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To anyone who lives without stable housing—and to the

policy makers, organizers, advocates, researchers,

practitioners, and those with lived experience working to

end homelessness
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PART I

Crisis



CHAPTER ONE

Baseline

Homelessness occupies a prominent place in American

political life. Although less than one-fifth of 1 percent of the

U.S. population experiences homelessness on a given night

in the country, the issue receives considerable attention

from policy makers and the general public. This spotlight is

striking given the scale of the homelessness crisis when

compared to other prominent social problems. That fifth-of-

a-percent figure translates to about five hundred sixty-eight

thousand people. To be sure, this number should feel large

and unacceptable. But on an absolute basis, for example,

homelessness pales in comparison to the nation’s poverty

crisis: Over thirty-four million Americans were living below

the federal poverty line in 2019. Meanwhile, abundant

evidence highlights the political preoccupation with

homelessness. In 2020, a poll in Washington State revealed

that voters ranked homelessness as the top priority for the



state legislature—far above other common public concerns

like transportation, the economy, the environment, and

health care.1 We observe a similar focus at the national

level. As depicted in Figure 1, from January 2015 to

January 2020, more people in the United States searched

for the term homeless via Google than for inequality,

racism, poverty, and climate change.2

Figure 1.  Public interest over time for five search terms. Data source: Google

Trends

How might we explain this seemingly disproportionate

interest in the issue of homelessness? Two potential

explanations come immediately to mind. First, maybe this

interest isn’t as disproportionate as it might initially

appear. That is, maybe the numbers are wrong. Among



astute observers, it is well understood that official point-in-

time census estimates of homelessness underestimate the

true size of the population experiencing homelessness on

any given night.3 For example, the federal definition

excludes many precariously housed individuals and families

who might be living with a friend or temporarily living in a

motel room. The more expansive definition of homelessness

used by the U.S. Department of Education suggests a

population of 1.35 million homeless students without

counting their parents.4 Furthermore, across greater spans

of time—say, lifetimes—roughly 5 percent of the population

experiences homelessness at least once.5 In light of these

figures, it is more accurate to consider homelessness as a

problem that affects millions, rather than hundreds of

thousands. But even the larger figure highlights the fact

that only a small fraction of people living in poverty

actually lose their housing.

More fundamentally, though, a second explanation for

the intense interest in the topic may stem from the simple

incongruity of a half million people living in shelters and on

the street in the wealthiest country in the world. Reactions

to this apparent paradox are diverse. For some,

homelessness is a moral and political outrage indicting the

capitalist system on which U.S. society is based; for others,

homelessness is a scourge ruining the nation’s largest and

most dynamic cities. Other observers reside somewhere in

the middle of this spectrum. What is uncontroversial is that

homelessness elicits strong and emotional responses from



all corners of society. From the perspective of the public,

the intense focus on homelessness requires—and demands

—an explanation. There is a strong desire to understand

the causes of homelessness and where to assign blame.

This book is in part concerned with the question of blame.

In January 2020, just weeks before the outbreak of the

coronavirus pandemic in the United States, a long-

simmering debate about the origins of and responsibility

for the homelessness crisis erupted in public. Members of

the federal government, including President Trump, argued

vocally that the high rates of homelessness in many U.S.

cities were a function of the local failings of Democratic

leadership and policies. Referencing Democratic House

Speaker Nancy Pelosi, the president said, “She ought to go

home and take care of her District, where the homeless is

all over the place, and the tents and the filth and the

garbage is eroding right into the Pacific Ocean and into

their beaches.”6 In response to this finger-pointing, state

and local policy makers—most notably California’s

governor, Gavin Newsom, a Democrat—argued that a lack

of federal assistance had starved local communities of

sorely needed resources, and housing instability and

homelessness had flourished in turn.

Certainly, some of this political jostling is a product of

the polarized nature of U.S. politics in the 2020s. From

voting rights to climate change—issues that would appear

at face value to be resoundingly nonpartisan but which

often provoke party-line votes—policy responses to (and



public perception of) the issues of our time are

characterized by tribalism. Tailored media narratives and

the so-called filter bubbles of social media add fuel to the

flame of confirmation bias. It’s harder than it should be to

find fact-checked information, and it’s even harder to

internalize narratives that run counter to our beliefs. In this

respect, homelessness is no different: It tends to provoke

hyper-partisan diagnoses and prescriptions. And as with

most cases of hyper-partisanship, neither argument above

—Trump’s nor Newsom’s—sufficiently explains the state of

homelessness in the country. If inadequate federal support

alone accounts for the crisis, why does the rate of

homelessness vary so substantially across cities?

Presumably, all cities would be equally starved of resources

if federal retrenchment were the cause. Yet while some

cities have seen rates of homelessness rise over the last ten

years, many others have seen rates fall. And if Democratic

mayors and governors are the problem, how can we

account for the many cities and states with both

Democratic leadership and policies and relatively low rates

of homelessness? Unsurprisingly, the polarized plotlines are

too simple, but they draw attention to essential questions

about the nature and causes of the homelessness crisis.

As Ezra Klein writes in his recent book Why We’re

Polarized, one of the other phenomena driving polarization

in the country is a grafting of our political identities onto

national (as opposed to local) politics.7 National politics, by

definition, require a flattening of local variation—and in our



de facto two-party system, with this flattening often comes

a false dichotomization of many complex issues. This

complicates the effort to respond to local issues that vary

by geography—homelessness among them. In the United

States, one of the most pressing and vexing questions

about homelessness concerns the substantial variation in

per capita rates of homelessness in cities across the

country. Seattle and San Francisco, for example, have

roughly four to five times the per capita homeless

population of Chicago.8 The stark differences between

seemingly vibrant and healthy cities invite us (and many

others) to ask: Why is homelessness so bad in cities like

Seattle and San Francisco? Is this a failure of individuals,

politicians, markets, or other structural forces? An

understanding of variation might help us unlock the drivers

of this crisis.

Many of us have, for good reason, struggled to identify a

credible explanation for this variation. Accounts of and

references to homelessness on television, online, in

newspapers, and in scholarly sources offer a long list of

potential causes of the issue; among them addiction,

mental illness, poverty, domestic violence, eviction, high

housing costs, racial discrimination, unemployment, and

many others. Reports based on interviews with people

experiencing homelessness highlight a wide range of

potential causes, as well. A recent report from Seattle/King

County for example, noted the following self-reported

causes of homelessness among respondents to the annual



point-in-time homelessness census: job loss (24 percent of

respondents), alcohol or drug use (16 percent), eviction (15

percent), divorce or separation (9 percent), rent increase (8

percent), argument with family or friend (7 percent),

incarceration (6 percent), and family/domestic violence (6

percent).9 Confronted with the question of why some cities

have far greater per capita rates of homelessness than

others, a reasonable, logical reaction might be to assume

that higher levels of homelessness stem from higher

incidences of these self-reported causal factors in these

cities. In this book, we examine this logic.

While perusing any list of potential causes of

homelessness, one can generally break the ostensible

explanations down into two overarching categories. Some

causes are individual in nature, and some are structural.

The bifurcation is consistent with decades of research on

poverty and homelessness. On one side of the debate are

those who argue that poverty and homelessness are the

result of individual factors, that vulnerabilities related to

housing instability are fueled by illness, mental condition,

laziness, or poor decision-making, including—for these

observers—excessive drug and alcohol use. And in the

central downtowns of cities like Los Angeles, San

Francisco, or Seattle, thousands of unsheltered people

experiencing homelessness may indeed be suffering from a

substance use disorder, mentally ill, and/or unemployed.

Following this logic, it is the disproportionate presence of

people with these vulnerabilities in certain cities that



explains the substantial variation in per capita

homelessness rates around the country. Whether born in or

attracted to these cities, people comprise the homelessness

crisis, and so homelessness is an individual problem. (It is

not uncommon for some to argue that homelessness is

exclusively an individual choice.) On the other side of the

debate are those who argue that larger, structural forces,

such as market conditions, housing costs, racism,

discrimination, and inequality, causally explain the

prevalence of homelessness. Under the structural

explanation, homelessness is a consequence of broader and

deeper societal factors driving people at the margins of

society out of their housing.

Perhaps there is a middle road. The individual

explanation is alluring—it’s individual people who lose their

housing, after all. Surely there must be systematic factors

at play, though; otherwise, how could we possibly account

for the dramatically different rates of homelessness around

the country? Even if you were entirely convinced of the

individual explanation, you would have to acknowledge that

some kind of systemic variation—some combination of

environmental, political, economic, and demographic

trends—characterizes different places. In 2019, less than 1

in 1,000 residents were unhoused in Alabama and

Mississippi, while California and Oregon had over five

times that rate. Why? Existing research provides a helpful

roadmap to navigate the seemingly complex and, at times,

contradictory evidence about the causal drivers of



homelessness. Homelessness researcher Brendan

O’Flaherty, for example, suggests that to generate causal

explanations of homelessness, one must consider the

interaction between individual characteristics and the

context in which that person resides. Either explanation

alone is insufficient to explain or predict individual

homelessness. By extension, he argues that people who

lose their housing are effectively the wrong people in the

wrong place.10 This frame helps to provide a vantage point

from which to consider the central question of this book:

What explains the substantial regional variation in per

capita homelessness rates in the United States?

To cut to the chase, the answer is on the cover of this

book: Homelessness Is a Housing Problem. Regional

variation in rates of homelessness can be explained by the

costs and availability of housing. Housing market

conditions explain why Seattle has four times the per capita

homelessness of Cincinnati. Housing market conditions

explain why high-poverty cities like Detroit and Cleveland

have low rates of homelessness. Housing market conditions

also explain why some growing cities, like Charlotte, North

Carolina, are not characterized by the levels of

homelessness that coastal boomtowns like Boston, Seattle,

Portland, and San Francisco are. Variation in rates of

homelessness is not driven by more of “those people”

residing in one city than another. People with a variety of

health and economic vulnerabilities live in every city and

county in our sample; the difference is the local context in



which they live. High rental costs and low vacancy rates

create a challenging market for many residents in a city,

and those challenges are compounded for people with low

incomes and/or physical or mental health concerns.

•     •     •

According to estimates from the U.S. Department of

Housing and Urban Development (HUD), at least 567,715

people experienced homelessness on a single night in

2019.11 But this aggregate figure masks significant

geographic variation in the distribution of per capita

homelessness across the country. The metropolitan areas of

New York, Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., San Francisco,

Seattle, and Boston alone account for over 29 percent of

the homeless population in the country, despite being home

to only about 7 percent of the general population.

Regardless of one’s view of the problem—and the political

lens through which one considers homelessness—it is

reasonable to wonder what it is about these cities that

produces (or, according to some, attracts) such large and

disproportionate populations of people experiencing

homelessness. To explore this phenomenon, we shift the

unit of analysis away from the individual and turn our

attention to the metropolitan area. From this perspective,

we are not interested in predicting whether a given person

will experience homelessness or why someone lost their

housing in the past; we are interested in understanding

why, for example, the crisis is so much more extreme in



Boston than in Cleveland. This analytic pivot does not

preclude individual explanations for homelessness; instead,

it clarifies the object in which we are interested: the city-to-

city variation itself.

Understanding this variance is critical to formulating an

appropriate policy response. In cities with substantial

unhoused populations, it is common for rival political

factions to blame one another for the crisis—a microcosm

of the Trump–Newsom sparring cited above—and for the

issue to devolve into a political hot potato. Often caught in

the middle of this dispute are municipal leaders who are

tasked with “solving” the problem (with resources that

many consider to be inadequate). Societal cleavages

emerge in which compassionate responses to homelessness

—those that stress social service provision and respect for

the dignity and rights of people experiencing homelessness

—are criticized by community members who advocate a

tougher response to the crisis. Proponents of the latter

approach argue that overly permissive local policies have

incubated an underlying problem, all while individual

desperation facilitates property crime, threatens public

health, and abets a deterioration of a city’s overall quality

of life. The severity and polarization of homelessness is

evident in public polling that identifies the problem as the

highest-ranked public concern. In the 2020 State of

Washington poll of eligible voters mentioned earlier, 31

percent of voters ranked homelessness as Washington’s top

issue: an increase of ten percentage points over 2019.12



Accordingly, it is worth considering the relationship

between perceptions of homelessness and its reality, not

least because personal experience and anecdote play

formidable roles in shaping opinions and perceptions about

the issue. For housed city dwellers in Seattle, San

Francisco, and Los Angeles, seeing and interacting with

people experiencing homelessness is a daily occurrence.

Tents dot the urban landscape; large encampments move

(either voluntarily or forcibly) from neighborhood to

neighborhood. There is a profound chasm in human

experience in these cities, between new million-dollar

condos and the tents and tarps that the unhoused use to

protect themselves from the elements. And while large

unsheltered populations in many coastal cities raise

legitimate concerns about public safety and health—for the

housed and unhoused alike—these visible reminders do not

accurately reflect the homelessness problem as a whole. In

most cities, the majority of people experiencing

homelessness are not visible to the general population,

because most people without housing sleep in shelters or

other supportive housing facilities. On any given night in

this country, the chronically unsheltered constitute only

about one-tenth of the population experiencing

homelessness. Yet the visibility—the literal

conspicuousness—of the chronic, unsheltered population in

many cities helps to cement a belief that people

experiencing homelessness are mentally ill and/or addicted

to a substance, as these conditions are disproportionately



represented in the unsheltered population. Accordingly, the

narrative about homelessness is often dominated by a focus

on drugs and mental health, which may obscure other

(often structural) explanations for the crisis.

In this book, we make an important distinction when

considering the causal drivers of homelessness. First, we

note precipitating events that can lead to a bout of

homelessness. For example, in the survey of people

experiencing homelessness in Seattle/King County, self-

reported “primary reasons” for homelessness include

divorce, domestic violence, and arguments with family or

friends.13 As they are identified in interviews with people

then-without housing, we can indeed consider these events

to have produced a spell of homelessness. But we can’t

consider each reason a root cause of a given housing crisis.

If divorce is a cause of homelessness, for example, why

don’t far more people lose their housing after leaving a

spouse? A key point to which we return in this book is that

under certain conditions, a range of precipitating events

(like divorce) can result in homelessness—but these events

ought not be considered root causes of housing instability

and loss. Underlying vulnerabilities matter.

Consider the following vignette about musical chairs,

often deployed by homelessness researchers, to think

through causality and homelessness. We use this example

to highlight the difference between a precipitating event

and a root cause:



Ten friends decide to play a game of musical chairs and arrange ten chairs

in a circle. A leader begins the game by turning on the music, and everyone

begins to walk in a circle inside the chairs. The leader removes one chair,

stops the music, and the ten friends scramble to find a spot to sit—leaving

one person without a chair. The loser, Mike, was on crutches after spraining

his ankle. Given his condition, he was unable to move quickly to find a chair

during the scramble that ensued.

In other words, when housing is scarce, vulnerabilities

and barriers to housing are magnified. Limited financial

resources, mental illness, addiction, or interpersonal strife,

under a specific set of circumstances, could each

precipitate a bout of homelessness—just as a sprained

ankle might prevent one from finding a chair in musical

chairs. But the fundamental question remains: Would we

say that Mike’s ankle injury caused him to lose the game?

Under the specific conditions of the game (say, nine chairs

and ten people), Mike’s impairment prevented him from

finding a chair. But under different conditions—ten chairs

and ten people—Mike would have easily found one. One

could argue, and we will in this book, that the fundamental

cause of Mike’s chairlessness—was a lack of chairs, not his

ankle injury. The rules of the game meant that someone had

to lose.

Over the course of this book, we illustrate that personal

vulnerabilities may explain who becomes homeless within a

given community under a specific set of circumstances—

but that, in aggregate, these vulnerabilities do not

adequately explain regional variation in homelessness. This

finding suggests that broader structural explanations of



homelessness—especially those that shape housing markets

—may have more explanatory power than the precipitating

events frequently cited in local surveys as the “primary

causes” of homelessness. Policy responses ought to be

tailored accordingly. This foundation guides this project as

a whole. Our central argument—that the prevalence of

homelessness is driven by structural forces—is not unique

in its own right. Much research has identified a causal link

between housing-market conditions and homelessness. But

there is little evidence that these findings have altered and

shaped public perceptions about the nature of the crisis;

hence our desire to package a comprehensive analysis in a

single volume.

Social science research frequently relies on complex

statistical methods and expansive data sources to relay a

credible causal narrative about social phenomena for the

subset of readers who are trained in these methods and

have access to this content (usually via university journal

subscriptions). For people outside of the academy, access to

this information may be limited, both with respect to the

specialized nature of academic social science and the

expensive paywalls of academic journals. Understanding,

then, is more frequently shaped by media narratives,

experience, and anecdote. Cognitive dissonance is real, too.

New findings from the academy may challenge deeply held

ideology, and evidence doesn’t always make a difference.

Accordingly, in this book, we seek to present our research

by means of intuitive appeals to first principles. We use



geographic variation in rates of homelessness as the

foundation from which to test a wide range of potential

explanations for the crisis, using an accessible analytical

methodology appropriate for a broad audience. In this

manner, we address many of the common narratives about

homelessness in a single work with relatively simple

statistical methods. Basic causal reasoning allows us to

dismiss several common explanations for higher rates of

homelessness: If there is no fixed statistical evidence of a

positive relationship between a potential cause and our

outcome of interest (i.e., rates of urban homelessness), we

have to conclude it does not bear on variation in this

outcome in any straightforward manner. For example, if

poverty rates are low in cities with high rates of

homelessness, it is impossible to attribute regional

variation in homelessness to differences in the relative

presence of low-income households. Applied to all potential

explanations in this book, this structure provides the basis

from which we ultimately attribute varying rates of

homelessness to the structure of housing markets—a

finding corroborated by other research leveraging different

data sources and methods.

HOMELESSNESS COUNTS AND TRENDS

To study variation in rates of homelessness, we shift the

unit of analysis from individuals experiencing homelessness

to metropolitan areas. This is a book about cities, not

individual people. We seek to explain why certain



geographic locations produce (or otherwise report)

disproportionately high rates of homelessness. Because

homelessness is largely an urban phenomenon, we focus

our attention on the largest urban areas in the United

States.

The first step in understanding variation in rates of

homelessness is to understand the manners in which

communities measure homelessness and deliver

programming. In 1987, the U.S. Congress passed the

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, which created

the contemporary administrative machinery behind the

federal response to homelessness. A critical component of

McKinney-Vento was the stipulation that federal money was

to be distributed directly to jurisdictions to fund local

service delivery. To facilitate the flow of funds from the

federal government to local communities, HUD required

states and municipalities to self-organize into units of

geographic aggregation called Continuums of Care (CoC).

Today, CoCs are the main administrative entities that

manage homelessness programming, allocate federal

funding to local service providers, and conduct the

Congressionally mandated one-night census of

homelessness. Virtually every locality in the country is

covered by a CoC, but the construction and distribution of

CoCs varies from state to state.14 Most urban areas are

covered by a single CoC, while smaller cities and rural

areas might bundle together in a CoC that covers a large

geographic area.



Ohio, for example, is divided into nine different CoCs

(see Figure 2). Eight of the CoCs cover the most populous

counties in the state, including Cuyahoga County

(Cleveland), Lucas County (Toledo), Franklin County

(Columbus), and Hamilton County (Cincinnati). The largest

CoC (in a geographic sense) is OH-507, which encompasses

the entire balance of the state that is not covered by one of

the other eight county-based CoCs. As CoCs administer

their own one-night count of people experiencing

homelessness—often conducted the last week of January

and known as the Point-In-Time (PIT) count—the estimated

unhoused population in Ohio, in the eyes of HUD, is the

sum of Ohio’s nine distinct CoC counts.



Figure 2.  Ohio Continuum of Care map. The state is home to nine HUD CoCs:

eight counties and the balance of state. Data source: HUD

Relationships between CoC boundaries and other state

and local boundaries can be messy. If we are interested in

measuring homelessness in Cleveland, for example, the

only geographic unit available for analysis is the Cuyahoga

County CoC, which includes both the city of Cleveland and

its surrounding suburbs. Therefore, for those interested

exclusively in the urban homelessness, Cleveland’s

homelessness rates as estimated by the Cuyahoga County

CoC will be imprecise. Homelessness tends to be less



prevalent in the suburbs.15 Therefore, the rate of

homelessness in county CoCs is, on average, lower than it

is for CoCs that cover a single city. For example, the rate of

homelessness in Cook County, Illinois (including the city of

Chicago) in 2019 was 1.20 per 1,000 population. In the city

of Chicago alone, the per capita rate was 1.96. Because

major metropolitan areas correspond to a mix of city- and

county-based CoCs, in this book we compare county-based

CoCs to other county-based CoCs and city-based CoCs to

other city-based CoCs.

To create our study sample, we began with a list of the

thirty-five largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) in

the United States. MSAs are geographic units of at least

fifty thousand people that cover a major urban center plus

its surrounding areas. For each MSA on the list, we

identified the primary CoC in that MSA. We then excluded

six MSAs because the primary CoC in question covered too

large a geographic area. (For example, the CoC that

includes Houston, Texas, encompasses five different

counties—and won’t be useful for understanding

homelessness in the Houston metropolitan area alone.) Five

other MSAs were excluded using similar criteria, including

Riverside, California; Denver, Colorado; Orlando, Florida;

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Kansas City, Missouri. After

these exclusions, our sample covers twenty-nine of the

thirty-five largest MSAs in the county. We ultimately

include thirty CoCs, however, because of the unique case of

Cook County, Illinois—which is divided into two CoCs, one



for the city of Chicago, and one for the remainder of Cook

County. Chicago is the only city in our sample with this

structure. Accordingly, we include the Chicago CoC in the

list of city-based CoCs, but we also separately aggregate

the two CoCs to get a picture of homelessness for Cook

County as a whole. We include Cook County in our list of

county CoCs as well, leaving a final sample of nineteen

county-based CoCs and eleven city-based CoCs. In 2019,

the collection of thirty CoCs in our sample accounted for

roughly 45 percent of all homelessness in the United

States. We compare these regions every year from 2007 to

2019.

Returning to the regional differences that motivated this

book, the following graphs offer a visual explanation of the

variation in per capita rates of U.S. homelessness in the

country over this time period.16 Figures 3 and 4 show the

per capita rates of homelessness in the city and county

CoCs in 2007 and 2019—the beginning and ending years

for our sample period.

As the figures illustrate, variation in rates of

homelessness is not a new phenomenon: The 2007 figures

show similarly wide-ranging dynamics as those from 2019.

In our sample, we see single-night rates of homelessness

anywhere between about 1  and 10 unhoused people per

1,000 population. The second key takeaway from these

figures is that, generally speaking, high per capita locations

in 2007 also saw high rates in 2019. Washington, D.C., New

York City, Boston, San Francisco, King County (Seattle),



Multnomah County (Portland), Los Angeles County, and

Santa Clara County (San Jose) have persistently seen the

highest rates of per capita homelessness over the thirteen

years covered in this book. We are interested in what

differentiates these cities from others. To the extent that

policy choices, macroeconomic trends, or local cultural

factors may drive variation in rates of homelessness, we

want to know what differentiates Multnomah County,

Oregon, from Maricopa County, Arizona.

Figure 3.  Per capita rates of homelessness in select U.S. regions, 2007. Dashed

lines indicate city and country averages of per capita PIT counts. Data source:

HUD



Throughout this book, to supplement our analyses of per

capita homelessness in cities and counties, on occasion, we

also deploy a simple indexing approach that allows us to

compare city and county CoCs directly. To create an

indexed value of homelessness intensity, we divide each

measurement of city per capita homelessness by the largest

observed city rate across the years in our sample (2007–

2019), divide each measurement of county per capita

homelessness by the largest observed county rate, and then

combine the transformed values into a single measure.

Doing so allows us to get a sense of how the severity of a

given city’s or county’s homelessness crisis evolves over

time, relative to other cities and counties. The indexing

approach is a kind of ranking function. It’s not superior to

our bifurcated approach to presenting city and county

rates; it complements it.



Figure 4.  Per capita rates of homelessness in select U.S. regions, 2019. Dashed

lines indicate city and country averages of per capita PIT counts. Data source:

HUD

Using indexed values, Figure 5 below provides a

comparison of the relative ranks of indexed rates of

homelessness in each CoC in 2007 compared to 2019. (The

CoCs with observations excluded in 2007 are removed from

the analysis.) We observe some modest movement in the

rank ordering of cities, but generally speaking, regions

with high per capita homelessness in 2019 also had high

rates a decade earlier.



Figure 5.  Rank of indexed rates of homelessness, 2010 v. 2019. Vertical

position indicates rank of indexed per capita PIT counts for select U.S. regions.

Data source: HUD

Over the course of the book, we also make use of some

core concepts from statistics to illustrate key points. The

first of these is the median, a summary statistic that

indicates the midpoint in a distribution of values. The

median may differ meaningfully from the average or mean

of this distribution. Accordingly, we can understand the

median as helping us understand the shape of a

distribution in a manner that is less sensitive to large

outliers—which drag up or down the mean. To further

understand the shape of these distributions, we also

measure a quantity known as the variance. The variance of

a distribution measures how dispersed a set of values are



around their mean. Mathematically, variance corresponds

to the squared standard deviation of a distribution, a

similar measure assessing dispersion. Small values for

standard deviations and variance correspond to narrow

distributions, while large values correspond to wide

distributions. In this book, we use the word variation to

mean “differences between measurements,” while we use

variance to indicate the mathematical quantity just

described. Generally, the book attempts to account for

variation between regions by examining simple statistical

models and evaluating the degree to which they explain the

variance of the distributions in question.

Consider an example in which we analyze the

relationship between age and height among children aged

eighteen and under. The vertical axis on our chart

measures height and the horizontal axis measures age. We

can quantify this relationship using a scatterplot of dots, in

which each dot represents one person and illustrates their

height and age. After placing all dots in our data set on the

scatterplot, we can assess what kind of relationship exists

between the variables and how much of the variation in

height can be explained by age. Because children become

taller as they age, we might expect to see an upward

sloping cloud of dots, but we probably wouldn’t expect all

the dots to fall along a perfectly straight line. Instead, we’d

observe some variation. Some people are short, some are

tall, some grow early, and some grow later. We can use

statistics to measure the amount of variation in one



variable (height) that’s captured by variation in the other

(age).

To do so, in several graphics throughout the book, we

deploy a statistic known as the coefficient of determination,

which for unfortunate mathematical reasons goes by the

abbreviation R2. This quantity (pronounced “R-squared”)

offers an estimate of the amount of variance that we might

consider to be captured—that is, explained—by a line

drawn through the scatterplot of points. In particular, we’ll

draw a line through the points that minimizes the total

vertical distance between all the points on the plot and the

line itself. That exercise represents a linear regression—a

statement about one variable in terms of another, as

characterized by that best-fit line. (The formula for

calculating R2 subtracts the proportion of variance

unexplained by this best-fit line from the number 1—

leaving the proportion of explained variance.) R2 tends to

vary between 0 and 1, with values closer to 1 indicating a

greater proportion of explained variance. There’s no hard

rule governing which values of R2 imply small or large

amounts of explained variance, but generally we might say

that values of R2 below 0.1 indicate very little explanation,

while values above 0.3 indicate much stronger explanatory

relationships. That is, it’s important to note that R2 doesn’t

tell us everything about these relationships. For example,

on its own, it won’t help us separate correlation from

causality, it won’t tell us if we’re missing any important

variables in our statistical model, and it won’t tell us if we



have enough data to draw solid conclusions. Nonetheless,

it’s a useful indicator of the coupling between two

variables. Returning to our example of the relationship

between age and height, it is likely that the R2 would be

high—age is a strong predictor of height among children—

but it wouldn’t be 1.0. There still exists plenty of variation

in height among children that cannot be explained by age.

While the story about homelessness in major

metropolitan areas has been generally consistent since

2007, some critical trends have emerged—see Figure 6.

First, at a national level, overall levels of homelessness

have fallen over this period—and this trend is apparent in

the thirty CoCs in our sample.17 While overall

homelessness has fallen, the variance between different

cities’ rates of homelessness has increased. In practice,

that means that while falling at a national level,

homelessness has become increasingly concentrated in a

few cities over this time period. Given the uneven progress

toward reducing levels of homelessness, the task of

understanding the drivers of regional variation is cast in an

important light. If people and cities experience

homelessness at increasingly different rates, it’s worth

asking why.



Figure 6.  While median per capita homelessness has decreased over the last

decade, its variance has increased. Dashed lines indicate linear regressions of

year and median per capita PIT counts (and their variance) between 2007 and

2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: HUD

Over the course of writing this book, two major social

events occurred with direct implications for understanding

the issue of homelessness in the country. First, in March

2020, as the COVID-19 outbreak swept across the United

States and residents went into lockdown, businesses and

schools closed in the most immediate cessation of economic

and social activity on record. The virus represented a

particular concern for the most vulnerable in society,

including elders, those with underlying health conditions,

and people without permanent housing. Accordingly, many

jurisdictions took extraordinary steps to protect the health

of people experiencing homelessness—and limit community



spread of the virus—by moving portions of their homeless

population to hotels and motels.

In summer and autumn 2020, I (Gregg) partnered with

colleagues from King County and the University of

Washington to evaluate the region’s COVID-19

homelessness response. In the early days of the pandemic,

the City of Seattle, King County, and their partner agencies

moved over seven hundred people from congregate shelter

settings into hotel rooms throughout the county—with the

primary aim of adhering to public health guidelines and

keeping a highly susceptible population safe. Our research

—which included an analysis of quantitative data on

infection rates, housing stability, exits to permanent

housing, and 911 dispatch calls; as well as qualitative data

from interviews with shelter residents who moved to hotels

and agency staff—showed that the intervention wasn’t just

successful at limiting the spread of COVID-19, but also in

producing other benefits on various measures of well-

being, including improved health, better sleep, feelings of

safety and security, less interpersonal conflict, and greater

and more optimistic focus on the future (including

education, employment, and permanent housing).18 These

results, in part, prompted King County Executive Dow

Constantine to propose an additional sales tax to fund the

purchase of hotels as supplementary housing for people

experiencing homelessness.19 In other words, in the Puget

Sound region, out of crisis has come a major public



investment in housing solutions for people experiencing

homelessness.

The economic consequences of COVID-19 have also

increased the risks of falling into homelessness for many

precariously housed people around the country. Early

estimates suggest that tens of millions of households could

lose their housing as they struggle to make monthly rental

payments due to loss of income.20 In the early months of

the crisis, many states and local jurisdictions enacted

eviction moratoria to prevent people from losing their

housing due to an inability to pay. In September 2020, the

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

announced a national eviction moratorium, leveraging its

broad authority to control the spread of the pandemic. As

these eviction restrictions lapse, however, housing

researchers and advocates offer dire predictions of a sharp

rise in homelessness, since even under the CDC rules,

renters are expected to pay any rent deferred under the

moratorium.21 Beyond the obvious public health

consequences of COVID-19, this crisis highlighted the

natural interconnectedness of larger, structural forces and

the dynamics of homelessness.

In the midst of the country’s early grappling with the

novel coronavirus, the May 2020 killing of George Floyd in

Minneapolis at the hands of the police ignited global

protests of police violence and racial inequality. In the

United States, these protests brought structural and

systemic racism to the forefront of public and political



discourse—and created the newest opportunity for

substantive movement toward dismantling structural

racism in the country. Racism is central to discussions that

aim to reveal the causes and consequences of

homelessness. Given their representation in the general

U.S. population, Black, Native, and Hispanic/Latino

individuals and families are disproportionately represented

in the homeless population.22 While Black people, for

example, make up about 13 percent of the U.S. population,

HUD reported to Congress in 2019 that almost 40 percent

of the population experiencing homelessness was Black.23

This fact alone ought to be unsurprising: A knot of

conspicuous, racialized structural disadvantages—in

housing, banking and lending practices, education, health

care, employment, and policing and incarceration—readily

amplify homelessness risk.

What’s essential in these two extraordinarily salient

crises—the coronavirus pandemic and the latest reckoning

with structural and systemic racism—is the manner in

which they highlight whom we’re talking about when we

talk about homelessness risk. To the extent that this is a

book about regional variation in homelessness, it is also a

book about deck-stacking. Place is where it happens. If we

want to understand the factors that cause people to lose

their housing, we need to understand why and how those

forces vary from city to city. For many, the pandemic and

the Black Lives Matter movement have driven home the

interconnectedness of U.S. society, not least because the



health of one’s neighbor is directly related to the health of

oneself. But just as racism is not a monolith, homelessness

is multifaceted, and households’ experiences with housing

vary with identity and geography. Here, we argue that an

effective policy response to homelessness will only come

from acknowledging and responding to these differences.

APPROACH

This book is split into three brief sections. We conclude the

first section in the next chapter, in which we lay out the

current state of knowledge about homelessness in the

country. We provide an overview of existing academic

social-science research on the topic and offer descriptive

statistics about homelessness. The purpose of the second

chapter is to place the reader in a position to engage

critically with the specific causal arguments presented in

the second section of the book.

In part 2, we consider the various potential explanations

for the substantial variation in per capita homeless

populations around the country. In chapter 3, we analyze a

range of individual and household vulnerabilities and

attributes and ask whether these common narratives

explain regional variation. These data and analyses provide

compelling evidence that the answer to that question, most

simply, is no. The homelessness crisis in coastal cities

cannot be explained by disproportionate levels of drug use,

mental illness, or poverty. In chapter  4, we then consider

local culture and context, analyzing how variations in



weather, local political climate, the mobility of low-income

households, and the generosity of local welfare provision

may influence rates of homelessness. Similarly, we find that

these common explanations do not account for observed

regional variation. Finally, we consider a third category of

potential explanations: housing market conditions. In

chapter 5, we consider housing costs, housing cost

burdens, and housing availability as candidate explanations

for intercity variation. In this analysis, two explanations

emerge as credible factors: absolute rent levels and rental

market vacancy rates. We argue that after eliminating a

wide range of potential explanations for the variation in

question, the descriptive and correlative findings in chapter

5 together offer the most compelling explanation of

regional variation in rates of homelessness.

In part 3 of the book, we synthesize our findings in two

policy-oriented chapters. In chapter 6, we propose a

typology of cities to explain why certain cities—certain

types of cities—experience elevated rates of homelessness;

while other cities, relatively speaking, do not. Combining

our data with principles from the field of urban economics,

we construct a framework that, importantly, helps us

understand why high-growth boomtowns don’t always see

significant rates of homelessness. Charlotte, for example,

has grown as fast as San Francisco and Seattle, but

because of a relatively robust housing supply response, the

city has not faced the housing shortages that plague many

coastal cities. The typology also demonstrates how



population declines help to explain why a large, vibrant city

like Chicago has relatively low rates of homelessness: A

falling population in Chicago has created higher rental

market vacancy rates and lower prices, which produces a

more accommodating housing market (relatively speaking)

for vulnerable households.

In chapter 7, we conclude by presenting a broad

proposal to end homelessness in the United States.

Ultimately, in the long run, the prescription is simple:

Policymakers must increase the number of affordable

housing units and provide subsidies and rental assistance

to households to ensure they can access housing. In the

short run, competing demands and a lack of resources

makes decision-making more challenging. Local

jurisdictions must balance the needs for a more robust

crisis response (i.e., greater emergency shelter capacity)

with the desire to increase the supply of affordable

housing. In reality, cities must devote resources to both of

these responses.

To create a sustainable, robust response to

homelessness, we argue that three interrelated steps are

required. First, public perception of homelessness must

change. As long as we continue to frame homelessness as

an individual problem, we will struggle to make the

structural investments needed to end it. Second, this crisis

requires far greater resources from all levels of

government. Existing investments, while substantial, are

insufficient given the scale of the problem. Last, we



encourage a broader systems approach to addressing

homelessness. Focusing on three stages of the system—

inflow, crisis response, and outflow—are necessary to move

people out of homelessness and into stable, permanent

housing. A lack of focus on any one of these stages will

produce a system out of balance—and high levels of

homelessness will persist.

Finally, a word on the motivation for this book. Both

Gregg and Clayton are engaged in the study of and

response to homelessness in the Puget Sound region. As

one of the areas of the country most affected by this crisis,

understanding what drives homelessness in our region is a

topic of great civic importance. In the years leading up to

writing this book, we have been amazed that—despite our

community wrestling with homelessness for many years—

there is a lack of general understanding about the nature

and causes of homelessness. Numerous narratives compete

for the public’s attention and, as a result, there is no

consensus about the root causes of this crisis. Without a

common understanding, it is impossible for elected leaders

and the community at large to marshal the resources

needed to end homelessness in our community. Much of the

money spent on homelessness today constitutes a response

to the crisis rather than an alternative to it. In the

concluding chapter we share our vision—informed by

thought leaders from around the country—for community-

wide approaches that are required to prevent and limit

homelessness. According to the United States Interagency



Council on Homelessness, “An end to homelessness means

that every community will have a comprehensive response

in place that ensures homelessness is prevented wherever

possible, or if it can’t be prevented, it is a rare, brief, and

one-time experience.”24 Fair enough. But without wrapping

our head around the root of the crisis—its beginning—it’ll

be difficult to find its end.



CHAPTER TWO

Evidence

Between 2009 and 2019, something almost previously

unthinkable occurred: Veteran homelessness in the United

States fell by nearly half—a decline of about thirty-six

thousand people who were without housing on any given

night.1 The progress was unambiguously good news, not

least because it occurred in the wake of the financial crisis.

Indeed, statistics on veteran homelessness would soon

become a rallying cry for housing advocates and many

urban policymakers: With enough money and attention, the

injustice of a former soldier sleeping outside might be

relegated to the pages of history books. But to the

uninitiated observer, this policy success might also be

puzzling. As the journalist J. B. Wogan wrote, most people

experiencing homelessness are not veterans, and “in many

of the nation’s large cities, homelessness among the

general population appears to be getting worse. .  .  . Right



now, it’s hard to say whether success in lowering

homelessness will be limited to veterans, or whether this

will be the first step in a longer campaign to fight

homelessness among the rest of the population.”2 How had

the country become so good at housing veterans and their

families? And what about those who haven’t served in the

armed forces?

Certainly, the social standing of military veterans helps

explain the political (and financial) commitments that were

necessary to achieve this progress—few politicians

disagree with the notion that a nation should support the

people who risked their lives defending it—but a pressing

question remains as to whether similar commitments can

and will be applied more broadly, rather than toward a

targeted few. Even in the case of veterans, the job remains

unfinished. Policymakers mobilized the bureaucratic

machinery of several federal agencies (including the

Department of Veterans Affairs) to find and fund the

necessary housing and institutional pipelines required to

meet the needs of unhoused veterans—and still, half the

military veteran population experiencing homelessness

remains unhoused. To imagine replicating (and maybe

doubling) this effort for all populations experiencing

homelessness is perhaps a daunting task. But there is an

organizing principle here: one of context-specific, systemic

effort.

In this book, we argue that if we understand

homelessness as a housing problem, we can also



understand it as solvable. And as a scholarly and policy

community, we already have the evidence that it is. By no

stretch of the imagination are housed veterans the only

success story homelessness policymakers and service-

delivery organizations have to offer. As Beth Shinn and Jill

Khadduri argue in their recent book, In the Midst of Plenty,

Homelessness and What to Do About It, the necessary

resources exist to end homelessness—the constraints are

political will and commitment.3 In other words, that

homelessness still persists in the United States should not

be taken as evidence that investments and programs

designed to address the crisis have failed. Instead, we can

only understand existing policies and programs as

inadequate. The persistence of the problem of

homelessness reflects these deficiencies.

In this chapter, we describe how we and other

researchers have reached this conclusion. In particular, we

review the existing body of academic and public research

to answer five questions that will help frame the analysis

found in the rest of the book:

1. What is the current landscape of homelessness in the

United States?

2. How has homelessness changed over time?

3. How do we explain homelessness?

4. What are the consequences of homelessness?

5. How do we stop and prevent homelessness?



We confront these questions in turn.

WHAT IS THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE OF HOMELESSNESS IN THE

UNITED STATES?

Unlike previous eras characterized by high rates of

homelessness in the country, today’s crisis comes at a time

of unparalleled wealth and prosperity. During the Great

Depression, homeless encampments dotted the landscape

of many U.S. cities—a tragic but conceivable outcome. As

the unemployment rate in the 1930s soared to 25 percent

and economic activity ground to a halt, many could no

longer afford their housing, and homelessness became all

too common. Today, though, U.S. cities look very different

than they did during the Depression. Homelessness looks

different, too. People regularly establish encampments in

the shadows of glistening office towers that house the

employees of modern corporate titans in technology and

finance. This incongruity is a source of confusion for many

observers.

One of the first researchers to help explain this

ostensible paradox was Brendan O’Flaherty, who

confronted it head-on—arguing in 1996 that “income

inequality is behind the increased homelessness in North

America.”4 O’Flaherty offered an economic explanation for

the relationship: namely, that as people with comparatively

lower incomes were squeezed out of higher-quality

housing, they pushed prices up at the lower end of the

housing market, ultimately forcing those with the lowest



incomes into homelessness. Whatever the explanation—and

much of this book is devoted to testing hypotheses like

these—trying to understand homelessness without placing

it in the broader context of the housing market is a fool’s

errand. Here, we’ll often think about the housing market as

many economists do: that is, as a system in which housing

services are dynamically allocated to households based on

their preferences and ability to pay. Through this lens, key

issues that immediately come into focus include the stock

of housing, the price of housing, and the resources of

households.

Each year, a nonprofit advocacy organization called the

National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) publishes

a report entitled The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes.

Based on 2018 data, the most recent version of this report

found that for every one hundred households with

extremely low incomes, there exist only thirty-six affordable

and available homes.5 This shortage of housing units

presents a clear and present threat to the health and

viability of this large block of households. A quarter of all

renters in the United States have extremely low incomes.

Despite significant variation across the country, no state

offers adequate housing for households with extremely low

incomes: West Virginia is the only state with sixty

affordable and available homes for every one hundred

households who need them. According to the NLIHC, the

West Coast has the most pronounced shortages of

affordable housing; Oregon, California, Nevada, and



Arizona all have fewer than thirty units for every one

hundred households in need.

To begin to understand how these dynamics map onto

the phenomenon of homelessness, it is instructive—by way

of example—to provide an overview of the housing market

in one metropolitan area. Consider Hennepin County,

Minnesota, where Minneapolis is located. Based on five-

year estimates from the American Community Survey

(ACS), Hennepin County was home to 1,235,279 people in

2018. Using data from the ACS, HUD’s Picture of

Subsidized Households, and the National Housing

Preservation Database, we estimate that there are about

530,000 housing units in Hennepin County, which we can in

turn break down into three categories: unsubsidized

(owned), unsubsidized (rented), and subsidized (rented). As

in many regions of the country, owner-occupancy is the

dominant form of housing tenure: Over 62 percent of

housing units are owned. The remaining 38 percent of

housing units are rented, and the vast majority are units

that renters access via the private market. Less than 7

percent of all housing units are subsidized through federal

programs like the Housing Choice Voucher Program, public

housing, place-based Section 8, or Low-Income Housing

Tax Credits.6

Given consistent population growth, the overall demand

for housing in Hennepin County is strong. The region’s

housing market is also tight: Rental market vacancy rates—

that is, the percentage of units available for rent at any



given point in time—have hovered at or below 4 percent

since 2012. The combination of these market dynamics and

general lack of subsidized housing options presents a

serious housing challenge for low-income households in

Hennepin County. In practice, that means many households

are scrambling to meet their housing needs. In 2018, just

over 10 percent of people in Hennepin County were living

in households with incomes below the federal poverty line.

(For comparison, that’s a bit lower than the nationwide rate

of 13 percent). That year, the poverty line in 2018 was

$12,140 for an individual household and $25,100 for a

household of four. The number of households living under

this definition of poverty far exceeded the quantity of

subsidized housing units in Hennepin County that year.

Because only 6.6 percent of units are subsidized, thousands

of households living in poverty were left with no choice but

to procure unsubsidized housing in the private market.

Like most markets for goods and services, the market

for housing consists of a wide range of options that differ in

terms of quality and price. But the existence of lower-

priced housing options does not necessarily imply an

adequate supply of affordable housing for all households

that need it. In Hennepin County, the twenty-fifth

percentile contract rent was $814/month in 2018. If we

assume that an affordable rent is that which stays below,

say, 30 percent of household income, this theoretical rental

unit at the twenty-fifth percentile—including an additional

$93 for utility payments each month—would only be



affordable to households earning at least $35,760 per year:

much higher than the poverty threshold for a family of

four.7 Data from the NLIHC corroborates these statistics.8

In Minnesota, there are only forty-one affordable and

available rental homes per one hundred extremely low-

income renter households. The remaining fifty-nine

households are in an exceedingly difficult position where,

in order to keep a roof over their heads, they must devote a

significant percentage of their limited income each month

to rent—leaving little money for other household

necessities.

For households unable to secure one of the five hundred

thirty thousand housing units in Hennepin County, there

are two additional options. First, a household can “double-

up” with another household until they can secure their own

housing. The other alternative is to turn to a county-run

homelessness response system that provides temporary

shelter or some form of permanent housing to those in

need. Hennepin County is one of a limited number of

jurisdictions in the country with a “right to shelter” policy,

which guarantees shelter to any person or family who

needs it. Accordingly, the county has a system in place that

allows shelter capacity to expand and contract based on the

present need for shelter services. Despite this right to

shelter, Hennepin County still reported an unsheltered

homeless count of 404 people in 2018 during its one-night

census. Another 2,609 (87%) were sleeping in emergency

shelters or transitional housing facilities. The homelessness



response system in Hennepin County includes both

emergency shelters and various forms of permanent

housing for households in need, including permanent

supportive housing and rapid rehousing.9 The sum of these

two populations—the unsheltered and sheltered homeless,

in the parlance of HUD—suggests an estimated 3,013

people were without permanent housing in Hennepin

County in 2018. On the same night as this point-in-time

(PIT) count in Hennepin County, another 8,545 people were

living in some form of permanent housing supported by the

county’s homelessness response system. Whether via short-

term rental assistance or long-term subsidized units, the

county had funded and operated programs that had ended

program participants’ homelessness crisis in the eyes of

HUD. Accordingly, these people were not included in the

annual homelessness census, despite currently receiving

some form of housing subsidy only available to people who

had previously experienced homelessness. This delineation

—between unsheltered homelessness, temporary housing

(sheltered homelessness), and permanent housing—reflects

the federal definition of what constitutes homelessness and

what doesn’t. The point is: At least 3,000 people in

Hennepin County needed a more permanent place to sleep

on the night of the census.

This brief sketch of the housing system in Hennepin

County highlights two critical points about the country as a

whole. First, the supply of subsidized housing in the United

States is limited by the relatively modest resources the



federal government provides for housing assistance. An

expansion of these benefits would provide needed support

to low-income households in metropolitan areas around the

country. Second, permanent housing programs within the

homelessness response system are critical tools for moving

people out of homelessness. In Hennepin County, of the

11,558 people who reside outside the bounds of the

conventional housing market, roughly 74 percent reside in

such permanent housing programs, almost 23 percent rely

on emergency shelters and transitional housing facilities,

and the remaining 3.5 percent are without shelter. If you

accept the federal definition of homelessness—that is, as

the state of sleeping outside (or other places not meant for

habitation), in an emergency shelter, or in a transitional

housing facility—then, by definition, greater investments in

subsidized housing and the system of permanent housing

programs could provide the housing that is needed to

eliminate homelessness in many metropolitan areas in the

country. Given the scope of the housing system in Hennepin

County—over five hundred thirty thousand housing units—a

relatively modest increase in permanent housing (even on

the scale of, say, three thousand units) shouldn’t represent

an insurmountable task.

But not every county is Hennepin. As most popular

perceptions of homelessness are driven by the state of the

issue in large coastal cities, we now turn our attention to

the nation’s two largest cities: New York and Los Angeles.

According to the 2019 PIT count, New York City is home to



the largest unhoused population in the country.10 The

composition of homelessness differs meaningfully in New

York from other regions of the country: In New York, of the

78,604 people experiencing homelessness on a single night

in 2019, nearly 92 percent were housed in emergency

shelters while only 4.6 percent were unsheltered.

(Compare this unsheltered rate to Hennepin County’s 13

percent). This distribution differs meaningfully from Los

Angeles County, where a far greater proportion of the

homeless population is also unsheltered. The difference

between New York City and Los Angeles can partially be

explained by policy: New York City has a right-to-shelter

law like Hennepin County, and, as a result, the city has

built a comprehensive shelter system that far exceeds the

shelter capacity provided by any other city in the country.

A review of the Housing Inventory Count, a report

published annually by HUD for each Continuum of Care in

the country, breaks down this housing support system. In

2019, New York City had 111,605 year-round beds for

families and individuals in need. Included in that bed count

were 75,245 emergency shelter beds and 33,203 associated

with the types of permanent housing programs outlined in

the previous section. (Recall that people living in the latter

are not included in the federal definition of homelessness.)

This substantial commitment to housing, combined with the

right-to-shelter policy, helps to explain the relatively low

rate of unsheltered homelessness in New York City.



From the perspective of the homelessness response

system, Los Angeles looks very different. Of the 56,257

people experiencing homelessness—according to the 2019

PIT count—more than 75 percent live outside the

emergency shelter system and are classified as

unsheltered. Just under 11,000 people sleep in shelters in

Los Angeles. Like New York, L.A. has a robust supply of

beds associated with permanent housing programs

(28,887). These permanent units are a critical tool used to

keep people out of homelessness. The main takeaway from

this comparison is that New York has a significant problem

with homelessness that it currently addresses with a robust

emergency shelter system. Additional investments in

affordable housing and permanent housing within the

homeless response system could help to limit the number of

individuals and families that end up staying in one of the

city’s many homeless shelters. Los Angeles confronts a very

different reality. L.A. could follow New York and greatly

expand its emergency shelter capacity in the hopes of

dramatically reducing its population of unsheltered people.

But creating additional shelter capacity doesn’t end

homelessness: It recharacterizes it. People sleeping in

shelters are still homeless—per the federal definition. A

pressing question for cities like Los Angeles is whether to

invest scarce resources to expand shelter capacity—in

order to limit the number of people sleeping on the streets

—or to apply those resources toward the development of

more permanent forms of housing designed to end



homelessness. This conundrum is at the heart of a housing

policy challenge for other West Coast cities with high rates

of unsheltered homelessness, including San Francisco,

Portland, and Seattle.

Nationally, about five hundred sixty-eight thousand

people experienced homelessness on a single night in 2019.

Of those people, 63 percent were sheltered, either in

emergency shelters or transitional housing facilities, and

37 percent were unsheltered—sleeping in tents, cars,

abandoned buildings, parks, and other places not intended

for human habitation. Just as the variety of homelessness

experienced by Americans is not uniform, the identities and

demographics of people without permanent housing vary

considerably. For example, about 30 percent of the people

experiencing homelessness are members of families, while

the remaining 70 percent are in single-member households.

Despite perceptions to the contrary, homelessness isn’t just

a condition experienced by mature adults: About 27

percent of people experiencing homelessness are twenty-

four years old and younger. The vast majority of these

young people are sheltered, but almost twenty-seven

thousand are without shelter on a given night.

As with countless other injustices in the United

States, homelessness is far from evenly distributed across

races and ethnicities. Most notably, Black people are

disproportionately represented in the homeless population:

While Black people account for only 13 percent of the U.S.

population, 40  percent of all people experiencing



homelessness on any given night are Black. This racial

disproportionality must undergird any analysis of

homelessness in the country. Decades of overt and

structural racism—in lending practices and employment

opportunities, eviction rates and over-policing, from Jim

Crow to the present day—have made it far too easy to lose

your housing if you live in the United States and you’re

Black. Indigenous people, too, are at least three times more

likely to experience homelessness in the United States than

what one would expect given their proportion of the

general population. And as researchers at the Center for

Social Innovation noted recently, “Poverty alone does not

explain the inequity. The proportion of Black and American

Indian and Alaska Native individuals experiencing

homelessness exceeds their proportion of those living in

deep poverty.”11 While pathways into homelessness are

knotty and imbued with all the complexities of individual

experience, reasons for such disproportionately racialized

rates of homelessness are readily available—and intuitive,

given the country’s broad oppression (and subsequent

exclusion) of specific groups. Writing broadly, Shinn and

Khadduri highlight four forms of social exclusion that

provide a link between race and homelessness: lower

incomes, less wealth accumulation, housing discrimination,

and disproportionate rates of incarceration.12 Each

manifestation of exclusion acts to destabilize one’s housing

environment and can increase the likelihood of losing one’s



housing altogether. We return to race as a potential

explanation for regional variation in the next chapter.

As race illustrates, homelessness is experienced

differently by different people. And while this is a book

about cities, it’s worth understanding some of these

experiences. A common tool used by researchers and

analysts to understand homelessness is to identify three

different categories of homelessness based on length of

time spent without housing. Kuhn and Culhane, for

example, used cluster analysis of homelessness spells to

define a typology of homelessness with three categories:

transitional, episodic, and chronic.13 Those who are

transitionally homeless lose their housing and interact with

a homelessness response system (say, an emergency

shelter) for brief periods of time. Episodic homelessness

involves frequent entries into and exits from homelessness.

People experiencing chronic homelessness remain

unhoused for long periods of time—up to a year or longer.14

A typology of homelessness matters because housing

programs—and people’s responses to these programs—

depend on a variety of one’s experiences with

homelessness. For example, people who are chronically

homeless often have more significant barriers to housing

stability, including deep poverty, physical or mental health

conditions, and substance-use issues, and by extension, will

often need more than a little rent support to remain

housed. Those who are transitionally homeless or homeless



for the first-time might just need shelter, cash assistance,

or employment support as they get back on their feet.

But these classifications of homelessness are important

for another reason: When researchers analyze the annual

one-night homelessness census, that cross-sectional view

may not provide an accurate picture of this phenomenon.

Consider the following hypothetical example in which there

are two varieties of homelessness: chronic (longer than one

year) and short-term (one month). Suppose a city conducts

a PIT count in January—a cross-sectional estimate of the

size of the homeless population—and finds ten people who

are currently without housing: nine people experiencing

short-term homelessness and one person experiencing

chronic homelessness. This count would suggest that, on

any given night, 10 percent of the city’s homeless

population is chronically homeless. But suppose this same

city were to conduct a homeless census every month of the

year. In February, for example, again the city surveys its

unhoused population, and again the total count is ten. In

this case, while the same chronically homeless person is

included in this list of ten people, nine people the city

hadn’t seen the previous month are now experiencing

short-term homelessness. Perhaps the people who were

temporarily homeless in January had found housing and

were no longer included in the count. In any case, based on

the February count, 10 percent of the city’s unhoused

population is chronically homeless. But an analysis of both

months together yields a very different conclusion: If we



consider everyone who experienced homelessness in

January and February—a period prevalence measure as

opposed to a cross-sectional estimate—there are eighteen

temporarily homeless people and one person who is

chronically homeless. In other words, PIT estimates of the

homeless population exaggerate the proportion of the

population experiencing chronic homelessness. As the

authors of one of the first studies to characterize the

prevalence of homelessness over longer periods of time

wrote, “Because these studies [covering shorter periods of

time] overrepresent chronic, long-term homeless people,

they distort our image of who becomes homeless and

mistakenly overemphasize the importance of personal

deficits as causes of homelessness.”15

Regardless of the method jurisdictions use to measure

rates of homelessness, they’re also faced with the central

challenge of finding, identifying, and counting a hard-to-

reach, often invisible population. Many researchers have

highlighted the myriad difficulties facing CoCs as they

attempt to measure the severity of homelessness.16 The

National Homeless Law Center (formerly the National Law

Center on Homelessness and Poverty, a Washington, D.C.,

non-profit), for example, has voiced multiple concerns with

HUD’s point-in-time counts. These points of objection

include inconsistent methodology and definitions deployed

by HUD over time, the undercount of unsheltered people—

who are often more difficult to survey—and the fact that

only certain types of housing instability meet the federal



definition of homelessness.17 (For example, people staying

with friends or family in doubled-up living situations after

losing their own housing are excluded from official

homelessness statistics.) Researchers have used a variety

of tools to test the validity and accuracy of the point-in-time

count, and their results suggest that this approach

meaningfully undercounts the population. Validation

approaches range from planting research participants on

the street to see if they’ll be surveyed as part of a given

jurisdiction’s point-in-time count to statistical methods that

estimate the degree of undercounting.18 Kim Hopper and

colleagues found that 29 percent of their plants were not

discovered in the homelessness count, suggesting a

material undercount of the total population experiencing

homelessness.19 Chris Glynn and Emily Fox leveraged

statistical approaches to estimate the true population of

people experiencing homelessness in the twenty-five

largest cities in the country. Their findings suggest

pervasive undercounting, with the estimated undercount

far greater in cities with high rates of unsheltered

homelessness (including Los Angeles, San Francisco, and

Seattle). In New York, where the vast majority of people

experiencing homelessness reside in shelters, the

researchers’ estimated actual 2016 count was about 4

percent higher than the HUD PIT estimates. In Los

Angeles, the difference was almost 27 percent.20 These

caveats underly the many analyses that use these data to



understand homelessness in the United States, including

our own.

HOW HAS HOMELESSNESS CHANGED OVER TIME?

The modern era of homelessness began in the late 1970s

and gained national attention during the recession of the

early 1980s. As awareness of homelessness grew among

policymakers and the general population, many imagined

the phenomenon was a consequence of the economic

downturn of the late 1970s and would evaporate once the

economy rebounded.21 Consistent with this perception,

early efforts to address homelessness were managed by the

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)—as if the

crisis were temporary; akin to a flood or earthquake.

In light of a plainly growing problem, the federal

government also sought to develop a greater understanding

of the severity and scope of homelessness around the

country. HUD conducted the first national PIT count in

1983–84, which revealed a national estimate of two

hundred fifty thousand to three hundred fifty thousand

people experiencing homelessness.22 Subsequent research

by Richard Freeman and Brian Hall estimated a national

homeless population of two hundred seventy-nine thousand

in 1983 and a range of three hundred forty-three thousand

to three hundred sixty-three thousand in 1985.23 As

Freeman and Hall wrote, “Economic recovery will not solve

the problem of homelessness, and .  .  . in the absence of

changes in the housing market or in the economic position



of the very poor, the U.S. will continue to be plagued with a

problem of homelessness for the foreseeable future.” The

increase from 1983 to 1985 was particularly troubling to

policymakers, because it came during a time of economic

expansion. Given this evidence, scholars suggested that the

kneejerk argument—that is, that an improving economy

would ameliorate homelessness—was far from accurate.24

By the close of the decade, those tasked with measuring

the population of people experiencing homelessness agreed

that the unhoused population in the country was in the

range of two hundred thirty thousand to six hundred

thousand. They also agreed the crisis was no earthquake. If

nothing was done, homelessness would become a

permanent fixture of American society.25 In 1987, Freeman

and Hall explained the problem of homelessness with

echoes of today’s crisis:

While we are loath to generalize from a single area, the pattern of rapidly

rising land values, rents, and housing market problems for the poor in

Massachusetts raises the possibility that future economic progress,

including full employment of the type enjoyed in Massachusetts, may

exacerbate rather than alleviate the housing problems of the poor. One can

easily devise a scenario in which economic growth raises demand for land,

inducing landlords to develop higher-quality properties, pricing out of the

market those whose incomes do not rise with the rate of growth.26

We are now living in the researchers’ “foreseeable

future.” The point-in-time estimates of homelessness from

the 1980s suggested that between 0.11 percent and 0.25

percent of the U.S. population was homeless on any given

night. It should not be lost on readers that these rates are



very similar to that implied by the 2019 point-in-time count

(0.17 percent). In 2007, HUD issued its first Annual

Homeless Assessment Report to Congress based on data

from 2005. In this study, an aggregation of CoCs’ PIT

counts, HUD estimated that 754,147 people had

experienced homelessness on a single night in 2005—a

number that, on a per capita basis, had not risen from a

prior measure in 1996.27 This count suggested that roughly

one-quarter of one percent of the general population

experienced homelessness at a single time—the high-water

mark for post-1980 PIT estimates of homelessness in the

country. By 2019, the rate had fallen to 0.17 percent. In

sum, over the last forty years, between 0.11 percent and

0.25 percent of the general population has experienced

homelessness, based on point-in-time counts.

Given the challenges of PIT estimates of homelessness

outlined above, many researchers have argued for the use

of longitudinal analyses to estimate the prevalence of

homelessness—that is, the rate of people who experience

homelessness over a given period of time, whether, say, a

year or the lifetime of a person. Following the earlier work

of Bruce Link and colleagues, more recent research

suggests a lifetime homelessness prevalence between 4.2

and 6.2 percent.28 These estimates would suggest that

HUD’s estimate of five hundred sixty-eight thousand people

experiencing homelessness is a gross mischaracterization

of the issue. Many multiples of that number lose their

housing during their lifetime, and—given the well-



documented negative consequences of homelessness—

large swaths of the U.S. population face significant barriers

as they attempt to recover from a spell of homelessness.

HOW DO WE EXPLAIN HOMELESSNESS?

Abundant research and analysis support a wide range of

potential causes and drivers of homelessness. As

consumers of this information and data, it can be difficult

to navigate this complex, and, at times, contradictory body

of evidence. One important way to sift through and

organize research on homelessness is to differentiate by

unit of analysis. Some studies focus on the individual;

others focus on geographic units (like cities, counties, or

metropolitan areas). As Brendan O’Flaherty noted, “Studies

that take as their unit of observation homelessness rates in

different cities have generally found that housing market

conditions have large effects. . . . By contrast, studies that

take individuals as their unit of observation find weak

effects for housing market conditions of the cities where

the individuals find themselves, and strong effects for

personal characteristics. The two types of studies seem to

support contrasting policy advice: city-level studies say

reduce rents and increase vacancies, individual-level

studies say work on pathology and poverty.”29

O’Flaherty resolves this conflict by arguing that to

understand homelessness, one needs to consider the

interaction (in a statistical sense) between structural

factors (like housing market dynamics) and individual



factors (like job loss, mental illness, and addiction).30 In

this book, we argue that each set of factors is useful in its

own right—depending on the question at hand. The

distinction is hardly controversial. Studies concerning

individual explanations of homelessness help to predict

who, in a given city, will become homeless; and studies with

cities as their unit of analysis help to explain why some

regions see higher rates of homelessness than others.

Because the latter question is the focus of this book, we’ll

devote more narrative energy to summarizing the state of

this type of analysis, but in this section, we also offer an

overview of the individually based research on

homelessness.

Individual Attributes

The vast majority of CEOs in the United States are men.

Given the present state of corporate leadership and its

recent history, one can’t help but concede that maleness

increases the likelihood of becoming a CEO. And yet most

of us understand the relationship between corporate

leadership and gender to be a function of structural

explanations that keep women out of leadership roles—

among them sexism, unbalanced childcare responsibilities

and parental leave policies, underpayment, and

gatekeeping processes. Would we say that gender causes

the apparent disproportionate representation of men in the

C-Suite? Of course not. Gender interacts with other societal

forces to produce a disparate outcome.



Are people with incomes below the federal poverty line

more likely to experience homelessness than people with

higher incomes? The answer is, unequivocally, yes. Are

people with severe mental illness at higher risk for

homelessness? Most certainly, yes. Are Black people

disproportionately represented in the homeless population?

For all the reasons briefly outlined previously in this

chapter, we know this to be true. And while disaggregating

the population experiencing homelessness is an essential

focus of homelessness research, demographic attributes

are never inherently causal drivers of the problem at hand.

We can think about individual attributes and their

relationship to homelessness in two distinct manners. First,

there are individual vulnerabilities (including poverty,

mental illness, addiction, and domestic violence) that may

increase the risk or likelihood of experiencing

homelessness for any given person. Second, there are

individual attributes—such as race and sexual orientation—

that may increase the risk of homelessness when they

interact with structural barriers like racism and other

forms of discrimination and oppression. In the next chapter,

we address the relationship between these factors and our

object of interest: regional variation in homelessness.

A wide range of individual vulnerabilities and attributes

are associated with higher rates of homelessness, including

being male,31 unmarried,32 having low income,33 being

older,34 being non-white35 and identifying as LGBTQ—

especially among youth.36 In many of these cases, these



personal attributes collide with societal discrimination or

other forms of social exclusion to increase the likelihood

that people with these characteristics experience

homelessness. Interpersonal relationships (or the lack

thereof) can also contribute to housing instability.

Homelessness risk is greater for people with limited

support from a community, low self-esteem, and a lack of

belonging.37 Researchers have also noted that people

experiencing homelessness have fewer familial ties and

tend to live farther away from relatives than those who are

housed.38 Fertig and Reingold found that low levels of

family support increase the risk of future homelessness.39

In a confirmation of the psychological research

underscoring the importance of social ties and connections,

Corinth and Rossi-de Vries found, all else being equal, that

strong social ties (especially among family) help to mitigate

the risk of homelessness in adulthood.40

In addition to personal attributes and relationships,

there are a variety of individual vulnerabilities that also

increase the risk of homelessness, including suffering from

depression,41 experiencing mental illness or other

psychiatric disorders,42 use or abuse of drugs and

alcohol,43 and having a criminal record or history of

incarceration.44 Researchers have found that many of these

individual risk factors also increase the length of

homelessness spells.45

Arguably, the most common public and media narratives

surrounding homelessness concerns addiction, mental



illness, and behavioral health care—particularly among the

chronic, unsheltered population. The use of illicit drugs,

unhealthy levels of alcohol consumption, and severe mental

health conditions are more heavily represented in the

chronically homeless population than in the general

public.46 Several studies suggest that between 25 and 40

percent of the individual (i.e., non-family) homeless

population has a substance use disorder and about a

quarter of the single adult population experiences some

form of mental illness.47 By extension, researchers suggest

that the odds or likelihood of someone experiencing

homelessness increases with the presence of these

conditions.48

While these rates are high, it is important to note they

apply only to the subpopulation of people experiencing

homelessness in single-person households—roughly 70

percent of the total population. The remaining 30 percent

are members of multi-person households, and data

suggests that substance use disorders, in particular, are

much lower within this subpopulation of people

experiencing homelessness—11 percent (alcohol) and 13

percent (drugs)—according to a recent study of people

staying in family shelters.49 Serious mental illness and

substance use disorders are also prevalent in the general

population. According to the 2019 National Survey on Drug

Use and Health, 20.4 million people (twelve years or older)

had a substance use disorder—over 7.4 percent of that

population—and 5.2 percent of all adults (eighteen years



and older) had a serious mental illness. Certainly, these

conditions are disproportionately represented in the

population of people experiencing homelessness, but two

central points are worth making: First, a majority of people

experiencing homelessness don’t have these conditions;

and second, the vast majority of people with these

conditions never lose their housing.

A related narrative of homelessness emphasizes the lack

of institutional care available to people with serious mental

illness. By this logic, the de-institutionalization movement

that began in the 1950s and accelerated in the 1960s and

’70s is to blame for the rise of homelessness in the

country.50 Proponents of this argument suggest that the

closure of institutional settings for people with serious

mental illness pushed this cohort of people onto the street.

More recent research, however, has questioned this

explanation—not least because large reductions in

institutional care preceded the rise of homelessness by

more than a decade.51 More plausibly, these researchers

argue, the modern rise in homelessness stems from a

growing lack of affordable housing. These rising costs exact

a significant toll on households with a range of

vulnerabilities, including poverty, addiction, and mental

illness.

One challenge in explaining homelessness with

individual factors is that the presence of various conditions

may not provide a causal explanation for homelessness.

Indeed, ample evidence suggests that substance abuse is



not only a cause of homelessness, but also a

consequence.52 Given that causal arrows point in both

directions, the disproportionate presence of mental illness

and substance use in the homeless population makes

further sense. Researchers also highlight the well-

characterized psychological concept of negative duration

dependence. Also known as “scarring,” the phenomenon

suggests that the longer a person experiences a condition

like homelessness, the harder it is to exit that state. For

people without housing, scarring can occur through

declining mental and physical health, a reduction or gap in

skills or work history, or alteration of one’s physical

appearance—all of which make securing housing and

employment more challenging.53 People experiencing

homelessness suffer from poor sleep and sleep

deprivation,54 they experience physical and sexual abuse at

higher rates than the general population,55 and they are

lonelier and more separated from important social

networks.56 These forms of hardship and trauma emphasize

how adverse events may lower one’s mental health and

emotional well-being.57 In other words, the drug use and

mental illness that observers frequently blame for

homelessness may instead represent a natural bodily

response to the harsh and often traumatic conditions that

people experiencing homelessness face on a daily basis.

Structural Factors



As noted above, individual attributes often interact with

structural forces to produce homelessness. Age, gender,

and race, in isolation, offer limited explanations for

homelessness—until they interact with forces of systemic

and systematic discrimination (policies and people) that

limit access to education, health care, employment, and

housing. These same forces incarcerate and evict people of

color at disproportionate rates. One consequence of these

structural forces is disproportionality in the population of

people who experience homelessness. Prominent

homelessness scholar Martha Burt summarized this

relationship: “Most demographic factors quickly disappear

as proximate causes [of homelessness] when other factors

representing personal vulnerabilities are available for

examination. The underlying causes of homelessness, the

structural conditions of housing and labor markets that

turn vulnerabilities into loss of housing, do not lie within

individuals at all and are thus difficult to include in

analyses based on individual data.”58

Research on such structural factors confronts these

causal pathways head-on. Studies on recessions in the

1990s and early 2000s, for example, noted (perhaps

unsurprisingly) that homelessness increases during times

of economic hardship—although the effect of the Great

Recession of 2007–09 on homelessness was less

pronounced than that of earlier crises.59 Researchers have

highlighted that the risk of homelessness increases with

poverty,60 foreclosures,61 and high housing costs.62 Some



have emphasized the effects of regional weather as a

potential structural driver of homelessness, with higher

temperatures associated with higher rates of

homelessness.63 Recent research suggests, however, that

the relationship between weather and homelessness is

more complicated.64 As much of this book deals with

structure, we save our discussion of the mechanics of these

interactions for later chapters.

A subset of the literature uses inter-community data on

U.S. homelessness to generate causal explanations. Our

book follows this tradition, in that we leverage communities

(cities or counties) as our unit of analysis.65 And while most

of these studies use the hundreds of CoCs in the country to

compare rates of homelessness across the country, examine

various time periods, and deploy a wide range of statistical

tools, one observation arises again and again: the

importance of housing conditions on rates of homelessness.

In virtually all studies that analyze intercommunity

variation in homelessness rates, measures of rent costs

have been identified as significant predictors of

homelessness.66

One of the challenges of comparing these studies is that

their authors draw data from different time periods, specify

different analytic models, and break down their data in

different manners: urban versus rural CoCs, families versus

single-person households, and sheltered versus

unsheltered. In aggregate, it’s difficult to arrive at a

perfectly consistent message about the drivers of



homelessness. Beyond the clear message about housing

costs, researchers have found that myriad other variables

predict higher regional rates of homelessness, including

the presence of more single-person households,67 low

rental market vacancy rates,68 a higher percentage of

renter households,69 higher property values,70 lower

household income or higher poverty,71 higher rates of home

ownership,72 a greater presence of households that

recently moved,73 as well as regional demographic

attributes like higher percentages of baby boomers or

greater proportions of Hispanic households.74

In an important study of all CoCs in the country

(including urban, suburban, and rural areas), Maria

Hanratty used two different statistical models to explain

the drivers of homelessness and develop a causal

argument. First, she used regression to explain regional

variation and found rental costs and poverty rates to be

important predictors of regional rates of homelessness. In a

second model specification, to identify changes over time

within a given community, she controlled for the presence

of unobserved, regionally specific factors (i.e., fixed effects)

and found that rental costs were the primary causal

explanation for changes in rates of homelessness. Hanratty

also identified different effects based on policy variation:

Poverty had a stronger causal influence in locations with

right-to-shelter policies.75

Structural factors may not exert the same effect in all

locations. For example, Glynn and Fox suggest that the



relationship between rental costs and homelessness is

strongest in New York City, Los Angeles, Washington, D.C.,

and Seattle—some of the cities with the largest per capita

rates of homelessness in the country.76 Glynn and

colleagues characterized inflection points in the rent-

homelessness relationship. Homelessness begins to

accelerate more rapidly in places where median rent as a

percentage of median household income exceeds 32

percent. The inflection point finding parallels the

conventional definition of what it means to be burdened by

housing costs: the point at which housing costs consume 30

percent of income.77 Given this literature, there is little

doubt that housing market factors—notably, rent levels—

play an important role in driving homelessness, even if

these effects may vary based on geographic context.78

Bad Luck

Writing for Vox, the author Veronica Harnish notes: “There

are so many ways to get down on your luck, or become

homeless, and so few means to escape. Economic inequality

and a system built to perpetuate it is the problem—

homelessness is the result for people without a safety

net.”79 At the time she penned the essay in question,

Harnish had been homeless three times. She had jobs,

mostly government contract work. But she didn’t have a lot

of savings, and upon losing a job, she couldn’t afford the

rent and was usually left sleeping in her car. It wasn’t that

she wasn’t trying: It was just that the deck was stacked



against her. Even her employer, the public sector, didn’t

quite have what she needed. “Impoverished, working single

women without children do not get top priority on long

waitlists for subsidized housing, rapid rehousing, or other

government services or benefits,” she writes.80

The final category of explanations for homelessness that

arises in academic and popular narratives is that of bad

luck. Given the dichotomy outlined above—between

structural and individual factors—we might consider luck

as another individual-level factor that can increase the risk

of homelessness. Examples of negative luck include job

loss, injury or illness, breakdown of a car, breakdown of

personal relationships, and many other factors that can

lead to eviction or foreclosure.81 Certainly, not all bad luck

produces a spell of homelessness. Some households hold

other assets or resources that protect them from an

incident of bad luck cascading into a severe personal crisis.

Some people, like Harnish, don’t have a backup. Marah

Curtis and colleagues, for example, studied a health shock

—the birth of a child with a severe health condition—to

understand how unexpected life events impact the risk of

experiencing homelessness. In a finding consistent with

many theories of homelessness, Curtis found “the shock

substantially increases the likelihood of family

homelessness, particularly in cities with high housing costs.

The findings are consistent with the economic theory of

homelessness, which posits that homelessness results from

a conjunction of adverse circumstances in which housing



markets and individual characteristics collide.”82 In this

book, we are interested in these collisions.

WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES OF HOMELESSNESS?

Research demonstrates that even short spells of

homelessness can be damaging to the people who

experience it, especially children. Other consequences of

urban homelessness exist at the community level: some

quantifiable—such as public spending on emergency health

and public safety, as well as lost tourism revenue—and

others less tangible, including the sadness, discomfort,

shame, or anger that people with housing may feel in the

face of people without it.

For adults, the consequences of homelessness are dire.

People who experience homelessness die at earlier ages,83

contract infectious diseases at higher rates,84 are

hospitalized at earlier ages and make more trips to the

emergency room,85 are more likely to be victims of physical

and sexual assault,86 and misuse substances at higher

rates.87 Researchers have also demonstrated that the risks

and stress associated with homelessness contribute to

higher rates of mental illness among the chronically

homeless population.88

The life-long consequences of homelessness in childhood

are particularly troubling given the long-lasting, negative

effects. Research on child and youth homelessness reports

a range of negative outcomes, including developmental

delays for young children,89 high levels of anxiety,90 poor



health outcomes,91 inadequate preventive medical care,92

higher levels of emotional and behavior problems,93 and

academic underachievement and delays.94 Homeless youth

are also disproportionately exposed to abuse of all types,

including sexual trauma.95

For researchers, journalists, and members of the general

public alike, it is easy and convenient to pathologize

homelessness: highlighting the mental and physical causes

and consequences of this condition that are most

conspicuous and quantifiable. But the observed and more

readily measurable effects of homelessness fail to capture

the harmful emotional consequences, as well. Homeless

adults report much higher rates of loneliness than do

adults who are housed.96 Children who experience

homelessness are much more likely to persistently feel

unsafe than children with housing.97 Naomi Thulien and

colleagues conducted a qualitative study of formerly

homeless youth in Toronto about their experiences

attempting to effectively integrate back into (housed)

society. The summary of their findings underscores the

significant emotional toll of experiences with homelessness:

“Unaffordable housing, limited education, inadequate

employment opportunities, poverty-level income, and

limited social capital made it remarkably challenging for

the young people to move forward. As the study

progressed, the participants’ ability to formulate long-

range plans were impeded as they were forced to focus on

day-to-day existence. Over time, living in a perpetual state



of poverty led to feelings of ‘outsiderness,’ viewing life as a

game of chance, and isolation.”98

Numerous studies have estimated the annual community

costs of homelessness, but these estimates vary

considerably. Most frequently, cost studies are based on the

service histories of people experiencing homelessness.

Examples of increases in public service use related to

homelessness include upticks in emergency room visits,

police and fire departments responding to homelessness-

related calls, public health expenditures, and the direct

costs associated with operating a municipal homelessness

response system. In a literature review on the costs and

benefits of the Housing First approach—a collection of

policies that aim to eliminate barriers to housing programs

for people experiencing homelessness—Ly and Latimer

highlighted studies from the United States and Canada that

show annual costs of homelessness between $30,000 and

$100,000 per person.99 All the studies were conducted

between 2000 and 2015. A study using data from Australia

reported people experiencing homelessness used an

average of $48,000 of government services over the course

of a year.100 The study included costs associated with

“police, prison, probation, parole, courts, emergency

department, hospital-admitted patients, ambulance, mental

health, and homelessness services data.”101

The benefit of cost studies is that they help to

benchmark the significant public expenditures associated

with homelessness, highlight alternatives to this spending,



and draw our attention to the manners in which the public

sector is (intentionally or otherwise) responding to the

crisis at hand. According to homelessness researcher

Dennis Culhane, “An important benefit of the analyses of

homelessness services utilization and costs is that this

research can demonstrate that people who experience

homelessness do not just use shelters, but are often the

clients, sometimes the well-known clients, of these larger

and more intensively funded service systems.”102

In addition to the obvious system-wide costs attributed

to homelessness, other ancillary costs are frequently

ignored—and these costs may be borne by people who do

not experience homelessness. These costs don’t need to be

financial in nature. (Consider feelings of guilt or fear in the

presence of people experiencing homelessness.) Many

housed urban dwellers have concerns—whether

humanitarian or spiteful—related to issues of cleanliness

and safety frequently associated with unsheltered

homelessness. In short, homelessness exacts a considerable

toll on society, and those tangible and intangible costs

cannot be ignored. Frustrations or fears related to

homelessness have prompted cities to respond aggressively

to police or control the unhoused in an effort to mitigate

these costs.

Critical sociologists, urbanists, and geographers have

written extensively about exclusionary efforts that cities

have undertaken to hide and/or punish the poor. The

motivation for these punitive approaches is often financial:



The homeless, and other people living on the margins of

society, are bad for business. According to geographer

Geoffrey DeVerteuil, to attract capital and the middle class,

“cities must create positive images for themselves,

especially with regards to the all-important tourism and

convention industry. With less room to maneuver, cities are

increasingly obliged to ‘hide’ the growing gap between rich

and poor in order to remain competitive, leading to a

mandatory punitive response to visible urban problems.”

DeVerteuil goes on to quote the geographer Gordon

MacLeod: “The continuous renaissance of the

entrepreneurial city [is] tightly ‘disciplined’ through a

range of architectural forms and institutional practices so

that the enhancement of a city’s image is not compromised

by the visible presence of . . . very marginalized groups.”103

If you’ve ever seen concrete spikes lining the perimeter of

a building, you know what MacLeod is getting at.

We see echoes of the financial logic in press accounts

about the negative impact of homelessness on local

commerce. Writers frequently highlight the link between

unsheltered homelessness and either real or perceived

reductions in commerce and tourism.104 Reports suggest

that tourism and conference business have suffered in

certain cities due to concerns over homeless encampments,

public safety, and a general lack of cleanliness. Oracle

Corporation’s “Open World” conference moved to Las

Vegas from San Francisco over concerns associated with

hotel costs and “poor street conditions.”105 Newspapers



have chronicled the frustrations of tourists who have

confronted the unsheltered homelessness crisis in West

Coast cities. Take Glen Commins, a tourist from Tennessee,

who recently participated in an interview with the Seattle

ABC affiliate, KOMO News, in front of the iconic Ivar’s

waterfront seafood restaurant. “This is your touristy spot,

you know, and it looks dirty,” he said. “It makes the city

look dirty and this is a cool city.”106 For people like

Commins—and maybe businesses like Ivar’s—these costs

are real. While difficult to calculate, the myriad costs

associated with the homelessness crisis are borne by a

wide variety of a city’s people.

HOW DO WE STOP OR PREVENT HOMELESSNESS?

In an echo of the literature that examines the causes of

homelessness, studies focused on ending or preventing

homelessness can also be divided by unit of observation.

While some researchers focus on the effectiveness of

specific interventions—programs designed to prevent or

end homelessness—for specific types of people, others seek

to understand how various treatments affect the rate of

homelessness within a particular region.

While we can understand the causes of homelessness at

the individual or family level as a somewhat complex

interaction between individual factors, structural drivers,

and misfortune, understanding responses to homelessness

is a more straightforward task. In study after study, the

most effective treatment for homelessness is housing. In



some cases, this housing comes in the form of rental

assistance; in others, it might be a subsidized housing unit

with supportive services. In all cases, the housing unit in

question is the difference between a homelessness crisis

and the time and space needed to get back on one’s feet.

The evidence is also clear that attempting to resolve one’s

serious mental illness or substance use conditions in

isolation fails to resolve one’s homelessness crisis, because

safe and stable housing is essential to a healthy and

productive life. Treatment of individual pathologies will not

end homelessness.107 Providing housing as a human right,

not as a good or service available only to those who can

afford it, is the key. In a May 2020 editorial in the New York

Times, Benyamin Appelbaum wrote, “The federal

government could render homelessness rare, brief and

nonrecurring. The cure for homelessness is housing.”108

In their book In the Midst of Plenty: Homelessness and

What to Do About It, Marybeth Shinn and Jill Khadduri

devote significant attention to efforts to end and prevent

homelessness at the individual or family level. Given the

evidence base, they suggest different housing interventions

for different sub-populations of people experiencing

homelessness. For families, Shinn and Khadduri argue

long-term rental subsidies are the most effective policy.

Primary support for this argument comes from the Family

Options study.109 This study was a federal trial in which

long-term housing vouchers (mostly Housing Choice

Vouchers) were provided to families living in shelter.



Families who were able to use the rental support to lease a

unit were far less likely than other groups—who received

short-term rental subsidies and transitional housing—to

return to shelter.

For single adults experiencing homelessness, the task is

more difficult. While many families are likely to end a bout

of homelessness with housing support, many homeless

individuals—especially those who are chronically homeless

—may require housing and other supportive services. A

central debate in homelessness policy over the past two

decades has pivoted on the question of which of these

needs ought to be met first. Here, the best research

appears to suggest that the most promising intervention for

individuals experiencing chronic homelessness is the

provision of housing itself under a supportive housing

model (including via the Housing First approach), in which

support services are voluntary as opposed to mandated.110

In contrast, researchers have found the treatment-first

model—in which serious mental illness or substance use

disorders are treated prior to housing program

participation—to be less effective than public and nonprofit

programs that provide housing without any requirement for

treatment.111 Ultimately, most contemporary scholars and

policy analysts have concluded that permanent housing

programs with voluntary support services offer the most

effective intervention for single adults experiencing

homelessness.112



A second thread of research considers whether

investments to end or prevent homelessness alter rates of

homelessness at a regional level. But because housing

interventions are rarely conducted in a manner that lends

itself to analysis via the scientific method—there is no

randomized control trial of, say, doubling homelessness

service-delivery-budgets—determining the true

comparative efficacy of these programs and investments is

more difficult. Homelessness occurs within a dynamic

housing and support system in which housing availability

and rents evolve over time—as do the services and

supports available to households. In many instances, the

best that researchers can do is observe a change in one or

more of these factors and assess whether there’s a

corresponding effect on the outcomes of interest: rates of

homelessness in a given region. Numerous studies, for

example, have sought to characterize the relationship

between funding (typically federal funding) for a public-

sector homelessness response and homelessness. The

underlying question of this type of research is a fair one:

Do federal investments in homelessness reduce

homelessness? As cited above, existing literature illustrates

that a range of programs reduce homelessness at an

individual level, so the question here is whether we can

observe these effects at a community level.

Given the research conducted over the last decade, the

relationship between federal investments in homelessness

and rates of homelessness is frustratingly mixed. A



common theme in this literature—whether stated or

unstated—is the issue of moral hazard. Some argue that

additional investments in shelter and permanent supportive

housing (PSH) may create incentives for people

experiencing homelessness to use these services at higher

rates and for longer periods of time.113 The first studies to

use HUD PIT counts to estimate the relationship between

federal funding for homelessness and rates of

homelessness found modest, negative relationships

between the two factors—that is, more spending, less

homelessness.114 Byrne and colleagues (2014) documented

a modest effect of investments in permanent supportive

housing on the size of the chronically homeless population,

and Moulton (2013) saw this population shrink with more

federal spending on homelessness in a given region. In

another study of the effect of PSH investments, Igor Popov

found a modest reduction in total homelessness from

additional PSH investments.115 More recent studies have

examined subpopulations of people experiencing

homelessness and reported varying effects of federal

spending. Popov, for example, reported that federal

homelessness investments reduce the individual

unsheltered count—as many unsheltered individuals move

into shelter—while greater total investments increase

family homelessness in a given region, as additional

housing and shelter capacity may draw families from other

regions or from other precariously housed situations

toward the sites of investment. In an echo of the findings



from Popov, David Lucas suggested that greater federal

investments in homelessness increase rates of sheltered

homelessness: Federal funding can significantly increase

shelter capacity, so the public homelessness response

system can accommodate more people—either coming from

unsheltered locations or from other precariously housed

situations.116 In one case, the overall homeless count

increases (if people enter the system from, for example, a

doubled-up living situation), while in the other case (an

unsheltered person moving into shelter), there is no change

in the overall level of homelessness.

Given mixed evidence for the efficacy of federal

investments in homelessness, critics may wonder whether

existing programs should see their funding increased—or

even continued. A few points are worth making. First, for

many people experiencing homelessness, living in a quality

shelter is preferable to living unsheltered on the street. By

extension, investments that fail to reduce overall levels of

homelessness—but instead shift homelessness from the

street into shelters—ought not be viewed as worthless or

ineffective, as they’re responding to people’s immediate

needs.

Second, that greater investments in the homelessness

response system sometimes appear to pull people into that

system suggests that there are many precariously housed

people who desperately need housing. We argue that

findings related to pull factors into homelessness imply a

housing crisis that runs far deeper than headline numbers



describe. If anything, these studies emphasize the necessity

of continuing to provide adequate quantities of shelter and

PSH—while also addressing the broader housing market

conditions that create the demand for homelessness

services.

Most of the studies highlighted thus far have examined

the relationship between investments in the homelessness

system itself (including temporary and permanent housing

programs like emergency shelters, permanent supportive

housing, and transitional housing) as opposed to the overall

supply of affordable housing in a given region. When

researchers analyzed the relationship between affordable

housing built with Low-Income Housing Tax Credits and

rates of homelessness within a community, they reported

that while construction of affordable units did not alter the

level of homelessness in a given neighborhood, it did

reduce the level of homelessness at a county level.117 This

finding offers important evidence about the relationship

between housing supply, affordability, and the level of

homelessness in a community. Though some researchers

question the efficacy of federal investments in

homelessness, most agree that lower housing prices will

help reduce rates of homelessness.118 This agreement on

housing costs as a mechanism to reduce rates of

homelessness highlights the structural changes—beyond

conventional homelessness policies and programs—needed

to prevent the condition at its root.



With a broader understanding of homelessness—who

experiences it, how it has changed over time, its causal

drivers, its effects, and efforts to end or prevent it—we now

turn our attention to the book’s central purpose: explaining

regional variation in rates of homelessness.



PART II

Causes



CHAPTER THREE

Individual

Near the top of an hour-long television special that aired on

the Seattle-area ABC affiliate KOMO-4 in early 2019, the

narrator posed a question: “What if Seattle is dying, and we

don’t even know it?” It’s a worthy, if provocative, notion.

Certainly, we would want to know what this means and

whether it’s the case. The documentary, Seattle Is Dying, a

splashy feature on homelessness that would go on to make

national headlines, was clear in its diagnosis. Seattle is

dying, homelessness is to blame, and the homeless are to

blame for their lack of housing. The National Review sums

up the documentary’s thesis by pointing to drugs, noting

that “rampant and untreated and unprosecuted drug use

.  .  . [causes a] chain reaction of widespread crime and

intense degradation of public places.” And this, the

reviewer asserts, “is the core of Seattle’s decline.”1



Seattle is far from the only city in which these concerns

are voiced by observers and concerned residents. In City

Journal, a publication of the Manhattan Institute,

contributing editor Heather Mac Donald penned a 2019

article entitled, “San Francisco, Hostage to the Homeless.”

In an echo of Seattle Is Dying, Mac Donald writes, “Failure

to enforce basic standards of public behavior has made one

of America’s great cities increasingly unlivable.”2

Supported by jarring photographs and firsthand interviews

with unsheltered San Franciscans, Mac Donald argued that

the city’s under-policing of drug crimes and permissive

policies have encouraged many people to choose to remain

homeless once they find themselves on the street—

altogether contributing to a breakdown in social order and

“bourgeois norms.” Near the end of her diagnosis, she

offers a prescription: “If San Francisco wanted to give its

homeless addicts their best shot at stability, it would go

after the open-air drug trade with every possible tool,

including immigration law, however unlikely such a change

of course is.”

In this chapter, we begin the empirical portion of this

book by asking whether diagnoses of homelessness like

KOMO’s and Mac Donald’s can explain the conspicuous

variation in rates of homelessness across the country.

Among the explanations we consider are substance use,

mental illness, poverty, and unemployment. We also

address the role of “bad luck” as offered by Brendan

O’Flaherty.3 In essence, we argue that if these individual



conditions have no positive statistical relationship with

rates of homelessness between cities, then we can’t

consider these factors to be the underlying cause of

regional variation in homelessness. And by definition, if

they can’t explain regional variation, then they can’t tell us

why a city like San Francisco’s homelessness crisis is so

much more severe than, say, Charlotte’s.

THE ECOLOGICAL FALLACY

Central to this book is the concerted effort to focus our

attention on differences between cities rather than those

between individual people. We—perhaps like planners,

policymakers, or other concerned residents—want to

understand why some cities have high rates of

homelessness and others do not. (Other people studying

homelessness, like case managers working for service-

delivery organizations, might be more interested in the

pathways into and out of homelessness for a specific

individual.) Without knowing anything about homelessness

in the cities in our sample, one might imagine that

underlying variation in their rates of homelessness might

be driven by the fact that the cities in question are

somehow organized differently—whether socially,

politically, or economically. From a similar position of

unfamiliarity, someone else might imagine that the

underlying variation is driven by differences in the

composition of the cities’ populations. In September 2019,

the Trump Administration’s Council of Economic Advisors



published a report on homelessness and argued as much,

noting, “Severe mental illness, substance use problems,

histories of incarceration, low incomes, and weak social

connections each increase an individual’s risk of

homelessness, and higher prevalence in the population of

these factors may increase total homelessness.”4 Using

individual risk factors to make predictions about

population-level prevalence is frequently incorrect, and in

this specific case, it is.

One of the risks of analyzing social phenomena at the

scale of the city is that it can lead to misleading or

inaccurate conclusions about the underlying population in a

given geography. Before individual-level data were widely

available through databases like the Integrated Public Use

Microdata Series (IPUMS), social science researchers

would often leverage summary data at a broader unit of

analysis—neighborhood, city, county, state, or nation—to

draw conclusions about people who live in that particular

location. Research has repeatedly shown that such

generalizations are inappropriate and frequently

incorrect.5 These generalizations are not unique to social

science research, either; rather, they’re symptoms of a

broader danger in statistical analysis that arises when

comparing aggregate measures to their constituent parts.

Broadly speaking, the phenomenon—known as the

ecological fallacy—occurs when findings generated at an

ecological unit of analysis (city, county, state, or nation) are

mapped back to the individuals in those jurisdictions. Using



individual-level data, we can (and ought to) test whether

broader conclusions based on population measures of

larger areas of geographic aggregation remain true for

individual people who live in those areas.

A common example of an ecological fallacy stems from

the analysis of literacy and immigration.6 Imagine a study

of U.S. cities that reveals, among other findings, that cities

with the highest English literacy rates also have the highest

rates of immigration. Based on this observation, one might

conclude—and statistical averages across cities would

support the conclusion—that immigrants have high levels

of English literacy. But an analysis of individual-level data

might suggest the opposite relationship: Since many U.S.

immigrants must learn English as a second language, rates

of English literacy among immigrants are lower than that of

the U.S.-born population. As it turns out, on average,

people simply immigrate to places with high existing rates

of English literacy. Using city-level data to make

assumptions about the attributes of individuals in those

cities leads to an incorrect conclusion: an ecological fallacy.

In this book we are careful to avoid committing an

ecological fallacy of our own. We avoid much of the risk

here in our choice of subject: We don’t attempt to

characterize the attributes or behaviors of individual

people. This is a book about cities, and our conclusions

remain about cities. Certainly, given the evidence laid out

in the last chapter, attributes that can sort people into

groups are associated with homelessness, among them



race, drug and alcohol use and abuse, mental illness,

poverty status, unemployment, eviction history, and the

breakdown of relationships. In this chapter, as we

investigate some of these individual-level factors, we

merely ask whether variation in these attributes exerts any

meaningful effect on rates of homelessness at a higher level

of analysis—the city or county. If levels of drug use are not

disproportionately elevated in places with high rates of

homelessness, we can’t in good faith cite drug use as the

factor that explains geographic variation.

In fact, here we ultimately identify several instances in

which other researchers’ individual-level findings are not

echoed in city-level analyses. This doesn’t mean that these

researchers’ findings are incorrect; it means they can’t be

scaled up to explain intercity differences. We know that

Black and Brown people, for example, are

disproportionately likely to experience homelessness, as

are people who are unemployed or who have low incomes.

But at the level of a city, we find that homelessness thrives

in places that are disproportionately white and Asian, with

high median incomes, and low levels of unemployment. We

would commit an ecological fallacy by arguing that highly

paid white people are more likely to be homeless.

More importantly, one of the reasons ecological fallacies

are of essential importance here is that our awareness of

them allows us to avoid making dangerous claims about

people and their experiences. If we publish a chart

illustrating a negative relationship between poverty rates



and homelessness rates, for example, that doesn’t mean

readers can assume that poverty doesn’t cause

homelessness. Individual-level relationships still hold. (It

would be ludicrous to argue that poverty doesn’t increase

one’s risk of experiencing homelessness.) In other words,

it’s still true that we know a lot about the risk factors that

cause people to become homeless at the individual level.

What this knowledge doesn’t allow us to do in a de facto

manner is scale these observations up to the level of the

population and assume we’ll find correlation—much less

causality.

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS

In the remainder of this chapter, we explore the

relationships between a range of individual explanations of

homelessness and per capita rates of homelessness across

the metropolitan areas in our sample. We begin with

poverty.

Poverty

One of the most intuitive explanations of homelessness is

poverty. By definition, for those looking for housing, a lack

of material resources to procure it is at the root of

homelessness—there is little debate on the relationship

between poverty and homelessness. As described by

Barrett Lee and colleagues, “The poverty component,

though implicit, is fundamental: Affluent individuals who



unexpectedly lose their housing (to fire, flood, and the like)

can replace it quickly and avoid a prolonged homeless

episode.”7 And yet, while it is obvious that people

experiencing homelessness are most likely poor, there are

many people with low incomes who remain housed their

entire lives. Therefore, it is clear that a range of factors—

including poverty—converge to help explain homelessness

at the individual level.8

To identify the role that poverty plays in explaining

variation in rates of homelessness across the country, we

must first understand the landscape of poverty in the

country. Within our sample, we see significant variation in

poverty rates. The level of poverty tends to be a bit lower in

the county-based CoCs, as these areas may also include

affluent suburbs. Over the thirteen years of data in our

sample, the vast majority of county CoCs have poverty

rates between 10 and 20 percent, with Santa Clara County

(California) on the low end (often just above 6 percent) and

a substantial cluster of counties—including Multnomah

County (Portland, OR); Los Angeles County; Hamilton

County (Cincinnati, OH); Miami-Dade County; Dallas

County; and Sacramento County—occasionally reaching

annual poverty rates near 20 percent. City-based CoCs

have slightly higher rates of poverty on average, along with

greater variation in rates between cities. Other than

Detroit, which saw a poverty rate as high as 42 percent in

2012, most city-CoC poverty rates fall between 10 and 30



percent, with San Francisco exhibiting the lowest rate of

poverty of any city in the sample.

If poverty causes homelessness, one might assume—as

the Trump administration’s Council of Economic Advisors

has—that regions with high rates of poverty will also have

high rates of homelessness; that is, a disproportionate

presence of poor people in a given location will lead to

disproportionate rates of homelessness. The actual

relationship, shown in Figure 7, tells a very different story.

Poverty rates are, more often than not, relatively low in

places with relatively high rates of homelessness.

Somewhat surprisingly, CoCs with the highest rates of

poverty in our sample (Detroit, Miami, Dallas, Cincinnati,

and Philadelphia) have some of the lowest rates of

homelessness in the country. This finding suggests that

homelessness—at a metropolitan level—is more a symptom

of affluence than of poverty.9 In an echo of this observation,

two recent studies by the consultancy McKinsey &

Company highlight affluent coastal cities as the primary

places in which contemporary homelessness thrives.10

People experience poverty in every city in the country, but

the consequences of being poor in a richer area appear to

be more profound than they would be in a less affluent

location, all else being equal.



Figure 7.  Percent with income below poverty level versus PIT count (per

capita). Dashed lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto

poverty rate between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source:

HUD / U.S. Census Bureau

One of the starkest examples of this relationship comes

from Detroit, Michigan. Beginning in the middle of the last

century, the decline of manufacturing—combined with the

growth of the suburbs—reshaped this once prosperous

manufacturing hub. In postwar Detroit, the automotive

industry provided abundant manufacturing jobs that

created and supported a strong and stable middle class. As

these jobs disappeared, the city of Detroit transformed:

Economic activity slowed, unemployment increased, the

population fell significantly, businesses left, and poverty

rose. In Origins of an Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in

Postwar Detroit, historian Thomas Sugrue paints a vivid

picture of the city’s decline in its opening pages: “The story

I tell is one of a city transformed. In the 1940s, Detroit was



America’s ‘arsenal of democracy,’ one of the nation’s

fastest growing boomtowns and home to the highest-paid

blue-collar workers in the United States. Today, the city is

plagued by joblessness, concentrated poverty, physical

decay, and racial isolation.”11

Sugrue attributes the decline of Detroit and other

manufacturing cities in the United States to three different

forces: loss of jobs, persistence of workplace

discrimination, and racial segregation in housing. He

argues that each of these forces, alone, could have had dire

consequences, but when combined, they produced a

devastating urban crisis that culminated in the city filing

for bankruptcy in 2013. Detroit is not alone in experiencing

such a decline; other manufacturing cities in the industrial

Midwest and Northeast suffered a similar fate. But

Detroit’s decline has been the most precipitous. By 2010,

over 38 percent of Detroit residents were living below the

federal poverty line. That hasn’t always been the case. In

the 1970 census, the poverty rate in Detroit (14.9 percent)

differed little from other cities in the country, including

Chicago, Houston, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, San Francisco,

and Seattle. In the same year, Atlanta, Boston, and

Cleveland all had higher rates of poverty than Detroit.

Forty years later, a substantial gap had emerged between

dynamic, wealthy cities and Rust Belt victims of

manufacturing decline. In the aftermath of the Great

Recession, while Detroit and Cleveland saw 2010 poverty

rates far above 30  percent, poverty in coastal cities like



Seattle and San Francisco hovered around 13 percent. A

huge gap had emerged between the metropolitan haves

and the have-nots.

Despite these economic and social conditions, Detroit’s

level of homelessness is relatively low. Between 2009 and

2019, the per capita rate of homelessness in Detroit ranged

from 2.6 per 1,000 people (in 2018) to 4.4 (in 2011)—far

lower than many coastal cities, where per capita rates

often exceed 10 per 1,000. These relatively low levels of

homelessness challenge the prevailing narrative that

homelessness is a result of poverty. As we’ll argue more

extensively in chapter 6, homelessness hasn’t exploded in

Detroit because—during the period of our study—

population declines and low wages have helped keep

housing abundant and relatively cheap. But as we’ve

already seen, not all cities look like this one.

In 1970, the broad socioeconomic profiles of Boston and

Detroit were remarkably similar. (Boston’s poverty rate was

modestly higher.) Like Detroit, Boston depended on

manufacturing as its primary source of employment, and by

1970, the city had lost a significant proportion of its

population as more and more people moved to the suburbs.

The loss of people and jobs in Boston coincided with the

deterioration of its manufacturing base. A report by the

Boston Redevelopment Authority highlighted the important

shift in the city’s trajectory that occurred next: “To replace

its shrinking industrial base the city needed to convert

itself into a center of the service and finance based



economy that was beginning to emerge nationwide. The

concentration of world-class colleges and universities made

the city a logical choice for the industries that were to

eventually locate here.”12

Today, Boston is a thriving East Coast hub known for its

elite educational institutions and its leadership in

industries like health care, professional services, and

finance. Employment has increased dramatically in the city

after falling during the 1970s. Over the past half-century,

Boston built a modern economy on technological innovation

and a highly educated workforce.

From 1970 to 2010, as the poverty rate in Boston

increased modestly from 16 to about 20 percent, the

proportion of people living in poverty in Detroit increased

2.5-fold from 15 to almost 40 percent. Yet despite the

relative affluence of Boston, per capita rates of

homelessness on any given night exceed 8 per 1,000, more

than twice the level of Detroit. This stark contrast

underscores the finding that poverty alone cannot explain

regional variation in rates of homelessness—at least not in

the manner that one might expect, given individual-level

forces. At the level of the city, homelessness thrives amid

affluence, not poverty.

Unemployment

We know from individual surveys (and common sense) that

job loss can cause people to lose their housing.13 This

causal link between job loss and homelessness gets



particular attention during times of economic hardship,

when overall unemployment rises. During the Great

Recession, analysts extensively discussed how widespread

job losses could lead to higher levels of unemployment—

and in turn, homelessness. In 2009, the National Coalition

for the Homeless published a fact sheet on employment and

homelessness, in which they noted that, “as the United

States experiences the worst financial crisis since the Great

Depression, the homeless population has increased

significantly. The worsening economy and rising

unemployment numbers emphasize a number of reasons

why homelessness continues to exist and grow in

exponential numbers in the United States.”14 The 2009

report stressed that while unemployment may produce a

bout of homelessness, barriers associated with

homelessness may also prolong a spell of joblessness and

make securing new employment more difficult—the

relationship could amount to a vicious cycle.15 A decade

later, the economic hardships associated with COVID-19 in

2020 have led many observers to makes similar arguments

that the abrupt increase in unemployment could lead to far

higher levels of homelessness than currently exist in the

country. At the beginning of the pandemic, researcher

Brendan O’Flaherty estimated a 40 to 45 percent increase

in homelessness by the end of 2020.16

In our sample of cities and counties, a fairly predictable

pattern emerges when analyzing unemployment between

2007 and 2019. As the economy expanded after the



recession, unemployment rates decreased. By 2019, only

one city in our sample—Detroit—had an unemployment rate

over 10 percent. Philadelphia and Baltimore saw relatively

high rates as well—over 7 percent. Among the counties in

our sample, only one had an unemployment rate over 6

percent: Cuyahoga County (Cleveland). On the other side of

the spectrum, we observe a number of metropolitan areas

with very low unemployment rates. San Francisco, King

County (Seattle), Santa Clara County (San Jose), Hennepin

County (Minneapolis), Mecklenburg County (Charlotte),

Miami-Dade County, and Travis County (Austin) all have

unemployment rates below 4  percent. As in the case of

poverty rates, we see meaningful geographic variation in

unemployment rates around the country. Our question is

whether this variation will help us explain why rates of

homelessness differ across the United States.

Figure 8 highlights the relationship between

unemployment and per capita rates of homelessness. In an

illustration that mirrors the city-level relationship between

poverty and homelessness, rates of homelessness are

relatively low where unemployment is high. It is only in

areas with robust labor markets and low rates of

unemployment—booming coastal cities—where

homelessness is abundant.17 In other words, rates of

unemployment can’t explain why coastal cities like San

Francisco and Seattle have four times the rates of

homelessness of Chicago. It is conceivable that rising

unemployment—at a national scale—may increase average



rates of homelessness throughout the nation, but higher

proportions of unemployed people have no predictive value

in terms of explaining regional variation.

Figure 8.  Unemployment rate versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the unemployment

rate between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: HUD /

U.S. Census Bureau

The story of Philadelphia highlights how persistently

high levels of unemployment can coexist with relatively

modest levels of homelessness. In 1970, the civilian

unemployment rate in Philadelphia was only 4.6 percent.

Dominant employers at that time were in manufacturing,

the retail trade, and professional services. As the nation

writ large transitioned its economic engine from

manufacturing to services, Philadelphia followed suit. From

1970 to 2011, Philadelphia’s manufacturing employment



fell from 187,100 to 44,475; at the same time, jobs in

education and health care more than doubled to 200,051.18

Between 1970 and 1980, the unemployment rate in

Philadelphia more than doubled to over 10 percent, where

it remained until spiking to nearly 17  percent during the

Great Recession. By 2019, post-recession job growth had

helped the city reach a multi-decade low in unemployment

at just over 8 percent (still much higher than most of the

other cities in our sample). And yet, despite persistent high

levels of unemployment, the rate of homelessness in

Philadelphia is far lower than many other cities. A cluster

of postindustrial cities—like Detroit, Baltimore, and

Philadelphia—exhibit far lower rates of homelessness than

other East Coast cities like Washington, D.C., New York,

and Boston.

Just south of San Francisco is Silicon Valley, the

American epicenter of technology and venture capital. In

the eighty years since William Hewlett and David Packard

named their new company in a Palo Alto garage, the stretch

of land has housed contemporary titans of industry, among

them Apple, Yahoo, Google, and Facebook. The county that

covers much of the area is Santa Clara, which includes the

metropolitan area of San Jose. Its northern boundary

includes Palo Alto, the home of Stanford University; the

county reaches southeast along Highway 101 to the city of

Gilroy. Over the last half century, this sleepy, arid stretch of

land has become the economic engine of the United States

—and boasts wealth and job growth that few regions can



rival.19 In 1970, unemployment rates in Santa Clara County

—and its primary city, San Jose—were higher than in

Philadelphia, Baltimore, Milwaukee, Chicago, and

Cleveland. But unlike the story of many of the nation’s

manufacturing cities, Silicon Valley’s unemployment rate

continued to fall over the succeeding few decades to a low

of 3.9 percent in 2000 (before rising again during the Great

Recession.) By 2019, the unemployment rate in Santa Clara

County had fallen, once again, to less than 3.5 percent. Yet

in the face of a persistently strong labor market in Silicon

Valley, Santa Clara County has relatively high rates of

homelessness. Among the counties in our sample, only

Multnomah County (Portland), Los Angeles County, and

King County (Seattle) see higher rates. As the cases of

Philadelphia and Silicon Valley demonstrate, unemployment

doesn’t help us understand the differences between these

cities’ experiences with homelessness.

Mental Health

In the summer of 2019, I (Gregg) found myself on a

downtown Seattle street corner, just outside the flagship

Nordstrom store, waiting on a stoplight to change. Next to

me were—I suspected—two tourists. As we waited for the

walk signal, a man approached, speaking loudly to himself

and moving erratically. We were uncomfortable. As he

neared us, the traffic light changed and we crossed the

street. As we walked away, I heard one of the tourists say

to her friend, “I can’t wait to get out of this city.”



For people living in cities with large unsheltered

homeless populations, this interaction may sound familiar.

We don’t know if the man I interacted with was

experiencing homelessness or if he suffered from a severe

mental illness, but all familiar indicators suggested both of

these things were true. What’s clear is that interactions

like these can resonate emotionally with everyone involved

—and they likely help construct a prevailing narrative that

links homelessness and mental illness in a manner that

may, or may not, be grounded in reality. Certainly, research

on the topic supports an association between the

phenomena—roughly 20 to 30 percent of single adults

experiencing homelessness also have some form of mental

illness.20 But the number of people experiencing

homelessness who have a mental illness still represents a

distinct minority of the overall homeless population. In any

case, given existing evidence about the relationship

between mental illness and homelessness (especially

unsheltered homelessness), it’s worth asking whether

disproportionate regional rates of serious mental illness

explain disproportionate regional rates of homelessness.

Are cities like Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles merely

home to comparatively more people with serious mental

illnesses?

To explore regional relationships between mental illness

and homelessness, we depart from our sample of thirty

metropolitan areas due to data limitations. Within the U.S.

Department of Health and Human Services lives the



Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services

Administration (SAMHSA), which maintains and publishes

data on substance use and mental health. Because there is

limited information on these conditions collected at the city

or county level, we must rely on data at the state level to

capture the sufficient number of observations needed to

conduct credible statistical analyses. Accordingly, in this

section, we compare state-level measures of mental illness

and compare them to state-level per capita rates of

homelessness.

Figure 9 shows no convincing relationship between

states’ rates of mental illness and homelessness. (Indeed,

the modest relationship that appears to exist suggests the

opposite conclusion that one might expect to reach:

Homelessness rates are higher where serious mental

illness rates are lower.) This observation does not suggest

that mental illness doesn’t contribute to homelessness at an

individual level; it implies that high rates of homelessness

in certain states can’t be attributed to a greater proportion

of people with mental illnesses residing in those locations.

Mental illness may help explain who becomes homeless

within a given location, but it does not explain regional

variation.



Figure 9.  Rate of serious mental illness versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed

lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto rates of serious

mental illness in U.S. states between 2007 and 2019. Data source: HUD /

SAMHSA

States with high rates of serious mental illness include

Utah, Alabama, Colorado, Delaware, Wisconsin, Oregon,

Kentucky, West Virginia, and Vermont. With the exception

of Oregon, most see relatively modest levels of

homelessness. On the other end of the spectrum, Hawaii

has the highest per capita homelessness of the fifty states,

but its rate of serious mental illness is among the lowest in

the country. Other states with low levels of serious mental

illness include New Jersey, Maryland, Connecticut, and

Illinois, which also have relatively low levels of

homelessness. The point here is that little evidence links

these two variables at the state level, and the limited

association that does exist appears to suggest the opposite



relationship one might expect, given what we understand

about pathways into homelessness.

Drug Use

As discussed in the last chapter, drug use can be both a

cause and a consequence of homelessness.21 This nuance is

often lost in public discussion of homelessness: The

seeming (visible) prevalence of drug use among people

without shelter is a powerful emotional touchstone

inexorably linking homelessness to drugs for large

segments of the general public. For analysts like Heather

Mac Donald, author of the City Journal article cited in this

chapter’s introduction, the link suggests a policy response:

“Go after the open-air drug trade with every possible

tool.”22 For producers of the Seattle Is Dying documentary,

too, homelessness is a drug problem that will be solved

when officials confront an apparent drug epidemic in the

city. In both cases, the individual-level association between

drug use and homelessness implies a city-level policy

response. But do regions with lower rates of drug use see

lower rates of homelessness?

As in the analysis of mental illness above, we use state-

level data from SAMHSA to examine the relationship

between drug use and homelessness. We assess two

measures of drug use, the rate of substance-use disorder

(i.e., dependence on or abuse of one or more illicit drugs or

alcohol) and rate of illicit drug use (see Figures 10 and 11).

In each case, we observe a modest positive relationship



between the two variables, but overall, substance abuse

and illicit drug use explain very little variance in states’

rates of homelessness: only 6 percent. (By way of

comparison, the negative relationship between mental

illness and homelessness in the previous section also

represented a statistical relationship in which the variable

in question only explained 5  percent of the variance in

homelessness rates.) We also examined state rates of use of

nonprescription pain relievers (i.e., opioids) and observed a

weak positive relationship that explained 2 percent of the

variance in state rates of homelessness. Ultimately, none of

these relationships sufficiently explains regional variation

in rates of homelessness—and accordingly, none offers a

corresponding policy prescription through this lens.

Figure 10.  Rate of illicit drug use versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto rates of illicit drug



use in U.S. states between 2007 and 2019. Data source: HUD / SAMHSA

Figure 11.  Rate of substance use disorder versus PIT count (per capita).

Dashed lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto rates of

substance use disorder in U.S. states between 2007 and 2019. Data source:

HUD / SAMHSA

These findings are consistent with past research, which

has found that drug use and dependency are not related to

overall levels of homelessness.23 Their implications are

clear: Disproportionate rates of drug use fail to explain why

certain regions see high rates of homelessness. Many drug

users in New York, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles may

experience homelessness—and many may not. In all of

these cases, though, overall drug use in these areas is not

materially different from that in other places with far lower

rates of homelessness. Accordingly, we can only conclude

the disproportionate rates of homelessness in cities like

San Francisco, New York, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles,



and Seattle are not driven by more drug users residing in

these locations. Something else is happening here.

Race

That a disproportionate percentage of the population

experiencing homelessness in the United States identifies

as Black or African American, Native/Indigenous, and/or

Hispanic/Latinx should alarm Americans, but it should not

surprise us. Centuries of oppression—at times blatant and

violent, more frequently subtle and pernicious—have

created a nation that is often unresponsive to the needs

and desires of people who aren’t seen as white. This

discrimination, generation after generation, has made it far

more difficult to build health and wealth in the country

without light skin. Studies like the Center for Social

Innovation’s 2018 report on race and homelessness have

echoed this fact: Fewer things need to go wrong in your life

for you to end up losing your housing if you’re Black.24

As cited previously, these disparities are borne out in

cross-sectional and prevalence estimates of the population

currently experiencing homelessness in the United States.

In the language of demography or statistics, we would

consider race to be a risk factor for homelessness, in that

knowing one’s race, all else being equal, tells us something

about the average likelihood of that person having

experienced homelessness (or experiencing homelessness

in the future), given historical data. But we would not

consider race or ethnicity to be a cause of homelessness.



The odds of experiencing homelessness increase for people

identified with specific races when structurally racist

inequities across a range of systems—education, criminal

justice, labor and housing markets, health care—interact

with individual experience.

As people’s experiences also interact with place, it’s

worth asking whether race explains any regional variation

in homelessness (Figure 12). It doesn’t. In fact, contrary to

the individual-level associations between race and

homelessness outlined above, cities in our sample with the

highest relative Black populations—including Detroit and

Baltimore—see some of the lowest rates of homelessness.

Instead, homelessness rates are often higher in places with

comparatively higher proportions of white people,

including San Francisco, Boston, Portland, and Seattle. In

any case, none of these statistical relationships explains

much variance in rates of homelessness across our sample,

but where it does (in county CoCs), the relationship is

negative; homelessness is lower where the proportion of

Black/African American populations is higher. Like other

individual factors, race may explain who becomes homeless

in a given city, but it doesn’t explain why one city has

higher per capita rates of homelessness than another.



Figure 12.  Percent Black/African American versus PIT count (per capita).

Dashed lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the

proportion of persons identifying as Black or African American between 2007

and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / U.S. Census Bureau

LUCK

A final individual risk factor for homelessness is bad luck.

Brendan O’Flaherty highlights the role that luck plays in

producing spells of homelessness.25 An adverse medical

event, mechanical breakdown of a car, natural disaster, or

other similarly unpredictable event can drive some

households into homelessness if they lack certain supports

or insurance. Forms of insurance include actual private

insurance policies (fire, flood, medical, etc.), social

insurance, a stock of financial resources, or social capital in

the form of friends or family who could provide needed

support. In the absence of these formal or informal

supports, bad luck can amount to the difference between

being housed and unhoused.



Operationalizing luck is tricky, but basic reason suggests

it should be evenly distributed throughout a society. What’s

not evenly distributed is the environment in which

serendipity and uncertainty unfold. An unlucky event in

certain markets may be more likely to produce a bout of

homelessness than in places where the local context is

more favorable to precariously housed adults and families.

It’s hardly worth writing down here, but as far as we know,

no evidence suggests that high rates of homelessness in

coastal cities can be attributed to a disproportionate

number of unlucky people living in those cities. Rather,

when someone experiences a catastrophic event, some

combination of structure and individual circumstance may

lead to a bout of homelessness—while in other settings, the

same event won’t. Understanding these structural

conditions is of central concern to this book.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we investigate numerous—and popular—

individual explanations for homelessness. In a strikingly

consistent fashion, none of these explanations (poverty,

unemployment, mental illness, drug use, and race) explains

regional variation in rates of homelessness. Homelessness

is low where poverty and unemployment are greatest;

neither drug use nor mental illness reliably explains

regional variance; race remains an individual risk factor for

homelessness that fails to explain city-to-city variation.



To digest these findings, we need to return to the

discussion of precipitating events versus root causes. There

is little doubt that job loss and poverty can increase the risk

of homelessness for someone. But the data presented here

suggest they are not root causes of a given city’s

homelessness crisis. If unemployment and poverty were the

sole root causes of homelessness, we would perhaps expect

rates of homelessness to increase in step with the

prevalence of these hardships. In fact, the opposite case is

true. Regions with high rates of poverty and unemployment

—like Detroit, Cleveland, and Baltimore—have some of the

lowest per capita rates of homelessness in the country. At

its core, this observation suggests that these individual

explanations of homelessness are better characterized as

precipitating events. In some circumstances, job loss can

lead to homelessness. In other settings, it doesn’t. We want

to understand the settings and circumstances in which

these hardships occur and when—and under what

conditions—they spur homelessness.

Like unemployment and poverty, mental illness and drug

use—clear individual risk factors for homelessness—fail to

explain regional variation in homelessness. The failure of

explanation is useful for delineating the types of statements

we can’t make. For example, we can’t and won’t argue that

Boston’s comparatively high level of homelessness is the

result of more people with mental illness living in the city.

More generally, the findings in this chapter offer a strong

case that the composition of a city’s population fails to



explain its rate of homelessness relative to other cities. And

if individual-level factors don’t explain this variation, it’s

worth turning our attention to other cultural or structural

explanations.



CHAPTER FOUR

Landscape

In October 2018, a candidate for a seat on the Seattle City

Council published and circulated a white paper online titled

“The Politics of Ruinous Compassion.”1 Purporting to

diagnose the city’s homelessness crisis for what it was, the

essay spread like wildfire, jumping from internet

backrooms to the hallways of the public sector to the pages

of local media. “Seattle is a city under siege,” it began. The

crisis wasn’t a structural failing; it was an ideological

success. Homelessness was collateral damage. In

particular, rising rates of homelessness in recent years

were a result of “a deeper, ideological war that’s currently

being won by a loose alliance of four major power centers:

the socialist intellectuals, the compassion brigades, the

homeless-industrial complex, and the addiction

evangelists.”2 The candidate in question didn’t win the

election, but his ideas persist.



Disdain for compassionate responses isn’t reserved

solely for local politics. As described earlier, in 2019, the

Trump administration’s Council of Economic Advisors

published a report titled The State of Homelessness in

America. The stated objective of the document is

remarkably similar to the purpose of our book: “This report

(i) describes how homelessness varies across States and

communities in the United States; (ii) analyzes the major

factors that drive this variation; (iii) discusses the

shortcomings of previous Federal policies to reduce

homeless populations; and (iv) describes how the Trump

Administration is improving Federal efforts to reduce

homelessness.”3

The report highlights four factors that explain the

variation in rates of homelessness across the country, with

the following pressures driving up regional rates: (i) high

housing costs (attributable by the authors to overregulation

of housing markets), (ii)  conditions more amenable to

sleeping outside, (iii) significant shelter capacity, and (iv)

the overrepresentation of people in a given community who

are at risk of homelessness. “Severe mental illness,

substance abuse problems, histories of incarceration, low

incomes, and weak social connections each increase an

individual’s risk of homelessness,” write the authors, “and

higher prevalence in the population of these factors may

increase total homelessness.”4

While such an argument seems plausible, the evidence

doesn’t support it. In the prior chapter, we analyzed this



explanation—prevalence of individual risk factors—and

found little evidence that it explains regional variation in

rates of homelessness. Higher poverty rates don’t imply

higher rates of homelessness; substance abuse rates can’t

explain differences in the severity of states’ homelessness.

There is something else going on. In the next chapter, we

test housing market explanations for homelessness and

(like the administration) find that high housing costs help

to explain differences in regional rates of homelessness. In

this chapter, we investigate the cultural and environmental

factors frequently cited as reasons for high regional rates

of homelessness: local politics, the generosity of public

assistance, and local weather conditions. Two of the White

House’s causal factors fall under this explanatory category.

Namely, they argue that mild weather may encourage

unsheltered homelessness—under the logic that it is easier

to live without permanent shelter when weather conditions

are more favorable—and that greater shelter capacity pulls

people out of suboptimal living conditions and into shelter.

Without homelessness service provision, the argument

goes, people might remain precariously housed in other

settings as opposed to becoming homeless (in the eyes of

HUD) by entering the shelter system.

What follows from this mode of reasoning (and from

local critics like that of the city council candidate cited

above) is a persistent argument that certain cities have

created a culture that encourages homelessness to thrive

and persist—as a practice and a choice. The general



contours of the argument suggest that temperate weather,

generous social services (i.e., “welfare magnets”), and

permissive local policies and politics combine to create an

environment in which homelessness is left unchecked—if

not, as the phrase “ruinous compassion” might suggest,

promoted. Here, we test the relationships between

measures of each of these cultural factors and the rate of

homelessness in each city and county in our sample. We

find little evidence for a correlational (much less causal)

relationship.

WEATHER

One of the most common explanations that I (Gregg) hear

when I discuss homelessness with people in Seattle is the

weather. Homelessness is salient on the West Coast

because we have relatively temperate climates that are

more conducive to living without permanent shelter, the

argument goes. When I push my conversation partners on

Seattle’s 39°F average low temperature in January and

persistent winter rainfall, they usually concede that

weather might not be the draw for homelessness in Seattle,

but that it surely is in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San

Diego. Fair enough, I argue, but what about Texas and

Florida, which have relatively low rates of homelessness

but winter weather far more conducive to sleeping on the

street?

The climatic argument for homelessness variation is

easy to wrap one’s head around—it tells a tidy story—but



that doesn’t mean it’s right. The 2019 White House report

on homelessness, at best, misleads. The authors state that

“more tolerable conditions for sleeping on the streets

(outside of shelter or housing) increases homelessness”—a

causal claim.5 And yet even the following sentences alter

the assertion considerably: “We show that warmer places

are more likely to have higher rates of unsheltered

homelessness, but rates are nonetheless low in some warm

places. For example, Florida and Arizona have unsheltered

homeless populations lower than what would be expected

given the temperatures, home prices, and poverty rates in

their communities.” Despite the initial sentence that draws

a blanket relationship between temperature and

homelessness, the subsequent text suggests a narrower

link between unsheltered homelessness and weather—a

relationship well understood in existing literature.6

Critical to recall in discussions of weather and

homelessness is the Housing and Urban Development

definition of the latter. Total homelessness in a given

Continuum of Care (CoC) is the sum of the unsheltered and

sheltered homeless populations (the second of which

constitutes people living in emergency shelters, transitional

housing, or Safe Haven domestic violence shelters—and

does not include people temporarily doubled up with

friends or family). Given this definition, if a person moves

from outdoors into a shelter, their experience of

homelessness is renamed in the eyes of the state; but it is

not erased. In other words, the move does not change the



total population of people experiencing homelessness: It

recharacterizes it.

This distinction is essential when considering regional

variation in rates of homelessness. If your goal as a

researcher, policymaker, or concerned resident is to

understand why homelessness is more severe in some

areas than in others, we argue you must understand the

entirety of the issue—and the issue is larger than

unsheltered homelessness. This is not meant to minimize

unsheltered homelessness; people sleeping outside are at

particular risk of the physical, mental, and emotional health

effects of prolonged homelessness and represent the most

visible manifestation of housing instability. But by

definition, everyone experiencing homelessness lacks

permanent housing. That Midwestern and East Coast cities

tend to have far greater shelter capacity than those on the

West Coast helps to explain the relative dearth of

unsheltered homelessness in places like Minneapolis,

Boston, and New York. While weather may influence the

level of unsheltered homelessness in a city, it also affects

the response to homelessness in those communities. This

fact helps explain why cold weather cities in the Midwest

and the Northeast have robust shelter systems. Rather than

cause unsheltered homelessness, weather may merely drive

variation in local policy responses.

Using the data in our sample, we analyze the

relationship between weather and homelessness. As is the

convention in the vast majority of homelessness research,



we use temperature and precipitation in January to assess

the relationship in question. (CoCs conduct their annual

point-in-time homelessness census at the end of January.)

When broken out by city and county CoCs, we see a strong

positive relationship between temperature and

homelessness in cities and no relationship in the county

CoCs (Figure 13). When we index rates of homelessness to

directly compare CoCs on the same figure, we find no

relationship between temperature and homelessness

(Figure 14).7 Even in our city sample, the relationship is

likely an artifact driven by the coincidence that many of the

city CoCs (with low rates of homelessness) are located in

cold climates—including Chicago, Detroit, Indianapolis,

Philadelphia, and Baltimore—and “pull down” the curve.

For example, thirteen of the nineteen county CoCs in our

sample have average January temperatures above 40°F.

Only two city CoCs pass this threshold. When we attempt to

capture ample variation in temperature and expand our

analysis to county CoCs (or index the sample and directly

compare all regions), the temperature-homelessness

relationship disappears. The dubious link between weather

and total homeless counts is also noted in existing

literature.8



Figure 13.  January average temperature versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed

lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto average January

temperatures between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data

source: HUD / NOAA

Figure 14.  January average temperature versus indexed homelessness. Dashed

lines indicate a linear regression of indexed rates of homelessness onto average



January temperatures between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions.

Data source: HUD / NOAA

Still, a closer look at this relationship does yield an

important observation: When we break out homelessness

by sheltered and unsheltered status, we see a positive

relationship between January weather and unsheltered

counts. The effect is particularly strong in cities (partly due

to the sampling issues noted above), but it persists in

counties. At face value, these data illustrate an association

between temperature and unsheltered homelessness. But a

central question remains as to whether average

temperature in its own right uniquely and directly drives

unsheltered homelessness—or whether the strong

correlation in cities represents the thumbprint of some

unobserved process (including, for example, the shelter-

supply-response scenario outlined above). One data point in

favor of temperature driving shelter capacity responses to

homelessness as opposed to driving unsheltered

homelessness in its own right comes by way of Figure 15,

which illustrates the relationship between average January

temperatures and the proportion of the population

experiencing homelessness in a given region that is

sheltered. As might be expected if shelter capacity

responds to harsh winters in places like the Midwest and

Northeast, cities and counties with lower January

temperatures report much higher proportions of sheltered

homelessness. All told, we might say that colder weather is

indeed associated with lower rates of unsheltered



homelessness; but broadly speaking, temperature fails to

explain variation in overall rates of homelessness

throughout our sample.9

Figure 15.  January average temperature versus unsheltered count (per capita).

Dashed lines indicate a linear regression of per capita unsheltered PIT counts

onto average January temperatures between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of

U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / NOAA

Even the Council of Economic Advisors softens its

stance in the report’s slightly more nuanced discussion.

While the authors identify a strong temperature–

unsheltered homelessness relationship in cold places, the

relationship appears to be less convincing in warmer

locales:

Rates of unsheltered homelessness are uniformly low in cold places. In

other words, the difficulty of sleeping on the streets is so high during the

winter in places like Minneapolis that unsheltered homelessness is

extremely rare. However, there is wide variation in rates of unsheltered



homelessness in warmer places. For example, Orlando, Las Vegas, and San

Francisco all have January temperatures of between 50°F and 60° degrees

Fahrenheit. But their rates of unsheltered homelessness are 2, 19, and 60

per 10,000 people respectively. .  .  . It is clear that warm climates enable,

but do not guarantee, high rates of unsheltered homelessness. Thus, factors

beyond climate help determine rates of unsheltered homelessness in warm

places.10

Far from arguing that weather can reliably explain

variation in overall rates of homelessness, the report’s

authors note it is inadequate to even fully capture

differences in unsheltered homelessness. Mother Nature—a

convenient scapegoat—is not to blame.

LOCAL HOMELESSNESS RESPONSE SYSTEMS

Broadly speaking, we can split the homelessness response

systems into two broad categories: those with robust

shelter capacity and those with more limited shelter

systems. As cited above, for example, the Midwest and East

Coast includes many cities and communities that have

constructed substantial shelter systems to accommodate

the people in their communities who experience

homelessness. Accordingly, unsheltered homelessness in

many of these cities is relatively rare. The level of

unsheltered homelessness in San Francisco is more than

ten times that of New York and Boston, but both of the

latter cities have higher overall levels of homelessness than

the former. This stark difference highlights a profound

distinction between homelessness responses. The East

Coast model emphasizes significant shelter capacity and, in



many cases, protects shelter access as a legal right.11 By

and large, West Coast cities (and some in Florida and

Texas) have adopted a different approach. Shelter capacity

in West Coast cities like Los Angeles, San Francisco, and

Seattle is far more limited, and as a result, unsheltered

homelessness is far more prevalent—even when comparing

regions with similar rates of per capita homelessness.

We saw in the previous section how environmental

factors like the weather may naturally guide CoCs to

respond differentially to homelessness. But shelter systems

serve two purposes. First, and perhaps most obviously, they

provide beds and a roof to those who need them. In many

cases, the shelter system offers a life-saving intervention,

especially in regions with very inhospitable climates. But as

critical research notes, the shelter system also serves a

second purpose: concealment.12 Homeless shelters don’t

end homelessness, they recharacterize it. And in doing so,

they help jurisdictions hide people experiencing

homelessness from the general public.

These purposes serve dual ends: to respond to the crisis

at hand and to minimize public perception of the problem.

Neither purpose serves to prevent the crisis in the first

place. Nor do they cause the crisis. And yet, another

argument concerning the relationship between shelter

responses and homelessness—offered by many, including

the Trump White House—is the notion that building

additional shelter capacity encourages people to leave

other suboptimal housing situations in favor of a homeless



shelter; by extension, increasing rates of homelessness in a

given region. Cragg and O’Flaherty studied this

phenomenon in New York City and found a modest

relationship at best. The researchers tested whether rising

rates of subsidized housing placements from family shelters

drove entries into shelter (as families may have come to see

shelters as gateways to securing permanent, subsidized

housing). It wasn’t the case. The researchers found that “it

takes placing at least seven families into subsidized

housing to draw one family into the shelter system.”13 In

other words, “Better prospects of subsidized housing

increase flows into the shelter system, but this effect is not

nearly large enough to offset the first order effect—taking

families out of the shelters reduces the number of families

in them.”14 Subsequent research suggested that

placements into subsidized housing “do not seem to lure

large numbers of families into the shelter system.”15

This “luring” language implies a magnet effect, whereby

unstably or precariously housed people—who may not

necessarily be experiencing homelessness—opt to sleep in

emergency shelters for the potential service or subsidy

provision on the other side. As the researchers above note,

this particular magnet effect doesn’t appear to hold up to

scrutiny. Aside from playing to a brand of political rhetoric

that alleges system-gaming on behalf of the precariously

housed—the same rhetorical brand that gave us the notion

of the “welfare queen”—the argument presumes some

people voluntarily give up their housing in favor of the



shared bathrooms, lack of privacy and storage, and often

elevated noise levels that characterize many emergency

shelters in the country; all for the chance that entering a

shelter constitutes a step toward permanent housing

support. Given crisis-response resource scarcity, such

moves directly from shelter to permanent housing

(subsidized or unsubsidized) are all too rare. In King

County (Seattle), for example, the Department of

Community and Human Services reports that only 14

percent of households exiting emergency shelters in 2019

left for some form of permanent housing (of which only a

subset is subsidized).16

GENEROUS SOCIAL SERVICES

According to the United Nations, water scarcity may be the

most visible and consequential effect of climate change.17

As water sources dry up, millions of people who rely on that

water for their existence may be forced to move. Mass

migrations, and the associated social upheaval, are

frightening prospects, and new settlements will be

disruptive events for all those who are affected. This mass

movement of people is likely to occur in the United States.

One recent study estimated that a changing climate will

cause 8 and 4.5 percent population reductions over the

next forty-five years in the U.S. South and Midwest,

respectively, as people move to more accommodating

locations in the Northeast and West.18 Imagine, during this

coming period, if a policy analyst were to observe any



potential or subsequent unrest or conflict in the latter

regions and argue that the cause or source of these social

problems was, say, the presence of fresh water as opposed

to the depletion of aquifers elsewhere. If it wasn’t for this

water source, we wouldn’t have these problems! The

solution to a given region’s instability—argues the analyst—

is to restrict access to the water. Certainly, though, a more

credible policy response would be to make water more

available, rather than less so.

A form of this story already plays out in cities

throughout the United States. Public and charitable

supports—from employment centers to food banks and

emergency shelters—are more frequently provided in

cities, for example, than in suburban settings. Accordingly,

people seeking these services are more likely to travel to

cities, sometimes permanently. And some of these people

don’t have permanent housing. Certainly, existing research

documents evidence of migration from suburban to urban

locations among people experiencing homelessness.19

Other studies have shown that mobility may indeed be

related to housing instability—and that places with greater

in-migration may have higher rates of homelessness

because of population stresses on the housing market.20

Importantly, though, these studies examine overall

migration, not simply migration of people with low incomes

or those experiencing homelessness. People move all the

time, and many move to cities.



However, as concerns arise about the number of people

experiencing homelessness in a given city, block, or

neighborhood, some skeptical observers blame the

provision of services. Were it not for these services—water

in the desert—these people wouldn’t end up here seeking

them, the logic goes. Since these benefits and services

serve as a magnet for people experiencing homelessness,

we ought to remove them (as opposed to expand or better

distribute their provision). In catering to homelessness,

cities encourage it, the skeptics argue.

The social service provision debate mirrors a more

general conversation about the relationship between the

social safety net and homelessness writ large. Broadly, one

argument along these lines suggests that a generous social

safety net encourages homelessness because it draws

additional people into a given city or county in search of

these benefits. In practice, empirical evidence suggests the

opposite relationship. For example, access to cash

assistance programs reduces rather than increases

homelessness.21 Researchers have repeatedly noted that

other supports and services designed to assist unhoused or

precariously housed people fail to increase the reported

rate of homelessness.22 One potential exception to this

finding comes from Igor Popov, who finds that investments

in supports for families may increase the number of

families subsequently counted in the homeless census—

which suggests a latent demand for housing supports for

precariously housed families.23 The balance of the



academic evidence suggests that public assistance benefits

and services work to limit homelessness rather than

accelerate the phenomenon.

In this section, we offer two analyses to test whether we

see any evidence of additional “magnet” effects that may

explain regional variation in rates of homelessness. The

first of these assesses the generosity of public assistance

benefits by state. The primary U.S. cash public assistance

program is known as Temporary Assistance for Needy

Families (TANF). TANF, the successor program to Aid for

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), was created in

the mid-1990s as part of President Clinton’s overhaul of the

country’s welfare system—and captures most colloquial

uses of the term “welfare.” A key element of the TANF

program is the flexibility provided to states to determine

how to spend federal money (including the maximum level

of cash benefits they provide). This policy feature helps

explain why TANF payments vary so substantially from

state to state.24

Because this variation occurs at the state level, we ask

whether state rates of per capita homelessness vary with

the generosity of TANF benefits. In particular, because

TANF benefits are only available to families, we test the

relationship between benefit generosity and rates of family

homelessness. We measure relative generosity by dividing a

state’s maximum monthly cash benefit by its median rent

for a two-bedroom apartment. This ratio allows us to adjust

our analysis to accommodate the fact that the cost of living



varies from state to state as well. In Figure 16 below, note

that there is no relationship between the relative

generosity of welfare benefits and family homelessness, as

indicated by the flat, best-fit line. Indeed, our measure of

the proportion of explained variation, R2, is nearly zero.25 If

generous cash assistance drew people experiencing

homelessness into a given state, we would expect to see

higher per capita rates of homelessness in these places. We

don’t.

Figure 16.  Benefit/rent ratio versus family PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of family per capita PIT counts onto benefit/rent

ratios in U.S. states between 2007 and 2019. Data source: HUD / Urban

Institute

Because TANF does not cover all types of households

(single adults are not eligible), we also ask whether certain

regions are a disproportionate draw for people living in



poverty as a proportion of the total share of in-migration—

and whether this share of low-income in-migration varies

with rates of homelessness. Social services vary by

location, so people may seek to optimize public benefits by

relocating, and this movement may be more prevalent for

those at higher risk of homelessness. That’s the theory,

anyway: By providing shelter, services, and financial

support, a region disproportionately attracts low-income

households seeking these resources. We want to know

whether that’s the case. Existing research, based on state

homelessness data from Iowa and Michigan, has illustrated

some mobility of people experiencing homelessness from

suburban to urban areas within the same metropolitan

area.26 Using a national data set, George Carter also found

evidence of movement from suburban to urban locations.27

But what about between cities? Existing research, on

region-to-region migration tends to find no discernible

geographic trends in the movement of homeless veterans28

or people who are unsheltered.29 In general, homeless

households are less mobile than housed households.30

Outside the academy, policy and media reports often

highlight the notion that generous benefits attract people

experiencing homelessness. A 2019 article in the San

Francisco Chronicle, for example, offered answers to

ninety-seven questions about homelessness.31 Two were

directly related to the issue at hand: (1) “It seems that

most, if not nearly all of the homeless people in the Bay

Area come here from other states due to the region’s



progressive politics and generous benefits. Is that true?”

and (2)  “Do homeless people often relocate—move to a

particular city because of better services, sense of

community, weather, etc.?” The responses are consistent

with the findings presented in this book: “Up to 80% of

homeless people become homeless in the communities they

live in. Some do travel to the Bay Area because, like others

migrating here, they like the weather and the liberal

environment. But virtually every major city in America also

claims to be a magnet for homeless people. .  .  . In San

Francisco, the city found in 2019 that 55% of homeless

people had reported living in San Francisco for 10 or more

years, and just 6% said they’d lived in San Francisco for

less than one year.”

None of this is to suggest that public opinion, regional

generosity, and outright compassion don’t vary from region

to region. On an extremely low income, it’s easier to find a

meal or a place to sleep in some places than in others—for

more reasons than cost alone. In an article in The

Oregonian, Lewis Davis, homeless at the time, noted,

“There’s a saying on the street: You have to be stupid to

starve in Portland. If you sit down on any sidewalk,

eventually someone brings you a meal.”32 But do people

move to Portland for these meals? In the same article, the

director of a local social services nonprofit argues that any

city with high rates of in-migration “is going to attract all

kinds of people—rich people, middle-class people, poor

people. . . . I don’t think I have ever met anyone who came



here to be homeless. They came to find a job, and that

didn’t work out.”

The homeless magnet story isn’t reserved solely for

expensive, coastal cities. A recent Washington Post piece

explored its manifestation in Middletown, Ohio: “This small

heartland city, situated almost halfway between Dayton and

Cincinnati, has long had a heart. In good times and bad, it

has offered a generous network of privately funded

homeless shelters, drug rehabilitation facilities and soup

kitchens, plus a library that promotes access for all. . . . Yet

in recent months, officials and residents have begun to

question whom those services are benefiting and how to

shoulder the cost.”33

Even in small-town Ohio, claims of magnet effects are

ubiquitous. And that’s because the argument is convenient.

While conducting research on homelessness in Minneapolis

while in graduate school, I (Gregg) frequently heard that

the prevalence of homelessness in the city was a result of

people from Chicago coming to Minnesota for its generous

services and benefits. When I moved to Seattle, I heard the

same argument—It’s people from California coming to

Seattle for our benefits. As we noted above, the same

argument crops up in California. And while it’s impossible

for every city to be a magnet, we know that some people

who migrate to a given city may eventually lose their

housing. The question is whether this happens

disproportionately in some places more than others.



Figure 17.  Low-income migration rate versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed

lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the low-income

migration rate between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data

source: HUD / U.S. Census Bureau

To test whether the mobility of vulnerable households

helps to explain regional variation in rates of homelessness,

we analyze mobility patterns across the income spectrum.

In particular, Figure 17 illustrates that a region’s

proportion of in-migrants with incomes below the federal

poverty line (out of all those moving to the region) is

entirely unrelated, statistically speaking, to per capita rates

of homelessness. Households with low incomes are moving

to every city in our sample at similar rates. And while it’s

true that some poor households move to regions with high

rates of homelessness, these mobility patterns don’t differ

from other regions. For the “welfare magnet” argument to

be credible, we’d need to see evidence of disproportionate



movement of low-income households to certain regions. We

don’t. Regions with some of the highest rates of

homelessness—Washington, D.C., San Francisco, and King

County—all have poverty in-migration rates of less than 4

percent. In 2019, 25 percent of households moving to

Detroit were below the federal poverty line; in Philadelphia,

the figure was almost 12 percent. Undermining this

potential explanation for regional variation, homelessness

is lowest where low-income migration is the greatest.

Combined, these two analyses suggest the mobility of

poor and precariously housed households do not explain

regional variation in rates of homelessness.

LOCAL POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

A final measure of local culture is the political environment

of a given metropolitan area. As highlighted in the

introduction to this book, in early 2019, the Trump

administration was busy blaming local, Democratic

politicians for the homelessness crisis in many of the

nation’s coastal cities.34 To test the credibility of this claim,

we identify the political party of the mayor of each of the

cities in our sample.35 Unsurprisingly, the mayors of large

U.S. cities are predominantly members of the Democratic

Party. Across the cities in our sample between 2007 and

2019, 85 percent of the time, the mayor was a Democrat.

Republican mayors were in control 8 percent of the time.

Independents were in office around 7 percent of the sample

period. (San Diego and Miami lean Republican; New York



and Las Vegas have had multiple stretches of independent

mayors). Democratic Party domination in most U.S. cities

undermines the political argument in question: If allegedly

permissive local policies implemented by Democrats are to

blame for high rates of homelessness, why are rates of

homelessness low in Democratic strongholds like Chicago,

Detroit, and Cleveland? To subscribe to this theory, one

would need to believe that the various shades of political

blue explain the difference between widespread

homelessness in one blue city—say, San Francisco—and

relatively modest levels in another Democratic stronghold—

Detroit.

To explore political explanations of homelessness

further, then, we consider the common argument that

certain cities have more permissive policies and ordinances

regarding homelessness than others. New York City, for

example, under the leadership of multiple mayors has

actively pursued various degrees of police-driven responses

to homelessness. The source of these policies can be traced

to the 1980s, when, as in many cities around the nation,

homelessness emerged as a major issue in New York City.

The growing crisis prompted litigation (Callahan v. Carey)

that ultimately forced the city to provide shelter for people

experiencing homelessness—and New York became the

first city with a right-to-shelter policy. In a history of

homelessness in New York, Diane Jeantet summarized the

response to homelessness of the three mayors who led the

city during the 1980s and 1990s:



Sometimes their policies focused only on the more dire symptoms or most

visible signs of homelessness. In a 1985 decision, the late Edward Koch

ordered that police remove by force anyone sleeping in the streets on

freezing nights. Similarly, during the Rudy Giuliani administration, police

conducted searches in public places, arresting homeless New Yorkers and

taking them to shelters.  .  .  . But when it came to actually solving

homelessness—moving people beyond shelters—Koch, David Dinkins, and

Giuliani all, to a certain extent, were guided by the belief that providing

permanent housing to shelter residents would only serve to draw more

people to the shelter system.36

I (Gregg) first became interested in the issue of

homelessness while working in New York as an investment

banker in the mid-1990s. I lived on the Upper West Side of

Manhattan and rode the subway each day down to the

financial district in lower Manhattan where my office was

located. At that time, Rudy Giuliani was mayor, and he was

committed to “cleaning up” New York. On my morning

subway rides, it wasn’t uncommon for me to see police

officers pull a sleeping person off the train. These moments

helped me to understand what “cleaning up” meant: It was

a spatial solution to the problem. To ensure that Manhattan

was safe and pleasant for tourists and the professionals

who called it home, the city moved people experiencing

homelessness elsewhere. This response didn’t end anyone’s

experience with homelessness; it moved that experience to

a different location. It’s possible that the people I saw

dragged off trains were brought to emergency shelters. I

don’t know. But I do know what strong enforcement of

homelessness looks like in a big U.S. city.



From a political perspective, Giuliani’s strict

enforcement was broadly praised. Popular narratives

acknowledged that New York was more pleasant for

tourists and residents, and Giuliani, therefore, deserved the

credit. If we ignore the plights and common humanity of

those without housing—and we hide them from view—it is

far easier to arrive at this conclusion. Williams Cole, in a

critique entitled “Against the Giuliani Legacy” wrote:

“Reporting on our city [New York] makes it clear Rudy

Giuliani has won a war of perception concerning how he

has ‘cleaned up New York’ and changed its very fabric. One

recent example from the Montreal Gazette gushes, ‘It’s

easy to see why Rudy Giuliani is the most popular mayor in

New York history. Not only has Rudy cleaned the streets,

he’s cleaned them up . . . taken the pimps and pushers off

the streets and made them safe again .  .  . and chased the

homeless and the squeegee kids away.’ ”37

Spatial solutions to homelessness aren’t reserved solely

for cities run by Rudy Giuliani. Aggressive enforcement of

anti-homeless law persists in some of the most progressive

cities in the nation. In their book Banished, Katherine

Beckett and Steve Herbert chronicle the policing of

homelessness in U.S. cities, notably Seattle, and observe

that the evidence of banishment and exclusion from public

spaces for people experiencing homelessness in Seattle

contradicts the pervasive narrative of soft, permissive

progressive governments as the driver of homelessness in

coastal cities: “Seattle is one of the pioneering cities in the



use of banishment as a social control strategy.”38 The

authors explore the effects of this form of social control:

We suggest that banishment as policy is futile and counterproductive.

Although its use serves many short-term interests—including those of

police, prosecutors, and private capital—it is nonetheless a policy failure. Its

futility lies in the reality that many of those pressured to relocate are hard-

pressed to do so. They are deeply attached to the places from which they

are banned, for multiple reasons. . . . Banishment is also counterproductive

because it imperils efforts by the socially marginal to integrate with

mainstream society.  .  .  . Furthermore, banishment does nothing to resolve

any of the underlying conditions that generate social marginality, such as

poor employment prospects, inadequate affordable housing, or the

challenges of addiction. To the extent that cities increasingly rely on

banishment as a putative solution to disorder, they will succeed only in

displacing some individuals from one location to another and in rendering

the lives of the disorderly more difficult. Its increased use therefore

deserves to be questioned and significantly curtailed.39

Despite a lack of empirical evidence in support of the

thesis that stronger policing of homelessness is the key to

limiting its prevalence, these ideas persist at most levels of

government and in a broad array of public forums. The

recent White House report on homelessness draws a link

between policing of local ordinances and high levels of

unsheltered homelessness: “One potential factor is

differences in city ordinances and policing practices, as

these policies would directly affect the tolerability of living

on the street and predict the aggregate number of

unsheltered homeless people. Some States more than

others engage in more stringent enforcement of quality of

life issues like restrictions on the use of tents and

encampments, loitering, and other related activities.”40 The



authors provide scant evidentiary support for this

assertion. If shelter capacity remains fixed, aggressive

enforcement results in the shuffling of people experiencing

homelessness around a city. (One only need look at the

movement of homeless encampments from neighborhood to

neighborhood following “street sweeps” to see the point

here.) For the permissive policies argument to carry any

water, we’d need to see evidence that stronger policing and

more restrictive ordinances reduce rates of homelessness,

whether intra- or inter-regionally. That evidence is

nonexistent. The White House report cites Brendan

O’Flaherty from his 1996 book, Making Room: The

Economics of Homelessness, in support of more aggressive

policing. But the broader context of O’Flaherty’s comments

suggests an entirely different interpretation: “Asking the

police to be more aggressive—arresting panhandlers and

people sleeping unobtrusively in public places—is futile.

Police officers—as a routine matter, which is what counts—

won’t do it, and homeless people, since jail is warm,

wouldn’t be deterred much if they did. I’m not arguing that

the police should do nothing. Aggressive but nonpunitive

referral is a positive strategy; it has a record of reducing

street homelessness and the attendant costs it imposes on

other people.”41

The point here is that so-called soft policing isn’t to

blame for the homelessness crises in many cities. It’s

possible that tougher responses from law enforcement may

move visual evidence of homelessness to less apparent



locations (i.e., out of Grand Central Station in New York

City), but they won’t alter the total number of people

experiencing homelessness.42

While local policies and their enforcement play a major

role in local responses to homelessness, one can’t discount

the important role that courts have also played. As cited

earlier, the Callahan v. Carey case forced New York City to

create a shelter system for its growing homeless population

—a model that has been replicated nationwide. More

recently, a lawsuit originating in Boise, Idaho, raised the

fundamental issue about who has a right to public spaces.

In 2009, a group of people experiencing homelessness,

represented by Idaho Legal Services, Latham & Watkins

LLP, and the National Center on Homelessness and Poverty

filed a complaint against the city of Boise after having been

ticketed for violating a city ordinance that prohibited

sleeping outside. The plaintiffs argued that because there

was no place for them to sleep, the ordinance constituted

cruel and unusual punishment. Ultimately, lawmakers

changed the rule in question in such a manner that

prohibited citations when the shelter system was at

capacity. (And even following the change in the law, on

appeal, the Ninth Circuit determined that the rule was

unconstitutional.) Boise appealed to the Supreme Court,

but the high court refused to hear the case—thereby

preserving its unconstitutionality throughout the Ninth

Circuit, which includes states with high levels of

unsheltered homelessness, including Washington, Oregon,



and California. While the topic invites philosophical, moral,

and legal questions concerning the relationship between

residents and the state, for the time being, criminalizing

homelessness is not the law of the land (in the Ninth

Circuit). As such, cities must think beyond a narrow view of

policies and ordinances designed to punish the unhoused:

to broader considerations about the availability of housing

for those who need it. After the Supreme Court refused to

hear the case—preserving the rulings of the Ninth Circuit—

Executive Director Maria Foscarins at the National

Homelessness Law Center remarked: “We’re thrilled that

the Court has let the 9th Circuit decision stand so that

homeless people are not punished for sleeping on the

streets when they have no other option. But ultimately our

goal is to end homelessness through housing—which is

effective and saves taxpayer dollars—so that no one has to

sleep on the streets in the first place. We hope the 9th

Circuit decision will help communities find the political will

to put that housing in place. Housing, not handcuffs, is

what ends homelessness.”43

SUMMARY

Cultural and environmental arguments about homelessness

are compelling. Weather and politics are easy scapegoats

when critics seek to assign blame for a homelessness crisis

that exacts a significant toll on people and a broader

community. But little evidence supports these lines of

argument. Certainly, one can trace a connection between



the insufficient federal housing support for low-income

households over the last four decades and increasing

precarity among many low-income households.44 Existing

research also draws a strong link between federal dis-

investment and overall levels of homelessness. But it fails

to explain regional variation.

Locally, neither public-assistance generosity—which

varies at the state level—nor the mobility of low-income

households helps us understand why homeless rates differ

across the country. Despite arguments to the contrary,

existing literature fails to confirm the argument that more

aggressive policing and enforcement solve homelessness.

At best, criminalization of homelessness relocates a

housing crisis from one region to another. (“Out of sight,

out of mind” hardly constitutes a comprehensive response

to housing instability.) And just as criminalization relocates

homelessness, weather patterns recharacterize it. While

weather and climate may help to explain why some cities

have robust shelter systems, temperature fails to explain

overall rates. Refuting these arguments forces regions to

confront the reality that the crisis of homelessness is not

entirely outside their control (as it would be if the weather

were to blame). Homelessness is a direct result of how we

construct and operate our cities.



CHAPTER FIVE

Market

U.S. News and World Report publishes an annual ranking of

the states in the union. To sort the list, the magazine

compiles scores on a range of factors, including quality of

“health care, education, the economy, infrastructure,

opportunity, fiscal stability, crime and corrections, and the

natural environment.” In 2019, Washington took the top

spot. In forty-eighth place was Mississippi, which scored

near the very bottom in many categories, including health

care, education, the economy, and infrastructure.1 That

Mississippi would score low on an arbitrary list of states is

unsurprising—so much so that residents of neighboring

states are quick to sigh “Thank God for Mississippi” when

confronted with ranked lists of states, because their states

frequently rank above Mississippi.2

But in perhaps a somewhat unexpected result, when the

measure is homelessness, Mississippi is alone at the head



of the class. That a state known for its poverty, poor

educational system, and inferior health care would lead the

nation with the lowest per capita of homelessness seems to

strain credulity. But Mississippi is also cheap. Evan

Horowitz, in an article in the Boston Globe, analyzed the

income and homelessness relationship and reached a

similar conclusion: “Rich states have more homeless

people. It’s not an iron-clad rule, just a loose tendency, but

it cuts sharply against the grain of economic expectation.”3

“Homelessness is largely about the price of homes,” he

writes. “Mississippi and Alabama are cheap places to live.”

With the invisible hand at work, states with lower median

incomes tend to see cheaper housing costs—and vice versa.

Washington, which enjoyed the top position in the U.S.

News and World Report ranking, had at the time the fifth-

highest per capita rate of homelessness in the country.

Washington and Mississippi are far from outliers. Instead,

they help to begin to illustrate the fundamental argument

of this book: Homelessness is a housing problem.

Earlier chapters suggest that neither individual factors

nor local culture and politics explain regional variation in

rates of homelessness. We now turn to more fundamental

structural drivers of this phenomenon: housing market

conditions. In contrast to popular narratives concerning the

causes of homelessness, abundant academic research

provides credible links between housing markets and

housing instability. As a result, a challenge has arisen to

reconcile seemingly contradictory evidence—between



anecdote and research. The complexity (and general

inaccessibility) of the academic evidence base doesn’t help.

Broadly speaking, scholarly communication has failed to

inform or shift public perception of the nature of the

country’s homelessness crisis, thereby opening the door for

more readily interpretable (and emotional) explanations

like drug use and mental health. But we argue the

contradictions in question only emerge if we blur units of

analysis. Throughout this book, we’ve sought to stress that

attributing city-level findings to individuals—or vice versa—

will often lead to imprecise (or flat-out wrong) diagnoses.

At the level of the city (or county), we’ve demonstrated that

individual and cultural explanations fail to explain regional

variance, even where they might offer explanations for why

a given person lost their housing. Risk factors don’t imply

root causes.

We now turn to a range of housing market explanations.

HOUSING COST BURDEN

A common narrative deployed to explain homelessness

draws on the concept of housing cost burden: the

percentage of one’s household income that goes toward

rent. The higher your burden, the greater your risk of

homelessness. This logic generally goes uncontested—and

for good reason. For example, in the 2016 State of the

Nation’s Housing, published by the Joint Center for

Housing Studies at Harvard University, the authors note

that “housing cost burdens are a fact of life for a growing



number of renters. These burdens put households at risk of

housing instability and homelessness, particularly in the

nation’s high-cost cities.”4 Other researchers have

identified specific thresholds for median housing cost

burdens that, upon crossing, boost rates of homelessness in

cities.5 And these findings make sense. There is little doubt

that higher rent burdens increase precarity for vulnerable

households.

It’s worth investigating, though, the extent to which

housing cost burdens can explain the intercity variation in

rates of homelessness currently under the microscope. To

test these relationships, we first consider the association

between median gross rent as a percentage of household

income (among renters) and per capita rates of

homelessness. As Figure 18 illustrates, there is no clear

correlation between these variables. In fact, in our data set,

the relationship is mildly negative. This finding seems

counterintuitive.



Figure 18.  Median gross rent as a percentage of household income versus PIT

count (per capita). Dashed lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT

counts onto median rental cost burden between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of

U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / U.S. Census Bureau

Part of what’s going on here is that there is a tight

relationship between housing costs and incomes within a

given metropolitan area. Consider the distribution of

median rent burdens: The vast majority of cities and

counties in our sample have median rental burdens

between 26 and 34 percent. The tight distribution

demonstrates that rents tend to scale with incomes, and,

therefore, even places with high median housing costs do

not necessarily have high cost burdens. Cost burdens in

San Francisco and Seattle are near the national average,

and some of the highest median cost burdens for renters

are found in lower-cost cities like Detroit. The story in

Detroit and other postindustrial cities is one of low rents

coupled with very low incomes—so low that we observe



relatively high housing cost burdens for renters. When

combined with the low rates of homelessness, a city like

Detroit helps to explain the slightly negative (but otherwise

unsubstantial) relationship between cost burdens and

homelessness. And, as always, note that we’re interested in

inter-regional variation here. For a given household, a high

cost burden indisputably increases the risk of

homelessness.

A critic might argue that median rent burden offers an

inappropriate measure when studying homelessness, not

least because households at the median are at very little

risk of homelessness. A more appropriate question might

be whether implied housing cost burdens faced by low-

income households predict homelessness.6 Figure 19

depicts the relationship.

Figure 19.  First-quartile housing cost burden versus PIT count (per capita).

Dashed lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the first



rental cost burden quartile between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S.

regions. Data source: HUD / U.S. Census Bureau

Again, this relationship fails to provide a credible

explanation. Low-income renters in Philadelphia have

higher cost burdens (54 percent across the whole sample)

than similarly situated low-income renters in New York (50

percent), San Francisco (40 percent), and Seattle/King

County (40 percent). By every definition of the word, these

burdens are unaffordable. And some renters have it worse,

putting up to 70 or 80 percent of their incomes to housing

costs. But if the housing market is to blame for regional

variation in rates of homelessness, this common housing

fraction—frequently blamed for homelessness—doesn’t

provide the explanation we seek.

Recent research offers more nuance. Chris Glynn and

colleagues used data from all CoCs in the country—a much

broader sample than the one we use in this book—and

found evidence of inflection points in the relationship

between housing cost burdens and community levels of

homelessness.7 According to their analysis, rates of

homelessness rise sharply once housing cost burden

exceeds 30–34 percent. This threshold makes sense,

especially given the 30 percent cutoff often deployed to

signify whether a household is indeed “cost burdened.”

Importantly, the researchers’ analysis employed statistical

methods to control for variation along dimensions other

than housing cost burden, including population size and

poverty rates, in addition to allowing for the relationship



between these variables and the outcome variable of

interest—rates of homelessness—to be nonlinear. Doing so

allowed the researchers to isolate the effect of a given

variable (in this case, housing cost burden) while holding

others constant and to identify the existence of the

inflection points in question. Certainly, we agree that

higher cost burdens lead to higher rates of homelessness at

the individual level. And if we control for other factors,

within a given community, rising housing cost burdens

(especially past the inflection points identified by Glynn et

al.) will lead to higher community-level homelessness.

Within our sample of thirty CoCs (representing most of the

largest MSAs in the country), though, housing cost burden

doesn’t help explain regional variation.8

ABSOLUTE RENT LEVELS

As demonstrated above, the housing cost burden fraction

(rent divided by income) fails to explain regional variation

in rates of homelessness. But let’s deconstruct the fraction

into its component parts. In chapter 3, we tested a

meaningful correlate of the denominator and found a

negative relationship between poverty and rates of

homelessness. High poverty regions do not have high rates

of homelessness. Poverty may lead to homelessness at the

individual level, but it does not explain regional variation.

We now consider the numerator of the burden fraction:

housing costs. Do absolute rent levels explain variation?



Unsurprisingly, the landscape of our sample illustrates

substantial variation in rents across CoCs. Consistent with

expectations, a number of cities in the industrial Midwest—

Detroit, Indianapolis, St. Louis, Cuyahoga County

(Cleveland), and Hamilton County (Cincinnati)—have low

median rents (below $750). On the other end of the

spectrum are a handful of expensive coastal cities and

counties. Boston, San Francisco, King County (Seattle), San

Diego County, and Washington, D.C., all see median

monthly rents between $1,500 and $2,000. The highest

rental costs in our sample are in Santa Clara County

(Silicon Valley), where median rents are nearly

$2,300/month; over three times the level of Rust Belt cities.

These stark differences highlight the radically different

consequences of poverty depending on where one lives.

Consider the graphs in Figure 20. Unlike many previous

analyses presented in this book, the relationship between

the variables in question is convincingly positive—and

captures the intuitive relationship between housing

markets and homelessness that we might expect at first

blush. In city CoCs, the relationship between rents and

homelessness is drastic; in county CoCs (i.e., regions with

less urban concentration), the relationship is substantial

but slightly less pronounced. Our measure of explained

variation (R2) is significantly higher than we’ve observed

elsewhere.



Figure 20.  Median contract rent versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto median contract rent

between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / U.S.

Census Bureau

In Figure 21, we also consider the relationship between

rents at the twenty-fifth percentile and rates of

homelessness. Precariously housed adults and families

rarely rent at the fiftieth percentile, so just as was the case

in our test of housing cost burden, it’s worth examining

low-income rents. As the graphic demonstrates, the story is

the same. Places with higher rents at the twenty-fifth

percentile have higher rates of homelessness.9



Figure 21.  First-quartile rent versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the first rent quartile

between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / U.S.

Census Bureau

These findings invite an obvious question: Why do

absolute rents explain regional variation, but housing cost

burden doesn’t? One plausible explanation comes from the

fact that for households with extremely low incomes, the

absolute level of rent is far more important. If you’re a cost-

burdened renter at the upper end of the income spectrum,

you can choose to spend less on housing if the need arises.

If you’re a cost-burdened renter at the lower end of the

income spectrum, that’s not true: Rents don’t drop to zero.

Instead, they hit a floor determined by the local housing

context and the rules that govern housing quality;

eventually, you’re living in the cheapest housing available



(and we’re left asking a question about low-income housing

supply).

This part of the story is a double-edged sword. On a

relative basis, the quality of housing in the United States is

very high. Housing units of inadequate quality are rare, and

levels of quality don’t differ meaningfully between

subsidized and market-rate units.10 This national move

toward high-quality housing unquestionably represents a

positive change relative to prior eras, when housing quality

represented a major public concern.11 At the same time,

because of the well-documented link between housing

quality and price, increased quality—in a somewhat

perverse result—may limit the supply of “naturally

occurring” affordable rental housing due to higher prices

and may increase the cost of new, affordable units.12

Certainly, rules must govern housing quality and safety. But

this contradiction highlights a logical inconsistency in the

U.S. approach to affordable development: We mandate a

minimum level of quality but fail to provide sufficient

resources to households who can’t afford the housing

constructed or maintained at this standard.

In sum, we believe that this finding—the importance of

absolute rents—speaks to a basic and intuitive fact: For a

highly impoverished household, it is likely easier to access

housing in Detroit or St. Louis, where median rents are

between $600 and $700 per month, than in San Francisco

and Santa Clara County, where costs are three to four

times higher. Affordable housing that meets basic



standards is accessible in some locations, but not others.

There are more ways to “make it work” in St. Louis.

Minimum wage labor, public assistance, and support from

family and friends can be enough to help you get by. Such

supports—which also exist in more expensive cities—are

woefully inadequate given the cost of housing.

RENTAL MARKET VACANCY RATES

The final variable we investigate is rental market vacancy

rates—that is, the proportion of available rental units in a

given region at any given point in time. In 2019, numerous

CoCs had rental market vacancy rates in excess of 8

percent, including Atlanta, St. Louis, Mecklenburg County

(Charlotte), Dallas County, Clark County (Las Vegas), and

Hillsborough County (Tampa)—representing a more

accommodating rental market for housing. That same year,

the availability of rental housing was severely constrained

in several markets, among them the list of usual suspects,

including San Francisco, Boston, New York, Santa Clara

County, Los Angeles County, and King County (Seattle). But

there’s a surprising addition to this list, as well: Detroit.

In the decade since the Great Recession, rental

vacancies in Detroit have fallen considerably. In 2010,

Detroit had a rental market vacancy rate of nearly 14

percent: the highest rate in our sample. Over the ensuing

nine years, the vacancy rate fell by over ten percentage

points to less than 4 percent, placing Detroit in the same

company as San Francisco and New York. Explaining this



precipitous decline requires a closer look at post-recession

Detroit. Indeed, both total population and the total number

of housing units have fallen in the city since 2007. Most

substantial, though, are the city’s levels of unoccupied,

vacant housing units. Over this period, between 25 and 30

percent of all units were unoccupied. To understand the

city’s tight rental market in the context of a quarter of all

housing units being vacant, it is important to note that

most of these unoccupied units are not available for lease.

Many units are abandoned—and therefore not included in

the active housing stock in the city. As population and

employment levels have stabilized in Detroit over the last

decade, housing has become scarcer; and serious concerns

have arisen regarding rising housing instability and

homelessness in the years to come.13 Through 2019, rental

costs remained low, but if rental housing scarcity continues

to persist, we’d anticipate upward pressure on rents—

which will further punish many low-income households

residing in this city. Detroit has a hidden advantage,

however, that few other cities with tight rental markets

enjoy: Detroit’s vacant units offer the potential for

refurbishment and could then be brought back into the

housing system. As Robin Runyan wrote in Hour Detroit,

“With nearly 81,000 off-market vacant units, the city of

Detroit does have sufficient housing stock.”14

Outside the somewhat anomalous case of Detroit, we

observe a strong, somewhat intuitive relationship between

vacancy rates and rental costs (see Figure 22). Because



rents tend to be higher when vacancy rates are low (all else

being equal), we’re ultimately measuring different aspects

of a related phenomenon; these variables aren’t

independent of one another. This relationship is well known

and has been observed by researchers in the fields of

economics and real estate for decades.15 As it relates to the

topic of homelessness, given the relationship between two

variables, we would expect to see higher rates of

homelessness where vacancy rates are low.

Figure 22.  Median rent versus rental vacancy rate. Dashed lines indicate a

linear regression of rental vacancy rates onto media contract rent between

2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: U.S. Census Bureau

Indeed, graphically and statistically, as shown in Figure

23, vacancy rates join rental costs as the only variables that

explain regional variation in homelessness.16 Because these



variables are intimately related—vacancy rates help to

predict housing costs—we don’t attempt to rank the

variables in terms of their relative impact on rates of

homelessness.17 Rather, we present these analyses as two

examples of how related housing market dynamics explain

why some regions have high rates of homelessness while

others don’t. While beyond the scope of the base analyses

in this book, we also conducted a series of multivariate

models—statistical analyses that attempt to explain

variance in per capita rates of homelessness using more

than one explanatory variable at once—that demonstrate

similar results. Rents and vacancies continue to have

significant explanatory power even after controlling for the

effects of a range of different variables, including poverty,

income, housing cost burden, population, age,

race/ethnicity, gender, household structure, housing tenure,

and inequality. Generally speaking, these housing market

effects are strongest when seeking to explain indexed rates

of per capita homelessness (i.e., when we place counties

and cities on equal footing). They also tend to persist in so-

called area fixed effects models whereby we seek to

explicitly understand intra-regional variation over time.

Comparatively speaking, these multivariate and fixed

effects models suggest that vacancy rates appear to persist

more strongly intra-regionally and rent effects persist more

strongly inter-regionally.



Figure 23.  Rental vacancy rate versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the natural log of

rental vacancy rate between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data

source: HUD / U.S. Census Bureau

To further explore the relationship, the following graphic

plots first-quartile rental market vacancy rates against per

capita rates of homelessness (Figure 24). (First-quartile

vacancy rates come from measuring the vacancy rate of the

market for units with rents between zero and the twenty-

fifth percentile of regional rent.) Unsurprisingly, vacancy

rates of cheaper rental units predict rates of homelessness,

as well. While vacancies for these units appear to have

slightly less predictive power than the overall market

vacancy rates, because the difference is modest, one

shouldn’t draw too many conclusions here. The point is that

the housing market—as a whole—helps create the

conditions in which homelessness varies from region to



region. It’s not merely a shortage of low-income housing:

It’s an overall housing shortage that matters. As we discuss

in the final chapter of this book, that fact doesn’t imply that

exclusively building luxury condos will solve a region’s

housing challenges—far from it. Housing doesn’t magically

“filter” or trickle down to low-income households. It is

essential, therefore, to ensure sufficient housing for the

lowest-income households. But, as these figures

demonstrate, tight housing conditions persist throughout

the income spectrum and therefore, boosting the

production of housing at all levels will relieve some of the

pressure in these tight, expensive housing markets.

Figure 24.  First-quartile vacancy rate versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed

lines indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto the natural log

of the first rental vacancy rate quartile between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of

U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / U.S. Census Bureau



UNDERSTANDING THE MARKET

If we attribute regional variation in homelessness to

housing market dynamics—rent levels and vacancy rates—

as the previous analysis suggests we ought to, we need to

understand why some cities have high housing costs and

low vacancy rates while others do not. To do so, we need to

understand how the forces of supply and demand shape the

housing stock in a particular city or region. In the next

chapter, we provide a more detailed analysis, but we

provide a brief discussion here.

It is common among people who subscribe to structural

explanations of homelessness to draw a link between

population growth and homelessness. This connection

makes intuitive sense. Rapid increases in employment and

population may bring wealthy people to a community and

displace existing residents. This problem is one of demand:

As population and wages increase, the demand for housing

grows. Indeed, housing scholars identify the key drivers of

housing demand as income, population, and household

formation.18 Given the employment and population booms

in cities like San Francisco, Seattle, and Washington, D.C.,

it would be easy to blame increasing rates of homelessness

on these demand dynamics. But further investigation

suggests that focusing solely on the demand side of the

equation is inadequate. Many cities and counties with high

rates of population growth fail to see high per capita rates

of homelessness. In our sample, we observe—in Figure 25

—only a modest positive relationship between population



growth and homelessness in cities and virtually no

relationship in counties.19

Figure 25.  Change in population versus PIT count (per capita). Dashed lines

indicate a linear regression of per capita PIT counts onto population change

between 2007 and 2019 for a sample of U.S. regions. Data source: HUD / U.S.

Census Bureau

While the correlations in the previous chart tell a broad

story about the population-homelessness relationship (or

lack thereof), the case of Mecklenburg County (Charlotte),

North Carolina, offers an illustration of a rapidly growing

metropolitan area where rising demand has not produced

scarce housing (when compared to other high-growth

cities). Driven by a diverse economy, the population of

Mecklenburg County grew by 28 percent from 2007 to

2019—one of the fastest growing large counties in the

country. By comparison, King County (Seattle), home to a



tech-driven population boom, grew by only 21.5 percent

over the same period. The growing population of the

Charlotte region works for large employers in financial

services, health care, and retail. And indeed, population

growth has created a sharp increase in the demand for

local housing. But while rents have risen during this

expansion, vacancy rates have remained elevated, thanks

to the quick and substantial construction of new housing.

Over the period covered in our study, the average vacancy

rate in Mecklenburg County hovered near 7 percent, and

the number of occupied rental housing units increased by

over 43 percent—a dramatic increase. Given sufficient

housing resources, rates of homelessness have remained

relatively low compared to many other fast-growing regions

in the country. Over the study period, rates of homelessness

in Mecklenburg have ranged from a low of 1.4 per

thousand (in 2017) to 3.1 (in 2010)—well below the rates of

other fast-growing counties, such as Multnomah (Portland)

and King (Seattle).

Why, in response to substantial population growth, was

Charlotte able to build a substantial number of new

housing units? And why do other boomtowns like San

Francisco and Seattle face chronic shortages of housing,

even as population and employment continue to rise? More

generally, why do some cities respond to growth by adding

additional housing units, while other cities continue to

operate with limited supplies of housing? To understand

what’s going on here, it’s critical to recognize the concept



of housing supply elasticity. In economics, price elasticity of

supply refers to how responsive (“elastic”) the supply of a

given good or service is to a change in its price. The price

elasticity of supply of housing, then, measures the change

in housing supply in response to a change in the price of

housing. When prices increase significantly, an elastic

market will, in response, construct a large amount of

housing, while an inelastic market will produce relatively

fewer units. Urban economists have calculated local

housing supply elasticities for cities across the United

States, and cities with inelastic housing supply tend to have

significant topographical constraints (like water and

mountains) and/or restrictive regulatory environments that

prevent rapid construction.20 Large cities with inelastic

housing supplies include New York City, Los Angeles, San

Francisco, Seattle, and Miami. The urban economist Albert

Saiz lists Houston, Austin, Charlotte, Kansas City, and

Indianapolis as cities with the most elastic housing supply

in the country.

In inelastic markets, increases in the demand for (and

prices of) housing won’t result in a robust supply response,

thereby exacerbating existing housing market pressures.

The relatively elastic housing supply of Charlotte, on the

other hand—driven by an accommodating topography and a

less restrictive regulatory environment—helps explain why,

in response to a local economic boom, construction

increased substantially, housing costs failed to spike to the

extent they have in other regions, and rental market



vacancies remain higher than in many other cities

experiencing booms.

Because of the importance of rental market vacancy

rates in this analysis, it is important to investigate the

concept more deeply. Even in places with low vacancy

rates, many units are often vacant. (We saw one version of

this phenomenon in Detroit above.) A recent article out of

the Bay Area proclaimed: “San Francisco has nearly five

empty homes per homeless resident.”21 This fact feels like

a contradiction—and at face value, it is. And while the San

Francisco calculation is technically correct—the numbers

are right there on the American Community Survey (ACS)—

it points to a central challenge of operationalizing the

concept of vacancy: that of how to measure the idea in a

manner that captures the housing market to which a given

renter might actually be exposed. To shed light on this

question, let’s break down vacant units in San Francisco

using data from the ACS.

The “vacant” units referenced by the author of the San

Francisco article aren’t vacant in the sense that a potential

buyer or renter could secure one of them. Many are already

rented or purchased but remain vacant for a portion of the

year; others are seasonal or vacation homes. The ACS

offers a catch-all “Other Vacant” category, too, which

includes units “held for occupancy by a caretaker or janitor,

and units held for personal reasons of the owner.”22 There’s

undoubtedly a story of excess and waste to be told here,

but it is a story of vacancy writ large—and not one of rental



vacancies. Table 1 shows the actual breakdown of vacant

units in San Francisco in 2017.

As the table demonstrates, for potential renters in San

Francisco, there are a limited number of options. The

rental vacancy rate is calculated by dividing the total

number of rental units available for rent (8,292) by the sum

of that value and the number of occupied rental units

(228,747). The quotient produces the rental market

vacancy rate—in this case, 3.5 percent.

In San Francisco, more than twenty-two thousand units

are vacant for “Seasonal” or “Other” reasons. Thus, by the

broad definition of “vacant,” there are enough units to

house all people experiencing homelessness in the city, but

that’s not the same thing as saying San Francisco has

sufficient housing for all of its residents and it just needs to



allocate the housing more efficiently. In reality, the number

of rentable rental units is remarkably low. We can’t

efficiently allocate our way out of this problem.

Still, 8,292 potential units available for rent sounds like

a large number. Why so many rental vacancies in a city

with such significant demand for housing? The answer lies

in studies of housing markets. Scholars have repeatedly

identified a “natural vacancy rate” for rental housing

between 4 and 5 percent.23 Just as economists consider

there to be a natural rate of unemployment—below which

there is a shortage of labor—the natural vacancy rate

indicates the level at which the rental market is in

equilibrium. Given the normal frictions and transitions of

any housing market, it is impossible for every unit to be

occupied at once. People move and units are vacated,

occasionally for an extended period. Vacancy rates above

the natural rate indicate a market with surplus units, while

markets operating below the natural rate have a housing

deficit. Rather than suggesting an abundance of housing

units ready to be occupied by the precariously housed, San

Francisco’s 3.5 percent rental market vacancy rate

indicates a market in deficit—in dire need of additional

rental units to meet the needs of its growing population.

Urban economics literature helps provide an important

link between the two variables of interest in this chapter:

rental market vacancy rates and absolute levels of rents.

Dozens of studies have highlighted a strong theoretical and

empirical relationship between these two variables.



According to Kenneth Rosen and Lawrence Smith,

variations “in the vacancy rate around some natural rate of

vacancy exert a significant influence on the rate of change

of the price of rental housing services.”24 Subsequent

research has refined Rosen and Smith’s analysis but

reached consistent conclusions.25 The story is

straightforward enough. When housing market conditions

are tight and vacancies are limited, rents in a region

receive upward pressure. Accordingly, the absolute rent

levels tested in this chapter can be partially explained by

the prevailing vacancy rates in a given locale (and not

necessarily the other way around).

The housing market factors outlined in this chapter—in

particular, absolute rents and vacancy rates—provide a

credible explanation for regional variations in

homelessness. As noted previously, this finding does not

suggest that individual factors do not matter. Instead, it

suggests that household risk factors may produce a spell of

homelessness in some settings and circumstances but not

in others. Context matters. Vulnerable households live in

every city of the country; the difference in rates of

homelessness can be attributed to structural factors

associated with the housing market. Individual factors may

help explain who becomes homeless in a tight housing

market like Seattle, but they fail to explain why the city has

five times the rate of homelessness of Chicago.

It’s worth noting that while these market factors help to

explain the differences we’re after, they don’t capture



everything. Statistically, even after taking housing into

account, plenty of meaningful regional variation remains

unexplained. But it would be shocking if rents explained

100 percent of variance. Homelessness is a complex social

phenomenon involving the lived experiences of hundreds of

thousands of people; it is not a function of one or two

variables. (If it were, policy solutions to housing instability

would likely be more readily available.) In other words, by

no stretch of the imagination do housing market variables

explain all variation in the manifestation or experience of

homelessness across cities around the country. Certainly,

other research examining within-area changes over time

has identified a positive relationship between rents and

homelessness.26 And yet even within a given city, there may

be circumstances in which housing costs rise and the rate

of homelessness does not. Brendan O’Flaherty highlights

two such periods—one in New York, and one in Los Angeles

—where such an outcome occurred.27 But these market

factors are still useful. That so much regional variance is

captured by a handful of straightforward measurements

suggests there’s something fundamental at play here. And

to the extent that cities and counties are in a position to

affect structural change, understanding these fundamental

relationships remains critical to crafting the most

appropriate response to the crisis.

Our analysis can also consider other upstream

explanations for the variation that we observe. One such

structural factor that has been implicated as a potential



driver of homelessness is income inequality. Existing

research demonstrates that inequality helps to explain both

homelessness and the vastly different housing market

conditions that we observe throughout the United States.

As described in our first chapter, O’Flaherty highlighted the

relationship between income inequality and homelessness

in his 1996 book. Importantly, he drew a link between

income inequality and the housing market dynamics that

produce high rates of homelessness.28 While we argue in

this book that housing market factors explain variation in

rates of homelessness, income inequality helps us

understand why housing market conditions are more

conducive to homelessness in some locales than others.

Recent research from Thomas Byrne, Benjamin Harwood,

and Anthony Orlando provides just such a link. In a sample

of 239 communities in the United States (a far larger

sample than the one we include in our book), income

inequality—as measured by Gini coefficients—has a causal

relationship with rates of homelessness.29 In other words,

the pronounced income inequality seen in many U.S. cities

helps to produce an environment with high housing costs

and modest incomes where homelessness flourishes. In our

sample of thirty large metropolitan areas, we do not find a

strong link between income inequality and per capita rates

of homelessness—it is present in city CoCs, but not in

county CoCs. This is likely due to the fact that many of the

cities in our sample have relatively high rates of income

inequality. In other words, there isn’t enough variation



here. The much larger sample used by Byrne and

colleagues includes far greater variation in levels of

inequality and therefore provides more opportunity to

explore this relationship. We conclude that income

inequality may not explain regional variation among the

largest and most unequal cities (those metropolitan areas

in our sample), but it does help to explain why

homelessness is much worse in communities where income

inequality is high.



PART III

Conclusion



CHAPTER SIX

Typology

In a recent article for Bloomberg CityLab, Benjamin

Schneider highlights how the “modern” notion of

homelessness that began in the 1980s differs from prior

eras, in which the experience was isolated to skid rows and

single-room occupancy hotels (SROs). Describing this

earlier, more limited scope of homelessness in prior

generations, Nan Roman, chief executive of the National

Alliance to End Homelessness, suggests in the article that

“there were people with mental illness, lots of people with

substance abuse disorders, lots of poor people, all the same

issues, but there was not widespread homelessness.” In

contrast, when describing the modern manifestation,

Roman states: “What changed was the housing.”1 In

particular, scarce and expensive housing—a condition that

has become more prevalent in the United States over the

last few decades—has produced a crisis greater in scope.



This much is in broad agreement with what you’ve read so

far. But as also described throughout this book, challenging

housing market conditions are not evenly distributed

throughout the country: Housing is more expensive and

less readily available in some places. In this chapter, we

begin to examine why these market conditions vary so

considerably.

At the University of Washington, I (Gregg) teach a

course that covers key questions in urban economics: Why

do cities exist? Why is land in cities more expensive than in

rural areas? Why do some cities grow while others shrink?

In the class, one of my favorite exercises is to ask students

to guess the Zillow Home Value Index—a measure of home

values in a given geographic area—for Cleveland, Ohio. To

frame the conversation, I let them know that the equivalent

estimate for Seattle is about $750,000. After giving them a

moment to think, I invite students to shout out their

answers: “$250,000!” “$175,000!” $300,000!” “$150,000!”

Every time I deploy this exercise, I hear a similar

distribution of responses. Inevitably, I get to shout back

—“You are all WAY TOO HIGH!”—and to incredulous and

quizzical looks, I disclose that the Zillow Home Value Index

for Cleveland was about $50,000 in 2017 and had grown to

just over $60,000 by 2019. The students are shocked. The

index is less than 10 percent of the price of a home in

Seattle. When I tell them the equivalent figure in San

Francisco is nearly $1.4 million, the stark differences

between U.S. housing markets become abundantly clear.



To understand the roots underlying the drastic variation

in housing costs around the country, we note that housing

in the United States is currently understood as a

commodity: something that can be bought, sold, or traded

and that fluctuates in price as a function of its supply and

demand. Accordingly, in this chapter, we take a closer look

at the demand for and supply of housing, as well as the

powerful private and public forces that help shape each

term. We argue that an analysis focused exclusively on the

demand for housing is insufficient—just as are attempts

that solely encompass the supply side.

DEMAND

Foundational studies from housing economics suggest that

the primary drivers of housing demand include population

growth, employment, and income.2 The relationship

between these factors is intuitive: All else equal, more

people with more money will increase the demand for

housing. By implication, regions with the greatest demand

will be those with growing populations and rising

employment and incomes—when primary employers in a

given city create new, high-paying jobs, housing demand

rises in kind. But a key question is what types of

organizations are most responsible for employment gains?

And the answer is largely the private sector. As of

December 2019, only 15 percent of all non-farm jobs were

with federal, state, and local governments.3 Accordingly,

over 85 percent of all employment is in the private sector,



making private-sector employment the primary driver of

housing demand in a given location.4 A notable exception

comes from our nation’s capital, where almost 30 percent

of employment is in the public sector, where the ebb and

flow of government employment can have a major effect on

the demand for housing in the metropolitan area.

Naturally, governments influence housing demand

through more means than direct employment—largely via a

toolkit that can expand or restrict employment and

population growth. Local governments in particular

frequently seek to actively cultivate an environment that

promotes job growth, often operating under the logic that

job-market health promotes rising incomes, wealth

accumulation, and, by extension, a larger tax base. Indeed,

these factors tend to be prized above other regional

characteristics as markers of a successful metropolitan

area. Accordingly, states and cities frequently invest

directly in or provide other incentives to private companies

in order to boost local employment. Especially in regions

where jobs are in short supply, local governments often

incentivize businesses with tax breaks to open a new plant

or facility—thereby providing jobs for residents and, in

theory, improving the local economy. Benjamin Austin and

colleagues argue that place-based policies designed to

increase employment in economically depressed locations

could indeed yield positive results for municipalities.5 In

general, questions about place-based policies—most

notably state and local business tax incentives—revolve



around cost-benefit considerations: Namely, are the

economic benefits and positive spillover effects worth the

loss in tax receipts? The evidence, as summarized by Cailin

Slattery and Owen Zidar, suggests—in many cases—no.6

Recently, a high-profile example of the quest for local

employment played out nationally. In 2017, Amazon

announced its intention to open a second corporate

headquarters (HQ2, as it was called) somewhere in North

America. The second location would represent an equal to

the only home the e-commerce giant has known since its

founding: Seattle. The lure of thousands of high-paying jobs

and a highly educated workforce was tempting for many

cities. But as Derek Thompson highlighted in an article for

The Atlantic, Amazon wanted something in return: “several

billion dollars in tax incentives and a potential face-lift to

the host city.”7

The heavy price tag did little to dissuade cities from

entering the HQ2 sweepstakes: 238 cities submitted

proposals, with approaches ranging from creative to

outlandish. Nicky Woolf, in an article for the New

Statesmen, called the process “The Hunger Games for

cities” and highlighted some of the more absurd

approaches: “A group representing Tucson, Arizona

delivered a 21-foot cactus by truck to Amazon’s Seattle

office. The city council of Stonecrest, Georgia, voted simply

to hand over 345 acres of land for the tech giant to build its

own municipality, a new town which would be called

Amazon City. The night before the filing deadline, New York



Mayor Bill de Blasio lit every light he could, from the

rooftops of One World Trade and the Empire State Building

to all of the city’s wifi hotspots, in Amazon’s signature

shade of orange.”8

Beyond these gimmicks, Woolf also noted a range of

significant provisions included in various proposals.

Chicago offered a scheme in which Amazon could recoup

50 percent of all income taxes paid by Amazon employees;

Boston and San Francisco offered teams of taxpayer-funded

city workers to serve the company; Atlanta offered a

dedicated train car on its subway system. Altogether, many

jurisdictions offered tax concessions and other incentives

valued at more than $5 billion.9

In response to these concessions, many critics wondered

why local jurisdictions should offer considerable tax breaks

to prosperous corporations like Amazon in the first place.

Thompson highlighted three reasons cities and states

should end this practice: (1) corporate giveaways may be

redundant—that is, the company in question is likely to

select a given location regardless of offered benefits; (2)

companies may not deliver the anticipated job growth (see

the Foxconn debacle in Wisconsin);10 and (3) it’s “ludicrous

for Americans to collectively pay tens of billions of dollars

for huge corporations to relocate within the United

States.”11 When Amazon ultimately selected New York and

Northern Virginia to jointly house two new headquarters,

many wondered whether the company had really needed



such a drawn-out process to create new homes in the

country’s financial and political hubs.

Indeed, this process is worth further examination. After

collecting initial submissions, Amazon released a final list

of twenty potential HQ2 destinations, which included

expected candidates like Washington, D.C., New York, and

Los Angeles, but also much smaller cities like Indianapolis

and Pittsburgh. At the time, many argued there was little

chance Amazon would select a small city like Indianapolis

given the massive shock such a selection would have on the

region’s real-estate markets—and the challenge of

attracting top technology talent to the middle of Indiana.

But Indianapolis’s relatively long odds didn’t stop the city

from assembling a benefits package to entice Jeff Bezos and

his company. And in the years following its design and

submission of the proposal in question, the Indiana

Economic Development Corporation—which worked on the

proposal with the Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce—has

refused to release details of the proposal. This refusal

prompted a lawsuit that demands its public release,

including details of any tax breaks offered to Amazon.12

Why the reluctance to release the proposal? Certainly,

the city likely fears the backlash that many communities

faced when they disclosed the scope of the incentives

offered to one of the wealthiest companies in the world.13

But concern about corporate handouts and potential misuse

of public funds wasn’t the only concern raised during the

HQ2 process. An important counterargument to the bid



process raised the potential negative consequences of

Amazon coming to town. Much of the tech talent would

likely need to be imported, and the resulting population

boom could present big challenges for the community.

Seattle, for many, was the canary in the coal mine. The tech

boom that has brought tens of thousands of employees to

Seattle has changed the city in material respects.14 Critics

pointed to congestion, sky-high housing prices,

displacement, and homelessness—and drew a causal arrow

connecting Amazon’s rise with Seattle’s housing squeeze.

These concerns are broadly summarized by Slattery and

Zidar in their evaluation of state and local business

incentives: “How much do these policies improve the well-

being of underemployed and low-income workers? Are the

most distressed places able to attract firms with tax

incentives? . . . At the local level, is the newly attracted firm

stimulating hiring of local residents who were previously

unemployed and working in low-wage jobs? Or as was

argued in the case of Amazon’s proposal for putting a

headquarters in New York City, are all the good jobs going

to people moving in from other locations, leaving locals

with more congestion and higher prices?”15

Some cities anticipated these concerns in their

proposals to Amazon. Minneapolis, for example, offered far

lower tax benefits than did other cities—largely to ward off

potential negative implications for existing corporate

residents (including Target Corporation) and the fiscal

implications of large tax incentives. After Minneapolis was



not included as a finalist for HQ2, The Minnesota Daily

expressed relief in an editorial: “Having to provide

incentives as high as $7 billion in order to win the bid is a

legislative and political burden; one the state might not

have been able to match. Additionally, housing has been a

point of contention in the Twin Cities because of rapid

growth. Affordable housing and gentrification were a hot

button issue in the municipal elections during the fall, and

the problems facing the city in this regard would grow if

Amazon touched down in Minnesota.”16

Amazon’s search for a second headquarters highlights

the manners in which public and private forces contribute

to the demand for housing. Local governments are not

powerless in this arena; many times, they actively work to

stimulate the local economy, and by extension, prod the

demand side of the equation. In other words, rather than

sitting on the sideline as labor and housing markets run

their course, governments actively stimulate or limit the

demand for housing. Local policymakers must navigate the

tension of maximizing employment and income while

minimizing the potential consequences of stimulative

policies and programs. The case of Minneapolis illustrates

a city concerned about these potential consequences. And

while it’s clear the economic trajectories of many Rust Belt

cities—characterized by declining employment, incomes,

and population—are to be avoided, the consequences of

hyper-growth (as seen in Seattle and other boomtowns)

offer a cautionary tale to other cities.



There’s a contradiction at play here. Local jurisdictions

tend to be eager to bring new jobs to a community. They

offer incentives, issue permits, and fast-track construction

of new buildings. Less frequently over the course of a given

job-courting routine are municipalities made to think about

where these new employees will live. Indeed, by and large,

while economic development agencies actively bring

employers and employees to a region, they take a laissez-

faire approach to housing these employees. Noting this

disconnect, Stephen Norman, executive director of the

King County Housing Authority, quipped, “Homes are

where jobs go at night.”

SUPPLY

Like the demand for housing, its supply is determined by a

range of public and private actors. Certainly, since the vast

majority of housing in the United States is constructed

privately, housing supply necessarily depends on the

actions of private firms. And absent government support or

subsidies, in a vacuum, housing will tend to be constructed

where it can be built profitably. But housing isn’t built in a

vacuum. Governments actively stimulate or restrict supply

through a range of policies and programs designed to

incentivize production or govern the production process.

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the

development of housing doesn’t depend solely on

population growth. Some high-growth regions construct

plenty of housing; others seem to have persistent housing



shortages. To think through the manners in which housing

supply differs from region to region, we emphasize the

concept of supply elasticity—the degree to which the

supply of housing changes given a change in its price. As

outlined by Albert Saiz, two primary factors drive a

community’s supply response: the geographic attributes of

an area (including mountains and bodies of water) and the

local regulatory environment. Both factors can promote

greater housing production or restrict it. In a somewhat

cruel irony, the topographical attributes that make some

cities desirable also make it difficult to accommodate

growing populations. According to Saiz’s estimates of

supply elasticity, the ten cities with the least responsive

housing-supply responses all border either water or

mountains. Regions with the most elastic (responsive)

supply tend to be found in flat, land-locked locations, where

geographic barriers to new housing construction are

scant.17

Despite the importance of topography, researchers and

policymakers generally pay more attention to Saiz’s second

factor: regulations. Fair enough—geography tends to be

fixed within a given city. Accordingly, changes to a supply

response (i.e., changes to a market’s supply elasticity) are

often solely a function of the local regulatory environment.

One of the most hotly debated topics in the current

environment is the notion of single-family zoning.

Residential zoning is one of the seemingly innocuous rules

and regulations that has played a major role in the housing



crises that are gripping cities around the nation. Broadly,

zoning regulations help explain why multifamily housing

isn’t more abundant in Seattle, for example: It’s illegal on

roughly 70 percent of the residential parcels in the city.18

Seattle isn’t alone in its reliance on single-family homes to

house its residents. A recent article in The New York Times

highlighted that zoning outliers like New York City and

Washington, D.C.—in which only 15 and 36 percent of

parcels are respectively zoned single-family—stand in stark

contrast to many other cities in the country—including Los

Angeles, Minneapolis, and Charlotte—where over 70

percent of residential land is reserved for single-family

homes. The authors call single-family zoning “practically

gospel in America, embraced by homeowners and local

governments to protect neighborhoods of tidy houses from

denser development nearby.”19

As cities grow, challenges associated with a reliance on

single-family homes become more and more apparent. In

the absence of zoning reform, most growth must be

accommodated by the small minority of parcels that permit

multifamily housing. In rapidly growing areas, the

approach is simply untenable—and accordingly, some

jurisdictions, including Minneapolis and the state of

Oregon, have recently taken steps to ban single-family

zoning. (Such a ban does not actually outlaw single-family

homes; rather it bans zoning that precludes the

construction of multifamily dwellings on any parcel.)



Advocates see these kinds of zoning reforms as key tools to

address the housing shortages apparent in many U.S. cities.

But zoning isn’t the only regulatory impediment to

greater housing development. A frequently complex

regulatory approval process also explains why construction

—both single-family and multifamily—is difficult to pursue

even where it is legally permitted. Examples of other

regulatory constraints include building codes and various

forms of land use restrictions, among them minimum lot

sizes, height limits, setbacks, and open-space

requirements.20 Researchers at the University of

Pennsylvania have leveraged these factors to develop an

index that measures the stringency of land use regulations:

the Wharton Residential Land Use Regulation Index. Saiz

employed this index—combined with his topographical

analysis—to generate the estimates of housing supply

elasticity we reference throughout the following sections.

To the extent that policies follow politics, below the

surface of an otherwise benign regulatory landscape is a

swath of often contentious local politics that complicate

efforts to change the way cities are physically structured.

One of the hallmarks of American society is

homeownership. Over time, roughly two-thirds of U.S.

households have owned their own condominium or single-

family home, and home equity is the largest source of

wealth for most U.S. households.21 A logical consequence of

this reality is that households seek to preserve (or grow)

the value of their home equity by any means necessary.



William Fischel coined the phrase the “Homevoter

Hypothesis” to describe the ways in which homeowners

support the value of their most important asset via political

participation and the exertion of control over local

governments. Fischel summarized: “My contribution is to

point out that one of the fundamental changes has been to

make homeowners acutely defensive about changes in land

use that might possibly affect their home’s value. .  .  . It

might be better for all concerned if homeowners could

again see their homes as steady investments and good

places to live rather than a way to get rich.”22

A conspicuous example of Fischel’s hypothesis comes by

way of homeowners opposing new residential

development.23 In Generation Priced Out: Who Gets to Live

in the New Urban America, Randy Shaw highlights a

generational conflict whereby younger generations—who

struggle to afford housing in many cities—support greater

residential development. Baby boomers, on the other hand,

the primary beneficiaries of the generational home-equity

lottery, “have enjoyed soaring home values by preventing

the construction of new housing in their communities.”24

The contentious debate around eliminating single-family

zoning provides real-time examples of the Homevoter

Hypothesis at work. Single-family homeowners—even self-

described political progressives—may aggressively oppose

zoning changes that would bring multifamily housing to

their neighborhoods. In this manner, we can understand

single-family zoning as exclusionary—and the current



debate as highlighting how homeowners seek to preserve

the exclusive character of their neighborhoods. Common

bogeymen deployed to oppose zoning changes include

congestion, inadequate infrastructure, crowded schools,

and changes to “neighborhood character.” (Note that

character arguments often drove the active, publicly

buoyed racial segregation of U.S. cities’ public and private

housing.)

No place exemplifies the challenges of new housing

construction better than California. In Golden Gates:

Fighting for Housing in America, Conor Dougherty

demonstrates how local politics and special interests

converge to prevent or limit housing development. In 2015,

then governor of California Jerry Brown proposed

streamlining the construction process for new housing in

exchange for commitments to reserve units for lower-

income households. Dougherty describes the fate of the

potential deal:

As the proposal made its way through the capitol, cities, environmental

groups, and construction unions all rose up against it. Each of these groups

wanted different things—cities wanted more say over what could be built

where, environmentalists wanted more environmental reviews, and unions

wanted a prevailing wage guarantee that favored workers—but what united

them was a fear that if building was easier, they would lose their leverage

over projects. That was why housing law was so hard to streamline: A

complicated process was full of political profit. Negotiations broke down

and the governor’s proposal died.25

Dougherty’s description is important. Zoning, code, and

review often appear as banal, fixed facets of the



development process, but behind these regulations are

people. Their interests and political interactions shape the

viability of any idealized policy crafted to accommodate

growing populations.

LOCAL CONTEXTS

As we noted in the previous chapter, some housing-market

conditions are less forgiving than others, and these

differences help to explain variation in rates of

homelessness. Thus far, here, we’ve suggested that the

price elasticity of supply of housing helps to explain

variation in these market conditions. But elasticity alone is

insufficient to explain whether we might consider a given

region’s supply to be adequate. Adequacy or sufficiency

judgments about a housing market naturally require the

consideration of both the demand for housing and the

associated supply response. Consider Figure 26, which

plots cities’ post-recession population growth rates versus

their housing supply elasticities. We have placed ellipses

around similar cities as a first step toward developing an

explanatory typology:



Figure 26.  Population growth versus housing supply elasticity. Dots indicate

U.S. cities; parentheses indicate 2010-2019 rental vacancy rates. Data source:

U.S. Census Bureau / Saiz (2010)

The figure suggests four different groups of cities. On

the left, we see St. Louis, Detroit, Cleveland, and Chicago—

all of which have flat to negative population growth. Each

of these cities also has a relatively low rate of per capita

homelessness. In other words, in terms of housing supply

and vacancy rates, supply elasticity doesn’t matter nearly

as much where there is limited demand. Without population

growth, markets aren’t pressured to increase housing

supply. Existing housing supply is generally adequate, as

demonstrated by the relatively high vacancy rates in each

location. But in this group of cities, we still see variation;

St. Louis has a higher supply elasticity than Detroit,

Cleveland, or Chicago. The difference here can be



attributed to topography: a key input to the supply

elasticity formula. Because Detroit, Cleveland, and Chicago

all border Great Lakes, these metropolitan areas can only

expand in one direction—away from the water. Landlocked

St. Louis doesn’t have this constraint. By implication, if

population growth were to ramp up in Chicago, Detroit,

and Cleveland, it’s possible their housing markets could

tighten (with higher prices following after existing vacant

units have been occupied). As described in the prior

chapter, we’re already seeing evidence of this in Detroit.

We would expect St. Louis, due to its favorable topography,

to be slightly more accommodating.

Moving counterclockwise in the graphic, the next

category of cities includes New York and Los Angeles. The

two largest cities in the country have similar dynamics.

They have enormous populations, exhibit modest growth,

and have low supply elasticities. As cited previously, these

dynamics help to explain the high housing costs and low

vacancy rates observed in these cities. As we know, rates of

homelessness are also high in both cities. Note that from a

supply-elasticity standpoint, Chicago doesn’t differ

meaningfully from New York or Los Angeles. The difference

is that Chicago is no longer a growing city—and as a result,

doesn’t experience the same housing pressures.

In the lower-right corner of the graphic are the coastal

boomtowns of Boston, Seattle, and San Francisco. These

cities are marked by high population growth and low

supply elasticities—a dangerous combination for renters.



The logical outcomes are housing markets with high rents

and low vacancies. (All three cities have vacancy rates

below four percent.) It should come as no surprise to

readers by this point that these locations also see high

rates of homelessness.

The final grouping of cities resides in the upper-right

portion of the graphic: cities with high growth and high

supply elasticity. These Sun Belt cities see population

growth rates similar to those in Seattle and San Francisco,

but what sets them apart from their coastal peers is a

robust supply response: We would expect cities with high

supply elasticities to expand housing supply more rapidly

as populations grow, and the high rental vacancy rates in

these cities provide evidence that they do. This observation

helps explain why the robust population growth in

Charlotte, North Carolina, has not produced the harsh

housing-market dynamics that exist in other growing

metros like San Francisco and Seattle. Given these

dynamics, we propose grouping cities as shown in Table 2.

This typology summarizes the prior analysis by linking

population–elasticity relationships with their subsequent

implications for homelessness. Two types of cities are

associated with lower relative rates of homelessness: those

in the Rust Belt and those in the Sun Belt. For Rust Belt

cities, population loss or stagnation drives a more

accommodating housing market. Given that housing is a

durable asset, as population falls, housing availability rises.

In these circumstances, housing supply often outpaces



demand, producing lower rents and higher vacancy rates.

The case of Rust Belt cities provides compelling evidence

that reasonably abundant and affordable housing precludes

homelessness, even in regions where poverty is prevalent.

The second type—Sun Belt cities—includes growing

metro areas in the South like Austin, Charlotte, Dallas, and

San Antonio. Each of these cities has experienced double-

digit percentage population growth since the end of the

Great Recession. Unlike Rust Belt cities, these cities have

robust economies and growing populations. How do these

vibrant cities manage to maintain relatively lower rates of

homelessness? As these cities have grown and demand for

housing has increased, they’ve followed with a robust

supply response, maintaining moderately priced housing

and medium-to-high vacancy rates despite the growth.26

The other two categories—growing megacities and

boomtowns—share a common denominator: inelastic

housing supplies. As we know from Figure 26, low supply



elasticity isn’t a problem when population growth slows or

turns negative—consider the case of Chicago. But unlike

Chicago, New York and Los Angeles have continued to

grow, albeit at a relatively modest pace; and this growth

has continued to pressure the housing market, given the

very limited supply response in these cities. Accordingly,

rents remain elevated and vacancy rates are low. As

unaccommodating housing market conditions continue to

apply pressure to a wide range of precariously housed

households, high rates of homelessness persist.

The final group in our typology of cities are boomtowns

—currently illustrated by the cases of Boston, Seattle, and

San Francisco. These cities embody the perfect storm for

housing instability and homelessness: high growth, low

supply elasticity, high housing costs, and extremely low

vacancy rates. It’s in this manner that homelessness can

thrive amid affluence. The troubling conundrum for local

leaders in these cities is how to respond. They tend not to

aspire to become the next Detroit or Cleveland—cities

marked by population loss. Population growth, high wages,

and a robust economy are generally considered markers of

a successful city. But what if these very attributes are also

responsible for the homelessness crisis that exists in these

cities? We, and many others, have already presented a case

about the relationship between affluence and homelessness

at the metropolitan level.27 All else being equal, we might

normatively say that prosperity is indeed a desirable goal

for a municipality to pursue on behalf of its residents. We



shouldn’t expect cities to actively impede prosperous

opportunities. How, then, can these communities house the

thousands of people who continue to move to these cities—

as well as the people who already live there?

We also note that our typology aligns well with other

statistical models of cities that have sought to cluster

regions as a function of their socioeconomic and housing

profiles. Glynn and colleagues, for example, grouped

regions based on trends in rates of homelessness,

population, and affordability. The model identified six

clusters of CoCs, each of which tended to correspond to

geographic regions (despite geographic data not being

offered to the clustering algorithm). These regions are in

rough agreement with ours: namely, one encompasses the

Midwest, Mid-Atlantic, and parts of the southeast (i.e.,

including our Rust Belt cities), another includes New

England, Florida, the mountain west and central United

States (including our Sun Belt), and a third includes most

of the West Coast and large East Coast cities like Boston

and Washington, D.C. (combining our Types  III and IV,

megacities and boomtowns).28

We don’t claim that all cities fit neatly into the above

typology; nor do we suggest that cities remain in the same

category indefinitely. Indeed, we note early evidence that

Austin may be transitioning out of the Sun Belt category as

housing production begins to lag and rates of homelessness

begin to rise. A recent white paper from the Kinder

Institute for Urban Research at Rice University suggests



that such persistently high population growth is beginning

to strain the Sun Belt cities previously known for abundant

housing and relatively low costs. Without appropriate

planning and policy responses, these cities risk a rise in

housing cost burden and income inequality.29 And we don’t

expect the housing market conditions we observe over the

period of our study (2007–2019) to persist in perpetuity.

Indeed, as described by David Collier and colleagues,

our typology includes “ideal” categories or types and isn’t

intended to cover all possible examples.30 (Readers will

note that not all cities in our sample are included in our

typology.) We deploy ideal types to highlight fundamental

relationships and their implications. In this case, we’ve

sought to illustrate the relationship between population

growth (demand) and supply elasticity—and, in turn, how

those forces converge to produce the housing market

dynamics that help explain regional variation in rates of

homelessness. Given the conundrum above, then—that

cities are incentivized politically to pursue an economic

agenda that, without careful housing market calibration,

will also spur housing instability—the burning question is

what to do about it. The next chapter offers a vision for

what this calibration might look like and how cities and our

nation might go about nurturing an environment that

affords it.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Response

Barack Obama once remarked that, as president, he didn’t

get to make any easy decisions: “If it was an easily solvable

problem, or even a modestly difficult but solvable problem,

it would not reach me, because, by definition, somebody

else would have solved it.”1 The executive branch is a

broad, multifaceted system employing over four million

skilled professionals, each of whom are faced with

countless decisions on a daily basis. Few of these reach the

Oval Office.

The subnational management of and response to broad

social problems operate similarly, in that by the time

regions grapple with them—really grapple with them—the

decisions to make are often intractably difficult. If they

weren’t, they’d have been made by now. In the case of a

dangerous roadway intersection, concerned residents

might write a letter to a councilmember, the elected official



might alert the appropriate department, and after studying

the intersection in question, agency staff might install a

stoplight—solving the problem via the governmental

infrastructure established to respond to exactly such

problems. But many problems are bigger than stoplights.

Underfunded agencies can lack sufficient resources, some

problems require coordinated action across multiple

agencies (at multiple levels of government), and others can

suffer from lack of consensus about whether a given issue

merits a governmental response in the first place.

Homelessness persists due to all three of these

challenges. It is costly, its response requires participation

and engagement from a variety of federal and local

agencies, and public opinion buoys a robust debate about

whether the government ought to respond to what’s often

perceived as an individual problem. While many talented

and committed professionals have devoted their lives to

preventing, mitigating, and ending homelessness, a half

million people are still without housing on any given night

in the country (a number that understates the true scale of

the problem). This fact is not for want of talent or energy

responding to the crisis at hand: Rather, the structural

impediments outlined in this book have prevented enduring

progress toward housing for all.

In this final chapter, we offer a prescription. Unlike

other scholarship that describes the various tools that can

be used to prevent and end homelessness, we take a

broader view. Certainly, the research that analyzes the



outcomes of a range of different interventions is important

and worthy of your attention—but there are publications

that provide greater detail on those topics than we do

here.2 Rather, we highlight issues we argue are higher-

order concerns: public perception, funding, and placing the

problem within a broader societal context. We also write

for a broad audience, including policymakers tasked with

preventing and ending homelessness, concerned residents

who don’t understand why so many people remain

unhoused, and funders wondering how to make impactful

investments. Those who work on this issue know that long-

run prevention of homelessness rests in greater access to

housing—more affordable units and income supplements to

bridge the affordability gap. The near-term is more

complicated.

Given the inadequate resources dedicated to ending

homelessness, the short-run is characterized by

policymakers and practitioners being faced with a stream

of difficult resource-allocation decisions. Do we increase

shelter capacity? Do we invest in diversion? Do we

emphasize rapid rehousing or permanent supportive

housing? Scarcity forces these decisions upon us. These

questions are critically important, and their answers are

deeply consequential to the people seeking shelter and

housing decisions through the homelessness crisis

response system. But if a given housing program is found

to be the most effective and efficient response to

homelessness, and only 5 percent of the people in a



municipal response system can access the program due to

housing and resource constraints, its overall utility

drastically falls. An unfortunate by-product of this reality is

the questioned efficacy of many contemporary

homelessness responses. We take issue with this conclusion

—that our response system has failed—because ample

evidence suggests that many of these housing programs do

work for some people. In reality, the approaches that work

have not been sufficiently scaled to the magnitude of the

crisis. That is the failure. Until we solve the fundamental

problems of political will, resource commitment, and a lack

of understanding of the issue as structural in nature,

homelessness will persist.

THREE TENSIONS

In addition to the general impediments shared across many

walks of policymaking outlined above, policy challenges

unique to homelessness deserve further attention. In

particular, within the community of people working to end

homelessness, we note three core tensions that arise in the

design of the most appropriate policy response: namely,

short- versus long-term solutions, public versus private

efforts, and in the case of the former, federal versus local

responsibilities. We address these tensions in order to

provide context for a policy vision presented later in this

chapter.

Short- versus Long-Term Solutions



Most broadly, we might consider policy responses to

homelessness to vary along temporal lines. While

emergency shelters respond to the crisis at hand,

permanent housing (whether public, private, subsidized, or

unsubsidized) offers, by definition, a long-term end to a

household’s emergency. But it takes time to build housing.

And given the severity of the public-health risks of

experiencing homelessness—not least in cold climates—

municipal shelter investments undoubtedly save lives.

Indeed, given the robust emergency shelter systems that

have been constructed on the East Coast, the question of

where the marginal dollar should be invested is easier:

Resources should be used to expand the supply of

permanent housing solutions. On the West Coast (and

certain locations in Texas and Florida), where unsheltered

homelessness is more conspicuous, community leaders

must wrestle with the decision of whether to create greater

shelter capacity in an effort to get people off the street or

to invest in long-run housing solutions. Investments in

permanent housing will, by definition, allow the current

crisis of unsheltered homelessness to persist while

developers undertake the relatively slow process of

constructing permanent housing.

Further complicating efforts to resolve this tension is

bureaucratic fragmentation. It is unlikely that a single

municipal department is tasked with allocating the

marginal dollar to, say, shelters versus affordable housing

construction. In reality, human services departments tend



to oversee shelter systems and homelessness services,

public health departments and behavioral health providers

mitigate the physical risks related to unsheltered

homelessness, and planning departments and housing

offices tend to address the regional housing supply.

Differentially allocating money to various aspects of the

response is complicated by this structure.

But as is the case in many of the tensions that we

present, there’s somewhat of a false dichotomy at work

here. Ultimately, regions need both reactive and proactive

policies and programs to respond to the housing crises

they’re facing—and those they may face in the future.

Without a diverse portfolio of temporary and permanent

housing opportunities, regions necessarily fail to respond

to the needs of some of their constituents. Politically, as

well—and homelessness is undeniably political—it is often

expedient to invest in temporary solutions for the purpose

of demonstrating quick, tangible (ostensible) progress and

garnering the public trust necessary for long-term

investment. (As we noted earlier, one role of emergency

shelters is to hide people experiencing homelessness from

people with housing.) The pressure to demonstrate

progress is particularly acute on the West Coast, where

many residents—voters—are growing increasingly

frustrated with the state of unsheltered homelessness.

All told, while we acknowledge the critical importance of

investing in emergency response systems to meet the needs

of people sleeping outside, generally we advocate for policy



and budgeting decisions that privilege the development of

permanent housing solutions. Both approaches have merit,

but only the latter will mitigate future stress on the former.

Public versus Private

In the United States, the private market serves as an

allocation mechanism for most of the goods and services

Americans consume or use; housing included. There are a

few notable exceptions—public education, public health

care (Medicare and Medicaid), and public safety among

them—but, in general, most households rely on the private

market to provide for both necessary and elective

consumption. Housing—and the fact that millions of U.S.

households lack affordable housing—highlights one of the

shortcomings of an economic system that almost

exclusively relies on market allocation. Economist Charles

Lindblom wrote extensively about the relationship between

markets and society, and his words are as relevant today as

they were a half century ago: “A market is like a tool:

designed to do certain jobs but unsuited for others. Not

wholly familiar with what it can do, people often leave it

lying in the drawer when they could use it. But then they

also use it when they should not, like an amateur craftsman

who carelessly uses his chisel as a screwdriver.”3

Lindblom’s point is far from normative. He’s not arguing

that markets are good or bad. Rather, he makes the case

that markets work well for some activities and not others;

and that it is vitally important to recognize when each is



the case. Here, we argue that relying (solely) on the private

market to solve our affordable housing crisis is like relying

on Lindblom’s chisel to screw hinges to a door. Certainly,

we hope that private developers will continue to build great

amounts of market-rate housing, because these units can

help to reduce overall pressure on the market. With the

help of subsidies and tax credits, some of these developers

may also contribute to the stock of housing that is

affordable to more people. But when it comes to supplying

housing for people with little to no income, the tool of the

private market is not well-suited to the task.

Consistent with this logic, there is a growing recognition

that the private sector alone cannot solve the affordable

housing crisis that plagues many communities in the United

States. Observers on both ends of the political spectrum

have arrived at a similar conclusion, albeit by different

paths. On one side, critics argue that a host of regulatory

constraints (building codes, environmental regulations,

lengthy permitting processes, zoning restrictions, parking

minimums, and highly paid union labor) have made the

construction of housing too expensive. Eliminating these

constraints would allow the private market to produce a

greater supply of housing that is more affordable to more

people. The other side of the debate suggests that relying

on for-profit developers to supply housing to those with

little to no ability to pay is like trying to jam a square peg

into a round hole. That’s what the public sector is supposed

to do, anyway. One of the roles of the government is to



provide a basic safety net for households that includes

access to core needs like food, health care, and shelter—so

the argument goes.

There’s some truth to both of these critiques. Housing is

too expensive to construct. Unlike most other industries in

the United States, it appears to be immune to technological

advancements. Virtually every other product built or

assembled today—cars, televisions, computers, spacecraft

—is done so more quickly and more cheaply than it was

fifty years ago. In many cases, costs have fallen while

functionality has increased exponentially. A glaring

example is in the processing power of computers; a modern

iPhone has one hundred thousand times the processing

power of the computer that NASA used to send people to

the moon in 1969.4 Yet despite perennial promises of low-

cost, modular units and advances in materials and

construction technology, we still build houses largely the

same way we did when Neil Armstrong first stepped onto

the lunar surface. Continued efforts to improve

construction efficiency are critically important. This lack of

technological and operational advancement makes the

debate about public versus private provision of housing

even more difficult.

Here, we argue developers are right, at least insofar as

we agree that their profit incentives tend not to be aligned

with the goals of affordable housing supply responses.

Under capitalism, we don’t expect corporations to self-

organize in a benevolent manner to produce thousands of



new rental units for people on fixed incomes in every major

city in the country—not if such development isn’t

profitable. Left unchecked, market conditions are likely to

continue to evolve such that developers will fail to supply

sufficient levels of affordable housing for the population

that needs it. These facts imply a need for a strong public

action. And any public intervention will necessitate a dual

thrust. First, the precariously housed need support, either

in the form of cash assistance or rental subsidies. Second,

the low end of the market in particular requires a robust

supply response. Either approach alone is likely

insufficient. Rental assistance is essential, but subsidies

and time-limited vouchers don’t work if the units aren’t

there.

Critically, we argue for a paradigm shift in how we think

about housing. Rather than conceptualizing housing as

solely a private good—one procured through market

transactions—housing must be de-commodified. Shelter is

fundamental to human survival and demands a different

treatment than iPhones. A path toward a sustainable

housing system requires a decoupling of a portion of the

housing stock from the market, especially for households

with the lowest incomes. In practice, this decoupling can be

facilitated through public and nonprofit ownership of a

portion of the multifamily housing stock. This approach

doesn’t preclude a role for the private sector; it notes that

a reliance on private development alone won’t address the

dual crises of affordable housing and homelessness.



Local versus Federal

If we accept the premise that the public sector has a major

role to play in homelessness and housing system

improvement, a third tension arises regarding the relative

responsibilities of national and subnational (i.e., state,

regional, county, and city) governments. Complicating this

debate is the fact that needs are not evenly distributed

geographically, whether within a nation, state, or county.

Accordingly, a common refrain is why states with low levels

of per capita homelessness should subsidize homelessness-

response programs in other states. The same argument

often plays out locally, with suburban and rural regions

often unwilling to commit revenue toward an issue that is

most visible in the urban core.

We are unconvinced that the spatial distribution of

homelessness should prevent or limit the response at any

level of government. Aid is often unevenly distributed—

consider agricultural subsidies and natural disaster relief—

and, indeed, works best when it flows to areas of the

greatest need. We argue the various organizational tiers of

government each have distinct roles to play in an

appropriate homelessness response. The federal

government, for example, has financial resources that far

exceed those of state and local governments due to federal

taxation and the ability to raise large sums of money

through debt issuance by the U.S. Treasury. This scale can

facilitate substantial investments in housing—in the form of

direct housing development, production subsidies, and tax



credits—that far exceed the capacity of state and local

jurisdictions. Expansions of existing federal programs

(including housing vouchers) to cover all eligible

households would provide substantial support to low-

income households.

At the state and local level, governments can leverage a

range of tools to promote housing for all. The strategies are

neither new nor novel. State and local subsidies targeted to

the households with the greatest needs have proven to be

effective at limiting homelessness. At the beginning of the

first New York City mayoral terms for both Michael

Bloomberg and Bill de Blasio, the New York Times editorial

page urged both mayors-elect to fund housing rental

subsidies for households facing homelessness. The

editorials called for city as well as state resources to fund

the effort.5 Beyond such subsidies, financial investments in

affordable housing and permanent supportive housing

would make a significant difference. Local governments

can also bolster their emergency shelter systems where

appropriate. Importantly, states, counties, and cities can

also deploy a range of regulatory tools targeting tenant

protections and ease of construction (including eviction

protections, rent stabilization, zoning changes, and the

streamlining of various permitting and review processes).

In other words, a carefully calibrated policy strategy—

implemented across all levels of government—is key to

ensuring policy tactics align with revenue generation and



the politics necessary to see the work through. We take a

deeper dive into this strategy in the sections that follow.

In particular, we seek to provide a roadmap for

addressing and preventing the crisis at hand.

Homelessness is by no means inevitable. (The country’s

success in radically reducing veteran homelessness offers

one illustration of this fact.) Our prescription, informed by

conversations with experts and our own research, requires

three, interrelated steps: (1) changing public perceptions of

homelessness, (2) raising adequate resources to fund

needed programming and investments, and (3) applying a

systems approach to our understanding of the issue. These

steps are not to be taken sequentially: All must operate in

unison. Building a credible response to homelessness on

one or two legs of this stool alone is impossible.

CHANGING PERCEPTION OF THE PROBLEM

In 2006, two psychologists published a study of brain

responses to human images. The authors sought to build a

stronger understanding of prejudice, and in doing so,

showed study participants pictures of people and objects

that differed along a variety of characteristics—from

college students to heroin users to Olympians and people

experiencing homelessness.6 Given prior models of

stereotyping behavior, the researchers predicted that study

participants’ brain activity—as measured by cerebral blood

flow—would be notably different when viewing pictures of

members of extreme social out-groups, including



presumptive addicts and people experiencing

homelessness. In particular, the researchers expected

members of these out-groups to be “dehumanized,”

whereby humanization of others corresponded to brain

activity consistent with social cognition. Indeed, this

pattern of neural activation was present when viewing

images of people from every social category except

extreme-out groups, suggesting that “extreme out-groups

may be perceived as less than human.” Brain activity when

viewing the latter images was also consistent with neural

fingerprints of disgust.

The point here is that even social neuroscience

documents the dehumanization of people experiencing

homelessness—and when we don’t see one another as

human, we don’t ascribe dignity to one another. This severe

form of othering necessarily hampers policy efforts because

it erects a psychological wall between the allegedly

deserving and the allegedly undeserving. Throughout U.S.

history, policymakers (and their constituents) have drawn a

bright line in social policy between those who deserve

support and assistance and those who don’t. Won’t “bailing

out” the latter only further incentivize bad behavior?

Debates about social welfare frequently hinge on this

question. Even Franklin D. Roosevelt, architect of the New

Deal, struggled with providing aid to those who needed it.

In his 1935 State of the Union address, Roosevelt

articulated his concerns with state welfare—even in the

midst of the nation’s most dire economic depression:



A large proportion of these unemployed and their dependents have been

forced on the relief rolls. The burden of the Federal Government has grown

with great rapidity. We have here a human as well as an economic problem.

When humane considerations are concerned, Americans give them

precedence. The lessons of history, confirmed by the evidence immediately

before me, show conclusively that continued dependence upon relief

induces a spiritual disintegration fundamentally destructive to the national

fiber. To dole our relief in this way is to administer a narcotic, a subtle

destroyer of the human spirit. It is inimical to the dictates of a sound policy.

It is in violation of the traditions of America. Work must be found for able-

bodied but destitute workers.7

When combined with the psychological evidence

presented above, this deep-seated U.S. suspicion of public

assistance further complicates efforts to prevent and end

homelessness in the country. These challenges are

nontrivial. But they also suggest a path forward, in that

they imply that a successful psychological and social

response will do two things: First, a successful response

will embrace homelessness as structural in nature, as

opposed to a product of bad decisions or social deviancy;

and second, it will see the people unhoused by this

structure as fully human. We mean the word successful

here instrumentally. Public perception shapes politics.

Homelessness isn’t a winning issue for local politicians—

indeed, more frequently it functions as a political lightning

rod that makes coordinated public responses to the

problem more challenging. Even if the money were

available, the political will might not exist.

Recent scholarship on the public perceptions of

homelessness offers a reason for optimism in this fight.



Compared to surveys conducted in 1990, public opinion in

2016 suggested greater levels of compassion and liberal

attitudes than existed a quarter-century earlier.8 A follow-

up study analyzed the underlying causes of homelessness:

structural causes (lack of affordable housing, lack of

government supports, and the economic system), intrinsic

causes (laziness and irresponsible behavior), and health

causes (mental illness, substance abuse, and physical

illness).9 The most prevalent responses regarding causes

were mental illness, substance use, and lack of affordable

housing. But respondents differed meaningfully on their

causal assessments based on age, gender, income,

education, and political affiliation. The encouraging news

from the standpoint of this book is that there is meaningful

understanding that affordable housing plays a significant

role in the homelessness crisis, but attributing

homelessness to structural causes is strongly associated

with affiliation with the Democratic party. In addition,

believing that structural causes explain homelessness is

inversely related to income. Therefore, higher income

people are far less likely to believe that a lack of housing is

the root of homelessness. While this research provides

reasons for optimism about the public’s understanding of

the problem and willingness to make investments to

address it, there is a significant segment of the population

that continues to blame individuals and their underlying

health conditions.



Currently, federal dollars earmarked for a homelessness

response largely flow out of the Department of Housing and

Urban Development, but the local recipients of these

dollars are most frequently the local governmental

agencies responsible for behavioral health care, senior

services, and—to the extent they’re concerned with housing

at all—emergency responses to homelessness, like shelter.

Locally speaking, homelessness dollars are human services

dollars, because homelessness is, by implication, a human

problem. The bureaucratic machinery mirrors popular

belief. But if homelessness is indeed a housing problem, as

we argue here, this organizational paradigm would suggest

a policy lens entirely out of focus. It would also further

suggest that shifting public attitudes on and

understandings of homelessness are fundamental to the

housing solutions we’re after. To move from a place of

iterative improvement to true systems change, we argue

the country requires a reorientation in the manner it

conceptualizes (and accordingly approaches) the problem

in the first place. If homelessness continues to be seen

exclusively as a personal problem—and not one of structure

—policy prescriptions will remain reactive in nature. If we

want to do more than treat the symptom, we must come to

understand the necessity of a coordinated housing

response.

The required social change isn’t limited to public

perceptions of homelessness. It also implies a reframing of

housing. We need homeowners who are willing to advocate



and vote for increased housing density; people who are

willing to live with less space; a move away from the

penchant for single-family homes—particularly in our

nation’s cities. And yet, at the same time, there’s a danger

in exclusively advocating for people to jettison the default

American dream of white-picket-fence home ownership—

not least because homes are still the largest assets people

own. Homeownership can be a tool to close the racial

wealth gap; homeownership must remain on the table.

What, then, does it mean to align personal politics with a

coordinated housing response? When cities seek to alter

residential zoning in order to create more housing density,

residents can support these efforts. Concerned residents in

Minnesota, for example, recently formed the group

Neighbors for More Neighbors to advocate for an end to

exclusionary practices like single-family zoning. “Lots of

people want to live here,” said Janne Flisrand, one of the

founders of the group. “It’s a great city to live in. And we

have used our city policies to keep people out.”10 The work

of Neighbors for More Neighbors as well as other YIMBY

(“Yes In My Back Yard”) movements have been critical in

efforts to increase multifamily zoning in cities around the

nation. Rather than leaving advocacy to those who are

struggling with the current regulatory framework,

beneficiaries of the status quo can stand up for affordability

and accessibility.

SUFFICIENT RESOURCES



Just like housing, homelessness is expensive. Costs rise as

people who lose their housing and remain unhoused stress

a range of municipal systems, including public safety,

criminal justice, public health, and emergency medicine.

Estimates suggest the public costs associated with

homelessness range from $30,000 to $100,000 per person

per year.11 New York City, for example, spends roughly $3

billion per year on homelessness and has a one-night count

of 78,000, which corresponds to about $40,000 per

person.12 Other studies have noted the cost savings of

permanent supportive housing: A recent study out of

Australia, for example, found that supportive housing

lowered the annual use of government services by people

experiencing homelessness from $48,000 to $35,117

annually (including the cost of the supportive housing in

question).13 Approaches like Housing First—in which

shelter resources precede any treatment services or other

programmatic supports—have produced significant cost

reductions when compared to traditional homelessness

services.14 But rather than a merely reactive system that

responds to the crisis at hand, we seek a proactive

approach that prevents homelessness in the first place and

ensures people can retain their housing when they regain

it. Adequate and affordable housing is at the core of this

better system—implying the need for substantial resources

to fund the capital investments needed to construct and

develop it.



While the costs of homelessness are high on an

individualized basis, federal spending is relatively modest.

In fiscal year 2019, direct federal spending on

homelessness via HUD, Health and Human Services, the

Veteran’s Administration, and other ancillary agencies

totaled about $6.5 billion. When including funding for

rental assistance and other housing support for low-income

households (i.e., tenant-based and project-based vouchers

and Community Development Block Grants), the total rises

to just over $44 billion. Finally, adding in other federal

housing assistance (including public housing and HOME—a

program that provides funds to local jurisdictions for rental

subsidies, housing rehabilitation, and new construction),

the amount reaches roughly $55 billion. By way of

comparison, the discretionary portion of the federal budget

in 2019 was $1.3 trillion, so these expenditures represent

roughly 4.2 percent of all discretionary spending. On top of

this spending, the federal government also issued about

$9.5 billion in Low-Income Housing Tax Credits to promote

the development of affordable housing. Summing it all, the

federal government commits about $65 billion in support of

low-income housing needs in the country each year.

Compare this sum to lost tax receipts from the home

mortgage interest tax deduction, which allows homeowners

to deduct mortgage interest from their federal income

taxes. Prior to the 2017 tax reform package, the mortgage

interest tax deduction cost the federal government nearly

$70 billion in lost revenue. Under the new tax law, that



number has fallen to about $30 billion, as fewer households

now benefit from this deduction. Even after this major

change, the federal government commits a sum equal to 50

percent of all federal funding on low-income housing

support to a single program that exclusively benefits high-

income homeowners. (The government does, however,

provide support to low-income households through a range

of other social safety-net programs, including cash

assistance, medical coverage, and food support, and any

expansion or extension of these programs would, by

definition, bolster the financial position of households at

risk of experiencing homelessness.)

Calculating spending at the state and local level for

housing and homelessness is more complicated. Because

federal funds flow to states and cities, the expenditures

announced by these jurisdictions also include the funds

provided by the federal government. City budgets, too,

include funds appropriated from their own states. This

complex web of funding sources certainly complicates the

analysis. This confusion prompted one California legislator,

David Chui—a Democrat from San Francisco—to introduce

a proposal requiring the state to account for every dollar

spent on homelessness within the state.15 But there are

clear examples in which state (as opposed to federal) funds

are committed directly to housing and homelessness. In

2018, voters in California approved Propositions 1 and 2,

which authorized $4  billion in bonding capacity for

affordable housing and $2  billion in borrowed funds to



construct supportive housing for people with serious

mental illness, respectively.

Local jurisdictions, too, invest directly. In 2016, Los

Angeles voters approved a referendum to spend $1.2 billion

over ten years to construct housing for the homeless. In

particular, the dollars were earmarked for the construction

of 1,000 new units of housing, each year, for a total of

10,000 units over the decade. But by the end of 2019, only

1 percent of those units were ready to be occupied,

prompting frustration and criticism.16 According to City

Controller Ron Galperin, “the ten year plan . . . hasn’t lived

up to its promise because of the high price of construction,

stalled approvals and regulatory barriers.”17 In 2016, the

expected costs for these units ranged from $350,000 to

$414,000. In reality, median costs have clocked in at

$531,000, and only 7,640 units are expected to be

constructed. The adjustments imply a contribution from

this source of funding at $157,000 per unit (or about 25

percent of the total cost). Presumably the city is using debt

funding (mortgages) to fund the remaining portion of the

construction costs. And even in the best of circumstances,

10,000 units over ten years in a city with a homeless

population that exceeds fifty thousand people on any given

night seems inadequate. But what is the right number?

It’s difficult to point to a single number required to end

homelessness. When the global management consulting

firm McKinsey & Company strove to quantify the resources

needed to end homelessness in Seattle/King County, they



estimated the total housing supply that would be needed to

accommodate the extremely low-income (ELI) households—

those earning less than 30 percent of area median income

(AMI)—that currently lack affordable housing. The

McKinsey report called for a total of thirty-seven thousand

new housing units, which didn’t address the needs of other

low-income households earning between 30 and 50 percent

of AMI. Despite the narrow focus of the analysis, the cost is

still substantial: “Using a conservative set of assumptions,

ending homelessness in King County would therefore cost

between $4.5 billion and $11 billion over ten years, or

between $450 million and $1.1 billion each year for the

next ten years. To put it another way, ending homelessness

in King County would require spending two to four times

the approximately $260 million currently spent on

homelessness and ELI housing in the region.”18

It is important to note that the McKinsey estimate is the

total sum needed to develop thirty-seven thousand housing

units. It assumes the development is entirely equity

financed, so upon completion, the county—or whatever

entity funded the construction—would own the units free

and clear without any mortgage. Obviously, public sources

of funds could be leveraged with property mortgages to

limit the level of public financing required. But if McKinsey

is right, and thirty-seven thousand units are needed to end

homelessness in King County, the recent proposal in Los

Angeles—to construct ten thousand units over ten years—

appears woefully inadequate indeed. McKinsey estimated



up to $11 billion over ten years would be required to fill the

gap, while the Los Angeles proposal provided $1.2 billion—

in a county with four times the homeless population of King

County. If we broadly apply the McKinsey math and

methodology (a gross generalization to be sure) to Los

Angeles, the jurisdiction would need $20–$45 billion. These

figures highlight the scale of the issue and the resources

that are needed to address it. If regions with substantial

populations experiencing homelessness continue to nibble

around the edges of the problem (if we can call $1.2 billion

over ten years nibbling), there is little hope for a

sustainable solution.

Because much of current local spending in a region like

King County is devoted to the crisis response, a relatively

small amount is dedicated to housing development and

rental assistance for extremely low-income households. The

funds needed to construct this housing are well above

current spending levels. And while McKinsey’s price tag is

daunting, the region has made large investments in the

past. In 2016, voters in the Puget Sound region approved a

$54 billion, twenty-five-year plan to extend public transit

throughout the region, including via light rail and bus rapid

transit. One could easily argue that housing is just as

critical of an infrastructure investment as public transit:

essential for a growing region. Of course, this argument

requires community members to conceptualize housing—

particularly housing for low-income households—as a

public good rather than a private commodity.



The U.S. Census Bureau conducts an annual survey of

state and local finances. This survey provides detail on

dollars that flow to states from the federal government, as

well as the total funds generated within the state. The

results tell an interesting story about revenue generation.

In California—the largest state budget in the nation—just

over 17 percent of all revenue at the state and local levels

comes from the federal government. Of the general

revenue raised statewide, about 56 percent comes from

state-level (as opposed to local) sources. Total general

revenue per capita (from both state and local sources) is

about $9,800. The state of Washington, on the other hand,

generates about $1,000 less in general revenue per capita,

and only 14.6 percent of its total revenue comes from

federal sources. Massachusetts relies heavily on state

revenue: Over 64 percent of all general revenue in the

state is raised at the state level, but per capita general

revenue is comparable to Washington and California (at

roughly $9,300). These states differ meaningfully from a

lower-tax jurisdiction like Texas. Texas generates $6,611

per person in general revenue, which is split relatively

evenly between state and local sources. Federal sources

account for 16.5 percent of total revenue in Texas.

While an additional $1 billion per year to end

homelessness in the Puget Sound region may sound

daunting, it need not be. Let’s consider this amount from

both a national and local perspective. To fund an additional

$1 billion in Washington annually, total revenue generation



per capita from state and local sources would need to rise

to $9,026 per person—a 1.5 percent increase from its

current level—still far below the per capita figures raised in

both California and Massachusetts. At the scale of the

federal government, the number is also relatively small. To

turn to a previous example, eliminating the mortgage

interest deduction for homeowners would free up $30

billion, which, if dedicated to homelessness and housing

initiatives, would represent roughly a 60 percent increase

in federal funding for low-income households. Washington’s

per capita share of that increase would produce $660

million of additional funding each year—two-thirds of the

total amount required even in McKinsey’s most costly

estimate.

At the federal level, greater appropriations to HUD

could also support an expansion of the voucher program or

further investments in affordable housing development.

With interest rates at historic lows, the U.S. Treasury could

provide extremely low-interest loans to local housing

authorities to support the acquisition or construction of

affordable housing. No agency can borrow as cheaply as

the U.S. government. The federal government could also

raise the value of the tax credits it issues to help fund the

development of affordable housing. The Low-Income

Housing Tax Credit program has funded the construction or

rehabilitation of over three million housing units since its

inception in the 1980s. Despite the program’s complexity

and frequent inefficiencies, it remains the primary tool



used to fund affordable housing in the United States, and it

ought to be improved.

Notwithstanding the various federal options to increase

funding for housing services, there still remains the fact

that the need for resources is not evenly distributed

throughout the country. As described to us by researcher

Jill Khadduri, one option for marrying federal resources to

the regional housing needs would be to implement an add-

on to the LIHTC program in which states or local

jurisdictions could get additional tax credits if they provide

a local match. Under such a program, only those localities

with a need and desire for additional affordable housing

production would participate in the program, and they

would need to invest their own resources in order to get

additional federal support. It’s a creative proposal that

could generate additional federal support for housing with

improved targeting.

State governments rely on income, property, and sales

taxes to fund operations, but the mix in each state varies

considerably. A report from the Institute on Taxation and

Economic Policy (ITEP) found that the vast majority of

states have regressive tax policies: Low-income households

pay a higher percentage of their income in taxes than high

earners. Washington State has the most regressive tax

regime, followed closely by Texas and Florida. A hallmark

of regressive tax systems is the reliance on sales and excise

taxes with limited or no state income tax. In the ITEP

report, researchers found that implied tax rates from sales



and excise taxes are 7.1 percent for the bottom one-fifth of

the income distribution, 4.8 percent for the middle 20

percent of earners, and only 0.9 percent for the top 1

percent.19 The top 1 percent of earners in Washington pay

a 3 percent tax rate as a share of household income

(including all state and local taxes), while the poorest 20

percent face a 17.8 percent rate. The lack of a state income

tax is a major culprit for the regressive nature of taxation

in Washington. It shouldn’t be a surprise that two  of the

wealthiest people in the country—Bill Gates (Microsoft) and

Jeff Bezos (Amazon)—call Washington home. Correcting

these regressive tax regimes would provide an opportunity

for increased, and more equitable, revenue generation for

many states. This is easier said than done.

At the local level, similar challenges exist when trying to

generate additional funding for social services. In 2018, the

Seattle City Council proposed a “head tax” designed to

raise $275 per employee from local businesses that earned

at least $20 million the prior year. Amazon—though part of

the initial negotiations—publicly announced its opposition

to the tax and threatened to halt construction in Seattle in

response. This threat warped the narrative, and business

interests quickly rallied around the “No Tax on Jobs”

movement formed to oppose the tax. The council ultimately

abandoned the proposal. An article in The Atlantic

highlighted the fractured politics at play: “They [city

council members] say big companies like Amazon have held

the city hostage by refusing to engage in a discussion about



new revenue streams to fund affordable housing, and that

though they might have quashed this effort, they have put

forward no solutions for the city’s problems. Business

leaders, meanwhile, say they’re fed up with a constant

stream of taxes that have done little to solve Seattle’s

growing homelessness crisis.”20

The head tax debacle was frustrating on all sides.

Corporations were upset at being targeted; the city felt

their hands were tied in terms of being able to raise

additional revenue. Economist Jared Bernstein summarized

the challenges in a Washington Post editorial citing tax

analysts Steve Rosenthal and Richard Auxier: “How are

fiscally constrained cities supposed to find revenue as their

populations and services grow?”21 Bernstein argues that

given: (a) the state of Washington’s prohibition on taxing

income or wealth, (b) Amazon’s nonexistent federal tax bill,

(c) the fact that the head tax would have cost Amazon $10

million per year—in the face of first-quarter 2018 net

income of $1.6 billion, and (d) growing needs in Seattle

related to housing affordability and homelessness—

pursuing additional revenue at the local level is wise:

Do these facts provide a rationale for asking large businesses to help pay

for a serious social problem like homelessness? These companies are better

known for putting out their hands for tax breaks in exchange for the added

economic activity they bring to places where they locate. But while such

activity is welcomed by many, it also creates greater demand for public

services, for schools, police, infrastructure, maintenance, etc. It also raises

housing prices in these areas. So yes, I think there’s a solid rationale for

asking them to offset some of the social costs to which they contribute.



The head tax may have been improperly designed, whether

from a taxation or perception perspective (or both). But

denying local jurisdictions the right to raise revenue also

appears short-sighted. Incomes and wealth are staggering

in the Puget Sound and Bay Area regions: The inability to

fund social programs doesn’t stem from a lack of funds—it

stems from a lack of will.

SYSTEMS APPROACH

Harvard Business School is a forerunner in the use of the

case-study method in management education. Cases help

students learn key concepts of finance, marketing, strategy,

and operations. One of the most famous of these cases is

the National Cranberry Cooperative case—more commonly,

just the “Cranberry Case”—which “describes the

continuous flow process used to process cranberries into

juice and/or sauce.” Students must “analyze process flows

to determine where the bottlenecks are and to decide how,

and whether, to expand capacity.”22 Long story short: The

cranberry operation needed greater drying capacity so the

delivery trucks would not need to wait around for the plant

to finish processing the wet berries. For thousands of

students over the last three decades, the Cranberry Case

has highlighted the importance of systems and how they

work: how a single bottleneck can disrupt an otherwise

successful operation. Ultimately, the case teaches that

disappointing operational outcomes might be attributable

to factors upstream in a system.



Aside from its real, often traumatic manifestation as

human experience, homelessness is a system, too. Or at

least its socioeconomic and bureaucratic contexts form one.

People flow into snaking lines of waitlists. They wait for

supportive housing openings or vouchers for months, all

while looking for their own housing on the private market

and watching other people, deemed of “higher priority,” get

fast-tracked into units that somehow materialize. Rental

markets ebb and flow; the homelessness and housing

systems bump up against others: education, incarceration,

health care. And as was the case with the flow of

cranberries through the plant, plenty of changes could

improve—maybe even eliminate—the problems with the

system. By definition, waitlists for housing programs would

be shorter if fewer people lost their housing in the first

place. And in cases in which people do lose their housing

and subsequently seek assistance through a city or county’s

homelessness crisis-response system, their experience with

that system would be greatly improved if more housing

options (subsidized or unsubsidized) were ready to receive

them. The operationalization and management of

homelessness is a function of bureaucracy and systems

thinking. These systems warrant improvement. Many

warrant reimagination writ large.

The homelessness system is somewhat circular, as it

begins and ends with housing. When we think about some

abstract notion of system improvement, then, this thinking

must also begin and end with housing. Much of this book



has sought to illustrate the fundamental ability of housing

markets to shape cities’ relationships with homelessness.

Accordingly, we’re active in our prescription. Improving the

flow through crisis-response programs and reforming their

gatekeeping roles are necessary moves toward an efficient

system, but these iterative improvements pale in

comparison to the additive value of the housing supply

response (as well as income supplements and rental

subsidies) required to ensure people have secure, private,

and warm places to sleep at night. An efficient crisis-

response system isn’t necessarily an equitable system—

much less one that guarantees people always have the

housing they need, when they need it. In other words, if

homelessness is a housing problem, wringing efficiencies

out of the current emergency shelter system alone won’t

solve it. Jurisdictions must also ensure that people remain

housed in the first place—and if a household does find itself

seeking shelter, jurisdictions must ensure ample housing

exists on the other side of the crisis response.

From the systems perspective, the availability of

affordable housing plays a determinative role in both inflow

to homelessness and outflow from homelessness. But

housing policy prescriptions for each of these transitions

vary substantially: Preventing people from losing their

housing in the first place is a vastly different exercise than

ensuring safe and healthy movement through crisis-

response programs and the securing of new affordable

housing as quickly as possible. And each is essential. If we



consider the homelessness system to encompass three

stages—inflow, in which precipitating events like job loss

interact with structural factors like housing affordability;

response, in which people interact with programs like

coordinated entry services and emergency shelters; and

outflow, in which they (ideally) return to permanent,

affordable housing—it’s clear each stage warrants its own

unique set of investments. Critically, investing in the

response stage without ensuring adequate capacity for

outflow begets a situation in which jurisdictions merely

warehouse people in a shelter system indefinitely. No

investment in shelters is sufficiently large to end

homelessness without affordable housing on the other side.

We address these three stages more deeply in turn.

Stage One—Inflow

By definition, the first stage in this system involves the loss

of permanent housing. This loss can be immediate—in the

case of an eviction with no subsequent options—or it can be

a long, drawn-out process in which a household moves from

apartment to couch to car, until they have exhausted all of

their housing options. Either way, these events signify entry

into the homelessness system. From a process standpoint,

mitigating the flow into homelessness is essential: People

remain housed, and people currently unhoused are more

likely to be able to access housing programs.

It’s at the inflow stage that many large structural

challenges—poverty, lack of affordable housing, racism and



other forms of discrimination, inadequate health care, and

inequities in education and employment—most readily

make themselves known. These factors converge to make

some households more vulnerable to housing loss than

others. With an eye toward helping mitigate this

convergence, we highlight two important areas of focus.

First, researchers have highlighted the important role that

income supplements play in preventing a spell of

homelessness. Such supplements may come in the form of

permanent housing subsidies, temporary payments,

diversion dollars (“flex funds”), or more fundamental

changes, like an expansion of the Earned Income Tax

Credit program, which provides cash payments to low-

income households via the income tax system.23 Such cash

buffers help households who would otherwise lose their

housing as a result of a one-time crisis or emergency. The

expansion of housing voucher programs to cover all eligible

households in the country would also meaningfully expand

the purchasing power of millions of people with low

incomes. Extensive research has documented the success

that vouchers have had in preventing and ending

homelessness.24 Second, especially in cities with expensive

and scarce housing, housing-supply investments targeting

households with the lowest incomes—0 to 30 percent of

AMI—are paramount. Expensive, tight housing markets

provide very little margin for households at risk: One

negative episode or a spell of bad luck can quickly turn into

housing loss.



Efforts to expand the supply of housing require deep

investment from federal, state, and local governments.

Broadly speaking, these investments could include direct

support for development or acquisition, but they could also

come in the form of a more robust Low-Income Housing Tax

Credit program—the primary tool currently used to fund

the development of affordable housing—as well as housing

trust funds, land banks, and shared equity homeownership

models. In all cases, the goal here ought to be creating a

stock of de-commodified housing and land that resides

outside the private market. Note that de-commodified

housing doesn’t necessarily connote public housing (though

it may). Nonprofit ownership, too, implies an understanding

of housing that is divorced from a profit motive. There are

also important initiatives focused on the preservation of

affordable housing; for example, the King County Housing

Authority has purchased over seven thousand housing units

since 1991 in an effort to preserve affordability in

perpetuity.25 Such action doesn’t increase the overall

supply of housing, but it does increase the stock of housing

that isn’t subject to market forces and pricing.

Furthermore, without more multifamily zoning and the

density that comes with it, growing cities will have no place

to house new residents—which will further displace low-

income households and place additional pressure on

already expensive housing. The necessary zoning reforms

probably imply limiting the degree of single-family zoning

in a given city. In addition, local governments can work to



ensure that the regulatory hoops that developers must

jump through are limited such that basic protections exist,

but that housing can still be permitted and constructed in a

timely fashion. Finally, the public and private sector alike

must pay greater attention to alternative forms of housing

(including single-room occupancies) and new construction

technologies. As discussed previously, the construction

industry is one of the few that has shown little to no

efficiency gains over the last half-century.

In the short run, prevention programs are essential to

limiting inflow. From a policy-design perspective,

prevention is hard, because there’s often no way of

knowing what would have actually happened to a

participating household if a given prevention program

hadn’t existed in the first place. This natural absence of a

real comparison group—a counterfactual—makes program

evaluation difficult; and consequently, prevention programs

have been plagued over the years by accusations of

inefficiency. And there’s some truth to these claims. Of the

population at risk of homelessness at any given point in

time, only a few households actually lose their housing—

again, consider the size of the U.S. population below the

poverty line versus that experiencing homelessness—and

targeting those select households may be next to

impossible. However, emerging (but perhaps unsurprising)

evidence suggests certain prevention programs like some

forms of emergency cash assistance, housing subsidies, and

other services do ultimately limit the incidence of



homelessness.26 These programs should be supported and

scaled.

Stage Two—Crisis Response

When most people think about “the homelessness system,”

they are likely thinking about stage two in our model.

Coordinated entry facilities, emergency shelters, day

shelters for the unsheltered homeless, Safe Havens,

transitional housing, rapid rehousing, and permanent

supportive housing programs form the response system’s

constituent pieces. Most public investment in homelessness

as a distinct spending priority concerns this stage. Broadly

speaking, we can think about this system as serving two

overarching goals: (a) providing basic needs and keeping

people safe during a crisis, and (b) helping people to move

beyond the crisis. Mats on the floor in a congregate

emergency shelter may provide some basic needs for

residents, but on their own, they may fail to materially

move people toward permanent housing.

Other elements of the system attempt to move people

out of it. And this is where the analysis gets more difficult.

Because of the temporary nature of some of these

programs (notably transitional housing and rapid

rehousing), some program participants may return to the

homelessness response system when housing opportunities

or subsidies end.27 The effectiveness of these programs is

also likely to vary by region: Unsurprisingly, a time-limited

rental subsidy on the private market is more likely to be



effective in more accommodating markets. Permanent

supportive housing, on the other hand, is, by definition,

permanent—but it is also more expensive. The cost implies

a tradeoff: Jurisdictions can serve fewer people

successfully. And this is where financial constraints and the

limited stock of housing units for use by permanent

supportive housing programs limit its potential. Further

complicating homeless-housing decisions is the fact that

not everyone needs something like permanent supportive

housing. In fact, most people who experience homelessness

don’t—other supports and assistance are sufficient.

These portfolio decisions are important, but a broader

challenge for communities is the decision of whether to

allocate resources to the crisis-response system—stage two

—at all or to invest in upstream prevention efforts and the

affordable housing needed for people to end their

homelessness. By and large, CoCs have focused intently on

the efficiency of their crisis responses. These efforts have

sought to ensure that households receive the services most

appropriate for their needs and circumstances—and that

enough services exist in the first place. And while these

operational changes can precipitate real improvements,

there is a limit to their reach. In the case of many regions

with high rates of homelessness, the tremendous inflow

into the crisis-response system has overwhelmed many of

the benefits that might have been realized from the

operational efficiencies gained. Trying to optimize a shelter

system during periods of great inflow is like repairing a



smoke alarm in a house that’s on fire. As someone we

spoke to on this topic stated, “We can’t efficiency our way

out of this.”

A tangible example of this phenomenon comes by way of

the Family Homelessness Initiative funded by the Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation.28 Over the last twelve years,

the foundation has invested tens of millions of dollars to

improve the crisis response system for families in the Puget

Sound region. The initiative has focused on three core

principles: prevention and diversion (short-term assistance,

landlord mediation, and other emergency supports),

coordinated entry (a single point of contact for families as

they seek support from the homelessness response system),

and rapid rehousing (placing families in permanent housing

as soon as possible). Findings of the program have

demonstrated favorable results for the families and the

system that serves them.29 At the same time, the level of

family homelessness in the region has continued to rise.

This fact highlights that the benefits of well-funded and

carefully implemented programs targeting the crisis

response system can be overwhelmed by robust inflow into

the system.

It can also be overwhelmed by a lack of outflow. Setting

aside debates about the relative efficacy of transitional

housing, rapid rehousing, and permanent supportive

housing, program success is predicated on the existence of

a unit someone can move into or retain. Without enough

units—regardless of ownership and operation—none of



these programs can provide sufficient pathways out of the

response system. It’s like plugging a bathtub while the

water is still running: The water will rise. Limited

opportunities to exit the shelter system—or leave the

streets—turn the response system into a warehouse for

people experiencing homelessness. Rather than serving as

a soft, temporary landing for people who lose their housing,

the system becomes a more permanent reality. We need an

exit.

Stage Three—Outflow

Outflow, as introduced above, is essential to a properly

functioning system. In addition to representing housing

solutions for people experiencing homelessness, exits from

the response stage also free up capacity and resources for

others entering that stage. Certainly, all the efforts outlined

in the first stage—those that provide income support and

increase the stock of affordable housing—would help

facilitate outflow. But here, we also draw attention to the

unique stock of permanent housing specifically designated

for people who have previously experienced homelessness

(especially chronic homelessness; and including permanent

supportive housing). Unlike temporary rental supports,

transitional housing, and rapid re-housing, permanent

supportive housing isn’t time-limited, and it often includes

further services and supports for residents who need them.

Therefore, we view this intervention as a critical element of



our third stage—not just as another feature of the crisis

response system.

Over the past few years, the communities in our sample

have greatly increased the stock of permanent housing

units in their portfolio: a welcome development. Given the

cost-effectiveness arguments offered earlier in this chapter,

we encourage the continued funding and construction of

permanent supportive housing units. Some people leaving

the crisis-response system may reside in permanent

supportive housing for a decade or more before leaving for

housing in the private market (either subsidized or

unsubsidized); others may live in permanent supportive

housing for the rest of their lives. Fixed incomes or

disabilities might preclude some people from attaining

private-market housing. When we cease to view housing as

a commodity and instead as an essential component of

human life and dignity, a diversity of housing solutions

makes more sense.

Despite the welcome increase of permanent units, the

supply of this form of housing remains drastically limited,

and this scarcity serves as a critical bottleneck with knock-

on effects for the overall system. Without more permanent

supportive housing units to serve the population of (often

chronically homeless) people who need them, many CoCs—

bound by requirements to prioritize housing for those with

the greatest medical need and barriers to housing—

ultimately opt to refer potential permanent supportive

housing occupants to time-limited housing programs (like



rapid rehousing) with fewer supportive services. When

renters can’t retain their rapid rehousing leases at the end

of a subsidy period, they may fall back into homelessness.

Meanwhile, rental subsidies have been exhausted, and

people who might have been able to hold on to those leases

are instead on a waiting list, sleeping in shelters. In this

manner, lack of sufficient permanent supportive housing

can frustrate the efforts of a crisis-response system that

may have otherwise worked for more people.

By definition, permanent supportive housing is designed

to help people with service needs. But there are other

people experiencing homelessness—without such needs—

for whom a long-term subsidy, like a voucher, would

provide access to much-needed housing. Providing

permanent supportive housing units to people without the

relevant service needs implies a mismatch. Communities

need a portfolio of housing options (from short-term

subsidies to long-term subsidies and permanent supportive

housing) to ensure people can find the right housing—

efficiently and effectively. In other words, with respect to

housing supply, communities require not only a sufficient

number of permanent supportive housing units, but also

private units that households can access via rental

subsidies. Housing must reflect the diversity of shelter and

service needs of the people living in it.

Local responses to homelessness during the COVID-19

pandemic offer a reason for optimism in the fight against

homelessness. As described earlier, many jurisdictions



leased hotel and motel rooms for people experiencing

homelessness in order to provide safety and to limit virus

outbreaks in congregate settings such as emergency

shelters. Given the success of many of these programs,

local governments around the country have taken steps to

acquire hotels and motels in order to create additional

permanent or temporary housing options for households

that need them. Large-scale purchases of these buildings

have the potential to meaningfully increase the stock of

affordable units in a community. The depressed prices for

hotel properties during the COVID-19 pandemic presented

a unique opportunity for jurisdictions to increase housing

capacity at lower prices than would be typical: a

meaningful silver lining of the otherwise tragic pandemic.

The three interrelated elements presented above—shifting

public perceptions of homelessness, committing far greater

resources to meet the scale of the problem, and broadening

our understanding and management of what constitutes the

homelessness system—suggest bold, paradigmatic shifts in

the manner in which the country addresses homelessness.

But such personal and public investments are possible. A

recent example shows us as much: The case of the U.S.

response to veteran homelessness offers a template for how

the three constituent elements of this vision can come

together to form a sustainable housing response. Since

2009, homelessness among former members of the U.S.

armed services has fallen by nearly 50 percent—and this



rapid decline is no accident.30 Political will, funding, and

effective use of the broader homelessness response system

has dramatically reduced the population of veterans

without housing.

Why did we do it? And what, exactly, did we do? Given

the poor treatment of veterans who returned from the

Vietnam War a generation ago, great political concern

arose to prevent repeating the same mistakes for those

who served in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. But

theories of the policymaking process itself also help explain

the substantial federal commitment to ending

homelessness among veterans. Policy scholars Helen

Ingram and Anne Schneider developed the concept of

social construction of target populations as a way to

understand why certain populations receive benefits and

support throughout the policymaking process while others

do not.31 The researchers argue that one can predict how a

given subpopulation will benefit from policymaking based

on two variables: their power and their social construction.

Plotting these two variables against one another creates a

matrix of four categories: Advantaged (high power and

positive social construction), Contenders (high power and

negative social construction), Dependents (low power and

positive social construction), and Deviants (low power and

negative social construction). Small-business owners and

first responders might be examples of Advantaged

populations; oil-company executives are Contenders;



Dependents include widows and orphans; and Deviants

would include drug dealers and other criminals.

The matrix helps us understand the difference between

homeless veterans and homeless civilians (and the political

will that follows in the response to each). Veterans

experiencing homelessness have a favorable social

construction. As former soldiers, they occupy the

Advantaged category. As veterans who have lost their

housing, they occupy the Dependent category: worthy

beneficiaries of support. Yet without this view into

someone’s past—without psychological or social

assumptions of whether someone ever occupied the

Advantaged category—the default political (and

policymaking) assumption of civilian homelessness is the

Deviant category. Given a negative social construction and

no power, civilians experiencing homelessness receive far

less de facto attention and support throughout the

policymaking process. We see evidence of this dynamic in

public opinion research on homelessness. Jack Tsai and

colleagues conducted a national online survey and found

that the general public was more supportive of

homelessness funding for the veteran population than for

nonveteran adults who experience homelessness.32

But the social construction of veterans only explains part

of the story. There was also a lot of money. A white paper

from the Department of Veterans Affairs states, “Ending

Veteran Homelessness has been a priority of this

Administration and VA that has resulted in an



unprecedented commitment of resources, planning and

commitment directed toward this goal. This initiative was

announced in 2009 and incorporates six core elements:

outreach and education, treatment, enhancing

income/employment/benefits, community partnerships,

prevention, and providing housing and supportive services.

Over $2.6 billion has been committed to this initiative to

date [2009–2014], resulting in substantial increases in the

housing stock available to support homeless Veterans.”33

Ultimately, policymakers, agency staff, and nonprofits

knitted together a broad system of housing support to

deliver effective programs and resources to those who

needed it. The system constituted far more than shelter: A

combination of rapid rehousing, housing vouchers, and

permanent supportive housing services—along with a fleet

of other ancillary efforts to ensure people were housed

outside the crisis response—were carefully integrated to

ensure program success.34 A new, growing focus on

communities attaining “functional zero” veteran

homelessness, in which regions must prove the number of

veterans experiencing homelessness each month is smaller

than its average monthly housing rate, ensures such

communities apply a systems lens to policymaking: Inflow

has to be smaller than outflow, so you’ve got to focus on

both upstream and downstream interventions. Some cities

have achieved this functional zero measure for both

veteran homelessness and chronic homelessness, and

emerging evidence has illustrated that upstream



interventions (like diversion and engagement with other

systems) can ensure that homelessness can indeed be

prevented before it manifests in full.35

Access to housing—independent of one’s ability to pay—

is the bedrock of these policy successes. From the veterans

example, we know that investments in housing, rental

subsidies, and systems thinking can substantially reduce

the population of people experiencing homelessness. The

question is whether we will extend the same focus,

attention, and resources to the rest of the population

without stable housing. At the time of this writing, the

answer to that question remains unclear. Despite extensive

research highlighting the drivers of the U.S. homelessness

crisis, perceptions of the issue still break along partisan,

perceptual, and anecdotal lines. Which makes sense. This is

a book about cities, but homelessness is about people. And

for all the reasons described above, it’s easy to fall back on

narratives about people, especially the narratives that stir

emotion.

But these narratives aren’t enough; they don’t get at the

roots. In naming homelessness as a structural problem,

with its roots in affordable housing, we hope to provide

concerned readers with direction. Our attempt here has

been to think through the substantial variation in rates of

homelessness observed throughout the country, inviting the

question of why homelessness is so prevalent in some

cities, but not others. This question should give us pause,

not least because it suggests intent. People design cities



and structure markets. They can also choose to change

them.
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