
Policy Brief
February  2016

Salt Lake County Homeless Services: Challenges and 
Options
Authored by: Cathy Chambless, Ph.D., Jack Robinson, Ph.D., & Juliette Tennert, M.A.

Summary

The Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute has prepared this pol-
icy brief on homeless housing services at the request of Salt 
Lake County. This brief examines the feasibility of alternative 
initiatives—those that could be developed as new programs 
or achieved through the realignment of existing resources—
that Salt Lake County may consider as it works to address 
some of the root challenges and systemic gaps within the 
homeless housing and services system.

The Policy Institute has identified the following areas as 
the most pressing challenges faced by the homeless housing 
and services system: (1) Homelessness includes a complex set 
of interrelated, and often, intergenerational challenges that 
require the integration of housing and supportive services 
to promote stability; (2) the primary emergency shelter, The 
Road Home, serves individuals and families for longer peri-
ods than was originally intended. In addition, it operates as 
the primary access point for homelessness support services 
within Salt Lake County. A person or family at risk of home-
lessness, i.e., not literally homeless, cannot  receive these 
services; and (3) there is a substantial gap in the number of 
affordable apartments for individuals and families with ex-
tremely low income levels, and this lack of supply contributes 
to households experiencing homelessness due to a dispro-
portionately high cost burden. 

The challenges identified are systemic issues that reflect 
existing inefficiencies in the program structure, gaps within 
housing and services, and areas where over-capacity signals a 
significant but unmet need. There is an opportunity to realign 
the current homeless housing and services system, not only 
in terms of the physical location(s) of housing and services, 
but also in the coordination of intake services that could 
provide opportunities for prevention and diversion interven-
tions earlier in crisis situations. The Policy Institute provides 
a range of options for addressing the current homelessness 
housing system, including: (1) development of purpose-built 
shelter facilities at multiple sites or campuses; (2) targeting 
gaps in affordable housing development; (3) allocating re-

sources to bolster existing housing assistance efforts that fo-
cus on rapidly re-housing individuals and families; and (4) a 
blended model that incorporates some elements from each 
of the other options based upon an incremental approach.

Introduction
Salt Lake County recognizes that the current system to 

provide emergency housing and services for individuals and 
families at crisis and experiencing homelessness is over-
whelmed. A core challenge is how the system is organized 
currently with services and facilities centralized around a 
main emergency shelter, The Road Home. Serving as the pri-
mary intake center where all individuals and families go to 
access services through the system, the use of this facility has 
evolved beyond its original intent. This reality, however, is 
not unique to The Road Home nor to Salt Lake County; over 
time, publicly-funded shelters have become institutionalized, 
expanded their rehabilitative services, and served individuals 
and families for longer periods of time.1  

In this context, the key research question for this initiative 
is to examine the feasibility of alternatives that address root 
challenges and systematic gaps while avoiding potential pit-
falls that could contribute to undermine performance and ef-
ficacy in the current system. 

Understanding the Population At-Risk of or 
Experiencing Crisis

To understand the current system it is necessary first to 
define the terminology used to determine housing supports 
as well as the appropriate “wrap-around services” (e.g. sup-
portive services for mental and behavioral health, substance 
use disorder treatment, physical therapy, primary supportive 
life skills training, workforce development, etc.) that further 
support the stability of the individual or family at-risk of or 
experiencing homelessness. Understanding the terminology, 
and how such terms and classifications draw down various 
federal, state, local, and private resources, serves as the basis 
for thoughtful examination of the challenges as well as op-
portunities for system realignment and resource allocation.
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Housing Status

The following are several classifications of housing status, 
used by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (HUD), applied to individuals and families who are 
currently or at-risk of experiencing homelessness:2

Category 1: Literally Homeless

Literally homeless means that an individual or family 
spends a night in a place that is not designed to be suitable 
for regular sleeping accommodation of human beings. This 
term includes a range of situations from outdoor camping 
(e.g. parks or campgrounds), residing within a car, or other 
buildings that are unsuitable (e.g. abandoned buildings) or 
not designed for human habitat (e.g. transit stations or air-
ports). This status includes also those individuals and fami-
lies that are living in a publicly or privately operated shelter 
designed to provide temporary living arrangements—includ-
ing short-term hotel or motel rooms paid for using public 
funds—as well as places such as hospitals or other institu-
tions where the individual or family was not stably housed 
immediately prior to this condition. 

The criteria for literally homeless requires that one of three 
conditions are met: (1) the primary nighttime residence is a 
public or private place not meant for human habitation; (2) 
an individual or family is living in a publicly or privately oper-
ated shelter designed for temporary living arrangements; or 
(3) an individual or family is exiting an institution where the 
duration is less than 90 days and resided in either of the two 
conditions above. To establish eligibility, written documenta-
tion is required from an outreach worker, housing or service 
provider, or certification by the head of household that (s)he 
was previously living on the streets or in shelter. For those 
exiting an institution, additional documentation is required 
that clearly defines the previous living condition was met. 

Category 2: Imminent Risk of Homelessness

Individuals and families who are immediately at-risk of 
losing their housing include those without a subsequent 
housing option identified and do not have the resources 
(i.e. through income, support networks, or public subsidy) 
to retain current housing or obtain temporary or permanent 
housing. These situations range from pending eviction or 
condemnation of current housing, to other situations such 
as pending discharge from a hospital or prison/jail. In terms 
of the latter, incarcerated individuals represent a significant 
pressure upon the homelessness housing and services sys-
tems in cases where stable housing situations are not an 
immediate option. Persons facing this status may regain sta-
bility in the short-term if these conditions are addressed im-
mediately or within a short time frame

The criteria for “imminent risk of homelessness" requires  
three criteria be met: (1) individuals and families who are at 
imminent risk of losing their primary nighttime residence 

within 14 days; (2) the individual or family is unable to identi-
fy subsequent residence; and (3) the individual or family lacks 
the resources or support networks needed to obtain other 
permanent housing. 

Written documentation includes: (1) court order for an 
eviction action of permanent residence, evidence of insuffi-
cient financial resources to remain in a hotel or motel, or a 
documented and verified oral statement; (2) verification that 
no subsequent residence has been identified; and (3) verified 
self-certification or other documentation that the individual 
or family lacks the financial resources to obtain and support 
other permanent housing. 

Category 3: Homeless under Other Federal Statutes

Sometimes referred to as the “education definition of 
homelessness”, this category includes families with children 
and youth, and young adults (i.e. under 25 years of age) who 
do not otherwise qualify as homeless. This category affects 
services provided through schools (e.g., Head Start, pub-
lic education, higher education) as well as Violence Against 
Women Act programs. Individuals must meet the following 
criteria: (1) are defined as homeless under separate federal 
statutes; (2) have not had a lease or occupancy agreement 
during the 60 days prior to applying for homeless assistance; 
(3) have experienced housing instability as measured by two 
physical moves within the preceding 60 days; and (4) are ex-
pected to continue to experience instability due to special 
needs or other defined barriers. 

Documentation required for this category is complex inso-
far that the certification of (1) and/or (4) may be conducted 
outside of the homeless housing and services system. For ex-
ample, in the case of (4), this may include outside consulta-
tion with case workers within a referral network (e.g. service 
providers) but may not be at the point of contact with the 
system. For youths, young adults, and families, the documen-
tation process may create complexity and inefficiency, partic-
ularly at a point of economic or other hardship.

Category 4: Fleeing/Attempting to Flee Domestic Violence

Individuals and families that require a safe haven in situ-
ations where domestic violence is a presenting factor fit this 
category. Three criteria must be met in these situations: (1) an 
individual or family is fleeing or attempting to flee domestic 
violence, dating violence, sexual assault, or stalking; (2) the 
individual or family has no other residence; and (3) the in-
dividual or family has no resources or support networks to 
obtain other permanent housing.

For documentation, there are two primary means by which 
an individual or family can seek support. If the contact with 
the system is with victim service providers, an oral statement 
by the individual or head of household for the criteria list-
ed above can be documented by self-certification or certifi-
cation by an intake worker. For non-victim service providers, 
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self-certification or certification by a caseworker that a flee-
ing situation is presented and the above criteria are met is 
sufficient; however, where the safety of the individual or fam-
ily is not in jeopardy, an oral statement must be verified by a 
caseworker. When these situations are presented, there is a 
narrower set of intervention options, and the response typ-
ically focuses on separation of the individual or family from 
the situation.

At-Risk of Homelessness

In addition to the four primary categories for homeless-
ness, an additional term at-risk of homelessness was in-
troduced in 2011. This new category extends eligibility for 
certain homelessness prevention programs and targets indi-
viduals and families at extremely low-income levels. Within 
this definition, there are three sub-categories, with Category 
1 serving primarily for individuals and families (see endnote 
for Categories 2 and 3).3

For Category 1 individuals and families, two primary crite-
ria are applied: (1) annual income is below 30 percent of area 
median family income; (2) the individual or family does not 
have sufficient resources or networks to prevent transition to 
an emergency shelter or other places as described in Catego-
ry 1 of HUD’s four primary homeless definitions. In addition, 
an individual or family must meet at least one of the follow-
ing conditions: has moved at least twice during the previous 
60 days due to economic hardship; has “doubled up” with a 
friend or relative temporarily; has received notice of eviction 
within 21 days; lives in hotel or motel without public or pri-
vate subsidy; lives in an overcrowded unit as defined by the 
U.S. Census (e.g. efficiency apartment with at least 2 persons 
or larger units with more than 1.5 persons per room); is exit-
ing a publicly funded institution; or otherwise lives in hous-
ing that has characteristics associated with instability and risk 
as defined in the local jurisdiction’s Consolidated Plan. 

Individual Characteristics and Conditions Informing Sup-
portive Services 

In addition to the classifications above, there is a set of 
disability definitions that provide insight into the complex-
ity of those at-risk of or experiencing homelessness. These 
conditions, when identified, provide access to wrap-around 
services that support an individual or family’s path to stability 
where such services exist. These conditions may be co-occur-
ring and individuals may qualify for more than one program. 

A condition must be documented to be of long duration 
that (1) “substantially impedes an individual’s ability to live in-
dependently” and (2) “of such a nature that such ability could 
be improved by more suitable housing conditions.”4 There is 
a range of presenting conditions outlined by the following 
HMIS definitions and meeting the two preceding criteria:

•	 Physical disability—a physical impairment that affects 
and impedes an individual’s ability to live independent-

ly and that could be improved by more suitable housing 
conditions;

•	 Developmental disability—severe and chronic disability 
that affects an individual’s mental and/or physical health 
occurring before 22 years of age and limits independent 
living and economic self-sufficiency;

•	 Chronic health condition—persisting for more than 3 
months in duration, is either5 not curable or has residual 
effects that negatively impact daily living and requires 
adaptation in function or special assistance; and

•	 Mental and behavioral health—may include serious/se-
vere depression, anxiety, substance use disorder(s), hal-
lucination, violent behavior, or thoughts of suicide. 

In order to receive assistance, these conditions must be doc-
umented prior to receiving assistance. A significant challenge 
within the homelessness housing and services system is that 
this documentation is often not available at the point of crisis. 

How the System Supports Individuals and 
Families

In an attempt to unravel the complexity of homelessness 
services in Salt Lake County, this analysis describes the types 
of assistance provided for homeless individuals and families. 

Housing assistance in Salt Lake County ranges from tem-
porary shelters, to transitional supportive housing, to subsi-
dized government-owned housing units, to rent subsidies for 
permanent supportive housing. Appendix A at the end of this 
policy brief lists organizations in Salt Lake County that admin-
ister housing programs, identify the specific programs they 
operate, and identify the populations that are served by the 
various programs. Support services targeted toward needs of 
certain populations, such as individuals with disabilities, are 
provided in many of the housing programs, and these ser-
vices are described in Appendix A. Housing may generally fall 
under three conventional terms: emergency shelter, transi-
tional, or permanent supportive. 

Emergency Shelters 

The primary emergency shelter in Salt Lake County is op-
erated by The Road Home, a not-for-profit organization that 
contracts with Salt Lake County. This public shelter provides 
beds with separate quarters for single men, single women, 
and families with special needs (such as a mother with a new-
born). The Road Home shelter is located in the heart of down-
town Salt Lake City. The Road Home also operates a Youth Ser-
vices program in a different location for youth/young adults 
between ages 18-25. Youth younger than 18 may seek shelter 
at this facility on a temporary basis but the program may not 
“shelter” youth aged 17 or younger for more than 24 hours.

Salt Lake County has five other shelters including Family 
Promise for single or 2-parent families with children, Res-
cue Haven for single women, Rescue Mission for single men, 
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and two organizations for victims of domestic violence. The 
Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) serves wom-
en who are victims of domestic violence and their children; 
South Valley Sanctuary serves both women and men who are 
victims of domestic violence and their children. 

Transitional Housing

Transitional housing6 is designed for individuals or families 
who have moved out of shelter and require housing for lon-
ger periods than allowed at a shelter, but is still time limited. 
Certain populations considered to be appropriate for tran-
sitional housing are homeless youth and female victims of 
domestic violence and their children, or individuals released 
from an institution such as jail/prison. In Salt Lake County two 
transitional housing programs are Volunteers of America that 
operates a home for young men, and YWCA that operates the 
Kathleen Robison Huntsman Residential Self-Sufficiency Pro-
gram for women who are victims of domestic violence and 
their children. 

Permanent Supportive Housing 

Permanent Supportive Housing is considered a long-term 
residence for individuals who need intensive case manage-
ment and supportive services to enable them to live inde-
pendently. As opposed to temporary housing, these hous-
ing units are considered permanent in that the individual 
or family is not given a time limit to move out. Examples of 
these populations include homeless or chronically homeless 
individuals with disabilities such as mental illness, develop-
mental disabilities, or AIDS. Permanent supportive housing is 
provided through three local housing authorities in Salt Lake 
County through either the Public Housing programs or the 
Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers described below.

Housing Assistance through Housing Authorities

Housing assistance is administered by housing authorities, 
i.e., quasi-governmental entities that support the programs 
with a combination of federal, state, and local taxpayer fund-
ing as well as charitable contributions and tenant rents. Salt 
Lake County has three housing authorities in its jurisdiction: 
Housing Authority of Salt Lake County (HASLC), Salt Lake City 
Housing Authority (SLCHA), and West Valley City Housing 
Authority (WVCHA). Housing assistance for low income and 
vulnerable populations is provided through three major pro-
gram types: Public housing, Section 8 Housing Choice Vouch-
ers, and Permanent Supportive Housing. 

Public Housing

Public Housing consists of rental units that are owned by 
the housing authorities and rented to eligible individuals and 
families at affordable rates based on their household income. 
Residents have access to supportive services depending on 
the unit or complex in which they live. These are described in 
Appendix A. The Housing Authority of Salt Lake County owns 
626 units of Public Housing. Salt Lake City Housing Authority 

owns and operates 389 units of Public Housing with 180 new 
units scheduled to open in 2016. Of the new units, 112 are 
designated for individuals age 55 and over, and 68 are desig-
nated for families. 

Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers

The Housing Choice Voucher Program allows very low in-
come families the ability to choose their own apartment in 
Salt Lake County, and rent at rates based on their household 
income. Most vouchers are used in the private housing mar-
ket in units operated by private landlords. However, due to 
the shortage of low cost units in the market, voucher-holders 
may choose an apartment in one of the existing tax-credit 
subsidized projects. In these circumstances the system pro-
vides the low income voucher-holder a double subsidy.7 Utah 
law prevents landlords from discriminating against renters 
on the basis of source of income. This means that landlords 
are obligated to rent to voucher-holders if the applicant is 
otherwise qualified for the unit. The Housing Choice Voucher 
is very popular with consumers because the program allows 
individuals and families more choice in selecting the location 
and price of the housing units. The voucher program contin-
ues to experience high demand and has large waiting lists for 
these subsidies.

Housing Authority of Salt Lake County currently has 2,408 
vouchers and over 11,000 applicants on a waiting list for a 
voucher.8 Salt Lake City Housing Authority currently provides 
2,728 vouchers and has a similarly large percentage of appli-
cants waiting. 

Veteran Housing

Homeless Veterans who have a disability such as serious 
mental illness, substance use disorder history, or physical dis-
ability, and who need case management services, are candi-
dates for a HUD-VASH voucher. HUD-VASH provides perma-
nent housing for eligible homeless Veterans who are single 
or eligible homeless Veterans with families. The program is 
developed for the homeless Veteran, so eligible Veteran fam-
ilies must include the Veteran. Eligible Veterans must be able 
to complete activities of daily living and live independent-
ly in the community with case management and supportive 
services.

Housing Authority of Salt Lake County has enough VASH 
vouchers presently to allow them to claim in July of 2014 that 
Salt Lake County has “effectively ended chronic homelessness 
among veterans.”9

Gaps in Affordable Housing 
One of the significant—if not the most significant—chal-

lenge for individuals and families experiencing homelessness 
is the short supply of affordable housing. The term “affordable 
housing” may be perceived as a catch-all term insofar that it 
is not well-understood that it covers a wide range of personal 

I N F O R M E D  D E C I S I O N S TM	 4	 gardner.utah.edu



and household income levels. To provide clarity as to what 
affordable housing means and for whom it is intended, the 
following HUD definitions are useful:

•	 Very low income—a four-person household with an in-
come less than 50 percent of the local area median family 
income. In this category, a four-person household with 
less than 30 percent of the local area median family in-
come is considered “extremely low-income.”

•	 Other low income—A four-person household with an in-
come from 50 to 80 percent of the local area median in-
come.

•	 Moderate income—A four-person household with an in-
come from 80 to 95 of the local area median income. 

Providing an adequate supply of affordable housing across 
various income levels is a challenge. There are a variety of 
public subsidies (e.g. federal Low Income Housing Tax Credit 
programs, Utah’s Olene Walker Housing Fund, State of Utah 
Housing Tax Credit Program) that are available to build af-
fordable units. For Low Income Housing Tax Credit programs 
in particular, there are limited number of 9 percent credits 
available each year; in addition, the competitive process 
through which tax credits are awarded through the Utah 
Housing Corporation balances need statewide. A third, and 
very significant, challenge exists in terms of building units for 
extremely low-income10 households as these units are often 
not economically sustainable long-term. 

The challenges faced by the State of Utah and, in partic-
ular, Salt Lake County may be best characterized as a signif-
icant gap for extremely low-income renters. Based on a 2013 
housing market study for Salt Lake City alone, in 2011 there 
was a gap of 8,241 units for households with incomes below 
$20,000.11 In contrast, the same study found that, for house-
hold incomes between $20,000 and $50,000, there were 
13,597 more units than renters. Putting this into context for 
Salt Lake County, a 2015 report by the Urban Institute ranked 
Salt Lake County at 72 out of the 100 largest U.S. counties 
in 2013 with 17.9 affordable units for every 100 extremely 
low-income renter households.12 These figures suggest that 
there are two primary issues of mismatched demand and 
supply. First, there is a potential issue with financing insofar 
that these extremely low-income units do not pencil out for 
developers, and second, a significant concern is the potential 
lack of units designed to be suitable for families with children. 

Concerning this first issue, there is a very real disconnect 
between the amount of financing available using tax credits 
and other loan programs and the monthly rental rates neces-
sary to maintain these units. For example, under the federal 
Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program, develop-
ers apply for tax credits that can be sold (through a process 
called syndication) to provide funds to build rental units tar-
geting specific income brackets—using a calculation based 

on a percentage of an area’s median income (AMI). 

For these units, rents are capped based on each house-
hold’s size and income, and those rents are used to support 
project expenses over time, such as debt service, capital ex-
penditures, maintenance, taxes, etc. Under the LIHTC pro-
gram, the tax credits that can be leveraged in support of a 
unit for 30 percent AMI is the same as 40 percent, 50 percent, 
or 60 percent AMI. Thus, in order to create incentives for de-
velopers to build more units targeting extremely low income 
households (30 percent and below), additional subsidies 
must be made available to support operations and mainte-
nance (O&M) expenses sustaining these properties over time. 

Second, the housing market study referenced above points 
out a shortage of units for extremely low income households, 
but does not address the number of bedrooms—particularly 
in regard to families at-risk of experiencing homelessness. The 
second issue is a potential mismatch between unit size and 
household income—this is particularly concerning for ex-
tremely low-income households with children. To put this in 
perspective, an adult without children with the same income 
as a family with one or more children has a similar ability to 
pay for housing. However, in reality an individual’s ability to 
support a family with children incurs additional costs as well. 

While programs such as LIHTC do account for unit size and 
number of bedrooms in the allocation of tax credits, there 
is a very real question as to whether this accounting struc-
ture adequately addresses this gap (i.e. properly incentivizes 
the construction of units with multiple bedrooms).  It would 
seem, though not readily apparent using current data, that 
one if not both of these primary concerns are contributing to 
the lack of extremely low-income units.

Efforts to Address Homelessness
There are several issues that reduce the system’s efficacy 

and efficiency in supporting individuals and families experi-
encing homelessness. The first issue is the extent to which 
individuals and families at-risk of experiencing a housing cri-
sis can be prevented or diverted from entering the system. 
A second issue is the complexity of meeting the needs of a 
wide range of populations entering the system. A third issue 
is the requirement for individuals and families to provide doc-
umentation to access services once in the system. Parts of the 
current system can be categorized as inefficient, non-existent 
(gap), or at overcapacity. In terms of the latter, this might re-
flect an inefficient or inappropriate use of program and/or 
funding that, if addressed, the results might help the system 
achieve greater balance. 

When the State of Utah embarked on a campaign to end 
chronic homelessness in ten years, one of the key factors sup-
porting this effort was the recognition that, by prioritizing 
high-cost populations, permanent supportive housing with 
wrap-around services were seen as a cost-effective solution. 
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However, for families with children, transitional and episodic 
populations, the question may be more about capacity build-
ing in meeting the targeted needs of those currently using 
the shelter for longer-than intended stays. With the current 
system, this is very likely a key contributor to the perception 
that the system is unbalanced. The inefficient use of existing 
resources can be viewed both in terms of gaps within the sys-
tem as well as the inefficient allocation of resources for shel-
ter use that does not best support stability in the long-term. 
For example, for individuals and families that can qualify for 
housing assistance, but where there is a lack of vouchers as 
well as lack of housing units that accept some if not all types 
housing vouchers, the likely result is that emergency shel-
ters are relied upon for longer stays than what the shelter is 
intended to provide. This is one of several components that 
represent the strongest set of opportunities to consider in 
developing a strategy for addressing the homelessness chal-
lenge in the short-term.

In examining the alternatives to be considered, there ex-
ists a range of positive “Housing First” approaches supported 
by research and practice.13 Permanent supportive housing 
represents the highest level of intervention, and it is best 
suited for individuals and families that fall under the defini-
tion of chronic homelessness.14 These groups represent not 
only those with the greatest need in terms of wrap-around 
services, but are also the highest users of services in terms of 
per-capita shelter stays and other system touches.15 At the 
other end of the spectrum, prevention through communi-
ty-based programs such as Rapid Re-housing are a “lighter 
touch,”16 and, if coordinated assessments are part of the sys-
tem, this approach may occur before an individual or family 
actually becomes homeless. Such approaches are most suit-
able for those imminently at-risk of becoming homeless. In 
between these methods of intervention, emergency shelters 
can provide a housing option intended to be short in dura-
tion while exploring client-centered options such as diver-
sion, relocation, and transitional rental assistance. Typically, 
those groups with episodic crisis events are well suited for 
this level of intervention.

Throughout Utah, and particularly within Salt Lake Coun-
ty, the long-term effort to address chronic homelessness has 
seen strong, positive outcomes in terms of greatly reducing 
its prevalence.17 Success in this area has provided the oppor-
tunity to consider alternatives that can realign resources to 
prevent homelessness and support individuals and families, 
targeting specifically those imminently at-risk of becoming 
homeless. This is a recognition that the current system is at 
overcapacity due to emergency shelters being used as a lon-
ger-term intervention. Building system capacity that supports 
the at-risk populations may alleviate pressure in emergency 
shelters, and provide a better match between the needs of 
the population and level of service.

Should this focus be the identified strategy, it is import-
ant to understand the differences between the current and 
proposed system—some actions are short-term and sup-
port longer-term systemic changes. Longer-term actions can 
be best described as those that create additional capacity 
throughout the system, such as scattered-site, purpose-built 
facilities as well as increases in the stock of affordable hous-
ing at a variety of affordability rates. Short-term actions may 
include additional resources allocated towards programs 
such as Rapid Re-housing in the absence of a longer-term, 
sustainable system that has sufficient capacity to meet a wide 
range of needs for this population.

System Realignment

Salt Lake County is in the process of transitioning to a sys-
tem of decentralized coordinated intake and access. The fun-
damental flaw of the centralized approach is that individuals 
and families experiencing a housing crisis cannot be served 
until they need emergency shelter. The current system re-
sponds primarily to the classifications discussed earlier and 
separates populations within the shelter. The shelter system 
serves two purposes: providing emergency shelter and di-
recting individuals and families to appropriate resources. This 
places a burden not only on those experiencing homeless-
ness, but it also creates the need for additional shelter re-
sources and staff to support the pathways to stability through 
ongoing case management. 

A coordinated intake system where there is “no wrong 
door” is the ultimate goal for meeting the needs of individuals 
and families across a large geography such as Salt Lake Coun-
ty.18 In a decentralized coordinated entry system, individuals 
and families still must initiate and resolve their housing need, 
but there are additional support structures and just-in-time 
intervention points that can provide opportunities for pre-
vention and diversion. In coordinated intake, a network of 
providers use standardized assessments to determine how to 
meet needs based on capacity throughout the system. This 
is ideal for large geographies where intake and assessment 
provide multiple pathways and a range of options, such as 
prevention, diversion, and rapid re-housing.19 The path from 
shelter to stable housing is based upon meeting the needs 
of individuals and families for a range of needs and support 
mechanisms, but there are many more opportunities and 
points in time where prevention and/or diversion strategies 
could be applied.

For an individual or family experiencing a housing crisis, 
there are some key points in time at which preventative mea-
sures can be considered. Literal “prevention,” or intervening 
at a point before a household loses their nighttime residence, 
requires the ability to identify those who are imminently at-
risk and could potentially benefit from housing assistance. 
Research on the efficiency and effectiveness of preventative 
approaches is mixed—and it appears to depend on how the 
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intervention is designed. Term-limited, shallow funding that 
provides short-term relief is often compared with programs 
that provide longer-term housing assistance with support-
ive services.20 For a one-time rental assistance program, the 
study of household outcomes found that 79 percent of people 
who received assistance retained housing while 71 percent 
of households who did not receive assistance also retained 
housing.21 Other programs have been more promising, but 
studies often lack a counterfactual or ability to track recipi-
ents long-term. A potential pitfall in these studies is identify-
ing households that will become homeless while not identify-
ing those that will manage to avoid homelessness. Focusing 
on the development of criteria to establish who is most at-risk 
is one option to consider; another option is to use a “priori-
ty need” approach to defining groups, such as families and 
youth exiting foster care, for whom to prioritize resources.22

The Salt Lake County system has a strong foundation upon 
which additional improvements are achievable. It is import-
ant to note that Rapid Re-housing is a temporary program 
for individuals and families who are residing in emergency 
or transitional shelters or on the street and need temporary 
assistance in order to obtain housing and retain it.23 While it 
may take a period of time to find a vacant unit where a house-
hold can be placed, the primary goals are to help individuals 
and families obtain permanent housing. This program does 
not require classes or other training for housing “readiness” or 
“suitability” while living in temporary housing—housing first 
is the primary strategy, acknowledging that some skills may 
be acquired over time. These programs are best suited for 
those who are currently homeless but have maintained some 
independent living conditions at some point in time. In ad-
dition, some will face challenges beyond economic hardship 
such as disabilities or chronic conditions, but most homeless 
households for which needs are established as appropriate 
for this type of intervention do not require permanent sup-
ports to remain in housing.24 

Options for Addressing Gaps in Housing and Support 
Services

In order to achieve sustainability that supports the long-
term stability of individuals and families experiencing home-
lessness, there are many indications that housing affordabil-
ity is a central issue—particularly for extremely low-income 
units. Responding to this need is fundamentally about how 
to best align resources—primarily funding, but site location 
as well—that creates a sufficient stock of affordable housing 
units throughout Salt Lake County. 

One of the primary questions facing Salt Lake County is 
how best to address affordability gaps in the short-term 
while creating a substantial pipeline that supports long-term 
stability across a range of household income levels. Even 
though State law requires cities in Utah to develop housing 
affordability plans,25 these efforts have not been adequate to 

address the gaps.26 A current analysis of affordable housing 
could be useful —not only in terms of the number of units for 
targeted income levels, but one that analyzes the household 
sizes that can be accommodated at each level. Such study 
would establish baseline data not only in terms of actual unit 
counts but the locations as well. However, to provide imme-
diate guidance for the short-term, several options or strategic 
alternatives are offered. 

Strategic Option #1 – Development of Housing Services at Mul-
tiple Sites / Campuses

Salt Lake County has many opportunities to consider in 
terms of resolving problems and inefficiencies within the cur-
rent system. The primary emergency shelter is over-capacity 
based on a variety of factors: first, there are individuals and 
families that are relying on the shelter as a medium- to long-
term housing support; second, there are populations within 
the shelter that would be better served if physically separat-
ed. Families with children require a different level of service 
and set of support services than do adult males and females. 
The development of new, purpose-built facilities—each of 
which targets specific household types and need profiles—
that provide housing and support services could alleviate ca-
pacity pressures at emergency shelters. There are many fac-
tors to take into account; however, one of the more important 
considerations is to identify where the co-location of housing 
and services are both effective and efficient, versus oppor-
tunities to leverage capacity and/or critical mass of support 
systems within the current system.

Strategic Option #2 – Targeting Gaps in Affordable Housing De-
velopment

There are some clear gaps or mismatches within the range 
of affordable housing units in Salt Lake County. The most 
pressing challenge is the very limited supply of units that 
are affordable for extremely low-income households, which 
may be attributed, in part, to insufficient incentives for devel-
opers and owners to provide these units.  The 2013 data for 
Salt Lake County indicates 17.9 units for every 100 extreme-
ly low-income renters. There is a difference between what 
upfront versus continuation funds could support. In short, 
the cost of construction is roughly the same for units of the 
same size across affordability levels (i.e. taking into account 
per-unit caps for tax credit programs), but there may be in-
sufficient incentive(s) to motivate developer construction of 
extremely low-income units. In particular, there may be some 
areas where there are substantial gaps (e.g. multi-bedroom 
units for extremely low-income renters) where the capital ex-
penditures far exceed the gross potential income. To properly 
incentivize the construction of these units, a long-term com-
mitment of set-aside funds may be required. For example, 
Rapid Re-housing programs require subsidies to meet market 
rate rent levels. In comparison, tax credits for new construc-
tion of extremely low income (ELI) households require a long-
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term commitment to the developer for supporting ongoing 
operations and maintenance costs of the units. It is possible 
that the ongoing commitment of funds for tax credits on a 
per-unit basis could be lower, more sustainable, and able to 
serve a greater number of ELI households in a given year than 
Rapid Re-housing.

Strategic Option #3 – Allocate Resources to Housing Assistance 
Programs (Vouchers)

The strategic option that provides the most immediate re-
lief is to allocate funds and resources to housing assistance 
programs. While this relies heavily on further developing re-
lationships with landlords to encourage the use of housing 
assistance, this avoids the delay between the allocation of 
resources and the completion of capital projects. To further 
enhance this diversion/prevention approach, Salt Lake Coun-
ty could adopt the use of assessment tools to identify individ-
uals and families most likely to succeed without support ser-
vices provided within the homelessness services system (i.e. 
those that may already find their needs being met by main-
stream systems). In this approach, however, Salt Lake Coun-
ty could find that significant ongoing commitments from 
public, private, and philanthropic partners are necessary to 
support housing stability in the absence of other capacity-fo-
cused alternatives.

Strategic Option #4 – Blended Model with Incremental Adjust-
ments

Combining strategies in a multi-pronged approach may 
be both feasible and desirable such that (1) some funding is 
allocated for purpose-built facilities while (2) ongoing rental 
subsidies (e.g. Rapid Re-housing) bridge the gap in the ab-
sence of a sufficient supply of deeply affordable housing. 
Longer-term, if it is possible to resolve the mismatch between 
the supply and demand of affordable units, the alignment of 
the need for rental subsidies may be alleviated and shifted to-
wards operations and maintenance subsidies. Further study 
of the economics of this alternative is needed. 

To help alleviate these pressures, tailoring responses 
based on assessments of need and vulnerability for each pop-
ulation is considered a best practice.27 These assessments are 
designed to be used by a range of providers—not simply a 
primary or centralized intake center—to assess the health 
and social needs of individuals and families to match appro-
priate support and housing interventions based on what is 
available currently within the system. As an example of how 
this can be put into practice, these assessment tools can help 
to determine whether an individual or family is a good can-
didate for diversion or prevention interventions (i.e. such as 
Rapid Re-housing) versus those populations that may be bet-
ter suited for longer-term supportive housing solutions with 
wrap-around support services. 

By alleviating pressures while at the same time identify-

ing the demand for different types of housing supports (e.g. 
Rapid Re-housing versus scattered site shelter and long-term 
assistance-based housing facilities), it is possible to obtain 
greater clarity about the use of funds for capital projects. For 
lower-vulnerability populations, funds for Rapid Re-hous-
ing—which is based upon providing financial assistance for 
affordable and market-rate units—could be realigned over 
time to provide smaller subsidies if greater numbers of ex-
tremely low-income units are constructed. In short, higher 
per-unit subsidies may be reduced as subsidies for operations 
and maintenance of extremely low-income units are lower 
in comparison. For higher-vulnerability populations, under-
standing the need for purpose-built scattered site solutions 
may reveal how the economics of this need varies based on 
the populations served.

Summary
The Policy Institute has identified some of the foundation-

al issues and challenges faced by the homelessness housing 
and services system in Salt Lake County. In some ways, the 
ability to be effective in reducing homelessness is limited by 
rigid definitions that can be barriers in accessing services; 
in other ways, the centralized orientation of the system is a 
challenge, especially given the large geography across which 
people seek assistance at a crisis point in time. Realigning 
and, potentially, reallocating resources to better serve those 
within the community will take time—as well as an ability to 
measure whether changes are effective.  

There is a range of options to consider and a substantial 
amount of stakeholder input and support will be necessary 
to achieve some long-range outcomes. A key challenge fac-
ing decision makers is how to achieve the impact needed to 
sustain support over time. 

To review, the Policy Institute has identified four options: 
(1) development of purpose-built homelessness housing fa-
cilities at multiple sites or campuses; (2) targeting gaps in 
affordable housing development; (3) allocating resources to 
bolster existing housing assistance efforts that focus on rap-
idly re-housing individuals and families; and (4) a blended 
model that incorporates some elements from each of the oth-
er options based upon an incremental approach. These are a 
starting point—to understand better how to assess the short- 
and long-term impacts of these options, more work is need-
ed. In particular, a study on the affordability issue could be 
very insightful, not only in understanding where the system is 
mismatched at various affordability levels, but also in where 
these units exist throughout Salt Lake County. This provides 
a foundation for a second piece on the economic structure of 
the system as a whole; this could provide an understanding 
of the affordability component as well as the potential cost 
efficiencies that could be realized through the realignment 
and reallocation of resources over time.
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Organization Eligible Population

Family Promise – Salt Lake Single or 2-parent families with children

Rescue Haven Single women

Rescue Mission Single men (check in at 6 PM)

The Road Home Single men, women, and families

South Valley Sanctuary Female and male victims of domestic violence 
and their children

Youth Services Crisis/shelter/transitional

Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA)

Female victims of domestic violence and their 
children

Appendix A: Housing and Support Services

Emergency Shelters28

Organization Program Name Eligible Population

Volunteers of America Transition Home Young men

Volunteers of America Young Women’s Transition 
Home

Women 16 to 19

Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA)

Kathleen Robison Huntsman 
Residential Self-Sufficiency 
Program

Female victims of domestic violence and their 
children

Salt Lake County Youth 
Services

Milestone Transitional Living 
Program

Young adults ages 18-21

Transitional Housing29

Organization Program Name Units/Beds

Housing Authority of County 
of Salt Lake (HACSL)32

High Rise 149

HACSL Valley Fair Village 100

HACSL East 108
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Public Housing

Housing Services



Organization Program Name Units/Beds

Housing Authority of County 
of Salt Lake (HACSL)32

High Rise 149

HACSL Valley Fair Village 100

HACSL East 108

HACSL West 138

HACSL Scattered Site - HACSL 131

Salt Lake Housing Authority 
(SLCHA)

[Existing] 389

SLCHA [New in 2016]
(55 and Over)

112

SLCHA [New in 2016]
(Transitional Development)

68

HACSL Housing Choice Vouchers 2,408

SLCHA Housing Choice Vouchers 2,728

TOTAL 6,331

Public Housing (Continued)
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Support Services

Resident Services

Organization Project Name Eligible Population Services Metrics
Housing Authority of 
County of Salt Lake 
(HACSL)32

Bud Bailey Apartments Families/Individuals After school program 
for 5-12; tutoring for 
teens; ESL classes; +

136 apartments/ 414 
people housed

HACSL Housing Retention 
Program (HRP)

‘At risk’ Sec. 8 and Pub-
lic Housing families

Case management to 
prevent homelessness

357 assessments; 227 
received case manage-
ment; 98% maintained 
subsidized housing

HACSL Family Self-Sufficiency 
(FSS)

Sec. 8 and Public 
Housing Families

Long term case 
management to em-
power Sec. 8 and PH 
residents to increase 
self-reliance

245 families served; 11 
households became 
self-sufficient; 6 pur-
chased first home



Organization Project Name Eligible Population Services Metrics
HACSL Resident Opportuni-

ties for Self-Sufficiency 
(ROSS)

Sec. 8 and Public 
Housing Families

Help finding and 
maintaining employ-
ment

245 individuals 
served; 46 received ‘in 
depth’ case manage-
ment

HACSL Grace Mary Manor Grace Mary Manor On site services to 
unique populations 
who live there

HACSL Kelly Benson Apart-
ments

Project residents On site services to 
unique populations 
who live there

HACSL Too Good for Drugs 
and Violence Kids 
Program

Sec. 8 and Public 
Housing Families

Free after school 
programming to kids 
ages 5-12 on-site at 
HA public housing, 
and Bud Bailey Apts.

268 kids attended; 
90% reported they 
will not use alcohol or 
drugs in future; 89% 
parents report see-
ing improvement in 
homework

HACSL Leadership Resiliency 
Program

Teens 12-18 Goal setting, healthy 
relationships through 
weekly peer groups, 
twice monthly service 
learning & adventure 
activities

Resident Services (Continued)
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Organization Services
Catholic Community 
Services

Shower Laun-
dry, phone, bag 
storage, haircuts, 
referrals to other 
assistance

Rescue Mission of 
Salt Lake City

Open 8 am to 6 pm 
during inclement 
weather

Organization Meals Days/Times
Eagle Ranch Breakfast 7 – 11 am

Good Samaritan Sack lunches 9 am to 8 pm daily

Rescue Mission Breakfast
Dinner

Monday-Saturday, 
8 to 9 am
Daily following 7 
PM chapel service

St. Vincent DePaul 
Center

Lunch
Dinner
Brunch

Monday – Friday, 
11:30 am to 1 pm
Daily 5 to 6 pm 
Saturday, 10 to 
11 am

Emergency food/
groceries

Food Pantries Referral through 
2-1-1

Organization/Program Services
Fourth Street Clinic Medical

Salt Lake Donated Dental Ser-
vices

Dental

Valley Behavioral Health Intake 
Line

Mental Health

Day Centers Prepared Meals/Groceries

Medical, Dental and Counseling Services
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