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What America

Believes 

About.Homelessness.



There is a direct line between how the 

public views homelessness and the policy 

choices leaders make.



Key Findings.

➔ Homelessness is bad and 
getting worse

➔ Pandemic intensifies 
concerns

➔ Where do people learn 
about homelessness?

➔ What does the public talk 
about?

BELIEVE HOMELESSNESS 

INCREASED IN THEIR 

COMMUNITY THIS YEAR

73%
SAY THE PANDEMIC HAS MADE 

THE NEED TO HOUSE HOMELESS 

PEOPLE MORE URGENT

67%



Views on the causes of homelessness.

60% view either addiction or mental illness 

as a top cause of homelessness. 



➔ Most members of the 
public are ambivalent

➔ Broad support for housing 
solutions

➔ Enforcement policies are 
more controversial

➔ What drives negative 
attitudes?

Homeless people are both 

vulnerable and strong, victimized 

and capable, criminalized and 

innocent, seen and willfully 

ignored. When I walk by a 

homeless person, I feel guilty.”

MAN, 40, NEW YORK, NY

“

Many homeless people in my community are dealing with 

mental health and addiction issues, which leads many of 

them to theft and violence. When I hear and see this, I am 

saddened.

WOMAN, 58, PORTLAND, OR

Key Findings:.
Policy 

Attitudes.



Addiction perceptions drive backlash.

Compared to those who say financial issues are the 

top cause of homelessness, people who focus on 

addiction as a cause are:

2x
MORE LIKELY TO SUPPORT 

POLICE SWEEPS OF 

ENCAMPMENTS

1.9x
MORE LIKELY TO WORRY 

ABOUT HOMELESS PEOPLE 

CAUSING CRIME

33%

MORE OPPOSED TO 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN 

GENERAL

33%

MORE OPPOSED TO 

HOMELESS HOUSING IN 

THEIR NEIGHBORHOOD



➔ The public is already hearing 

mixed messages

➔ Effective messaging focuses 

on commonality

◆ Shared struggles

◆ Health and recovery

➔ Goal of building empathy

➔ Connecting empathy to 

policy

I think there are a lot of news stories 

that touch upon the humanity of 

people. Hearing stories from 

homeless people that talk about 

their personal struggles shows me 

that there is very little difference 

between me and them.” 

WOMAN, 21, LOS ANGELES, CA

“

Homelessness can happen to 

anyone – homeless people 

deserve help, not blame or 

scorn.

Key Findings:.
Messaging.



Which messages performed best overall?.



Success messaging has credibility problems.



➔ There are multiple 

audiences

➔ Multiple audiences 

means 

differentiated 

messaging

➔ Context and goals

I have seen them take over a lot of 

public space. They threw their trash 

all over areas where the city has had 

to hire people to come out and pick 

up after them.”  

WOMAN, 28, LAS VEGAS, NV

“

The police assisted city workers in tearing down tents and 

taking personal belonging from the homeless! I was so mad, I 

was angry!”

WOMAN, 52, LOS ANGELES

Key Findings:.
Audience.

“



Identifying Audience Segments.

Segmentation 

Approach

FACTOR ANALYSIS

Identifies which variables are 

most impactful.

CLUSTER ANALYSIS

Identifies well-differentiated 

segments.

SEGMENT PROFILING

Provides insights into how these 

different audiences think.



Q & A
How does this study inform our strategies to address 

unsheltered homelessness? 
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Low Rate of 
Unsheltered

> Sufficient shelter 
and housing 

> Outreach able to 
make meaningful 
linkages 

> Public support for 
crisis interventions 
and long term 
solutions

RESPONSE:

Organized system

Tipping

> Growing number and rate 
of unsheltered

> Insufficient access to 
shelter and housing (may 
be high barrier or 
inadequate capacity)

> Public is growing 
frustrated and more calls 
for punitive approaches

RESPONSE:

Organized system, scale 
up responses, and manage 
public space carefully with 
clear public education

High Rate of 
Unsheltered

> Homelessness is very 
visible

> Very limited access to 
shelter and housing

> Public is very frustrated 
and high demand for 
more punitive measures 

RESPONSE:

Organized system, 
dramatically scale up 
responses, manage public 
space carefully, and provide 
lots of public education

Distinct Community Typologies
Levels of unsheltered homelessness will 
influence a community's response.



FRESEARCH & RESULTS: human-centered solutions to unsheltered homelessness, Arnold Ventures, March 2020



Solutions-oriented 
approaches





Human-Centered Solutions 



Crisis response

• Foster collaboration across sectors with a full 
range of partners 

• Use data to inform policy and practices

• Provide training on engaging with those living 
unsheltered 

• Have sufficient housing available using a 
Housing First approach 

• Promote non-punitive, low-barrier practices 
within the homeless assistance system 

• Reduce chronic homelessness 

• Maintain strong outreach services 



Inclusive Public 
Space Management
• Increase temporary and permanent housing 

• Adopt non-punitive response public policies 

• Coordinate across systems 

• Pro-actively make public spaces safer and 
healthier

• Have trained outreach staff accessible 24/7 

• Train first responders in problem-solving 
approaches 

• Use encampment resolution practices that 
protect the rights of people

• Avoid false expectations





How does this 
study inform 
our strategies 

to address 
unsheltered 

homelessness?



Unsheltered Homelessness and the Pandemic



New studies emerging



Shifting to human-centered approaches to improve health



http://housingequityframework.org

30

http://housingequityframework.org/


How do the lessons learned 
during the pandemic inform 

our strategies to address 
unsheltered homelessness? 



Read more

• What America Believes About Homelessness
https://invisiblepeople.tv/2020research/

• Research and Results: human-centered solutions to unsheltered homelessness 

https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/research-results-nine-u-s-localities-offer-
human-centered-approaches-to-unsheltered-homelessness/

• Final Report: Impact of Hotels as Non-Congregate Emergency Shelters, University of 
Washington 

https://kcrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Impact-of-Hotels-as-ES-Study_Full-
Report_Final-11302020.pdf

https://invisiblepeople.tv/2020research/
https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/research-results-nine-u-s-localities-offer-human-centered-approaches-to-unsheltered-homelessness/
https://kcrha.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Impact-of-Hotels-as-ES-Study_Full-Report_Final-11302020.pdf

