Housing Alternatives Work Group:

A Report on Non-Traditional Housing Options


Model:  Shared Housing Match-up Program

Description of Model: Shared housing is a living arrangement where two or more unrelated people share a home or apartment to their mutual advantage.  Each person has a private room and shares the kitchen, dining, and other common areas.  There are two models of shared housing; match-up and group shared residence.  A group shared residence involves a number of people living cooperatively in a single large dwelling.  Many residences are sponsored by non-profit organizations and may involve the provision of meals, laundry and housekeeping services.  This paper focuses on the Shared Housing Match-up model in which a homeprovider shares his/her home with a homeseeker, who pays rent.  Many matches are intergenerational and some involve the provision of services in exchange for a reduction in rent.

Most match-up programs are either sponsored by a public agency such as a city or county aging or housing agency, or a private nonprofit organization.  They require a staff person to do intake, screen applicants and introduce potential homesharers.  Trial periods for potential homesharers are strongly recommended in order to ensure a compatible match.

Housing Choice Vouchers/Section 8 Certificates can be used for shared housing (see HUD regulations sections 982.615-89) if the PHA includes shared housing as a “special housing type” in its Administrative Plan.  However, even if the PHA does not have shared housing designated as a “special housing type” in their Plan, a person with a disability can request to use a Section 8 voucher in a shared housing situation as a reasonable accommodation.

Exemplary Program:
There are two match-up programs in Southeastern Pennsylvania, both operated by non-profit organizations.  The first program, for Chester County residents, is called Homeshare Alliance and is jointly operated by the YWCA of Chester County and the Home of the Sparrow.  The program has been in existence for 19 years, and has helped to make hundreds of matches between home providers and home seekers, including people with disabilities.  There are currently six active matches and twenty-four individuals in the pool of applicants awaiting a match.  The average rent is $400, however the program ensures rents of no more than $550 per month.  A criminal background check is conducted on all applicants.
Residential Living Options, Inc. (RLO) in Chester and Delaware Counties are operating the second program, which serves individuals with disabilities.  RLO holds regular meetings in both counties to provide opportunities for potential homesharers to meet socially and to identify someone with whom they would like to share.  Early in the process the homesharers fill out a Roommate Questionnaire that they use as the basis for further discussion about their housing preferences.  RLO is in the process of developing a life skills curriculum to offer at meetings.  Four matches have been made and several individuals are looking for apartments to share.
Contact Information:

Homeshare Alliance

YWCA Chester County

Matrie Johnson, Homeshare Coordinator

610-692-3737

mljohnson99@comcast.net
Residential Living Options

Diane Belnavis

610-518-6242

dbelnavisrloinc@aol.com.

Possible Implementation of Model in PA: Although shared housing is not an attractive alternative for the majority of individuals, it is an affordable option with many benefits for those interested in living with others.  There are many benefits for both the community and the homesharers.  The model is flexible and adaptable to a variety of populations.  Sharing reduces the housing costs of individual householders, which not only enables the homeowner to remain in the home, but also increases disposable income for both homesharers.  Homesharing fosters self-determination and interdependence, reducing the need for formal supports and institutionalization.  It can be part of a strategy for community stabilization by making more efficient use of the existing housing stock without requiring major design changes.  It reduces isolation and provides opportunities for companionship and socialization for the homesharers.

There are also many public benefits to the homesharing match-up model.  While match-up programs generally do not serve high numbers of people, it is a relatively inexpensive program to administer; one full-time staff can ably administer a program.  Most importantly, this model not only enables elderly homeowners to age in place and avoids premature institutionalization; it also provides a safe and affordable housing option for the homesharer, who can be younger or elderly.

Obstacles/Pitfalls: Shared housing is not for everyone.  Often the idea must be introduced to individuals several times before it is seriously considered.  Seniors who have always lived with family members can be especially resistant to the idea, as well as people coming from a group or institutional setting which was not of his/her choosing.  Successful homesharers must be flexible and willing to discuss their differences and resolve conflicts.

In addition, homesharing match-up does not create new affordable housing, which is desirable in communities where there is a shortage of such units.  

Local zoning policies can also be an obstacle, since the number of unrelated individuals permitted to live together as a single housekeeping unit is regulated by the definition of “family” in the municipal zoning ordinance.  It should be noted, however, that there is legal precedence that prohibits certain limitations on the number of unrelated individuals living in a single household.

Finally, while match-up programs are not staff intensive to administer, there can be a fairly long start-up time while the pool of applicants builds to the point where regular matches are made.

Potential Resources: Shared housing match-up programs can be funded through a number of sources including Community Development Block Grant Funds, Community Services Block Grant Program, Human Services Development Funds, Housing Trust Funds (Act 137), foundation and/or corporate dollars.  The administrative functions could also be carried out by AAA or agency staff or funded through competitive discretionary grants through the PA Department of Aging.

Recommendations/Strategies:
IGCLTC - Although shared housing match-up is not a high-volume program, it is relatively inexpensive to administer and can be beneficial to both homeowners and homeseekers.  It is recommended that:

· Information on existing models be written and distributed to AAA’s, disability organizations, neighborhood and community development organizations, and other county and local entities, including information on possible funding sources.

· Training and technical assistance be made available to counties or groups interested in initiating a program.  A good first step would be a one-day conference or series of workshops to introduce and promote the concept.

· A pilot program could be initiated in one or more counties in order to test the feasibility and desirability of expanding the number of match-up programs throughout the Commonwealth.

· PHFA’s Apartment Locator website could be used to promote staffed shared housing match-up programs.
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