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Executive Summary
Durham Makes Housing the First
Priority Of Homeless Services 

Durham is shifting away from policies that

The City of Durham’s Community Development

criminalize homelessness in order to empathize

Department (CDD) states three priorities of its

with those living unsheltered, making housing

homeless services:


placement the first priority.1 Other cities such as
San Francisco, Seattle, and Charleston are doing
this as well.2 For example, in Charleston, a key to
its approach is building a rapport and trust with
those at homeless encampments before offering
them housing services.3 The US Department of

1. Providing housing is the first
priority for those living homeless;

2. Customers should be identifying
goals and needs for programs; and,


Housing and Urban Development (HUD) is

3. The “hardest to house” should be

rewarding these efforts by providing Continuum

prioritized for receiving services.5


of Care (CoC) funding to Durham and other US
cities that make housing the first priority of
homeless services.4 The “Housing First”
approach takes those living unsheltered (i.e.,
sleeping in a place not meant for habitation such

In addition to making housing the first priority
for those living unsheltered (customers),
Durham is exploring other ways to connect with
customers to better fulfill its second priority. 


as a storefront or car) and immediately places
them in a home. 


... connecting customers to resources and
identifying goals and needs is challenging.
Unsheltered Homelessness Is Still
Increasing In Durham

Despite current efforts, unsheltered
homelessness in Durham more than doubled
from 2016 to 2019.6 While CDD is committed
to making those experiencing unsheltered
homelessness (i.e., the “hardest to house”) a
priority for homeless services and housing,
connecting them to resources the city offers
and identifying customer goals and needs is
challenging.

Research Question

To address the complications above, the following

question was presented to CDD: 


What actions should the City of Durham’s Community Development
Department (CDD) take to improve the process of accessing homeless
services and exiting homelessness for those living unsheltered?

*The Point-in-Time Count is based on those living unsheltered on one night in January of each year. While the PIT count identified 81 people living
unsheltered in 2019, annual numbers through the entire year are likely much higher.

i.

Executive Summary
Including Customers As Decision-Makers Will Lead to
More Effective Homeless Services

While Housing First models offer empathetic and
non-criminalizing solutions to homelessness, they overlook one
major aspect: giving those experiencing homelessness a voice
in the decision-making process.

CDD can continue to offer a cutting-edge approach to ending
homelessness by hearing customers’ needs from their
point-of-view and giving them an active role in improving
homeless services. This project used human-centered design
(HCD) to connect with customers and include them as
decision-makers. As Melinda Gates states, “[HCD is about]
[m]eeting people where they are and really taking their needs
and feedback into account… [Customers] often have ingenious
ideas about what would really help them.”7 Throughout the
project, customers identified needs, goals, barriers to goals, and
how to break those barriers with a focus on being equipped to
exit homelessness.

Customers cited three major goals:

1. Housing stability;

2. Financial stability; and,

3. Mending family ties, especially with children/dependents.

There were two main barriers to these goals:

1. Knowing what resources were available; and,

2. Being able to access resources directly.

Customers co-created three solutions to break these barriers:

1. A central resource hub for homeless services in Durham;

2. A way to directly access services without a referral; and,

3. Communication about the central service hub and how to
access services directly.

The third solution was the most desirable for customers and is
addressed via the recommendations of this project.
Implementing the third solution will bring attention to the fact
that solutions one and two already exist. The first solution is
fulfilled via Durham’s Network of Care (DNC): a website listing all
the services within Durham’s CoC.8 Entry Point (Durham’s
in-person resource connection location) would help fulfill the
first barrier breaker as well. The second solution is fulfilled
through NCCARE 360: an online system for service providers to
automatically connect customers to services they need.9



Recommendations

To better equip those
experiencing homelessness,
customers need to know what
resources are available to them.
In order to accomplish this, CDD
should do the following:

1. Implement a short code text
messaging system that allows
customers to receive
information they need on
Durham’s homeless services;

2. Include DNC and Entry Point
information in the text
message;

3. Advertise the short code at
bus stops and other public
locations in Durham;

4. Use the short code messaging
system as an opportunity to
continue to connect with
customers and get their
feedback to fulfill CDD’s second
priority;

5. Make sure CoC members
(employees) are familiar with
DNC and NCCARE 360 if they
are not already; and,

6. Continue to use the insights
and tools developed in this
project to improve the
experience of those living
unsheltered in Durham.


ii.

HCD Methods & Tools
The Process


Journey Map


HCD involves a three-step process: Discover,

Journey maps include moments in an

Design, and Deliver.10 Understanding the HCD

experience and show what customers and

process will reveal what can be done to alleviate

employees are doing, thinking, and feeling at

issues faced by those living unsheltered in

each moment. Customers and employees

Durham when they attempt to access homeless

unveiled bright spots and pain points at each

services and exit homelessness. 


moment that make the journey easy or hard,

Discover Overview


effective or ineffective, and emotionally
resonant or dissonant.

Discovery is meant to clarify the experience of,
and interactions between, customers and
employees. Discovery will help CDD understand
what is happening “on stage” (what customers
see) and determine how they are being
supported by employees “off stage” (what is
going on behind the scenes that affects
customers’ experiences).


Personas


Design Overview


Personas are fictional characters designed to

Many policies directed at stigmatized
populations fail to allow them to influence the
decision-making process, which often leads to
pain points for customers. HCD makes citizen
involvement possible in an innovative way. The
Design phase is an opportunity to ideate

represent those who are or have experienced
unsheltered homelessness in Durham City &
County. They take themes and patterns
observed in the research data and create a
visual depiction of what customers experience,
their goals, and other important information.11 


solutions, create prototypes, and refine ideas

Personas should be used as a tool along with

with customers and employees. 


the journey map to build an understanding of

Deliver Overview


a range of customer perspectives. Take a
persona and place them in a certain phase of

The Deliver phase outlines a roadmap for

the journey. Then ask yourself, “how can I help

applying the proposed solutions using “from-to”

Rita, Hank, Sam, or Hailey at this point in the

outcomes showing where CDD is currently and

journey?” In other words, understand what

how the solution will help in the evolution of the

each phase of the journey looks like from the

department’s purpose and mission. The plan will

perspective of a range of customers.

also include ways CDD can continually measure
whether the solution is successful via surveys
and other feedback mechanisms for customers
and employees.


Tools

Throughout the project, several tools were
developed to help CDD continue to understand
customers. They can be used to improve the
experience of those living homeless.

iii.

HCD Methods & Tools
Co-Creation

Co-creation is an interactive session conducted
with research participants to come up with
solutions to a “how might we” (HMW)
statement/question based on Discover phase
insights.12 While co-creation methods vary, the
purpose is to brainstorm ways to overcome
barriers to customer and employee goals.


From-To’s

From

To

In order for CDD to know whether the text
message system is successful, customers and
employees should go from a negative

Negative

Positive

Experience

Experience

experience to a positive experience during the
Equipping phase.


Success Measurements 

In addition to helping customers through the
design solution, this project presents an
opportunity to be in constant engagement with

Measuring

Measuring

Purpose

CX & EX

customers and employees. Many short code
messaging platforms allow you to survey
customers. CoC members could also survey

Metrics for
3 E’s

customers about their experiences in person.


Long-Term Outlook

The text message system offers a “skateboard”
solution (i.e., a low-fidelity prototype that
decreases barriers for customers). A “car”
solution to equipping customers to exit
homelessness requires more long-term
thinking. Going straight to a “car” solution does
not give customers something now, and CDD
will not know if the “car” is a good solution.
Starting with a “skateboard” is an impactful,
affordable way to get customers on board with
the direction the department is headed.13 A
roadmap for such an implementation is
provided in the Deliver chapter.
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