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Housing instability includes difficulty paying rent or utilities, overcrowded 
or temporary living arrangements, frequent moves, shelter stays, and 
homelessness. Housing instability is a primary driver of continued danger for 
survivors of gender-based violence (GBV), and survivor-centered cash and 
housing assistance function as effective public safety interventions that can 
improve safety and housing stability.

Nearly 2.4 million people in Illinois will experience gender-based violence in 
their lifetimes.1  The consequences of GBV extend far beyond physical or sexual 
injury, producing what researchers have described as a “complex array of 
issues” that profoundly shape survivors’ economic stability, health, and safety.2  

The conditions associated with violence—including poverty, unemployment, 
limited educational opportunity, housing instability, mental illness, substance 
use, and social isolation—often function both as risk factors for violence and as 
outcomes of abuse.

This intersection of cause and consequence points to the coordination of 
public health and public safety approaches often required to address this 
issue. Survivors’ ability to achieve safety is often constrained by structural 
conditions that limit access to protection, resources, and justice. Ensuring 
survivor safety presents significant challenges, particularly in social and 
legal environments where violence and the means to commit violence are 
constitutionally protected, unevenly regulated, and frequently inadequately 
addressed by law enforcement and public systems.

Many survivors do not report abuse or seek formal assistance—even when 
facing imminent danger—due to fears that they will not be believed, that help 
will be unavailable, that they may face criminalization for acts of self-defense, 
or that disclosure could result in loss of child custody or escalation of harm.3 
As a result, survivors are often left to navigate safety, housing, and financial 
survival with limited support.



FINANCIAL STABILITY AS A CORE 
COMPONENT OF SURVIVORSHIP
Research demonstrates that financial stability is a cornerstone of long-term 
survivorship. Access to cash assistance at critical moments can improve safety, 
autonomy, and recovery outcomes for survivors of domestic violence.4 5 6 7 8 
To address gaps in the financial safety net, The Network: Advocating Against 
Domestic Violence established the Survivor Fund in 2020 to provide cash 
assistance to survivors who are enduring, fleeing, or recovering from abusive 
relationships.

In its first two years, the Survivor Fund distributed approximately $1 million. 
By 2025, it had become the largest private domestic violence cash assistance 
fund in the United States, distributing nearly $18 million over three years to 
survivors or to vendors on their behalf. This growth was driven in large part by 
the American Rescue Plan Act, including nearly $15 million distributed between 
2023 and 2025 as one-time, unrestricted $1,000 payments funded by the City of 
Chicago’s Department of Family and Support Services.

Survivors of domestic violence face financial harms that are distinct in both 
scope and severity. Financial abuse frequently occurs alongside physical and 
sexual violence and includes coercive control over income and spending, theft of 
money or possessions, interference with employment or housing, identity theft, 
destruction of credit, accumulation of coerced debt, and failure to contribute 
to household necessities.9 10 11 12 13 These tactics restrict survivors’ ability to leave 
unsafe environments and to secure stability for themselves and their children.

“This funding helped me move out of a domestic violence 

shelter and into my own place. I now feel like I have gained 

my power back! I’m independent, and I’m learning what it 

looks like to love myself. Thank you so much for being my 

opportunity for a second chance at life. For not allowing me 

to sink in sorrow but to pick up my gloves and fight back!”

http://www.the-network.org
http://www.the-network.org


SURVIVOR-CENTERED  
CASH ASSISTANCE DESIGN
The Survivor Fund employs a trauma-informed, evidence-based approach 
to cash assistance that incorporates survivor testimony and best-practice 
research. Key program elements include minimal eligibility restrictions to 
reduce barriers to access, a streamlined and accessible application process, 
strict confidentiality protections, and survivor autonomy in spending decisions.

This design reflects evidence that survivors are best positioned to identify 
and prioritize their own needs. At the time of application, survivors most 
commonly identified rent (70%), food (65%), transportation (60%), toiletries 
(60%), and utilities (55%) as urgent needs. Follow-up surveys indicated that 
actual spending closely mirrored these reported needs, with many survivors 
distributing funds across multiple categories.

Research consistently demonstrates that timing, rather than the size of 
assistance alone, plays a critical role in survivor outcomes. A Massachusetts 
DV commission’s enquiry found that 20% of survivors providing testimony 
reported that they could have avoided a major financial crisis had modest cash 
assistance been provided at a critical moment.14 Similarly, a Washington State 
study of high-risk survivors found that nearly half required only a one-time, 
small cash payment, and that 97% of participants reported improved safety.15



HOUSING INSTABILITY AS A 
DETERMINANT OF SAFETY
Housing stability is central to survivorship. Approximately one-third of survivors 
of domestic violence or intimate partner violence experience housing instability, 
and individuals who experience intimate partner violence are about four times 
more likely to experience homelessness than those who do not.16 17 18 19  

Housing assistance represents both the most common need and the most 
common unmet need among survivors. The National Network to End Domestic 
Violence’s annual census found that on a single day in 2024, more than 50,000 
survivors received housing-related assistance, while an additional 14,095 adults 
and children were unable to access needed services due to lack of availability.20

The inability to secure safe housing significantly elevates risk of serious injury 
or death. Survivors face the greatest danger when leaving an abusive partner, 
and lack of alternative housing is a primary reason survivors return to unsafe 
environments.21,22 Housing instability also exerts profound psychological effects; 
research indicates that housing insecurity predicts post-traumatic stress disorder 
and depression as strongly as the severity of physical abuse itself.23

ON A SINGLE DAY IN 2024, MORE THAN

50,000 SURVIVORS
RECEIVED HOUSING-RELATED ASSISTANCE,
WHILE AN ADDITIONAL

14,095 ADULTS  
& CHILDREN 

WERE UNABLE TO ACCESS NEEDED SERVICES  
DUE TO LACK OF AVAILABILITY.



LIMITS OF THE HOUSING CONTINUUM
While a continuum of DV housing support exists—including emergency shelter, 
transitional housing/rapid rehousing, affordable housing, and Domestic Violence 
Housing First models—this continuum rarely functions as a linear pathway in 
practice. Programs are chronically underfunded relative to demand, creating 
bottlenecks that leave survivors facing prolonged uncertainty.

In 2024, Chicago-area shelters reported a 42% increase in survivors turned away 
due to lack of bed capacity and a 15% increase in average length of stay, further 
constraining access.24 In addition, although some transitional housing programs 
provide for rental financial assistance for a period of a year or more, it is often not 
a long enough time period for survivors to recover from trauma and earn enough 
income to fully cover their own housing by the end of the program. Geographic 
displacement from work, school, and community further erodes survivors’ social 
safety nets.



THE SURVIVOR FUND’S ROLE IN 
ADDRESSING HOUSING INSTABILITY
Recognizing housing stability as a prerequisite for safety, the Survivor Fund has 
invested heavily in housing-related cash assistance. To date, the program has 
distributed more than $3.3 million in housing payments to nearly 1,000 survivors, 
with payments made directly to landlords, mortgage holders, and service 
providers.

Between 2023 and 2024, the Survivor Fund distributed $809,675 in housing 
assistance through FEMA’s Emergency Food and Shelter Program to survivors in 
Chicago, Suburban Cook County, and DuPage County. From March to September 
2025, an additional $2.4 million in housing assistance was distributed statewide 
through Illinois Department of Human Services funding, with average awards 
exceeding $4,300. 

Follow-up surveys indicated that housing assistance substantially improved 
survivor outcomes. Among IDHS-funded recipients, 92% reported that 

assistance enabled them to stay safe, 47% reported that it helped them leave 

an unsafe situation, and 73% reported improved housing stability. Survivors 
also reported increased hope and emotional well-being.

The Network’s funding is not always exclusively designated for housing 
assistance; data indicates that more than half of cash assistance recipients 
spend these funds on rent.

$3.3 MILLION
in housing payments  

to nearly 1,000 survivors

The Survivor Fund has distributed



OUTCOMES IN CONTEXT  
OF NATIONAL EVIDENCE
Outcomes of the Survivor Fund align closely with findings from the Domestic 
Violence Housing First (DVHF) model, wherein programs combine cash 
assistance with rapid re-housing-style housing advocacy.25 26 27 28 In Washington 
State, this model was associated with positive outcomes including that 88% of 
participants that responded to surveys obtained or maintained housing, 97% felt 
that the program had improved their safety and the safety of their children, and 
99% felt that it had restored their dignity.29 Similarly, in Washington D.C., a study 
found that after receiving flexible funds 94% of participants remained stably 
housed after six months.30

CONCLUSION: HOUSING ASSISTANCE  
AS A LIFE-SAVING INTERVENTION

Housing stability is a prerequisite for safety, yet many survivors are financially 

unable—or financially prohibited—from achieving it. Evidence from Illinois and 

across the United States demonstrates that cash assistance for housing costs 

may save lives and produce sustained improvements in survivors’ physical, 

emotional, and economic well-being. When delivered in a survivor-centered, 

flexible manner, housing financial assistance represents a cost-effective public 

safety intervention with substantial returns on investment.
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