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Today’s Learning Objectives 

1

Recall three 
causes of 
homelessness

2

Discuss the 
risk factors for 
homelessness 
and BH 
challenges

3

Describe 
structural 
racism and 
impact on 
homelessness 

4

Explain why 
the homeless 
population 
was at 
increased risk 
for COVID-19

5

Identify at 
least three 
challenges in 
ending 
homelessness

6

Restate at 
least five ways 
to reduce 
homelessness
/mental 
illness

7

Describe 
challenges 
with VISPDAT, 
Housing First, 
criminalization 
of unhoused



Understanding The Scope

With a lifetime and 1-year prevalence of homelessness in the 

US population found to be 4.2% and 1.5%, respectively, and 

the total number of people who experience some form of 

homelessness over the course of a year is estimated to be 2.5 

to 3.5 million individuals…

Homelessness is a serious problem. 
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/never-ending-loop-homelessness-psychiatric-disorder-and-mortality



Causes of Homelessness 

• Poverty

• Lack of affordable housing

• Structural racism

https://generations.asaging.org/homelessness-older-adults-poverty-health



The Crisis 

• At its heart, the homelessness crisis is due to lack 
of affordable housing 

• Existing housing stock with lower rents has 
disappeared

• People who are extremely low income (ELI) at 
the highest risk 

https://generations.asaging.org/homelessness-older-adults-poverty-health



Mental Illness and 
Homelessness

• 2015 HUD assessment: 564,708 people were 
homeless on a given night in the United States. 

• 140,000 or 25 percent were seriously mentally ill, 
250,000 or 45 percent had any mental illness. 

• 2016 study found that 4.2 percent of U.S. adults have 
been diagnosed with a serious mental illness.

• Most common:

o Affective disorders

o Anxiety disorders

o Substance use disorders (a reminder that SUD is 
considered a psychiatric disorder/mental illness)

https://www.bbrfoundation.org/blog/homelessness-and-mental-illness-challenge-our-society



Risk Factors:

Mental & 

Substance 

Disorders,

ACE Scores

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html#anchor_1626996630
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/never-ending-loop-homelessness-psychiatric-disorder-and-mortality
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/SAMHSA_Digital_Download/PEP20-06-04-003.pdf



https://c4innovates.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SPARC-Phase-1-Findings-March-2018.pdf

Baked In Structural Racism Requires Dismantling 



Not “Just” 
Poverty At 
Work 

https://c4innovates.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SPARC-Phase-1-Findings-March-2018.pdf



Older Adults = 
Higher Unmet Needs 

• Homelessness among older adults is increasing

• Unhoused adults 65 and older have higher 

prevalence of unmet needs for substance use 

and mental disorder treatment 

• Half became homeless after 50

• People ages 65 and older are the fastest growing 

age group of people who are homeless

• By 2030 those numbers will triple

https://generations.asaging.org/homelessness-older-adults-poverty-health
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/SAMHSA_Digital_Download/PEP20-06-04-003.pdf



The Covid 
Curveball

Why Homeless Populations are a 
High-Risk Group 

• Poor health

• Congregate settings

• Aging population

• Limited ability to follow Public 
Health advice

• Stigma and discrimination

https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-021-11687-8

The COVID Homeless Challenge

How to:

• Stay at home? 

• Wash your hands? 

• Distance yourself from others? 

• Disinfect your living space? 



Key Takeaways From Covid Response

• Implement/ strengthen interagency 
community partnerships

• Provide mental health and substance use 
services in homeless settings

• Maintain and expand telehealth access

• Track and share data to better inform 
practices

• Expand targeted outreach strategies

• Increase shelter diversion resources

• Reprioritize ending, not just preventing, 
homelessness

• Prepare for long-term impact mitigation

• Leverage the COVID-19 crisis to increase 
visibility of homelessness



What We Do Know About People Experiencing 
Homelessness 

People who are 
homeless are at 

elevated risk

People experiencing 
homelessness present 

unique treatment 
challenges

Preventive services for 
people experiencing 

homelessness are 
critical

Treatment providers 
must be knowledgeable

Person-centered 
prevention and trauma-

informed treatment 
practices are essential

Providers should work 
with federal, state, and 

community-based 
agencies

Clinicians must know 
how to help individuals 
access federal or local 

benefits

https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/SAMHSA_Digital_Download/PEP20-06-04-003.pdf 



The Challenges In Front Of Us  

2020 point-in-time 
data illustrate two 
significant shifts 

underway prior to the 
pandemic

Homelessness 
increased in 30 

states

Unsheltered 
homelessness is at 

crisis levels

https://bit.ly/3xfULU3



What Will
Work: 
Vouchers

https://bit.ly/3xfULU3



What Will Work for Poor/Families  

https://bit.ly/3xfULU3



What Will Work for Equity  

https://bit.ly/3xfULU3



What Will Work in Reducing 
Homelessness: Permanent Supportive 
Housing

Permanent supportive housing can help address long-term 
homelessness by providing, in combination, affordable housing 
and voluntary supportive services 

Coordination of services is critical to addressing housing and 
health care access barriers

https://bit.ly/3xfULU3



The Importance of 
Lived Experience 

• Most important priority is to address the lack of affordable 
housing options

• Systems should treat people experiencing homelessness and 
trauma with dignity

• Congregate shelters should be re-imagined

• Criminalizing people experiencing homelessness causes harm

• Expanding the Housing Choice Voucher program a key step in 
ending homelessness

• Expanding Housing Choice Vouchers would create changes in the 
system

• People should not be required to enter a shelter to access a 
Housing Choice Voucher if they are eligible for the program

• Maximum rent a voucher can cover should be reconsidered due 
to tight and costly housing markets

• Landlords and voucher holders both have a role to play

https://bit.ly/3xfULU3



A Word About 
The Resurgence 
of Criminalizing 
Homelessness 

• Refers to laws/policies that make basic, life-sustaining acts into violations of law 
or otherwise punishable offenses when performed in public

• Most common criminalized acts are sleeping, sitting/resting, shelter from 
elements… even asking for help

• Many of these laws intentionally target unhoused people

• Communities also enforce “neutral” laws like trespassing or jaywalking; mostly or 
only against people experiencing homelessness

• All the punishments carry “collateral consequences” which increase the 
punishment in significant ways and further the cycle of homelessness

https://nchj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/NCHJ-Statement-on-Criminalization-of-Homelessness.pdf



A Word About the VI-SPDAT 

VI-SPDAT:

• On average, BIPOC clients receive statistically 
significantly lower prioritization scores on VI-SPDAT 
than White counterparts

• White individuals prioritized for PSH intervention at 
higher rate than BIPOC individuals, but not true for 
families

• Race a predictor of receiving a high VI score, where 
being white was protective factor for single adults

• VI-SPDAT subscales do not equitably capture 
vulnerabilities for BIPOC compared to Whites: race a 
predictor of 11/16 subscales, most subscales tilted 
toward capturing vulnerabilities Whites more likely 
to endorse

https://c4innovates.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SPARC-Phase-1-Findings-March-2018.pdf



Final 
Thoughts…

“It’s a vicious circle. You may be more likely to become homeless 
because of a mental illness, and if that happens, the homelessness 
makes the symptoms and experience of mental illness much much
worse.”
~Program participant

“The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over 
and expecting different results.” 
~Addiction community 

“If we could focus the effort on making an initial intervention 
actually robust enough to succeed, that would be better than sort 
of half-treating people over and over again.”  
~Program participant

“If you want to end homelessness, put people in homes.” 
~Jeff Olivet

“If you want to keep people in homes, build community around 
them.” 
~Steven Samra
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