
Despite decades of efforts from gov-
ernment agencies, nonprofits and 
philanthropists, millions of Americans 
will experience homelessness this 
year, including 1.5 million children.  

A true understanding of home-
lessness and how to end it requires 
recognition of its primary causes, 
comprehension of the consequences 
of failure and the involvement of key 
stakeholders from the beginning to the 
end of efforts to address this problem.

Funders Together to End Home-
lessness (Funders Together) is an af-
finity group of leading philanthro-
pies that have chosen to dispose of 
their independence by harnessing 
the collective power and potential 
of its membership. With many of the 
funders that seek to address home-
lessness working under one umbrella 
organization, the sector has lost di-
versity of perspective to address a 
complex social issue. Additionally, 
input from critically important stake-
holder groups, including nonprof-
its and homeless constituents, has 
largely been left out of the strategy 
and decision-making process; they 
are outside the tent – The Big Top. As 
a result, Funders Together has under-
performed compared to the previous 
accomplishments of its individual 
members. The lasting impact of indi-
vidual funders (continued on page 8) 

We can end homelessness in Ameri-
ca, but philanthropy must be willing 
to step forward and challenge the sta-
tus quo. 

These are the facts:  The Unit-
ed States remains – even during a 
recession – one of the most eco-
nomically powerful nations on the 
planet. Many Americans live with 
a comparative wealth that contrasts 
starkly with the lives of those across 
much of the globe. Our country 
possesses the resources required to 
ensure that not one resident of our 
communities spends a single night 
without a safe, decent and afford-
able place to live. And yet, 650,000 

people are homeless on any given 
night in America. 

We tolerate homelessness among 
single adults, young people and fami-
lies, labeling it an “intractable” social 
problem that can’t really be solved. At 
Funders Together (continued on page 11) 
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to End Homelessness, a national net-
work of funders supporting strategic, 
innovative and effective grantmaking 
to end homelessness, we find this situ-
ation unacceptable, and we’re deter-
mined to change it. 

We know it can be done because 
communities across the country are 
successfully reducing homelessness. A 
few recent examples: 
 • Salt Lake City, Utah, just an-

nounced that its chronically 
homeless population – composed 
of people with a long history of 
homelessness – has declined 69 
percent since 2006. 

 • Fairfax County, Va., reduced total 
homelessness 16 percent and 
family homelessness 19 percent in 
2009-2010. 

 • Between 2003 and 2009, Alam-
eda County, Calif., reduced total 
homelessness 15 percent, chronic 
homelessness 20 percent and fam-
ily homelessness 37 percent.

With critical support from govern-
ment, providers, advocates, people 
who are or have been homeless them-
selves and philanthropy, these and oth-
er communities are restructuring their 
homelessness response systems. They 
are helping people without stable liv-
ing situations move quickly into per-
manent housing and providing them 
with the supports they need to remain 
housed. Building on these and other 
examples, Funders Together is help-
ing to spread the word among funders 
about solutions to homelessness, with 
the goal of attracting more of our col-
leagues to the work.

Granted, ending homelessness is a 
daunting goal for philanthropy; our re-
sources, considered on their own, are 
simply insignificant in comparison to 
the task. Just as with health care – as 
NCRP’s Sean Dobson pointed out in 
a recent blog post1 – the total amount 
that philanthropy spends annually in 

homelessness is dwarfed in comparison 
to the many billions of public-sector 
dollars expended annually that touch 
the lives of at-risk and homeless popu-
lations. This shouldn’t scare our sector 
away from the issue, but increase our 
determination to use our limited funds 
as catalysts for real change, for the so-
lutions that evidence tells us will have 
the greatest impact. I’m not sure we’ve 
been doing that consistently.

MAXIMIZING PHILANTHROPY’S 
IMPACT ON HOMELESSNESS
Over many decades, philanthropy has 
supported countless programs that have 
provided desperately needed aid to 
many thousands of people experienc-
ing homelessness in America. But de-
spite our best intentions, homelessness 
hasn’t gone away. In recent decades, 
the problem actually has gotten worse. 

To me, this means we’re not doing 
something right – or at least as well as 
we could or should. Our sector’s work 
must be about more than just results that 
let grantmakers sleep better at night; we 
also must seek to promote the lasting, 

sustainable changes in the systems that 
touch people who are homeless. We 
must move beyond the management of 
homelessness to the collective work of 
crafting solutions that end it once and 
for all.

At Funders Together, we have 
learned from providers, advocates, re-
searchers and people who are home-
less about the clearest ways to end 
homelessness. These include:
 • Prevention and diversion: The most 

effective way to end homelessness 
is to prevent it from occurring in 
the first place. This means promot-
ing “upstream” interventions, both 
for individuals and families at im-
minent risk (e.g., short-term rental 
assistance, landlord mediation and 
discharge planning from institu-
tional care) as well as those whose 
trajectories create the risk of home-
lessness over the longer term (e.g., 
families involved with the child 
welfare system, people struggling 
with severe mental illness or sub-
stance abuse and survivors of do-
mestic violence).

Maximizing and Amplifying
(continued from page 1)
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 • Rapid re-housing: People who 
fall into homelessness are better 
able to stabilize their lives when 
living in their own homes rather 
than temporary shelter. The goal 
of our interventions should be to 
move people who are homeless 
into housing as quickly as possible, 
while providing supports to help 
them remain there. While stable, 
safe, permanent housing should be 
the goal for every homeless person 
and family, this does not mean that 
shelters and transitional housing 
are unnecessary or irrelevant. Ac-
cess to some level of emergency 
shelter always will be needed in 
every community; the key is to en-
sure that people recovering from 
homelessness stay in shelter set-
tings no longer than is absolutely 
necessary.

 • Tailored services: Providing at-
risk and homeless individuals and 
families with the right supports, at 
the right time, for the right dura-
tion offers the opportunity for both 
the most effective (for individuals) 
and efficient (for systems) interven-

tions. People who are homeless are 
strong, resilient and often power-
fully independent. Just like people 
who are not homeless, most pre-
fer getting on with their lives with 
minimal levels of interference from 
the government. For individuals, 
the goal of our efforts should be to 
provide the amount of assistance 
that is needed and no more – from 
a little help with the rent or train-
ing for a better job to the more in-
tensive intervention of permanent 
supportive housing. For primarily 
public sector systems struggling in 
an era of recession and diminish-
ing resources, getting this right is 
essential to maximizing the reach 
and effectiveness of the limited 
funds available for this work. 

At Funders Together, we don’t pro-
mote any single response to homeless-
ness. Complex problems rarely have 
simple solutions, and Funders Togeth-
er doesn’t believe that there is a single 
pathway or model to which everyone 
must subscribe. We support funders 
across the country to engage actively 

and collectively with their local stake-
holders – providers, governments, ad-
vocates, concerned citizens and peo-
ple who themselves are homeless – to 
craft a diversity of solutions suited to 
their own unique environments.

That said, we do believe that de-
cades of research and practice point 
us toward housing with appropriate 
supports as the key. Learning from the 
experiences of individuals and pro-
grams that have met success in their 
efforts to end homelessness offers us 
the best hope of not repeating the er-
rors of the past. There are a few key 
principles to which Funders Together 
subscribes to help support the efforts 
of our members. These include:
 • Fund what works: Proven solutions 

to homelessness include interven-
tions focused on prevention, diver-
sion, coordinated entry and housing 
linked to an array of tailored services. 

 • Support research: Even as we’ve 
learned much about effective strate-
gies that can end homelessness, we 
need to learn more. Applying prin-
ciples of scientific inquiry to our 
efforts won’t always point immedi-
ately to the best solutions, but from 
every careful study of efforts to end 
homelessness we learn more about 
what works, what doesn’t work and 
how to do better with the next set 
of investments and programs. We 
shouldn’t shy away from less than 
promising results, but use those re-
sults to continuously improve our 
next steps.

 • Gather quality data: Inaccurate and 
incomplete data hinder our efforts to 
get the best possible results. Partial 
data will produce only partial solu-
tions. To gain the full attention of 
funders – public and private alike – 
data are required not only to “make 
the case” effectively but to inform 
the best real-time interventions in 
the field. Knowing the true scope 
and nature of the problem as best 

People who are homeless are

strong, resilient and often powerfully 

independent. Just like people 

who are not homeless, most prefer 

getting on with their lives with minimal 

levels of interference from the government.



we can will help us move the right 
resources into position and sustain 
the work that needs to be done over 
the long haul.

 • Align with community efforts: No 
one system alone can resolve the 
crisis of homelessness. Govern-
ment systems need to increase col-
laborative efforts that reach across 
the multiple silos of public sector 
funding. Private funders cannot be 
effective if they act in isolation from 
both their public sector and com-
munity partners. Working together 
provides us with much greater 
chances of success.

AMPLIFYING PHILANTHROPY’S 
VOICE ON HOMELESSNESS
While working to link our sector 
better with the broad-based local 
and regional coalitions seeking to 
end homelessness is a core goal for 
Funders Together, we also are seek-
ing to align the voices of foundations, 
corporate giving programs and Unit-
ed Ways to create a more effective 
profile at the national level. 

Much of the work of ending home-
lessness depends on the alignment 
of large streams of public funding. 
While most private funders focus their 
efforts at the local level, we believe 
that making effective use of our col-
lective voice at the national level also 
is essential to our success. The phil-
anthropic sector can help raise the 
visibility of the issues, educate public 
officials and other stakeholders, and 
promote integration at a systems level 
to improve the likelihood that funding 
will be directed toward what works to 
end homelessness. We are not afraid 
of calling this component of our work 
an advocacy agenda. That’s precisely 
what it is.

There is, of course, the risk that 
Funders Together will be perceived 
as a private club for philanthropic 
sector entities that insulates us from 

Responsive Philanthropy Fall 2011 13



14 National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy Responsive Philanthropy

High Impact Strategies for Philanthropy

Download PDFs for free or order your hard copy at www.ncrp.org/paib.

the harsh realities of homelessness 
and creates artificial barriers among 
funders, the issues and the communi-
ties in which we work. We must re-
main ever vigilant about the inherent 
risks that accompany the comforts of 
working in philanthropy, and Funders 
Together exists to help counter iso-
lation and insulation. Funders To-
gether to End Homelessness connects 
funders to each other, increasing our 
knowledge of the issues and our abil-
ity to engage with our communities 
meaningfully and effectively. Our re-
sponsibilities to our many partners in 
this movement – especially those who 
struggle every day with housing insta-
bility and homelessness – demand 
nothing less.  n

David Wertheimer is board chair of 
Funders Together to End Homeless-
ness. He also serves as deputy direc-
tor of the Pacific Northwest Initiative 
at the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
in Seattle, where he oversees the foun-
dation’s grantmaking activities to end 
family homelessness in the local region. 
For more information about Funders To-
gether, visit www.funderstogether.org. 

Notes
1. Sean Dobson, “A Number Every Grant-

maker Should Memorize: 0.1%,” Keep-
ing A Close Eye … NCRP’s Blog, 26 
September 2011, http://blog.ncrp.
org/2011/09/number-every-grant-
maker-should-memorize.html. 
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