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Arrest and jail should always be a last resort for addressing 
homelessness, as criminalizing survival behaviors only 
perpetuates the cycle of homelessness and incarceration. 

Executive Summary 
This paper responds to municipalities' concerns about the increase in visible 
homelessness and its perceived impact on community safety. The overlap between 
the criminal justice system and homelessness is well-documented, but debates on 
how to best address these issues remain divisive. Many stakeholders entrenched  
in their viewpoints, often overlooking the complexity of homelessness and the need 
for a multifaceted approach. However, the reality is that singular solutions have 
proven insufficient. We must combine strategies and offer multiple options  
to address the diverse needs of different individuals.

Arrest and jail should always be a last resort for addressing homelessness, as 
criminalizing survival behaviors only perpetuates the cycle of homelessness and 
incarceration. This approach is costly, can be harmful, and fails to address the 
underlying causes of homelessness. To break this cycle, it is crucial to find better 
solutions, some of which we explore in this piece.

Key conclusions:

•	 Immediate Actions: Providing jobs—such as trash cleanup in an encampment—
to homeless individuals, managing public spaces, and offering safe parking 
lots for those living in vehicles can prove impactful. Additionally, involuntary 
hospitalization and scattered sites programs can offer immediate support to 
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those needing urgent assistance. Homeless outreach teams can also play a crucial 
role by building trust, offering immediate assistance, and connecting individuals 
to essential services, ultimately reducing reliance on emergency services and jails. 

•	 Long-Term Strategies: Expanding transportation and housing options is critical for 
reducing homelessness, as doing so provides greater access to jobs and shelter. 
Innovative solutions like using vacant hotels for immediate housing, employing 
community courts for rehabilitative justice, creating “one-stop shops” for 
essential services, and using shelter-finder apps can help stabilize individuals and 
connect them to necessary resources. 

•	 Early Intervention: Providing financial training and support equips individuals 
with the skills to manage money effectively and plan for major life events, which 
can help prevent one setback from snowballing into homelessness. Predictive 
analytics can identify at-risk individuals before eviction, enabling targeted early 
intervention to stabilize their housing situation. Expanding supportive housing 
and improving access to mental health and substance use treatment are crucial 
for those transitioning from incarceration or facing behavioral health challenges. 
Efforts like the Clean Slate Initiative and the creation of “third places” help 
reintegrate individuals into society and build community-support networks. 

Introduction
Imagine walking through streets lined with makeshift shelters, discarded needles, 
and trash. For many, this is the image that comes to mind when they hear the word 
“homelessness.” In cities today, individuals are becoming unhoused at an alarming 
rate, and community members are feeling increasingly unsafe. In response, city 
officials struggle to address these issues in a way that is both effective and humane. 

Now imagine being labeled as part of the problem rather than as a valued member 
of the community. Whether they are living on the streets, in a shelter, or in a budget 
motel, homeless individuals are likely facing more dangerous conditions, worse 
health outcomes, and fewer opportunities than their housed neighbors. These 
individuals may suffer from undiagnosed mental health disorders or may have 
turned to drugs or alcohol to cope with past or current traumas. Unfortunately, 
access to mental health services and addiction support is often limited or 
unavailable, and the threat of incarceration is a constant concern. Quality of life for 
homeless individuals is often dire, characterized by higher mortality rates, frequent 
victimization, and a greater likelihood of arrest. Jails have become de facto mental 
health facilities, homeless shelters, and detox centers, underscoring the severity of 
the issue. Upon release from jail, rather than finding stability, many are returned 
to the same harsh environment with even fewer resources than they had before 
incarceration, perpetuating the cycle of homelessness and despair.

For too long, decision-makers have merely focused on reducing the visibility  
of homelessness. As a result, homeless individuals are often viewed as separate from 
the community, even though they are interwoven in it. Cities must shift their focus 
to find ways to support this vulnerable population and help individuals climb out of 
homelessness, while also addressing community concerns about safety, disorder, 
and sanitation. To effectively reduce homelessness, cities need both immediate and 
sustainable solutions. Unfortunately, many cities’ stakeholders are divided over best 
strategies, which is stalling progress. Instead of debating the merits of strategies  
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to manage and mitigate homelessness, policymakers must prioritize this population  
to drive lasting positive change in overall community well-being and sense of safety. 

This paper explores the interconnected issues of homelessness and safety, examining 
both immediate interventions and long-term strategies that can help achieve 
sustainable change. We analyze the current crisis, explain how we arrived here,  
identify currently debated approaches, and provide alternative solutions that  
balance compassion with practicality. Through this comprehensive approach,  
we aim to offer a roadmap for cities to build safer, thriving, inclusive communities.

Today's Crisis
As cities nationwide struggle with growing rates of homelessness, the issue has  
become increasingly noticeable, with more individuals living on the streets or in 
encampments.1 This visibility has intensified concerns about crime and unrest in 
communities. For homeless individuals, survival is a daily challenge as they navigate 
the dangers and hardships of life on the streets. This includes finding food, shelter, 
and safety, often in environments that are hostile and unwelcoming. Those on the 
verge of homelessness also face challenges to stay afloat as existing systems fail them. 
Understanding the current homelessness crisis, visualized in Figure 1, from different 
perspectives is important to creating solutions that address both immediate needs  
and root causes of this crisis. 

Figure 1: U.S. Homelessness

 
Source: Tanya de Sousa et al., “The 2023 Annual Homelessness Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress,”  
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, December 2023. https://www.huduser.gov/ 
portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2023-AHAR-Part-1.pdf.

1.      Tanya de Sousa et al., “The 2023 Annual Homelessness Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress,” The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
December 2023. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2023-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
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Homelessness encompasses a range of nonpermanent living situations that are 
often categorized and tracked as either sheltered or unsheltered.2 Sheltered 
homelessness refers to temporary respite that does not offer a permanent solution, 
such as emergency shelters or transitional housing.3 Unsheltered homelessness 
involves individuals living in places not meant for human habitation, such as streets, 
parks, vehicles, or abandoned buildings.4 Those living in a low-budget motel, on  
a friend or family member's couch, or in other night-to-night situations are often  
not captured in either definition or in data collection.5

Chronic homelessness is another critical concept within this context. It typically 
refers to individuals who have experienced homelessness for an extended period, 
such as a year or more, or have had multiple episodes of homelessness over several 
years.6 These individuals frequently have disabling conditions or disorders that 
complicate their ability to maintain stable housing.7 

The faces of homelessness are diverse and varied. Here are some examples: 

Table 1: Faces of Homelessness

Single female with kids, unsheltered:8 For most of her life, she struggled  
with the complexities of mental illness and poverty, experiencing severe 
insomnia, night terrors, impulsivity, and deep depression. Her challenges 
escalated in her mid-30s when she began using methamphetamine to cope 
while working long hours as a truck driver and supporting her children, which 
eventually led to homelessness and loss of custody. Despite showing signs of 
mental illness for years, she was not diagnosed until she was in her early 50s.

Family of five, motel/squatting:9 A hardworking husband and father of  
three, he has been unhoused despite being steadily employed as an  
apartment maintenance worker. Although living in a motel is essentially  
a form of homelessness, it did not meet the official definition, which  
prevented him from accessing long-term financial assistance. Motels  
are expensive and, without financial assistance, he could no longer afford  
to keep his family there. His family is now squatting in a vacant apartment  
owned by his employer, hoping for a stable place to live.

Single male, couchsurfing/unsheltered:10 After losing both of his parents  
and brother to cancer in a short time, he ended up homeless and turned  
to drugs and alcohol out of anger and grief. At times, he was fortunate  
enough to sleep on a friend’s couch, especially when it was cold, but  
otherwise found himself living on the streets.

2.      Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, “Definitions of Homelessness,” Department of Health and Human Services, January 2018. 
https://=soarworks.samhsa.gov/article/definitions-of-homelessness; de Sousa, p. 5. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2023-AHAR-Part-1.pdf.

3.      de Sousa, p. 5. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2023-AHAR-Part-1.pdf.
4.      Ibid.
5.      “HUD Data Show Dramatic Increase in Families and Youth in Homeless Shelters, Even While Significantly Undercounting Families and Youth Experiencing 

Homelessness,” SchoolHouse Connection, Dec. 18, 2023. https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/new-hud-data-show-dramatic-increase-in-families-and-youth-in-
homeless-shelters-even-while-significantly-undercounting-families-and-youth-experiencing-homelessness.

6.      “Chronically Homeless,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, December 2023. https://endhomelessness.org/homelessness-in-america/who-experiences-
homelessness/chronically-homeless.

7.       Ibid.
8.       Stacey McKenna and Chelsea Boyd, “Why Quitting Cold Turkey May Not Be the Best Answer to Addiction,” Discourse, May 31, 2023. https://www.

discoursemagazine.com/p/why-quitting-cold-turkey-may-not-be-the-best-answer-to-addiction.
9.      Sophia Muce, “Stories from the American Homeless,” The Recorder, Dec. 6, 2021. https://centralrecorder.org/77912/news/stories-from-the-american-homeless. 
10.    The Real Stories Behind Homelessness,” Face of Homelessness, last accessed Aug. 27, 2016. https://faceofhomelessness.com.
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Single, full-time student, car-living/shelter:11 She was a full-time student 
living at home with her mother, a veteran dealing with mental health issues.  
Her mother was institutionalized, and the bank began foreclosure on their  
home. Without a place to live and unprepared for the sudden loss, she  
started living in her car and then ultimately found a shelter.

Single male, car-living:12 He became homeless after his college football  
career abruptly ended due to a neck injury. Struggling to cope with the loss  
of his athletic career, he grew bitter and strained his relationships. After being 
fired from multiple jobs and battling cancer, he found himself living in a van  
behind a car wash. 

Key Data on U.S. Homelessness
Over the past decade, the number of individuals experiencing homelessness in 
the United States has fluctuated because of a variety of factors such as economic 
conditions, public health priorities, environmental factors, and public policy 
priorities. In 2023, over 653,000 individuals experienced homelessness on a given 
night, marking the highest number recorded since the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development began their “point-in-time” count in 2007.13 Nearly 40 
percent of those individuals were unsheltered, and 31 percent were chronically 
homeless, both of which contributed to the growing visibility of homelessness in 
cities.14 Families with children and unaccompanied youth saw the greatest increases 
from the previous year.15 Sixty-three percent of the homeless population resides in 
just seven states—California, New York, Florida, Washington, Texas, Oregon, and 
Massachusetts.16 The number of additional people who are at risk of becoming 
homeless and often living in unstable housing situations remains unknown.

Behavioral Health
The relationship between behavioral health issues and homelessness is well-
documented.17 Some estimates show that nearly one-third of unhoused individuals 
have severe mental health disorders, and one-quarter have substance use issues.18  
The rate of alcoholism is likely even higher.19 However, the relationship between 
behavioral health issues and homelessness is more complex than statistics alone 
can capture. For example, stigma and undiagnosed disorders likely lead to an 
underestimation of the scope of the correlation. Further, the direction of causality 
between homelessness and behavioral health issues is unclear. The overwhelming 

11.    Akusua Akoto interviewed by Susan Shain and Aidan Gardiner, “30 People Tell Us What Homelessness is Really Like,” The New York Times, Aug. 10, 2023.  
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/02/10/headway/homelessness-mental-health-us.html#/people/akusua-akoto/question-1.

12.    Eric Washington interviewed by Susan Shain and Aidan Gardiner, “30 People Tell Us What Homelessness is Really Like,” The New York Times, Aug. 10, 2023.  
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/02/10/headway/homelessness-mental-health-us.html#/people/eric-washington/question-1.

13.    de Sousa, p. 12. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2023-AHAR-Part-1.pdf.
14.    Ibid., p. 12, 26.
15.    “HUD Data Show Dramatic Increase in Families and Youth in Homeless Shelters, Even While Significantly Undercounting Families and Youth Experiencing 

Homelessness.” https://schoolhouseconnection.org/article/new-hud-data-show-dramatic-increase-in-families-and-youth-in-homeless-shelters-even-while-
significantly-undercounting-families-and-youth-experiencing-homelessness.

16.    Daniel Soucy et al., “State of Homelessness: 2024 Edition,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, last accessed Aug. 31, 2024. https://endhomelessness.org/
homelessness-in-america/homelessness-statistics/state-of-homelessness.

17.    Ernie Mundell, “Most Homeless Americans Are Battling Mental Illness,” U.S. News & World Report, April 17, 2024. https://www.usnews.com/news/health-news/
articles/2024-04-17/most-homeless-americans-are-battling-mental-illness.

18.    “Health,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, December 2023. https://endhomelessness.org/homelessness-in-america/what-causes-homelessness/health.
19.    Patricia A. Post, “Hard to Reach: Rural Homelessness & Health Care,” National Health Care for the Homeless Council, January 2002, p.1. https://nhchc.org/

wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Rural-Homelessness.pdf; Jakub Konrady and Dorota Talarska, “Factors determining the quality of life of homeless people staying 
in support centers for people in the crisis of homelessness. Pilot study,” BMC Public Health 24 (Feb. 1, 2024). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC10835943.
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majority of people living with mental health disorders and most individuals  
using drugs or alcohol do not become homeless.20 It is therefore unclear  
whether mental health challenges or overuse of substances more commonly  
lead to homelessness or if the stress and trauma of homelessness are more  
likely to contribute to substance use, severe depression, or other mental  
health problems.21 

Economic Challenges
Homelessness has significant costs that extend beyond individual hardships 
and the provision of shelters and services. It is estimated that the United States 
spends billions of dollars annually on homelessness.22 Emergency room visits  
and hospitalizations for homeless individuals are frequent and expensive,  
often due to untreated chronic illnesses, mental health issues, and substance 
 use disorders.23  Law enforcement and incarceration costs also escalate as 
homeless individuals are frequently arrested for survival offenses, such as 
trespassing in a building to stay warm or defecating or urinating outside.24 
Furthermore, some believe visible homelessness hurts the profits of nearby 
businesses, negatively impacting small business owners and reducing tax  
revenue that could be reinvested into the community.25 

Perception
Many attribute the rise in perceived crime to growing rates of unsheltered  
and chronic homelessness and the social disorder they represent.26  
This perception is not based on actual crime statistics, but it is deeply  
influenced by the visibility of homelessness and associated behaviors.  
While it is true that rates of some criminal offenses spiked following  
COVID-19 closures and periods of civil unrest like after George Floyd’s  
murder, overall crime has decreased over the past few years while rates  
of homelessness have continued to increase.27 Still, the presence of 
encampments in public spaces, open air drug use, and the frequent  
sight of individuals in mental health crises can make areas feel less safe— 
even if crime rates tell a different story. Homeless individuals are also  
intertwined with the criminal justice system at much higher rates  
than the general population, adding another layer of complexity  
to the situation.28

20.    “The Complex Link Between Homelessness and Mental Health,” Psychology Today, May 21, 2021. https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/mind-matters-
menninger/202105/the-complex-link-between-homelessness-and-mental-health.

21.    Deborah K. Padgett, “Homelessness, housing instability and mental health: making the connections,” BJPsych Bulletin 44:5 (October 2020), pp. 197-201. https://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7525583.

22.    “Finding Home: Helping the Homeless Improve Their Lives and Reconnect with Community,” JEC Republicans, December 2022, p. 24. https://www.jec.senate.gov/
public/_cache/files/59950ff2-da5e-4e1e-8f4a-61452c3156d3/finding-home.pdf; “Fact Sheet: Cost of Homelessness,” National Prevention Science Coalition, April 
6, 2023. https://www.npscoalition.org/post/fact-sheet-cost-of-homelessness.

23.    “Fact Sheet: Cost of Homelessness.” https://www.npscoalition.org/post/fact-sheet-cost-of-homelessness.
24.    Ibid.; Stacey McKenna, “Toilets for the Homeless,” Bright Magazine, Jan. 20, 2016. https://brightthemag.com/no-toilets-for-the-homeless-55b3b073e919.
25.    Steve Stewart, “Homeless Shelter Takes Toll on Small Businesses, Local Tax Revenue,” Tallahassee Reports, Oct. 18, 2023. https://tallahasseereports.

com/2023/10/18/homeless-shelter-takes-toll-on-small-businesses-local-tax-revenue; Justin Wilmas, “Homelessness and Its Impact on Retailers,” Loss Prevention 
Magazine, Oct. 17, 2022. https://losspreventionmedia.com/homelessness-and-its-impact-on-retailers.

26.    Gustaf Kilander, “Why do voters think crime is up and the economy is bad when the data says otherwise?,” The Independent, April 18, 2024. https://www.the-
independent.com/news/world/americas/us-politics/crime-economy-inflation-murder-rates-b2527910.html.

27.    Lisel Petis, “The Crime and Safety Blindspot: Do homeless populations pose an increased risk to public safety?,“ R Street Institute, July 9, 2024. https://www.
rstreet.org/commentary/the-crime-and-safety-blindspot-do-homeless-populations-pose-an-increased-risk-to-public-safety.

28.    Lucius Couloute, “Nowhere to Go: Homelessness among formerly incarcerated people,” Prison Policy Initiative, August 2018. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/
reports/housing.html.
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How We Got Here
The history of homelessness in the United States is long and complicated. 
Homelessness, which briefly waned following the Civil War, surged into the national 
spotlight by the late 1800s.29 This increase was fueled by the rapid growth of the 
national railroad system, the boom of urbanization, and a growing dissatisfaction 
with the harsh conditions of industrial labor.30 During the Great Depression, 
mass unemployment and poverty led to widespread homelessness, giving rise to 
“Hoovervilles” or shantytowns.31 In the post-World War II era, economic prosperity 
and social safety nets reduced visible homelessness.32  

Over the next three decades, the face of homelessness remained predominantly 
white and male, but grew older.33 Many lived in the cheapest accommodations 
in the poorest urban areas—such as flophouses and low-cost motels—which by 
today’s standards would be considered “sheltered” or even “housed.”34 Others 
joined encampments that were concentrated in urban areas, often referred to 
as “Skid Row.”35 In many ways, the visibility of homelessness faded or shifted 
out of general public view.36 However, by the late 1970s, a more modern form of 
homelessness emerged—one that appeared to be affecting a younger population 
and involving more women, children, and minority groups.37 

In the 1980s, the country experienced one of its worst recessions since the 
Great Depression.38 Over the next decade, this economic downturn, coupled 
with deinstitutionalization, watershed events, and urban gentrification, led 
to a resurgence in homelessness.39 Property values rose in many urban areas, 
and low-cost nightly housing options disappeared, resulting in the removal of 
approximately 4.5 million housing units, half of which were occupied by low-
income households.40  Meanwhile, HIV/AIDS emerged, driving up medical costs 
in many marginalized communities, and a rise in crack cocaine use and the 
subsequent War on Drugs devastated entire neighborhoods.41 In addition, many 
veterans who returned from the Vietnam War, often with disabilities and high 
rates of opioid dependence, found themselves on the streets.42 Simultaneously, 
the shuttering of state mental health hospitals in the prior decades led to a 
drastic reduction in institutionalized residency and care, with the number 
of patients in such facilities plummeting from 535,000 in 1960 to 137,000 in 
1980, leaving many without shelter.43  The economy was also shifting from 

29.    “Permanent Supportive Housing: Evaluating the Evidence for Improving Health Outcomes Among People Experiencing Chronic Homelessness,”  
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, Appendix B, July 11, 2018. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK519584.

30.    Ibid.
31.    “Hoovervilles,” History, updated Oct. 4, 2022. https://www.history.com/topics/great-depression/hoovervilles.
32.    “Permanent Supportive Housing: Evaluating the Evidence for Improving Health Outcomes Among People Experiencing Chronic Homelessness.”  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK519584.
33.    Ibid.
34.    Ibid.
35.    Ibid.
36.    P.H. Rossi, “The old homeless and the new homelessness in historical perspective,” American Psychologist 45:8 (August 1990), pp. 954-959.  

https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F0003-066X.45.8.954.
37.    Ibid.
38.    Tim Sablik, “Recession of 1981-82,” Federal Reserve History, Nov. 22, 2013. https://www.federalreservehistory.org/essays/recession-of-1981-82.
39.    “History of Homelessness,” Invisible People, last accessed Aug. 21, 2024. https://invisiblepeople.tv/history-of-homelessness.
40.    Ibid; “The Rise of Homelessness in the 1980s,” PBS SoCal, Feb. 22, 2017. https://www.pbssocal.org/shows/socal-connected/the-rise-of-homelessness-in-the-1980s.
41.    David Smith, “When Crack Was King: looking back on an epidemic that destroyed lives,” The Guardian, July 17, 2023.  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/jul/17/when-crack-was-king-donovan-x-ramsey.
42.    Christian A. Betancourt et al., “Perspectives of homeless veterans living with substance use disorders (SUD) and mental illness,” Heliyon 9:10 (October 2023).  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10520805.
43.    Yinan Peng et al., “Permanent Supportive Housing with Housing First to Reduce Homelessness and Promote Health among Homeless Populations with Disability:  

A Community Guide Systematic Review,” Journal of Public Health Management and Practice 26:5 (September-October 2020), pp. 404-411.  
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8513528.
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manufacturing to lower-wage service jobs. With over three-quarters of  
new jobs starting at minimum wage, more than 15 percent of Americans were 
living below the poverty line.44 At the same time, federal funding for affordable 
housing and social programs for low-income families was cut by $57 billion in  
just three years.45 

Thus, the 1980s triggered a perfect storm that led to a 400 percent increase  
in the number of people experiencing homelessness during the decade.46  
This sharp increase suggests that homelessness is not just a result of individual 
circumstances; broader societal factors are at play.

The 2000s saw some stabilization in rates of homelessness even following the  
Great Recession of 2007-2009, which caused a surge in foreclosures, evictions,  
and unemployment.47 However, homelessness has only worsened since 2016,  
with each year showing a steady rise in overall numbers, including a sharp  
increase in unsheltered and chronically homeless individuals.48  

Some believe that homelessness is not the core issue but rather a symptom  
of deeper, underlying problems. Economic instability, driven by a range of  
personal circumstances, can force individuals and families into unstable housing 
situations.49  The added pressure of transportation and childcare needs can 
further strain their ability to maintain income, leading to increased housing 
instability.50 Systemic problems, such as economic inequality, a lack of affordable 
housing, and inadequate mental health and addiction services, are also factors.51 

Below, we highlight individual and societal factors that may put someone at risk  
of homelessness. It is important to note that the direction of causality between 
these issues remains unclear; it is also possible that other underlying factors 
contribute to both rather than one directly causing the other.

Table 2: Potential Contributing Factors to Homelessness

Incarceration52 •	 Individuals imprisoned once are nearly seven times more likely  
to be homeless; those imprisoned multiple times are 13 times 
more likely.

•	 More than half of those experiencing homelessness have  
a history of incarceration.

•	 Thirty-three percent of homeless children have an  
incarcerated parent.

Domestic Violence53 •	 Domestic violence is the direct cause of homelessness 
for 22 to 57 percent of homeless women.

•	 Over 80 percent of homeless mothers with children  
have previously experienced domestic violence.

44.    “The Rise of Homelessness in the 1980s.” https://www.pbssocal.org/shows/socal-connected/the-rise-of-homelessness-in-the-1980s.
45.    Ibid,; Chris Lester, “Homeless in America: 40 Years of Crisis,” The [F]Law, Feb. 23, 2024. https://theflaw.org/articles/homeless-in-america.
46.    Lester. https://theflaw.org/articles/homeless-in-america.
47.    “History of Homelessness.” https://invisiblepeople.tv/history-of-homelessness.
48.    Soucy et al. https://endhomelessness.org/homelessness-in-america/homelessness-statistics/state-of-homelessness.
49.    “Causes of Homelessness,” Invisible People, last accessed Aug. 21, 2024. https://invisiblepeople.tv/causes-of-homelessness.
50.    Ibid; Sarah Canham et al., “Understanding the Impact of Decentralizing Homeless Services on Transportation and Mobility in Salt Lake County,” National 

Institute for Transportation and Communities, last accessed Sept. 26, 2024. https://nitc.trec.pdx.edu/research/project/1386/Understanding_the_Impact_of_
Decentralizing_Homeless_Services_on_Transportation_and_Mobility_in_Salt_Lake_County.

51.    Ibid.
52.    Couloute. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/housing.html; “Homelessness & Adverse Childhood Experiences,” National Health Care for the Homeless Council, 

February 2019. https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/aces-fact-sheet.pdf.
53.    Office of Family Violence Prevention and Services, “Domestic Violence and Homelessness Statistics (2006),” Administration for Children and Families, last accessed 

August 13, 2024. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofvps/fact-sheet/domestic-violence-and-homelessness-statistics-2016.
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Foster Care54 •	 Between 31 and 46 percent of youth aging out of foster  
care become homeless at least once by age 26.

Military Service55 •	 Veterans make up 7 percent of the U.S. population  
but nearly 13 percent of the homeless adult population.

•	 The number of homeless veterans has decreased by 
approximately half since 2009.

Identification  
as LGBTQ+56 

•	 Up to 40 percent of homeless youth identify as LGBTQ+.
•	 LGBTQ+ adults are twice as likely to have experienced  

homelessness as the general population.

Mental Health 
Disorders57 

Studies show that certain disorders are more prevalent among 
people experiencing homelessness, such as: 

•	 Schizophrenia spectrum disorders (7 to 12.4 percent)
•	 Major depressive disorder (12.6 to 19 percent)
•	 Antisocial personality disorder (26 percent)
•	 Bipolar disorder (8 percent)

Substance  
Use Issues58 

Homeless individuals commonly experience the following 
substance use disorders: 

•	 Alcohol use disorders (36.7 percent)
•	 Drug use disorders (21.7 percent)
•	 Substance use disorder (44 percent)

Medical Issue59s •	 Traumatic brain disorder is found in 53.1 to 71 percent of 
homeless individuals.

•	 Shelter residents are more than twice as likely to have  
a disability as the general population.

•	 Medical debt plagues approximately two-thirds of  
individuals facing eviction or foreclosure. 

Housing Costs60 •	 When households spend over 32 percent of their income  
on rent, communities often see a sharp rise in homelessness.

•	 A $100 increase in median rent is linked to a 9 percent  
rise in the estimated homelessness.

Crime, Safety, and Homelessness Connection
Understanding the full relationship between homelessness and crime is  
difficult because most law enforcement agencies and prosecutor offices  
do not consistentlycollect data on homelessness for victims or the accused.61  

54.    Amy Dworsky et al., “Homelessness During the Transition From Foster Care to Adulthood,” American Journal of Public Health 103:52 (Dec. 1, 2013), pp. S318-S323. 
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301455.

55.    “Veteran Homelessness,” National Coalition for Homeless Veterans, last accessed Aug. 13, 2024. https://nchv.org/veteran-homelessness.
56.    “Homelessness Among the LGBTQ Community,” National Coalition for the Homeless, last accessed Aug. 29, 2024. https://nationalhomeless.org/lgbtq-homelessness; 

“Homelessness Among LGBT Adults in the US,” Williams Institute, May 2020. https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/lgbt-homelessness-us.
57.    Stefan Gutwinski et al., “The prevalence of mental disorders among homeless people in high-income countries: An updated systematic review and meta-regression 

analysis,” PLoS Med 18:8 (Aug. 23, 2021). https://ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8423293; Rebecca Barry et al., “Prevalence of Mental Health Disorders 
Among Individuals Experiencing Homelessness: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis,” JAMA Psychiatry 81:7 (July 1, 2024), pp. 691-699. https://pubmed.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/38630486.

58.    Ibid.
59.    Jacob L. Stubbs et al., “Traumatic brain injury in homeless and marginally housed individuals: a systematic review and meta-analysis,” Lancet Public Health 5:1 

(January 2020). https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31806487; “Brain Injuries and Homelessness,” University of Denver Graduate School of Social Work, June 
3, 2022. https://socialwork.du.edu/news/brain-injuries-and-homelessness; “Health.”  https://endhomelessness.org/homelessness-in-america/what-causes-
homelessness/health; Noam Levey, “Medical debt nearly pushed this family into homelessness. Millions more are at risk,” NPR, Sept. 11, 2023. https://www.npr.
org/sections/health-shots/2023/09/11/1198534328/medical-debt-housing-security-homelessness.

60.    Chris Glynn et al., “Inflection Points in Community-Level Homeless Rates,” The Annals of Applied Statistics 15:2 (June 2021), pp. 1037-1053. https://doi.
org/10.1214/20-AOAS1414.; “Homelessness: Better HUD Oversight of Data Collection Could Improve Estimates of Homeless Population,” U.S. Government 
Accountability Office, July 14, 2020. https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-20-433.

61.    Stefanie Dazio and Camille Fassett, “LA, NYC killings spark anger, raise risk for homeless people,” Associated Press, Jan. 28, 2022. https://apnews.com/article/
health-crime-new-york-california-los-angeles-ae645976ae2953eaf904d3acae4d260a.
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The research that does exist generally reveals a harsh truth that homeless 
individuals are disproportionately involved in the criminal justice system.62  

Homeless living conditions are subject to the same factors that drive criminal activity 
in other parts of the city, but at an intensified level. Crimes often occur between 
familiar parties and in densely populated areas, which can have a significant impact 
on the close-knit dynamics of homeless encampments and shelters.63 Research 
indicates that certain mental health disorders, such as schizophrenia and severe 
depression—which are more prevalent within the homeless community—may 
contribute to higher crime rates.64 Similarly, the misuse of drugs or alcohol, which 
is also more common among the homeless population, shows a potential link to 
increased criminal activity.65  

While there is a dearth of national data, statistics from individual cities reveal 
alarming trends. In San Diego, homeless individuals are 514 times more likely  
to be arrested for felonies, often having multiple criminal cases simultaneously.66  
Similarly, in Los Angeles, despite making up just 1 percent of the population, 
homeless individuals are suspects in 6 to 8 percent of all crimes and in 11 to 15 
percent of violent crimes.67 While these statistics are concerning, limited data  
and lack of comprehensive analysis mean they should be interpreted carefully. 
For example, other studies offer a different perspective, suggesting that homeless 
encampments have minimal impact on the actual number of property crimes and 
that the rise in property crime reports is more strongly linked to growing complaints 
about homelessness.68 This is because homeless individuals can often be subjected 
to heightened public scrutiny due to visible mental health crises and open-air drug 
use, and, thus, more frequently the subject of police calls.69 

Of course, homelessness is often directly criminalized through laws that target 
survival behaviors like loitering, panhandling, and sleeping in public spaces.70  
Additionally, crimes committed out of necessity, such as stealing basic necessities 
or trespassing to stay warm, contribute to a cycle of displacement, fines, and 
incarceration.71 As a result, it is estimated that homeless individuals are 11 times 
more likely to be arrested than the general public.72 

It is important to recognize that crimes committed by the homeless represent only 
a small fraction of overall crime, and homeless individuals are far more likely to be 

62.    “Reducing Criminal Justice System Involvement among People Experiencing Homelessness,” United States Interagency Council on Homelessness, August 2016. 
https://www.usich.gov/sites/default/files/document/Criminal_Justice_Involvement_08_2016.pdf; Petis. https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/the-crime-and-
safety-blindspot-do-homeless-populations-pose-an-increased-risk-to-public-safety.

63.    “Relationship of Victims to Offenders by Offense Category,” FBI, 2019. https://ucr.fbi.gov/nibrs/2019/tables/pdfs/relationship_of_victims_to_offenders_by_
offense_category_2019.pdf.  

64.    Lisel Petis, “The Crime and Safety Blind Spot: Are mental health disorders fueling criminal activity?,” R Street Institute, July 15, 2024. https://www.rstreet.org/
commentary/the-crime-and-safety-blind-spot-are-mental-health-disorders-fueling-criminal-activity. 

65.    Lisel Petis, “The Crime and Safety Blind Spot: Does drug use cause criminality?,” R Street Institute, Aug. 1, 2024. https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/the-crime-
and-safety-blind-spot-does-drug-use-cause-criminality.

66.    DA Shares First-of-Its Kind Crime Data, Proposes Three-Point Plan to Address Intersection of Crime and Homelessness,” Office of the District Attorney County of San 
Diego, March 21, 2022. https://www.sdcda.org/content/MediaRelease/Homeless%20Data%20and%20Plan%20News%20Release%20FINAL%203-21-22.pdf.

67.    Sophie Flay and Grace Manthey, “What is really going on with homeless crime? We crunched the numbers,” ABC 7, last accessed Aug. 26, 2024. https://abc7.com/
feature/homeless-crime-los-angeles-data-response/10827722.

68.    Chuck Lanfear et al., “Property Crime and the Social Control of Homelessness,” Centre for Social Investigation, Jan. 19, 2022. https://clanfear.github.io/
CampsPolicing/presentations/nuffield_22/slides.html#1.

69.    Matt Tinoco, “Why armed cops are the first responders for the homelessness crisis,” LAist, June 29, 2020. https://laist.com/news/housing-homelessness/los-
angeles-police-homeless-why.

70.    Christopher Mayer and Jessica Reichert, “The Intersection of Homelessness and the Criminal Justice System,” Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, July 3, 
2018. https://icjia.illinois.gov/researchhub/articles/the-intersection-of-homelessness-and-the-criminal-justice-system.

71.    Ibid.
72.    Madeline Bailey et al., “No Access to Justice: Breaking the Cycle of Homelessness and Jail,” Vera institute for Justice, August 2020. https://www.vera.org/

downloads/publications/no-access-to-justice.pdf.
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victims than suspects.73 For example, statistics from San Diego and Los Angeles  
not only revealed higher arrest rates among the homeless, but also showed much 
higher rates of victimization. In San Diego, homeless individuals are 19 times  
more likely to be murdered, 27 times more likely to face attempted murder,  
and significantly more vulnerable to assault and sexual violence.74 In Los Angeles, 
nearly 60 percent of homeless women reported theft, over 40 percent experienced 
harassment and threats, 35 percent suffered physical assaults, and 20 percent 
endured sexual violence.75 Unfortunately, after being victimized, homeless 
individuals may be more likely to commit crimes in the future, potentially  
as an act of retaliation, as a means of preemptive self-defense, or as  
a result of their inability to access resources for their own trauma.76 

In addition to contributing to the growing jail population, homeless individuals  
often find themselves without stable housing upon release.77 This is problematic 
because even one day in jail could lead to the loss of employment, temporary 
housing, or custody of children.78 Loss of employment further challenges their  
ability to pay the high costs of prosecution and restitution, starting people off  
at an even greater disadvantage as soon as they are released.79 

These issues are exacerbated by the fact that, if arrested, homeless individuals 
may spend more time in jail because of fears of failure to appear and an inability 
to secure bail.80 They also have a higher risk of triggering a technical violation 
of probation and parole, leading to potential reincarceration.81 Having a history 
in the criminal justice system can create barriers to employment and housing 
due to stigma and legal restrictions.82 Further, issues that affect the incarcerated 
population at greater rates—such as substance misuse or severe mental illness—
can either disqualify individuals from accessing certain types of supportive housing 
or make it effectively inaccessible because of an inability to follow through on all 
requirements.83  As a result, formerly incarcerated individuals are nearly 10 times 
more likely to experience homelessness than the general population.84 

How SCOTUS Has Shaped the Issue
The Supreme Court has addressed different aspects of the criminalization of 
homelessness. Table 3 is a historic overview of key cases that have shaped the  
legal landscape on this issue. It is important to recognize that while certain actions 
may be deemed legally “constitutional,” they may not be considered the most 
effective or just solutions.

73.    Mayer and Reichert. https://icjia.illinois.gov/researchhub/articles/the-intersection-of-homelessness-and-the-criminal-justice-system.
74.    “DA Shares First-of-Its Kind Crime Data, Proposes Three-Point Plan to Address Intersection of Crime and Homelessness.”https://www.sdcda.org/content/

MediaRelease/Homeless%20Data%20and%20Plan%20News%20Release%20FINAL%203-21-22.pdf.
75.    Samantha Batko et al., “Los Angeles County Women’s Needs Assessment,” Urban Institute, July 2023. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2023-07/Los%20

Angeles%20County%20Women%E2%80%99s%20Needs%20Assessment.pdf.
76.    National Institute of Justice, “The Overlap Between Those Committing Offenses Who Also Are Victims: One Class of Crime Victim Rarely Seeks or Receives Available 

Services,” Department of Justice, March 11, 2021. https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/overlap-between-those-committing-offenses-who-also-are-victims-one-class-crime.
77.    Bailey et al. https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/no-access-to-justice.pdf.
78.    Diana D’Abruzzo, “The Harmful Ripples of Pretrial Detention,” Arnold Ventures, March 24, 2022. https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/the-harmful-ripples-of-

pretrial-detention.
79.    Bailey et al., p. 9. https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/no-access-to-justice.pdf.
80.    Ibid.
81.    Bureau of Justice Assistance, “Responding to Homelessness,” Department of Justice, last accessed Aug. 28, 2024. https://bja.ojp.gov/program/pmhc/responding-

homelessness#3-0.
82.    Nazish Dholakia, “How the U.S. Criminalizes Homelessness,” Vera Institute for Justice, Dec. 17, 2021. https://www.vera.org/news/how-the-u-s-criminalizes-

homelessness.
83.    Bailey et al., pp. 8- 9. https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/no-access-to-justice.pdf.
84.    Couloute. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/housing.html.
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Table 3: Supreme Court Cases

Issue Case Holding
Status Crimes Robinson v. California 

(1962)85 
The Supreme Court ruled that a California law making it a crime to be addicted 
to narcotics was unconstitutional. The Court found that punishing someone for 
their status of addiction, rather than for a specific behavior, violated the Eighth 
Amendment's prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment. There has 
been debate of how this ruling applies to anti-homeless laws.86 

Anti-loitering 
Laws

Chicago v. Morales 
(1999)87 

The Supreme Court struck down a Chicago ordinance that made it illegal for 
individuals to loiter if ordered to move by police. The Court found the law to  
be unconstitutionally vague because it did not clearly define what behavior  
was prohibited, leading to arbitrary enforcement and potentially violating 
individuals' due process rights under the Fourteenth Amendment.

Anti-panhandling 
Laws

Reed v. Town  
of Gilbert (2015)88 

Thayer v. City  
of Worcester (2015)89 

The Reed decision established a stricter standard for determining whether 
First Amendment laws regarding signs are content-neutral, meaning that 
laws targeting specific types of speech are more likely to be considered 
unconstitutional. As a result, many panhandling laws, which often contain 
speech asking for money, have been challenged and struck down because  
they are seen as content-based regulations. The Thayer decision further 
reinforced this by the Supreme Court requiring the lower court to reevaluate 
their panhandling law decision in light of the Reed standard.

Anti-camping 
Laws

City of Grants Pass  
v. Johnson (2024)90 

The Supreme Court found that an Oregon city's ordinances banning  
camping in public spaces did not violate the Eighth Amendment's Cruel  
and Unusual Punishments Clause because they targeted the act of camping,  
not the status of being homeless, and the penalties were neither cruel  
nor unusual.

Competing Perspectives on Solutions
The debate over how to address homelessness has intensified in recent  
years as the crisis has continued to grow and become more visible. This debate 
centers on several key approaches—each with its own supporters and critics—
that can be implemented either independently or in combination: Housing First, 
Treatment First, and the use of legal enforcement.91

Housing First 
Housing First has been widely used since the early 2000s when President George W. 
Bush adopted the initiative as part of the National Policy to End Homelessness.92  
This approach prioritizes providing permanent housing to homeless individuals  

85.    Robinson v. California, 370 U.S. 660 (1962). https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/370/660.
86.    Hannah Kieschnick, “A Cruel and Unusual Way to Regulate the Homeless: Extending the Status Crimes Doctrine to Anti-homeless Ordinances,” Stanford Law 

Review 70 (May 2018). https://review.law.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2018/06/70-Stan.-L.-Rev.-1569.pdf. 
87.    Chicago v. Morales, 527 U.S. 41 (1999). https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/97-1121.ZC2.html. 
88.    Reed v. Town of Gilbert 576 U.S. 155 (2015). https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/23pdf/23-175_19m2.pdf.
89.    Thayer v. City of Worcester, 576 U.S. 1048 (2015). https://www.supremecourt.gov/search.aspx?filename=/docketfiles/14-428.htm. 
90.    City of Grants Pass v. Johnson, 144 S.Ct. 2202 (2024). https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/23pdf/23-175_19m2.pdf.
91.    Douglas L. Polcin, “Co-occurring substance abuse and mental health problems among homeless persons: Suggestions for research and practice,” Journal of 

Social Distress and Homelessness 25:1 (Jan. 2, 2016). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4833089; “Impact of Encampment Sweeps on People 
Experiencing Homelessness,” National Health Care for Homeless Council, December 2022. https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NHCHC-encampment-
sweeps-issue-brief-12-22.pdf; “Policing- and punishment-based approaches: A really expensive way to make homelessness worse,” National Coalition for Housing 
Justice, September 2021. https://nchj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/NCHJ-Statement-on-Criminalization-of-Homelessness.pdf.

92.    Alap Davé, “How one state almost solved America’s homeless problem,” The Catalyst 28 (Fall 2023). https://www.bushcenter.org/catalyst/the-fix/homes-for-the-
unhoused-solving-homelessness-problem.
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as the initial step, without requiring them to address other issues like addiction or 
mental health before receiving housing.93 This is grounded in the belief that stable 
housing serves as a foundation, and is therefore a prerequisite, providing individuals 
with the stability they need to address other challenges.94 Once housed, individuals 
are often offered voluntary support services, such as substance abuse disorder 
treatment, mental health care, and job training, which they can engage with at their 
own pace.95 Housing First has gained significant support because some studies show 
positive outcomes with stable housing, including fewer hospitalizations.96 However, 
evidence is mixed for other outcomes, such as improvement of behavioral health 
issues.97 Critics also argue that Housing First may attract or retain individuals in the 
homeless system with the promise of free, permanent housing, and success data 
may be misleading because it reclassifies living situations instead of tracking real 
change.98 Further, while this strategy initially led to a decline in homelessness,  
the number of unhoused individuals has risen steadily since 2016.99  

Treatment First
Before the 2000s, the Treatment First model was the primary approach used  
when homelessness rates were at their peak.100 This model focuses on the need  
for individuals to address issues like substance use or mental health disorders  
before or as a requirement to receiving housing.101 Proponents argue that without 
addressing these root causes, housing alone cannot lead to long-term stability.102  
This approach relies on external motivators to encourage individuals to engage in 
treatment, asserting that achieving sobriety or stable mental health will result in 
gaining employment and housing.103 It is frequently used within the criminal justice 
system through efforts like diversion or problem-solving courts.104 Critics, however, 
argue that the stress of living on the streets makes it nearly impossible to succeed  
in treatment and that forcing treatment is ineffective at best and harmful at worst.105 
Additionally, it is not productive to require that individuals initiate treatment  
when their substance use may not be an addiction, but rather a coping  
mechanism for their circumstances.

A key point of contention between these approaches is the effectiveness of 
voluntary versus mandatory treatment. Research outcomes vary, with some  
studies showing better results for voluntary treatment due to higher engagement 
and willingness to participate, whereas others suggest that mandatory treatment 
can be effective in providing access to necessary care for those who might not seek 

93.    Jack Tsai, “Is the Housing First Model Effective? Different Evidence for Different Outcomes,” American Journal of Public Health 110:9 (September 2020), pp. 1376-
1377. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7427255.

94.    “Housing First,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, March 20, 2022. https://endhomelessness.org/resource/housing-first.
95.    Ibid.
96.    Tsai. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7427255; Peng et al. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8513528.  
97.    Ibid.
98.    Judge Glock, “Housing First is a Failure,” Cicero Institute, Jan. 13, 2022. https://ciceroinstitute.org/research/housing-first-is-a-failure.
99.    “History of Homelessness.” https://invisiblepeople.tv/history-of-homelessness.
100.  “Housing First: A Review of the Evidence,” Office of Policy Development and Research, Spring/Summer 2023. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/periodicals/em/

spring-summer-23/highlight2.html.
101.  “Permanent Supportive Housing: Evaluating the Evidence for Improving Health Outcomes Among People Experiencing Chronic Homelessness,” The National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, July 11, 2018. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK519594.
102.  Dustin Zvonek, “Perspective: Heal the homeless with treatment first,” The Denver Gazette, Jan. 8, 2023. https://gazette.com/opinion/perspective-heal-the-

homeless-with-treatment-first/article_045f77b2-8d05-11ed-a0f3-93242ec1344a.html.
103.  Ibid.
104.  Steven Belenko et al., “Treating Substance Use Disorders in the Criminal Justice System,” Current Psychiatry Reports 15:11 (November 2013). https://www.ncbi 

nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3859122.
105.  John C. Messinger and Jacqueline Garza, “Patients with substance use disorders need care, not coercion,” Harvard Public Health, July 18, 2023. https://

harvardpublichealth.org/policy-practice/involuntary-commitment-not-solution-to-addiction-housing-instability.
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help on their own.106 Interestingly, one study found that individuals who might face 
involuntary commitment strongly supported it for mental health or drug issues 
when used to prevent harm to self or others or to reduce crime.107 Varying metrics 
of “success”—such as achieving sobriety, maintaining stable housing, or securing 
employment and non-subsidized housing—could explain differing results.

The Role of Enforcement
Whether housing or treatment should come first is not the only debate.  
The role of enforcement measures like encampment sweeps, where local 
governments clear out homeless encampments from public spaces, and  
policing or court authority also is highly contested. While these tactics are  
often used in conjunction with a Housing or Treatment First model, they have  
also been used alone, resulting in displacement or jail. Some believe that in  
certain circumstances, especially in urban areas where encampments can lead  
to unsanitary conditions, crime, and public nuisance, more forceful measures  
are necessary to protect public health, safety, and order.108  However, there  
is a fear that these measures harm homeless individuals and are a waste of 
resources.109 The term “sweep” alone suggests treating people as if they are  
trash, rather than recognizing them as members of the community.

Many cities use encampment sweeps to reduce the spread of disease, clean up 
commercial areas, and reduce pollution.110 Some believe that sweeps can also 
help connect individuals with shelters or treatment programs while reclaiming 
public spaces for broader community use.111 Critics, however, argue that sweeps 
often displace people without offering viable alternatives, thereby moving—but 
not fixing—the problem.112 Further, sweeps can destroy personal belongings and 
important records and traumatize those experiencing homelessness, making it  
even harder for them to access services and stabilize their lives.113  

Anti-camping and anti-sleeping laws, sometimes associated with sweeps, allow 
municipalities to arrest, fine, or forcibly move homeless individuals from public 
spaces.114 More recently, cities have been turning to civil commitment statutes, which 
let them involuntarily hospitalize someone based on their mental health or substance 
use conditions.115 These statutes are typically used when someone poses a danger 
to themselves or others, but their application has been expanded in some states.116 
Similarly to sweeps, proponents argue that these laws help maintain public order 
and address safety and health concerns within communities.117 They also contend 

106.  D. Werb et al., “The effectiveness of compulsory drug treatment: A systematic review,” International Journal of Drug Policy 28 (February 2016), pp. 1-9.  
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0955395915003588.

107.  Paul P. Christopher et al., “Comparing views on civil commitment for drug misuse and for mental illness among persons with opioid use disorder,” Journal of 
Substance Abuse Treatment 113 (June 2020). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7200755.

108.  Sharon Chamard, “Homeless Encampments,” Arizona State University Center for Problem-Oriented Policing, 2010. https://popcenter.asu.edu/content/homeless-
encampments-0.

109.  “Impact of Encampment Sweeps on People Experiencing Homelessness.” https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NHCHC-encampment-sweeps-issue-
brief-12-22.pdf.

110.  “Why are Homeless Camps Considered a Public Health Issue?,” Health Point Cleaning Solutions, last accessed Aug. 28, 2024. https://healthpointcs.com/blog/why-
are-homeless-camps-considered-a-public-health-issue.

111.  “Public Camping Ban,” Cicero Institute, Dec. 28, 2023. https://ciceroinstitute.org/research/issue-brief-public-camping-ban."z
112.  "Impact of Encampment Sweeps on People Experiencing Homelessness.” https://nhchc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/NHCHC-encampment-sweeps-issue-

brief-12-22.pdf.
113.  Ibid.
114.  “Regulation of Unauthorized Camping, Loitering, and Solicitation of Aid,” Municipal Research and Services Center of Washington, last accessed Aug. 28, 2024. 

https://mrsc.org/explore-topics/housing-homelessness/homeless/unauthorized-camping-loitering.
115.  Leslie C. Hedman et al., “State Laws on Emergency Holds for Mental Health Stabilization,” Psychiatric Services 67:5 (May 2016). https://psychiatryonline.org/

doi/10.1176/appi.ps.201500205; Abhishek Jain et al., “Civil Commitment for Opioid and Other Substance Use Disorders: Does it Work?,” Psychiatric Services 69:4 
(April 2, 2018). https://psychiatryonline.org/doi/10.1176/appi.ps.201800066. 

116.  Ibid.
117.  Ibid.
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that legal intervention can be a necessary first step in connecting people to services 
and treatment, especially if they were previously unable or unwilling to seek help.118 
In fact, some individuals have claimed that incarceration “saved their life.”119 Critics 
argue that using legal force not only violates the civil liberties of homeless individuals 
but is also an inefficient and costly approach to what is fundamentally a public health 
issue.120 Further, placing someone in jail or an involuntary treatment facility can 
deepen the cycle of homelessness by creating legal and financial barriers  
to recovery.121 

While the debate over how to best address homelessness continues, it is  
evident that all sides share a commitment to finding an effective solution.  
However, the intensity of the debate has led to entrenched positions, making  
it harder for individuals to consider alternative approaches, compromises,  
or innovative solutions.

Bridging the Divide
To effectively address homelessness, policymakers must first clarify the  
primary problem they aim to solve. This means understanding the “why”  
before determining the “how.” In other words, they must define what success looks. 
Without a shared vision, prioritizing resources and evaluating outcomes becomes 
quite difficult. As with most issues, every solution involves trade-offs, so policymakers 
must carefully consider how different approaches will affect community needs. 

For example, if some policymakers view success as reducing the number of visible 
homeless individuals on the streets, they might favor policies that remove people 
from public view rather than addressing the underlying issues that contribute to 
homelessness. Others, however, may define success by the number of individuals 
who move into stable housing or engage in treatment but might consider the  
costs of programs or long-term self-sufficiency. Without a shared understanding  
of what success looks like, efforts to tackle homelessness can become disjointed  
and conflicting, ultimately hindering progress and leaving many needs unmet.

When evaluating solutions for those living on the streets, several considerations  
are important to any goal or solution:

•	 What is most humane—Overlooking people in need is neither a viable nor 
compassionate response, particularly when many unsheltered individuals 
suffer from conditions that severely limit their ability to care for themselves. 
The challenge lies in balancing respect for individual autonomy with the 
government's responsibility to support those who are unable to care  
for themselves. Allowing individuals to live on the streets without 
government intervention may respect their freedom, but it also exposes 
them to significantly higher rates of violence, trauma, and mortality.122  
On the other hand, criminalizing homelessness or forcing treatment might 
provide immediate intervention, but it may only conceal a problem rather 

118.  Ibid.
119.  Jared Klickstein, “How compulsory arrest and recovery could help homeless addicts,” New York Post, April 15, 2023. https://nypost.com/2023/04/15/how-

compulsory-arrest-could-help-homeless-addicts.
120.  Katherine Drabaik, “The ethical dilemmas behind plans for involuntary treatment to target homelessness, mental illness and addiction,” USF Health, Feb. 10, 2023. 

https://hscweb3.hsc.usf.edu/health/publichealth/news/the-ethical-dilemmas-behind-plans-for-involuntary-treatment-to-target-homelessness-mental-illness-and-
addiction.

121.  Ibid.
122.  Hannah Chimowitz and Adam Ruege, “The Costs and Harms of Homelessness,” Community Solutions, Sept. 25, 2023. https://community.solutions/research-posts/

the-costs-and-harms-of-homelessness.
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than produce lasting results, or it may even perpetuate a harmful cycle of  
incarceration and homelessness. Prioritizing sustainable solutions over quick  
fixes to improve the health, safety, and living conditions of those experiencing  
or at risk of homelessness will ultimately strengthen cities, fostering a sense  
of safety and inclusivity for everyone.

•	 Fear of Crime—Many believe that the visible presence of homelessness  
is making communities feel unsafe, regardless of whether that danger is real 
or perceived.123 The perception of being unsafe can harm cities by weakening 
social cohesion, which is necessary for community well-being, and this, in 
turn, can exacerbate community distress.124 This sense of danger can also 
deter economic investment, leading to lower property values and diminished 
business activity, further contributing to an area’s economic decline.125  
Additionally, it can stigmatize vulnerable populations, such as the homeless, 
fostering further division rather than empathy.126 Over time, this perception 
can drive people to move away, making it harder for the community to 
recover and thrive.127 Thus, the public’s response to the perceived impact 
of homelessness on safety could turn perception into reality, making it an 
essential issue to address. 

•	 Prioritize Behavioral Health—It is widely recognized that behavioral  
health issues are a nationwide problem that disproportionately affect homeless 
individuals.128 The co-occurrence of mental health disorders and substance  
use has also been shown to increase the likelihood of arrest.129 Thus, finding  
ways to improve well-being throughout the community would be beneficial  
for both homeless populations and the general public. Improving access to 
treatment, whether through voluntary or mandatory programs, is a key step  
in tackling these problems. However, barriers to treatment, such as limited 
availability of services, stigma, and financial constraints, continue to pose 
significant obstacles.130  

•	 Prevention—Many discussions about homelessness focus on the  
most visible populations, such as unsheltered and chronically homeless 
individuals. However, a broader definition of homelessness can also include 
a growing number of community members who are barely getting by. While 
efforts often center on addressing homelessness after it occurs, preventing 
people from becoming homeless is just as important. Prevention measures 
could not only help combat homelessness, but could also benefit the 
community as a whole. 

123.  Kilander. https://www.the-independent.com/news/world/americas/us-politics/crime-economy-inflation-murder-rates-b2527910.html.
124.  Monica Guo et al., “The Effects of Length of Residence and Exposure to Violence on Perceptions of Neighborhood Safety in an Urban Sample,” Journal of Urban 

Health 95:2 (April 2018), pp. 245-254. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5906388.
125.  Christina Stacy et al., “The impact of gunshots on place-level business activity,” Crime Science 10:10 (May 19, 2021). https://crimesciencejournal.biomedcentral.

com/articles/10.1186/s40163-021-00146-9.
126.  Rafael Prieto Curiel and Steven Richard Bishop, “Fear of crime: the impact of different distributions of victimisation,” Palgrave Communications 4:46 (April 17, 

2018). https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-018-0094-8.
127.  Ibid.
128.  “Fact Sheet: President Biden to Announce Strategy to Address Our National Mental Health Crisis, As Part of Unity Agenda in his First State of the Union,” The 

White House, March 1, 2022. https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/03/01/fact-sheet-president-biden-to-announce-strategy-
to-address-our-national-mental-health-crisis-as-part-of-unity-agenda-in-his-first-state-of-the-union; “DEA Releases 2024 National Drug Threat Assessment,” Drug 
Enforcement Administration, May 9, 2024. https://www.dea.gov/press-releases/2024/05/09/dea-releases-2024-national-drug-threat-assessment.

129.  “More than 1 in 9 Adults With Co-Occurring Mental Illness and Substance Use Disorder Are Arrested Annually,” Pew Charitable Trusts, Feb. 6, 2023. https://
www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2023/02/over-1-in-9-people-with-co-occurring-mental-illness-and-substance-use-disorders-arrested-
annually.

130.  “More than 4 in 10 U.S. Adults Who Needed Substance Use and Mental Health Care Did Not Get Treatment,” National Council for Mental Wellbeing, last accessed 
Aug. 29, 2024. https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/news/more-than-4-in-10-us-adults-who-needed-substance-use-and-mental-health-care-did-not-get-treatment.

Prioritizing sustainable  
solutions over quick fixes  
to improve the health, safety, 
and living conditions of those 
experiencing or at risk of 
homelessness will ultimately 
strengthen cities, fostering a 
sense of safety and inclusivity  
for everyone.
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Moving Beyond the Cycle
The revolving door between homelessness and incarceration is another issue that 
must be addressed. The ineffective and harmful pattern currently in place fails to 
tackle the deeper complexities of homelessness and wastes public resources that 
could be better allocated toward long-term solutions. However, non-legal, single-
issue approaches also fall short.

The increase in chronic homelessness and the proportion of people newly 
experiencing homelessness is troubling.131 This trend calls into question Housing 
First as a standalone solution. Because Housing First is designed as an intervention 
for those already experiencing homelessness rather than as a preventive measure, 
it likely has little impact on avoiding new cases of homelessness and struggles to 
keep pace with the growing number of people becoming homeless. Further, while 
Housing First offers immediate relief by securing housing, it may not fully address 
the broader, more complex individual factors that contribute to homelessness or  
the societal issues that complicate maintaining housing. 

However, treatment without housing is also likely to be unproductive on its own. 
Many challenges beyond behavioral health issues—such as earning a livable wage, 
securing reliable transportation, and maintaining access to childcare—contribute  
to someone being able to make the transition from street to home. Addressing only 
one aspect of the problem is like trying to plug a single hole in a sinking ship full of 
leaks. Further, it is important to remember that experts estimate that more than half 
of homeless individuals do not have severe behavioral health issues.132 This suggests 
that access to housing is a crucial component of any effective solution.

Allowing legal interventions in extreme cases should also be considered as  
part of a comprehensive strategy, rather than in isolation. The criminal justice 
system’s role in addressing homelessness is a delicate balance; it can either work 
collaboratively to address the issue or inadvertently contribute to it. A strict law-
and-order approach to homelessness, which is deeply connected with public health 
and social issues, is likely to be ineffective. However, law enforcement, along with 
prosecutors and courts—who have long been involved in addressing the needs  
of the unhoused—can play a crucial role in creating effective solutions.133 

Therefore, a blended and individualized approach may offer the best solution.  
For some, immediate, unconditioned housing is helpful. For others, it may  
be necessary to address underlying issues like mental health or substance  
use in conjunction with providing a safe place to stay. And still others may need 
long-term, supportive, subsidized housing due to physical or mental disabilities.134 
Tailoring interventions to individual needs rather than applying a standard 
approach to all can lead to better outcomes.135 For example, younger individuals, 
often lacking job skills and stable support networks, may benefit from education, 

131.  Doug Irving, “Rethinking How Police Respond to Homelessness,” Rand, March 4, 2021. https://www.rand.org/pubs/articles/2021/rethinking-how-police-respond-
to-homelessness.html. 

132.  National Alliance to End Homelessness. https://endhomelessness.org/homelessness-in-america/what-causes-homelessness/health.
133.  Doug Irving, “Rethinking How Police Respond to Homelessness,” Rand, March 4, 2021. https://www.rand.org/pubs/articles/2021/rethinking-how-police-respond-

to-homelessness.html. 
134.  “Chronically Homeless,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, December 2023. https://endhomelessness.org/homelessness-in-america/who-experiences-

homelessness/chronically-homeless.
135.  Hanna Love and Tracy Loh, “Homelessness in US cities and downtowns,” Brookings Institute, Dec. 7, 2023. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/homelessness-in-

us-cities-and-downtowns.
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job training, and voluntary connection to services. In contrast, older adults may 
face chronic health issues and mobility challenges that require healthcare access, 
senior-specific housing, and long-term support services. Additionally, individuals 
with substance use disorders may require more flexible living arrangements and 
treatment strategies (e.g., such as harm reduction strategies, rather than strict 
sobriety requirements).136 However, in some cases where criminal behavior 
is involved, the added motivation of legal consequences may be necessary to 
encourage positive change. 

While it is commonly believed that services are available for those experiencing 
homelessness, accessing these limited resources can be extremely challenging.137  
Individuals seeking help often face long waitlists and uncertain communication, 
as well as logistical hurdles like transportation issues and the need to travel 
across the city to reach various service providers, many of whom are open only 
during specific hours.138 Having to bring all of one’s belongings to appointments, 
risking losing one's spot in the waitlist, and balancing these challenges with the 
needs of children can make accessing support nearly impossible.139  

With nearly two-thirds of Americans reporting that they live paycheck-to-
paycheck, it is crucial to look at early intervention and strategies to prevent 
homelessness.140 For too many, a few strokes of bad luck or a single bad decision 
could push them into homelessness. By finding ways to better support those on 
the brink of losing their homes and addressing their issues before they escalate  
to homelessness, cities could effectively reduce the number of people who 
become unhoused. 

Cities struggling to address homelessness need immediate, actionable  
solutions. Table 4 highlights some of the innovative and promising strategies  
that target underlying factors of homelessness and that can create positive  
long-term outcomes. 

Table 4: Immediate Actionable Solutions

Action What is it? Why is it needed?

Provide  
jobs within  
encampments141 

Providing jobs to homeless individuals  
to help clean up encampments or other 
areas as well as get connected with services. 

Including homeless individuals in the solution  
can help them reengage with society and access  
vital resources.

136.  “Integrating Harm Reduction Strategies into Services and Supports for Young Adults Experiencing Homelessness,” Administration for Children and Families, last 
accessed Aug. 29, 2024, p. 2. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/main/Integrating-Harm-Reduction-Strategies-into-Services-and-Supports-for-
Young-Adults-Experiencing-Homelessness-Brief.pdf.

137.  Amanda Blum, “Why You Shouldn’t Call the Police on an Unhoused Person (and What to Do Instead),” LifeHacker, May 26, 2023. https://lifehacker.com/why-you-
shouldn-t-call-the-police-on-an-unhoused-person-1850344587.

138.  Ibid.
139.  Ibid.
140.  Rebecca Henderson and Andrew Dunn, “Paycheck to Paycheck Statistics: 66.2% of Americans Report Struggling Between Paydays,” Market Watch Guides,  

Aug. 9, 2024. https://www.marketwatch.com/guides/banking/paycheck-to-paycheck-statistics.
141.  Matt Ferner, “Three Cities Hiring Formerly Homeless To Help Keep Cities Safe And Clean,” Safer Cities, Feb. 29, 2024. https://safercitiesresearch.com/the-latest/

three-cities-hiring-formerly-homelessnbspto-help-keep-cities-safe-and-clean.
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Coordinate 
public-space 
management142 

This includes regulation, management,  
and interventions in public spaces.  
This could encompass providing regular 
trash pick-up, safe drinking water, public 
restrooms, and trained outreach staff  
to help with disputes and connect 
individuals to services. 

Public-space management helps create safer and more 
orderly environments for both housed and unhoused 
community members. It also helps connect homeless 
individuals to resources, such as shelters, health care, 
and social services, thereby facilitating better support 
and more sustainable solutions for those experiencing 
homelessness.

Offer safe  
parking lots143 

A safe parking lot is a designated area where 
homeless individuals can safely and legally 
park their cars overnight. Such places may 
also include case management. 

Safe parking lots for homeless individuals are needed  
to provide a secure place for those living in their  
vehicles, offering protection from harassment, 
access to basic amenities, and a stable location  
from which they can access services.

Establish  
a city-wide  
shelter finder144 

An app that provides outreach workers 
and others with real-time information on 
available shelter beds that match the needs 
of homeless individuals.

This allows outreach workers to quickly and efficiently 
connect people with appropriate housing options.  
It improves their chances of finding immediate shelter, 
reduces the time spent searching for resources, and 
ensures that individuals receive the specific support  
they need. 

Allow for 
involuntary 
hospitalization145 

Though most states already have  
involuntary commitment statutes,  
their scope may be different. Involuntary 
commitments allow for someone who  
is incapable of taking care of themselves  
to be held temporarily so that they  
can regain their competence. This tool  
should be used only in the most extreme 
cases, such as those that are chronically 
unsheltered and suffer from severe 
traumatic brain injury, schizophrenia,  
or the most extreme substance use 
disorders. Further, individuals must  
be able to access support to make  
this solution effective.

Involuntary hospitalization can be beneficial  
for those with severe behavioral health issues  
because it ensures they receive immediate care  
and support when they are unable to make decisions  
for themselves. In extreme cases, this intervention  
can prevent harm to the individual and others,  
provide stabilization, and offer access to necessary 
treatment and resources that might not otherwise  
be sought voluntarily.

Implement 
scattered-site 
programs146 

This program places homeless individuals 
and families in privately owned rental units 
throughout the community, funded by 
government-issued vouchers. It also offers 
supportive services and case management 
to help residents maintain stability and 
achieve self-sufficiency.

This type of program is beneficial because it uses 
already-available private rental housing, eliminating 
the need to develop new housing or take over existing 
properties. By leveraging existing rental units, the 
program can quickly house individuals and families in 
units that best fit their needs. Additionally, integrating 
residents into the community helps promote  
social inclusion.

142.  “Inclusive public space management,” Arnold Ventures, last accessed Aug. 31, 2024. https://craftmediabucket.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/AV-homelessness-public-
space.pdf.

143.  Charlie Ban, “Safe parking lots offer midway point to fight homelessness,” National Association of Counties, Jan. 15, 2024. https://www.naco.org/news/safe-
parking-lots-offer-midway-point-fight-homelessness.

144.  “DA Developing New Homeless Shelter Bed App,” DA News Center, March 14, 2023. https://danewscenter.com/news/da-developing-new-homeless-shelter-bed-app.
145.  Christopher Jones and Devon Kurtz, “Involuntary Civil Commitment,” Cicero Institute, Jan. 11, 2024. https://ciceroinstitute.org/research/involuntary-civil-commitment.
146. “Scattered Site Permanent Supportive Housing as an Effective Solution to End Homelessness,” United to End Homelessness, last accessed Aug. 31, 2024. https://

unitedtoendhomelessness.org/blog/scattered-site-permanent-supportive-housing-as-an-effective-solution-to-end-homelessness.  
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Establish 
homeless 
outreach 
teams147 

Specialized law enforcement teams  
assist homeless individuals, sometimes 
as co-responders or alongside crisis 
intervention teams. They focus on 
connecting with homeless individuals 
and building relationships with service 
providers, rather than making arrests.

Police are frequently called to handle homelessness-
related issues. Establishing specialized teams for this 
purpose can build trust and relationships with the 
homeless community. These teams can better  
address specific needs, provide immediate support,  
and connect individuals to necessary services,  
thereby reducing the burden on emergency  
services and jails.

Table 5: Promising Long-Term Strategies

Action What is it? Why is it needed?

Expand 
transportation 
options148 

This could involve offering discounted transit 
fares for low-income individuals, increasing 
access to dockless e-bikes and scooters,  
or expanding public transportation routes  
to underserved areas.

A study found that access to transportation is the biggest 
factor in escaping poverty and avoiding homelessness. 
While some people benefit from extensive metropolitan 
transit systems, many do not. Further, drivers have 
significantly more job opportunities than those relying  
on public transit, especially low-wage workers with 
irregular hours.

Support 
affordable 
housing149 

Cities are becoming more innovative in 
creating affordable housing. These efforts 
include using 3D printing technology, 
employing AI to automate structural design, 
and changing policies to reduce single-family 
zoning restrictions.

The United States faces a 7.3-million-unit shortage  
of affordable and available rentals for extremely  
low-income renters. Research consistently shows  
a connectionbetween housing costs and homelessness, 
indicating that homelessness increases when rents  
rise beyond what low-income households can afford.

House homeless 
individuals  
in hotels150 

Some cities have used vacant hotel rooms 
to house homeless, whereas others have 
bought entire vacant hotels to use as 
shelters. These options can provide a safer 
and more private option for homeless 
individuals, especially families, compared  
to shelters.  

Housing homeless individuals in hotels offers  
immediate shelter, safety, and stability, while also 
providing access to essential services and buying  
time to find permanent housing solutions.

Establish 
homeless/
community  
court151 

Homeless and community courts allow 
individuals experiencing homelessness  
to resolve warrants and criminal cases  
by participating in services through 
community providers, often resulting  
in case dismissal. These sessions are  
typically held at accessible locations  
outside of traditional courthouses.

This approach addresses the legal issues of  
homeless individuals by focusing on rehabilitation 
instead of punishment, connecting them with  
social services, housing, and treatment programs  
to resolve minor offenses, promote stability,  
and reduce recidivism, which benefits homeless  
individuals and the broader community.

147. “The Police Response to Homelessness,” Police Executive Research Forum, June 2018, pp. 41-42. https://www.policeforum.org/assets PoliceResponsetoHomelessness.pdf. 
148.  Meghan McCarty Carino, “How a transportation safety net could keep more people off the streets,” Cal Matters, updated June 23, 2020. https://calmatters.org/

economy/2018/09/california-transportation-safety-net-could-prevent-homelessness.
149.  Abby Ivory and Kent W. Colton, “Innovative Solutions for the Housing Crisis,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, Dec. 1, 2020. https://ssir.org/articles/entry/innovative_

solutions_for_the_housing_crisis; Olivia Nielsen, “How can AI and 3D printing address global housing challenges?,” Eco-Business, March 27, 2024. https://www.
eco-business.com/opinion/how-can-ai-and-3d-printing-address-global-housing-challenges; “The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes,” National Low Income Housing 
Coalition, last accessed Aug. 29, 2024. https://nlihc.org/gap; Alex Horowitz et al., “How Housing Costs Drive Levels of Homelessness,” Pew Charitable Trusts, Aug. 22, 
2023. https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/08/22/how-housing-costs-drive-levels-of-homelessness.

150.   Shirleen Guerra, “Governments across America spending millions to put homeless in hotels,” The Center Square, Aug. 30, 2023. https://www.thecentersquare.com/
national/article_499e0ad2-3854-11ee-bf30-5be356c5fce6.html.

151.  Raphael Pope-Sussman, “Responding to Homelessness: 11 Ideas for the Justice System,” Center for Court Innovation, December 2015. https://www.
innovatingjustice.org/sites/default/files/documents/FINALResponsestoHomelessnessforWeb.pdf.
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Organize  
one-stop  
shops152 

“One-stop shops” consolidate resources 
that homeless individuals frequently need, 
reducing barriers to services, support, and 
care. These can be established as brick-and-
mortar locations with satellite offices for 
various programs or organized as one-day 
or seasonal events. Some cities have also 
included clearing warrants in such events. 

People facing homelessness often need to access 
multiple services to regain stability, such as obtaining  
an ID or birth certificate, securing free bus tickets, 
signing up for subsidized housing, or applying  
for childcare assistance. If they rely on public  
transportation and have children, it becomes  
impractical to travel across the city to access  
these services. As a result, they spend more time  
navigating the logistics of service access than  
focusing on finding work or housing.

Table 6: Early Interventions

Action What is it? Why is it needed?

Offer financial 
training and 
support153 

This can encompass opening a bank  
account, financial management, budgeting,  
credit improvement, saving, and investing.  
It also includes broader financial literacy, 
covering topics such as entrepreneurship, 
homeownership, and preparation for major  
life events like college and retirement.

This type of support can empower individuals with  
the skills to manage their money effectively, build  
and maintain good credit, and save for emergencies.  
By understanding financial management, budgeting,  
and planning for major life events, individuals are  
better equipped to achieve stability, make informed 
decisions, and avoid situations that could lead  
to homelessness.

Leverage 
predictive 
analytics154 

These programs aim to identify the most 
vulnerable individuals before they face 
eviction. By using data from various sources, 
such as utility shut-off notices, government 
benefit applications, or historical records  
of previous homelessness, algorithms  
can identify at-risk individuals and  
offer financial assistance.

Predictive analytics can proactively identify individuals 
who are at risk of becoming homeless before they 
reach a crisis point. Through early alerts and targeted 
assistance, such as financial aid or access to resources, 
at-risk individuals can stabilize their housing situation 
and avoid homelessness.

Expand 
supportive 
housing  
options155  

This housing option provides affordable  
units alongside intensive case management  
and voluntary support for individuals with 
behavioral health needs who are leaving 
incarceration. 

Individuals leaving incarceration often face high  
levels of homelessness because they struggle to  
qualify for regular housing due to insufficient credit, 
limited employment history, lack of references,  
or their criminal record. Supportive housing can  
enhance housing stability, improve mental and  
physical health, and prevent substance misuse.

152.  “One-Stop Shop Model,” Rural Health Information Hub, last accessed Sept. 2, 2024. https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/toolkits/services-integration/2/one-stop-
shop; Christi M. Smith, “Spotlight on Criminal Justice: National Rebuild Your Life Month – June,” R Street Institute, June 25, 2024. https://www.rstreet.org/
commentary/spotlight-on-criminal-justice-national-rebuild-your-life-month-june; “Homeless Court Pop-Up Resource Fairs,” Homeless Court, last accessed Sept. 2, 
2024. https://www.homelesscourtprogram.org/hcppopups.

153. “Fostering Financial Literacy and Security,” National Alliance to End Homelessness, Aug. 21, 2013. https://endhomelessness.org/resource/fostering-financial-
literacy-and-security. 

154.  Ann Thompson, “Using Data to Respond Before a Housing Crisis,” PBS, last accessed Aug. 28, 2024. https://thinktv.org/cincinnati-begins-using-data-analytics-to-
predict-and-prevent-evictions.

155.  Brooke Page and Thomas Coyne, “How Three Communities are Developing Supportive Housing to Improve Access for People with Behavioral Health Needs Leaving 
Incarceration,” The Council of State Governments, Dec. 8, 2022. https://csgjusticecenter.org/2022/12/08/how-three-communities-are-developing-supportive-housing-
to-improve-access-for-people-with-behavioral-health-needs-leaving-incarceration; “Supportive Housing 101,” Corporation for Supportive Housing, last accessed Aug. 
31, 2024. https://www.csh.org/supportive-housing-101.
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Expand 
treatment 
access156 

Access to mental health and substance use 
treatment could be expanded by training  
primary care physicians in basic behavioral  
health care, embedding behavioral health 
specialists in primary care settings, and 
increasing funding or incentives to expand  
local behavioral health services.

Nearly half of Americans who need mental health  
or substance use treatment do not receive it. Cost  
and availability continue to be obstacles. Given the  
link between homelessness and behavioral health 
disorders, providing accessible treatment options  
could help prevent loss of housing and serve as an 
effective intervention.

Support  
clean slate 
initiatives157 

Clean slate allows for the automatic 
expungement or sealing of criminal records  
for individuals who have completed their 
sentence and remained law-abiding.

Criminal records can prevent individuals from  
obtaining employment or housing. For those who  
have remained crime-free, expunging their record  
can provide a second chance.

Establish  
third places158 

This entails providing free public spaces and 
events where people can gather and build 
connections outside of their home (first place) 
or work (second place). This could be a park, 
community center, or a city-hosted gathering.

These spaces create social cohesion that can  
provide support networks, reduce isolation, and  
foster inclusive environments where people are  
more willing to help those in need.

Implement the 
Critical Time 
Intervention 
(CTI) model159 

Providing time-limited support for vulnerable 
individuals during transition periods, such 
as after incarceration or institutionalization. 
Generally, these programs require small 
caseloads, provide harm reduction  
approaches, and are community-based.

Individuals transitioning back into society often  
lack support systems and struggle to navigate the 
fragmented support system. Providing support for 
transitioning individuals can help them reintegrate  
into the community and ensures continuity of  
care. CTI has been found to reduce the risk of  
recurring homelessness.

Conclusion
Our cities are facing complex crises: a growing chronically homeless  
population, increasing mental health issues, surging rates of drug overdoses,  
and overwhelmed jails. Although overall crime rates have been declining, 
frequent media coverage of crime and social unrest in some areas have 
heightened feelings of danger among communities. To ensure the health  
and safety of all community members, including homeless individuals, cities  
must address these concerns with both immediate and long-term solutions. 

Importantly, addressing homelessness requires more than inaction, 
displacement, or detainment. It requires that stakeholders with different 
perspectives come together to develop comprehensive, multi-faceted  
strategies, tailored to specific community needs. A “one-size-fits-all” approach  
to homelessness is unlikely to succeed. Decision-makers need to recognize the 
value in diverse strategies and combine them to create more effective solutions. 
This shift reflects a growing understanding that homelessness is not only a lack  
of housing; it is a complex issue deeply connected to broader social, economic, 

156.  “More than 4 in 10 U.S. Adults Who Needed Substance Use and Mental Health Care Did Not Get Treatment.” https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/news/more-than-4-
in-10-us-adults-who-needed-substance-use-and-mental-health-care-did-not-get-treatment; “Best Practices to Improve Mental Health Access & Outcomes,” The UCI 
Paul Merage School of Business, July 28, 2022. https://merage.uci.edu/news/2022/07/Best-Practices-to-Improve-Mental-Health-Access-Outcomes.html.

157.  Christi M. Smith, “The Pathway to Prosperity: How Clean Slate Legislation Enhances Public Safety and Stimulates the Economy,” R Street Policy Study No. 279, 
March 14, 2023. https://www.rstreet.org/research/the-pathway-to-prosperity-how-clean-slate-legislation-enhances-public-safety-and-stimulates-the-economy.

158.  Kaela Girod and Kimberly Burrowes, “How Third Places Contribute to Thriving Communities,” Urban Institute, July 23, 2024. https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/
how-third-places-contribute-thriving-communities.

159.  “CTI Model,” Center for the Advancement of Critical Time Intervention, last accessed Sept. 2, 2024. https://www.criticaltime.org/cti-model.

To ensure the health  
and safety of all community 
members, including homeless 
individuals, cities must address 
these concerns with both 
immediate and long-term 
solutions. 
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and health-related factors. Cities must be bold, innovative, and willing  
to challenge the status quo to implement effective solutions.

Housing is a critical part of any solution, but different individuals face  
different challenges, so offering a variety of housing options tailored to  
individuals’ unique needs will be crucial. Though this approach improves 
accessibility, providing housing alone is not enough. 

Because substance use issues and severe mental health disorders are prevalent 
among homeless individuals, a range of supportive services is also necessary. 
Moreover, the co-occurrence of some mental health disorders with drug or 
alcohol use may increase the likelihood of criminal behavior, making this a 
particular priority. Addressing this issue generally requires integrated treatment 
models that combine housing with substance use treatment (e.g., strict sober 
living environments or a housing-first model that provides a place to live without 
preconditions and then offers voluntary treatment). For those with behavioral 
issues that create a significant barrier to maintaining stable shelter, combining 
housing with mandatory or incentivized treatment might be necessary to ensure 
long-term success. For those who cannot care for themselves, such as individuals 
with severe traumatic brain injuries, substance use disorder, or schizophrenia,  
the focus should be on compassionate intervention that may require some  
level of involuntary intervention to start.

Police and the courts have long played a role in addressing homelessness, and 
they will likely continue to do so. However, encampment sweeps and criminal 
sanctions should always be a last resort. The overuse of police and jails to  
address homelessness is expensive and often counterproductive. Homeless 
outreach teams and homeless or community-court models can offer more 
constructive solutions. If individuals enter the criminal justice system, robust 
support must be available to prevent a cycle of homelessness and incarceration.

Prioritizing prevention and early intervention through community solutions  
and public policy may prove most effective in reducing homelessness. Innovative 
solutions, such as predictive analytics, can play a vital role by identifying those 
at risk of experiencing homelessness and intervening with support before they 
become homeless. Additionally, increasing access to other basic needs, like 
reliable transportation, affordable childcare, and assistance with obtaining 
government documents and programs, can significantly enhance stability and 
help prevent homelessness. By appropriately addressing homelessness, we can 
make our communities feel safer, protect vulnerable individuals, and reduce our 
overreliance on an expensive carceral system.

A “one-size-fits-all” approach 
to homelessness is unlikely to 
succeed. Decision-makers need 
to recognize the value in diverse 
strategies and combine them to 
create more effective solutions.
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