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OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT 

 

In 2020, the National Alliance for Safe Housing (NASH) received funding from Regional 

Housing Legal Services, that was to be used to help stabilize the safety and housing 

stability of domestic violence (DV) survivors in Southwest Pennsylvania. These funds 

were made available in response to the devastating impact COVID-19 was having on 

domestic violence survivors. NASH contracted with the Pennsylvania Coalition Against 

Domestic Violence (PCADV) to oversee the project, and PCADV identified three non-

profit domestic violence victim service agencies in Southwest Pennsylvania to share 

the funding. A total of $57,000 was made available for these agencies to distribute to 

domestic violence survivors from October through November, 2020.  

The three agencies were chosen because they are all able to serve survivors from 

rural, suburban, and urban populations. These agencies are not only able to reach 

urban areas such as Pittsburgh, but to extend services toward the border with West 

Virginia – which is considered rural Appalachia. Survivors in this area often move 

between the counties that make up SW Pennsylvania for safety, employment, or other 

housing stability needs. Additionally, each of the programs has a history of aligning 

with the Domestic Violence Housing First (DVHF) model. They are all larger agencies 

with the infrastructure needed to move funding quickly. Finally, two of the agencies 

were already administering Rapid Re-Housing (RRH) programs, which played a part in 

their selection. 

   

Why Flexible Financial Assistance? 

Evidence is growing that demonstrates that flexible financial assistance can be 

integral to helping domestic violence survivors obtain safe and stable housing (López 

Zerón, Clements, Martinez, Strom, & Sullivan, 2019; Mbilinyi, 2015; Sullivan, Bomsta, 

& Hacskaylo, 2019). Survivors may need assistance with issues directly related to 

housing: a security deposit and/or temporary rental assistance, help clearing up rent 

arrears (often intentionally caused by the abuser), or help with utility bills. Often, 

though, survivors need funds that may not be viewed by others as impacting housing 

but that advocates recognize as being critical to housing stability: for example, help 

repairing their cars so they do not lose their jobs, help expunging a prior conviction 

that is preventing them from obtaining government-funded housing, or help repairing 

bad credit (often destroyed by the abuser). Funds are targeted to support survivors so 

they can rebuild their lives, including covering childcare costs, transportation, school 

supplies, work uniforms and permits required for employment, as well as time-limited 

and flexible rental assistance. Given the devastating impacts of COVID-19 on survivors’ 

lives in 2020, these funds were intended to counteract at least some of this damage 

and to help stabilize their safety, housing stability, and well-being. 



 

 2  

HOW AGENCIES DISTRIBUTED THE FUNDS 

 

The agencies had a shared philosophy regarding when and how much flexible funding 

to give survivors. They agreed that there would be no pre-determined limit regarding 

how large any one grant would be, and that survivors could receive multiple grants. 

Funds were to be used as “last resorts,” when no other funding option was available, 

and the funds were to be used to help move survivors toward housing stability, and 

sustained safety and well-being.  

Agencies tracked the distribution of funds to clients through a password-protected 

spreadsheet they could each access and edit in Google Docs. The spreadsheet tracked 

how much money each survivor received and what the funds were used for. Some basic 

demographic information was also obtained about each recipient.  

 

 

 

 

 

Across the two months of this project, 106 grants were given to 60 clients. Grant 

amounts ranged from $32 to $5,831. While over half of the survivors (57%) received 

just one grant, 5% received five. The breakdown is below:  

57% 1 grant 
23% 2 grants 
12% 3 grants 
3% 4 grants 
5% 5 grants 

 

60  
survivors 

 
 

$57,000  
distributed  

 
 

Grants ranged 

from $32 - $5,831 

Success Story  

Tamika1 received a free trailer from a family member, but it was uninhabitable. 

Funding was used to make needed repairs before her children could be returned to 

her. 
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WHO RECEIVED THE FUNDS 

 

Almost all of the survivors were women (98%). Over half (52%) were parents of children 

living with them, and only 3% identified as an immigrant or refugee.  
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HOW FUNDS WERE USED 

 

As shown below, over half of the grants were used to pay off past due utility bills. 

Over a third paid for material goods and services, which included repairing appliances, 

buying mattresses for the home, and paying for cellphones or minutes. In line with the 

philosophy guiding flexible funding –- that it should be individualized to each person’s 

needs –- funds were used for a multitude of reasons, including paying for dental work 

or eyeglasses, replacing a refrigerator that the abuser stole, and purchasing WiFi so 

that a child could stay in school remotely during the pandemic. Twenty-seven percent 

(27%) of the grants went directly toward helping survivors get, and keep, safe housing, 

though all of the grants contributed to keeping survivors, directly or indirectly, from 

falling into homelessness. 

Category Funds Percent of Total  

Utility Bills $29,764.59 52% 

Material Goods and Services $20,666.26 36% 

Transportation $10,015.94 18% 

Debt Assistance $9,587.77 17% 

Rental Assistance $5,223.09 9% 

Children’s Needs $2,980.74 5% 

Legal Assistance $2,688.67 5% 

Physical/Mental Health $1,968.21 4% 

Security Assistance  $506.05 <1% 

Move-in costs  $364.50 <1% 

Total $57,000 100% 

Success Story  

Brianna lost her job due to the Covid-19 pandemic. She filed for 

unemployment but was informed that it would be a few months before she 

would receive any assistance. During the time she was not working, she 

started having car trouble.  After funds were used to fix her car, Brianna 

was able to gain employment through a rideshare and delivery service, and 

to find a permanent housing rental unit.  
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SMALL OR LARGE, GRANTS MAKE A DIFFERENCE 

 

Some grants were quite small while others were thousands of dollars. Twenty-six 

grants were for less than $150. Many of these grants paid for phone or phone minutes, 

and some covered material goods such as air mattresses or privacy curtains. Five were 

for utility bills, and two covered transportation costs, including transportation to an 

important immigration hearing. 

 

At the other end of the spectrum, 15 awards were for more than $1000. In more than 

half of the cases (n=9), these funds were used to pay past debts (generally utility, 

rent, or property taxes). Three grants were for major home or car repairs (amounts 

ranging from $1328 to $1780). Two were used to buy appliances for the family, and 

one was for dental work ($1200).  

While the grants ranged across many different needs, a large portion of them went 

towards helping survivors get, and keep, safe housing.  

 

  

Success Story  

Anne applied for a Section 8 Housing Choice voucher and was denied 

because of back rent owed to the Housing Authority (that the abuser had 

not paid). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Anne lost employment twice 

within 2020 and was unable to save money to pay that back-due rent. 

Advocates assisted Anne in filing an appeal to her voucher denial and used 

flexible funding to pay off the back due balance. Anne won her appeal and 

received her Section 8 voucher. She and her children are now in a new, safe 

apartment. 
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