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Introduction

1. �A Tiered Approach Targets Resources 
Where They’re Most Needed

Family shelters have long operated using a one-size-fits-all 
model of temporary housing, in which every family receives 
the same comprehensive package of services. This approach, 
while helpful to some families, can lead to high costs and lit-
tle choice among service users.3 To mitigate this, research in-
stead highlights the benefits of differentiated, or tiered, mod-
els of care.4,5 Rather than providing identical services to every 
family, providers increasingly recognize that families enter 

shelter with varying strengths, needs, and levels of vulnera-
bility.6 One provider interviewed said their shelter addresses 
“a broad range of needs, and also customize our services to 
what you, in particular, need, what you and your family need.” 
Programming is becoming more intentional in distinguishing 
between universal supports that benefit all families in shelter 
and specialized interventions reserved for those requiring ad-
ditional assistance.

The first level of a tiered approach is universal stabilization. 
Universal stabilizations can include the interconnected sup-
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While shelters for families experiencing homelessness pro-
vide an essential response to immediate housing crises, they 
also represent an opportunity to support family stability and 
child development as families transition to permanent hous-
ing. The quality of the shelter environment can have a strong 
influence on the well-being and long-term outcomes of fami-
lies experiencing homelessness. This includes considerations 
like physical design, programming, staffing, and connections 
to community resources.

Families who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime 
residence are experiencing family homelessness. Unlike 
other forms of homelessness, family homelessness is often 
less visible because families with children are more likely to 
stay in emergency shelters, temporary accommodations, or 
crowded arrangements with extended family or friends rath-
er than experiencing unsheltered homelessness.1 As a result, 
accurately measuring the extent of family homelessness re-
mains challenging. The 2025 U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development Annual Homelessness Assessment 
Report to Congress (AHAR) estimates that approximately 
230,366 individuals in families with children experienced 
homelessness on a single night in January 2025.2 This figure 
likely underrepresents the true scale of family homelessness 
due to limitations in data collection and the difficulty of cap-
turing families experiencing hidden forms of homelessness.

Families who enter shelter often face challenges that extend 
far beyond the loss of housing. Children may experience 
disruptions to education, friendships, routines, and healthy 
development, while parents navigate financial hardship, em-
ployment barriers, mental health concerns, and the stress of 
securing stable housing. High-quality shelters therefore serve 

not only as temporary accommodation but also as environ-
ments that promote safety, dignity, resilience, and recovery.
Despite a growing emphasis on shelter quality, more research 
needs to be done regarding the characteristics that define 
an effective family shelter or the practices that produce the 
strongest outcomes for children and families. Much of the ex-
isting literature focuses on individual interventions or specific 
programs, without focusing on comparative results. 

This report seeks to examine the characteristics of high-qual-
ity family shelters through a mixed-methods approach that 
combines a review of existing literature, a national survey 
of family shelter providers, and semi-structured interviews 
with practitioners. Drawing together evidence from research 
and professional practice, the report identifies common 
principles associated with quality shelter provision and ex-
plores how shelters can better support children, caregivers, 
and families while maintaining a clear focus on achieving  
permanent housing.

Rather than promoting a single model of family shelter, the 
findings demonstrate that effective shelters share a set of 
core principles. These include prioritizing safety and perma-
nent housing, tailoring services to families’ varying levels of 
need, supporting children’s development through child-fo-
cused and two-generation programming, investing in skilled 
staff, designing and maintaining environments that promote 
dignity and autonomy, and strengthening partnerships with 
community organizations. Together, these principles provide 
a framework for improving shelter quality and informing fu-
ture policy, practice, and research aimed at supporting fami-
lies experiencing homelessness.

Key Themes of Quality Shelter
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ports that any family needs to sustain their family unit long-
term, such as affordable permanent housing, jobs paying a 
livable wage, childcare, health care, and transport.7 On aver-
age, the family shelters we surveyed provided six services in 
this category of support. The first tier of support is typically fo-
cused on families who are more easily able to transition back 
into permanent housing but may need financial support to do 
so. Rapid rehousing programs, access to housing vouchers 
or cash assistance are key supports provided at this stage. 
Basic childcare is also key at this stage. Multiple interview-
ees noted the importance of childcare to help parents stay 
in or get back to work. One provider said, “We help you find 
a job and help you work a job in lots of ways. But one of 
the key ways is we take care of your kids of any age during 
the work week.” Another respondent described childcare 
as a prerequisite for organizational growth, underscoring its 
central role in supporting family stability. In addition to these 
key supports, every family entering shelter also benefits from 
safety and routine during what is often a period of significant 
upheaval. Welcoming play spaces, family engagement activi-
ties, opportunities for social connection, and clear orientation 
to available services help establish a sense of normalcy while 
reducing stress for both children and caregivers. These foun-
dational supports create the conditions necessary for families 
to process the difficulties that arise from the immediate im-
pacts of homelessness. 

Figure 1: Families Face Interconnected Housing 
and Economic Challenges

We asked providers:
What types of support do families residing 
in your shelter need most?

Frequent Areas of Need

Housing 43%
Employment 29%
Case Management 26%
Income Support 25%
Childcare 18%

NOTES: This question was presented as an open-ended response and 
does not represent every area of need. Responses could reflect multiple 
types of areas of need so the total may add to over 100%. n=87.

For families facing additional challenges, shelters increas-
ingly offer targeted supports that respond to specific de-
velopmental, educational, or family needs. On average, the 
family shelters we surveyed provided seven services in this 
category. These may include parenting education, academic 
assistance for school-age children, youth mentoring, group 
counseling, and enhanced case management. Rather than 

replacing universal services, these interventions build upon 
them, helping families address emerging concerns before 
they become more significant barriers to stability.

A smaller proportion of families require intensive, long-term 
interventions. On average, the family shelters we surveyed 
provided two services in this category, reflecting that this tier 
of support is the most specialized. These families often bene-
fit from mental health services, individual counseling, crisis in-
tervention, comprehensive family support, and structured af-
tercare following their transition into permanent housing. One 
provider noted that once their shelter began offering mental 
health services, the amount of time families needed to stay in 
the shelter decreased. Mental health services may be provid-
ed in supportive housing. Family Promise, a family shelter and 
supportive housing provider with affiliates across the United 
States, has permanent housing at 34% of their sites so they 
can continue to support those coming out of their shelters.8 
Maintaining contact with families following their transition into 
housing enables providers to identify emerging concerns, re-
connect families with community resources when needed, 
and provide ongoing guidance during a critical adjustment 
period. Together, mental health supports, employment ser-
vices, and aftercare extend the impact of shelter program-
ming beyond the shelter stay itself, contributing to stronger 
family resilience and more sustainable housing outcomes.

By matching services to the level of need, shelters can pro-
vide more efficient and responsive care while ensuring that 
every family receives meaningful support without overex-
tending limited resources.

2. Safety Is the Foundation
Safety is the foundation of a quality family shelter. While it 
featured in shelter guidelines and approaches to trauma in 
shelter, it was often treated as a secondary characteristic in 
academic research on shelter quality. However, it was the 
most frequently identified characteristic of quality shelter by 
interview participants and survey respondents. Forty-four 
percent of survey respondents and 71% of interview par-
ticipants identified a safe or secure environment as an 
important characteristic of quality shelter. This difference 
may reflect the fact that safety is often treated as a basic as-
sumption in research, whereas providers and families expe-
rience it as a central component of everyday shelter life. As 
one interviewed provider stated, “Every part of this building 
and the space has been designed with safety in mind, from 
the number of doors that we have to the type of glass that we 
have to how many entry points we have.” The same provider, 
whose shelter has a specific focus on domestic violence, sex-
ual violence, child abuse, and human trafficking, emphasized 
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that safety was an especially strong concern for residents, 
explaining that “if our building and our physical structure is a 
safe space for them, then we know that that’s a strong foun-
dation for that working relationship.”   

Safety extends beyond physical protection from harm. Fami-
lies also need environments that promote emotional and psy-
chological safety where they feel respected, supported, and 
able to establish routines without fear or uncertainty. Across 
the responses in interviews, providers highlighted the im-
portance of clients not only being safe but also feeling safe. 
Building that feeling of safety required trust and constant 
communication between shelter staff and residents. A shel-
ter provider interviewed described that policies about visitors 
and alcohol on campus were shaped by feedback from res-
idents. The provider noted that safety is not one static con-
cept but rather shelters must be “proactive and adaptive to 
keep a safe environment.”

Existing research does highlight an important balance be-
tween maintaining safety and preserving residents’ auton-
omy. Policies that rely heavily on surveillance or restrictive 
rules may inadvertently limit independence or create institu-
tional environments.9 In light of this tension, advocates argue 
that safety can also be promoted through thoughtful shelter 
design and practice.10 Private family units, welcoming commu-
nal spaces, consistent routines, and sensitive and supportive 
staff interactions can all contribute to creating environments 
where families feel both secure and respected. Further re-
search is needed to better understand how shelters can bal-
ance safety, autonomy, and dignity while responding to the 
priorities of both providers and residents.

3. Permanent Housing Is the Goal 
Transitioning families to permanent housing they can afford 
and sustain is the primary goal of any shelter stay. Existing 
literature suggests that effective interventions for homeless 
families include beginning to address the issue of housing 
stability immediately.11 This emphasis was reflected in our sur-
vey findings, where housing application assistance (88%) 
and housing search assistance (87%) were among the most 
common services provided in shelters. 

Support obtaining permanent housing was most frequent-
ly identified by survey participants (43%) as what families 
in shelter need most. Effective shelters therefore combine 
intensive housing-focused case management with strong 
partnerships with housing agencies and community organi-
zations to maximize opportunities for permanent housing.12 
A provider interviewed noted that staff at their shelter are 
working to build relationships with local landlords to find mu-
tual benefit—landlords get reliable tenants, and shelter res-

idents have safe, decent permanent housing to move into 
when they exit shelter.

Beginning housing planning at the point of entry into shelter 
and maintaining a clear focus on permanent housing through-
out a family’s stay helps ensure that emergency shelter serves 
as a bridge to long-term stability rather than a destination in 
and of itself.

4. �Programming Can Support Child 
and Parent Autonomy

Child-Focused Programming Promotes Resilience

Nearly one quarter (24%) of shelter providers surveyed 
mentioned programming or services for children as a 
feature of quality shelter for families. Children experiencing 
homelessness face disruptions to many of the developmental 
contexts that support healthy growth, including school 
stability, peer relationships, recreation, and family routines. 
Research suggests that effective interventions must address 
these disruptions through a combination of housing stability, 
family supports, and child-focused services that promote 
educational, social, and emotional well-being.13 The National 
Center on Family Homelessness identifies housing, maternal 
well-being, child well-being, family functioning, and family 
preservation as key areas of need for children experiencing 
homelessness.14 Within this framework, child-focused shelter 
programming has emerged as an important practice because 
it emphasizes children’s voices, agency, and developmental 
needs. This is reflected in survey data: 34% of shelter 
providers reported they had childcare programming, and 18% 
mentioned childcare as one of the supports families in their 
shelters needed most.

Beginning housing planning at the point of entry 
into shelter and maintaining a clear focus on 

permanent housing throughout a family’s stay 
helps ensure that emergency shelter serves 

as a bridge to long-term stability rather than a 
destination in and of itself.

of participants identified 
a safe or secure 
environment as an 
important characteristic 
of quality shelter.

of participants identified 
support obtaining  
permanent housing as 
what families in shelter 
need most.

71%

43%
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Rather than relying solely on adult-directed activities, success-
ful programs create opportunities for children to make choic-
es, explore their interests, and participate in shaping their 
own experiences. Choice, exploration, and decision-making 
can help children rebuild confidence and a sense of control 
following experiences of instability and trauma.15 Even small 
opportunities for autonomy can help.16 Consistency is equally 
important. Predictable and regular programming and familiar 
staff provide stability that supports children’s emotional regu-
lation, learning, and social development. 

Effective programs may include after-school programming, 
summer enrichment, recreation, tutoring, and play.17 Of the 
providers surveyed, more than half (51%) reported that their 
shelters provide academic support for children, 42% provided 
after-school programming, and 36% provided a youth sum-
mer camp. 

A good practice example is Mary’s Place, a shelter for families 
experiencing homelessness in Seattle, Washington that pro-
vides shelter to 650 families each night. They operate a Kids 
Club which provides a model that combines age-appropriate 
activities, homework assistance, and recreational opportuni-
ties. The organization also coordinates with local school dis-
tricts to ensure educational continuity and provide necessary 
transportation. These youth services extend beyond basic 
education to include enrichment activities like Science Club 
and Girl Scouts that help promote a sense of normalcy and 
stability for children.18 

Additional to programming, research on shelter environments 
suggests that predictable, welcoming, and developmentally 
appropriate spaces can support children’s sense of safety 
and stability.19,20 One provider interviewed from Wisconsin 
described the importance of including spaces specifically 
meant for various ages and developmental needs, and a pro-
vider from Arkansas noted the importance of having books 
and toys in common spaces. Together, these findings position 
family shelters as environments where intentional program-
ming and design can support children’s resilience and long-
term development.

Two-Generation Programming 
Strengthens Family Outcomes

Child-focused programming for families experiencing home-
lessness is most effective when integrated within broader fam-
ily-focused shelter systems. Consistent with this, 37% of sur-
vey respondents who mentioned child-focused programming 
also mentioned family-focused approaches. In fact, overall 
respondents were almost equally likely to mention themes re-
lated to two-generation programs (23%) as child-focused ap-

proaches (24%). Two-generation approaches recognize the 
interconnected nature of caregivers and child well-being.21,22 
Children’s development cannot be considered independently 
of the circumstances facing their parents or caregivers, and 
interventions that support the family can be more effective 
than those targeting individuals in isolation. In the opinion of 
one shelter staffer, the most important aspect of quality shel-
ter for families with children is to ensure that their parents are 
fully able to care for them, as this is how shelters can best en-
sure that children are safe and comfortable. Another provider 
expressed a similar sentiment, saying, “In order for our kids 
to be happy, healthy, and safe, they need to have people that 
can care for them that feel healthy and safe.”

Two-generation programming intentionally creates opportu-
nities for caregivers and children to learn, play, and participate 
together. Parent–child activities, family learning opportunities, 
shared meals, parenting workshops integrated with children’s 
programming, and recreational events all strengthen relation-
ships while reinforcing positive interactions during periods of 
stress.23 Nearly half (46%) of providers surveyed indicated 
they offer parenting classes within their shelter and 55% 
of providers indicated they provide life skills coaching or 
trainings. These shared experiences not only improve chil-
dren’s sense of security but also enhance caregivers’ confi-
dence and capacity to support their children’s development. 
This type of programming takes many forms in family shelters. 
According to one interviewee, a key resource for children in 
their shelter is “parent advocates.” These advocates help par-
ents engage with their child’s school and develop the tools to 
address any behavioral issues that arise with their children.

Some best practices can be found in partnering with com-
munity-based services with expertise in serving families ex-
periencing homelessness. For instance, The Empowerment 
Zone project in Baltimore City Public Schools provided a sum-
mer program with mental health services for homeless and 
low-income children, while also offering parents training in 
behavior management. Parents from both the homeless and 
low-income groups reported reductions in their children’s 
overall behavioral problems, with the homeless group report-
ing greater improvements. In addition, teachers observed en-
hanced social skills among children in both groups following 
the intervention.24 

 In order for our kids to be happy, healthy, 
and safe, they need to have people that can 
care for them that feel healthy and safe. 
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Horizons for Homeless Children in Boston runs Community 
Children’s Centers (CCCs),25 which also place a strong em-
phasis on parental engagement in children’s education. Par-
ents spend a minimum of one hour each month in their child’s 
classroom, where they observe and participate in learning 
activities. This involvement is reinforced through parenting 
and life skills workshops that highlight the importance of ef-
fective parent–child communication and regular peer group 
meetings that provide opportunities to share parenting ex-
periences and advice. Children enrolled in these early care 
and education programs showed greater improvement in 
academic scores, vocabulary, and receptive language skills 
than the control group.26

Reducing Transportation Barriers 
Ensures the Most Families Participate

Transportation is a significant but often overlooked barrier 
that limits families’ ability to access the resources needed to 
achieve long-term stability.27 Even when shelters provide or 
coordinate services such as employment assistance, childcare, 
healthcare, and early childhood education, these supports 
have limited impact if families cannot reliably reach them. The 
Center for Transforming Lives in Fort Worth, Texas provides 
shelter and comprehensive support services for mothers 
and children experiencing homelessness. They identified 
transportation as one of the greatest challenges facing those 
that they serve, noting that it creates ongoing difficulties 
in managing daily responsibilities and accessing essential 
services.28 One interviewee from a different organization 
spoke about the issue of “time-economics,” which become 
very difficult for families in communities without strong public 
transportation systems, especially single-parent families like 
many at this particular shelter. For many families, trying to get 
everything done in a day can be nearly impossible, “and so 
the time economics then bleeds into the money economics.”

Providing services such as employment assistance, childcare, 
healthcare, and early childhood education within the shelter 
can help reduce transportation barriers that can otherwise 
prevent families from accessing critical support. More than 
two-thirds of shelter providers surveyed indicated that 
most or all the services available to residents were on-site, 
highlighting that on-site services are important to quality 
shelter. Where cost or capacity becomes an issue, shelters 
can partner with other agencies and organizations to address 
families’ needs. One interviewee, whose shelter partners with 
a healthcare provider to provide services on-site says, “The … 
willingness of other systems to co-locate can be another key 
to unlocking a lot of that [comprehensive support].”
Another option for reducing transportation barriers is provid-
ing transportation supports like vans or shuttle buses from 

shelter to necessary services—39% of shelters surveyed pro-
vide some sort of transportation support, and an additional 
12% of survey respondents indicated that they wish transpor-
tation support was available to families at their shelter.

Reducing transportation barriers can increase participation 
in programs and improve families’ ability to access the sup-
ports necessary to secure stable housing and improve their 
long-term well-being.29 By minimizing the need for travel by 
offering on-site programming when possible, and transport 
assistance when on-site programming is not possible, shel-
ters can increase participation in supportive services and im-
prove families’ ability to secure stable housing and achieve 
long-term well-being.

5. �Supported Staff Are 
Supportive to Residents

Staffing and staff conduct was mentioned as a key aspect 
of quality shelter by one in four survey respondents. Good 
practice in shelter staffing extends beyond meeting families’ 
immediate housing needs and requires staff to balance prac-
tical support, external advocacy, and relationship-building. 
Being aware of the difficulties residents arrive with was an 
important point raised by practitioners as well. Among survey 
respondents, 31% indicated that quality shelter means being 
aware of and responsive to residents past trauma.

Staff also play an important role in helping families access 
essential services. Parents experiencing homelessness often 
express that the systems they encounter when accessing 
services are difficult to navigate, but this difficulty can be mit-
igated by supportive staff.30 However, effective practice can 
be hindered by role ambiguity, limited resources, low pay, ad-
ministrative barriers, and unrealistic expectations, all of which 
contribute to frustration and burnout among staff.

of providers surveyed 
indicated they offer 
parenting classes 
within their shelter.

of providers 
mentioned childcare
as one of the supports
families need the most.

of providers surveyed 
indicated they provide
life skills coaching or
trainings.

46%

18%

55%

BEYOND A PLACE TO STAY: WHAT MAKES A HIGH-QUALITY FAMILY SHELTER FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2026  |  ICPH.org



6

To address these challenges, comprehensive training that 
equips staff with knowledge of child development, mental 
health, and strategies for supporting positive parent–child 
relationships is key. Lived experience can also foster trust 
between residents and staff—at Lotus House in Miami, near-
ly 40% of staff have lived experience of homelessness.31 An 
interview participant with lived experience felt so support-
ed by shelter staff while in a domestic violence shelter that 
they went on to work for a shelter provider. They said, “The 
employees that are there at the shelter are [families’] num-
ber one resource … The advocate is critical to every family’s 
success. Ultimately, you can’t succeed for them; they have to 
do that themselves. But a quality advocate makes it so much 
easier for them to make the transition out of homelessness.” 

Low child-to-staff ratios in play settings, as well as assigning 
specific staff members as advocates for each family, can help 
build consistency and trust between families and staff and 
manage caseload.32 Strengths-based approaches where staff 
give positive feedback can help to support and empower fam-
ilies.33 One Washington shelter provider interviewed said that 
residents, “catch this vision from us that we actually believe 
that they can do this and that we think they’re the hero. … For 
some of them, that’s a new experience to be believed in.”

6. �The Physical Environment 
Is Part of the Intervention

The physical environment of a shelter is increasingly recog-
nized as an essential component of effective programming 
rather than simply the setting in which services are delivered. 
Aspects of a shelter’s physical conditions were mentioned 
by 43% of survey participants as an aspect of quality shel-
ter. This included mentions of a welcoming or non-institution-
al environment, cleanliness, building maintenance, privacy, 
and adequate space for living or programming. The design 
of spaces influences how families interact with one another, 
whether they participate in programming, and how safe, re-
spected, and comfortable they feel during their stay.34 

Safety

Physical Conditions

Trauma Informed

Staffing

Child Centered Programming

Address Needs of Entire Family

Long-Term Stability

Connection to the Community

0%

NOTES: This question was presented as an open-ended response and does not represent every response. Responses could reflect multiple topics 
so the total may add to over 100%. n=111.

5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Figure 2

We asked providers:
What do you think makes a “quality” shelter for families with children?

Frequency of Shelter Characteristics in Responses

44%

43%

31%

24%

24%

23%

17%

4%

 The employees that are there at the shelter 
are [families’] number one resource … The 

advocate is critical to every family’s success. 
Ultimately, you can’t succeed for them; they have 

to do that themselves. But a quality advocate 
makes it so much easier for them to make the 

transition out of homelessness. 
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Spaces should support activities happening in the shelter. 
Resources like computer rooms can allow for job searching 
and after-school programming, whereas play and learning ar-
eas can support children’s development. Spaces can allow 
families to exercise choice and autonomy and adapt to dif-
ferent age groups and uses throughout the day. This latter 
point is especially important as, nearly one third (32%) of 
survey respondents indicated space limitations as a barri-
er to providing services they wish they had in their shelters. 
As one interviewee said, “We’re always looking at our space 
and our design because really, if we can adapt our space, our 
environment, and our approach to make it easier for folks, as 
opposed to asking them to fit into this little box that we have, 
we know that they’re going to have a more successful entry 
and exit.”

In addition to welcoming common spaces, there are benefits 
to providing private, non-institutional living spaces that pro-
mote dignity, privacy, and autonomy. Sound is also a consid-
eration, with one interview participant additionally noting the 
importance of sound absorption for family shelters that house 
many children. A good practice is to offer separate units with 
their own bathrooms and kitchenettes where it is possible to 
provide the most privacy and convenience.35 More than half 
of shelter providers surveyed have individual living units for 
families, and nearly half provide private individual bathrooms. 
However, only about one-third of shelters were equipped 
with their own space and utilities to cook or prepare meals. 
This may be due to limitations of existing buildings—almost 
half of respondents (46%) reported operating from buildings 
that were not originally designed as shelters.

Both the literature and interviews identified the importance of 
environments that are welcoming and non-institutional. One 
provider said the shelter they work in is, “designed to appear 
more like a home than a facility.” Bright, flexible spaces that 
encourage exploration and play communicate a sense of 
dignity and belonging, while avoiding the sterile atmosphere 
often associated with emergency housing. Natural elements 
like plants and outdoor spaces may also support mental well-
being and family cohesion in shelters, though more research 
is needed.36 

Design principles that promote a calming and consistent 
environment can reduce stress and foster a sense of safety 
for families.37,38 The Path Home Family Village in Portland, 
Oregon was designed with these principles in mind, using 
natural light, curved walls, and soothing colors.39 These 
elements combine in large, spacious, multi-use rooms where 
residents can choose how they use the space.

Signage and wayfinding can also play an important role in fos-
tering this sense of predictability, even in spaces not originally 
designed as shelters. One such example is a New York City 
shelter featuring signs placed at heights where children could 
easily read them and in colors and with pictures that conveyed 
that these were spaces to be enjoyed, promoting a greater 
sense of control and agency for children in the shelter.40

7. �Strong Community Connections 
Benefit Residents

Rather than operating as isolated emergency facilities, some 
shelter providers are recognizing the benefits of turning 
shelters into integrated community resources. This shift 
recognizes that families benefit when shelters are embedded 
within the broader network of neighborhood services and 
organizations rather than existing apart from them. Research 
finds that opening selected programs and services to 
members of the surrounding community can help reduce 
stigma, encourage social inclusion, and create opportunities 
for meaningful interaction between shelter residents and 
their neighbors.41 Allie’s Place Family Residence in New 
York City is an example of this integrated approach. The 
Culinary Center at Allie’s Place functions as a workforce 
development hub open to both shelter residents and the 
broader community, providing job training that prepares adult 
students for careers in the food and hospitality industry.42 
Another example is Lotus House in Miami. Alongside its 
shelter services, it has developed strong partnerships with 
community-based organizations to deliver health care, 
mental health services, education, employment support, 
and childcare. Its new Children’s Village aims to serve as a 

of participants indicated 
that physical conditions 
were an aspect of a 
quality shelter.43%

of survey respondents
indicated space 
limitations as a barrier 
to providing services.32%

 We’re always looking at our space and our 
design because really, if we can adapt our space, 

our environment, and our approach to make it 
easier for folks, as opposed to asking them 

to fit into this little box that we have, we know 
that they’re going to have a more successful 

entry and exit. 
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neighborhood resource center, housing more than a dozen 
nonprofit organizations and offering supportive services 
and educational opportunities to local children and families, 
whether or not they live at the shelter.43 While shelters like 
Allie’s Place and Lotus House are finding benefits in this 
model, only 4% of survey respondents indicated some type 
of community integration as characteristic of quality shelter. 
Further research could explore why this is the case, including 
potential funding and safety constraints.

Another approach to strengthening community connections 
is supporting shelter residents in accessing programs and 
services beyond the shelter itself. Of the survey respon-
dents, 17% indicated the importance of families building 
long-term stability to stay housed and “re-integrating.” One 
interviewed provider said their programming is, “designed to 
connect folks with the greater community, so that they feel 
like they have a sense of community and have connections 
to resources and ongoing support inside and outside of the 
shelter.” This includes a range of services targeted at con-
necting residents with the broader community, such as as-
sistance enrolling adults and children in schools, enrolling 
young children in childcare, and even “snuggle breaks” with 
local animal welfare societies.

Research has found that building a connection between the 
community and schools is particularly important in helping 

children who are homeless.44 This connection can be fos-
tered in different ways. Among survey respondents, 15% in-
dicated they had full or part-time local school representatives 
in their shelter building.

The homeless services and housing provider HopePHL’s pro-
gram, the Building Early Links for Learning (BELL) partnership 
with Philadelphia Office of Homeless Services, is an example 
of good practice in supporting family shelters in establishing 
an educational liaison role with local school districts.45 These 
liaisons are typically existing staff members who are responsi-
ble for helping families enroll their children in early education 
programs. BELL staff work alongside shelter-based liaisons to 
build capacity, provide guidance, and strengthen connections 
with local early childhood providers. A key focus of this work 
is fostering strong relationships between education liaisons 
and nearby programs, helping ensure that families can more 
easily access educational opportunities and maintain conti-
nuity of support within the broader community. Preliminary 
evidence suggests that BELL has helped to increase pre-
school enrollment for children staying in shelter.

Funding (55%), space (32%), and staffing (23%) were identified by survey respondents as barriers that kept them from provid-
ing desired services like childcare (26%), mental health support (21%) and employment support (15%). One of the providers 
we interviewed also noted the need for more training and resources to support children with developmental disabilities and  
special needs. 

These findings highlight that many of the limitations experienced by family shelters are structural rather than a lack of under-
standing of what constitutes good practice. Across both the survey and interviews, providers demonstrated a clear awareness 
of the services and environments that best support children and families. However, many reported that financial and operational 
constraints prevented them from fully implementing these approaches.

indicated the importance of 
families building long-term 
stability to stay housed and 
“re-integrating.”17%

Barriers Limit the Services Shelters Can Provide

BEYOND A PLACE TO STAY: WHAT MAKES A HIGH-QUALITY FAMILY SHELTER FOR CHILDREN AND FAMILIES EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

ICPH.org  |  SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2026



9

Figure 3: Providers Want Services That Support 
Long-Term Family Stability

We asked providers: 
What services do you wish were available in 
your shelter?

Most Frequent Types of Desired Services

Childcare 26%
Mental Health Support 21%
Employment Support 15%

NOTES: This question was presented as an open-ended response and 
does not represent every desired service. Responses could reflect 
multiple types of services. n=81.

Responses counted as Mental Health Support if providers shared a desire 
to hire mental health professionals, provide dedicated mental health 
counseling, or provide unspecified mental health services.

Responses counted as Employment Support if providers shared a desire 
to provide dedicated job training, assistance in finding employment, 
supporting career readiness, or provide unspecified employment support.

Figure 4: Providers Face Structural Constraints 
in Offering Additional Desired Services

We asked providers: 
What are some barriers or constraints to providing 
additional desired services?

Most Frequent Types of Barriers

Funding 55%
Available Space 32%
Staffing 23%

NOTES: This question was presented as an open-ended response and 
does not represent every barrier to desired services. Responses could 
reflect multiple types of areas of need so may add up to over 100%. n=65. 

The analysis for this information comes from the responses of a combined 
open-ended question. Providers were asked; What service(s) do you 
wish were available in your shelter(s)? What are some of the barriers or 
constraints to providing these services? Therefore, these barriers may be 
tied to the specific services providers indicated and are not reflective of 
all additional desired services. See Figure 3 for the most frequent type of 
service desired by providers.

Recommendations
Prioritize Permanent Housing 
from the Point of Entry

Every aspect of shelter programming should 
contribute to the goal of securing stable, perma-

nent housing. Housing search assistance and benefits nav-
igation is effective when it begins as soon as families enter 
shelter and continues throughout their stay.
 

Invest in the Workforce 
That Supports Families 

Skilled, well-supported staff are key. Staff train-
ing can focus on things like child development, 

family engagement, and strengths-based approaches, while 
maintaining staffing levels that allow staff to build trusting rela-
tionships with families. Staff well-being and manageable case-
loads should also be recognized as essential components of 
quality service delivery. 

Match Services to Families’ Levels of Need 

Not every family requires the same level of sup-
port. Flexible service models that combine uni-
versal stabilization supports with targeted inter-

ventions for families experiencing more complex challenges 
can help allocate resources effectively while ensuring that 
families receive the level of support they need. 

Implement Child-Focused and 
Two-Generation Programming

Incorporating programming that supports chil-
dren’s developmental well-being can mean of-

fering them chances to have a voice during a destabilizing 
period of their lives. Parents can play an essential role in 
their child’s development through two-generation approach-
es. Predictable routines can be one of the most valuable as-
pects of shelter programming. This consistency promotes 
emotional regulation while reducing anxiety associated with  
frequent disruption.
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Continue Investing in 
Research and Evaluation 

While this report identifies several emerging 
practices associated with high-quality family 

shelters, further research is needed to better understand 
which approaches produce the strongest long-term out-
comes for children and families. Ongoing evaluation, collab-
oration across the sector, and sharing of promising practices 
will help strengthen the evidence base and support continu-
ous improvement in shelter services.

Design Shelters That Promote Safety, 
Dignity, and Family Well-Being

The physical environment is essential to deliver-
ing effective services. Prioritizing private family 

units, child-friendly spaces, and flexible communal areas can 
help give families both privacy and agency. Spaces should 
feel welcoming rather than institutional, and safety of resi-
dents should be top of mind. 

Strengthen Partnerships Beyond the Shelter

Building partnerships with schools, childcare 
providers, health care services, employers, 
and community organizations can help better 

serve residents. These partnerships increase access to 
services during the shelter stay and strengthen community 
connections that continue after families leave shelter.

Further Directions for Research
tween funding sources and the availability of programming to 
shelter residents and the wider community can help identify 
strategies for improving service delivery across the sector.

While the literature identifies many promising approaches, 
relatively few interventions have been evaluated using ro-
bust longitudinal or comparative methods. Stronger evidence 
would help identify which interventions produce the stron-
gest long-term outcomes for children and families.

The survey findings raise important questions about differ-
ences in service provision across shelters. We would like to 
conduct further investigation with a wider range of providers 
from different geographic areas. Since funding was identi-
fied by providers as a key constraint to providing services, 
we would also like to gather information about the funding 
sources of those surveyed. Examining the relationship be-

 Anything gets better when we talk to each 
other and learn from each other. And there just 
isn’t a resource for others that do this work to 

connect and collaborate … it would exponentially 
improve the experience of families in shelter if 
we had the ability to learn from each other. 
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While the primary purpose of shelter is to provide immediate safety and a pathway to permanent housing, the evidence pre-
sented in this report demonstrates that quality shelter is defined by much more than just a temporary place to stay. The stron-
gest shelter models recognize that families experiencing homelessness are not only navigating a housing crisis but also 
disruptions to children’s development, family routines, relationships, and access to essential supports.

A quality family shelter is one that creates an environment where families can regain stability, dignity, and a sense of control. This 
requires recognizing families as active participants, ensuring that services are responsive to their individual strengths and needs.

The findings from this report highlight that there is no single model of a quality shelter. Instead, effective shelters share com-
mon principles: they cultivate safety, prioritize permanent housing, support children’s development, strengthen family 
relationships, and connect families to broader community resources. As communities continue to address family homeless-
ness, investment in shelter quality should be viewed not only as an investment in emergency response, but as an opportunity 
to improve long-term outcomes for children and families.

Conclusion

Appendix
Methodology
This study employed a mixed methods design with three complementary components: (1) a structured literature review, (2) an 
online survey containing both closed and open-ended questions, and (3) semi-structured interviews with practitioners. The 
combination of these methods enabled the gathering of evidence from academic research and professional practice to develop 
an understanding of family homelessness, shelter quality, and the role of shelter design and programming.

Literature Review

A literature review was undertaken to identify, appraise, and 
synthesize existing evidence relating to family homelessness, 
shelter quality, shelter design, and outcomes for children and 
families experiencing homelessness. 

The review focused primarily on literature from the U.S. and 
Canada published from 2000 onwards to reflect contempo-
rary policy, service delivery, and shelter design approaches. 
Publications prior to 2000 were excluded unless they were 
incorporated within systematic reviews or other evidence 
syntheses published after 2000, allowing influential earlier 
research to be considered where it informed more recent 
evidence. Studies that focused exclusively on single adults, 
youth homelessness, unhoused homelessness without con-
sideration of shelter provision, or unrelated housing interven-
tions were excluded.

Survey

An online survey was developed to gather broader perspec-
tives from individuals with knowledge or experience of home-
lessness services. The survey included both closed-end-
ed questions, enabling descriptive statistical analysis, and 
open-ended questions, allowing respondents to elaborate on 
their experiences and recommendations.

The survey received more than 100 responses from 30 states, 
providing a dataset from which both quantitative and qualita-
tive insights could be drawn. Closed-ended responses were 
analyzed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies 
and percentages, while open-ended responses were ana-
lyzed using thematic analysis.

Structured literature
review

Online survey
with questions

Semi-structured
interviews
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