
UNDERSTANDING UNSHELTERED 
HOMELESSNESS A Ways to GO!



FAMILIAR STORIES

Service providers and advocates are familiar with the 
stories of people experiencing homelessness:

o Unaffordable housing in major metropolitan areas.

o Unsheltered living situations.

o Employment instability.

o Personal challenges.

o Stresses of homelessness.

o Housing’s ability to stabilize lives.

It’s vitally important to keep sharing these stories . . . 
and to create matching data and research stories.



CENSUS DATA KNOWLEDGE = POWER Far too many Americans are 
struggling



INDIVIDUAL ADULTS MORE LIKELY TO LIVE IN 
POVERTY
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CERTAIN RACIAL AND ETHNIC GROUPS MORE 
IMPACTED BY INDIVIDUAL POVERTY
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EMPLOYMENT AND PAY

o Far fewer men are working compared to 50 years ago.
§ Unemployment rates can be misleading.
§ An 11 percentage point difference in participation rates when comparing 1968 to 2018.
§ Men are giving up on the job market, facing challenges.

o Stagnating Wages.
§ Americans working longer hours, pay increases not keeping up.
§ Wage inequality is growing.  Between 2000 and 2017, wage growth was strongest for those 

with the highest wages and best education.



EMPLOYMENT AND PAY:  RACIAL DYNAMICS

o Employment
§ White men greatly reflected in participation trends.  Participation rate 83 percent in 

1968 and 72 percent in 2018.
§ Black men have always struggled in the job market.  Numbers still behind those of 

white men.

o Wages

Common for advocacy organizations to make comparisons to each $1 earned by a white 
male:

§Black men ($0.70)
§Hispanic men ($0.64)
§Black women ($0.61)
§Hispanic women ($0.53)



HUD’S DATA ADDS TO THE 
FOUNDATION Backsliding WORRIES



RELATIVELY MODEST 
PROGRESS ON INDIVIDUAL 
HOMELESSNESS 
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o Certain groups have been prioritized in 
homelessness policy (veterans, chronically 
homeless, families with children).  They 
have realized noticeable progress.

o By contrast, individual homelessness has 
modestly decreased over the last 
decade—by 10 percent.

o For each of the last two years, individual 
homelessness has increased.  It is now 5 
percent higher than it was in 2016.



AN UNSHELTERED 
EMERGENCY
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o As with many other areas, there were 
years of progress in unsheltered individual 
homelessness.

o Alarming trend of unsheltered population 
increases over the last 5 years.  

o 18 percent more people.

o Significantly located in our nation’s warmer 
states
§ 48 percent in California
§ 69 Percent in California, Florida, Texas, 

Oregon, and Washington

o Still very much a concern . . .



CAPACITY TO PROVIDE 
TEMPORARY BEDS
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• America is doing a good job of providing 
temporary beds (ES, TH, SH) to people in 
families—a national-level surplus.

• But only have the capacity to serve 52 percent 
of individuals on the night of the PiT Count. 

• Striking differences between states doing the 
best at serving individuals and those doing the 
best at serving families.



BUT WHAT ABOUT PERMANENT HOUSING . . . 

Rapid Rehousing
o Primarily targeted to families with children.

o Nearly 3 times as many beds go to families as compared to individuals.

Permanent Supportive Housing
o Primarily targeted to individuals.

o 235,680 Beds         Not all of them were empty and available for the 372,417 
individuals homeless on the time of the PiT.

o 103 percent growth in bed numbers over the last decade.



SO MANY QUESTIONS, SO MUCH 
WORK TO DO

Time to organize and 
make friends



POPULATION QUESTIONS

o How do unsheltered individuals differ from those who are sheltered?  How are they 
the same?

o What are the differences among demographic groups (gender, race, immigration 
status) in 

• Why are they unsheltered? 
• How long have they been unsheltered? Homeless?  Housing Unstable?
• How do they exit homelessness?

o What are the short- and long-term impacts of being unsheltered?  How does it 
affect the ability to exit homelessness?



CRISIS RESPONSE QUESTIONS
o How many more shelter beds are needed?  How should they be balanced with 

other solutions like diversion, prevention, permanent housing?

o What is the best way to quickly act in those states with the highest rates of 
unsheltered homelessness?

o When is it appropriate to target shelters to specific populations?  How does 
targeting benefit outcomes?

o Are “right to shelter” policies the answer?

o What are the optimal roles for third parties?  Law enforcement?  Public service 
employees?

o How can advocates best manage NIMBY challenges?



PERMANENT HOUSING QUESTIONS
o Other than the one bedroom apartments, what do we know about permanent 

housing options for individual adults?

o Who needs to be in PSH?  Is the current system serving the right people?

o What are optimal models for serving aging adults?

o Can we develop models for supporting family connections/reconnections that lead 
to permanent housing and/or supportive networks?  Diversion?  Mediation?  Family 
Counseling?

o Are there employment program best practices that can help maintain permanent 
housing?

o What communication/advocacy messaging works best in selling an agenda to help 
a typically unsympathetic population (men who are disproportionately men of 
color)?
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