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This year marks the completion of our 10th year of work on addressing homelessness 
experienced by adults in our region. Our programs have changed and grown over that 
period. The scope of our supports to our homeless neighbors has expanded dramatically. To 
see quantitative data on the scope of our work in the past year, please go to 
www.nlhhc.org/2017Report. We are meeting the emergency shelter needs of hundreds of 
our neighbors and helping many of them transition quickly back to permanent housing. 

 
Despite these high-quality outcomes, however, people still understandably ask—so how is it 
going in ending homelessness? People wonder why they still see and read about a 
significant number of people experiencing homelessness. After 10 years of work, people 
wonder, why have we not been able to declare victory over homelessness and move on to 
something else? 

 
We are asking the same questions and continually reshaping our program based on the 
answers we find. Here, we will go in-depth to share some of what we have learned. 

 
The answer, it turns out, takes some time to unpack. Homelessness is complicated in part 
because it is not just one thing. There are various types of homelessness—some can, with 
enough resources, be reduced dramatically and other forms of homelessness will continue 
as long as we have people living in poverty.   
 
 
Chronic Homelessness 
The type of homelessness most of us know best carries the label “chronic homelessness.” 
Here we are talking about people who have experienced long periods of homelessness along 
with serious disabilities. Connecticut has been a national leader in addressing this type of 
homelessness aggressively, working to reduce the number of people experiencing it to zero. 
Over the past year in our region alone, over 45 individuals who were experiencing chronic 
homelessness were offered long term housing options with built-in support services.   

 
Today in southeastern Connecticut we can count in the single digits the number of people 
who have both disabilities and a long-term experience of homelessness. This major 
accomplishment was made possible by a significant state investment in housing, a robust 
partnership between multiple local providers, vastly improved data systems and leadership 
from state officials beginning with Governor Malloy. Keeping up with new incidents of 
chronic homelessness will require attention, but the scope—maybe 15 people per year (less 
than 3% of all the people who will touch the homeless system)—is relatively manageable. 

 
Episodic Homelessness 
A second form of homelessness includes individuals who cycle in and out of homelessness 
on a regular basis. For many of these individuals, homelessness follows the cycles they 
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experience related to mental health and/or substance abuse. When medications are 
working and recovery is solid, maintaining housing is possible. As these underlying 
conditions change, however, the tenuous grip on housing can be lost, causing another return 
to homelessness. These cycles are also often associated with stays in institutions, including 
in-patient mental health facilities, treatment programs and, unfortunately, prison.   
 
The number of people experiencing episodic homelessness is, however, relatively small. 
While not an exact measure, one indication that a person is experiencing episodic 
homelessness is multiple returns to the homelessness system intake. Of the 1,200 
individuals who sought assistance with impending homelessness in our region last year, 
242 returned more than once. 

 
Number of intake Interviews in 

FY 2016-17 
# of people 

One 959 
Two 177 
Three   45 
Four   13 
Five    5 
Six    1 
Seven    1 

 
Those experiencing episodic homelessness are the single most complex group we seek to 
assist. Some of these individuals have difficulty staying eligible for shelter. While our shelter 
behavioral expectations are minimal and people still struggling with substance abuse are 
welcome in shelter, following even our simple rules can be too difficult for some leading to 
short or even longer term “bans” from shelter.   
 
Many individuals in this group have difficulty getting the help they need to achieve greater 
stability. Reconnecting to mental health services can be frustratingly slow. Treatment 
options work for many but not for all. Looking for work is especially challenging during 
periods of instability. Navigating the process of qualifying for federal disability benefits (SSI 
or SSDI) is difficult and can take years to complete.   

 
Finally, help in paying for housing is especially limited for this group. Long-term housing 
subsidies are currently reserved almost exclusively for those found chronically homeless, 
leaving almost no housing subsidies for those cycling in and out of homelessness.    

 
Their challenges are great and often include seeds that create resistance to change. The 
homelessness system and existing mainstream systems including hospitals, treatment 
facilities and corrections, all struggle to find ways to help people break the underlying 
cycles that bring so much suffering in their wake. We are making progress in better 
addressing the needs of these individuals, but limited resources—both in the broader 
community and within the shelter itself—are still making progress slow. 
  
Situational Homelessness 
But, as important as they are, chronic and episodic homelessness are not the only varieties 
of homelessness we face. In fact, for the vast majority of people experiencing homelessness, 
the root cause is not a disability but simply poverty. Of course mental health, illness and 
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substance abuse afflict many of our neighbors. But most, even those living in poverty, 
manage to retain housing as they navigate these and other serious challenges.   
 
When you live on the edge financially, however, it doesn’t take much to fall from housed to 
homeless. For those who work in many low-wage jobs, an illness, days missed to take care 
of a family member, the breakdown of a vehicle, a relapse, or dozens of other issues lead 
quickly to lost income and often the loss of the job. Work can be sporadic and layoffs 
frequent. For others, the end of relationship can mean the end of an affordable housing 
option. In Connecticut, housing is expensive and there is no “welfare” for single adults. So 
without work, people can quickly be left with absolutely no income. 

 
Living paycheck to paycheck also means that even a relatively modest medical bill, car 
repair or the need to help a family member address an emergency can leave the rent 
unpaid. A razor-thin margin between income and expenses leaves no extra money to catch 
up on past-due rent, creating a spiral that can end in the loss of an apartment.  
 
Very poor people experience these financial disruptions on a regular basis, but many have 
an extended network of family and friends who can help them weather a downturn. How 
many of us have had the experience of needing to help a son, daughter, family member or 
friend through a short-term financial crisis? Many of our neighbors, however, lack an 
extended support system that can help when trouble hits. In many cases, an individual’s 
family or friends are simply unable to help—they have no extra money to spare, live in 
subsidized apartments they will lose if they allow overnight guests or have already filled 
every inch of their own housing with extended family in need. In other cases, family and 
friends are far away or unwilling to help because relationships have broken down. 
 
When loss of income and lack of an extended support system align, homelessness is often 
the result. Last year over 1,200 individuals found themselves facing homelessness in 
southeastern Connecticut and approached our regional homeless system (the Coordinated 
Access Network) for assistance. This is a very significant number of our neighbors, but 
represents less than 5% of those living in poverty in our region. Most very poor people 
manage—through luck, ingenuity and hard work—to stay housed even against very 
significant odds. But even with their best efforts some will, at least temporarily, lose the 
battle to stay housed and end up facing homelessness.   
 
This is the other face of homelessness that many of us never notice—impacting people who 
have been employed and housed, often for decades, but then relatively suddenly find 
themselves facing homelessness. People in this situation are fearful and extremely anxious.  
Every night at the shelter we see people arrive in a “deer in the headlights” state thrown off 
their routine and deeply uncertain about what lies ahead. Every day we also see, however, 
that with temporary support these people can regroup. They use the skills and resiliency 
they have honed over a lifetime and return to housing. The job of the homeless response 
system is to give them a short-term place of safety and some modest supports so they can 
regroup and to provide help in navigating their way back to housing.   
 
This work is different from the support we are called upon to provide for those facing 
chronic and episodic homelessness. But situational homelessness impacts a much greater 
number of our neighbors. We currently estimate that—after an intensive statewide effort to 
end chronic homelessness—individuals experiencing chronic homelessness represent less 
than 3% of all the individuals who will face homelessness in our region during a year. The 
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number of people experiencing episodic homelessness is harder to estimate but probably 
does not exceed about 200 people in our region or about 15% of all those facing 
homelessness. We need, of course, to stay focused on addressing the needs of those facing 
chronic and episodic homelessness. But we will not truly address the issue of homelessness 
until we have a system that effectively supports the much larger number of people who will 
face homelessness for shorter times and for different reasons. 
 
Some have argued that we should take a fairly “hands off” approach to those facing 
situational homelessness and allow people to largely fend for themselves. Homelessness, 
however, represents is a critical crisis point in a person’s life. It can become a kind of 
personal quicksand that pulls a person into despair and a downward cycle. Without a place 
of safety, homelessness can expose people to danger, exacerbate health conditions, 
undermine recovery and erode linkages to family, work and community. Without access to 
basic supports, homelessness can be hard to climb out of, especially for people with no 
financial resources. Doing nothing to help has consequences.   

 
But we also know that with the right supports, homelessness can be an unpleasant but 
short-lived challenge for the vast majority of people. Most (80%) of those seeking help last 
year approached the homelessness system just once, used supports for a short time and got 
back on their feet relatively quickly. People’s rapid recovery from homelessness is a 
testament to human resiliency and to the effectiveness of targeted supports.   
   
What turns the experience of homelessness from a life-draining crisis into a temporary 
setback? First, having a place of safety. Emergency shelter is a key component of the 
homeless response system. People need immediate access to a place they can be safe, get 
the rest they need and take care of the basic everyday functions of life (meals, washing 
clothing, communicating with supports, getting to work/appointments etc.).   
 
Rebuilding Lives 
Rebuilding one’s life is hard, but doing so while living under a bridge or in an abandoned 
building or on the couch of a place you don’t feel safe is even harder. Doing so when you are 
tired, cold, unable to shower and hungry is even harder. Emergency shelter provides the 
foundation from which people can begin the process of rebuilding. This process still takes 
incredible focus, energy, determination and creativity, but having shelter makes success so 
much more attainable. 
 
Even with emergency shelter, the work of rebuilding takes targeted resources.  People often 
enter homelessness with nothing: no money and often no identifications. Without 
identifications there is no access to work, but without money there is no way to pay $15 to 
secure a replacement ID. This is just one example of the second thing that helps people 
escape homelessness—access to practical supports to help them get back on their feet.   
 
Each situation is different and the key is to have a system that is flexible and quick in 
responding to what people need. For some the need may be a car repair; for others, bus 
passes to look for work. Others need links to a healthcare provider, help getting back on 
psychiatric medications, information about treatment or help finding a job. Most people 
know what they need to do to escape homelessness, but require some help putting their 
plan into action. 
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In these times of very limited resources, these supports need to be provided through 
creative partnerships. Our Help Center links people to the resources they need. CT Works 
and our partner job search provider, WeWork2, provide help with job search. The on-site 
Community Health Center primary care provider and the visiting nurse from the VNA of 
Southeastern Connecticut offer health supports. Treatment options and recovery supports 
are provided by multiple local agencies. And where direct financial assistance (bus passes, 
application fees, work clothing, ID replacements, etc.) is needed, we provide that directly 
from HHC as our resources permit. 
 
Supplementing these practical resources is the intangible “secret sauce” of encouragement. 
HHC staff and an amazing cadre of volunteers are on the job 24/7 to believe in people, 
encourage their efforts and help them imagine a better future. If any of us think back to 
times of crisis in our lives, we probably remember someone who helped us feel we could 
overcome the obstacles in our path … someone who believed in us and helped us believe in 
ourselves. Homelessness (which often comes on top of a life of trauma and hardship) can 
understandably drain the spirit. We do what we can to support and encourage. 
 
Rapid Rehousing 
A final—and very significant-- barrier to escaping homelessness is the cost of getting re-
established in housing. Housing is the solution to homelessness, so getting people rapidly 
back into housing is the key. Gathering up money for a security deposit and first month’s 
rent can, however, be a major challenge even if paying the ongoing rent on a monthly basis 
is workable. In the past, people would fill emergency shelters for months while they worked 
to save enough money to cover the initial costs of getting back into housing. These long 
shelter stays made the work of staying employed harder and meant that slow movement 
out of shelter left no beds for people newly in need. 
 
About five years ago a new intervention called Rapid Rehousing changed the way we 
address homelessness. Instead of building more shelter capacity, innovators asked why not 
help people leave shelter more quickly and free up existing shelter beds for others? By 
providing help with security deposits and first month’s rent, people’s need for shelter can 
be dramatically reduced and they can return to stability more quickly. Shorter shelter stays 
are better for people in shelter, too. 

 
Rapid rehousing is now a central component of our work at HHC and the reductions in the 
length of shelter stays has been dramatic. In 2013, before rapid rehousing, an average of 
55% of our shelter beds were occupied by people who had been in shelter more than 60 
days. By 2017 the percentage of people in shelter that long had dropped to 14%.  

 
Summary 
Although we will always need some intensive resources for people with serious disabilities 
who cannot retain housing without long-term supports, we are close to the goal of ending 
chronic homelessness. The issue of episodic homelessness if extremely vexing but we know 
the interventions that will help. Where we still have much work to do, however, is in 
developing effective supports for the much greater number of people who experience short-
term homelessness. This cycle of homelessness will not end until we as a nation eliminate 
poverty or provide comprehensive financial supports for people with very limited income.   

 
We should, of course, work on ending poverty. But while we wait for larger changes in the 
way our society is structured, we must address the needs of people who fall into 
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homelessness. We can, at the very least, make homelessness a short-term disruption rather 
than the start of a downward spiral. We know that people have an amazing drive to live 
independently. And we know what they need to turn that drive into a new chance at life. On 
the flip side we know that without supports, homelessness not only ruins lives, it costs us all 
more by leading to illness and greater medical costs, substance abuse and all the misery that 
it entails, and crime and increasing burdens on our criminal justice system.  

 
The flow of people newly entering homelessness will not slow substantially as long as it is 
possible for people to find themselves without any source of income. Without addressing 
the impact of poverty, we cannot end the experience of homelessness. We can, however, still 
help end individual episodes of homelessness one person at a time. People facing 
homelessness will do most of the work, but a system of emergency shelter and targeted 
supports makes homelessness less traumatic and will help people achieve more rapid 
returns to housing. Every day poverty is causing new people to fall into homelessness, but 
every day we have the chance to apply proven approaches to help them end that episode of 
homelessness quickly.   

 
Cycling back to where we started: clearly, we have not ended homelessness. While we have 
made remarkable progress in ending chronic homelessness, we continue to struggle as a 
society to find effective supports for our neighbors facing mental health, health and 
substance abuse challenges that lead to episodic homelessness. For even larger numbers, 
poverty and life’s inevitable ups and downs continue to cause many to slip into 
homelessness. The human dynamics and social structures underlying these larger trends 
will be difficult to change. What we can do (and are doing every day at HHC) is to offer a life 
vest to the individuals who find themselves in the turbulent sea of homelessness. While 
someone new will unfortunately come right behind, we can help the person in front of us 
end his/her homelessness. While we wait for deeper systems change, this person-by-person 
form of ending homelessness is what we are called to. 
 


