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B R I A N  T R E L S T A D  

T O M  Q U I N N  

Community Solutions 

“I’m calling to say congratulations—you have been selected for the $100 million grant,” MacArthur 
Foundation Managing Director Cecilia Conrad told Community Solutions’ founder and CEO Rosanne 
Haggerty and her team on a live Zoom celebration of the MacArthur Foundation’s 100&Change award 
in April 2021. The Community Solutions team broke out in tears of relief and giddy laughter. “I have 
not slept in a week,” one team member said, wiping her eyes, acknowledging the stress of having been 
a finalist in a rigorous year-long process with 475 applicants to allocate the $100 million grant. Haggerty 
was initially speechless but then said, “We are so grateful, so honored, humbled, and we are not going 
to let you down … You have moved the reality that this is a solvable problem into the mainstream.” 

As her team continued to celebrate on the call, Haggerty’s thoughts shifted to how best to use the 
grant to change how homelessness was addressed throughout the United States. She mused, “Be 
careful what you wish for.” Haggerty thought back over her 30-year career in homelessness services, 
how much she had learned, how much work there was still to be done, and what might now be possible 
with the largest grant in the anti-homelessness non-profit’s 10-year history. As her team had written in 
the grant application, Community Solutions had learned to “harness, influence, and motivate the 
behavior of an ecosystem of actors who must voluntarily collaborate in order to achieve an end to 
homelessness.” While her team had used their Built for Zero methodology to help 15 communities 
eliminate veteran or chronic homelessness by adapting a mix of coaching, data analysis, advocacy, and 
media outreach to each community’s specific circumstances, she knew that there was still more to do, 
in so many communities, and for so many people experiencing homelessness. 

Homelessness in the United States 

Demographics 

Around 624,000 people in the U.S. experienced homelessness in January 2011. Homelessness 
declined from 2012 to 2016, but increased for four straight years through 2020.1 In January 2020, around 
580,000 people experienced homelessness.2 In addition to Point-in-Time (PIT) counts that yielded data 
for a single night, the federal government used other methodologies to estimate the scale of the 
homelessness problem. In 2018, an estimated 1.5 million people in the U.S. experienced sheltered 
homelessness at some point in the year, according to data compiled by shelters and homelessness 
services.3 

This document is authorized for use only in Professor Trelstad’s Social Entrepreneurship and Systems of Change, 
Fall 2021 course at Harvard Business School from October 2021 to April 2022.



322-021 Community Solutions 

2 

Of the total homeless population, 61% were sheltered in emergency or transitional housing, while 
the remaining 39% were in places considered not fit for habitation, such as the street or abandoned 
buildings.4 Black people accounted for 39% of the homeless population, despite making up 12% of the 
general population. American Indian, Alaska Native, Pacific Islander, and Native Hawaiian 
populations were 5% of the homeless population and 1% of the general population.5 Latinx individuals 
of any race were 23% of the homeless population and 16% of the general population.6 These disparities 
were a major factor in Community Solutions’ grant application (see Exhibit 1 for racial and ethnic 
demographics of the population experiencing homelessness). 

Chronically homeless individuals—defined as someone with a disability who had experienced 
homelessness for one year continuously or more than a year over at least four episodes of homelessness 
in a three-year period—were 27% of the homeless population.7 More than 37,000 U.S. military veterans 
experienced homelessness in January 2020, accounting for 8% of the adult homeless population.8 
Veterans made up around 7% of the overall U.S. population.9 More than 100,000 children under 18 
years old and around 78,000 adults over age 18 were members of a family experiencing homelessness, 
making up around 30% of the total homeless population.10 Around 34,000 youth (individuals under 
25), were experiencing homelessness unaccompanied, without a parent or guardian, making up 6% of 
the total homeless population (see Exhibit 2 for selected demographics).11 

Causes of Homelessness 

The U.S. Conference of Mayors consistently ranked a lack of affordable housing and poverty as the 
first and second most common causes of homelessness, respectively. Other factors included 
unemployment, low-paying jobs, eviction, domestic violence, and mental health and substance abuse 
issues combined with a lack of needed services.12 Strategies to address homelessness often focused on 
one or more of these factors. In an effort to provide more affordable housing, for example, some 
organizations built homes, incentivized the production of more housing units, or subsidized rent with 
vouchers. Other organizations focused on job training or job placement to address unemployment and 
low wages. Anti-eviction groups attempted to keep people in housing despite the wishes of a property 
owner. In March 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic that triggered business shutdowns and 
stay-at-home orders, the federal government instituted an eviction moratorium.13 

Advocates sometimes categorized programs addressing mental health or substance abuse as anti-
homelessness efforts since studies consistently showed a link between high rates of substance abuse 
conditions and mental health issues and homelessness. In 2010, the U.S. Office of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) estimated that around 35% of the homeless shelter population had a substance 
abuse problem, and 26% had a serious mental illness.14 

Identifying people who were experiencing homelessness was relatively simple, but identifying 
people at risk of becoming homeless was more complex. As a result, anti-homelessness interventions 
sometimes happened late in a person’s path to losing their home. Someone whose rent increased as 
their city became more desirable, and whose wages remained stagnant, might not interact with an anti-
homelessness organization until the mounting pressure of borrowing money to pay for essentials left 
them destitute and homeless. “In the homeless system of care, we’re very good at responding to those 
people who are literally homeless, but we’re now running up against a bigger set of systems,” Dawn 
Gilman, a Community Solutions local partner who was the head of the lead agency coordinating anti-
homelessness efforts in the Jacksonville, Florida area, said. “Some of those are the real estate market, 
the overall U.S. economy, the pandemic, and the unintended consequences of an eviction moratorium.” 
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One factor contributing to the lack of available affordable housing was the decline of public housing, 
where the government, through local housing authorities, would ensure affordable units by directly 
owning and administering housing units, often in densely concentrated housing projects. From the 
1990s through 2021, financial disinvestment and increased privatization as the model fell out of favor 
in many places led to more than 200,000 public housing units being demolished or removed, and more 
than 140,000 being converted to vouchers.15 

Traditional Approaches to Homelessness 

Many private organizations responded to a moral imperative to aid people experiencing 
homelessness, who consistently reported feeling less safe and stable in shelters or on the street. There 
were also measurable health impacts, including higher rates of hypertension, heart attacks, HIV, 
hepatitis C, and depression.16 In smaller communities, private charities, especially faith-based groups, 
augmented government assistance with a range of supportive service programs, including food 
pantries, job training programs, and educational support for children and families. 

Federal, state, and local governments were a significant source of funding for programs serving 
people experiencing homelessness. Compared to the housed population, they exerted more pressure 
on public safety and public health infrastructure, through increased use of hospital emergency rooms, 
jails, and other services. Studies placed the cost to the taxpayer of a single chronically homeless 
individual, based on services employed, at $30,000 to $50,000 per year.17 

Estimates of the funds spent on traditional approaches to homelessness in the U.S. varied. 
Community Solutions called homelessness a “$12 billion industry,” based on conservative industry 
estimates of annual spending on avoidable emergency services. Some research estimated total revenue 
for temporary and permanent homeless housing non-profits at nearly $16 billion in 2015.18 
Philanthropy was hard to quantify, but up to $740 million from private sources went to housing and 
homelessness programs and services in 2018.19 

Anti-homelessness funding was routed to a variety of organizations, through many channels: 

Continuums of Care HUD’s Continuum of Care (CoC) system was designed to coordinate 
funding for services for the homeless population in a specific geographic area. In 2020, there were 396 
federally designated CoCs, which could cover a specific city, a small region like a metropolitan area or 
county, or a large region. Many CoCs were “balance of state” entities that covered anything in a state 
not covered by existing city or county CoCs.20 Texas, with a population of 29 million, had 11 CoCs, 
including a balance of state CoC covering 215 counties. Massachusetts, with a population under 7 
million, had 15 CoCs, including a balance of state CoC covering parts of four counties.21 A CoC was 
composed of and run by stakeholders in the community, ranging from non-profit leaders to local and 
federal government officials. In fiscal year 2020, HUD routed nearly $2.5 billion in grant money to more 
than 6,500 programs through CoCs.22 

Shelters In 2020, there were around 396,000 beds in the U.S.23 serving actively homeless people 
in an estimated 13,800 shelters.24 Emergency shelters, which provided temporary or nightly beds, were 
76% of this inventory. Transitional housing, which provided people experiencing homelessness with 
up to two years of shelter and supportive services to help them reintegrate into traditional housing, 
made up 23% of the beds. Safe Haven housing, which attempted to shelter hard-to-serve homeless 
populations, was less than 1% of the total.25 Shelter beds could be reserved for individuals or families 
(the inventory was about evenly split in 2020), and could be designated for specific subpopulations, 
like youth or veterans.26 

This document is authorized for use only in Professor Trelstad’s Social Entrepreneurship and Systems of Change, 
Fall 2021 course at Harvard Business School from October 2021 to April 2022.



322-021 Community Solutions 

4 

Permanent Homeless Housing In 2020, there were around 546,000 beds in the U.S. serving 
formerly homeless people, intending to provide support or aid, so they did not end up back in the 
homeless population. Permanent supportive housing, which offered support to the formerly homeless 
with disabilities, was 68% of this inventory. Rapid rehousing, which provided short-term rental 
assistance and supportive services, was 23%. Other permanent housing, which did not always have 
supportive services attached, was 9%.27 Like shelter beds, permanent housing programs could be 
general-purpose or targeted at specific demographics or subpopulations.28 

Affordable Housing Because of housing’s central role in the homelessness crisis, programs and 
tactics that increased the supply of available homes and kept those homes affordable were often critical 
parts of an anti-homelessness strategy. On the public policy front, advocates focused on eliminating 
barriers to building dense, affordable housing, including zoning and land-use restrictions, parking 
requirements, and permitting processes.29 On the funding front, the federal government provided 
nearly $44 billion in rental assistance in 2018, covering around 5 million low-income households.30 
Rental assistance programs, often in the form of vouchers subsidizing rent, were aimed at making sure 
high housing costs and low incomes did not push individuals or families into homelessness. Nearly 
half of American households paid more than 30% of their income in rental costs in 2019, even though 
the threshold for housing affordability was to spend no more than 30% (see Exhibit 3). 

Other Service Providers Because of the high rates of substance abuse in the homeless 
population, and the correlation between drug use and homelessness, many organizations that offered 
counseling, medication, or case management to affected individuals were also attempting to curb 
homelessness. More than 14,500 specialized drug treatment facilities provided these services in the 
United States, mostly funded by local, state, and federal governments as part of public health 
initiatives.31 Many private job training and placement programs existed to attempt to keep people 
employed and out of poverty, with one notable program being the 2,400 American Job Centers run by 
the U.S. Department of Labor.32 

Common Ground 

Rosanne Haggerty 

In 1982, Haggerty graduated from Amherst College with an American studies degree and began a 
job as a counselor at a shelter for youth experiencing homelessness in Times Square. That led to a seven-
year stint at Brooklyn Catholic Charities, where she was working in 1990 when the City of New York 
began soliciting proposals for the run-down Times Square Hotel on West 43rd Street in Manhattan.33 

After years of observing the area, Haggerty realized that despite a rise in the number of emergency 
shelters, she was seeing many of the same people experiencing homelessness on the street year after 
year. The Times Square Hotel, which started as a traditional upscale hotel in the 1920s, had fallen into 
disrepair in its revamped role as emergency housing for families experiencing homelessness.34 
Haggerty saw an opportunity to experiment with a different housing model. She wanted to retain the 
hotel’s role as a place to go for the chronically homeless while mixing in artists and other single adults, 
uniting populations often segregated by circumstance. In 1990, Haggerty founded Common Ground 
and secured more than $29 million from the City of New York to acquire and renovate the hotel. 

The resulting 652-room building was credited with demonstrating the success of permanent 
supportive housing at scale.35 Residents were restricted to a maximum income of $25,000 and charged 
around 30% of that income on a sliding scale. Tenants leased their units and had the right to private 
space, which included a private bathroom and often a kitchenette. The model was a significant 
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improvement from emergency or transitional housing, which could be at capacity on any given night 
and had shared living quarters and bathroom facilities (see Exhibit 4 for a photo of the hotel). 

By 2009, Common Ground had replicated its initial success in other spaces, operating 2,000 
efficiency apartments in six buildings across New York City.36 Its mixed-income model was adopted 
in other large cities like Los Angeles and garnered international interest from Britain and Australia.37 
These successes resulted in Haggerty receiving many awards, including a MacArthur Fellowship.38 
Unofficially known as a “genius grant,” the MacArthur Fellowship was a nomination-based five-year 
grant and provided (at the time) $500,000 with no restrictions on usage. It was designed “to provide 
recipients with the flexibility to pursue their own artistic, intellectual, and professional activities in the 
absence of specific obligations or reporting requirements.”39 

While many of Common Ground’s efforts revolved around developing and managing housing 
units, in 2003, Haggerty and her team also launched Street to Home, a new approach to homeless 
outreach. Common Ground workers focused on New York City residents experiencing street 
homelessness near Times Square and used persistent outreach to get them into permanent housing. 

The homeless registry and an associated Vulnerability Index were at the center of the Street to Home 
system.40 The homeless registry was a new way of counting residents experiencing homelessness. 
Rather than just a headcount, the team committed to knowing the names and faces of the people they 
were trying to build trust with. The Vulnerability Index was a 10- to 15-minute assessment designed to 
quickly collect information about an individual’s history with homelessness, medical issues, and other 
information that could lead to a resolution of their homelessness. Workers collected this information, 
incorporated it into the homeless registry, and fed it into a scoring algorithm that could prioritize 
individuals experiencing homelessness based on how vulnerable they were to premature death.41 The 
program spurred an 87% decrease in street homelessness in the Times Square area, showing Haggerty 
the power of speaking directly to people experiencing homelessness to get their insights and work with 
them on their terms. 

The 100,000 Homes Campaign 

Despite receiving awards and media recognition for her well-run programs, Haggerty continued to 
see the same faces on the street experiencing homelessness. “It was the increasing madness of the 
framing that we’re so successful, while the problem is evidently the same or worse around us,” 
Haggerty said. “In listening to the people living on the street, we found the fundamental problem was 
not just that there was a housing gap, but that it was no one’s job to see that homelessness was being 
ended, that everything was adding up to fewer people experiencing homelessness.” 

In 2010, Haggerty and her team decided to launch the 100,000 Homes campaign, a 3-year push to 
house 100,000 people across the U.S. by partnering with communities on a new way to approach 
homelessness. It was inspired by the 100,000 Lives campaign, an Institute for Healthcare Improvement 
initiative that reached an ambitious goal for preventing common avoidable deaths in U.S. hospitals. 
The change from more time-tested outreach and housing to a new experiment was a challenge for 
Haggerty to explain to her board. “They thought, ‘we’ve got a very successful program, we’re being 
celebrated for our work—why on earth would we question the underlying assumptions?’ There was a 
clear business model—build a building, collect a fee to operate it—a very clear business model versus 
a very unclear systems shift,” Haggerty said. 
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Launching Community Solutions 
In 2011, due to this internal debate, Haggerty decided to launch Community Solutions, initially as 

an arm of Common Ground, but eventually as an independent organization. The focus of Community 
Solutions was to coach communities, as part of the 100,000 Homes campaign, to accelerate housing 
placements for the chronically homeless and those with medical vulnerabilities through deepened local 
collaboration. They assisted communities in collecting more detailed data about people experiencing 
homelessness, to build a file on their housing needs, including each person’s name. They prioritized 
moving people directly into permanent housing, rather than making them participate in transitional 
programs, a method referred to as the Housing First model. They also used benchmarks to give 
communities a measurable goal and promoted the ones who hit those goals publicly. 

Partway through the campaign, they created a list of communities that could place at least 2.5% of 
their chronic or otherwise vulnerable homeless population monthly, called the 2.5% Club. The 100,000 
Homes campaign was outwardly extremely successful, both in terms of public attention focused on 
homelessness and measurable increases in housing placements across the country. The campaign 
helped 186 communities in 40 states house 105,580 people in four years. 

But Haggerty and her team remained unsatisfied with the overall outcome. Despite significant 
investments of time, money, and effort from both Community Solutions and its partners, none of the 
186 communities involved in the campaign completely eliminated homelessness. 

By this point, Community Solutions was an independent non-profit organization. To help launch 
Community Solutions, Haggerty was joined by a core team from Common Ground that had helped 
lead the 100,000 Homes campaign, including Jake Maguire, Beth Sandor, and Jessica Venegas (see 
Exhibit 5 for biographies of the management team and Exhibit 6 for financials). Common Ground 
continued its mission of building and administering housing under new leadership, while Haggerty 
and her team at Community Solutions focused on this new data-driven strategy. Bridgespan co-
founder Jeff Bradach commented: 

What Rosanne was trying to do in transitioning from Common Ground to Community 
Solutions was quite daring. In assuming the role of the field catalyst, she was trying to 
create an entirely new system of serving the homeless while working with organizations 
that are part of an existing system that she hopes to disrupt. And her leadership is very 
egoless. For Rosanne, it’s about the work and solving the problem and not about building 
an organization as an end in itself. 

Leaders of anti-homelessness agencies were also impressed with Community Solutions. Anthony 
Love, the former head of the lead agency for a Texas CoC who was deputy director of the U.S. 
Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH) when Community Solutions was planning the 100,000 
Homes campaign, said: 

I consider them innovators. They blend both advocacy and an entrepreneurial 
approach to homelessness. They are thought leaders, working with communities to set up 
better systems around ending homelessness. It’s not really a programmatic solution, but 
more of a systems solution. And they are always pushing the envelope, not just resting on 
the laurels of evidence-based best practices, but operationalizing those practices in a way 
that they can work across a wide spectrum of communities. 
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Built for Zero 

Haggerty’s team resolved to use the lessons they learned from the 100,000 Homes campaign, and 
from earlier experiences with Common Ground, to design a new framework called Built for Zero, 
launched in 2015. The first priority for a Built for Zero community was creating what Community 
Solutions called a by-name list. The list aimed to capture every person in the community who was 
experiencing homelessness. It differed from PIT counts and other methods in two key ways. Firstly, it 
was more comprehensive and included not just the number of people, but their names, history with 
homelessness, health conditions, and housing needs, similar to the homeless registry initially 
introduced in Common Ground’s Street to Home program. Secondly, it was updated in real-time (Built 
for Zero specified a minimum frequency of once per month). Community Solutions offered coaching 
on how to construct the list and verified its quality throughout the process. 

To assist and focus local teams, people on the by-name lists were grouped into three categories, 
with specific data points for each (see Exhibit 7): 

Inflow New entrants to the list of people experiencing homelessness in the community were 
counted as inflow. The inflow population was further divided into three categories. Newly identified 
people were just entering homelessness. Some people returned from housing, meaning they were 
previously homeless, had found or been placed in housing, but had become homeless again. People 
could also be returned from inactive, meaning they had been homeless, had been marked as inactive 
on the by-name list for non-housing reasons (for example, moving to a different community), but were 
identified as homeless again. 

Actively Homeless People who had been homeless for multiple updates of the by-name list 
were actively homeless and needed to be connected with services and housing. 

Outflow When someone left active homelessness, they were counted as outflow. The preferred 
way to remove someone from the by-name list was to connect them with permanent housing. People 
could also be marked as inactive if they exited homelessness without support, which could mean 
finding their own housing, moving to a different community, being institutionalized, or simply going 
off of the radar (the most common situation). If someone no longer met the criteria for the 
subpopulation in question (veterans or the chronically homeless), they were also counted as outflow. 

A key part of the Built for Zero methodology was setting clear, achievable goals for declaring victory 
when eliminating homelessness for a subpopulation. When referencing an end to homelessness, neither 
Community Solutions nor the federal government expected that no one would ever lose their home 
again. Instead, as USICH phrased it, the goal was to make sure “homelessness is prevented whenever 
possible, or if it can’t be prevented, it is a rare, brief, and one-time experience.”42 To that end, USICH 
developed a complex set of rules and benchmarks to measure whether a community had ended veteran 
homelessness. At the center of these rules was a requirement that a community be able to offer shelter 
to any veteran who wanted it (even if they did not end up sheltered). 

The Community Solutions definition was different, and the team believed it was a better objective 
measure of reducing homelessness. Functional zero for veteran homelessness was achieved when there 
were fewer veterans experiencing homelessness than could be routinely housed, using a six-month 
baseline. Because the Community Solutions team agreed with USICH’s benchmark for eliminating 
chronic homelessness, both organizations’ definitions were the same. A community reached functional 
zero for chronic homelessness when the number of active chronically homeless individuals was less 
than three or 0.1% of the most recent PIT count, whichever was higher. 
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Abilene, Texas 

The Community Solutions team often used their experience in Abilene, Texas, to illustrate how the 
Built for Zero system provided a data-driven methodology that a team of committed representatives 
of the local CoC, including individuals from the housing authority, city and county leaders, and the 
Veterans Affairs Hospital, could use to quickly eliminate homelessness in certain populations, using 
existing resources. Abilene, with a population of around 120,000, joined Built for Zero in 2018. It was 
part of the Texas Balance of State CoC, which covered 215 of the state’s 254 counties.43 Its CoC counted 
more than 7,600 people experiencing homelessness in 2018, making it the fifth-largest CoC in the 
country by homeless population (after New York, Los Angeles, Seattle/King County, and San Diego 
City and County) and one of the largest by geographic area.44 The CoC provided funding for Abilene 
to connect with the Community Solutions team. 

 The process started when the various homelessness programs and charities in Abilene agreed to a 
command center structure responsible for overseeing the program’s success. Four Built for Zero “data 
leads” were appointed, including John Meier, a formerly homeless veteran who would be instrumental 
in uniting the various services and programs in the area. Community Solutions sent a small team of 
coaches to onboard the data leads and provide instruction. Jake Maguire, a Principal at Community 
Solutions, led a team that convened in-person trainings with multiple Built for Zero members, divided 
into cohorts that traded lessons on eliminating homelessness in their communities. 

In April 2018, with the assistance of Community Solutions, the Abilene team reached the “quality 
data” level, with a comprehensive by-name list for veteran homelessness. In August 2018, they reached 
the same level of quality for their chronic homelessness list. The anti-homelessness coalition was able 
to place eight veterans in housing each month.45 When the inflow of veterans experiencing 
homelessness dropped below that number in November 2018, Built for Zero declared that Abilene had 
become the fastest community in the country to eliminate veteran homelessness (see Exhibit 8 for 
Abilene’s performance management tracker for veteran homelessness). In January 2019, USICH 
confirmed that Abilene met its criteria for ending veteran homelessness. 

After functionally eliminating veteran homelessness, the Abilene team committed to applying the 
same methodology and effort to eliminating chronic homelessness in March 2019. In January 2020, they 
succeeded in reaching functional zero for chronic homelessness. In Abilene’s case, the team reduced 
the number of chronically homeless people to three in November 2019 and stayed at three or below for 
three months before declaring victory.46 

Moving Ahead 

MacArthur’s 100&Change Competition 

The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, founded in 1970, was one of the largest 
independent charitable foundations in the United States, with an endowment of roughly $6 billion.47 
It described its mission as supporting “people and organizations working to address a variety of 
complex societal challenges,” calling its grants “long-term, strategic investments, focused on building 
evidence about what works and finding solutions to often intractable problems.”48 In 2020, the 
MacArthur Foundation gave away $272 million over various programs, with some of the largest 
amounts of money going to climate solutions, criminal justice, and journalism.49 

The 100&Change grant competition differed from the rest of the foundation’s grants—and most 
philanthropy—in a few ways. The $100 million award was much higher than any other single grant 
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the foundation awarded. The competition format was also new for MacArthur, as 475 proposals passed 
an administrative review in a transparent selection process that was led by applicants, rather than 
internal foundation teams.50 “By funding at a level far above what is typical in philanthropy, we can 
address problems and support solutions that are radically different in scale, scope, and complexity,” 
read the description for the 100&Change grant.51 

MacArthur’s Conrad said that what appealed to the Foundation’s judging panel about the 
Community Solutions application was its timeliness and its boldness. The Foundation also got 
feedback from Community Solutions’ local partners. While the evaluation panel judges were initially 
wary of what they called “process improvement” solutions that often did not have tangible measures 
for success, the idea that Community Solutions was providing support behind the scenes for, 
effectively, the entire country, was appealing. “It’s offering infrastructure and support—it’s like they 
have their own back office now for the data infrastructure, which they didn’t have before,” Conrad 
said, recalling a conversation with a local partner. 

Investment Opportunities 

Haggerty and Maguire realized that because the Community Solutions model touched so many 
different aspects of homelessness, they had many options for spending the money. But while $100 
million was a large grant, it was not unlimited, and they needed to prioritize spending to have the 
biggest impact on homelessness. They sketched out some ideas for where to allocate the funding (see 
Exhibit 9 for an excerpt from the grant application). 

Strengthening Capacity While the MacArthur grant allowed Community Solutions a chance 
to explore new ventures, it was also an opportunity to free up staff time for more mission-focused 
work. Historically, to get the resources to do their job, Haggerty and her team devoted time to 
fundraising. “The fact that—for the next five years—a significant part of our budget is already pledged 
enables our team to be doing implementation work, rather than spending the same degree of energy 
bringing resources into the organization,” Haggerty said. The MacArthur grant application budgeted 
around $10 million for support and training for the core team. 

Mission Expansion By 2021, Built for Zero had recruited 89 communities as members, 14 of 
which had ended veteran homelessness, chronic homelessness, or both. As part of their grant 
application, they had set a target of functionally ending homelessness for at least one population in 75 
additional CoCs, and they estimated needing to work with around 110 CoCs to reach that goal. In the 
past, member communities had contributed to the cost of running the Built for Zero program, but some 
of MacArthur’s funding could be used to support those costs and ease recruiting. “Our preference 
would be to be able to do all our work, everywhere, for free,” Maguire said. They could also introduce 
additional targeted subpopulations into the Built for Zero campaign. For example, after reducing 
veteran and chronic homelessness, Abilene had decided to move on to eliminating youth homelessness, 
using the lessons Meier and others learned from their Built for Zero experience. The grant application 
budgeted $15 million for surge staff for additional coaching, data, housing, and project management 
capacity, $20 million to provide matching grants for CoCs, and $10 million for flexible funds to remove 
local barriers to ending chronic or veteran homelessness. 

Policy Because so much of the funding that went to homelessness causes was provided and 
controlled by the federal government, public policy was always on the minds of the Community 
Solutions team, but had never been a priority. “Policy is something we’ve been doing on an as-needed 
basis, but never really had the resources to take it on as a critical lane of work,” Haggerty said. There 
were several potential policy options to pursue. Rethinking the Homeless Management Information 
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System, a software platform CoCs used to track people experiencing homelessness, would result in an 
increase in data quantity and quality, perhaps making by-name lists the new standard. Creating 
additional staff capacity for CoCs to go beyond bureaucratic checks and into system-wide thinking 
would give local partners additional tools. Another option was to change federal policy that addressed 
specific populations experiencing homelessness, like rural communities, to see if they could be better 
served by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs or the U.S. Department of Agriculture, rather than 
agencies focused primarily on urban and suburban homelessness. The barrier to doing anything, 
though, was a lack of a coordinated effort across multiple sectors. “CoCs don’t often have embedded 
staff with the proper skillset and capacity to think about process improvement or systemic change 
work,” Community Solutions policy advisor Ali Solis said. “They know how to make sure that the 
programs they receive funding for from HUD are checking the programmatic boxes, and that they’re 
spending the resources properly.” 

Still, the timing looked right for an ambitious policy change. In 2020, the Democratic party—which 
was sympathetic to the idea of direct government intervention in homelessness issues—won 
presidential and congressional elections, and the Community Solutions team thought they had a 
chance to use the federal budget process or other avenues to enact large-scale change. Solis, a veteran 
advocate for affordable housing, knew that the MacArthur grant funding couldn’t be used for direct 
lobbying, but she wondered if there were opportunities to complete white papers or convene policy-
makers, ideally in Built for Zero communities, to leverage Community Solutions experience into 
targeted policy initiatives. But Haggerty imagined that Community Solutions’ collaborative and data-
driven approach that had worked so well in diverse communities to drive tangible results could 
translate into national coalition-building and policy-making. “With MacArthur funding, we might be 
able to push for a once in a generation shift in federal policy, but it’s not clear what the best approach 
might be,” she said. The team budgeted $4 million in MacArthur grant money for a multisite, multiyear 
evaluation of Built for Zero that would serve as a measure of the program’s impact and an exploration 
of the impact of various local policies affecting homelessness. 

Acting quickly on policy was not just an opportunity to take advantage of favorable political 
conditions—the window for public support for homelessness services was closing, as some 
municipalities started enacting policies with substantial negative impacts on people experiencing 
homelessness. “A blind spot for many is the shifting compassion fatigue among our population for 
folks who are homeless,” Love, who in 2021 was the interim executive director of USICH, said. “There’s 
still a lot of goodwill, and for all intents and purposes, it’s still a bipartisan issue. But I can see the winds 
changing somewhat in terms of the criminalization efforts that are going on in some cities. As the 
unsheltered population increases, that compassion is going to decrease.” 

Real Estate While much of the Community Solutions model was designed to be flexible based 
on local conditions, the availability of housing units was an unavoidable barrier in many communities. 
In Jacksonville, for example, more than 100 veterans experiencing homelessness were in possession of 
a housing voucher that would theoretically allow them to rent a home at a low cost, but no landlords 
were willing to make units available to them (rather than finding a different tenant on the open market). 
To help on this front, Haggerty and her team designed a social impact real estate fund. The initial goal 
was to seed a $125 million fund that would acquire 3,000 units in 16 large cities with tight housing 
markets. The proposal also involved using low-income housing tax credits, a government program 
designed to incentivize affordable housing construction, to ensure long-term non-profit ownership of 
the housing units even after the initial investors exited the fund. “The hope would be that we continue 
to tweak this model and sell that argument to the world of private capital, and in doing that, we have 
unlocked a landing spot for vouchers,” Community Solutions Principal Dave Foster said. The 
100&Change money was important for attracting investors to the fund since Community Solutions 
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intended to use $10 million as first-loss capital to protect other investments and provide the security 
others needed to buy in. 

Public Relations Because homelessness was often seen as an intractable problem that could 
only be mitigated, not solved, Haggerty had to do frequent persuasive speaking, both privately and in 
the media. To make the kinds of large-scale methodological changes her team was advocating for, the 
public perception of homelessness needed to change, which might require a significant investment in 
public relations time and talent. It was a lesson she learned from the 100,000 Homes campaign, which 
received significant press coverage but did not end up galvanizing the country into thinking about a 
different way of solving homelessness. “It may seem like we went out and built 100,000 homes, but 
what we really did was try to reorient the field to process improvement and to working differently 
together,” Haggerty said. The team also wanted to shift homelessness from an identity (i.e., “a homeless 
person”) to a temporary and solvable condition (i.e., “a person experiencing homelessness”) that 
reflected the breakdown of local safety nets. This was especially important as the COVID-19 pandemic 
and economic factors put millions of Americans at risk of experiencing homelessness. The grant 
application budgeted $7 million for communications initiatives, including partnering with professional 
networks to produce educational resources for journalists. 

Conclusion 
Haggerty understood that her mission—ending homelessness—was already seen as unrealistically 

ambitious by most of the country. The $100 million MacArthur grant had put even more pressure on 
the team to live up to their lofty goal. “At the end of our five-year MacArthur grant, we want the 
country to be at a tipping point, where the issue of homelessness is understood differently, responses 
to it have shifted, and what’s expected and frankly, tolerated, has changed, so that it’s the job of mayors 
and county executives to reform the system,” Haggerty said. The way they allocated the grant money 
would be scrutinized both in the homelessness services community and in the broader philanthropic 
world. What would be the most effective way to use the funding? 
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Exhibit 1 Racial and Ethnic Demographics of the U.S. Homeless and General Populations, 2020 
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Source: Adapted by casewriters from Meghan Henry, Tanya de Sousa, Caroline Roddey, Swati Gayen, and Thomas Joe Bednar, 
“The 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress: Point-in-time Estimates of Homelessness,” U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, January 2021, https://bit.ly/3ztMLMX, accessed July 2021. 

 

 

Exhibit 2 Subpopulations as Percentage of Total U.S. Homeless Population, 2020 
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Note: Categories may overlap (for example, an individual could be a veteran and a member of a family).  
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Exhibit 3 Gross Rent as a Percentage of Household Income in the U.S., 2019 

Source: Adapted by casewriters from “Selected Housing Characteristics,” 2019 American Community Survey—U.S. Census 
Bureau: https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=grapi&tid=ACSDP1Y2019.DP04  

 

Exhibit 4 The Times Square Hotel, 2008 

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Times-hotel.jpg; Americasroof at English Wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0 
<https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons.   
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Exhibit 5 Community Solutions Executive Team 

Rosanne Haggerty - President 

Rosanne Haggerty is the President and Chief Executive Officer of Community 
Solutions. […] Earlier, she founded Common Ground Community, a pioneer in 
the design and development of supportive housing and research-based practices 
that end homelessness. Ms. Haggerty was a Japan Society Public Policy Fellow, 
and is a MacArthur Foundation Fellow, Ashoka Senior Fellow, Hunt Alternative 

Fund Prime Mover and the recipient of honors including the Jane Jacobs Medal for New Ideas and 
Activism from the Rockefeller Foundation, Social Entrepreneur of the year from the Schwab 
Foundation, Cooper Hewitt/Smithsonian Design Museum’s National Design Award and Independent 
Sector’s John W. Gardner Leadership Award. She is a graduate of Amherst College and Columbia 
University’s Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation. 

Jake Maguire – Principal 

Jake is a Principal at Community Solutions, where he co-directs the Built for 
Zero team, which executes the organization’s systems change work to help 
communities end homelessness throughout the US and around the world. He is 
privileged to advise and support ambitious, partner-led housing efforts in several 
countries, as well as Community Solutions’ own Built for Zero Collaborative in 

the United States. From 2010-2014, Jake led Communications for the 100,000 Homes Campaign, 
Community Solutions’ flagship large-scale change effort, spearheading its successful bid for the United 
Nations World Habitat Award as well as its appearance on 60 Minutes. Prior to joining Community 
Solutions, Jake advised a range of candidates and elected officials on effective communications and 
public affairs strategies. He holds a B.A. from Amherst College and an M.A. from the University of 
Texas at Austin and serves on the Board of Directors for Open Doors Atlanta. 

Dave Foster – Principal 

Dave is a Principal at Community Solutions, where he leads the organization’s 
work to develop innovative real estate and financing models in communities 
across the country. In this role, he oversees the development and management of 
the organization’s commercial, mixed-use and residential projects in Hartford; 
Brownsville, Brooklyn and Washington, DC, as well as its work to expand the 

supply of supportive and affordable housing in communities participating in the Built for Zero 
initiative. From 2008-2014, he served as the president of Cooper’s Ferry Partnership, a non-profit 
economic development corporation in Camden, NJ, where he oversaw more than $350M in new 
investment in the community. Prior to his work in Camden, Dave was an attorney in the real estate 
department at Ballard Spahr in Philadelphia and also worked for a large real estate development 
company in China. His military service includes duty as an infantry officer with the 101st Airborne 
Division, a posting in the Pentagon, and a combat tour in Afghanistan. Dave received his B.A. from 
Washington & Lee University and his J.D. from the University of Pennsylvania. 

Anna S. Kim - Principal 

Anna Kim is a Principal at Community Solutions, where she harnesses 
strategic communications and campaigns to support the movement to end 
homelessness. […] Most recently, she was the Director of Communications at The 
Bronx Defenders, where she witnessed the devastating impact of homelessness 
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as both a cause and consequence of ensnarement in the criminal legal system. She also held previous 
positions at the International Rescue Committee and Callisto. She holds a M.A. in journalism and 
international relations from New York University and a B.A. from the University of North Carolina – 
Chapel Hill. 

Beth Sandor – Principal 

Beth is a Principal at Community Solutions, where she co-directs Built for 
Zero and the organization’s systems change work to help communities end 
homelessness throughout the US and around the world. […] Beth brings more 
than 20 years of experience working in the field of supportive housing and 
community development in both the United States and the United Kingdom. 

From 2010-2014, she led quality improvement for the 100,000 Homes Campaign, for which her work 
was highlighted in both The New York Times and The Harvard Business Review. Beth holds a B.A. 
from Boston College. 

Jessica Venegas – Principal 

Jessica Venegas is Principal for Strategic Partnerships at Community 
Solutions International. She leads the organizational efforts to effectively 
leverage partnerships with the public and private sector to support successful 
community outcomes in ending homelessness. […] Jessica holds a B.A. in Urban 
Community Development from Azusa Pacific University and completed a 

graduate fellowship from the University of Pennsylvania’s Center for Urban Redevelopment 
Excellence (CUREx). She is an Effective Leadership Fellow of Duke’s Center on Public Values and 
Leadership, and an Achieving Excellence Fellow of the Harvard University Kennedy School of 
Government. She is based in Washington, D.C. and Cambridge, MA. 

Paulette Martin – Chief Operating Officer 

As a senior executive and non-profit leader, Paulette Martin brings over 20 
years of strategic experience in leading finance, operations, and HR and IT 
functions. […] As an executive business partner, she focuses on driving strategy, 
planning and execution to help organizations deliver on their mission, while 
maximizing operational and financial performance. Before joining Community 

Solutions, Paulette served as the Senior Vice President of Finance and Administration of Race Forward, 
where she exhibited a strong sense of justice and a passion for civil rights. 

Jamie Schleck – Chief Financial Officer 

Jamie is the Chief Financial Officer of Community Solutions – as such, he has 
responsibility for all company operations. Jamie is the founder and principal 
investor of Bayonet Capital LLC a private equity funder of entrepreneurial 
ventures. Prior to Community Solutions, Jamie was involved in a number of 
ventures where he served as an investor and senior executive. He served 17 years 

as President and CEO of JFC Technologies, LLC and 4 years as President of Cyalume Technologies.  
[…] Jamie is a former Army Officer and is a graduate of the U.S. Army’s Airborne, Air Assault and 
Ranger Schools. He holds a BS degree from the United States Military Academy, an MBA from 
Columbia University, an M.Ed from Rutgers University, and a graduate certificate from Stanford 
University’s Executive Leadership Program. 

Source: Company documents.   

This document is authorized for use only in Professor Trelstad’s Social Entrepreneurship and Systems of Change, 
Fall 2021 course at Harvard Business School from October 2021 to April 2022.



322-021 Community Solutions 

16 

Exhibit 6 Community Solutions Financial Summary 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Total revenue (unrestricted & 
restricted) 

$11,546,730  $7,553,937  $13,939,130  $12,790,398  $21,748,352  

Program services revenue 3.2% 5.9% 4.3% 12.4% 12.4% 
Government grants 17.7% 13.7% 48.2% 4.3% 0.1% 
All other grants and contributions 66.4% 63.7% 42.0% 83.0% 87.1% 
Other revenue 12.8% 16.7% 5.5% 0.3% 0.4% 
      
      
Total expenses before 
depreciation 

$9,420,994  $8,792,852  $8,226,575  $11,803,065  $13,439,263  

Personnel 60.0% 64.6% 60.6% 43.2% 42.8% 
Professional Fees 21.0% 18.2% 19.9% 13.4% 18.4% 
Occupancy 5.0% 6.0% 6.2% 2.7% 2.6% 
Interest 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 5.1% 4.7% 
All other expenses 14.1% 11.2% 13.3% 35.7% 31.5% 

Source: Adapted by casewriters from “Community Solutions,” GuideStar, https://www-guidestar-org.ezp-
prod1.hul.harvard.edu/profile/27-3523909#financials, accessed September 2021  

 

Exhibit 7 Built for Zero Inflow/Outflow Data Categories 

Source: Company documents. 
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1

“I’m calling to say congratulations—you have been selected for the $100 million grant,” MacArthur Foundation Managing Director Cecilia Conrad told Community Solutions’ founder and CEO Rosanne Haggerty and her team on a live Zoom celebration of the MacArthur Foundation’s 100&Change award in April 2021. The Community Solutions team broke out in tears of relief and giddy laughter. “I have not slept in a week,” one team member said, wiping her eyes, acknowledging the stress of having been a finalist in a rigorous year-long process with 475 applicants to allocate the $100 million grant. Haggerty was initially speechless but then said, “We are so grateful, so honored, humbled, and we are not going to let you down … You have moved the reality that this is a solvable problem into the mainstream.”

As her team continued to celebrate on the call, Haggerty’s thoughts shifted to how best to use the grant to change how homelessness was addressed throughout the United States. She mused, “Be careful what you wish for.” Haggerty thought back over her 30-year career in homelessness services, how much she had learned, how much work there was still to be done, and what might now be possible with the largest grant in the anti-homelessness non-profit’s 10-year history. As her team had written in the grant application, Community Solutions had learned to “harness, influence, and motivate the behavior of an ecosystem of actors who must voluntarily collaborate in order to achieve an end to homelessness.” While her team had used their Built for Zero methodology to help 15 communities eliminate veteran or chronic homelessness by adapting a mix of coaching, data analysis, advocacy, and media outreach to each community’s specific circumstances, she knew that there was still more to do, in so many communities, and for so many people experiencing homelessness.

Homelessness in the United States

Demographics

Around 624,000 people in the U.S. experienced homelessness in January 2011. Homelessness declined from 2012 to 2016, but increased for four straight years through 2020.[endnoteRef:1] In January 2020, around 580,000 people experienced homelessness.[endnoteRef:2] In addition to Point-in-Time (PIT) counts that yielded data for a single night, the federal government used other methodologies to estimate the scale of the homelessness problem. In 2018, an estimated 1.5 million people in the U.S. experienced sheltered homelessness at some point in the year, according to data compiled by shelters and homelessness services.[endnoteRef:3] [1:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 1.]  [2:  Meghan Henry, Tanya de Sousa, Caroline Roddey, Swati Gayen, and Thomas Joe Bednar, “The 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress: Point-in-time Estimates of Homelessness,” U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, January 2021, p. 1, https://bit.ly/3ztMLMX, accessed July 2021.]  [3: Meghan Henry, Anna Mahathey, and Meghan Takashima, “The 2018 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress,” U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, September 2020, p. A-8, https://bit.ly/2XLe7kH, accessed July 2021.] 


Of the total homeless population, 61% were sheltered in emergency or transitional housing, while the remaining 39% were in places considered not fit for habitation, such as the street or abandoned buildings.[endnoteRef:4] Black people accounted for 39% of the homeless population, despite making up 12% of the general population. American Indian, Alaska Native, Pacific Islander, and Native Hawaiian populations were 5% of the homeless population and 1% of the general population.[endnoteRef:5] Latinx individuals of any race were 23% of the homeless population and 16% of the general population.[endnoteRef:6] These disparities were a major factor in Community Solutions’ grant application (see Exhibit 1 for racial and ethnic demographics of the population experiencing homelessness). [4:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 1.]  [5:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 1.]  [6:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 1.] 


Chronically homeless individuals—defined as someone with a disability who had experienced homelessness for one year continuously or more than a year over at least four episodes of homelessness in a three-year period—were 27% of the homeless population.[endnoteRef:7] More than 37,000 U.S. military veterans experienced homelessness in January 2020, accounting for 8% of the adult homeless population.[endnoteRef:8] Veterans made up around 7% of the overall U.S. population.[endnoteRef:9] More than 100,000 children under 18 years old and around 78,000 adults over age 18 were members of a family experiencing homelessness, making up around 30% of the total homeless population.[endnoteRef:10] Around 34,000 youth (individuals under 25), were experiencing homelessness unaccompanied, without a parent or guardian, making up 6% of the total homeless population (see Exhibit 2 for selected demographics).[endnoteRef:11] [7:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 20.]  [8:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 52.]  [9:  Katherine Schaeffer, “The changing face of America’s veteran population,” Pew Research Center, April 5, 2021, https://pewrsr.ch/3lVyN1B, accessed September 2021.]  [10:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 31.]  [11:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 42.] 


Causes of Homelessness

The U.S. Conference of Mayors consistently ranked a lack of affordable housing and poverty as the first and second most common causes of homelessness, respectively. Other factors included unemployment, low-paying jobs, eviction, domestic violence, and mental health and substance abuse issues combined with a lack of needed services.[endnoteRef:12] Strategies to address homelessness often focused on one or more of these factors. In an effort to provide more affordable housing, for example, some organizations built homes, incentivized the production of more housing units, or subsidized rent with vouchers. Other organizations focused on job training or job placement to address unemployment and low wages. Anti-eviction groups attempted to keep people in housing despite the wishes of a property owner. In March 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic that triggered business shutdowns and stay-at-home orders, the federal government instituted an eviction moratorium.[endnoteRef:13] [12:  Eugene T. Lowe, “Hunger and Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities,” December 2015, p. 13, https://bit.ly/3ExxlLj, accessed August 2021.]  [13:  Steven Musil, “Supreme Court ends Biden moratorium on residential evictions,” CNET, August 26, 2021, https://cnet.co/3ksoUJd, accessed September 2021.] 


Advocates sometimes categorized programs addressing mental health or substance abuse as anti-homelessness efforts since studies consistently showed a link between high rates of substance abuse conditions and mental health issues and homelessness. In 2010, the U.S. Office of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) estimated that around 35% of the homeless shelter population had a substance abuse problem, and 26% had a serious mental illness.[endnoteRef:14] [14:  ABT Associates, “The 2010 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress,” U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, June 2011, p.18, https://bit.ly/2XPsGUe, accessed August 2021.] 


Identifying people who were experiencing homelessness was relatively simple, but identifying people at risk of becoming homeless was more complex. As a result, anti-homelessness interventions sometimes happened late in a person’s path to losing their home. Someone whose rent increased as their city became more desirable, and whose wages remained stagnant, might not interact with an anti-homelessness organization until the mounting pressure of borrowing money to pay for essentials left them destitute and homeless. “In the homeless system of care, we’re very good at responding to those people who are literally homeless, but we’re now running up against a bigger set of systems,” Dawn Gilman, a Community Solutions local partner who was the head of the lead agency coordinating anti-homelessness efforts in the Jacksonville, Florida area, said. “Some of those are the real estate market, the overall U.S. economy, the pandemic, and the unintended consequences of an eviction moratorium.”

One factor contributing to the lack of available affordable housing was the decline of public housing, where the government, through local housing authorities, would ensure affordable units by directly owning and administering housing units, often in densely concentrated housing projects. From the 1990s through 2021, financial disinvestment and increased privatization as the model fell out of favor in many places led to more than 200,000 public housing units being demolished or removed, and more than 140,000 being converted to vouchers.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  “Policy Basics: Public Housing,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, June 26, 2021, https://bit.ly/3hSkutn, accessed September 2021.] 


Traditional Approaches to Homelessness

Many private organizations responded to a moral imperative to aid people experiencing homelessness, who consistently reported feeling less safe and stable in shelters or on the street. There were also measurable health impacts, including higher rates of hypertension, heart attacks, HIV, hepatitis C, and depression.[endnoteRef:16] In smaller communities, private charities, especially faith-based groups, augmented government assistance with a range of supportive service programs, including food pantries, job training programs, and educational support for children and families. [16:  National Health Care for the Homeless Council, “Homelessness and Health: What’s the Connection?,” February 2019, https://bit.ly/3zrlj2b, accessed August 2021.] 


Federal, state, and local governments were a significant source of funding for programs serving people experiencing homelessness. Compared to the housed population, they exerted more pressure on public safety and public health infrastructure, through increased use of hospital emergency rooms, jails, and other services. Studies placed the cost to the taxpayer of a single chronically homeless individual, based on services employed, at $30,000 to $50,000 per year.[endnoteRef:17] [17:  United States Interagency Council on Homelessness, “Ending Chronic Homelessness in 2017,” May 2015, https://bit.ly/3lM4J8w, accessed August 2021.] 


Estimates of the funds spent on traditional approaches to homelessness in the U.S. varied. Community Solutions called homelessness a “$12 billion industry,” based on conservative industry estimates of annual spending on avoidable emergency services. Some research estimated total revenue for temporary and permanent homeless housing non-profits at nearly $16 billion in 2015.[endnoteRef:18] Philanthropy was hard to quantify, but up to $740 million from private sources went to housing and homelessness programs and services in 2018.[endnoteRef:19] [18:  Dennis P. Culhane and Seongho An, “Estimated Revenue of the Nonprofit Homeless Shelter Industry in the United States: Implications for a More Comprehensive Approach to Unmet Shelter Demand,” Housing Policy Debate, March 15, 2021, p. 9, doi.org/10.1080/10511482.2021.1905024, accessed August 2021.]  [19:  Amanda Andere and Jeanne Fekade-Sellassie, “Philanthropy Cannot Be Expected to ‘Fill the Gap’ in Rental Assistance Need Caused by Lack of Government Support,” Funders Together to End Homelessness, September 4, 2020, https://bit.ly/2XDBGfp, accessed August 2021.] 


Anti-homelessness funding was routed to a variety of organizations, through many channels:

Continuums of CareHUD’s Continuum of Care (CoC) system was designed to coordinate funding for services for the homeless population in a specific geographic area. In 2020, there were 396 federally designated CoCs, which could cover a specific city, a small region like a metropolitan area or county, or a large region. Many CoCs were “balance of state” entities that covered anything in a state not covered by existing city or county CoCs.[endnoteRef:20] Texas, with a population of 29 million, had 11 CoCs, including a balance of state CoC covering 215 counties. Massachusetts, with a population under 7 million, had 15 CoCs, including a balance of state CoC covering parts of four counties.[endnoteRef:21] A CoC was composed of and run by stakeholders in the community, ranging from non-profit leaders to local and federal government officials. In fiscal year 2020, HUD routed nearly $2.5 billion in grant money to more than 6,500 programs through CoCs.[endnoteRef:22] [20:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 4.]  [21:  “The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development Defined CoC Names and Numbers Listed by State,” The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, January 4, 2021, https://bit.ly/3Av9Pw2, accessed September 2021.]  [22:  “HUD Renews Funding for Thousands of Local Homeless Programs,” U.S. Office of Housing and Urban Development, January 29, 2021, https://bit.ly/3hVOPXV, accessed July 2021.] 


SheltersIn 2020, there were around 396,000 beds in the U.S.[endnoteRef:23] serving actively homeless people in an estimated 13,800 shelters.[endnoteRef:24] Emergency shelters, which provided temporary or nightly beds, were 76% of this inventory. Transitional housing, which provided people experiencing homelessness with up to two years of shelter and supportive services to help them reintegrate into traditional housing, made up 23% of the beds. Safe Haven housing, which attempted to shelter hard-to-serve homeless populations, was less than 1% of the total.[endnoteRef:25] Shelter beds could be reserved for individuals or families (the inventory was about evenly split in 2020), and could be designated for specific subpopulations, like youth or veterans.[endnoteRef:26] [23:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 75.]  [24:  Jack Curran, “Industry Report 62422: Community Housing & Homeless Shelters in the US,” IBISWorld, February 2021, p. 12.]  [25:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 75.]  [26:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 77.] 


Permanent Homeless HousingIn 2020, there were around 546,000 beds in the U.S. serving formerly homeless people, intending to provide support or aid, so they did not end up back in the homeless population. Permanent supportive housing, which offered support to the formerly homeless with disabilities, was 68% of this inventory. Rapid rehousing, which provided short-term rental assistance and supportive services, was 23%. Other permanent housing, which did not always have supportive services attached, was 9%.[endnoteRef:27] Like shelter beds, permanent housing programs could be general-purpose or targeted at specific demographics or subpopulations.[endnoteRef:28] [27:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 75.]  [28:  Henry, de Sousa, Roddey, Gayen, and Bednar, “2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR),” 2021, p. 77.] 


Affordable HousingBecause of housing’s central role in the homelessness crisis, programs and tactics that increased the supply of available homes and kept those homes affordable were often critical parts of an anti-homelessness strategy. On the public policy front, advocates focused on eliminating barriers to building dense, affordable housing, including zoning and land-use restrictions, parking requirements, and permitting processes.[endnoteRef:29] On the funding front, the federal government provided nearly $44 billion in rental assistance in 2018, covering around 5 million low-income households.[endnoteRef:30] Rental assistance programs, often in the form of vouchers subsidizing rent, were aimed at making sure high housing costs and low incomes did not push individuals or families into homelessness. Nearly half of American households paid more than 30% of their income in rental costs in 2019, even though the threshold for housing affordability was to spend no more than 30% (see Exhibit 3). [29:  United States Interagency Council on Homelessness, “Aligning Affordable Housing Efforts with Actions to End Homelessness,” February 2019, p. 4, https://bit.ly/2VZzFcz, accessed August 2021.]  [30:  Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Federal Rental Assistance Fact Sheets,” bit.ly/39ogH2b, accessed August 2021.] 


Other Service ProvidersBecause of the high rates of substance abuse in the homeless population, and the correlation between drug use and homelessness, many organizations that offered counseling, medication, or case management to affected individuals were also attempting to curb homelessness. More than 14,500 specialized drug treatment facilities provided these services in the United States, mostly funded by local, state, and federal governments as part of public health initiatives.[endnoteRef:31] Many private job training and placement programs existed to attempt to keep people employed and out of poverty, with one notable program being the 2,400 American Job Centers run by the U.S. Department of Labor.[endnoteRef:32] [31:  “Principles of Drug Addiction Treatment: A Research-Based Guide (Third Edition),” National Institute on Drug Abuse, January 2018, https://bit.ly/2ZhPcpo, accessed September 2021.]  [32:  “Programs Serving Adults and Dislocated Workers,” U.S. Department of Labor, February 11, 2020, https://bit.ly/3tYejZr, accessed September 2021.] 


Common Ground

Rosanne Haggerty

In 1982, Haggerty graduated from Amherst College with an American studies degree and began a job as a counselor at a shelter for youth experiencing homelessness in Times Square. That led to a seven-year stint at Brooklyn Catholic Charities, where she was working in 1990 when the City of New York began soliciting proposals for the run-down Times Square Hotel on West 43rd Street in Manhattan.[endnoteRef:33] [33:  Jennifer Acker, “Feature: A Vision for the Times Square Hotel,” Amherst Magazine, 2002, https://bit.ly/3CBY2N9, accessed July 2021.] 


After years of observing the area, Haggerty realized that despite a rise in the number of emergency shelters, she was seeing many of the same people experiencing homelessness on the street year after year. The Times Square Hotel, which started as a traditional upscale hotel in the 1920s, had fallen into disrepair in its revamped role as emergency housing for families experiencing homelessness.[endnoteRef:34] Haggerty saw an opportunity to experiment with a different housing model. She wanted to retain the hotel’s role as a place to go for the chronically homeless while mixing in artists and other single adults, uniting populations often segregated by circumstance. In 1990, Haggerty founded Common Ground and secured more than $29 million from the City of New York to acquire and renovate the hotel. [34:  Jina Moore, “Taking the homeless beyond shelters,” The Christian Science Monitor, September 7, 2009, https://bit.ly/3hRb6pM, accessed July 2021.] 


The resulting 652-room building was credited with demonstrating the success of permanent supportive housing at scale.[endnoteRef:35] Residents were restricted to a maximum income of $25,000 and charged around 30% of that income on a sliding scale. Tenants leased their units and had the right to private space, which included a private bathroom and often a kitchenette. The model was a significant improvement from emergency or transitional housing, which could be at capacity on any given night and had shared living quarters and bathroom facilities (see Exhibit 4 for a photo of the hotel). [35:  Moore, “Taking the homeless beyond shelters,” 2009.] 


By 2009, Common Ground had replicated its initial success in other spaces, operating 2,000 efficiency apartments in six buildings across New York City.[endnoteRef:36] Its mixed-income model was adopted in other large cities like Los Angeles and garnered international interest from Britain and Australia.[endnoteRef:37] These successes resulted in Haggerty receiving many awards, including a MacArthur Fellowship.[endnoteRef:38] Unofficially known as a “genius grant,” the MacArthur Fellowship was a nomination-based five-year grant and provided (at the time) $500,000 with no restrictions on usage. It was designed “to provide recipients with the flexibility to pursue their own artistic, intellectual, and professional activities in the absence of specific obligations or reporting requirements.”[endnoteRef:39] [36:  Moore, “Taking the homeless beyond shelters,” 2009.]  [37:  Moore, “Taking the homeless beyond shelters,” 2009.]  [38:  Acker, “Feature: A Vision for the Times Square Hotel,” 2002.]  [39:  “MacArthur Fellows Frequently Asked Questions,” MacArthur Foundation, https://bit.ly/3hTb5Sj, accessed July 2021.] 


While many of Common Ground’s efforts revolved around developing and managing housing units, in 2003, Haggerty and her team also launched Street to Home, a new approach to homeless outreach. Common Ground workers focused on New York City residents experiencing street homelessness near Times Square and used persistent outreach to get them into permanent housing.

The homeless registry and an associated Vulnerability Index were at the center of the Street to Home system.[endnoteRef:40] The homeless registry was a new way of counting residents experiencing homelessness. Rather than just a headcount, the team committed to knowing the names and faces of the people they were trying to build trust with. The Vulnerability Index was a 10- to 15-minute assessment designed to quickly collect information about an individual’s history with homelessness, medical issues, and other information that could lead to a resolution of their homelessness. Workers collected this information, incorporated it into the homeless registry, and fed it into a scoring algorithm that could prioritize individuals experiencing homelessness based on how vulnerable they were to premature death.[endnoteRef:41] The program spurred an 87% decrease in street homelessness in the Times Square area, showing Haggerty the power of speaking directly to people experiencing homelessness to get their insights and work with them on their terms. [40:  Josh Leopold and Helen Ho, “Evaluation of the 100,000 Homes Campaign,” Urban Institute, February 2015, p. 47.]  [41:  Leopold and Ho, “Evaluation of the 100,000 Homes Campaign,” February 2015, p. 11, https://urbn.is/3EAuGAp, accessed August 2021.] 


The 100,000 Homes Campaign

Despite receiving awards and media recognition for her well-run programs, Haggerty continued to see the same faces on the street experiencing homelessness. “It was the increasing madness of the framing that we’re so successful, while the problem is evidently the same or worse around us,” Haggerty said. “In listening to the people living on the street, we found the fundamental problem was not just that there was a housing gap, but that it was no one’s job to see that homelessness was being ended, that everything was adding up to fewer people experiencing homelessness.”

In 2010, Haggerty and her team decided to launch the 100,000 Homes campaign, a 3-year push to house 100,000 people across the U.S. by partnering with communities on a new way to approach homelessness. It was inspired by the 100,000 Lives campaign, an Institute for Healthcare Improvement initiative that reached an ambitious goal for preventing common avoidable deaths in U.S. hospitals. The change from more time-tested outreach and housing to a new experiment was a challenge for Haggerty to explain to her board. “They thought, ‘we’ve got a very successful program, we’re being celebrated for our work—why on earth would we question the underlying assumptions?’ There was a clear business model—build a building, collect a fee to operate it—a very clear business model versus a very unclear systems shift,” Haggerty said.

Launching Community Solutions

In 2011, due to this internal debate, Haggerty decided to launch Community Solutions, initially as an arm of Common Ground, but eventually as an independent organization. The focus of Community Solutions was to coach communities, as part of the 100,000 Homes campaign, to accelerate housing placements for the chronically homeless and those with medical vulnerabilities through deepened local collaboration. They assisted communities in collecting more detailed data about people experiencing homelessness, to build a file on their housing needs, including each person’s name. They prioritized moving people directly into permanent housing, rather than making them participate in transitional programs, a method referred to as the Housing First model. They also used benchmarks to give communities a measurable goal and promoted the ones who hit those goals publicly.

Partway through the campaign, they created a list of communities that could place at least 2.5% of their chronic or otherwise vulnerable homeless population monthly, called the 2.5% Club. The 100,000 Homes campaign was outwardly extremely successful, both in terms of public attention focused on homelessness and measurable increases in housing placements across the country. The campaign helped 186 communities in 40 states house 105,580 people in four years.

But Haggerty and her team remained unsatisfied with the overall outcome. Despite significant investments of time, money, and effort from both Community Solutions and its partners, none of the 186 communities involved in the campaign completely eliminated homelessness.

By this point, Community Solutions was an independent non-profit organization. To help launch Community Solutions, Haggerty was joined by a core team from Common Ground that had helped lead the 100,000 Homes campaign, including Jake Maguire, Beth Sandor, and Jessica Venegas (see Exhibit 5 for biographies of the management team and Exhibit 6 for financials). Common Ground continued its mission of building and administering housing under new leadership, while Haggerty and her team at Community Solutions focused on this new data-driven strategy. Bridgespan co-founder Jeff Bradach commented:

What Rosanne was trying to do in transitioning from Common Ground to Community Solutions was quite daring. In assuming the role of the field catalyst, she was trying to create an entirely new system of serving the homeless while working with organizations that are part of an existing system that she hopes to disrupt. And her leadership is very egoless. For Rosanne, it’s about the work and solving the problem and not about building an organization as an end in itself.

Leaders of anti-homelessness agencies were also impressed with Community Solutions. Anthony Love, the former head of the lead agency for a Texas CoC who was deputy director of the U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH) when Community Solutions was planning the 100,000 Homes campaign, said:

I consider them innovators. They blend both advocacy and an entrepreneurial approach to homelessness. They are thought leaders, working with communities to set up better systems around ending homelessness. It’s not really a programmatic solution, but more of a systems solution. And they are always pushing the envelope, not just resting on the laurels of evidence-based best practices, but operationalizing those practices in a way that they can work across a wide spectrum of communities.

Built for Zero

Haggerty’s team resolved to use the lessons they learned from the 100,000 Homes campaign, and from earlier experiences with Common Ground, to design a new framework called Built for Zero, launched in 2015. The first priority for a Built for Zero community was creating what Community Solutions called a by-name list. The list aimed to capture every person in the community who was experiencing homelessness. It differed from PIT counts and other methods in two key ways. Firstly, it was more comprehensive and included not just the number of people, but their names, history with homelessness, health conditions, and housing needs, similar to the homeless registry initially introduced in Common Ground’s Street to Home program. Secondly, it was updated in real-time (Built for Zero specified a minimum frequency of once per month). Community Solutions offered coaching on how to construct the list and verified its quality throughout the process.

To assist and focus local teams, people on the by-name lists were grouped into three categories, with specific data points for each (see Exhibit 7):

InflowNew entrants to the list of people experiencing homelessness in the community were counted as inflow. The inflow population was further divided into three categories. Newly identified people were just entering homelessness. Some people returned from housing, meaning they were previously homeless, had found or been placed in housing, but had become homeless again. People could also be returned from inactive, meaning they had been homeless, had been marked as inactive on the by-name list for non-housing reasons (for example, moving to a different community), but were identified as homeless again.

Actively HomelessPeople who had been homeless for multiple updates of the by-name list were actively homeless and needed to be connected with services and housing.

OutflowWhen someone left active homelessness, they were counted as outflow. The preferred way to remove someone from the by-name list was to connect them with permanent housing. People could also be marked as inactive if they exited homelessness without support, which could mean finding their own housing, moving to a different community, being institutionalized, or simply going off of the radar (the most common situation). If someone no longer met the criteria for the subpopulation in question (veterans or the chronically homeless), they were also counted as outflow.

A key part of the Built for Zero methodology was setting clear, achievable goals for declaring victory when eliminating homelessness for a subpopulation. When referencing an end to homelessness, neither Community Solutions nor the federal government expected that no one would ever lose their home again. Instead, as USICH phrased it, the goal was to make sure “homelessness is prevented whenever possible, or if it can’t be prevented, it is a rare, brief, and one-time experience.”[endnoteRef:42] To that end, USICH developed a complex set of rules and benchmarks to measure whether a community had ended veteran homelessness. At the center of these rules was a requirement that a community be able to offer shelter to any veteran who wanted it (even if they did not end up sheltered). [42:  United States Interagency Council on Homelessness, “What Does Ending Homelessness Mean?” June 2018, https://bit.ly/39rarGU, accessed August 2021.] 


The Community Solutions definition was different, and the team believed it was a better objective measure of reducing homelessness. Functional zero for veteran homelessness was achieved when there were fewer veterans experiencing homelessness than could be routinely housed, using a six-month baseline. Because the Community Solutions team agreed with USICH’s benchmark for eliminating chronic homelessness, both organizations’ definitions were the same. A community reached functional zero for chronic homelessness when the number of active chronically homeless individuals was less than three or 0.1% of the most recent PIT count, whichever was higher.

Abilene, Texas

The Community Solutions team often used their experience in Abilene, Texas, to illustrate how the Built for Zero system provided a data-driven methodology that a team of committed representatives of the local CoC, including individuals from the housing authority, city and county leaders, and the Veterans Affairs Hospital, could use to quickly eliminate homelessness in certain populations, using existing resources. Abilene, with a population of around 120,000, joined Built for Zero in 2018. It was part of the Texas Balance of State CoC, which covered 215 of the state’s 254 counties.[endnoteRef:43] Its CoC counted more than 7,600 people experiencing homelessness in 2018, making it the fifth-largest CoC in the country by homeless population (after New York, Los Angeles, Seattle/King County, and San Diego City and County) and one of the largest by geographic area.[endnoteRef:44] The CoC provided funding for Abilene to connect with the Community Solutions team. [43:  Texas Homeless Network, “What is a Continuum of Care?,” https://bit.ly/3nV8Qlg, accessed August 2021.]  [44:  U.S. Office of Housing and Urban Development, “2007—2020 Point-in-Time Estimates by CoC,” March 2021, https://bit.ly/3Cz0oMI, accessed August 2021.] 


 The process started when the various homelessness programs and charities in Abilene agreed to a command center structure responsible for overseeing the program’s success. Four Built for Zero “data leads” were appointed, including John Meier, a formerly homeless veteran who would be instrumental in uniting the various services and programs in the area. Community Solutions sent a small team of coaches to onboard the data leads and provide instruction. Jake Maguire, a Principal at Community Solutions, led a team that convened in-person trainings with multiple Built for Zero members, divided into cohorts that traded lessons on eliminating homelessness in their communities.

In April 2018, with the assistance of Community Solutions, the Abilene team reached the “quality data” level, with a comprehensive by-name list for veteran homelessness. In August 2018, they reached the same level of quality for their chronic homelessness list. The anti-homelessness coalition was able to place eight veterans in housing each month.[endnoteRef:45] When the inflow of veterans experiencing homelessness dropped below that number in November 2018, Built for Zero declared that Abilene had become the fastest community in the country to eliminate veteran homelessness (see Exhibit 8 for Abilene’s performance management tracker for veteran homelessness). In January 2019, USICH confirmed that Abilene met its criteria for ending veteran homelessness. [45:  Built for Zero Performance Tracker, October 14, 2020, https://tabsoft.co/3zvJlJr, accessed September 2021.] 


After functionally eliminating veteran homelessness, the Abilene team committed to applying the same methodology and effort to eliminating chronic homelessness in March 2019. In January 2020, they succeeded in reaching functional zero for chronic homelessness. In Abilene’s case, the team reduced the number of chronically homeless people to three in November 2019 and stayed at three or below for three months before declaring victory.[endnoteRef:46] [46:  Built for Zero Performance Tracker, accessed September 2021.] 


Moving Ahead

MacArthur’s 100&Change Competition

The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, founded in 1970, was one of the largest independent charitable foundations in the United States, with an endowment of roughly $6 billion.[endnoteRef:47] It described its mission as supporting “people and organizations working to address a variety of complex societal challenges,” calling its grants “long-term, strategic investments, focused on building evidence about what works and finding solutions to often intractable problems.”[endnoteRef:48] In 2020, the MacArthur Foundation gave away $272 million over various programs, with some of the largest amounts of money going to climate solutions, criminal justice, and journalism.[endnoteRef:49] [47:  MacArthur Foundation, “Frequently Asked Questions,” https://bit.ly/3nRWp9I, accessed August 2021.]  [48:  MacArthur Foundation, “Frequently Asked Questions,” accessed August 2021.]  [49:  MacArthur Foundation, “Financials,” https://bit.ly/3zsN4rd, accessed August 2021.] 


The 100&Change grant competition differed from the rest of the foundation’s grants—and most philanthropy—in a few ways. The $100 million award was much higher than any other single grant the foundation awarded. The competition format was also new for MacArthur, as 475 proposals passed an administrative review in a transparent selection process that was led by applicants, rather than internal foundation teams.[endnoteRef:50] “By funding at a level far above what is typical in philanthropy, we can address problems and support solutions that are radically different in scale, scope, and complexity,” read the description for the 100&Change grant.[endnoteRef:51] [50:  MacArthur Foundation, “Community Solutions Awarded $100 Million to End Homelessness,” https://bit.ly/2Z90ThU, accessed August 2021.]  [51:  MacArthur Foundation, “100&Change,” https://bit.ly/3kuAx2m, accessed August 2021.] 


MacArthur’s Conrad said that what appealed to the Foundation’s judging panel about the Community Solutions application was its timeliness and its boldness. The Foundation also got feedback from Community Solutions’ local partners. While the evaluation panel judges were initially wary of what they called “process improvement” solutions that often did not have tangible measures for success, the idea that Community Solutions was providing support behind the scenes for, effectively, the entire country, was appealing. “It’s offering infrastructure and support—it’s like they have their own back office now for the data infrastructure, which they didn’t have before,” Conrad said, recalling a conversation with a local partner.

Investment Opportunities

Haggerty and Maguire realized that because the Community Solutions model touched so many different aspects of homelessness, they had many options for spending the money. But while $100 million was a large grant, it was not unlimited, and they needed to prioritize spending to have the biggest impact on homelessness. They sketched out some ideas for where to allocate the funding (see Exhibit 9 for an excerpt from the grant application).

Strengthening CapacityWhile the MacArthur grant allowed Community Solutions a chance to explore new ventures, it was also an opportunity to free up staff time for more mission-focused work. Historically, to get the resources to do their job, Haggerty and her team devoted time to fundraising. “The fact that—for the next five years—a significant part of our budget is already pledged enables our team to be doing implementation work, rather than spending the same degree of energy bringing resources into the organization,” Haggerty said. The MacArthur grant application budgeted around $10 million for support and training for the core team.

Mission ExpansionBy 2021, Built for Zero had recruited 89 communities as members, 14 of which had ended veteran homelessness, chronic homelessness, or both. As part of their grant application, they had set a target of functionally ending homelessness for at least one population in 75 additional CoCs, and they estimated needing to work with around 110 CoCs to reach that goal. In the past, member communities had contributed to the cost of running the Built for Zero program, but some of MacArthur’s funding could be used to support those costs and ease recruiting. “Our preference would be to be able to do all our work, everywhere, for free,” Maguire said. They could also introduce additional targeted subpopulations into the Built for Zero campaign. For example, after reducing veteran and chronic homelessness, Abilene had decided to move on to eliminating youth homelessness, using the lessons Meier and others learned from their Built for Zero experience. The grant application budgeted $15 million for surge staff for additional coaching, data, housing, and project management capacity, $20 million to provide matching grants for CoCs, and $10 million for flexible funds to remove local barriers to ending chronic or veteran homelessness.

PolicyBecause so much of the funding that went to homelessness causes was provided and controlled by the federal government, public policy was always on the minds of the Community Solutions team, but had never been a priority. “Policy is something we’ve been doing on an as-needed basis, but never really had the resources to take it on as a critical lane of work,” Haggerty said. There were several potential policy options to pursue. Rethinking the Homeless Management Information System, a software platform CoCs used to track people experiencing homelessness, would result in an increase in data quantity and quality, perhaps making by-name lists the new standard. Creating additional staff capacity for CoCs to go beyond bureaucratic checks and into system-wide thinking would give local partners additional tools. Another option was to change federal policy that addressed specific populations experiencing homelessness, like rural communities, to see if they could be better served by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs or the U.S. Department of Agriculture, rather than agencies focused primarily on urban and suburban homelessness. The barrier to doing anything, though, was a lack of a coordinated effort across multiple sectors. “CoCs don’t often have embedded staff with the proper skillset and capacity to think about process improvement or systemic change work,” Community Solutions policy advisor Ali Solis said. “They know how to make sure that the programs they receive funding for from HUD are checking the programmatic boxes, and that they’re spending the resources properly.”

Still, the timing looked right for an ambitious policy change. In 2020, the Democratic party—which was sympathetic to the idea of direct government intervention in homelessness issues—won presidential and congressional elections, and the Community Solutions team thought they had a chance to use the federal budget process or other avenues to enact large-scale change. Solis, a veteran advocate for affordable housing, knew that the MacArthur grant funding couldn’t be used for direct lobbying, but she wondered if there were opportunities to complete white papers or convene policy-makers, ideally in Built for Zero communities, to leverage Community Solutions experience into targeted policy initiatives. But Haggerty imagined that Community Solutions’ collaborative and data-driven approach that had worked so well in diverse communities to drive tangible results could translate into national coalition-building and policy-making. “With MacArthur funding, we might be able to push for a once in a generation shift in federal policy, but it’s not clear what the best approach might be,” she said. The team budgeted $4 million in MacArthur grant money for a multisite, multiyear evaluation of Built for Zero that would serve as a measure of the program’s impact and an exploration of the impact of various local policies affecting homelessness.

Acting quickly on policy was not just an opportunity to take advantage of favorable political conditions—the window for public support for homelessness services was closing, as some municipalities started enacting policies with substantial negative impacts on people experiencing homelessness. “A blind spot for many is the shifting compassion fatigue among our population for folks who are homeless,” Love, who in 2021 was the interim executive director of USICH, said. “There’s still a lot of goodwill, and for all intents and purposes, it’s still a bipartisan issue. But I can see the winds changing somewhat in terms of the criminalization efforts that are going on in some cities. As the unsheltered population increases, that compassion is going to decrease.”

Real EstateWhile much of the Community Solutions model was designed to be flexible based on local conditions, the availability of housing units was an unavoidable barrier in many communities. In Jacksonville, for example, more than 100 veterans experiencing homelessness were in possession of a housing voucher that would theoretically allow them to rent a home at a low cost, but no landlords were willing to make units available to them (rather than finding a different tenant on the open market). To help on this front, Haggerty and her team designed a social impact real estate fund. The initial goal was to seed a $125 million fund that would acquire 3,000 units in 16 large cities with tight housing markets. The proposal also involved using low-income housing tax credits, a government program designed to incentivize affordable housing construction, to ensure long-term non-profit ownership of the housing units even after the initial investors exited the fund. “The hope would be that we continue to tweak this model and sell that argument to the world of private capital, and in doing that, we have unlocked a landing spot for vouchers,” Community Solutions Principal Dave Foster said. The 100&Change money was important for attracting investors to the fund since Community Solutions intended to use $10 million as first-loss capital to protect other investments and provide the security others needed to buy in.

Public RelationsBecause homelessness was often seen as an intractable problem that could only be mitigated, not solved, Haggerty had to do frequent persuasive speaking, both privately and in the media. To make the kinds of large-scale methodological changes her team was advocating for, the public perception of homelessness needed to change, which might require a significant investment in public relations time and talent. It was a lesson she learned from the 100,000 Homes campaign, which received significant press coverage but did not end up galvanizing the country into thinking about a different way of solving homelessness. “It may seem like we went out and built 100,000 homes, but what we really did was try to reorient the field to process improvement and to working differently together,” Haggerty said. The team also wanted to shift homelessness from an identity (i.e., “a homeless person”) to a temporary and solvable condition (i.e., “a person experiencing homelessness”) that reflected the breakdown of local safety nets. This was especially important as the COVID-19 pandemic and economic factors put millions of Americans at risk of experiencing homelessness. The grant application budgeted $7 million for communications initiatives, including partnering with professional networks to produce educational resources for journalists.

Conclusion

Haggerty understood that her mission—ending homelessness—was already seen as unrealistically ambitious by most of the country. The $100 million MacArthur grant had put even more pressure on the team to live up to their lofty goal. “At the end of our five-year MacArthur grant, we want the country to be at a tipping point, where the issue of homelessness is understood differently, responses to it have shifted, and what’s expected and frankly, tolerated, has changed, so that it’s the job of mayors and county executives to reform the system,” Haggerty said. The way they allocated the grant money would be scrutinized both in the homelessness services community and in the broader philanthropic world. What would be the most effective way to use the funding?




Exhibit 1Racial and Ethnic Demographics of the U.S. Homeless and General Populations, 2020



Source:	Adapted by casewriters from Meghan Henry, Tanya de Sousa, Caroline Roddey, Swati Gayen, and Thomas Joe Bednar, “The 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress: Point-in-time Estimates of Homelessness,” U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, January 2021, https://bit.ly/3ztMLMX, accessed July 2021.





Exhibit 2Subpopulations as Percentage of Total U.S. Homeless Population, 2020



Source:	Adapted by casewriters from Meghan Henry, Tanya de Sousa, Caroline Roddey, Swati Gayen, and Thomas Joe Bednar, “The 2020 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress: Point-in-time Estimates of Homelessness,” U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, January 2021, https://bit.ly/3ztMLMX, accessed July 2021.

Note:	Categories may overlap (for example, an individual could be a veteran and a member of a family).


Exhibit 3Gross Rent as a Percentage of Household Income in the U.S., 2019



Source:	Adapted by casewriters from “Selected Housing Characteristics,” 2019 American Community Survey—U.S. Census Bureau: https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=grapi&tid=ACSDP1Y2019.DP04 



Exhibit 4The Times Square Hotel, 2008



Source:	https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Times-hotel.jpg; Americasroof at English Wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons. 


Exhibit 5Community Solutions Executive Team

Rosanne Haggerty - President

Rosanne Haggerty is the President and Chief Executive Officer of Community Solutions. […] Earlier, she founded Common Ground Community, a pioneer in the design and development of supportive housing and research-based practices that end homelessness. Ms. Haggerty was a Japan Society Public Policy Fellow, and is a MacArthur Foundation Fellow, Ashoka Senior Fellow, Hunt Alternative Fund Prime Mover and the recipient of honors including the Jane Jacobs Medal for New Ideas and Activism from the Rockefeller Foundation, Social Entrepreneur of the year from the Schwab Foundation, Cooper Hewitt/Smithsonian Design Museum’s National Design Award and Independent Sector’s John W. Gardner Leadership Award. She is a graduate of Amherst College and Columbia University’s Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation.

Jake Maguire – Principal

Jake is a Principal at Community Solutions, where he co-directs the Built for Zero team, which executes the organization’s systems change work to help communities end homelessness throughout the US and around the world. He is privileged to advise and support ambitious, partner-led housing efforts in several countries, as well as Community Solutions’ own Built for Zero Collaborative in the United States. From 2010-2014, Jake led Communications for the 100,000 Homes Campaign, Community Solutions’ flagship large-scale change effort, spearheading its successful bid for the United Nations World Habitat Award as well as its appearance on 60 Minutes. Prior to joining Community Solutions, Jake advised a range of candidates and elected officials on effective communications and public affairs strategies. He holds a B.A. from Amherst College and an M.A. from the University of Texas at Austin and serves on the Board of Directors for Open Doors Atlanta.

Dave Foster – Principal

Dave is a Principal at Community Solutions, where he leads the organization’s work to develop innovative real estate and financing models in communities across the country. In this role, he oversees the development and management of the organization’s commercial, mixed-use and residential projects in Hartford; Brownsville, Brooklyn and Washington, DC, as well as its work to expand the supply of supportive and affordable housing in communities participating in the Built for Zero initiative. From 2008-2014, he served as the president of Cooper’s Ferry Partnership, a non-profit economic development corporation in Camden, NJ, where he oversaw more than $350M in new investment in the community. Prior to his work in Camden, Dave was an attorney in the real estate department at Ballard Spahr in Philadelphia and also worked for a large real estate development company in China. His military service includes duty as an infantry officer with the 101st Airborne Division, a posting in the Pentagon, and a combat tour in Afghanistan. Dave received his B.A. from Washington & Lee University and his J.D. from the University of Pennsylvania.

Anna S. Kim - Principal

Anna Kim is a Principal at Community Solutions, where she harnesses strategic communications and campaigns to support the movement to end homelessness. […] Most recently, she was the Director of Communications at The Bronx Defenders, where she witnessed the devastating impact of homelessness as both a cause and consequence of ensnarement in the criminal legal system. She also held previous positions at the International Rescue Committee and Callisto. She holds a M.A. in journalism and international relations from New York University and a B.A. from the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill.

Beth Sandor – Principal

Beth is a Principal at Community Solutions, where she co-directs Built for Zero and the organization’s systems change work to help communities end homelessness throughout the US and around the world. […] Beth brings more than 20 years of experience working in the field of supportive housing and community development in both the United States and the United Kingdom. From 2010-2014, she led quality improvement for the 100,000 Homes Campaign, for which her work was highlighted in both The New York Times and The Harvard Business Review. Beth holds a B.A. from Boston College.

Jessica Venegas – Principal

Jessica Venegas is Principal for Strategic Partnerships at Community Solutions International. She leads the organizational efforts to effectively leverage partnerships with the public and private sector to support successful community outcomes in ending homelessness. […] Jessica holds a B.A. in Urban Community Development from Azusa Pacific University and completed a graduate fellowship from the University of Pennsylvania’s Center for Urban Redevelopment Excellence (CUREx). She is an Effective Leadership Fellow of Duke’s Center on Public Values and Leadership, and an Achieving Excellence Fellow of the Harvard University Kennedy School of Government. She is based in Washington, D.C. and Cambridge, MA.

Paulette Martin – Chief Operating Officer

As a senior executive and non-profit leader, Paulette Martin brings over 20 years of strategic experience in leading finance, operations, and HR and IT functions. […] As an executive business partner, she focuses on driving strategy, planning and execution to help organizations deliver on their mission, while maximizing operational and financial performance. Before joining Community Solutions, Paulette served as the Senior Vice President of Finance and Administration of Race Forward, where she exhibited a strong sense of justice and a passion for civil rights.

Jamie Schleck – Chief Financial Officer

Jamie is the Chief Financial Officer of Community Solutions – as such, he has responsibility for all company operations. Jamie is the founder and principal investor of Bayonet Capital LLC a private equity funder of entrepreneurial ventures. Prior to Community Solutions, Jamie was involved in a number of ventures where he served as an investor and senior executive. He served 17 years as President and CEO of JFC Technologies, LLC and 4 years as President of Cyalume Technologies.  […] Jamie is a former Army Officer and is a graduate of the U.S. Army’s Airborne, Air Assault and Ranger Schools. He holds a BS degree from the United States Military Academy, an MBA from Columbia University, an M.Ed from Rutgers University, and a graduate certificate from Stanford University’s Executive Leadership Program.

Source:	Company documents. 


Exhibit 6Community Solutions Financial Summary

		

		2015

		2016

		2017

		2018

		2019



		Total revenue (unrestricted & restricted)

		$11,546,730 

		$7,553,937 

		$13,939,130 

		$12,790,398 

		$21,748,352 



		Program services revenue

		3.2%

		5.9%

		4.3%

		12.4%

		12.4%



		Government grants

		17.7%

		13.7%

		48.2%

		4.3%

		0.1%



		All other grants and contributions

		66.4%

		63.7%

		42.0%

		83.0%

		87.1%



		Other revenue

		12.8%

		16.7%

		5.5%

		0.3%

		0.4%



		

		

		

		

		

		



		

		

		

		

		

		



		Total expenses before depreciation

		$9,420,994 

		$8,792,852 

		$8,226,575 

		$11,803,065 

		$13,439,263 



		Personnel

		60.0%

		64.6%

		60.6%

		43.2%

		42.8%



		Professional Fees

		21.0%

		18.2%

		19.9%

		13.4%

		18.4%



		Occupancy

		5.0%

		6.0%

		6.2%

		2.7%

		2.6%



		Interest

		0.0%

		0.0%

		0.0%

		5.1%

		4.7%



		All other expenses

		14.1%

		11.2%

		13.3%

		35.7%

		31.5%





Source:	Adapted by casewriters from “Community Solutions,” GuideStar, https://www-guidestar-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/profile/27-3523909#financials, accessed September 2021 



Exhibit 7Built for Zero Inflow/Outflow Data Categories



Source:	Company documents.
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Exhibit 8Built for Zero Veteran Homelessness Tracking - Abilene



Source:	Company documents.




Exhibit 9Community Solutions MacArthur Grant Application Excerpt






Exhibit 9 cont.Community Solutions MacArthur Grant Application Excerpt






Exhibit 9 cont.Community Solutions MacArthur Grant Application Excerpt



Source:	Company documents.


N9-322-021
September 23, 2021


322-021     -20-

322-021     -19-





Senior Lecturer Brian Trelstad and Case Researcher Tom Quinn (Case Research & Writing Group) prepared this case. It was reviewed and approved before publication by a company designate. Funding for the development of this case was provided by Harvard Business School and not by the company. HBS cases are developed solely as the basis for class discussion. Cases are not intended to serve as endorsements, sources of primary data, or illustrations of effective or ineffective management.

Copyright © 2021 President and Fellows of Harvard College. To order copies or request permission to reproduce materials, call 1-800-545-7685, write Harvard Business School Publishing, Boston, MA 02163, or go to www.hbsp.harvard.edu. This publication may not be digitized, photocopied, or otherwise reproduced, posted, or transmitted, without the permission of Harvard Business School.





Endnotes

Homeless Population	White	Black	American Indian, Alaska Native, Pacific Islander, Native Hawaiian	Latinx	0.48	0.39	0.05	0.23	General Population	White	Black	American Indian, Alaska Native, Pacific Islander, Native Hawaiian	Latinx	0.74	0.12	0.01	0.16	









Military veterans	Chronically homeless	Members of families experiencing homelessness	Unaccompanied youth	Unsheltered	0.08	0.27	0.3	0.06	0.39	







Senior Lecturer Brian Trelstad and Case Researcher Tom Quinn (Case Research & Writing Group) prepared this case. It was reviewed and approved before publication by a company designate. Funding for the development of this case was provided by Harvard Business School and not by the company. HBS cases are developed solely as the basis for class discussion. Cases are not intended to serve as endorsements, sources of primary data, or illustrations of effective or ineffective management.

Copyright © 2021 President and Fellows of Harvard College. To order copies or request permission to reproduce materials, call 1-800-545-7685, write Harvard Business School Publishing, Boston, MA 02163, or go to www.hbsp.harvard.edu. This publication may not be digitized, photocopied, or otherwise reproduced, posted, or transmitted, without the permission of Harvard Business School.
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