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The Housing First model represents a transformative approach to addressing homelessness,
prioritizing stable housing as a fundamental human right. The methodology is predicated on the
notion that individuals experiencing homelessness should be provided with immediate access to
permanent housing without preconditions, such as sobriety or participation in treatment programs.
Over the years, this model has evolved, gaining traction among policymakers and service providers
worldwide. This article delves into the historical roots of the Housing First model, its development,
implementation, and the evidence supporting its effectiveness.

Origins of the Housing First Model

The Housing First model traces its origins to the late 1980s in New York City. During this time,
homelessness was escalating, and traditional models of care focused on temporary shelters and
transitional housing. The prevailing belief was that people experiencing homelessness needed to
"earn" their way into permanent housing by first addressing other issues like substance abuse or
mental health challenges.

The Early 1980s: The Emergence of New Ideas

The late 1970s and early 1980s witnessed a growing awareness of the inadequacies of existing
approaches to homelessness. As the number of individuals living on the streets increased, advocates
and researchers began to question the effectiveness of the traditional model. Several factors
contributed to this critical reassessment:

- Increase in Homelessness: A significant rise in homelessness during the 1980s, fueled by economic
recession, deinstutionalization of mental health facilities, and cuts to social services, highlighted the
need for innovative solutions.
- Rise of Advocacy Groups: Advocacy organizations, including the Coalition for the Homeless,
emerged to support the rights of people experiencing homelessness, emphasizing the need for
permanent housing as a priority.
- Research on Housing Stability: Early studies highlighted that stable housing could improve health
and well-being, suggesting that housing should be seen as a primary intervention rather than a
reward for compliance with other services.

The First Implementation of Housing First

The formal introduction of the Housing First model can be attributed to the work of Dr. Sam
Tsemberis in the late 1980s. Dr. Tsemberis, a psychologist, founded Pathways to Housing in 1992, a
nonprofit organization in New York City that pioneered the Housing First approach.



Pathways to Housing and Initial Outcomes

Pathways to Housing aimed to provide permanent supportive housing to individuals experiencing
homelessness, particularly those with mental health disorders. The model included several key
components:

1. Immediate Housing Access: Individuals were provided with apartments or housing units without
preconditions, such as sobriety.
2. Support Services: Alongside housing, residents received wraparound services, including mental
health support, addiction treatment, and employment assistance.
3. Client-Centered Approach: The program emphasized individual choice and autonomy, allowing
residents to make decisions about their lives and support needs.

The outcomes of this initial implementation were promising. A study published in 2000 by Dr.
Tsemberis and colleagues found that:

- Housing Retention Rates: 80% of participants remained housed after two years.
- Improved Mental Health: Significant improvements in mental health were observed among
participants.
- Decreased Use of Emergency Services: There was a notable reduction in the use of emergency
rooms and psychiatric hospitals.

Expansion of the Housing First Model

Following the success of Pathways to Housing, the Housing First model began to gain recognition
and expand across the United States and internationally. Various cities and organizations adopted
the approach, adapting it to their local contexts.

National and International Adoption

In the United States, several key developments facilitated the nationwide dissemination of the
Housing First model:

- The U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH): Established in 2009, USICH promoted the
Housing First approach as a best practice for ending homelessness.
- The HEARTH Act of 2009: This legislation emphasized the importance of permanent housing
solutions and encouraged communities to adopt Housing First strategies.
- Major Cities’ Initiatives: Cities like Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle began implementing
Housing First programs tailored to their unique challenges.

Internationally, the model found traction in countries such as Canada, Australia, and Finland.
Notably, Finland has adopted a nationwide Housing First strategy, resulting in a dramatic decrease
in homelessness.



Evidence of Effectiveness

The success of the Housing First model has been supported by a growing body of research.
Numerous studies have demonstrated its effectiveness in improving housing stability and overall
well-being among individuals experiencing homelessness.

Key Findings from Research Studies

1. Housing Stability: Research consistently shows that Housing First programs achieve higher
housing retention rates compared to traditional models. For example, a meta-analysis published in
2016 reported that 70-90% of participants in Housing First programs maintained their housing after
two years.

2. Health Outcomes: Participants in Housing First programs experience improved mental health
outcomes. A study published in the American Journal of Psychiatry found that participants reported
significant reductions in psychiatric symptoms and substance use.

3. Cost-Effectiveness: Housing First has also been shown to reduce costs associated with emergency
services, incarceration, and hospitalizations. A study in the journal Health Services Research found
that Housing First interventions saved communities an average of $12,000 per person per year
compared to conventional services.

Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its success and growing popularity, the Housing First model is not without challenges and
criticisms.

Common Challenges Faced

- Funding Limitations: Sufficient funding is essential for the success of Housing First programs, and
many communities struggle to secure the necessary resources.
- Stigma and Misconceptions: There remains a stigma around homelessness, and some policymakers
and community members may resist the idea of providing housing without preconditions.
- Co-occurring Issues: Individuals experiencing homelessness often face multiple challenges, such as
mental illness, substance abuse, and lack of employment, which can complicate the effectiveness of
Housing First if not adequately addressed.

Future Directions

The Housing First model continues to evolve as communities strive to address homelessness
effectively. Future directions include:



- Integration of Services: Enhancing the integration of mental health, addiction, and employment
services alongside housing support.
- Community Engagement: Increasing community involvement and addressing the stigma around
homelessness to foster greater support for Housing First initiatives.
- Policy Advocacy: Advocating for policies that prioritize long-term funding and support for Housing
First programs at local, state, and national levels.

Conclusion

The Housing First model has fundamentally changed the landscape of homelessness intervention
over the past few decades. By prioritizing stable housing as an essential component of well-being,
this approach has demonstrated its effectiveness in improving lives and reducing the incidence of
homelessness. As communities continue to adopt and adapt the Housing First model, it holds the
potential to create lasting change and significantly impact the lives of individuals experiencing
homelessness worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Housing First model?
The Housing First model is an approach to ending homelessness that prioritizes providing
permanent housing to individuals and families without preconditions such as sobriety or
employment. It is based on the belief that stable housing is a fundamental human right and a crucial
factor for improving overall well-being.

When did the Housing First model originate?
The Housing First model originated in the 1990s, with significant development occurring in the
United States. One of the first and most influential programs was created in New York City by Dr.
Sam Tsemberis, who launched the Pathways to Housing initiative in 1992.

How has the Housing First model evolved over the years?
Since its inception, the Housing First model has evolved to include a variety of supportive services
tailored to individual needs, such as mental health care, substance abuse treatment, and job
training. It has gained recognition as an effective strategy for reducing homelessness and improving
quality of life for vulnerable populations.

What evidence supports the effectiveness of the Housing First
model?
Numerous studies have shown that the Housing First model significantly reduces homelessness,
improves housing stability, and enhances overall well-being. Research has indicated that
participants in Housing First programs are more likely to remain housed compared to those in
traditional models that require compliance with treatment before housing.



How has the Housing First model influenced policies on
homelessness today?
The success of the Housing First model has led to its adoption in many cities and countries
worldwide, influencing public policies that prioritize housing solutions over temporary shelters. It
has reshaped approaches to homelessness, emphasizing the importance of permanent housing as a
foundational step toward recovery and social reintegration.
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