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Introduction
The Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) and public housing programs offer key opportunities for people experiencing 

homelessness to achieve long-term housing stability. These programs administered by public housing agencies (PHAs) 

are the largest sources of federal housing assistance for households with extremely low incomes. Traditionally, PHAs 

have operated separately from the HUD-funded homeless assistance programs administered by local Continuums 

of Care (CoCs), and people experiencing homelessness have often found it challenging to use PHA programs. 

Increasingly, however, PHAs have become central players in community efforts to reduce homelessness. In 2013, HUD 

issued Notice 2013-15, Guidance on Housing Individuals and Families Experiencing Homelessness through the Public 
Housing and Housing Choice Voucher programs. This notice details some strategies and approaches that PHAs can 

implement to provide increased housing opportunities to households experiencing homelessness through the HCV 

and public housing programs. 

To provide further guidance on how PHAs can help people experiencing homelessness, including how to strengthen 

their collaborations with the local CoC, HUD developed the guidebook How PHAs Can Assist People Experiencing 
Homelessness.

The guidebook is intended for multiple stakeholders including:

• PHA leadership, who have responsibility for deciding how to prioritize and allocate the HCV and public housing

program resources;

• PHA intake workers and other direct service staff, who are responsible for helping people experiencing homelessness

apply to the HCV and public housing programs and take the steps needed to move into housing units; and

• CoC leadership, who can advocate for people experiencing homelessness and look for additional opportunities to

expand their access to affordable housing.

• Partner organizations within the CoC-led homeless services system, whose staff can learn about best practices in

working with PHAs.

This guidebook is evidence-based, drawing from conversations with PHA leadership and intake staff in seven PHAs 

and their local CoC counterparts to understand best practices. The guidebook offers promising practices and detailed 

examples of how PHAs can use their HCV and public housing programs to help people experiencing homelessness. 

PHAs are a key component in the continuum of housing and service supports available to households experiencing 

homelessness, providing long-term subsidies to help people to leave homelessness and reduce the crisis of 

homelessness in a community.

To enhance accessibility and ease of use, the document is organized into five subject guides:

• Focusing on Homelessness: Collaboration between PHAs and CoCs

• Establishing Waiting List Preferences and Programs Specifically for People Experiencing Homelessness

• Using Coordinated Entry to Identify People Experiencing Homelessness for Housing Assistance

• Helping People Experiencing Homelessness Navigate the PHA Application Process

• Assisting People Experiencing Homelessness Through the Lease-Up Process

Each guide contains best practices that PHAs may consider adopting or adapting for their own use. Best practices are 

highlighted in textboxes with this icon  

The guides also include examples that detail how other PHAs approach serving people experiencing homelessness. 

PHAs examples are outlined in a blue text box for easy reference. 

https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/PIH2013-15.PDF
https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/PIH2013-15.PDF
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Strategies-to-Assist-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Guidebook.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Strategies-to-Assist-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Guidebook.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Focusing-on-Homelessness-Collaboration-between-PHAs-and-CoCs.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Establishing-Waiting-List-Preferences-and-Programs-Specifically-for-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Using-Coordinated-Entry-to-Identify-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-for-Housing-Assistance.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Assisting-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Through-the-Lease-Up-Process.pdf
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Helping People Experiencing Homelessness Access the HCV and Public 
Housing Programs

The process map illustrates how PHAs can work with CoCs to help households experiencing homelessness access their 

HCV and public housing programs and obtain long-term housing assistance that will help them remain stably housed. 

Sections of this graphic are highlighted in the individual subject guides.

The Path from Homelessness to PHA Assistance
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Glossary of Key Terms
Throughout the guides, there are numerous program names and terms specific to PHAs and CoCs. This glossary 

provides definitions for these key concepts.

• Coordinated Entry (CE) System: A centralized system for assessing the needs and program eligibility of people 

experiencing homelessness and determining priorities for linking them to the housing programs for formerly 

homeless people that are available in the community.

• Continuum of Care (CoC): A regional or local planning body required by the HUD to organize and deliver housing 

and services to meet the specific needs of people who are homeless as they move to stable housing. CoC refers to the 

system for coordinating programs that address and prevent homelessness within a geographic region.

• Homeless Management Information System (HMIS): A local information technology system that collects client-

level data and data on the provision of housing and supportive services to individuals and families currently 

or at-risk of experiencing homelessness. Each CoC operates a HMIS that complies with HUD’s data collection, 

management, and reporting standards.

• Housing Choice Voucher (HCV): Sometimes referred to as Section 8 based on the regulations the program comes 

from, the HCV program is HUD’s largest rental assistance program for low-income households. PHAs pay a share of 

the rent linked to the household’s income for a unit the household locates in the private rental market. The unit must 

meet minimum health and safety standards, and the landlord must agree to a rent within program guidelines.

• Moving On Program: A collaborative program between a CoC and PHA that identifies people living in permanent

supportive housing who no longer need the intensive services offered to PSH residents but who need ongoing

rental assistance to maintain their housing. Households in this program are transitioned from PSH into mainstream

subsidized housing such as the Housing Choice Voucher program, public housing, or HUD multifamily assisted

housing developments.

• Moving to Work (MTW): Moving to Work is a demonstration program under which some PHAs are given the

authority to waive standard program rules for the HCV and public housing programs and to merge the HUD funding

streams that support these programs.

• Permanent supportive housing (PSH): An intervention that pairs housing assistance with voluntary supportive 

behavioral health and other supportive services to help people with disabilities who have had chronic patterns of 

homelessness. The services are designed to help people maintain housing stability and are tailored to the changing 

needs of the residents.

• Public Housing program: One of HUD’s rental assistance programs, the public housing program provides 

affordable rental housing to low-income households, including people with disabilities, the elderly, and families. 

Public housing units, which can vary in size and type of unit, are owned and operated by local public housing 

agencies. Residents of public housing pay approximately 30 percent of their income for rent. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Public Housing Agencies (PHAs) are a critical part of community efforts to end homelessness. While 
Continuums of Care (CoCs)1 manage federal resources for assisting individuals and families experiencing 
homelessness, PHAs can provide long-term subsidies that keep people from cycling back to emergency 
shelters or the street. The largest resources managed by PHAs are the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) 
and Public Housing programs. By using these programs strategically, in collaboration with CoCs, PHAs 
can help their communities reduce and ultimately end homelessness. Collaboration between PHAs and 
CoCs is critical. HUD has observed that “communities that have been most successful in working toward 
ending homelessness are those where PHAs are working directly with homeless service providers, the local 
CoC, and local VA officials.”2 This goes beyond the PHA making commitments to provide HCV or public 
housing units. People experiencing homelessness may face challenges in using PHA programs successfully. 
By partnering with CoCs, PHAs can gain access to supports and services that help people experiencing 
homelessness apply for PHA programs, move into permanent housing units, and stay there as long as 
needed to prevent a return to homelessness. 

Currently, CoCs report on their annual Notice of Funding Opportunity about whether they collaborate with 
their local PHA(s). The new Emergency Housing Voucher (EHV) program funded through the American 
Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) goes further, requiring that PHAs sign memoranda of understanding (MOU) with 
their local CoC and rely on the CoC to refer people experiencing homelessness to the PHA to use the 
vouchers.3

Many PHAs already have well-established relationships with their local CoC. These relationships often 
focus on providing permanent supportive housing (PSH) for people with disabling conditions who need 
both long-term housing subsidies and supportive services. For PSH projects, the PHA provides a voucher 
that provides rental assistance for the PSH and makes it affordable. The CoC provides or coordinates the 
accompanying supportive services, sometimes supplemented by services offered by the health system or 
another source. Partnerships also may have formed when the CoC approached the PHA to request that it 
provide housing assistance for a specific group of people experiencing homelessness. (See Establishing 
Waiting List Preferences and Programs Specifically for People Experiencing Homelessness for more 
information how PHAs establish preferences for people experiencing homelessness in the HCV or Public 
Housing programs.) 

Sometimes multiple PHAs collaborate with a single CoC. This may happen if a CoC covers a large 
metropolitan area with several PHAs or is a statewide or Balance of State (BoS) CoC. Bringing in all the 
PHAs in the CoC’s jurisdiction can expand the resources available to help reduce homelessness across 
the region or the state. This subject guide suggests several strategies for building and strengthening 
the relationships between PHAs and CoCs. The guide includes some examples of current practices 
being implemented by PHAs and CoCs to coordinate their work as part of a community’s effort to end 
homelessness.

1  A Continuum of Care (CoC) is a regional or local planning body required by HUD to coordinate homelessness assistance for people 
experiencing homelessness in a specific geographical area. 

2  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. CoC and PHA Collaboration: Strategies for CoCs to Start the Partnership 
Conversation. May 2015. https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/4486/coc-and-pha-collaboration-strategies-for-cocs-to-start-the-
partnership-conversation/

3  U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. Notice PIH-2021-15 (HA). May 2021. https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/
documents/PIH2021-15.pdf

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Establishing-Waiting-List-Preferences-and-Programs-Specifically-for-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Establishing-Waiting-List-Preferences-and-Programs-Specifically-for-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/4486/coc-and-pha-collaboration-strategies-for-cocs-to-start-the-partnership-conversation/
https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/4486/coc-and-pha-collaboration-strategies-for-cocs-to-start-the-partnership-conversation/
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/PIH2021-15.pdf 
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/PIH2021-15.pdf 
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PHAs and CoCs Can Both Benefit from Coordinating their Work

Working together, PHAs and CoCs can plan strategies to 

address the needs of people experiencing homelessness 

in their community, including subpopulations such as 

families with children and people with disabilities. Each 

organization can benefit from the expertise developed by 

the other.

The CoC can help the PHA: 

PHA-CoC Coordination Challenges

Challenges to establishing strong coordination include: 

• Separate program funding and regulations

• Limited staff training and capacity to assume

additional responsibilities

• Varied reporting requirements and systems

• Expand expertise on best practices for helping people 
experiencing homelessness use housing programs. CoCs and their homeless service providers have extensive

knowledge about the challenges faced by people experiencing homelessness in using PHA programs. CoC staff 

can identify ways that PHA staff can help people experiencing homelessness through the application process. Case 

managers from homeless programs may be able to help households search for housing in which to use a voucher. That

may include help identifying potential units, providing transportation to view units, and talking to landlords. 

• Efficiently and equitably identify applicants for programs that are limited to serving people experiencing 
homelessness or give them priority. PHAs use the CoC’s Coordinated Entry (CE) system to identify people

experiencing homelessness and prioritize them for HCVs or public housing.

EXAMPLE: In 1989, three PHAs (Fargo Housing in Fargo, North Dakota; Moorhead Public Housing Agency in

Moorhead, Minnesota; and Clay County Housing and Redevelopment Authority in Dilworth, Minnesota) and 

two CoCs (West Central Minnesota CoC and the North Dakota Balance of State CoC), founded the Fargo-

Moorhead Coalition to End Homelessness. At that time, the region had one of the highest rates of homelessness 

in the nation. The coalition of 60 service providers allows PHAs, CoCs, service providers, faith-based groups, and 

community members to communicate and share resources, including joint prioritization, “By-Name” lists of 

those who need housing, and a community-designed housing navigator program. The coalition also administers 

a Landlord Risk Mitigation Fund (described in more detail in Assisting People Experiencing Homelessness 

Through the Lease-Up Process) and facilitates the local CE implementation. Leadership from the Fargo-Moorhead 

Coalition to End Homelessness explained that Fargo Housing has been a strong partner to both the North Dakota 

and West Central Minnesota CoCs and the Coalition, supporting the region’s CE system’s implementation as well 

as homeless provider staff.  

• Document homelessness status. The CoC can provide documentation of a household’s homeless status when

a PHA needs to verify the homelessness that makes a household eligible or prioritized for a program. (Please see

Using Coordinated Entry to Identify People Experiencing Homelessness for Housing Assistance for more detailed

information on PHAs using Coordinated Entry.)

• Locate people experiencing homelessness. Without a consistent mailing address, people experiencing

homelessness may struggle to keep in contact with the PHA in order to receive updates about their position on the

waitlist or their application status. Case managers at homeless service providers may have better information on

where people are located.

• Ensure households have necessary documentation. Case managers from homeless assistance programs can help

households applying to the HCV or Public Housing programs gather the necessary documentation to complete their

applications. (Please see Helping People Experiencing Homelessness Navigate the PHA Application Process for more

detailed information about the application process.)

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Assisting-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Through-the-Lease-Up-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Assisting-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Through-the-Lease-Up-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Using-Coordinated-Entry-to-Identify-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-for-Housing-Assistance.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
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• Share landlord networks for market-rate units. CoC-operated rapid re-housing programs and PHA-operated HCV

programs both need to recruit landlords. PHAs and rapid re-housing programs can share information on potential

landlords, as well as the types of incentives that entice landlords to accept people from each of their programs.

• Provide case management assistance to voucher holders during the application and lease up process. People

experiencing homelessness often need significant support to complete the HCV and public housing application

process and the subsequent HCV lease up process. In some CoCs, case managers from homeless service providers

continue to support their participants during these processes. (For more discussion of these topics, please

see Helping People Experiencing Homelessness Navigate the PHA Application Process and Assisting People

Experiencing Homelessness Through the Lease-Up Process.)

Help cities and states more quickly respond to disasters. The CoC can identify and prioritize people who are 

displaced and experiencing homelessness after a disaster for housing assistance offered by the PHA, including the 

HCV and public housing programs. The PHA can help the CoC:

• Expand access to long-term housing subsidies. Partnering with PHAs can create a bridge to long-term permanent

housing for households that do not have enough income to afford housing upon leaving short-or medium-term

assistance programs such as emergency shelter and rapid re-housing. Transitioning people to longer-term housing

assistance can help them remain stably housed and not return to homelessness.

• Share strategies for housing search assistance and recruiting landlords. For the HCV program, PHAs have

developed strategies for landlord outreach and strategies for incentivizing landlords to participate in the HCV

program. These strategies could be useful for CoC-funded rapid re-housing programs that also utilize market-rate

rental units.

• Pair PHA subsidies with CoC resources to secure the development of a project-based PSH or other permanent 
housing. Some permanent housing for people experiencing homelessness requires pairing PHA subsidies with

capital funding to develop a property. By providing rental subsidies, the PHA may help the CoC and its partners

gain access to Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) capital subsidies, HOME Investment Partnership (HOME)

funds, or other state or local housing development resources. The additional funding for the HOME program in the

American Recovery Plan is directed toward ending homelessness and will require new or enhanced relationships

among the PHA, the CoC, and the city or state agency that serves as the Participating Jurisdiction (PJ) that

administers that HOME program. If the CoC and the PHA do not already have relationships with that agency or

the agency that allocates LIHTC, they should try to develop those connections. By accessing resources beyond the

homeless assistance funds under its control, the CoC will be able to serve more people experiencing homelessness.

EXAMPLE: MaineHousing, a statewide PHA and state housing agency created by the state legislature, has an

extensive role in responding to homelessness. In addition to operating the state’s HCV program, MaineHousing 

is the statewide CoC and operates the HMIS and the Maine Statewide Homeless Council. MaineHousing also is 

the HOME Participating Jurisdiction and allocates the state’s Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. 

To ensure coordination across these various responsibilities, MaineHousing has a special Homeless Initiatives 

Department. This department oversees several programs that help people experiencing homelessness access 

housing. The Emergency Shelter and Housing Assistance Program (ESHAP) funds emergency shelters across the 

state. The Stability Through Engagement Program (STEP) program provides 6 to 12 months of short-term rental 

assistance. By overseeing multiple programs that can assist people experiencing homelessness, MaineHousing is 

able to finance permanent supportive housing development and operations and can offer people experiencing 

homelessness different types of housing assistance and build linkages between the programs.

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Assisting-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Through-the-Lease-Up-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Assisting-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Through-the-Lease-Up-Process.pdf
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PHAs and CoCs Can Build Their Partnerships Both Formally and Informally

PHAs can use multiple approaches to build both formal 

and informal relationships with their local CoC. They can: BEST PRACTICE 

PHA staff should serve on the CoC board or 

steering committees. This allows PHA staff 

to participate in CoC decision-making and stay up to 

date on the CoC’s prioritization of people for long-term 

housing assistance.

• Establish a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU).
PHAs can enter into formal MOUs with CoCs that

detail specific roles for each organization in the

partnership. MOUs can be helpful for establishing

longer-term partnerships that do not depend on the 

institutional knowledge of specific staff at the PHA or 

CoC. An example of an MOU can be found at the following link: Attachment 2 of the HUD Notice PIH 2021-15(HA) 

Emergency Housing Vouchers – Operating Requirements. 

• Include PHA as a partner in CoC’s governance. When CoCs write their governance charters, they can include PHAs

as standing members. This allows the CoC to engage and coordinate with the PHA over time.

EXAMPLE: Leadership of the Stark County Metropolitan Housing Authority serve on the CoC’s Board of

Directors, and another PHA staff member serves on the Coordinated Entry Committee. The Coordinated Entry 

Committee oversees the CoC’s CE system, which creates a centralized registry of any household requesting 

homeless services. In addition, the committee reviews the CoC’s standards for determining who is eligible 

and prioritized for assistance. The Committee is also responsible for monitoring the CE system and service 

prioritization tool for deficiencies and troubleshooting them. By participating in the Coordinated Entry 

Committee, PHA staff can better understand and shape how people experiencing homelessness receive referrals 

to the PHA. (For more information on PHA’s involvement in the coordinated entry process, please see Using 

Coordinated Entry to Identify People Experiencing Homelessness for Housing Assistance.)

EXAMPLE: In San Diego, the San Diego Housing Commission operates both as PHA and as the city department

that administers HOME and state and local housing resources. Staff from the Housing Commission also are 

very involved with the CoC, with the Commission’s executive director chairing the CoC board for a term. This 

interconnected leadership structure has been useful in facilitating strategic planning among the CoC, six 

regional PHAs, and the city. This strategic planning is illustrated in the City of San Diego Community Action 

Plan on Homelessness and its Interagency Implementation Team, which includes representation from the CoC 

collaborative applicant (Regional Task Force on the Homeless), the San Diego Housing Commission, the mayor’s 

office, and the City Council. 

• Participate in the CoC’s Homeless Management Information System (HMIS). When PHAs administer the

subsidies for PSH units funded through HUD’s CoC Program, they are required to enter information about tenants

into the CoC’s HMIS. (Formerly Shelter+Care, this PSH is now part of HUD’s homeless assistance called the CoC

program.) PHAs are encouraged to enter information about tenants in PSH funded through other sources, and some

PHAs report on vouchers dedicated to homeless households in HMIS. That helps the community better understand

how effective the different programs are at addressing homelessness allowing for system improvement.

https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/PIH2021-15.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Using-Coordinated-Entry-to-Identify-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-for-Housing-Assistance.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Using-Coordinated-Entry-to-Identify-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-for-Housing-Assistance.pdf
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PHAs Can Expedite the Move-In Process for People Experiencing 
Homelessness

The relationship between the PHA and the CoC can also be informal. Staff at each entity can build relationships with 

the other through regular but informal sharing of information. Strategies to promote these informal relationships 

include:

• PHA staff participating in CoC prioritization meetings. This collaboration between CoC staff, homeless providers,

and PHA staff allows them to share information about what types of homeless households would likely benefit from

transitioning to the HCV or Public Housing program.

EXAMPLE: PHA staff from the Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA) attend the Austin/Travis County

CoC’s weekly “By-Name” list meeting at which people experiencing homelessness are prioritized for housing 

assistance based on their needs. PHA staff participation helps ensure that the PHA’s preferences for people 

experiencing homelessness are applied correctly and also gives the PHA staff and case managers an opportunity 

to discuss which households may be missing documents necessary to complete the PHA application. This 

collaboration facilitates a smoother application process in which all parties are aware of where each applicant is in 

the process and can address specific issues such as missing documents when they arise.

• PHA staff participating in homeless services providers’ weekly case conferencing meetings. By participating in

these meetings, PHA intake staff can gain insight into potential challenges households may face in the application

and housing search processes and how adjusting PHA requirements or processes may be able to minimize

challenges.

• CoC staff receiving training on PHA policies and procedures. PHAs can provide direct training to homeless

provider staff to ensure that they understand the HCV and public housing application process and how best to

support people experiencing homelessness as they navigate this process. Since there is often regular staff turnover

among CoC and homeless services provider staff, it is good to offer this training on a regular basis to ensure that all

staff understand the PHA requirements.

EXAMPLE: Staff from the Stark County Metropolitan Housing Authority provide annual training through the CoC

to local homeless service provider staff on the eligibility requirements and application process for their HCV and 

Public Housing programs. These trainings ensure that shelter staff are up to date on PHA policies and procedures 

so that people experiencing homelessness are set up for success in navigating the PHA application process and can 

successfully apply for assistance from the PHA.

• Assigning a designated PHA staff person to coordinate with the CoC. To help facilitate relationships between

CoC and PHA staff and better coordinate their efforts in helping households, some PHAs create a homelessness-

focused division or designate a staff position to serve as a liaison or coordinator between the PHA and the CoC. This

dedicated staffing can help ensure regular communication and knowledge sharing between the two organizations.

EXAMPLES: In Austin, the Director of Intake and Special Programs also takes the lead in coordinating with the

CoC and has strong working relationships with CoC staff. At the Stark Metropolitan Housing Authority, the 

staff person overseeing the PHA’s permanent supportive housing grants built a strong relationship with the CoC, 

attending weekly by-name meetings and serving on several subcommittees.
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PHAs and CoCs May Work Together on a Strategy for Moving On from 
Permanent Supportive Housing

Once PHAs and CoCs establish an ongoing working 

relationship and regular communication, they may 

consider partnering to implement a Moving On strategy. 

A Moving On strategy focuses on transitioning people in 

PSH who no longer need intensive supportive services 

to receiving an ongoing rental subsidy without services.  

The available PSH units then can serve additional people 

experiencing homelessness that need a greater level of 

support to remain housed. These ongoing rental subsidies 

can be provided by the PHA through the HCV or Public 

Housing program. 

Often, Moving On initiatives build from existing formal or 

informal PHA and CoC relationships. However, a formal 

MOU is helpful, outlining the roles and responsibilities of 

each organization. For example, to implement a Moving 

On strategy, the PHA needs to commit to a certain number of vouchers or public housing units and the timeframe of 

their availability. The CoC needs to provide information to the PHA for planning purposes about the potential number 

of participants anticipated to be positioned for Moving On and the mechanism for referring specific participants over 

the course of a year. 

EXAMPLE: San Diego Housing Commission operates a Moving On program in coordination with the San Diego

City CoC. After seeing best practices about the practice and the success of similar practices in the HUD Veterans 

Affairs Supportive Housing (HUD-VASH) program, Housing Commission staff wanted to begin a similar program 

to move people in permanent supportive housing into the HCV program once they no longer need the supportive 

services. Case managers at the local PSH programs identify participants that have been stably housed for two 

or more years and do not need ongoing supportive service. While San Diego’s program has a small number of 

dedicated vouchers for Moving On, PHA staff like to have it as an option when people in permanent supportive 

housing are ready for their next step.

BEST PRACTICE 

To have a successful Moving On program, 

an appropriate number of vouchers or public 

housing units must be dedicated to the program 

and these slots need to be utilized. To ensure this 

utilization, the CoC or housing service provider must 

have a mechanism to identify and refer PSH residents’ 

readiness for Moving On (i.e., paying rent on time, 

agreeing to end supportive services, recent history 

of good tenancy). Without this mechanism, units 

committed by the PHA may remain unoccupied. If not 

enough units are committed, the Moving On program 

will remain limited. 

For more information on how a PHA can implement a Moving On initiative, please review the Public Housing Agency 

Moving On How-To Guide.

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Moving-On-How-To-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Moving-On-How-To-Guide.pdf
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Collaboration between Partners for Home and Atlanta Housing to Serve Households 
Experiencing Homelessness through the HCV Program

Partners for HOME (the nonprofit that manages the Atlanta, GA CoC) and Atlanta Housing (Atlanta’s PHA) work 

together to help people experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness use long-term housing subsides. Their 

partnership is formerly structured in the CoC Governance Charter, and the PHA is a designated member of the CoC 

Governing Board. Multiple informal relationships also allow for these two organizations to benefit from this established 

coordination.

Atlanta Housing operates nine special voucher housing programs, collectively known as HAVEN, that use HCVs that 

are dedicated to people experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness. Participants receive referrals to HAVEN 

through the Partners for HOME’s CE system or through the VA, DFCS, and Atlanta Public Schools. Six (that are referred 

through the CE system) of the nine programs have a homeless service provider partner that provides case management 

funded with CoC Program grants to the HAVEN program participant. Atlanta Housing has a program manager for HAVEN 

that works collaboratively with the Atlanta CoC. Administering the HAVEN program involves significant coordination 

between the PHA and the CoC. The current program manager role has extensive knowledge of CoC practices and 

procedures, having previously worked for Partners for HOME.

Partners for HOME and Atlanta Housing also collaborate on a Moving On program. The Flexibility, Outcomes, Livability, 

Wellness (FLOW) program began with pilot of 100 vouchers in 2015, and 125 vouchers have been added every year (up 

to 2020) to respond to additional demand for Moving On resources. Partners for Home screens people currently living in 

PSH who would like to move for eligibility for the FLOW program—include having income, demonstrating stabilization 

with case management, and being a good neighbor. A PSH resident who qualifies for FLOW then works with a FLOW 

case manager for the eligibility, unit selection, and lease up processes. FLOW participants receive “light touch” quarterly 

case management for one year, through their first HCV annual recertification process.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Atlanta Housing and the CoC deepened their collaboration. They began regular 

meetings with high-level representatives from the City of Atlanta and other key partners to address systemic barriers to 

housing. These meetings allow leadership from all partner organizations in Atlanta to convene the appropriate people to 

solve challenges to help voucher holders to lease housing units in the private market as fast as possible.

https://partnersforhome.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/CoC-December-2020-Charter.pdf
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

In many communities, PHAs have become an important part of the effort to reduce homelessness. 
Recognizing that homelessness is fundamentally a housing crisis, PHA leaders have developed policies 
for using their Housing Choice Voucher and public housing programs to help people leave homelessness 
and obtain permanent housing. A mechanism for implementing those policies is to establish a waiting list 
“preference” that prioritizes access to a PHA’s public housing units or its Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) 
program to serve people experiencing homelessness. HUD describes these preferences as either “general” 
or “limited.” A general preference puts anyone experiencing homelessness at or near the top of the 
waiting list. A limited preference provides a specified number of program slots to a group of households 
such as those referred from a partnering organization that works with people experiencing homelessness. 
Limited preferences carve out a defined number of vouchers or public housing units for the program, and 
PHAs sometimes characterize them in discussions with partners as set-asides. Both types of preferences 
are established in public-facing PHA documents: the Admission and Continued Occupancy Plan (ACOP) 
for public housing and the Administrative Plan for HCV. Preferences are optional. A PHA may choose to 
have no preferences but instead select households only by the date and time the household applied for 
assistance. 

This guide provides examples of how PHAs are using waiting list preferences to support the community’s 
effort to reduce homelessness. Some PHAs provide an absolute preference for people experiencing 
homelessness, others specify the percentage of their HCV or public housing program dedicated to this 
purpose, while others support specific programs by offering a homeless service provider a defined number 
of units of housing assistance. 

Background on Setting Priorities for the Use of Federal Housing Assistance 
Because federal housing assistance has budget limitations that prevent it from serving all eligible households, the 

programs must operate through waiting lists that often are very long. To ensure that people with the greatest needs 

were served by housing programs, Congress established “federal” preferences in the early 1980s: households displaced 

by public action, paying more than half their income for rent, or in severely substandard housing were put at the 

top of waiting lists. People living in severely substandard housing included those with no housing—that is, people 

experiencing homelessness.  

In the late 1990s, Congress eliminated federal preferences, narrowed income eligibility for the voucher and public 

housing programs,1 and PHAs were given the authority to establish their own local preferences, with the proviso 

that those preferences are based on local housing needs and must not violate fair housing laws. With the crisis of 

homelessness becoming more evident, HUD encouraged PHAs to establish preferences that give priority to people 

experiencing homelessness. A survey of PHAs conducted in 2012 showed that 394 PHAs (10 percent) (with 10 

percent of all HCV and public housing units nationwide) had strong general preferences for people experiencing 

homelessness—that is, preferences that were likely to put people meeting that criteria at or close to the top of their 

waiting lists. Nine percent of PHAs (338) used limited preferences, but they were among the largest PHAs and 

administered 36 percent of all PHA units (both HCV and public housing).2 In the following years, an increasing number 

1 Minimum numbers of households were required to have extremely low incomes at admission. The changes to income targeting and 
preferences were part of the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998. https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/DOC_8927.PDF 

2 Lauren Dunton et al., Study of PHAs’ Efforts to Serve People Experiencing Homelessness. (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development, 2014). Accessed at: https://www.huduser.gov/portal/publications/pdf/pha_homelessness.pdf 

https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/DOC_8927.PDF
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/publications/pdf/pha_homelessness.pdf
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of PHAs have changed their policies to help people experiencing homelessness. Te following sections describe best 

practices that have evolved over time and provide some examples of PHAs that are implementing them. 

PHAs received allocations of Emergency Housing Vouchers (EHVs) in May of 2021. Tese vouchers are targeted to 

addressing homelessness, and PHAs had to determine how to use these new vouchers strategically in combination 

with the resources they have already dedicated to helping their communities reduce homelessness. Because of the 

statutory restrictions on the households that may use EHVs, this new program did not require revisions to PHAs’ 

preference systems. However, plans for the use of EHVs may help PHAs decide how to use their preference systems to 

address homelessness. 

Some PHAs Put All People Experiencing Homelessness at the Top of Their 
Waiting Lists 

Many PHAs use general preferences to provide some level of priority for people experiencing homelessness. Te PHA’s 

preferences may mirror the former federal preferences, giving people experiencing homelessness the same priority 

as housed households with severe rent burdens or in physically substandard units. Other PHAs have more narrowly 

focused general preferences that put people experiencing homelessness at the top of their waiting lists above those 

with severe rent burdens or in physically substandard units. 

Best practice: Implement narrow preferences to assist people experiencing homelessness. If implementing a 

general preference, PHAs should make it narrow enough that it provides a real advantage to people experiencing 

homelessness. If people experiencing homelessness have the same priority as a large high-needs group, such as 

households with severe rent burdens, an individual or family experiencing homelessness may not gain access to 

housing assistance immediately. Alternatively, the preference can be exclusively for people experiencing homelessness 

or can be shared with a small group of other people in crisis such as those feeing intimate partner violence, in which 

case the preference may be more meaningful. 

Best practice: A community with a severe homelessness crisis should consider implementing an absolute 
preference for people experiencing homelessness. PHA leadership may be reluctant to provide a general preference 

for people experiencing homelessness that, in efect, may deny or signifcantly delay assistance to other people who 

are on long waiting lists. However, the crisis of homelessness is so severe in some communities that PHAs are willing 

to prioritize it above other populations. To overcome reluctance, PHAs should consider implementing a general 

preference for people experiencing homelessness for a set time period. 

EXAMPLE: In 2016, the Los Angeles County 
Development Agency (LACDA), a large PHA 

that operates across Los Angeles County 

decided to dedicate all of its turnover in the 

HCV program to addressing the homelessness 

crisis in the Los Angeles region. To qualify for 

the homelessness preference, the household 

must be referred by the CoC’s coordinated 

entry system or one of the homeless 

services providers with which LACDA has a 

memorandum of understanding (MOU).3 

BEST PRACTICE 

Consider referrals from the CoC rather than self-

identification of people on the waiting list to find 

people who qualify for a preference. Using the waiting list to 

identify people experiencing homelessness can be challenging. 

A household may become homeless or exit homelessness while 

they are on the waiting list. For households on the waiting list 

currently experiencing homelessness, their contact information 

may change while they are staying in different locations or have 

different phone numbers. 

https://www.lacda.org/docs/librariesprovider25/public-documents/annual-plan-for-fiscal-year-2021-22.pdf?sfvrsn=934e67bc_0 3 

https://www.lacda.org/docs/librariesprovider25/public-documents/annual-plan-for-fiscal-year-2021-22.pdf?sfvrsn=934e67bc_0
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EXAMPLE: At one point, MaineHousing, a statewide PHA, had a waiting list preference for people who identifed

themselves as homeless when they applied for assistance. People experiencing homelessness received points that 

gave them a higher priority on the waiting list. However, by the time admissions staf went through the process of 

documenting that the household qualifed for a preference for a newly available voucher (by reaching out to the 

homeless services system and others in the community who might help located the household), the household’s 

situation might have changed, or the household could not be located. Terefore, MaineHousing moved away from 

a general preference and instead established a partnership with homeless service providers that gives waiting list 

priority for vouchers to people staying in emergency shelters that have been referred by the partnering service 

providers. 

Other PHAs Specify the Portion of Their Programs They Have Committed 
to Servicing People Experiencing Homelessness

Some PHAs are willing to devote a substantial portion of 

their resources to addressing the crisis of homelessness 

but want to preserve some vouchers or public housing 

units for other families, people with disabilities, and elderly 

households. Tey can do that by specifying the percentage 

of newly issued vouchers or public housing vacancies that 

will be ofered to people experiencing homelessness. 

EXAMPLE: Te Housing Authority of the City of 
Austin (HACA) has specifed that 25 percent of its HCV 

program serve households experiencing homelessness 

and has opened its waiting list, otherwise closed since 

2018, only for this group. HACA staf convinced their 

Board that this was a good policy, given the levels of 

homelessness in the community. When flling turnover 

vacancies in the HCV program, the voucher admissions director contacts the CoC, and the CoC looks at the list 

of those who have gone through the coordinated entry process and sends an appropriate number of households 

to the PHA (see Using Coordinated Entry to Identify People Experiencing Homelessness for Housing Assistance 

for more information on PHAs using the coordinated entry process). Initially, HACA had a cap of no more than 

100 vouchers per year. When 25 percent of turnover rarely reached that cap, the PHA decided no cap was needed. 

Another change negotiated with the CoC is that the 25 percent ceiling applies to leased-up vouchers and not to 

issued vouchers (a smaller number, given that not every household succeeds in using a voucher). Vouchers used 

for HACA’s Moving On program—that is, households issued regular vouchers because they no longer need the 

intensive services associated with permanent supportive housing—are part of the 25 percent preference. 

BEST PRACTICE 

PHA staff can meet with the local CoC and 

other stakeholders to explore how the HCV 

and public housing programs might help reduce 

homelessness in the community. The PHA may 

consider the other needs for affordable housing among 

people with extremely low incomes. For example, 

does the community have a substantial supply of 

senior housing as well as public housing designated 

for elderly residents? PHA staff can then discuss with 

their Board of Directors what percentage of the HCV or 

public housing program should be reserved for people 

experiencing homelessness. 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Using-Coordinated-Entry-to-Identify-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-for-Housing-Assistance.pdf
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EXAMPLE: MaineHousing has a statewide jurisdiction that overlaps with several local PHAs.4 MaineHousing has

considered ending homelessness an important part of its mission since the early 1990s. After 2010, MaineHousing 

ended a point-based general preference for people experiencing homelessness and instead specifed that 60 

percent of the PHA’s available vouchers will go to the clients in emergency shelters or to people who still cannot 

pay the rent after completing the state’s rapid re-housing program. Each shelter that has a staf person charged 

with helping people fnd housing (a “housing navigator” funded through the state’s Emergency Solutions 

Grant, ESG) is given application packages for four households at a time to begin the housing search process. 

MaineHousing also has agreements with some shelters that do not receive ESG funding. When a household 

staying in an emergency shelter fnds a housing unit, the household completes the PHA application process and is 

issued a voucher.  

EXAMPLE: In 2012, Fargo Housing started to provide up to 10 percent of its HCV program for people experiencing

homelessness who were referred by the local coordinated entry system managed by the Fargo-Moorhead Coalition 

to End Homelessness. According to the PHA staf, sometimes they exceed the 10 percent of vouchers dedicated for 

people experiencing homelessness. 

Many PHAs Support Programs that Serve Particular Types of Individuals or 
Families Experiencing Homelessness or Project-base Some of Their Housing 
Choice Vouchers 

Te limited preferences of vouchers provided by PHAs are often for a program that serves a specifc population or 

operates a property that provides permanent supportive 

housing and needs rent subsidies to cover its operating 

costs. When the PHA has MTW authority, it may provide a 

portion of the program’s funding rather than setting aside 

regular HCVs.  

EXAMPLE: Atlanta Housing has a group of

programs dedicated to serving people experiencing 

homelessness. Collectively known as the HAVEN 

programs, each one receives a specifc number of 

tenant-based or project-based vouchers. Some of these 

programs use special allocations of HCV—for example, 

the Family Unifcation Program (FUP) and HUD-VASH. 

But most use regular vouchers—for example, a Moving On program called FLOW for formerly homeless residents 

of permanent supportive housing (PSH) who no longer need extensive support services. Atlanta Housing also 

has provided project-based vouchers to pay for the operating costs of properties that provide PSH. While Atlanta 

Housing is an MTW agency, these programs do not depend on MTW authority but instead use regular HCVs. 

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can work with their CoC to identify 

programs that aim to reduce or prevent 

homelessness for particular groups of vulnerable 

people that could be expanded or strengthened by the 

addition of PHA resources. PHAs also should consider 

whether their public housing or HCV program is a good 

fit for a specific program. If the answer is yes, PHA staff 

should work with the CoC or the service provider to 

determine a reasonable, set number of units. 

Through voucher portability agreements and a universal application. 4 
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EXAMPLE: Te Minneapolis Public Housing Authority (MPHA) has several special programs addressing

homelessness. In the largest of these programs, MPHA provides rental assistance to up to 300 families referred 

by local public schools because of their imminent risk of homelessness. MPHA provides 40 percent of the 

funding, and the City of Minneapolis provides 60 percent. Tese are not HCVs, but instead MPHA uses its MTW 

funding fexibility to provide its share of the funding. MPHA also has two small ex-ofender reentry programs 

intended to prevent men from becoming homeless upon their release. Tese programs use sponsor-based 

vouchers administered by the service provider under a master lease. MPHA uses many of its HCVs as project-

based vouchers. One of the projects, Minnehaha Townhomes, has 10 units reserved for households experiencing 

homelessness referred through the CoC’s coordinated entry system. MPHA also provides 20 vouchers to the 

Hennepin County CoC for people currently housed in hotels on an emergency basis.  

EXAMPLE: Te San Diego Housing Commission (SDHC) has committed 780 tenant-based vouchers to a

partnership with the County behavioral health agency which contracts with mental health providers to provide 

case management at the Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) level. SDHC also provides project-based vouchers 

to support PSH developments that receive referrals from the San Diego Regional Continuum of Care’s coordinated 

entry system. SDHC uses its MTW fexibility to waive the limitation on the amount of voucher funding that can be 

project-based. Te PHA’s goal is to eventually support 3,500 units of PSH. SDHC also has a Moving On program 

that uses tenant-based vouchers. 

EXAMPLE: Te Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles (HACLA) is another large PHA in the Los Angeles

region. Unlike the Los Angeles County Development Authority (LACDA), HACLA has not committed to use 

all turnover voucher units to address homelessness, HACLA has created substantial set number of vouchers for 

people leaving homelessness. As of January 2020, this limited preference included more than 4,000 tenant-based 

vouchers for people in emergency shelters, transitional housing, or living on the street and 500 vouchers for a 

partnership with the Los Angeles Unifed School District. Another 800 vouchers are designated for tenant-based 

PSH. Project-based vouchers from HACLA were currently in use for almost 5,000 units of PSH. Another 500 

vouchers were allocated to the Moving On program, and 500 vouchers to homeless veterans who are not eligible 

for Veterans Administration healthcare (and thus not eligible for the HUD-VASH program). HACLA is not an MTW 

agency and has implemented these set-asides under regular HCV program rules.5 

As shown in their administrative plans, many other PHAs without MTW authority also have set-asides for programs addressing 
homelessness. 

5 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

A coordinated entry (CE) system is a centralized approach to assessing the needs, vulnerability level, and 
program eligibility of people experiencing homelessness and linking them to available housing programs 
in the community using standardized assessment, prioritization, and referral processes.1 Continuums of 
Care (CoCs), the local planning bodies that organize and deliver housing and related services to people 
experiencing homelessness, are required by HUD to operate a CE system. Each CE system is unique. CoCs 
have flexibility to design CE processes and priorities that fit their local needs to respond to homelessness. 
CE processes help communities prioritize assistance based on households’ vulnerability and the severity 
of service needs to ensure that people who need assistance the most can receive it in a timely manner. 
HUD’s recent guidance instructs CoCs to prioritize their resources to people with higher levels of need and 
vulnerability over those with lower levels of need or vulnerability. Past efforts focused on serving people 
on a first-come, first-served basis or serving those more likely to succeed may not have been as equitable. 
Using CE to obtain referrals is a requirement for the Emergency Housing Vouchers funded through the 
American Recovery Plan (ARP).2

CE is intended to align homeless service providers across the CoC to work as a system to meet the needs 
of the entire community, rather than having each agency select its own clients. By design, CE aims to 
ensure fair and equitable access to all housing resources within a community, regardless of where and 
how a household shows up to ask for help or is persuaded by outreach workers to seek help. New HUD 
resources provide strategies for how CoCs can actively advance equity by using CE to remove barriers 
and maximize opportunities to access housing for people of color, people with disabilities, and LGBTQ+ 
individuals.3 

By participating in CE, the PHA extends the spectrum of housing supports that are available to people 
experiencing homelessness in its geographic region. This subject guide provides information on how 
PHAs can participate in and use the local CE system to identify people experiencing homelessness and 
refer them to their HCV and public housing programs. First, it explores how PHAs using the CE process for 
referrals can strengthen the relationship between the PHA and the CoC. Second, it discusses how using CE 
can simplify the PHA referral process and reduce the burden on PHA staff. Lastly, it highlights how CE can 
expedite the PHA application process for households experiencing homelessness. 

The graphic on the next page illustrates how a household experiencing homelessness can be referred via 
CE to the HCV and public housing programs. PHAs should connect with their local CoCs to understand 
their local CE design and operation (processes, tools, policies, and procedures), as every CE system is 
different. The process would likely include the following steps: 

1 For more information about coordinated entry implementation, please see the Coordinated Entry Core Elements guidance 
document on the HUD Exchange: https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Coordinated-Entry-Core-Elements.pdf. 
For more information about HUD’s coordinated entry requirements, please see HUD’s Notice CPD-17-01: Notice Establishing 
Additional Requirements for a Continuum of Care Centralized or Coordinated Assessment System

2 U.S. Department of Urban Development. Notice PIH 2021-15 (HA): Emergency Housing Voucher Operating Requirements. 
PIH2021-15 (hud.gov)

3 COVID-19 Homeless System Response: Advancing Racial Equity through Assessments and Prioritization. COVID-19 Homeless 
System Response: Advancing Racial Equity through Assessments and Prioritization (hudexchange.info)

https://www.hud.gov/sites/documents/17-01CPDN.PDF
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/COVID-19-Homeless-System-Response-Advancing-Racial-Equity-through-Assessments-and-Prioritization.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/COVID-19-Homeless-System-Response-Advancing-Racial-Equity-through-Assessments-and-Prioritization.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/racial-equity/#covid-19
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/fair_housing_equal_opp/disability_overview
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/resources-for-lgbt-homelessness/#resources-for-homeless-lgbtq-individuals-in-crisis
https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/resources-for-lgbt-homelessness/#resources-for-homeless-lgbtq-individuals-in-crisis
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Coordinated-Entry-Core-Elements.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/5208/notice-establishing-additional-requirements-for-a-continuum-of-care-centralized-or-coordinated-assessment-system/
https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/5208/notice-establishing-additional-requirements-for-a-continuum-of-care-centralized-or-coordinated-assessment-system/
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PIH/documents/PIH2021-15.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/COVID-19-Homeless-System-Response-Advancing-Racial-Equity-through-Assessments-and-Prioritization.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/COVID-19-Homeless-System-Response-Advancing-Racial-Equity-through-Assessments-and-Prioritization.pdf
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Public Housing 
Agency (PHA)

Continuum of Care 
(CoC) providers

Individual or family 
has a housing crisis 
or is persuaded to 

leave the street and 
enter housing

CoC staff completes 
standardized CE 

assessment process
Household is 

prioritized by CE for 
PHA assistance; 

CE completes referral 
to PHA intake staff

Access
Assessment

CE system prioritizes 
households based on 
assessment outcome

Prioritization
Referral/Placement

• A household experiencing homelessness requests help at a designated access point for homeless
assistance in the geographic region, such as emergency shelter, a call line, or an intake center. This may
be a “self-referral,” or a person staying in an unsheltered location may have been persuaded to seek
assistance by an outreach worker.

• A homeless services staff complete a standardized assessment (selected by the CoC) to determine 
eligibility and identify which homeless services and PHA programs are the best fit for the household. 

• If the household meets eligibility criteria and is a good candidate to receive long-term housing 
assistance, staff will prioritize the household to that type of assistance and make a referral to the PHA. 
Often, the housing services case manager will help the household complete the PHA application and 
gather the necessary personal documentation needed to support the application (see Helping People 
Experiencing Homelessness Navigate the PHA Application Process for more information on the PHA 
application process).

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
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Leveraging Coordinated Entry Reduces Burden for PHA 

Using the CE system to identify and refer people experiencing homelessness can reduce administrative burden on 

PHAs. The CE system can allow PHAs with limited preferences for people experiencing homelessness to receive 

referrals without having to update or open their existing waiting lists for the HCV and public housing programs. 

Once a household experiencing homelessness is referred to the PHA, PHA staff often work with the household’s case 

manager from the local homeless service provider during the application process. The referrals from CE occur quickly, 

so contact information for households experiencing homelessness is typically more accurate than for households who 

may have been on a PHA waiting list for many months or years. 

A key component of the CE process is using a standard assessment tool and process to determine a household’s need 

for housing assistance. HUD does not prescribe any specific tools or processes that CoCs should use. CoCs can choose 

to use different assessment tools for five distinct subpopulations, as long as they use the same assessment tool and 

process within each group: 

• Adult-only households (i.e., adults without children) experiencing homelessness

• Family households (i.e., adults accompanied by children) experiencing homelessness

• Unaccompanied youth (i.e., households with no one age 25 or older) experiencing homelessness

• Households fleeing domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault, stalking, or other dangerous or life-

threatening conditions

• Households at risk of homelessness4

CoCs also can use widely published or locally developed assessment tools, as long as they meet HUD’s requirements. 

CE systems use assessment tools to learn about a household’s needs and barriers to identifying and maintaining 

housing.  

By using CE for PHA referrals, people experiencing homelessness do not have to navigate the PHA eligibility and 

application process separately without the support of their case managers. Advantages for the PHA of using CE for 

referrals include:

• The ability to fill unit vacancies quickly. By accepting referrals from CE, PHAs can more quickly identify

households that are eligible and interested in receiving a Housing Choice voucher or a unit in public housing. PHA

staff regularly reports to the CE staff how many units or vouchers are currently available. Once PHA staff identifies

availability of housing, CE staff can identify households that match the eligibility criteria will be referred to the PHA

for a voucher or a unit.

• Eliminating need for documentation of homeless status. Using CE may eliminate the need to collect 

documentation of homeless status from applicants. Some CoCs combine their assessment process with their 

eligibility process through CE. In these instances, the CoC may already have documentation of the household’s 

homeless status that can be shared with the PHA. 

EXAMPLE: Partners for HOME, the nonprofit that manages the CoC in Atlanta, provides a certification letter

for households they refer to Atlanta Housing for housing assistance. The letter confirms that the household is 

currently experiencing homelessness and meets the eligibility requirements, as outlined by the CoC’s MOU 

agreement with Atlanta Housing. This letter enables PHA intake staff to begin quickly working with the household 

to finalize the application for housing assistance.

4 HUD defines a household at imminent risk of homelessness if the individual or family will lose their primary nighttime residence within 
14 days of the date of application for homeless assistance; no subsequent residence has been identified; and the household lacks the 
resources or support networks needed to obtain other permanent housing.

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/HomelessDefinition_RecordkeepingRequirementsandCriteria.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/5208/notice-establishing-additional-requirements-for-a-continuum-of-care-centralized-or-coordinated-assessment-system/
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How Can a PHA Participate in CE?
A PHA can participate in their local CoC’s CE system as 

a referral-receiving agency for any permanent housing 

they want to offer specifically to households experiencing 

homelessness—for example, HCVs, public housing, Non-

Elderly Disabled (NED) Vouchers, Family Unification 

Program (FUP) Vouchers, Emergency Housing Vouchers 

(EHVs), or permanent supportive housing (PSH)-funded 

through the CoC and supported by HCV. The PHA accepts 

CE system referrals of people experiencing homelessness 

who are eligible for and in need of the housing programs 

they offer. PHAs also can use the CoC’s CE system to 

identify households for any limited preferences they have 

for people experiencing homelessness. 

Using Coordinated Entry Builds a Relationship Between the Coc and PHA

Participating in the local CE system can help to build or strengthen an existing relationship between a PHA and the 

CoC. Many PHAs already participate in CE if they administer grants through the CoC program, such as grants formerly 

under the Shelter Plus Care program. PHAs do not need to use their waiting list to identify people for CoC-funded 

program enrollments. PHAs that already participate in CE for some grants could build on that that experience for 

referrals to the HCV and public housing programs and the new Emergency Housing Vouchers. 

EXAMPLE: The Fargo-Moorhead Coalition to End 
Homelessness operates the CE system for the region 

across two separate CoCs. This joint CE system across 

the two jurisdictions helps to ensure that resources are 

used equitably across the local geography that includes 

communities in both North Dakota and Minnesota. 

Households enter the system at the designated 

access point and are assessed using the Vulnerability 

Index-Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool 

(VI-SPDAT). The CE team meets every other week 

to identify upcoming openings in housing programs 

and case conference household assignments to the 

available housing assistance. If the PHA has units to 

occupy immediately under their limited homeless 

preference, PHA staff can request a recent CE report 

and identify a household to fill the opening. 

In addition to using the CE process to report on their 

program openings and receive referrals, PHA staff may 

also build relationships with staff at local homeless service 

providers who participate in the CE process.

BEST PRACTICE 

To ensure that people experiencing home-

lessness can access PHA programs, CoCs 

should specify that when PHAs administer subsides 

funded by HUD through the CoC Program that these 

units need to be filled using the CE process. PHAs also 

can document the requirement to use CE for the HCV 

or public housing programs in their PHA administrative 

plans. The new EHV program requires a memorandum 

of understanding (MOU) between the PHA and the 

CoC explaining how the referral process will work.

BEST PRACTICE 
Many CoCs keep a “by-name list” or “active 

list” of all clients assessed through the CE 

system and awaiting prioritization and referral to 

housing assistance that could meet their needs. 

If the PHA has a limited preference for people 

experiencing homelessness, they can document in their 

administrative plan that this prioritization will occur 

through CE. PHA and CoC staff may meet weekly to 

monthly for case conferences during which they discuss 

how to connect individuals and families on the list to 

upcoming vacancies or slots in housing programs and 

to other services they may need. PHA staff can ask to 

participate in the “by-name list” meetings or case 

conferencing that the CoC uses to discuss the needs of 

applicant households. By learning what CE staff and 

homeless service providers know about households, 

PHA intake workers have a better understanding of 

barriers that households may face in applying for PHA 

programs and can help them overcome these potential 

barriers.
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EXAMPLE: At Stark Metropolitan Housing Authority
in Canton, Ohio, one staff person is responsible for 

overseeing the PHA programs that are designated 

to serve households experiencing homelessness, 

including units supported by project-based Housing 

Choice Vouchers. The staff person attends the CoC’s 

weekly “by-name” meetings to relay how many 

vacancies are available for people experiencing 

homelessness in the PHA’s PSH programs and discuss which households may be a good fit for those vacancies. 

Households who are not on the PHA waiting list can be referred to the PHA via CE. Once a household is referred to 

the PHA, the staff person meets with the applicant to complete the PHA application process.

A structured relationship can improve communication between the CoC and PHA, establishing standardized channels 

of communication between dedicated staff that work together to assist households experiencing homelessness. 

PHA staff also can participate in the governance of the CoC to strengthen their involvement in CE. Many PHAs have 

their staff or leadership serve as a member of their local CoC’s Coordinated Entry Committee or other body responsible 

for creating CE policies and procedures and providing CE oversight. Through the CE committee, CoC and PHA staff can 

build relationships and think collectively about how to best serve people experiencing homelessness. These enhanced 

relationships can serve as a springboard for further collaboration between the two entities.

EXAMPLE: Atlanta Housing has a designated program manager for their HAVEN supportive housing programs,

which are targeted to households experiencing homelessness. The program manager engages actively with the 

CoC and is involved in the CE process. The program manager serves on multiple CoC committees and regularly 

meets with staff from the CoC and its service provider 

partners. The person who currently occupies this 

role previously worked for Partners for HOME, 

the nonprofit that manages the Atlanta CoC, as a 

Coordinated Entry Project Specialist. Her extensive 

experience with CE processes and procedures helped 

Atlanta Housing leverage CE as the referral mechanism 

for the HAVEN programs.

Using Coordinated Entry Can 
Expedite the Application Process

CE referrals can expedite the PHA application process 

for households experiencing homelessness. Participating 

in CE can facilitate the sharing of information from 

an individual or family’s intake assessment as well as 

from any time the household has spent in homeless 

services programs. This may include information about 

a household’s barriers to housing as well as personal 

documents that a homeless services case manager has 

helped the household obtain. (For more information about 

the PHA application process, please see Helping People 

Experiencing Homelessness Navigate the PHA Application 

Process).

BEST PRACTICE 

The PHA should assign specific staff to work 

with the CoC/CE staff. This designated 

staffing can help build relationships between the two 

organizations and facilitate more information sharing.

BEST PRACTICE 

The CoC can offer the PHA application 

assistance for households experiencing 

homelessness. CoC CE staff also may help simplify 

the application process by completing applications for 

people experiencing homelessness and transmitting 

them to the PHA intake staff.

BEST PRACTICE 

In some CoCs, the CE process can collect 

personal documentation from people 

experiencing homelessness, including birth certificates, 

Social Security cards, and driver’s licenses. If the 

household does not have these documents, CE can 

communicate that to both homeless service provider 

case managers and PHA staff. PHAs should work with 

their local CoCs to understand what documentation the 

CE process does and does not collect and to continue to 

refine and streamline these processes.

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Helping-People-Experiencing-Homelessness-Navigate-the-PHA-Application-Process.pdf
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EXAMPLE: In Atlanta, when the PHA receives a

referral from the CoC’s CE system, the CoC’s CE staff 

completes the application packet for the household 

that is being referred and submits it on behalf of the 

household to Atlanta Housing’s intake staff. Personal 

documentation is sent to AH staff securely through 

the CoC’s Homeless Management Information System 

(HMIS). After reviewing the application, AH intake 

staff then conduct the eligibility determination and intake briefing within one day. This integration of CE and PHA 

functions ensures that homeless households receive the necessary support throughout the application process.

EXAMPLE: In Texas, the Housing Authority of the City of Austin uses their CoC’s CE system to identify households

experiencing homelessness to fill their set-aside for households experiencing homelessness. The limited 

preference is for 25 percent of HCVs issued or 100 vouchers, whichever is achieved first. The most vulnerable 

households are referred to the PHA by CE for the available vouchers in the HCV set-aside. The CE staff completes 

the household’s assessment and prioritization before referring a household to the PHA. The CE staff then work 

with the household’s existing homeless service provider to obtain a certification of homelessness.

EXAMPLE: The Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles (HACLA) has a waiting list limited preference for its

Housing Choice voucher program for individuals and families experiencing homelessness. HACLA documented 

this limited preference in its administrative plan. To operationalize the limited preference, HACLA has agreements 

under which the LA County’s Department of Mental Health (DMH) and Department of Health Services (DHS) 

consult the local Homeless Management Information System (HMIS), operated by the Los Angeles Homeless 

Service Authority (LAHSA), and identify the next households they prioritized for PHA assistance. 

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can implement their limited homeless 

preferences by identifying eligible applicants 

via CE instead of opening their HCV or public housing 

waiting lists.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Once a person experiencing homelessness is referred to a PHA for the Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) 
or public housing program, they must complete the PHA application process. The process for applying 
for housing assistance can be cumbersome, as it requires an applicant to follow several steps, produce 
multiple documents, and interact with PHA staff. When applicants for housing assistance are notified 
that they have come to the top of a waiting list, PHA staff provide information and support, but the 
household also has a lot of responsibility. A household completes an application for the HCV and/or 
public housing program and submits the necessary personal documentation including Social Security 
cards and birth certificates for all household members. The household then participates in an intake 
briefing. For people experiencing homelessness, this process may prove particularly challenging. They 
may need additional support or advocacy throughout the process because of potential communication 
barriers. People experiencing homelessness may not have a mailing address, as they typically do not 
have a stable residence. They may also face technological barriers if they do not have a computer or 
smart phone or consistent internet access, especially with the virtual shifts resulting from the COVID-19 
pandemic. Additionally, criminal history screenings and credit checks may mean that people experiencing 
homelessness are particularly likely to be denied assistance, unless the PHA is convinced that there are 
mitigating circumstances.

To help people experiencing homelessness navigate the PHA application process, many homeless service 
provider staff are actively supporting people through this process. The graphic illustrates a how a case 
manager can help a person experiencing homelessness through the process. In this model, the application 
process begins with a case manager helping the applicant assemble needed documentation, including 
birth certificates, Social Security cards, and driver’s licenses (as relevant), as well as income verification for 
all household members. The case manager from the homeless services system then helps the applicant 
complete the PHA application and sends both the application and the documentation to the PHA. Once 
the PHA receives this paperwork, intake staff review the application and perform a background check 
on each household member over 18 years of age to ensure that they are eligible for housing. The case 
manager then helps the household schedule their PHA interview and intake briefing and often attends the 
meeting to offer additional support. After the briefing, the household receives approval to move into a 
public housing unit or is issued a voucher to begin the lease-up process. 



E-3Helping People Experiencing Homelessness Navigate the PHA Application Process

Continuum of Care 
(CoC) providers

Public Housing 
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application and completes 
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household  in completing 
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application and 

documentation to PHA

Case manager helps 
applicant assemble 

documentation

Case manager helps 
household schedule 

and attend PHA 
interview and intake 

briefing

Household receives a 
voucher and begins 

lease-up process or moves 
into public housing

This subject guide provides suggestions for how a PHA can support people experiencing homelessness 
through their application process. It identifies common barriers facing people experiencing homelessness 
during the application process and suggests several strategies for easing the burden of completing the 
application and simplifying the application process overall. The guide highlights best practices and offers 
examples of current PHA practices related to the application process, beginning when a household is 
referred to the PHA for housing assistance through when they are admitted to the HCV or public housing 
program and ready to begin the lease-up process or move into a public housing unit.1

1 While this guide focuses on practices that help people experiencing homelessness through the application process, those practices 
may benefit other households applying for PHA assistance.
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Understanding the PHA Application Process
PHAs offer different types of housing assistance, some 

of which may be reserved for people experiencing 

homelessness, either because they are special programs 

or because the PHA has adopted homelessness as a 

local preference to its waiting list. Applicants for housing 

assistance may not understand the differences between 

the various PHA programs, how they operate, and their 

eligibility criteria. When working with people experiencing 

homelessness, PHA staff should explain the types of 

assistance and the requirements for participating in each 

program for which they are eligible. During the application 

process, PHA staff should also review any case management 

or housing navigation support that is available, as well as 

how the process for leasing up with a voucher or moving 

into a public housing or other project-based housing unit 

will work. It is critical to explain the scarcity of housing 

assistance available so that applicants do not decline assistance from one program in the hopes of receiving another. 

Barriers to Completing the PHA Application 
People experiencing homelessness may face multiple 

barriers that make it difficult to begin and then complete 

the application process for both the HCV and PH programs. 

• Missing personal identification documents. People

experiencing homelessness often do not have the types

of identification needed to complete the PHA application

process. Frequent moves or periods of unsheltered

homelessness make it challenging to keep personal

possessions. Thus, people experiencing homelessness

may not possess the necessary documentation to

complete the application—for example, their birth

certificates and those of their children or other

household members, driver’s licenses, and Social

Security cards. Homeless service provider case managers

often will help applicants obtain new copies of these

documents. However, waiting for these documents can

delay the application process.

• Documenting homeless status. Documenting homeless

status can be difficult but is necessary if the applicant

is trying to qualify for a program limited to (or with a

preference for) people experiencing homelessness.

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can offer training to homeless service 

provider staff about how the HCV and public 

housing programs operate, as well as any special 

programs administered by the PHA and available to 

people experiencing homelessness. This will help 

ensure that homeless service provider case managers 

are setting realistic expectations around their 

participant’s likelihood of receiving assistance as well 

as program requirements. Since homeless services case 

managers may turn over frequently, the PHA should 

consider recording the training so that new staff can 

view it as part of their onboarding process.

BEST PRACTICE 

Make sure that local homeless service 

providers are aware of what personal 

identification documents are needed to complete a 

PHA application.

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can consider accepting different 

types of documentation to verify a person’s 

homeless status. Some PHAs that receive referrals 

through the CoC’s coordinated entry system consider 

the referral to be documentation of a person’s 

homeless status. Other PHAs may request certification 

from homeless service providers with knowledge of 

the individual’s homelessness status. Some PHAs 

may allow a person to self-report their homelessness 

status, especially if they do not have other sources 

of verification. Accepting several options for 

documentation of homeless status may lower a barrier 

for someone experiencing homelessness to receive 

assistance.
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• Inconsistent or no mailing address. People currently experiencing homelessness often do not have a permanent

mailing address. Many PHAs communicate with applicants throughout the application process by mail. Application

instructions and materials are often mailed. Lack of an address may prevent people experiencing homelessness from

receiving important information about the status of their application.

EXAMPLE: The Housing Authority of the City of 
Austin now has a “paperless” application process.2 This 

means that application paperwork is filled out online. 

Many PHAs adopted paperless application process 

in response to the COVID-19 pandemic to limit the 

amount of person-to-person contact. Homeless service 

provider case managers or applicants receive the PHA 

application directly via email and complete it on a 

computer or other electronic device. The complete 

application and supporting documentation are then 

returned electronically to the PHA for processing. 

• Limited access to technology. People experiencing

homelessness may not have regular access to the internet 

via a computer or cell phone. They also may not have a

consistent telephone number. This may make it extremely 

challenging to stay in regular contact with the PHA to 

get updates on their application if the PHA has moved 

to a paperless application that must be completed 

electronically, it may be difficult for someone experiencing

homelessness to access the internet to do so.

EXAMPLE: In Austin, case managers from the

Downtown Austin Community Court (DACC) offer 

hands-on support throughout the PHA application 

process to people who may be experiencing serious 

psychological and mental health issues. For people 

who are unable to complete significant amounts of 

paperwork, make phone calls, or send emails, the 

case managers can complete the online PHA pre-

application packet without the applicant present 

as long as the case manager obtained release of 

information (ROI) consent from the applicant. This 

helps expedite the process and can overcome some of 

the barriers. 

2 Alternative methods of completing a PHA application such as online or paperless applications are subject to accessibility requirements for 
person with disabilities (Section 504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act) and limited English proficiency, as well as people needing 
reasonable accommodations to complete the application process.

BEST PRACTICE 

Homeless service case managers are an 

essential resource for helping people 

experiencing homelessness who do not have consistent 

access to technology apply for housing assistance. 

Case managers who understand the PHA application 

process can assist with completing some of the 

paperwork for the applicant, which may expedite the 

completion a household’s application and avoid back 

and forth with the household and PHA intake staff. 

With the proper release of information (ROI) consent 

from the applicant, case managers may even be 

able to complete some basic paperwork without the 

participant in the room.

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can use electronic signature software to 

streamline the process of signing paperwork 

and reduce the time necessary to mail paperwork 

back and forth between the PHA, homeless services 

case manager, and participant. These moves 

towards reducing the amount of physical paperwork 

necessary to apply for housing started to eliminate 

in-person contact during COVID, but many PHAs are 

experiencing the benefits of reduced paper forms and 

more streamlined communication

BEST PRACTICE 

The PHA should assign specific staff to work 

with the CoC/CE staff. This designated 

staffing can help build relationships between the two 

organizations and facilitate more information sharing.
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Streamlining the Application Process for People Experiencing Homelessness

The PHA application process can be simplified to reduce the burden on people experiencing homelessness. A lengthy 

application packet and complex submission process may deter people experiencing homelessness from completing or 

even attempting the application process without some type of support. Some people experiencing homelessness may 

have low literacy levels, language barriers, or physical or mental health challenges that make it difficult to complete a 

long, complex application. Simplifying the application process may involve changing the process through which the 

PHA receives applications, the length and content of the application, or the supports available to people experiencing 

homelessness in navigating the process.

Receive referrals directly from the homeless services system. Instead of requiring people experiencing 

homelessness to apply for PHA housing assistance on their own, some PHAs receive referrals directly from their local 

CoC’s coordinated entry (CE) system, emergency shelter staff, or other homeless service providers. This can facilitate 

a warm handoff from the case manager at the homeless provider to the PHA intake staff. By using a CE system, PHAs 

can prioritize based on whether applicants experiencing homelessness are the most likely to succeed in the HCV and 

public housing programs or would need supportive services that will be linked to the housing program. Using a CE 

system is one way of designing and implementing a PHA’s local preferences for people experiencing homelessness.  

Such preferences may be “general,” putting people experiencing homelessness before others on the waiting list, or 

they can be “limited,” in effect creating a set-aside for people referred from CE or a particular service provider. (For 

more information, please see Establishing Waiting List Preferences and Programs Specifically for People Experiencing 

Homelessness.)  Referrals can also be useful in sharing data and knowledge about the applicant such as case notes or 

history of supportive services.  

Simplify the PHA application process. A PHA can conduct a reassessment of its application process to look for 

opportunities to simplify it. Streamlining the information requested can ease the burden for the applicant. PHAs can 

also partner with other PHAs in the same region to produce a common application. This would reduce the burden 

for households and homeless services system case managers associated with submitting applications to multiple 

PHAs. However, PHAs must ensure that they are still requesting the information necessary to determine an applicant’s 

eligibility in accordance with HUD regulations.

It may be possible to condense the intake and briefing meetings so they can occur on the same day. This strategy would 

reduce the number of times the applicant needs to come into the office. Alternatively, if the process is virtual, the 

applicant would need to have technology access for one session instead of two or more.

EXAMPLE: MaineHousing collaborated with other Maine PHAs to develop a single universal application that can 

be used to apply to all PHAs in the state. This streamlined universal application asks for less information than 

their previous applications. Having a single application allows homeless people to complete one application and 

maximize their opportunities to receive long-term housing assistance through a PHA. 

EXAMPLE: The San Diego Housing Commission streamlined its HCV application, reducing the number of 

questions asked. That reduced the number of pages by half, to about 15 pages. This streamlining followed a review 

of the application requirements that looked for redundancies and requests for information that was not essential. 

Partner with homeless service provider staff throughout the application process: PHAs should seek out 

opportunities to partner with case managers from homeless service providers to help guide people experiencing 

homelessness through the application process. Homeless service provider case managers usually have an established 

rapport with the person experiencing homelessness. This rapport may help the case manager keep in touch with the 

applicant, help the applicant gather the necessary identification documents, and schedule the intake and briefing. 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Establishing-Waiting-List-Preferences-and-Programs-Specifically-for-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PHA-Establishing-Waiting-List-Preferences-and-Programs-Specifically-for-People-Experiencing-Homelessness.pdf
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Involvement of the service provider case manager can ease the burden on PHA staff, as well as provide needed support 

to the person experiencing homelessness. 

EXAMPLE: For its HAVEN programs that serve people

experiencing homelessness by linking voucher holders 

with service providers, Atlanta Housing has dedicated 

intake staff. These dedicated staff provide support 

throughout the application and lease up process, 

and have established relationships with the staff at 

local homeless providers and the Atlanta CoC. They 

also have extensive knowledge of challenges faced by 

people experiencing homelessness, allowing them to 

better help the applicants with common challenges. 

HAVEN intake staff have smaller than typical caseloads 

to facilitate a higher level of support for people 

experiencing homelessness during the intake process. 

While HAVEN applicants must submit an eligibility 

packet to Atlanta Housing 48 hours before the intake 

appointment and briefing, Atlanta Housing does not 

wait until the household is confirmed eligible to issue 

the voucher. Atlanta Housing issues a preliminary 

voucher as soon as the applicant completes the intake 

meeting and briefing so that the individual or family 

can begin to search for a unit as soon as possible. If 

the applicant completes the eligibility and background 

check process and the applicant is approved, they can 

continue with the lease-up process. If the applicant 

is denied because of the background check or other 

suitability issues, they can no longer look for a 

unit. However, since they are in the CE system, the 

household is brought back to a case conference to 

determine whether they may be eligible for a different 

housing or homeless assistance program. 

EXAMPLE: In San Diego, the San Diego Housing Commission and the CoC, the Regional Task Force on the

Homeless, sponsor housing fairs. These in-person events bring people experiencing homelessness, case managers 

from homeless service providers, property managers and PHA intake workers together to expedite the application 

and lease-up process for Permanent Supportive Housing units. During the event, all parties work together to make 

sure that each household’s housing packet that includes all the required PHA paperwork is completed by the end 

of the day. A normal application completion process can take weeks or months and can involve multiple rounds 

of communication between these entities to ensure the application is complete. In addition to expediting the 

application process, the event also builds trust between the partner organizations and between the applicants and 

PHA staff. It also strengthens the connections of the PHA and local homeless service provider staff, and this could 

result in further collaboration and cooperation in other aspects of the housing process.  

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can designate specific staff to work with 

applicants who are currently experiencing 

homelessness. These specialized staff can be intake 

workers for particular programs or staff who operate 

across the PHA’s programs. Assigning the same staff 

to work with people experiencing homelessness will 

develop expertise at the PHA and enable efficient 

communication with case managers at homeless 

service providers. Specialized PHA staff may develop 

a deep understanding of barriers facing people 

experiencing homelessness and identify ways to help 

this population to complete the application process. 

Dedicated PHA staff may develop relationships that 

facilitate collaboration with staff at the local CoC or 

homeless service providers.

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs should consider hosting regular in-

person events to bring HCV and public 

housing applicants, homeless service system case 

managers, and PHA intake staff together. Uniting 

these stakeholders in a single location offers a unique 

opportunity to leverage knowledge and expertise and 

complete the application process more efficiently.
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Revise the criminal background screening process: PHAs can revisit their criminal background screening process 

to determine whether any of the existing screening criteria can be modified or eliminated. Because PHAs have the 

authority to establish additional screening criteria beyond what is required by HUD, PHAs can update their criminal 

screening criteria to determine suitability of applicants. Some additional requirements established by PHAs may 

exclude people experiencing homelessness, who often have criminal histories. By modifying their criminal screening 

process and applying it consistently, PHAs can help to ensure that people experiencing homelessness and other 

families with the similar challenges are not barred from participating in the HCV and public housing programs.

EXAMPLE: The Los Angeles County Development Authority (LACDA) shortened its lookback period for criminal

history in their HCV program from five years to three years and is now implementing a one-year lookback period. 

Prior to 2017, LACDA prohibited program admission to their HCV program for “applicant(s) currently engaging 

in, or who have engaged in criminal activities” where criminal activities were defined as “(a) drug-related criminal 

activity; (b) violent criminal activity; and (c) other criminal activity.” In 2017, LACDA revised their administrate 

plan removing these prohibitions, instead focusing on HUD’s requirements for the HCV program that relate to 

violent crimes, people who are selling or manufacturing drugs, and sex offenders.3 LACDA aligned its criminal 

screening with the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles (HACLA), further simplifying the application 

process and removing a potential barrier to housing assistance faced by people experiencing homelessness. 

Changes to Application Processes Due to COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic led many public housing authorities to modify their traditional application and intake 

processes to safeguard public health. Some PHAs have altered steps of the process that would traditionally take place 

in large or crowded rooms, require significant face-to-face interaction, or otherwise amplify the risk of spreading 

COVID-19. Some PHAs may keep these new procedures after the pandemic ends, as they introduced efficiencies and 

enhanced collaboration.4

Some PHAs moved large portions of the application process to virtual platforms. For example, some PHAs 

implemented virtual briefings, through either pre-recorded video or a live teleconference. This way, applicants do not 

need to attend in-person briefing sessions (either individually or in groups) that would typically occur in an office or 

gathering space. Retaining virtual briefings post-pandemic could be beneficial to people experiencing homelessness, 

who may have health challenges that make participating in a group briefing difficult. Virtual briefings also reduce the 

transportation burden and childcare challenges associated with traveling to the PHA office. Some applicants may 

be employed during the day and struggle to visit the PHA during working hours. However, conducting the briefing 

virtually may not provide the same level of support as an in-person briefing, as it may be reassuring to meet and 

interact with PHA staff face-to-face and ask specific questions.

Many PHAs are now using Zoom or other videoconferencing software to complete intake appointments. Like virtual 

briefings, virtual intake meetings may relieve transportation and childcare barriers but also may be difficult for people 

without regular access to videoconferencing devices or the internet. Moving forward, PHA staff may consider offering 

applicants the option of completing appointments virtually or in-person. 

3 HUD requires that PHAs deny assistance in the following cases: (1) any member of a household has been evicted from federally assisted 
housing in the last three years for drug-related criminal activity; (2) if the PHA determines that any household member is currently engaged 
in the use of illegal drugs; (c) the PHA has reasonable cause to believe that any household’s member’s drug or alcohol use may threaten 
the health, safety, or right to peaceful enjoyment of other residents; (d) any household member has ever been convicted of drug-related 
criminal activity or production or manufacture of methamphetamine on the premise of federally assisted housing; or (e) any household (13 
years of age or older) is subject to lifetime registration requirements of a state sext offender registration program. 

4 The alternative methods of completing a PHA application introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic still had to meet the accessibility 
requirements for person with disabilities (Section 504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act) and limited English proficiency, as well as 
people needing reasonable accommodations to complete the application process.
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Several PHAs have found the use of electronic signature software to be exceptionally useful and may continue to 

utilize it after the pandemic subsides. This software can save a lot of time and can reduce the amount of back-and-

forth communication between intake workers, case managers, and applicants. While the use of this type of software 

may be beneficial to some applicants, it may be a burden to others, depending heavily on their personal comfort 

with and access to technology. PHA intake workers should communicate with case managers to help overcome any 

communication barriers and ensure that people experiencing homelessness are able to complete all paperwork. 

When helping people experiencing homelessness through the application process, it is important to keep in mind  

that they are generally used to face-to-face communication with homeless service provider staff. If they cannot see 

the facial expressions and body language of the PHA intake worker, they may not feel as comfortable with sharing 

their situation and potential barriers to accessing and maintaining housing. Forging trust is always important when 

working with people experiencing homelessness, and it may be more challenging to build this trust when using virtual 

platforms. PHA staff should remain flexible in their approach to completing the application process based on the need 

and preferences of the applicant household. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Receiving a housing voucher can be a critical step in ending an individual or a family’s homelessness and 
giving them long-term housing stability. However, receiving a Housing Choice Voucher from a PHA is not 
enough. The household will need to “lease up”—that is, find a housing unit where they can use their rental 
subsidy. The lease up process can be especially challenging for people experiencing homelessness. They 
may struggle to identify and visit potential housing units. Without a permanent address, they may find it 
difficult to assemble the necessary documentation for the landlord. People experiencing homelessness 
sometimes face discrimination from landlords, who may be hesitant to lease their unit to someone exiting 
homelessness. After finding a unit with a willing landlord, the household may need help obtaining furniture 
and other things necessary for moving in. People using a voucher to leave homelessness may also need a 
case manager during the first year of tenancy to help them maintain their housing stability. 

This subject guide provides suggestions about how a PHA can support people experiencing homelessness 
through the housing lease-up process. It identifies common barriers that people experiencing homelessness 
face during the lease-up process and suggests several strategies for supporting them in securing a housing 
unit. The guide highlights best practices and offers examples of current PHA practices related to the lease-up 
process, beginning when a household is approved for a voucher through the time they move into a unit.

The graphic below illustrates the steps that occur from when household experiencing homelessness 
receives a voucher to when the household is a successful tenant.

Voucher holder receives 
assistance with finding 
unit, negotiating lease, 

and move-in process 

Voucher holder finds unit 
and submits Request for 

Tenancy Form (RTA)

PHA accepts RTA, 
inspects unit, and 

negotiates rent. CoC 
may help with 

additional needs (e.g., 
move-in assistance, 

furniture)

Household successfully 
moves into new unit 

with voucher

Household receives 
periodic case 

management to help 
maintain their tenancy

PHA housing 
navigator or case 

manager supports 
search process

Voucher holder 
searches for unit

Household receives 
voucher and is ready to 
begin lease up process

Public Housing 
Agency (PHA)
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People experiencing homelessness may need more 

support during the housing search process than other HCV 

participants. Some challenges that may impede their ability 

to look for housing are:

• Lack of knowledge about how to search for units.
Households may not be knowledgeable about what

strategies and approaches to use to look for available

units. They also may not have access to the internet to

search for units online. Especially in high-cost housing

markets, it may be hard to find affordable units and some

units may be located in unfamiliar neighborhoods.

• Stress and mental health challenges. The stress

associated with experiencing homelessness may make

it difficult to independently complete the multiple steps

associated with the housing search process. Some people

experiencing homelessness also have mental health

challenges that may negatively affect their ability to look

for or visit housing units.

• Transportation and childcare challenges. Increasingly, 

affordable rental units may be outside of areas accessible 

by public transportation or in areas that households may 

be less familiar with. Additionally, families experiencing 

homelessness often include young children. Parents may 

not have access to childcare and may not want to or be 

able to bring their children to view housing units.

• Ability to complete application and required landlord 
paperwork. Similar to challenges with the PHA 

application process, people experiencing homelessness 

may struggle to complete the rental application and 

provide the required paperwork to the landlord (e.g., 

income documentation).

PHA staff, or a contracted case manager from another 

social service program, can assist and guide voucher 

holders currently experiencing homelessness throughout the lease-up process. Housing vouchers expire after a certain 

amount of time. Therefore, it is important that voucher holders be able to locate, visit, and apply for potential housing 

units in a timely manner so that their voucher does not expire and they remain homeless.

People Experiencing Homelessness May Struggle to Find a Housing Unit

BEST PRACTICE  

PHAs should consider designating staff to 

assist people experiencing homelessness with 

the processes of searching for housing and applying 

for a unit. This staff might be in the Housing Choice 

Voucher program or could be in a more centralized 

PHA office that oversees all of the PHA’s programs that 

assist people experiencing homelessness (e.g., VASH, 

Mainstream, and Shelter Plus Care programs). The 

designated staff can advise voucher holders on where 

to look for units. They also can accompany people 

experiencing homelessness to view units and provide 

guidance on which units may be the best fit given the 

household’s budget and housing criteria such as number 

of bedrooms and whether the unit is likely to passing the 

PHA’s housing inspection. If needed, the staff can help 

the household complete the process of applying for a 

unit. 

If the PHA does not have the ability to dedicate this 

staff internally, the PHA could consider partnering with 

a local homeless service provider or other organization 

to provide this support during the housing search 

process for people experiencing homelessness. Some 

PHAs rely on the same homeless service provider case 

managers that helped a household through process of 

applying to the PHA and receiving a voucher. Having 

gained the voucher holder’s trust and cooperation, 

the case manager may be able to provide effective 

advice and support during lease up. If the landlord 

is reluctant because of the voucher holder’s criminal 

justice involvement, a case manager may be able to 

explain mitigating circumstances such as compliance 

with probation or time elapsed without reoffending.
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EXAMPLE: The Housing Authority of the City of Austin (HACA) relies on case managers from the referring

homeless service providers to continue to help the voucher holders through the lease-up process. The case 

manager may accompany the voucher holder to visit potential units and may help with completing leasing 

applications. HACA also has a landlord housing navigator who works with HCV participants to locate housing 

units. The housing navigator participates in meetings with case managers to strategize how to help the most 

challenged applicants complete the housing search process and successfully use their vouchers.  

EXAMPLE: In 2015, the United Way of Cass-Clay in North Dakota funded a design process that included Fargo-

Moorhead area homeless service providers to identify best practices in the field. This work resulted in a pilot 

project in 2016, the Housing Navigation Program. Currently operated by Presentation Partners in Housing, the 

Housing Navigation Program supports people experiencing homelessness with case management and applying 

for and successfully using housing programs. People experiencing homelessness who receive a Housing Choice 

Voucher continue to work with the housing navigators through their lease-up process. The United Way tracked the 

cost savings for the 20 families that the program placed and remained housed and reported more than $500,000 in 

savings to other public programs. The state of North Dakota is currently replicating the program.

PHAs Can Build Relationships With Landlords to Overcome Any Potential 
Bias Towards People Experiencing Homelessness

Landlords may not be willing to rent their units to people who 

have poor rental history, including past evictions, and who have 

limited or no income, all common situations for households 

exiting homelessness. In some areas, landlords may be able to 

charge a higher rent for their unit on the private market compared 

with what a voucher holder is able to pay, making it less appealing 

to rent to a voucher holder. People experiencing homelessness 

also may face discrimination from landlords when applying for 

units. Landlords may perceive people experiencing homelessness 

as tenants who may not be responsible neighbors, who will not 

pay their rent, or who may damage the housing unit. Landlord 

hesitation sometimes reflects past experience with tenants who 

needed ongoing support about their rights and responsibilities as 

tenants but did not receive it. 

EXAMPLE: Across the state, Maine has an increasingly tight rental market that makes it challenging for voucher

holders to find rental units. To attract more landlords to the HCV program, MaineHousing provides landlords 

with grants to repair health and safety issues in their units that would cause the unit to fail the initial PHA-required 

Housing Quality Standards (HQS) inspection. These funds can help pay for substantial work such as lead paint 

mitigation, window egress changes, or roof repairs. Each landlord can receive up to $5,000 to complete repairs, as 

long as they contribute at least $250. In 2020, the program awarded landlords approximately $256,000 to remedy 

inspection issues so voucher holders could move into the units. MaineHousing staff said that after participating in 

the program, landlords are likely to continue to work with MaineHousing and rent their units to HCV recipients.

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can incentivize landlords to 

participate in the HCV program and to 

accept people exiting homelessness as tenants. 

Some common types of landlord incentives 

are double security deposits; funds to help 

cover repairs needed to pass Housing Quality 

Standards inspections; landlord mitigation 

funds to cover any damage to the unit; and a 

telephone hotline to report tenant issues. 
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EXAMPLE: San Diego Housing Commission operates

the Landlord Engagement and Assistance Program 

(LEAP). This program offers San Diego landlords 

a range of incentives to encourage them to rent to 

voucher holders exiting homelessness. Incentives 

include: $500 payment for the first unit rented to a 

household experiencing homelessness and a $250 

payment for subsequent units; up to two times the 

unit’s contracted rent in security deposits as well 

as a utility assistance subsidy for each household; a 

contingency fund to cover any expenses beyond the 

enhanced security deposit; and dedicated landlord 

specialists to help answer landlord questions and 

concerns. San Diego Housing Commission staff said 

that landlords are encouraged to let the PHA know if 

any of their units are becoming available soon. This 

helps give people experiencing homelessness an 

opportunity to use their Housing Choice vouchers 

ahead of people renting on the private market without 

a subsidy.

EXAMPLE: The Fargo-Moorhead Coalition to End 
Homelessness operates a Landlord Risk Mitigation 

Fund to encourage landlords to rent their units to 

people experiencing homelessness. The fund began 

2014 with a $10,000 City of Fargo Social Services grant 

and a pledge from a local community action agency. 

The fund offers landlords and property managers 

the opportunity to recoup funds loss from excessive damage to unit or unpaid rent, up to $3,000 in physical and 

operational costs over a two-year period. Participation in the fund is only offered for households moving from a 

social service provider who is part of the Coalition. A support services worker is assigned to each participating 

landlord and serves as a liaison between the tenant and the landlord. Decisions about whether a household 

is eligible for funds are made by an advisory committee that includes local landlords, social service providers, 

and real estate experts. The fund also offers free remediation services for landlords and tenants through a local 

Community Action Agency. The state of North Dakota recently implemented a similar program but only covers up 

to $1,000 per participant.

EXAMPLE: The Minneapolis Public Housing Authority (MPHA) has an internal team that conducts engagement

with landlords and building owners to expand the number of housing units for voucher holders to consider. In 

2020, MPHA engaged 150 new property owners. MPHA has set a higher goal for 2021. To complement this landlord 

outreach, MPHA provides search assistance internally for families on the cusp of running out of time on their 

vouchers.

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs can designate staff who are responsible 

for communicating and working with local 

landlords. These positions, sometimes called landlord 

specialists or housing navigators, develop ongoing 

relationships with local landlords and rental agencies 

so that they can refer voucher holders to their units. 

Landlord specialists also offer a contact for landlords to 

reach out to if an issue arises with a HCV tenant. This 

can be important for preventing bad experiences that 

discourage landlords from accepting voucher holders in 

the future.  PHAs also can consider collaborating with 

their local Continuum of Care (CoC) to recruit landlords 

to participate in different types of homelessness and 

housing assistance programs (e.g., rapid re-housing, 

project-based HCV).

BEST PRACTICE 

PHAs should develop strategies to increase 

their engagement with local landlords. 

Landlord outreach activities could include hosting 

in-person or online events, providing education to 

landlords about the HCV program, and developing 

relationships with local apartment organizations and 

rental agencies.

https://www.sdhc.org/doing-business-with-us/landlords/landlord-engagement-and-assistance-program-leap/
https://www.sdhc.org/doing-business-with-us/landlords/landlord-engagement-and-assistance-program-leap/
https://www.fmhomeless.org/lrmf
https://www.fmhomeless.org/lrmf
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PHAs Can Expedite the Move-In Process for People Experiencing 
Homelessness

People experiencing homelessness need to move into their new subsidized housing unit quickly. They may be living 

in an unsheltered location such as an encampment or other outdoor location or in a time-limited homeless assistance 

program like an emergency shelter or transitional housing. In housing markets with low vacancy rates, it also is important 

to expedite the move-in process so that landlords are not dissuaded from accepting a tenant with a housing voucher. 

PHAs should consider one or more of the following steps to expedite the move-in process for households experiencing 

homelessness:

Conduct inspections virtually. While it is important that PHAs follow HUD regulations regarding unit inspections, 

some PHAs have successfully modified the unit inspection process to maximize the number of potential units 

available for voucher holders and to expedite the move-in process. HUD permits Housing Quality Standards (HQS) 

inspections to be completed virtually through a Remote Video Inspection (RVI). Especially useful due to the public 

health challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, RVIs can also help work around scheduling challenges and may alleviate 

landlord concerns around permitting people to enter their units.

Expedite the process for re-inspecting units. Scheduling and completing the unit inspection process can sometimes 

slow down the lease-up process. PHAs can prioritize inspections for people experiencing homelessness to expedite 

their move in. However, if a unit does not pass the inspection and needs repairs, the voucher holder will need to wait 

until the repairs are complete or locate another unit. Some PHAs implement strategies to encourage landlords to 

quickly perform repairs so voucher holders can lease-up and move into the unit.

EXAMPLE: MaineHousing has expedited the unit inspection process for people experiencing homelessness. They

prioritize completing unit inspections within two days for currently homeless voucher holders. Even if a housing 

unit does not pass its first inspection, HUD allows HCV holders to move into the unit if the identified issues are 

not safety related. MaineHousing allows households to move into the unit regardless of whether it passes the first 

inspection and provides grants to landlords to make necessary repairs to their units. 

EXAMPLE: Atlanta Housing’s supportive housing (HAVEN) program has three dedicated Housing Services

Administrators. After working with people experiencing homelessness to determine their initial eligibility for the 

voucher program, the Housing Service Administrators try to get Requests for Tenancy Approval (RTA) processed 

quickly. They also work directly with the landlords, negotiating the rent amount and determining a move-in date. 

They try to get the landlord to expedite the process to ensure that people experiencing homelessness can enter 

their permanent housing unit quickly.

Provide post-lease up support to HCV participants to help them stay stably housed. Some PHAs offer households 

exiting homelessness case management for a defined period after they are housed to make sure they are able to maintain 

their tenancy. This support can be ad-hoc or can be more structured with regular meetings for a set period of time.

EXAMPLE: MaineHousing funds housing navigators in each of its emergency shelters using HUD Emergency

Solution Grant (ESG) funding. When a household experiencing homelessness is referred to the HCV program at 

the shelter, the housing navigator begins to work with them and provides support in preparing documentation, 

searching for housing, and the lease-up process. The state has an extremely low vacancy rate, so it is helpful to 

voucher holders to have support during the housing search process. Once the household successfully leases a unit, 

the housing navigator continues to follow the household for one year through monthly check-ins. These monthly 

check-ins provide recently housed tenants with post-tenancy support to help them stay stably housed.
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