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Simpson Housing Services 

� Mission: To house, support and advocate 
for people experiencing homelessness.  

� Established in Minneapolis 1982 
� Emergency shelter for single adults 
� Housing First programs for long-term 

homeless single adults 
� Supportive Housing programs for families 

with children 
 



Simpson Housing Services  
Family Programs 

 

�Current programs: 
 

�197 families in transitional and 
supportive housing, both scattered-site 
and site-based. 

�Program requirements: homeless, over 
18 years old, and full custody of 
child(ren). 



2011 Family Housing Outcomes 
� 98% of families maintained safe, stable housing for six months 

 
� 94% of families maintained safe, stable housing for one year 
 
� 80% of families obtained permanent housing at exit 
 
� 65% of families in the program for six months or more increased 

income through employment and/or access to benefits 
 

� 85% of families and children with educational goals, met one of 
more of these goals 

 
� 83% of families in the program six months or more implemented 

plans to address financial goals 



OUR HOUSING FIRST PHILOSOPHY 
• People who are homeless, who use drugs and/or who 

may live with a mental illness can successfully keep and 
maintain their housing. 

• Housing is a right.  No one should be denied housing for 
any period of time because of failure in treatment or for 
failing to choose treatment. 

• People should be met where they are at and offered 
housing immediately. 

• Harm reduction strategies are a valid way to work with 
long-term homeless populations. 

• Housing and services are two separate areas with 
separate criteria for operation and evaluation. Housing 
should never be used to coerce people into services they 
would otherwise not choose. 

• Full community integration will be a primary goal. 
• Participants make their own choices. 
• Recovery from mental illness is possible. 
 



Snapshot of Changes 
Family Housing Program 



Program Change 
 
�Originally SHS held the leases on the 

majority of rental units in scattered-site 
transitional housing 

 
 Deliberately created a variety of 

housing models and settings, including 
scattered-site tenant based housing, 
site-based, transitional, and long-term 
supportive housing.  



�Required a minimum of 1 year of sobriety 
for entrance eligibility 

 
 We no longer require any form of 

sobriety for eligibility. This change 
signified a shift away from considering 
if an applicant was “ready” for our 
program and/or housing. 
 

Program Change 



Program Change 
� Required drug testing, evaluation and chemical 

dependency treatment participation if parent was 
suspected of abusing drugs or alcohol. Non-
participation in a treatment program or failure to 
maintain sobriety could mean program 
termination. 

 
 If a participant appears to be struggling with 

the use of alcohol or drugs, advocates 
provide resources and support to the 
participant. Advocates recognize that the 
participant may not be motivated or ready for 
change. Advocates use motivational 
interviewing techniques and discuss 
potential consequences of use.
 



Program Change 
� Started as a program that exclusively served single 

women with children 
 
 Transitioned to serve adults over the age of 18 with 

custody of children, can be two parent families, 
single mother, or single father headed households. 

 
� Households suspected of having a partner live with them 

were sent “violation letters”. 
 
 Advocates let participants know that partners are 

welcome to join the program at any time. If another 
adult appears to be living in the unit, advocates 
discuss potential consequences with lease and their 
MFIP grant. 



Program Change 
� Participants were required to meet weekly with 

an advocate, sign contracts agreeing to attend 
services in the community, and attend a weekly 
program workshop.  

  
Focus is on service engagement and creating 
services that participants want. Community 
support services and attendance at program 
workshops are voluntary.  
 
Engagement in services and program events 
has increased.  
 



Program Change 
� Had a long list of rules and sent violation letters 

any time a rule was broken. 
  
 Have a short list of program expectations. 

When a family appears to be struggling with 
housing retention or program expectations, a 
family support meeting is held. This is 
approached as a problem solving meeting 
where the participant creates the plan and 
SHS staff offers support towards that plan. 
 



Program Change 
� In the beginning, primarily focused on the needs 

of the parent 
 
 Over the past 12 years have added and 

deepened services focused specifically on 
the needs of children:  

 
 - Education Support Advocate 
 - Early Childhood Specialist 
 - Training to deepen Family Advocate focus 

on children 
 
 



Lessons We Are Learning 



Lessons Learned 
� Moving toward harm reduction and housing 

first should be processed with staff: 
 

• Increase staff training on harm reduction, 
stages of change, and motivational 
interviewing. 

• Create safe space for discussion and 
processing 

• Explore the differences between program-
induced consequences and natural 
consequences. 



Lessons Learned 

� Once you move towards this philosophy, 
keep talking about it. Ask questions like: 
Are we allowing this person the room to 
make his or her own choices?  

 
� Know that we can’t “protect” participants 

from natural consequences. Use these 
times as an opportunity to discuss 
choices.  



Lessons Learned 

� Using the Housing First philosophy does 
not change our role as mandatory 
reporters of child abuse.  
 

 
� Focus efforts specifically on the children.  
 

 



Lessons Learned 

� Ensure you are getting feedback from 
families about the services they need and 
want. Make changes based on this 
feedback.  

 
� Use strength-based approaches. Use 

regular case consultation to enforce this 
approach. 

 



Lessons Learned 
 
� Communicate honestly with landlords 

and/or property managers. Be clear about 
what the program can and cannot do.  

 
� Consider creating a Housing Specialist 

role to work primarily with landlords.  
 



Lessons Learned 

 
� Pare down the intake process. For 

example, if you don’t need to know at 
intake if someone was abused as a child, 
don’t ask. The family will tell you on their 
own time.  
 

 



Questions and Discussion 
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