it was most able to fill in gaps and expand
existing service capacity. HEAP enabled small rural
communities, who had restricted youth-focused
infrastructure, to creatively leverage their existing
assets to expand youth services. By partnering with
adjacent organizations, they were able to build
youth-focused capacity.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Together, the three case studies discussed in this
report highlight some lessons for decision makers in
policy and state agencies about how to best support
community efforts to address youth homelessness in
California. Below, we elaborate on three policy themes
that have emerged across programs and communi-
ties. After each theme, we propose a specific policy
recommendation for HCFC and other state-level
stakeholders to consider, in light of these findings.

Required investment in
youth-centered supports is
critical

Findings from this report reemphasize the importance
of public investment in programs and interventions
that specifically address youth homelessness. While
every age group and demographic are susceptible
to homelessness and its impacts, the long-term con-
sequences of homelessness can be particularly del-
eterious for young people navigating the transition
to adulthood (broadly defined as 18 through 25). As
we heard from administrators, providers, and youth
themselves, homelessness during this time of life can
be a substantial roadblock on the path toward youths'’
goals and plans for the future. Homelessness can lead
a young person to delay or abandon their postsec-
ondary education, derail career and life goals, as well
as expose young people to risks that can have lifelong
consequences. This is consistent with a growing body

of research literature linking later life outcomes to the
previous experiences and challenges faced by indi-
viduals during their twenties.”!

If instability during the transition to adulthood can
be derailing for a young person, it is equally true that
well-targeted interventions can be life altering. In
response to this opportunity, policy efforts in the last
two decades have increasingly focused on growing
programs and services for transition age youth, and
particularly young people from marginalized back-
grounds (i.e., former foster youth, LGBTQ+ youth).
However, awareness of this subpopulation and the
infrastructure of these programs vary widely from
community to community. As we heard from adminis-
trators from some rural jurisdictions, youth homeless-
ness is not well understood or even acknowledged
as a pressing social issue in their communities.
Additionally, prior to HEAP, some of the more rural
communities had few to no programs specifically
designedto assistyoung people facinghomelessness.

As staff in San Luis Obispo County observed, youth
facing a crisis may be hesitant to use adult shelter, but
have few youth-centered emergency or transitional
housing alternatives. HEAP has significantly changed
the housing services landscape in some rural com-
munities, as evidenced by the emergence of new
youth-centered housing and supports like rapid
rehousing programs exclusively for youth, outreach
efforts at local colleges, and deployment of emer-
gency housing grants.

29


https://twenties.71

Recommendation #1

Future HCFC funding initiatives should build on the success and impact of the HEAP 5% youth set-aside,
particularly in terms of encouraging jurisdictions to increase their investments into programs focused on
transitional age youth. Indeed, findings from a recent JBAY report indicate that many communities used
HEAP to invest twice this minimum required amount into a growing array of youth-specific services. And the
fact that this set aside funding had to be used for local services that explicitly focused on youth, rather than
just funding general programs that occasionally assisted youth, meant that jurisdictions sometimes made
large, unprecedented investments into their youth-specific service infrastructure. Given the tremendous
impact these programs can have on the life trajectory of youth--as discussed above--we underline the
potential long-term benefits of these service investments. Consequently, we strongly recommend that the
HCFC continue the practice of requiring a minimum level of funding that centers youth and their unique
needs when facing homelessness. It is notable that subsequent funding initiatives by the HCFC, such as
the Homeless Housing, Assistance and Prevention (HHAP) program, have increased the youth-set aside
requirement from 5% (under HEAP) to 10%. The findings of this and other reports on the HEAP youth set-

aside support this HCFC policy.

HEAP made new forms of
assistance possible

In some communities, HEAP supported the devel-
opment of new approaches to addressing youth
homelessness. It is notable that each of the interven-
tions discussed in this report were programmatically
unique in two central ways: first, they were relatively
time-limited interventions often focused on immedi-
ately stabilizing a young person’s housing situation,
and, secondly, they provided direct assistance to
youth relatively quickly and without the need for deep
service support or brick-and-mortar infrastructure.

Rapid rehousing programs, for example, often func-
tion as time-limited rental subsidies that are rapidly
deployed with some support services that none-
theless taper off over time. Host homes can often
be quickly arranged and include a flexible short- to
longer-term timeline; they resemble “informal” hous-
ing arrangements negotiated by private parties, with
program support stabilizing youth in family-based
housing rather than a congregate setting. And the
flexible financial funds administered by many com-
munities function in practice as emergency grants that
can be provided to youth immediately on a case by
case basis.

Undoubtedly, this was in part a pragmatic response to
the one-time nature of HEAP as well as the fact that the
youth service infrastructure in some communities was
limited, if not nonexistent, when HEAP was deployed.

Given the uncertainty that the state would continue
to explicitly fund youth centered services after HEAP,
some communities strategically directed most of their
youth set-aside toward interventions that are easily
scaled and do not require much infrastructure or
continued capital investment. Indeed, for some small
rural communities, the HEAP youth set-aside was rel-
atively modest in size, making substantial investments
toward infrastructure and staffing impractical. In this
context, these direct assistance interventions were
strategic in the sense that they could be implemented
quickly, and with most of the limited funds going
directly to address the needs of youth in crisis rather
than staffing or capital investments.

Nonetheless, our interviews provide some evidence
that some young people may prefer these types of
targeted, time-limited, and what some characterized
as "light touch,” interventions. As one staff member
discussed, many youth welcome receiving this type
of assistance, especially if doesn't make the youth
feel like they are engaging with the “formal homeless
services system.” This sentiment is consistent with a
number of recent studies that highlight how young
people facing homelessness are often reluctant to
engage with formal housing programs that are per-
ceived as overly structured or potentially stifling to
their sense of autonomy and independence (Curry
et al., 2020). Some of the programs discussed in this
report were able to provide supportto youth for needs
that were immediate and also did not make them feel
"over-managed.” These types of flexible supports to
youth were made possible by the more flexible nature
of the HEAP program.
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However, our interviews with staff also highlighted
some challenges. As some staff members reported,
some youth may face more significant difficulties that
unfold over time, sometimes requiring more assis-
tance than what these limited scope programs typi-
cally offer. While most youth may appreciate the lack
of structure these programs offer, some youth facing

more significant challenges will likely struggle with-
out additional and comprehensive support (including
ongoing case management, and access to mental
health resources). Undoubtedly, there is a balance
between providing youth enough support, while also
ensuring that they retain a sense of autonomy and
independence.

Recommendation #2

Further, in light of the strengths and limitations of low-barrier and community-embedded housing sup-
port, we recommend that HCFC continue to encourage jurisdictions to fund youth interventions that vary
in terms of intensity, duration, and comprehensive support. As state funding for youth programs increases
and becomes more formalized in California, jurisdictions will likely begin using these funds toward lon-
ger-term investments, such as hiring permanent staff and investing in service infrastructure for programs
to provide more comprehensive support services in their communities. These investments will be critical
for some youth, especially those who may be transitioning into adulthood in the context of multiple
challenges and disadvantages. But findings of this report highlight how less structured interventions are
also impactful for many of the young people that struggle with instability during this critical phase of life.
While funding personnel and infrastructure is important, these large investments should not overshadow
the need to fund direct, time-limited, supports. We recommend that HCFC explore different mechanisms
by which jurisdictions can be incentivized to fund these different types of interventions. Moreover, we
recommend that future studies investigate how “light-touch” interventions can also be connected to a
broader set of services, and how targeted interventions can be expanded to be more comprehensive or

intensive when necessary.

HEAP fostered collaboration
and ambitious plans which
were sometimes difficult to
implement

In many communities, HEAP was instrumental in fos-
tering new collaborations between different organiza-
tions, agencies and people who are not traditionally
part of the local homeless service system. As we heard
from a number of administrators, HEAP was the impe-
tus to “bridge silos” as well as bring “new allies to the
table” to discuss youth homelessness in their com-
munity, such as landlords, community volunteers, and
representatives from local high schools and nearby
community colleges. Without HEAP, most of these new
collaborations would not have occurred. Moreover,
these new collaborations and connections sometimes
resulted in some ambitious plans of how communities
intended to leverage HEAP to address service gaps
in their homeless service system, engage youth who

may be disconnected from traditional services, and
improve the outreach of interventions in schools and
local colleges.

Unfortunately, the pandemic, as well as the ongoing
housing crisis, impacted how these plans were ulti-
mately implemented. The emergence of the COVID-
19 pandemic in early Spring 2020 meant that many
of these new collaborative efforts were effectively
“paused” right as they were launching and had to
adapt to changing circumstances. For example, inte-
grating rapid rehousing programs and outreach efforts
at community colleges, sometimes fell short of what
was envisioned, given the reality of extended campus
closures. Similarly, some host home programs strug-
gled using program-identified hosts, because of risks
of transmission of the COVID-19 virus through shared
housing. Some programs ultimately delayed their
rollout until transmission levels had declined, while
others pivoted their approach and scope altogether.

A number of programs also struggled to reach youth
for their services, while others leveraged social
media to do outreach and build new referral systems.
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Despite creative efforts to overcome the barriers
COVID-19 introduced, many providers still felt they
weren't able to realize the full scope of their initial
plan. These programs demonstrated great promise
and should be further explored, including in contexts
where COVID-19 is not as disruptive.

Additionally, homeless services providers and admin-
istrators we talked to in every jurisdiction identified
the lack of affordable housing as an enduring and
growing challenge that impeded their efforts to
address youth homelessness. While most jurisdic-
tions discussed HEAP as an important launchpad for
new youth programs in their communities, nearly all
jurisdictions also discussed the limits of these inter-
ventions within the context of a growing housing
affordability crisis. In particular, stakeholders dis-
cussed how rising rents made it difficult for providers
to identify realistic pathways to permanent hous-
ing for their youth clients after a crisis period had
subsided. For example, jurisdictions that provided
emergency subsidies to youth reported that some
of these same clients sometimes found themselves
in similar financial struggles a few months later.
Similarly, some rapid rehousing providers acknowl-
edged that a number of their youth residents were
unlikely to afford their current apartments after the
subsidy period, and that plans to identify more
affordable alternatives in the community had not

panned out given rising rents. As a consequence,
some youth had stayed much longer in rapid
rehousing programs than anticipated—even in situ-
ations when an individual was able to secure stable
employment and substantially increase their income.
While the pandemic was undoubtedly a related
factor to this challenge, some providers remained
skeptical that affordable housing options for their
youth clients would emerge over time.

Host home operators also discussed some program-
matic challenges implementing their program in the
context of increasing rents in their communities. For
example, recruiting "hosts” inthe community willing to
open up their homes to a youth became increasingly
more difficult overtime. While providers encountered
a number of individuals interested in the host home
concept at first, some potential hosts backed out of
arrangements due to their concerns about the uncer-
tain length of time that youth may stay with them.
While, again, the pandemic and its effects on the
rental housing market underpinned many of these
challenges and concerns, it should be noted that a
housing affordability crisis has been developing for
some time in California. Consequently, the issue of
housing affordability and its impacts on homeless-
ness, as well as on service providers addressing
homelessness, will continue to be an issue for policy-
makers to confront.




Recommendation #3

Because HEAP incentivized ambitious plans surrounding youth homelessness in some communities, we
recommend that HCFC interpret the partial implementation of some of these plans with nuance given the
challenges of the pandemic. Youth homelessness initiatives that relied on new partnerships and collab-
orations in particular struggled in the context of the pandemic. While these initiatives were often able to
implement a version of what had been originally planned, itis unclear how these collaborative efforts would
have unfolded in a non-pandemic context. We recommend that HCFC continue to encourage jurisdictions
to be ambitious and collaborative in their effort to address youth homelessness, and to invite new commu-
nity “partners to the table.”.

Moreover, housing affordability is a complex policy issue that is both related but also distinctive from the
issue of homelessness. Nonetheless, HCFC should consider investigating how the stock of affordable hous-
ing options for young people generally affects the performance of the types of interventions highlighted
in this report. Given the growing concern and desire to track performance measures of publicly funded
homeless programs, HCFC should consider and study how these metrics should be interpreted within the
broader context of current and changing housing-rental market conditions. New state initiatives to substan-
tially increase the stock of housing options near and around college campuses, for example, could have
a substantial impacts on the successes of rapid rehousing and host homes programs in particular. HCFC
should carefully assess how these and other housing policies may have differential impacts across localities,
and in turn either increase or decrease the effectiveness of interventions targeting youth homelessness
across the state.

These are just a few of the lessons that will be learned
over time from the implementation of HEAP across
California. The findings in this report speak to the
value of intentional investment in young people
and designing our homeless service system to meet
the needs of youth. To address the complex chal-
lenges of youth homelessness moving forward, we

will collectively need to mobilize a coordinated and
wide-ranging policy effort. Such efforts could include
programs targeting prevention, housing affordability,
as well as efforts to help households that have exited
homelessness maintain stable housing over time. This
is a tall task, but because of HEAP, many communities
have a head start.
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