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HOUSING FIRST IN PERMANENT SUPPORTIVE HOUSING 
 
What is Housing First? 
 
Housing First is an approach to quickly and successfully connect individuals and families experiencing 
homelessness to permanent housing without preconditions and barriers to entry, such as sobriety, 
treatment or service participation requirements. Supportive services are offered to maximize housing 
stability and prevent returns to homelessness as opposed to addressing predetermined treatment goals 
prior to permanent housing entry. 
 
Housing First emerged as an alternative to the linear approach in which people experiencing 
homelessness were required to first participate in and graduate from short-term residential and 
treatment programs before obtaining permanent housing.  In the linear approach, permanent housing 
was offered only after a person experiencing homelessness could demonstrate that they were “ready” 
for housing.  By contrast, Housing First is premised on the following principles: 
 

 Homelessness is first and foremost a housing crisis and can be addressed through the provision 
of safe and affordable housing. 
 

 All people experiencing homelessness, regardless of their housing history and duration of 
homelessness, can achieve housing stability in permanent housing.  Some may need very little 
support for a brief period of time, while others may need more intensive and long-term 
supports. 
 

 Everyone is “housing ready.”  Sobriety, compliance in treatment, or even criminal histories are 
not necessary to succeed in housing.  Rather, homelessness programs and housing providers 
must be “consumer ready.” 
 

 Many people experience improvements in quality of life, in the areas of health, mental health, 
substance use, and employment, as a result of achieving housing.  
 

 People experiencing homelessness have the right to self-determination and should be treated 
with dignity and respect.   
 

 The exact configuration of housing and services depends upon the needs and preferences of the 
population.   

 
While the principles of Housing First can be applied to many interventions and as an overall community 
approach to addressing homelessness, this document focuses primarily on Housing First in the context 
of permanent supportive housing models for people experiencing chronic homelessness.   
 
Housing First Effectiveness in Permanent Supportive Housing 
 

Permanent supportive housing models that use a Housing First approach have been proven to be highly 
effective for ending homelessness, particularly for people experiencing chronic homelessness who have 
higher service needs.  Studies such as HUD’s The Applicability of Housing First Models to Homeless 
Persons with Serious Mental Illness have shown that Housing First permanent supportive housing 

http://www.huduser.org/portal/publications/hsgfirst.pdf
http://www.huduser.org/portal/publications/hsgfirst.pdf
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models result in long-term housing stability, improved physical and behavioral health outcomes, and 
reduced use of crisis services such as emergency departments, hospitals, and jails.   
 
Core Components of Housing First 
 
The core features of Housing First in the context of permanent supportive housing models are as 
follows: 
 

 Few to no programmatic prerequisites to permanent housing entry – People experiencing 
homelessness are offered permanent housing with no programmatic preconditions such as 
demonstration of sobriety, completion of alcohol or drug treatment, or agreeing to comply with 
a treatment regimen upon entry into the program. People are also not required to first enter a 
transitional housing program in order to enter permanent housing 

 
 Low barrier admission policies – Permanent supportive housing’s admissions policies are 

designed to “screen-in” rather than screen-out applicants with the greatest barriers to housing, 
such as having no or very low income, poor rental history and past evictions, or criminal 
histories.  Housing programs may have tenant selection policies that prioritize people who have 
been homeless the longest or who have the highest service needs as evidenced by vulnerability 
assessments or the high utilization of crisis services. 
 

 Rapid and streamlined entry into housing – Many people experiencing chronic homelessness 
may experience anxiety and uncertainty during a lengthy housing application and approval 
process.  In order to ameliorate this, Housing First permanent supportive housing models make 
efforts to help people experiencing homelessness move into permanent housing as quickly as 
possible, streamlining application and approval processes, and reducing wait times.  
 

 Supportive services are voluntary, but can and should be used to persistently engage tenants 
to ensure housing stability - Supportive services are proactively offered to help tenants achieve 
and maintain housing stability, but tenants are not required to participate in services as a 
condition of tenancy.  Techniques such as harm reduction and motivational interviewing may be 
useful.  Harm reduction techniques can confront and mitigate the harms of drug and alcohol use 
through non-judgmental communication while motivational interviewing may be useful in 
helping households acquire and utilize new skills and information.     
 

 Tenants have full rights, responsibilities, and legal protections – The ultimate goal of the 
Housing First approach is to help people experiencing homelessness achieve long-term housing 
stability in permanent housing.  Permanent housing is defined as housing where tenants have 
leases that confer the full rights, responsibilities, and legal protections under Federal, state, and 
local housing laws.  Tenants are educated about their lease terms, given access to legal 
assistance, and encouraged to exercise their full legal rights and responsibilities. Landlords and 
providers in Housing First models abide by their legally defined roles and obligations. For 
instance, landlords and providers do not enter tenants’ apartments without tenants’ knowledge 
and permission except under legally-defined emergency circumstances.   Many Housing First 
permanent supportive housing programs also have a tenant association or council to review 
program policies and provide feedback, and formal processes for tenants to submit suggestions 
or grievances.   
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 Practices and policies to prevent lease violations and evictions –Housing First supportive 
housing programs should incorporate practices and policies that prevent lease violations and 
evictions among tenants. For instance, program policies consistent with a Housing First 
approach do not consider alcohol or drug use in and of itself to be lease violations, unless such 
use results in disturbances to neighbors or is associated with illegal activity (e.g. selling illegal 
substances.)  Housing First models may also have policies that give tenants some flexibility and 
recourse in the rent payment, which in many subsidized housing programs is 30% of the 
participant’s income. For example, rather than moving towards eviction proceedings due to 
missed rent payments, programs may allow tenants to enter into payment installment plans for 
rent arrearages, or offer money management assistance to tenants. 
 

 Applicable in a variety of housing models – The Housing First approach can be implemented in 
different types of permanent supportive housing settings, including: scattered-site models in 
private market apartments, where rental assistance is provided, and tenants have access mobile 
and site-based supportive services; single-site models in which permanent supportive housing 
buildings are newly constructed or rehabilitated  and tenants have access to voluntary on-site 
services; and set-asides, where supportive services are offered to participants in designated 
units within affordable housing developments.   

 
 
Adopting a Housing First Approach in Permanent Supportive Housing  
 
Providers of permanent supportive housing that do not already use a Housing First approach can adopt 
this approach by reviewing existing program policies and procedures, and by learning and implementing 
new services and practices through training and clinical supervision.  A provider that would like to move 
to a Housing First program model should start with the following steps: 
 

 Review current policies and procedures – Providers should undertake a systematic review of 
their current operating policies and procedures.  First, providers should assess tenant selection 
and admission policies to ensure that they do not screen out applicants on the basis of rental, 
credit, or criminal histories, sobriety, income, etc.  They should also evaluate the application and 
admission process to identify ways to streamline and shorten the process.  They should review 
the lease terms, lease compliance, and eviction policies to ensure that they are consistent with 
Housing First principles and housing laws.  Lease provisions that require participation in services 
or that deem alcohol use as lease violations or grounds for eviction should be removed.  
Providers should consider adding policies that help prevent eviction when a tenant falls behind 
on rent or experiences other lease violations. 
 

 Learn and adopt Housing First services approaches and practices – Providers can adopt 
supportive services approaches and practices that creatively engage tenants to maximize and 
ensure housing stability. Through training around harm reduction approaches, services staff can 
learn to confront and mitigate the harms of drug and alcohol use through non-judgmental 
communication. Staff can also receive training to develop competency around techniques like 
motivational interviewing, wellness self-management, and trauma-informed care.  Adoption of 
these practices often also requires continual reinforcement through effective clinical 
supervision, which is key to supporting housing stability. 

 
 



 

4 
 

Useful Resources on Housing First 
 

 USICH's Housing First Checklist - An easy-to-use tool for policymakers and practitioners to 
identify and assess whether a program or community is using a Housing First approach. This 
three-page tool breaks down the Housing First approach into distinguishing components at both 
the program and community levels. 
 

 Housing First in USICH’s Solutions Database – A description of Housing First along with links to 
examples and resources from USICH’s Solutions Database. 

 
 The Housing First Fidelity model index - In the April 2013 edition of Substance Abuse 

Treatment, Prevention, and Policy, Watson and colleagues (2013) discuss the development and 
testing of their Housing First Fidelity instrument. The study finds that the instrument is effective 
in assessing the quality of Housing First programs and for making implementation decisions. 

 
 Organizational Change: Adopting a Housing First Approach - The National Alliance to End 

Homelessness’ tool-kit on adopting Housing First as a community-wide strategy. 
 

 Pathways to Housing - Housing First Model - Pathways to Housing produced a step-by-step 
manual presents a comprehensive guide to Pathways to Housing's Housing First approach. 

 
 DESC's Seven Standards of Housing First - Seattle-based Downtown Emergency Service Center 

has identified seven standards essential to their Housing First approach. 
 

 Unlocking the Door: An Implementation Evaluation of Supportive Housing for Active 
Substance Users in New York City - The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at 
Columbia University and the Corporation for Supportive Housing evaluated the implementation 
of nine scattered-site Housing First permanent supportive housing programs serving 
approximately 500 people experiencing chronic homelessness with active substance abuse 
disorders in New York City. The report concludes with useful lessons for what is critical to 
implementing a Housing First permanent supportive housing model. A full impact evaluation of 
these programs will be completed later in 2013. Preliminary findings indicate that the programs 
were successful in helping people exit homelessness, remain stably housed, and reduce their 
use of emergency services. 

 

https://www.usich.gov/tools-for-action/housing-first-checklist
http://www.usich.gov/usich_resources/solutions/explore/housing_first/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23641860
http://www.endhomelessness.org/library/entry/organizational-change-adopting-a-housing-first-approach
https://pathwaystohousingpa.org/Training
http://desc.org/housingfirst.html
http://www.csh.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/report_casafullreport_712.pdf.pdf
http://www.csh.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/report_casafullreport_712.pdf.pdf
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Implementing Housing First in Permanent 
Supportive Housing 
A Fact Sheet from USICH with assistance from the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration 

 

Permanent Supportive Housing is an intervention for people who need housing assistance and supportive services to 
live with stability and independence in their communities. Many supportive housing programs use a Housing First 
approach (rapid access to housing with minimal preconditions) to serve people experiencing homelessness. 
 

 Permanent Supportive Housing is a combination of housing and services designed for people with serious 
mental illnesses or other disabilities who need support to live stably in their communities. These services can 
include case management, substance abuse or mental health counseling, advocacy, and assistance in locating 
and maintaining employment. Permanent Supportive Housing is a proven solution for people who have 
experienced chronic homelessness as well as other people with disabilities, including people leaving 
institutional and restrictive settings. 

 

 Housing First is an approach and framework for ending homelessness that is centered on the belief that 
everyone can achieve stability in permanent housing directly from homelessness and that stable housing is 
the foundation for pursuing other health and social services goals. Implementing Housing First involves both 
project-level and community-level dimensions. Implementing Housing First at project level, including in 
permanent supportive housing models, means having screening practices that promote the acceptance of 
applicants regardless of their sobriety or use of substances, completion of treatment, and participation in 
services. At the community-level, Housing First means that the homelessness crisis response system is 
oriented to help people obtain permanent housing as quickly and with as few intermediate steps as possible. 

 
Permanent supportive housing and Housing First should be thought of as two complementary tools for ending 
chronic homelessness and helping people with disabilities live independently in the community. Permanent 
supportive housing is a successful and proven programmatic and housing intervention, while Housing First is a 
framework that can and should be used within permanent supportive housing, as well as in other program models, 
and as a community-wide framework for ending homelessness. 
 

Implementing Housing First in Permanent Supportive Housing  
Two useful tools for implementing Housing First in supportive housing models are SAMHSA’s Permanent Supportive 
Housing KIT and USICH’s Housing First Checklist.  An analysis by SAMHSA has determined that these tools can be used 
together by providers to offer a highly effective response to chronic homelessness: 
 
SAMHSA’s KIT on Permanent Supportive Housing suggests that this Evidence-Based Practice works best when the 
supports provided honor the individual’s preferences and choices. Fidelity to SAMHSA’s KIT also means that permanent 
supportive housing does not impose special obligations to retain tenancy rights outside of the typical landlord-tenant 
relationship. 
 
In permanent supportive housing, housing is viewed as a basic human need, distinct from the need for mental health 
and/or substance abuse treatment. A permanent supportive housing program may be run either by the behavioral 
health system or by providers of homelessness services. Whether people live in apartments, other shared housing or 
instead receive services in their own homes, the intention of all permanent supportive housing is to offer them 
flexible, voluntary supports without regard to their willingness to engage in clinical treatment services. However, the 
approach also calls for assertive, nonjudgmental efforts to engage people in needed services. Programs typically 

http://store.samhsa.gov/product/Permanent-Supportive-Housing-Evidence-Based-Practices-EBP-KIT/SMA10-4510
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employ service models such as Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) and clinical models such as Motivational 
Interviewing. SAMHSA’s PSH KIT identifies seven key elements that are essential to tenants’ success. These include: 

 
Choice of Housing: To the extent possible, people should also 
be able to choose the type of housing they prefer. Some 
research (Tabol et al., 2010) shows that people have better 
outcomes when living in housing that meets their expressed 
preferences. 
 

Separation of Housing and Services: Property management and 
case management functions are separate and distinct. Ideally, 
housing units and services are provided by separate entities. 
 

Decent, Safe, and Affordable Housing: Housing is considered 
affordable when tenants pay no more than 30 percent of their 
income toward rent plus basic utilities. Housing is considered 
safe and decent if the unit meets U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) Housing Quality Standards. 
 

Integration: Federal law and the Olmstead Supreme Court 
decision support the need for PSH to be provided in integrated settings. Such settings may be scattered-site housing 
or housing in which units are available to people who do not have disabilities or histories of homelessness. 
 

Rights of Tenancy: Tenants must have a lease that is in compliance with local landlord/tenant law. 
 

Access to Housing: Access to housing should not be denied based on requirements that prospective tenants be 
“ready” for housing. PSH programs that use a Housing First approach score higher on this dimension of the PSH 
Fidelity Scale. 
 

Flexible, Voluntary Services: High-fidelity PSH requires that consumers/tenants are the primary authors of their 
treatment plans, and that the services that they chose under these plans are consumer-driven and chosen from a 
flexible “menu.” The PSH KIT’s Fidelity Scale allows programs to conduct a self-assessment of fidelity based on these 
elements. USICH developed the Housing First Checklist: Assessing Projects and Systems for a Housing First 
Orientation. The checklist contains the core elements of a community-wide set of practices that support Housing First.  
 
USICH recommends that, at the program or project level: 

 
 Admission/screening criteria should be structured to promote the acceptance of applicants regardless of 

sobriety or use of substances, completion of treatment, or participation in services. 

 Applicants are seldom rejected on the basis of poor credit/financial history, rental history, minor criminal 
convictions, or behaviors indicating a lack of “housing readiness.” 

 Programs accept referrals from shelters, outreach, drop-in centers, and other parts of the crisis response 
system. 

 Plans are tenant-driven and focused on problem solving, and services are voluntary. 
 
The Checklist further identifies specific program practices “found in advanced models” such as the use of evidence-
based practices and a tenant selection plan that prioritizes eligible tenants on criteria such as duration/chronicity of 
homelessness, vulnerability, or high use of crisis services. Other useful components of the Checklist are operational 
guidance for effective system-level planning and system operations. 
 
 

http://store.samhsa.gov/shin/content/SMA10-4510/SMA10-4510-05-EvaluatingYourProgram-PSH.pdf
https://www.usich.gov/tools-for-action/housing-first-checklist
https://www.usich.gov/tools-for-action/housing-first-checklist


Written Standards for the Continuum of Care 

Rental Assistance Program 

The Continuum of Care Program is administered by the Housing Authority of the County 
of San Bernardino in cooperation with the County of San Bernardino Department of 
Behavioral Health (DBH) to provide quality permanent supportive housing and long-term 

mental health services to chronically homeless participants and their families. All 
applicants must meet the definition of disabled and be chronically homeless per the 
Continuum of Care program definition. As part of its program administration the HACSB 

has adopted Written Standards in line with the county of San Bernardino’s Interagency 
Council on Homelessness (ICH) Written Standards governing the ICH’s oversight of the 
Department of Housing and Urban Developments (HUD) funded Continuum of Care 

programs within the county of San Bernardino. Applicants are referred by CES and DBH 
utilizes a network of resources to provide a variety of services related to mental health 
care, job training, health care, childcare, and educational advancement. 

 
Eligibility 
 
Individuals or families must meet the Chronically Homeless definition as defined in 
HUD’s published Final Rule. 

 
A “homeless individual with a disability,” as defined in section 401(9) of the McKinney-Vento 

Homeless Assistance Act (42 U.S.C. 11360(9)), who:  

 

• lives in a place not meant for human habitation, a safe haven, or in an emergency shelter; and  

• Has been homeless and living as described above continuously for at least 12 months or on at 

least four separate occasions in the last 3 years, as long as the combined occasions equal at 

least 12 months and each break in homelessness separating the occasions included at least 7 

consecutive nights of not living as described above. Stays in institutional care facilities for 

fewer than 90 days will not constitute as a break in homelessness, but rather such stays are 
included in the 12-month total, as long as the individual was living or residing in a place not 

meant for human habitation, a safe haven, or an emergency shelter immediately before 

entering an institutional care facility;  
 

An individual who has been residing in an institutional care facility, including a jail, substance abuse 

or mental health treatment facility, hospital, or other similar facility, for fewer than 90 days and met 

all of the criteria of a homeless individual with a disability, before entering the facility;  
 

Documenting Homelessness 

Documentation in order of preference 

1. Third-party documentation 

2. Intake worker observations 



3. Certification from the person seeking assistance 

Appropriate documentation will vary depending on  

• Type of assistance provided 

• Circumstances of the potential program participant, including individuals 

fleeing/attempting to flee domestic violence 

• Already available documentation 

o Discharge paperwork 

o HMIS service transactions 

Disability status 

• Disability is defined as one or more of the following:  Physical, mental, or 
emotional impairment; 

• Developmental disability; and 

• HIV/AIDS 
 
Which: 

• Is expected to be long-continuing or of indefinite duration and, 

• Substantially impedes the person's ability to live independently and, 

• Could be improved by more suitable housing 
 

Documenting Disability 

Written third party verification from a licensed medical professional, the Social Security 

Administration or the receipt of a disability check are the preferred documents for 
documenting disability. 
 

Prioritizing  

The total number of permanent supportive housing beds that are dedicated specifically 

for use by the chronically homeless must be filled by a chronically homeless participant 

when a participant exits the program unless there are no chronically homeless persons 

located within the CoC’s geographic area. 

 

Length of Stay 

Program participants are provided housing without a designated length of stay that 

permits them to live as independently as possible. 

Lease Agreement 



The program participant must be the tenant on a lease for a term of at least one year 

that is renewable and is terminable only for cause.  The lease must be renewable for 

terms that are minimum of one month long. 

Restricted Assistance and Disabilities 

Permanent supportive housing can only provide assistance to individuals with 

disabilities and families in which one adult or child has a disability. 

Supportive Services 

Supportive services designed to meet the needs of program participants must be made 

available to the program participants. 

Duration of Supportive Services Assistance 

Supportive services to enable program participants to live as independently as possible 

must be provided throughout the duration of their residence. 

Examining Program Participant’s Initial Income 

A program participant’s initial income must be examined at least annually to determine 

the amount of the contribution toward rent payable by the program participant and 

adjustments to a program participant’s contribution toward the rental payment must be 

made as changes in income are identified. 

Verifying Program Participant’s Initial Income 

Each program participant must agree to supply the information or documentation 

necessary to verify the program participant’s income. 

Recalculating Occupancy Charges and Rent 

If there is a change in family composition or a decrease in the resident’s income during 

the year, the resident may request an interim reexamination, and the participants rent 

portion will be adjusted accordingly. 

Supportive Services Agreement 

Program participants may be encouraged to take part in supportive services that are not 

disability-related services (including substance abuse treatment services) provided 

through the project but engagement or lack of engagement in these services will not 



impact the participants continued eligibility for the program. The Housing Authority and 

its partner, DBH follow Housing First Principles.  

Termination of Assistance 

Assistance may be terminated to a program participant who violates program 

requirements or conditions of occupancy by providing a formal process, including a 

review and appeal process that recognizes standards in regard to due process of law. 

Additional Policies 

The Housing Authority has incorporated some policies for the administration and 

guidance of its CoC Program into its Housing Services Administrative Plan. The Written 

Standards described herein work as a compliment to the policies and processes 

detailed in the Administrative Plan and detail the unique program requirements that 

must be followed in the administration of Continuum of Care funded programs. These 

two policy documents are considered complimentary and do not contain conflicting 

directives.  

 



SPECIAL PROGRAMS February 12, 2021 
1:00pm – 3:00pm  

Zoom Meeting  
 

 
Meeting called by: Amanda Tower Type of meeting:      Monthly Staff Meeting 

 

AGENDA ITEMS 
Topic  

  

 Staffing Update 
 Housing First Training  
 PBV Rent Increase 
 Voucher Expiration Tracker 
 Recertifications -Over housed families/work assessment activity 
 EOP Process 
 Voucher Suspension Released 
 Review Department Documentation  
 Memos 
 FUP Update 
 Eviction Prevention Program Update 
 PIC Errors 
 Telecommuting 
 COVID-19 Concerns 
 HCV Quarterly Training Topics 
 Customer Service 
 Admin Plan Updates 
 Team Building Activity   
 Round Table and Success Story   

NOTES 
Staffing Update: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Attendees: Amanda Tower, Graciela Garcia, Karen Montejo, Marnie Squier 



Housing First Training: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

PBV Rent Increases: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Voucher Expiration Tracker: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Recertifications:  

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

EOP Process:  

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Voucher Suspension Released: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Review Dept Documentation: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Memos: 



________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

FUP Update: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Eviction Prevention Update: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

PIC Errors: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Telecommuting: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

COVID-19 Concerns: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

HCV Quarterly Training Topics: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Customer Service: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Admin Plan Updates: 



________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Team Building Activity: 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Round Table/ Success Story 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you! 

“Never doubt that a small group of committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it 

is the only thing that ever has!” ~ Margaret Mead 
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