
H
OST’s diverse parents struggle with

significant barriers to employment,

including low levels of education and

literacy, as well as chronic mental and

physical health problems and histories of trauma

and violence. As a result, many HOST parents

cycle in and out of the labor market or languish

in low-wage jobs with few chances for advance-

ment. Faced with limited income, HOST fami-

lies do their best to get by, but often have to

make hard choices between paying rent and 

utilities and buying essentials like food.  

This brief provides an in-depth profile of

HOST parents to contextualize the work of

the first two HOST sites as well as to set the

scene for the changes we hope to see over the

demonstration’s duration.

HOST Families are Large and diverse
To receive wraparound dual-generation

HOST services, each of the roughly 230 fam-

ilies in Chicago and another 136 in Portland is

assigned a personal case manager who touches

base with at least the head of household once

a week. In Chicago, the head of household is

almost always a single mother. Nearly 90 per-

cent of heads of household in this site are nei-

ther married nor living with a partner. While

the majority of households in Portland are also

female-headed, there are many more families

Many years of research have documented the hardships that vulnerable people in public and subsidized housing face—long-term

unemployment, poverty, declining health, and even early mortality (Popkin et al. 2010; Popkin and Getsinger 2010). But there is also

evidence that comprehensive, place-based interventions can help alleviate some of these challenges. The Urban Institute’s Chicago

Family Case Management Demonstration showed that intensive one-on-one support for adults living in public housing can lead to

meaningful improvements, particularly in terms of labor market participation and health outcomes (Popkin and Davies 2013). To

build on the lessons learned from the Chicago Demonstration, the Urban Institute launched the HOST demonstration in four com-

munities across the country to test the viability of a two-generation approach to improve outcomes not only for adults, but for whole 

families (see page 6) (Scott et al. 2103; Popkin et al. 2012). This brief focuses on the first two sites to launch: Chicago and Portland.
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such as low levels of education and health
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•despite their housing subsidy, many HOST

families experience acute financial hardships.
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with a mother and a partner or spouse—more

than one out of every three households.  

One of the unusual features of HOST is

that the case managers are tasked with serv-

ing the whole family, not just the head of

household. This strategy is challenging, espe-

cially since public housing is one of the last

sources of affordable housing for large fami-

lies (Hunt 2010).  In Chicago, family size

ranges from two to nine persons; but 75 per-

cent are families of four people or less.

Portland families tend to be bigger, with up

to 13 different people in a household.

Though family size stands at four or less

among about one-half of Portland HOST

families, nearly one in five consists of seven

or more adults and children. As a key part of

HOST, case managers in both sites often

bring in support from other professionals,

including job specialists, mental health clini-

cians, and separate youth case managers, to

meet the needs of all family members. 

HOST sites must tailor their approaches

not only to accommodate the number of peo-

ple in a household, but also to ensure that

services are delivered in a culturally competent

way. In Chicago, where 95 percent of the resi-

dents are African American, that means hav-

ing staff who can effectively connect with the

public housing population. In Portland, the

extremely diverse population poses a much

different challenge. No single racial or ethnic

group makes up a clear majority and residents

are both immigrant and foreign born. Native-

born African Americans and Caucasians make

up the largest two groups—30 and 21 percent,

respectively—but African immigrants as well

as Latin American immigrants each account

for sizeable segments of the HOST population

(17 and 16 percent, respectively). The remain-

ing 16 percent represent an eclectic mix of

immigrants and native-born Latinos, Asians,

and others. To meet the needs of this diverse

population, Home Forward has hired case

managers and youth liaisons who speak multi-

ple languages and come from similar back-

grounds as HOST families (Scott et al. 2013).

In addition, HOST sites recognize that the

life experiences of HOST participants affect the

intensity of the support they need to overcome

barriers and improve their economic circum-

stances. For example, one-quarter of Chicago

HOST parents and 1 in 10 Portland HOST par-

ents have lived in public housing for 10 or more

years. This factor alone can cause harmful stress

to residents (Popkin and Cove 2007). Research

shows that the concentrated disadvantages of

public housing, including violent crime, drug

trafficking, substance abuse, high rates of incar-

ceration, and the absence of basic amenities

often take a toll on residents (Popkin and

McDaniel 2013). And HOST parents report

many of these issues in their neighborhoods

(Hailey and Saxena 2013). Other factors—in

particular, traumas associated with the immi-

grant experience—can also prompt the need for

more intensive intervention. Immigrant fami-

lies have often experienced significant violence

or deprivation during migration or time spent

in refugee camps, or extended spells of separa-

tion from one or more family members.

HOST Parents Face Multiple 
barriers to Self-Sufficiency
The HOST demonstration aims to help par-

ents gain and sustain meaningful employ-

ment as a means to improving the economic

stability of their families. However, because

HOST parents start at a considerable disad-

vantage in the labor market, case managers

must first help their clients navigate substan-

tial barriers including low levels of education

and literacy, poor physical and mental health,

and insufficient child care support.  

Low levels of education make it difficult

for many HOST parents to access jobs that

offer economic stability and opportunities for

advancement. Almost one-half (44 percent)

of all HOST parents have less than a high

school diploma, compared with 13 percent

nationwide. In Portland, more than one-

third of these individuals—most of whom

are immigrants—never even advanced past

eighth grade. These low levels of education

mean that beyond facing a skills gap, many

HOST participants struggle with basic liter-

acy and math skills. Language barriers exac-

erbate these problems. About 18 percent of

Portland HOST parents who had looked for
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work in the past year reported that not speak-

ing English made that process difficult.

Poor physical health can also seriously limit

many HOST participants’ ability to work and

go to school (Popkin and Getsinger 2010).

Nationally, only about 18 percent of adults

under the age 65 report fair or poor health,1

but more than a quarter of HOST parents in

both Chicago and Portland rated their health

this way (figure 1). Rates of asthma are also

about twice as high among HOST participants

than among other American adults.2

Moreover, many HOST parents deal with

mental health issues that complicate their day-

to-day functioning. In both Portland and

Chicago, participants report much higher lev-

els of elevated worry,3 depression,4 and anxiety

than other adults in the US.5 In part, this is not

surprising, since these issues disproportionately

affect women, people of color, and persons

with low levels of education and unstable

employment—many of the principal character-

istics of the survey respondents (Gonzalez et al.

2010). However, mental health distress among

HOST parents rivals or surpasses the levels 

for the “high-risk” group in the Chicago Dem-

onstration, particularly in Portland (Popkin et al.

2010). As a result, it is no surprise that youth 

in these households exhibit mental health

challenges of a similar magnitude (Jordan et

al. 2013). 

In addition, HOST parents often have 

difficulty finding someone to take care of their

children. Almost 40 percent of Portland

HOST participants who sought employment

in the last 12 months cited child care as a key

barrier, as did nearly 20 percent of Chicago par-

ticipants. Child care becomes even more com-

plicated for parents of children with a disability

or chronic illness. About 1 in 10 HOST parents

reported that this complicated their job search. 

HOST Families Struggle to 
Make ends Meet
Given the multiple barriers that HOST par-

ents face, many find obtaining stable employ-

ment extremely challenging. About one-half

of HOST participants in both sites reported

working at some time in the last 12 months.

Nevertheless, at the time of the survey, unem-

ployment rates registered 56 percent in

Portland and 73 percent in Chicago—at a

time when the national unemployment rate

hovered around 8 percent.6 Despite its magni-

tude, the rate in the Chicago site may actually

reflect early gains from HOST since the par-

ents targeted for the demonstration were, by

definition, not meeting the Chicago Housing

Authority’s work requirement at the time of

their selection (Popkin et al. 2012). 

With these stark employment realities, the

great majority of HOST families in both sites

fall below the federal poverty line—94 per-

cent in Chicago and 80 percent in Portland.

As a result, even though HOST families live

in deeply-subsidized housing, they report that

they often have to delay rent or utility pay-

ments to get by on their limited incomes. For

example, 45 percent of Chicago parents and 15

percent of Portland parents reported paying

their rent more than 15 days late at least once

in the last year. Utility arrearages are actually

the bigger issue in Portland, where nearly 70

percent of HOST families reported being

more than 15 days behind on their utility bills

at least once in the last year as opposed to

only 7 percent in Chicago.  

With their limited resources, a dispropor-

tionate number of HOST families also experi-

ence food insecurity (figure 2). About 50 per-

cent of Chicago HOST families and 60 per-

cent of Portland HOST families reported wor-

rying at least once in the last 12 months that

their food supply would run out before they

received money to buy more. In comparison,

only about 20 percent of American house-

holds share this concern. The survey also

reveals that worry about food security among

HOST families is not unfounded. Chicago

HOST families report cutting the size of their

meals or skipping meals altogether twice as
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frequently as other American households;

Portland HOST families have a rate more

than three times higher. 

It is not just the chronically unemployed

who must deal with these hardships. Rates 

of poverty, particularly in Chicago, were only

modestly lower among HOST families with

a parent working at the time of the survey.

Those parents who had worked at some point

in the last 12 months reported food insecurity

and delayed rent or utility payments just as

frequently as HOST parents who stayed out

of the labor market entirely. The data gath-

ered by HOST case managers at this time

reveals that those parents who were working

made little more than the minimum wage

and worked only part-time. This low wage

work is often unstable and reflects the difficul-

ties that even sucessful HOST parents have

keeping up with costs as their federal safety

benefits are phased out.

Looking Ahead
During their planning periods, the Chicago

and Portland sites sought to target some of

their most vulnerable families for the demon-

stration. Early signs from the baseline survey

illustrate that they achieved this goal. And

despite significant differences in the Chicago

and Portland neighborhoods where HOST

families live (Hailey and Saxena 2013), they

endure remarkably similar economic hard-

ships and will need to confront multiple bar-

riers and challenges to overcome their circum-

stances. In the coming year, the HOST teams

in Chicago and Portland will continue engag-

ing with HOST families in hopes of boosting

employment and alleviating the stress, poor

health, food insecurity, and financial instabil-

ity that reduce their quality of life; and the

Urban Institute will revisit these outcomes to

assess the effectiveness of their efforts (see

page 5). The results will help inform federal

housing policy and whole-family approaches

to multi-generation poverty alleviation for the

field more broadly. •

notes
1. “Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System,”

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,

accessed September 30, 2013,

http://www.cdc.gov/brfss/.

2. “National Health Interview Survey,” 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis.htm.

3. The question measuring elevated worry is 

one of the components of the CIDI depression

screener. Respondents were asked, “Did you

have a time in the past 12 months when you

worried a lot more than most people?” 

Those answering “Yes” are defined as having

elevated worry. National data are from the 

1999 National Health Interview Survey.

“Integrated Health Interview Series: Worried

more than most people, past 12 months,”

Minnesota Population Center, University of

Minnesota, accessed September 30, 2013,

https://www.ihis.us/ihis-action/variables/

WORMORE#description_section.

4. Depression is measured by the CIDI, a 

validated depression screening tool used in 

the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS). 

In the baseline survey, adults were asked a series 

of seven questions to determine major depres-

sion—gauging behavior such as loss of interest

in hobbies, trouble concentrating, thoughts 

of death, and feeling worthless. Answering

“Yes” to three or more of these questions 

(a score of at least 3 on a scale of 0 to 7) 

classified respondents as having major depres-

sive symptoms. National depression compar-

isons were calculated using the same method 

in the 1999 National Health Interview Survey

“Integrated Health Interview Series: Major

depression score for dysphoric mood: WHO

CIDI-SF,” Minnesota Population Center,

University of Minnesota, accessed September

30, 2013, https://www.ihis.us/ihis-action/

variables/DEPDYSWHO#description_section.

5. The question measuring anxiety is one of the

components of the CIDI depression screener.

Respondents were asked “During the past 

12 months, have you ever had a period of time

lasting one month or longer when most of the

time you felt worried, tense, or anxious?”

Those answering “Yes” are defined as having

anxiety. National data are from the 1999

National Health Interview Survey. “Integrated

Health Interview Series: Felt worried/tense/

anxious most of the time for 1+ months, 

past 12 months,” Minnesota Population Center,

University of Minnesota, accessed September

30, 2013, https://www.ihis.us/ihis-action/

variables/WOR1MO#description_section.

6. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Labor Force

Statistics from the Current Population Survey:

Unemployment Rate for Population 16 and

over. 2011–1013, accessed July 2013,

http://data.bls.gov/pdg/SurveyOutputServlet.

The range of unemployment statistics cited 

in the report reflects the fluctuation during 

the HOST baseline survey field period. 
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baseline Survey

During this first year, the Urban Institute fielded two surveys—an adult survey and a youth 

survey—to capture baseline outcomes for HOST families and their communities. The adult 

survey asked respondents about themselves and up to two focal children—one between the

age of 6 and 11, and another between the age of 12 and 16. Parents with a child in the older

age range could then consent for that child to participate in a separate youth survey. Overall,

response rate exceeded 80 percent among adults and 90 percent among eligible youth in

both sites. The survey table describes the basic characteristics of adults, focal children, and

youth respondents.

upcoming research Tasks

A follow-up survey will be fielded in Chicago and Portland late in 2014. Before the survey,

the Urban Institute will conduct focus groups, interviews with staff, and program observa-

tions, as well as gather program data on HOST participants. The additional data will provide

valuable feedback to the sites to continually refine their HOST model, contribute to a robust

outcomes evaluation, and provide context for the larger evaluation findings.

TOTAL CHICAgO POrTLAnd

Total HOST families 366 230 136

Adult Survey

Number of adult respondents 299.0 192.0 107.0

Percent female 93.3 95.3 89.5

Mean age 36.7 36.5 37.2

Number of focal children 6–11 165.0 98.0 67.0

Percent female 54.7 57.9 50.0

Mean age 9.3 9.1 9.5

Number of focal children 12–16 175.0 130.0 45.0

Percent female 53.3 53.8 51.5

Mean age 14.6 14.5 14.8

Youth Survey

Number of youth respondents 12–16 145.0 113.0 32.0

Percent female 55.9 54.9 59.4

Mean age 14.0 13.9 14.2

Survey response rates and respondent Characteristics.
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HOST demonstration Program and Funding Overview

Housing Opportunities and Services Together (HOST), launched by the Urban Institute with support of the Open Society Foundations in

December 2010, is an innovative approach to coordinating services and programs for adults and youth in public and mixed-income housing.

HOST’s core case management component helps parents  in low-income neighborhoods confront  key barrier to self-sufficiency—poor physical

and mental health, addictions, low literacy and education attainment, and historically weak connections to the labor force—while simultane-

ously integrating services for children and youth. The results of the multisite research project will influence how federal agencies such as the

US Department of Housing and Urban Development, local housing authorities, and private developers create place-based, multigenerational

programs and supportive environments for their residents.

HOST’s current funders include Open Society Foundations, Annie E. Casey Foundation, Kresge Foundation, Paul G. Allen Family Foundation,

W.K. Kellogg Foundation, National Institutes of Health, and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.


