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Introduction 
This fourth guide of eight, part of the System Modeling Toolkit, comes after the 
community have oriented themselves to the system modeling process (see 1. System 
Modeling Introduction) and have identified, engaged with, and invited key partners, 
creating a workgroup. The workgroup is diverse, inclusive, and demographically 
representative of the people experiencing homelessness in the community (see 
2. Identifying and Engaging with Key Partners for System Modeling Guide and 3. System 
Modeling Roles and Responsibilities Guide). This guide describes how to facilitate 
workgroup meetings as well as other steps in the system modeling process. 

Considerations for Effective Facilitation 
Once the planning group (or other planning entity) has selected a facilitator, that 
person should review the entire System Modeling Toolkit and any materials already 
developed by the community to support the system modeling process. Addressing the 
facilitator directly, this section offers some general principles for a process that is 
inclusive, equitable, and impactful. 

Schedule meetings to support equity and accessibility. Consider how and where 
workgroup and other system modeling meetings are convened. Will the meeting take 
place virtually or in person? Will there be a phone-in option for participants without 
access to the internet or unable to attend in person? If the meetings will use web- or 
phone-based options, identify support options for people without access to the 
appropriate technology. Assist them in accessing equipment (e.g., computers, internet, 
etc.) and using necessary software (e.g., Zoom, Webex, etc.). Consider what translation 
services can be offered to support participation of members whose home language is 
not English. Ensure that any in-person engagement is conducted in locations accessible 
to people with a range of needs, near public transportation if possible.  

See the section “Inclusion of People with Lived Expertise” of the 2. Identifying and 
Engaging with Key Partners for System Modeling Guide for more about how to support 
group members who bring lived experience of homelessness.  

Make Sure Ideas and Input from All Meeting Participants Are Shared and 
Considered 
The facilitator should help the group members collaborate to develop a set of 
guidelines to lay out a common understanding of how they will work with one another. 
See the Group Agreements Template.  

Help Meeting Participants Name Existing Power Dynamics and Structures, 
and Then Discuss How to Work within and beyond Them 
Acknowledge who holds power – in the system modeling process itself, in the 
community overall, and within the homeless response system. This is necessary to 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Introduction.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Introduction.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Identifying-and-Engaging-with-Key-Partners-for-System-Modeling-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Roles-and-Responsibilities-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Roles-and-Responsibilities-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Identifying-and-Engaging-with-Key-Partners-for-System-Modeling-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Identifying-and-Engaging-with-Key-Partners-for-System-Modeling-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Group-Agreements-Template.pdf
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understand why things currently work the way they do and what individuals, groups, 
and structures might make system improvement and change difficult. To develop a 
model of the ideal system and create an implementation plan to achieve it, it is crucial 
to talk about where power should and can shift in order to make system improvements 
– for example, to make sure more people with lived experience and expertise have 
decision-making power. As mentioned in the 1. System Modeling Introduction, Power 
Mapping is a tool to help with this process.  

Ask Questions to Encourage Meeting Participants to Dig Deeper 
Ask open-ended questions (e.g., “Why is that? What might happen if…?”) to 
encourage critical thinking and new ideas. When discussing current practices, existing 
structures, or limitations, explore root causes and possibilities of doing things differently 
or achieving better outcomes. 

Help Meeting Participants Envision a More Effective System 
Often people who work within existing structures do not have the time or energy to think 
about how things could be different. Because of that, conversations often focus on 
how things are, and it can be difficult to imagine other possibilities. Create a space 
where participants feel free to picture a better system. Redirect discussions when 
people get stuck on current challenges and limitations. This will help ensure the system 
modeling process produces impactful results.  

Balance the Importance of a Data-informed Process with the 
Unavoidable Uncertainty of Creating Assumptions 
Though data-informed, the process of developing a model of the ideal homeless 
response system is an art, not a science. One of the most important things a facilitator 
can do is acknowledge that data is necessary while also making sure group members 
feel comfortable that there is no way to know for sure what the “right” way forward is, 
no matter how much information the process has.  

Incorporate Qualitative Information, Not Just Numbers 
Quantitative data such as the number of shelter beds available or the average number 
of people experiencing homelessness in the community on a given day is important. But 
numbers can tell only part of the story. Understanding the context behind the numbers 
is necessary, too. To better understand the numerical data, make sure that the 
workgroup collects qualitative data from a diverse and representative group of people. 
Their perspective and feedback will give context to the quantitative data and what an 
ideal homeless system would look like. Qualitative data could come from the 
experiences and knowledge of workgroup members. Or it could come from outreach 
to other community partners, particularly people with lived experience of homelessness 
and frontline staff who work with people experiencing homelessness. See the 5. System 
Modeling Data Guide for more information about data sources and methodologies. 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Introduction.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Data-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Data-Guide.pdf
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Consider Unique Challenges of Rural or Balance of State Communities 
Fewer in-person meetings might be possible. Communities should carefully consider 
how to ensure meaningful participation by providing extensive technical support for 
remote sessions and considering making financial support available to assist all 
participants to travel when meetings are in person.  

Additional Resources for Effective Facilitation 
• Facilitating for Equity [2-page handout] overview developed by the University of 

Toronto’s Teaching Assistants’ Training Program; defines “facilitating for equity” 
and includes strategies for facilitators.  

• Facilitator’s Guide to Equitable Spaces [13-page booklet] developed by RESULTS 
Educational Fund; contains information, support, and guidance for facilitators at 
in-person and virtual gatherings.  

• Guide for Facilitating Inclusive Virtual Meetings [13-page checklist] developed by 
the Oregon Office of Equity & Multicultural Services. 

• Group Facilitation Tips & Strategies [website] developed by public-benefit 
company Diversity Science; includes a Facilitation Principles Overview and 
Primer; other sections are Setting Ground Rules, Managing Conflict and 
Disruptive Behavior, Icebreakers, and Using Small Group Activities. 

Step-by-Step: Facilitating Your Community’s System 
Modeling Process  
Addressing the facilitator directly, this section offers a high-level summary of the system 
modeling process. It is not a complete description of everything the facilitator will be 
responsible for, but it does describe the key steps in the system modeling process.  

Your community does not need to go through all the steps exactly as they are written. 
Some communities could already have a committee structure that can take on the role 
of the workgroup. Other communities could have already made initial decisions about 
the planning process as part of a larger plan and are ready to start workgroup 
meetings. You also can do some of the steps in a different order.  

Planning Steps 
1. Determine the scope of the system modeling process planning. This includes 

deciding whether the plan is for all populations or just one or more subpopulations, 
and whether the plan is about all the resources in the system or a specific funding 
source. 

2. Identify the timeframe for the planning. Is there a deadline for the system model to 
be complete? Is system modeling part of a bigger planning process that needs to 
be considered? 

https://tatp.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/TATP-Equity_Facilitating-for-Equity.pdf
https://results.org/wp-content/uploads/REF_2018_Facilitators_Guide.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/DHS/CHILDREN/Documents/FacilitatingInclusiveVirtualMeetings.pdf
https://www.diversityscience.org/facilitation-tips/
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3. Establish a structure for the modeling process: 

a. Identifying planning group membership and roles. 

b. Developing the facilitator role and selection process. 

c. Securing resources for the process (e.g., logistics, food, compensation for people 
with lived experience of homelessness). 

Based on the scope of the system modeling process, determine the number of 
and focus for workgroups, such as a workgroup for the homeless response system 
for adults and a workgroup for the homeless response system for families. Identify 
who is responsible for workgroup outreach.  

4. Identify the key individuals and groups that need to be part of the system modeling 
process and convene one or more groups to be responsible for doing the “work” of 
system modeling. (Note: Your community could instead decide to form a workgroup 
before selecting a facilitator, so the workgroup can handle that selection.) (See 
2. Identifying and Engaging with Key Partners for System Modeling Guide.) 

Preparing for System Modeling Steps 
5. Orient the workgroup to system modeling. Explain purpose, process, results, timeline, 

and time commitment and expectations for workgroup members. 

6. Assist the workgroup to develop values that will be a framework for the model of the 
ideal system developed through the system modeling process. Consider what your 
community is trying to achieve by doing system modeling: improve the 
performance of your current system? understand the inventory and performance 
your system would need in order to serve everyone experiencing homelessness? 
how to better serve a particular subpopulation? how best to invest new resources? 
Consider whether any other system modeling has been done in your community in 
the past few years. If so, are you updating the previous modeling, expanding its 
scope, or modeling for a different population?  

7. Develop a vision of an ideal system for your community. This is an exercise of the 
imagination. Funding constraints, policies, challenges, worries can be forgotten – for 
now. Focus on what the system should do, whom it should serve, and how it can 
operate equitably. It becomes easier to back into the specific assumptions about 
project types, pathways, and performance (inputs into the model) from a shared 
notion of how the system should operate. This conversation can start with some 
broad questions:  

a. How should the system serve households experiencing homelessness? 

b. What is an ideal system for the community? 

c. Who is not being served, or who is not being served well, within the current 
system? 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Identifying-and-Engaging-with-Key-Partners-for-System-Modeling-Guide.pdf
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8. Develop a schedule for the overall system modeling process and put together a 
work plan to keep track of progress and work to be done. 

a. Divide up responsibilities. 

b. Set milestones with deadlines. 

c. Note where approval from outside the workgroup(s) will be needed. 

d. Consider external factors (e.g., “We really need the results by May to inform this 
grant application”) including funding opportunities, ballot measures, existing 
meeting schedules of group members. etc. 

9. Identify data needed to support modeling, and work with staff from Homeless 
Management Information System (HMIS) and other sources to generate reports, 
understand limitations, develop presentations, and respond to any questions. Data 
can help the workgroup understand what is working and what is not working in the 
current system. See 5. System Modeling Data Guide for more information about how 
to use data in the system modeling process. 

Conduct System Modeling 
10. Assumptions about how the ideal system will serve people are the building blocks of 

system modeling. Most of the assumptions are defined as a number, such as the 
average number of days a household will be served in shelter. Guide the workgroup 
so they can set specific values for the different assumptions. See 6. System Modeling 
Assumptions Guide for more information. 

a. What new project types are needed to better help people? How do existing 
project types need to be improved to better help people (e.g., for older adults 
experiencing homelessness, permanent housing with services that help with daily 
living skills)?  

It is important to understand the variety of project types needed to create your 
ideal homeless system. These project types are the building blocks for creating 
pathways (discussed next). Discussion about the set of project types needed in 
the system and the services, supports, and housing assistance available in each 
project type will evolve during the system modeling process while the workgroup 
talks about the needs of different groups of households. Systematically 
documenting key characteristics of each project type can be used by your 
community to: 

○ Help existing projects improve. 
○ Create Requests for Proposals for new projects. 
○ Develop performance benchmarks. 

If desired, estimate the cost of each project type, including any annual increase 
in costs expected over the life of the model. 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Data-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Assumptions-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Assumptions-Guide.pdf
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b. Define pathways; that is, combinations of project types that households will use 
to receive immediate crisis services and assistance to find and maintain housing. 
In practice, every person should get individualized support. However, when 
modeling an ideal system, you can estimate the level and types of resources the 
community needs by thinking about groups of households with similar 
characteristics, resources and housing and service needs (“cohorts”). For 
example, one cohort might be people that are new to homelessness, have 
potential to increase income, and low service needs. That cohort might need a 
pathway that is a combination of emergency shelter and rapid rehousing. 
Another cohort might have a low, fixed income and high, ongoing service 
needs. That cohort might need a pathway that includes permanent supportive 
housing.  

The assessment and prioritization process in coordinated entry is a way to 
understand the different pathways that people with different sets of strengths 
and barriers to housing need to exit homelessness. But coordinated entry is 
limited to the project types that are currently operating in a community. System 
modeling goes beyond coordinated entry, to envisioning a system that is 
created to meet the crisis and housing needs of everyone experiencing 
homelessness. This ideal system may include projects beyond the HUD-funded 
CoC program and could require additional types of resources. 

People often feel uneasy when talking about pathways. It may help to keep in 
mind: 

○ When defining pathways and making assumptions about how many people 
will “move through” those pathways, it is important to remind folks that the 
workgroup is not prescribing or limiting the way(s) a specific person could or 
should move through the system. System modeling simply looks at how 
people currently move through the system, where the gaps are in the current 
system, and how people might end up moving through the system if new 
parts were added to fill those gaps. 

○ All project designs and budgets have assumptions built into them, even if 
they were created without a system modeling process. This process helps a 
community make more human-centered and equitable assumptions.  

○ Workgroup participants must have the time and space to pause and reflect 
on whether the pathways and assumptions make sense to them, and revise if 
necessary. 

c. Develop performance goals for each pathway in each year of the model.  

d. Estimate the number of households entering the system each year who are 
homeless for the first time, the number returning to homelessness, and the 
number who are remaining homeless from the previous year or are (long-term 
homeless). Use data sources to create assumptions about current need and 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/COVID-19-Homeless-System-Response-Creating-Cohorts-for-Your-Rehousing-Strategy.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/COVID-19-Homeless-System-Response-Creating-Cohorts-for-Your-Rehousing-Strategy.pdf
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future inflow of people seeking resources. See 5. System Modeling Data Guide 
and 6. System Modeling Assumptions Guide.  

e. Model an ideal system using the Stella Modeling module in HDX 2.0. Enter project 
types, pathways, and performance assumptions to see what the model system 
you have developed looks like. Stella M will calculate the inventory of housing 
and shelter beds or units that will be needed at a point in time to serve everyone 
in each year of the model (and over the life of the model, if you are creating a 
multi-year model) and how much it will cost, if cost estimates were included in 
the assumptions. See 7. System Modeling with Stella M User Guide. 

11. During the system modeling process itself, the facilitator should meet regularly with 
the planning group to review the workgroup’s progress, discuss any issues or 
questions that the workgroup has raised, and review and update the modeling plan 
as needed. Towards the end of the modeling process, the facilitator should review 
the initial modeling results with the planning group to get feedback on assumptions 
and review the results.  

12. Review the draft system model with the workgroup to get feedback.  

13. Develop recommendations for homeless system changes and improvements based 
on the model.  

Implementation Steps 
14. Secure community buy-in. Share the model and recommendations with the 

planning group and leadership group, and any other partners that need to be 
informed. (See 2. Identifying and Engaging with Key Partners Guide). Share the 
reasons for producing a model and the process used to develop it. Be prepared to 
answer questions and receive feedback, and to explain how feedback might be 
incorporated.  

15. Develop an Implementation Plan. Outline steps necessary to implement the model’s 
recommendations that would move the community’s current response to 
homelessness towards the model of the ideal system developed. Include:  

a. Timeline and milestones. 

b. Responsible parties. 

c. Needed funding and other resources. 

d. Additional partners and collaborators needed, if any. 

e. Process for monitoring and evaluation. 

16. Develop a communication strategy to support your implementation, especially to 
get needed funding and other resources. 

https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Data-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-Assumptions-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/System-Modeling-with-Stella-M-User-Guide.pdf
https://files.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/Identifying-and-Engaging-with-Key-Partners-for-System-Modeling-Guide.pdf
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