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This 2017 Community Needs Assessment provides Union and Snyder Counties with updates 
and insights on some of the community’s biggest concerns identified in the 2016 Community 
Needs Assessment. Many of the community’s top concerns from 2016 were interrelated, 
creating a cyclical pattern of cause and effect, and many of those identified issues affected 
housing directly. Therefore, the 2017 assessment was designed to examine the problems that 
cause or are caused by housing-related issues.

Since the community’s greatest problems were already identified in 2016, we have the 
opportunity to examine these concerns further in order to better outline the characteristics and 
issues behind these problems. By using this approach, this assessment is able to provide a 
deeper investigation into these concerns with the intention of identifying specific needs within 
the community’s top problems, as well as pinpointing gaps in services   and strategies to 
address the identified issues. 

Therefore, this document focuses on the observations and concerns of the service providers in 
relation to how they are able to address and battle the community’s biggest issues. In the 
following pages, housing and homelessness-related issues are outlined in greater detail, 
showing how this community’s top concern is influenced by the other problems the community 
faces. Hopefully, this will help give service providers a better understanding on how the 
community’s issues are intertwined, and how organizations can better treat the symptoms to 
come up with a cure for the end result: homelessness.

The Needs Outlined in this Document
The needs revealed in this housing survey fall into two categories: immediate needs, and long-
term needs. While there is a need for a variety of services in both categories, immediate needs 
often appear as the most pressing because they can have an instantaneous impact on 
residents. Longer-term needs and services, however, seem to be recommended just as much 
as more immediate needs, so it is difficult to weigh one over the other. There is, however, a third 
category that should not be overlooked: prevention. 

Therefore, it is recommended that this document be read with a three-pronged approach so that 
services can be developed to prevent homelessness, respond and resolve to immediate needs 
of the homeless, and to keep residents in good standing with their housing situations.
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I. About Snyder and Union Counties1
Snyder and Union Counties share a lot of physical and statistical similarities yet they differ in a 
few key demographic elements. They are both considered rural counties and encompass the 

same amount of land, yet Union is 
divided into fewer municipalities with 
more urban areas, whereas Snyder 
encompasses more farmland and rural 
living.

As for their similarities, these two 
ne ighbor ing count ies a long the 
Susquehanna River contain nearly the 
same number of people, households, 
and businesses. In addition, both 
counties share a similar number of 
children enrolled in school, as well as 

unemployment rates and per capita incomes. There are a comparable number of homeowners, 
housing units available per family, school districts, institutions of higher education, and total 
expenditures spent per child by each school district.

But despite the fact that both counties are 
quite comparable in physical size, population, 
and bother quantitative factors, their 
demographic population make-up is where 
they differ, albeit slightly.

Union County has more people whom are 25 
and older—namely the child-bearing and 
working age—yet, they have fewer children 
and a lower number of employed persons in 
comparison to Snyder County. Considering 
tha t the two coun t ies have s im i la r 
unemployment rates, Union County’s lower 
employment numbers may be explained by 
the fact that they have a higher household 
median income and therefore potentially 
fewer people claiming unemployment. 

Snyder County, on the other hand, has more 
children overall which results in a higher child-
to-parent ratio. And although both counties 
spend the same amount per child for 
education, Union County brings in fewer tax dollars for their schools. With that said, students in 
Union County are more likely to graduate from high school and plan for post-secondary 
education. 

 Except where notated, all data in the “About Snyder and Union Counties” section is from http://rural.palegislature.us (originating in 1

the U.S. Census Bureau at www.census.gov). Maps are from Community Commons (www.communitycommons.org)
1B Source: Community Commons (www.communitycommons.org).
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Employment & Disability Snyder Union

# of Businesses (2014) 875 902
# Persons, 25 Years Old & Older, 2015 26,464 30,478

# Employed Persons, 2015 19,403 17,585
Average Unemployment Rate, 2015 4.5% 4.3%

Average Unemployment Rate, 2016 (Est.) 4.8% 4.8%
# Non-Institutionalized Persons 18 to 64 

with Disability. 2015 2,113 2,176

Facts at a glance Snyder Union
Land Area in Square Miles, 2010 328.7 316.0

Population, 2016 (Est.) 40,468 45,565
Population Per Square Mile 120.8 142.2

Total Population (Projections),  2040 41,678 51,641
Total # Households, 2015 14,442 14,916

# of Businesses (2014) 875 902
Total # Students Enrolled in Grades K-12, 2015 6,332 6,031

Per Capita Personal Income, 2015 1B $23,835 $22862
Median Household Income, 2015 $49,803 $57,862

Total Poverty Rate, 2015 11.7% 12.4%
Average Unemployment Rate, 2015 4.5% 4.3%

Serious Crimes Per 100,000 Residents, 2015 1,352 861

Education Snyder Union

School Districts 2 2
Total # Students Enrolled in Grades K-12, 

2015 6,332 6,031

% Enrolled in Public Schools 86.2% 80.2%
% Enrolled in Private Schools 13.8% 19.8%

Total School Revenues  ($1,000), 2014-15 $73,229 $59,371
Total Expenditures Per Student, 2014-15 $14,520 $14,375
% Students Eligible for Free & Reduced 

School Lunches, 2015 43.7% 35.0%

Graduation Rate (4-year Cohort), 2014-15 86.9% 92.9%
% High School Grads who Plan on Post-

secondary Education, 2014-15 59.3% 72.1%

http://rural.palegislature.us
http://www.census.gov
http://www.communitycommons.org
http://www.communitycommons.org


When it comes to adults and education, more residents of Union County have college degrees 
than residents of Snyder County. But true for both counties, the further one travels into more 
rural areas, the less likely you are to find college degrees. It is in those rural areas where it is 
more likely to find individuals without high school diplomas, more substandard housing 
situations, as well as families with no vehicle. Page 4 contains maps illustrating these topics.

Regarding homelessness, Union County has a higher number of individual persons seeking 
assistance from homelessness, while the number of families seeking help are quite similar 
across both counties.

Despite the differences between these two counties, they experience many of the same 
problems which are outlined in the following document. With all of this said, neither county has a 
homeless shelter.

Housing Unit Statistics

Housing Units Snyder Union
Total # Housing Units, 2015 16,104 17,074
% Single Family Home (Detached 1 Unit) 75.0% 72.3%

% Duplex/Townhouse/Row Home 
(Attached 1 Unit) 5.5% 5.3%

% Small Apartment Building (Less than 9 
Units) 8.8% 11.2% Occupied Housing Unit Statistics

% Large Apartment Building (10 or More 
Units) 2.1% 3.2%

% Mobile Home & Other Types of Units 8.7% 8.0% Snyder Union
# Occupied Housing Units, 2015 14,442 14,916 14,442 14,916

% Homeownership Rate (Owner-
Occupied Units) 74.6% 71.5% Household Income

% Renters (Renter-Occupied Units) 25.4% 28.5% # Households with Income, 2015 14,442 14,916
# Vacant Housing Units, 2015 1,662 2,158 % Low Income Households (<$20,000) 14.5% 15.9%

% Vacant Units that are Seasonal, 
Recreational, or Occasional Use 36.3% 58.2% % Lower-Middle Income Households 

($20,000 to $34,999) 18.5% 18.4%

Housing Values & Rent % Middle-Income Households  
($35,000 to $49,999) 17.1% 16.0%

Median Housing Value, 2015 $144,700 $160,200 % Upper-Middle Income Households 
($50,000 to $99,999) 35.8% 31.4%

Average Housing Value, 2015 $166,011 $192,610 % Upper-Income Households 
($100,000+) 14.1% 18.3%

Median Gross Monthly Rent, 2015 $694 $697 Average Household Income, 2015 $63,613 $67,382

Average Gross Monthly Rent, 2015 $727 $737 Housing Costs

# Households with Income, 2015 14,442 14,916

# Homeowners With Income and 
Mortgage, 2015 5,980 6,167

% Homeowners Paying Less than 30% 
of Income for Housing 73.7% 72.6%

% Homeowners Paying 30% to 49% of 
Income for Housing 17.9% 15.2%

% Homeowners Paying 50%+ of Income 
for Housing 8.3% 12.2%

# Renters With Income and Paying 
Cash Rent, 2015 3,291 3,917

% Renters Paying Less than 30% of 
Income for Housing 59.6% 53.9%

% Renters Paying 30% to 49% of 
Income for Housing 21.8% 22.6%

% Renters Paying 50%+ of Income for 
Housing 18.6% 23.4%
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Situational Maps  2

 Maps are from Community Commons (www.communitycommons.org)2
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II. Organizations & the Community
Participants & Families
The participants in this 2017 CNA Survey were from 
the organizations that provide services to residents 
of Snyder and Union Counties. There were 78 
participants across 31 different organizations, and 
20 of those organizations serve both Union and 
Snyder counties. Forty-eight respondents across 28 
organizations would like to be contacted about 
tackling issues of homelessness. 

Because it is entirely likely that a family or 
individuals may visit more than one organization for 
help, the numbers that each respondent reported 
regarding number of homeless will likely include 
duplicate families and individuals. So while 
considering that these totals may include 
duplicates, the numbers should not be used as an 
accurate total count of homeless in the area. 

But despite the inaccuracy of the totals, these 
numbers do help illustrate the sheer volume of 
families that the organizations handle, as well as 
emphasizing the dire need of improved housing 
services in the community. The Population Density 
map  on the top right illustrates both county’s 3

population distribution as well as the locations of the 
organizations that serve the community. The 
Families with Children map3 to the right shows the 
distribution of children throughout each county.

Across both counties, respondents identified that 
they worked with a total of 1,129 families and 1,360 
individuals. That worked out to an average of 14.4 
families and 17.4 individuals with direct contact per 
survey respondent . 4

Looking at the respondents and estimated 
homelessness that are specific to each county, 
there were 562 families and 756 individuals within 
Union County (averaging4 9.5 families and 12.8 
individuals per respondent), while Snyder County 
totaled 567 families and 604 individuals (averaging4 
9.3 and 9.9, respectively). 

 Maps are from www.communitycommons.org3

 Averages are purely for illustrative reasons. The actual number 4

of families and individuals that each respondent came in contact 
with varied greatly based upon job and agency type.
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Organizations
No matter the business or organization, each has a finite range of services and available capital. 
This is incredibly true of non-profit organizations that serve the community. The organizations 
involved in this survey can only offer certain services to qualified individuals. For services that 
the organizations do not provide or for people whom they cannot help, these organizations are 
forced to either turn people away or to refer them to other organizations that may be able to 
help. 

In the instance that other organizations can help, transportation is often needed for families to 
obtain those services. But, service providers need to know what help is available and who to 
contact in the first place. 

With that said, in the 2016 Community Needs Assessment, participants often mentioned the 
need for interagency communication, lists of services that existed, as well as who to contact in 
each scenario. In this 2017 survey, participants were not directly asked about communication, 
but the topic appeared as a minor thread throughout participant’s responses. Despite fewer 
appearances, the need for good communication practices and service lists should not be 
overlooked.

When Organizations Try to Help But Are Unsuccessful 
Unsurprisingly, many of the reasons why organizations may be unsuccessful in helping families 
are related to money—for both the organizations and the families themselves. The leading 
cause of unsuccessful help was due to the fact that the family did not have sufficient future 
income to cover the cost of renting. In those scenarios, some of the organizations identified that 
they have already run out of funds to provide services or subsidies.

Beyond financial issues, families were sometimes either ineligible to receive help, or were 
temporarily ineligible due to already exhausting all avenues of help from providers. 
Transportation, childcare costs, as well as rental and credit issues were also cited as reasons 
why the provided help was unsuccessful. In the instance that an organization may be 
unsuccessful or may not offer the services someone required, the organization would refer the 
person to another agency. Again, interagency communication is essential in helping 
organizations know what help is available.
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Chart 1 - Unsuccessful Situations

Family did not have sufficient future income to cover the cost of renting.
Family has exhausted help from providers. Cannot be helped again within the time frame family applied for assistance.

Household ineligible for Section 8

Family did not follow through
The organization we contacted had run out of funds to help

Household unable to find affordable housing that fits within the family transportation needs

Family put on waiting list for a homeless shelter

0 12.5 25 37.5 50



Interagency Referrals 
When organizations were seeking additional help and services for their clients, The Union-
Snyder Community Action Agency (CAA) in Selinsgrove was the most contacted agency. 
Churches were also quite popular, appearing in more than half of the opened-ended responses. 
Table 1 outlines the frequency at which other organizations were contacted.

Other places included CareerLink, Hand Up Foundation, Gatehouse, Salvation Army, food 
banks, WIC, Elijah’s Bowl, Edison Hotel, Laughters, Love, Inc., American Red Cross, LiHEAP, 
PHFA mortgage foreclosure assistance programs, Brookside Ministries, churches, and the 
County Assistance Office Emergency Shelter Allowance.

Joe Baker at the CMSU was mentioned multiple times, as well as the Union-Snyder CAA’s Self-
Sufficiency Program which got a few rave reviews and a request for its expansion. As you can 
see in the Population Density map on page 5, the purple spots are where survey participants’ 
agencies are located.
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Table 1 - Contacted Agencies

Agency

Union-Snyder Community Action Agency (CAA) 84.2%

Haven Ministries Shelter 82.5%

County Housing Authority 80.7%

Children and Youth Services 61.4%

Transitions Crisis Center 61.4%

By Grace Women's Transitional Home 61.4%

CMSU Mental Health, Developmental, Drug and Alcohol Programs 59.6%

Greater Susquehanna Valley United Way 36.8%

Union-Snyder Area Agency on Aging 29.8%

County Probation and Parole 15.8%



III. Homelessness
Survey participants were presented with questions specific to their county as well as questions 
dealing with homelessness in general. One of the more revealing questions asked respondents 
to match regional issues with family types . This not only allowed us to hone in on issues having 5

to do with specific age groups or family types, but also to identify any issues that may be 
common to all of those dealing with homelessness.

Characteristics By Issue Type 
Overwhelmingly, transportation was the biggest problem. To be more specific, the most 
identified issue for homelessness was “housing issues complicated by transportation problems,” 
while the second most identified issue was “lack of public transportation.” Issues related to 
income, jobs, job training, and location were not far behind. Table 2 ranks all twelve issues from 
the most common to least common issue. 

Table 2 - Issues ranked by total number of those seeking help

# Issue # responses Category

1 Housing difficulties complicated by transportation problems 52 Transportation

2 Lack of public transportation 47 Transportation

3

Chronically unemployed 45 Jobs, Job Training

Working but not making enough to get by 45 Jobs, Income

Lack of choices for safe, affordable housing 45 Location, Affordability

Living in a rural area 45 Location

4 Recently unemployed 44 Jobs

5 Facing high level of debt 37 Income, Debt

6 Lack of access to services 36 Location, Transportation

7 Family health crisis 33 Health

8 Loss of income due to family member entering or in prison 30 Income

9 Living in an urban area 8 Location

 Please note that when using the term “family” or “family type” throughout this document, it refers to all types of 5

individuals seeking help with homelessness, including single individuals, retirees, youth, as well as parents with 
children. If referring specifically to family types that include children, the full title (i.e. Single parent and children) or 
group name (Parents) will be used.
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Characteristics By Family Type 
If we break down each issue by the type of families who are experiencing them, Single parents 
and children dominate each and every issue by a wide margin (see Table 3). No other family 
type so overwhelmingly sought help for issues related to homelessness. Two-parent households 
wit28h children were a distant second 
followed by all other family types 
without children (Individuals, Youth, 
Veterans, and Senior citizens). 

If we group these family types into 
larger categories—namely Parents and 
Childfree individuals—the total number 
of families per category seeking help is 
almost an even 50/50 split. With those 
numbers in mind, one might conclude 
that the need for help is relatively equal 
between Parents and Chi ldfree 
individuals. However, it may be likely 
that it is skewed more towards Parents.

While we do not have numbers related 
to the ages of the parents in these families, it is likely that Parents encompass a much smaller 
age range (say 18-45 years old) than those that are Childfree (youth through senior citizens). 
With that being said, we see just as many Parents seeking help as we do Childfree even though 
the Parents age range is only about two-fifths the size of the Childfree age range.

So considering that nearly half of the homeless are from a much smaller constituency, that 
would most likely mean that having children is a contributing factor in seeking help from 
homelessness. This would certainly open the discussion about family services and other costs 
including the cost of childcare as well as increased complications of transportation for families.

Table 4 shows the number of participants who identified each statement as an issue for each 
family type. The cells in bold with yellow background (Single parent and children) are the 
highest number of responses, followed by green as second highest, then red as third highest.
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Table 3 - Average # Parents/Individuals Seeking Help per Issue

Family Type

Average 
Families 
per Issue

Group
Total 

Families 
Per Issue

%

Single parent and 
children

29.42

Parents 52.67 48.4%
2-parent household 
and children

23.25

Individual (20yrs+) 18.67

Childfree 56.25 51.6%
Youth (up to 20 yrs) 13.75

Veterans 12.25

Senior citizens 11.58

Table 4 - Responses per Family Type (ordered by most common problem to least common problem)

Answer Options
Youth 
(up to 

20 yrs)

Individual 
(20yrs+)

Single 
parent and 

children

Two parent 
household 

and children
Veterans Senior 

citizens TOTAL

Lack of public transportation 27 27 38 29 21 21 163
Housing difficulties complicated by transportation issues 18 25 38 30 15 16 142
Living in a rural area 19 23 33 29 17 21 142
Lack of choices for safe, affordable housing 18 23 35 28 17 19 140
Recently unemployed 13 26 36 26 13 7 121
Working but not making enough to get by 14 16 36 33 11 9 119
Chronically unemployed 14 25 33 19 14 6 111
Facing high level of debt 11 17 29 28 11 8 104
Lack of access to services 16 16 26 17 12 15 102
Family health crisis 5 10 22 18 13 16 84
Loss of income due to family member entering or in prison 8 11 20 17 1 0 57
Living in an urban area 2 5 7 5 2 1 22



Characteristics By County 
Each county was equally represented by the number of participating organizations: 19 served 
both counties, and each county had an additional 8 organizations for a total of 27 organizations 
per county. For the record, even if an organization served both counties, the respondent was 
asked to fill out separate sets of identical questions for each county. The results from these 
separate-but-identical questions revealed that there were a lot of the same causes for housing 
problems in Snyder and Union counties. 

With those similarities in mind, participating organizations rated issues in an almost identical 
fashion. In only two instances did the ratings differ, and it was a very minor difference in each 
case. Those two differences have been identified in Table 5 by solid black borders.

In addition to the list above, Snyder and Union counties identified instances where families  
were living in campers or motels and were in need of permanent housing solutions. They also 
iterated that lack of employment, eviction, and housing rehabilitation were major issues in their 
counties. 

Snyder County stated that some people were not qualified for assistance, and Union had people 
who were ineligible for shelters because of prior legal issues. The participants did not elaborate 
on “legal issues,” but the term was used a few times. While no one said that the legal issues 
were related to drug usage or drug testing, participants did state that people had difficulty 
passing drug tests in order to gain employment.

Affordability of Housing
It should be stated that homelessness in the area is largely caused by the cost of housing itself. 
According to the data available on rural.palegislature.us, about 40% of the renters in each 
county pay more than 30% of their income for housing, and 15-18% of the homeowners pay 
more than 30% for mortgages. Please see the Poverty & Income-Related maps on page 11. 

Table 5 - Housing Assistance needs by County

Need for housing assistance

# responses

Snyder Union

Eviction notice 43 36

Homeless (includes living on street, in car) 37 33

Domestic violence 29 27

Newly homeless / near homeless 29 25

Doubled up 29 24

In shelter 29 21

Chronically homeless / near homeless 26 25

Getting released from prison 23 13

Living at campground or similar situation 20 14

Youth aging out of foster care 12 10
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Poverty & Income-Related Maps  6

 Maps are from Community Commons (www.communitycommons.org)6
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Issues Related to Homelessness
Overwhelmingly, budget management was the number one issue related to or affected by 
homelessness (91% of respondents). Children having trouble in school and managing health 
were approximately 60% each, while difficulty maintaining participation in addiction support was 
at 52%. 

Participants then elaborated on their responses with the intention of identifying other issues 
related to homelessness. They iterated additional causes of homelessness as well as issues 
which are caused by homelessness. While many of these topics are covered in other areas of 
this document, a few of their responses were new:

There were also some homelessness trends that participants noted, too.

Table 6 - Other Causes of Homelessness

No stable address which results in inability to gain insurance or access certain services

Transportation issues:
• No transportation to look for or to obtain work
• Distance from affordable housing opportunities to employment opportunities

Emotional and mental health problems and support

Lack of family or informal support networks

Lack of employment opportunities that fit with physical or emotional limitations

Stigmas attached to homelessness that make it difficult to find jobs and housing

Affordable housing is often in areas that require additional expenses: flood insurance, utility issues, etc.

Expenses due to moving and utility hook-up fees

Inexperience in developing good budget plans and daily routines that would facilitate in keeping jobs, paying bills, 
saving money, and caring for children.

Table 7 - Trends of Homelessness

Illness and/or medical bills

Addiction problems that have an impact on one’s ability to obtain and/or maintain employment and housing

Rising rental costs and the inability to get a mortgage forces them to pay high rent

Lack of knowledge about what programs and services are available in the area

Young people couch surfing (cited frequently in responses about Snyder County)

No housing for consumers who are registered sex offenders

Trend of people from other counties and states seeking services within Union and/or Snyder Counties

Inability to come up with a security deposit after eviction

Prior financial trouble with electric bills or security deposits that make them ineligible for electricity, or “skipped over” 
as a financial risk to potential landlords

2017 CAA Needs Assessment Report Page �  of �13 23



Homelessness Due to Ineligibility
Some families are ineligible for government rental assistance programs because they do not 
have any current or future income. Those ineligible families, participants say, have limited 
options. Some stated that there isn’t any help in the area or that shelters may be the only option. 
It seems that these organizations lean on case management in order to help families.

Often, these families stay with family or friends in crowded places until they can find a place to 
live—this means that they may be doubling up with other families. Other families end up living in 
cars, trailers, RVs, or even tents on their relative’s property. While these people might have a 
roof over their heads, they may not have employment or even an address to qualify for services 
which exacerbates their ineligibility to obtain services.

“Short-Term” Solutions & Assistance
Immediate Housing Solutions
Fitting in with the overall theme of “immediate” needs eclipsing “long term” assistance, Rental 
assistance and Immediate shelter were the leading need for housing assistance. In fact, Rental 
assistance referred to families who were on the waiting list for Section 8 housing. 

Keep in mind that the Section 8 waiting list is not a guarantee for housing. If there are no 
housing vouchers available, no Section 8 housing will be given out. Therefore, people could be 
on the waiting list for a very long time. With that said, the top two issues were in reference to 
keeping people sheltered in the short-term, while a long-term solution was in the works (such as 
waiting for Section 8 vouchers).

The rest of the housing assistance options had to do with maintaining housing long-term. In 
order of importance, they are subsidized housing for 6 or more months, subsidized housing for 
3-6 months, subsidized housing for 1-3 months, and finally, mortgage foreclosure assistance. 
Therefore, the top priorities were getting people housed immediately, followed by subsidized 
assistance for at least six-months time.

There was also a request for information regarding rental properties with lower rent rates, as 
well as properties that might be appropriate for senior citizens (handicapped accessible, one-
floor living, etc).
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Chart 2 - Short term assistance

Rental assistance while on the waiting list for Section 8
Immediate shelter

Subsidized housing for more than 6 months
Subsidized housing for 3-6 months
Subsidized housing for 1-3 months

Mortgage foreclosure assistance

0 12.5 25 37.5 50



Homeless Shelter
While low-cost housing and housing assistance often tops the lists of concerns, the need for a 
shelter in Union and Snyder Counties was deemed to be the most critical issue. As many noted,  
there are no emergency shelters or short-term facilities for immediate housing needs. And 
without a shelter being available, it seems that some respondents are concerned that 
subsidized or Section 8 housing are being used as the “solution” to a family’s immediate 
housing need. Regardless as to whether that is the case, getting into a housing situation does 
not solve all problems. In many situations of homelessness, multiple needs must be addressed.

Moving into subsidized or Section 8 housing with no long-term plan—just the need for housing
—may cause other problems in the long term. If a family finds themselves in a housing situation 
where they are unprepared or unaware of how to move forward, they are likely to encounter  
new issues that they’ve never dealt with before. These issues may include budget planning, 
finding work, new transportation issues, and changes in eligibility for governmental or other 
assistance programs (such as security deposit assistance).

This means that while the assistance that many families receive may help them in the short-
term, many become stuck without proper plans, knowledge, or additional assistance. And 
without knowing how to move forward, residents become unable to meet rent or even pay bills 
which sometimes results in eviction and “disqualification” for services for long periods of time.

To break this cycle, participants recommend that early services and homeless shelters are 
added to the area to help bridge the gaps in the counties’ current processes. With these 
services and shelters in place, families suffering from homelessness can work towards better 
housing situations while they learn more about their options; families can therefore make more 
informed decisions that will fit in with their current financial and transportation needs. 

Participants hope that creating a shelter or shelters will help families progress towards better 
situations rather than be prematurely put in housing situations which they may not be prepared 
for. They also suggest that shelters be close to other services like food banks, offer 
transportation services, or are located near employment opportunities. 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IV. Budgetary Training
In the 2016 Community Needs Assessment survey, budgeting and financial training was one of 
the most mentioned issues related to poverty, housing, drugs, and job growth. It was also rated 
as the ninth priority (2016 community responses) and identified as the sixth most important 
issue that needed to be addressed (2016 service providers). For the record, these were the top 
five region issues identified in 2016:

1. Drugs & Alcohol
2. Jobs / Lack of a living wage
3. Parents having trouble managing families (see 2017 Community Needs Assessment - Addendum A)
4. Education / helping kids succeed in school
5. Lack of affordable housing (addressed in this 2017 Community Needs Assessment)
6. Managing or budgeting money

Whether someone has no income, low income, or simply needs help prioritizing expenses, 
budgeting and finances are still a huge concern in the 2017 Community Needs Assessment 
survey—it was frequently mentioned in both causes and solutions for homelessness. Because 
this was such a common theme in participants responses, you will notice that budgetary and 
financial training are mentioned briefly in many sections throughout this document. But due to 
this topic’s rating in 2016 as well as its frequent appearance in the 2017 responses, budget and 
finance management merited its own section in an effort to unify responses across both years.

The “Long-term” Solution
While short-term suggestions for housing assistance had to do with immediate or subsidized 
shelter, all other suggestions had to do with ongoing budget training or case management—
services that help keep people housed and moving forward in the long-term. Participants truly 
believe that budget management and financial training can help break the cycle of 
homelessness. One person observed, 

I have found that even when people have been fortunate to get housing, they don't have the 
skills to pay bills even if their income [can cover] their expenses. Subsidized housing should 
be coupled with budget management and oversight in paying bills so they A) don’t get behind 
and B) to help them learn how to prioritize and make decisions about expenses.

Immediate Need for Training 
Participants in the 2016 assessment cited the fact that many people learn about finances “on 
the fly,” which often results in difficult financial situations where people are unable to pay a 
financial advisor or an accountant for help. These participants often noted that middle and high 
school programs were the place to “break the cycle before it begins.” Therefore, they 
recommended more “financial and life skills” as part of middle and high school education in 
classes such as “Home Ec.” 

While that is a valuable suggestion, the budgetary issues related to homelessness are much 
more immediate in nature. Nearly 91% of the 2017 survey participants identified budget 
management as being closely related to homelessness. Yet, 40% of the participants said their 
organizations did not offer budget training, but that it would be a good service to have available. 

For the organizations that do offer budgeting workshops, many participants say that they are 
only offered during normal business hours—when people are typically trying to earn a living. 
Nighttime or weekend workshops were mentioned as possible solutions, yet participants were 
concerned that those times might create other complications (i.e. childcare or transportation).
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Training Topics 
Most participants suggested specific topics when discussing financial training. These 
suggestions ranged from basic to advanced topics such as credit, bills, and saving money. 
Some of the topics were:

Possible Training and/or Service Models
The question that most participants struggle with is how to make financial services more 
accessible. Their responses often fell into one of two categories: making certain assistance 
services contingent upon financial training, or even providing financial training in the person’s 
home.

Making Services Contingent Upon Training 
Survey respondents in both 2016 and 2017 were concerned that financial assistance is not 
often attached to financial training. One participant in 2017 noted that many people who could 
really benefit from budgetary training don’t see themselves as needing budgetary skills and, 
therefore, may not attend training sessions. This person suggested incentives to receive 
training, or even making some services contingent upon required budgetary training. Some 
incentives mentioned included gas cards, meals during training, toiletries, etc.

In-Home Training 
Due to transportation, scheduling, and other issues that may make it unlikely for families to 
attend the trainings, a number of people suggested that the budgetary trainings could happen at 
a more convenient location to the family (such as their home, a shelter, or temporary housing). 
These trainings could work around the family’s schedule and eliminate problems with travel or 
public transportation. While potentially challenging for the service providers, one benefit of this 
model would be that the training is one-on-one and therefore completely relevant to the family.

Ongoing Assistance 
It was recommended that budgetary training and case management be ongoing for 6-12 months 
when a family got new housing. This assistance would include planning as well as monitoring of 
budgets and bill payments. As time progressed, these training and management services would 
incrementally decrease as the family gained budget management skills and/or no longer 
qualified for housing assistance or subsidies, effectively “removing the training wheels.” 

Balancing checkbooks

Creating and following weekly/monthly budget plans

Managing bills and bill payments

Shopping and valuation skills

Car insurance / Cell phone plans and comparisons

Credit: everything from credit cards to credit scores

Income tax returns (both “how to” and what to do with tax returns)
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V. Services & Assistance
Case Management 
A theme that echoed throughout the survey was the need for extensive transitional case 
management—something that organizations often rely on heavily. Participants feel that ongoing 
support can not only guide community members through new and potentially confusing 
assistance processes, but also can help break the cycle that may plunge people into further 
trouble or debt. Participants claim that ongoing case management helps if someone is not 
comfortable, scared, or even afraid to say that they don't understand.

Giving ongoing assistance and monitoring of budgeting assures that bills are being paid 
and that the family does not fall behind. Until a family/individual has a good grasp of the 
ongoing planning, [families often need help and guidance] to accompany their spending 
habits so they can learn to plan for upcoming bills and unanticipated expenses.

For everything from housing to budgeting to childcare, case managers can help guide people 
through any or all issues that may limit success. These issues may also include transportation, 
repairing credit, paying down past bills and back rent, day-to-day decision making, SSI 
applications, as well as referrals to other community services.

Participants also cited that it can be difficult to provide services to community members when 
attendance and participation cannot be enforced. Families may not attend trainings due to 
scheduling conflicts, transportation issues, or simply that they do not want to attend. One 
participant noted that people in crisis or people who have mental health issues often don’t 
understand the importance of trainings.

As mentioned before, participants suggested providing case management and assistance at the 
family’s home. By providing families with a housing manager or mentor, these in-home trainings 
would not only ensure attendance, but would facilitate learning with one-on-one coaching as 
well as covering directly relevant topics. It may also work better with the family’s work schedule.

Transportation 
One need that appeared frequently throughout this 2017 needs assessment survey was 
transportation. Personal transportation is an issue because of the cost of vehicles and 
insurance, as well as obtaining drivers licenses, driver training, and fees. Public transportation 
often has an unsuitable schedule or just isn’t available in certain areas. Looking at the “No 
Vehicle” map on page 6, one can see that it is more likely that people in rural areas do not own 
cars. While a map showing public transportation was not available, public transportation does 
tend to be more common in urban areas, creating potential problems for rural families.

Therefore, “Immediate transportation” was identified as the most pressing necessity (67%). 
There were also suggestions regarding public transportation and available “at will” 
transportation services.

Beyond transportation, most suggestions were about immediate relief from homelessness such 
as donations (food and household items) and services to improve longer-term situations 
(childcare, legal, budget training, case management).
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Donation Assistance 
Donation assistance, one participant said, is mostly in the form of private donation agencies 
such as churches. There are small items or services that can help alleviate finances or simply 
make life easier (see Table 8).

Not limited to the items listed in table 6, many local organization collect donations and provide 
these goods to community members. In addition to always needing more donated items, these 
organizations often need help with collection or storage. And considering that many 
organizations only have one location, that can make it challenging to get the goods to the 
people in need (refer to the purple spots on the Population Density map on page 4).

The Central Pennsylvania Food Bank, with locations in Williamsport and Harrisburg, has a 
variety of food distribution programs that provide more than 48 million pounds of food and 
grocery products, every year to more than 900 soup kitchens,shelters, and food pantries in 27 
central Pennsylvania counties, including Union and Snyder. 

FoodLink in Rochester, NY (www.foodlinkny.org) is an interesting model for a donation center. In 
essence, it is a food bank and commercial kitchen, but it also operates as a central food 
distribution hub that provides meals and food to 500 other human service agencies throughout 
the region. This allows a wide variety of organizations throughout their community to offer meals 
and goods that they might not be able to provide otherwise. This also broadens the reach of 
FoodLink’s services to locations in other counties and cities.

Seeing how Snyder and Union Counties have a concentration of organizations in the middle and 
eastern parts of the counties, a distribution model could be applied to help distribute food and/or 
goods to other organizations throughout the region.

But regardless of whether FoodLink’s model could be employed in the two county area, 
organizations that receive and distribute donations are in constant need of help and support. 
Participants cited that in addition to donation items, they are in constant need of better storage 
and organization. 

Table 8 - Small items and services

Phone minutes Often people are using prepaid phones to avoid monthly telephone bills. 
These phones may be their sole lifeline to job interviews or to organizations 
that can provide assistance. Unfortunately, minutes can run out, requiring 
transportation to a gas station or store in order to purchase additional 
minutes.

Gas cards Help transportation 

Toilet paper, cleaning products, 
laundry detergent & laundry 
money, hygiene products

Providing some of these basic necessities through donations can take the 
pressure off of bills and budgets, with the intention of helping families free up 
money for rent.

Assistance with paperwork & IDs Getting paperwork is difficult. Often, paperwork is lost and getting new proof 
of ID is a challenge, especially if they have no money. 

Access to showers This can help people when applying to jobs, housing, etc. “Families come to 
us asking us to pay for a night in a hotel so that they can shower. Many times 
they are already working with government or non-profit agencies.”

Furniture & childcare items Things like folding tables and chairs, high chairs and booster seats
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Training and Potential Services 
A large number of participants felt that additional services were not only needed for the 
community, but also that trainings and skills development should be offered as well. Some 
stated that services should be contingent upon trainings. Some suggestions (such as in-home 
case management and training) were explored in the sections IV. Budgetary Training and also 
Case Management (section V).

Table 9 illustrates a list of potential “needed 
services” that were presented in the survey. 
The tab le shows the percentage of 
participants who felt these services were 
important for the community. 

Table 10 contains open-ended suggestions 
regard ing serv ices or t ra in ings that 
organizations do not offer but would be 
helpful.

Table 10 - Useful Services

Budgeting Basic and advanced training on all things money-related: credit, paying bills, saving 
money, etc.

Housing Assistance in new housing situations: subsidies for first month’s rent + security deposit

Emergency housing assistance while case management is put into place

Transportation Driving help and training for all ages. Many services are only available when people work

Assistance with state-related issues such as PennDOT.

People to transport to locations

Childcare Quick / temporary childcare for people whom are searching for employment

Affordable childcare

Evening/nighttime childcare for people whom work odd hours

Applications, 
Documents, and 
Paperwork 
Assistance

Many families don’t have documents (like SS, birth certificates) that are needed to sign up 
for public transportation. So even if they have SSI, they can’t get transportation to doctor’s 
appointments. Monies and services to help families obtain these documents

Help applying to Habitat for Humanity

Health Mental health support services

Time management Training to help people plan and coordinate their days including childcare, transportation, 
work, meals, etc.

Training Emergency preparedness and safety
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Table 9 - Needed Services

Needed support services (ordered by importance)

Help with immediate transportation 66.7%

Support in getting drivers license and reliable 
transportation 48.1%

Easy access to bedding, household items, food 46.3%
Free legal assistance 46.3%
Budget management skills and training 40.7%

Case coordination to help solve problems 37.0%

Help completing applications for assistance (i.e. 
health insurance, Section 8, other) 33.3%

Informational Handout about available services 
(food pantries, free meals, etc) 25.9%



Other Suggestions

Assistance With Housing Selection 
It seems that many families aren't aware of what to look for in a good apartment when they are 
looking to rent. Consequently, they end up with apartments with high heating costs, landlords 
that do not fix or take care of properties, or a wide variety of other issues. Due to the low 
number of available affordable rentals, tenants are often afraid or unaware of how to report the 
landlord. In these cases, many tenants might be afraid of being evicted or losing their security 
deposit. 

Staying in these situations for the wrong reasons or even exiting them prematurely can cause 
additional housing and financial issues for a family. Guidance on housing selection and ongoing 
housing consultation may help alleviate some of these issues.

Employment Training and Assistance 
In addition to needing better access to employment opportunities, participants referenced that 
many homeless individuals need additional job training and skills. Job training programs like 
Hand Up in Milton also has a car program which can help people get to job interviews and other 
trainings.

Other Decision-Based Assistance 
Since many families’ budgets are limited, they are often trying to control their expenses or try to 
plan wisely. Assistance selecting phone plans, organizing your day, or even in planning meals 
would be good services for the community.

Other Programs to Note 
Programs like the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) and Senior Community 
Service Employment Program (SCSEP) were mentioned a couple times in the open-ended 
questions. CDBG is noted as a useful anti-poverty program for communities to help provide and 
develop affordable housing. SCSEP was mentioned as a good source of supplemental income 
for senior citizens, provided that he or she is willing and able to work in the community.

Suggestions for Service Providers
One participant noted that most services providers do not know what it is like to experience 
many of these issues such as poverty, mental health issues, or homelessness. Therefore, 
experiential learning for staff was recommended: i.e. mobility as a physically or mentally 
handicapped individual, filling out paperwork with a child screaming, or having to answer the 
same questions over and over again in order to get help. 
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VI. Summary
The 2017 Community Needs Assessment focused on the top issues identified in the 2016 
Community Needs Assessment—specifically the topics of housing and homelessness. As many 
of the issues that impact poverty are interrelated, many of the issues and themes from 2016 
appeared in this document as well. 

The responses for 2017, however, pointed towards how those issues were specifically affecting 
housing and homelessness in Union and Snyder counties. Hopefully, the responses and data 
outlined this document will give the participating organizations a better idea of how to provide 
services to battle housing and homelessness-related issues.

In moving forward with both new and improved services, participants see case management as 
essential in the three-pronged approach to prevent homelessness, respond to and resolve 
immediate needs of the homeless, and to keep residents in good standing with their housing 
situations.

Immediate Needs 
• Homeless shelter
• Transportation services and assistance
• Donations and donation center improvements

Improvements can also be made to facilitate communication and knowledge of other short-term 
services—for both the service providers and for the homeless.

Long-term training and services 
• Training to provide budgetary and financial planning
• Access to affordable childcare and childcare 
• Applications, paperwork, and document assistance

What Service Providers Should Try to Remember 
There were many excellent suggestions and input from organizations all across Snyder and 
Union counties. To combine their collective expertise with a statement from one participant in 
particular:

Respect persons of poverty. Stay calm, point out the positives, and praise efforts of a good job 
done. Also, always try to understand people’s backgrounds, as well as generational poverty 
issues. Each person needs something different, so try to be that person beside them for 
support. 

But remember, not all homeless persons actually want help. Some people simply want to 
continue living the life that they have.

For those that you are able to help: what you give out you get back.
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Participating organizations in the 2017 Homeless Survey

Organization Town

Bucknell University Office of Civic Engagement Lewisburg
By Grace Transitional Home Middleburg
Central Pennsylvania Workforce Development Corp. Lewisburg
Central Susquehanna Intermediate Unit Milton
Central Susquehanna Opportunities Sunbury
CMSU Service System Danville
Concern Professional Services for Children, Youth, and Families - Foster Care Department (Union County)
Geisinger Health Plan- Care Coordination Selinsgrove
Greater Susquehanna Valley United Way Sunbury
Haven Ministry Inc Sunbury
Midd-West School School District Middleburg
Mifflinburg Area High School Mifflinburg
PA CareerLink Sunbury
Penn State Extension Nutrition Links Sunbury
Penns Creek Adult Resource Center Penns Creek
Pinnacle Place & Project ELECT Sunbury
SEDA COG Lewisburg
Selinsgrove Area School District Selinsgrove
Snyder Co Assistance Office Selinsgrove
Snyder County Children and Youth Services Selinsgrove
Snyder Union Mifflin (SUM) Child Development, Early Head Start Mifflinburg
St. Rep. Lynda Schlegel Culver Office Sunbury
Transitions Lewisburg
Union County Children and Youth Services Lewisburg
Union County Emergency Management Agency Lewisburg
Union-Snyder Area Agency on Aging, Inc. Lewisburg 
Union-Snyder Community Action Agency (CAA) Selinsgrove
Zion Lutheran Church Sunbury 
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