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Family Homelessness
FACT SHEET

INVESTING IN CHILDREN AND FAMILIES 
Every person deserves the chance to live a healthy and 
productive life. The path to opportunity begins with a 

place to call home—especially for families with children.

Children with secure housing change schools less often, 
which helps them stay on the path to academic success. 
Parents with secure housing face fewer crises and 
disruptions in their lives, which makes it easier to get  
and keep a job and raise healthy, confident children.  
Strong, productive communities are only possible when 
families have access to safe, permanent housing.

OUR CHALLENGE
Today’s uncertain economic times—compounded by  
the rising cost of housing and fewer jobs that pay a family 
wage—are putting hundreds of thousands of children  
and their families at risk of becoming homeless. Though  
we see few homeless families on the streets, nearly half  
of Washington’s homeless are families and children. 

OUR APPROACH
In 2000, as a first step in addressing family homelessness, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation launched the Sound 
Families Initiative, a $40 million (U.S.) program aimed 
at tripling the amount of transitional housing available—
and pairing it with support services in King, Pierce, and 
Snohomish counties.

Partners throughout the Puget Sound region, including 
regional housing authorities and other local, state, and 
federal government agencies, collaborated to make Sound 
Families a success, combining more than $200 million (U.S.) 
in public sector funding with the foundation’s resources.

By its close in 2008, the Sound Families Initiative had 
largely achieved its goal of tripling the amount of supportive 
housing in the three counties by helping to build nearly 
1,500 new units paired with support services. To date, the 
program has helped more than 2,700 children and 1,500 

families. Nearly half of these households increased their 
incomes between the start and end of the program.

In 2004, encouraged by progress made through Sound 
Families, the Washington State Legislature created the 
Washington Families Fund (WFF), a first-of-its-kind 
public-private partnership devoted to providing long-
term funding for service-enriched affordable housing for 
families throughout the state. By January 2010, the fund 
had awarded $16 million (U.S.) to 43 programs statewide, 
creating 618 service-enriched housing units supporting 
more than 1,000 families—including 3,000 children and 
their parents. Over the lifetime of current grants, WFF 
programs will serve 12,000 children and their parents.

A mother with her children outside the Hopelink emergency service center 

(Redmond, Washington, 2006).



services are essential to making sure 
families get help that addresses their 
unique needs and allows them to 
rebuild and maintain stability and 
self-sufficiency. 

•	�Increased Economic Opportunity: 
Housing stability depends on long-
term employment. Building a strong 
bridge to education and workforce 
development systems will ensure 
that families can earn a living wage 
and sustain their housing.
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WHAT WE DO
We have set an ambitious goal for our 
continued investments: developing, 
demonstrating, and deploying 
promising practices by working with 
the public and private sectors to 
reduce family homelessness in the 
Puget Sound region by 50 percent  
over the next 10 years. 

To accomplish this goal, we have 
identified five critical principles that 
will guide our ongoing investments: 
early intervention and prevention, 
coordinated access to support 
services, rapid re-housing, tailored 
programs, and increased economic 
opportunity. These principles build 
on innovative work being done in 
communities across the country, and 
lessons learned from Sound Families.

To achieve our objectives, we need 
accurate data on the number of 
homeless families with children. 
Data on what families need, what 
services they are using, and whether 
they become homeless again will, 
over time, enable providers to work 
together more efficiently. It will 

Our Approach to Reducing Family Homelessness
•	�Early Intervention and Prevention: 

By intervening early and providing 
assistance, we can help keep families 
in their homes and out of shelters. 
This assistance includes eviction 
prevention, landlord mediation, 
financial help for paying overdue 
rent or utilities, and emergency 
assistance for food, clothing, child 
care, and transportation.

•	�Coordinated Access to Support 
Services: Having one simple way to 

enter the support services system, or 
one place to go for assistance, helps 
families find the services and housing 
they need as quickly as possible.

•	�Rapid Re-housing: Shelters are not 
homes. Effective efforts to address 
family homelessness can minimize 
family stays in emergency shelters by 
quickly placing them in permanent 
housing, often with rental subsidies. 

•	�Tailored Programs: Flexible, 
coordinated, and tailored support 

also help show progress 
toward reducing family 
homelessness and build 
support for policies 
and funding needed to 
support families as they 
regain self-sufficiency.

We are working with 
partners in King, Pierce, 
and Snohomish counties 
as they develop plans 
for pilot efforts based 
on the five identified 
principles—to meet 
the unique needs of families in their 
communities. If approved, each pilot 
will test new ways to help stabilize 
homeless families as well as those at 
risk of losing their homes. 

We plan to apply what we learn 
statewide to ensure that every child 
has a safe place to call home. Working 
together with Building Changes, a 
nonprofit that has guided WFF since 
its inception, and our public and 
private partners, we can help forge 
tangible solutions that prevent and end 
family homelessness once and for all.

TO LEARN MORE
About the United States Program: 
www.gatesfoundation.org/ 
united-states

About Family Homelessness: 
www.gatesfoundation.org/
familyhomelessness

About our work in Washington state: 
www.gatesfoundation.org/
washingtonstate

A mother prepares a meal with her children at their Housing Hope 

home (Everett, Washington, 2006). 


