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Abstract 

The Housing First approach is the most funded and utilized approach by the federal 

government to reduce homelessness in the United States. The main service provided by the 

Housing First approach is Permanent Supportive Housing. Proponents of Housing First claim it 

is an evidence-based approach, citing studies that find increases in Permanently Supportive 

Housing lead to successful outcomes for reducing homelessness on the individual level. This 

paper seeks to review the literature on Housing First and homelessness and analyze the findings 

to draw conclusions on the effectiveness of Housing First in reducing homelessness in the United 

States. 
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Overview 
Personal Experiences 

Growing up in Honolulu, Hawai`i in the town of Pauoa, which is located about 5 minutes 

from Downtown Honolulu, homelessness is something that I have always been aware of. As a 

child I can always remember homeless people scattered around the city. In Honolulu, it is 

common to see homeless people around the island, especially Downtown. When observing a 

sidewalk, people passing by will beeline to avoid a homeless individual, under a blanket, 

sleeping during the middle of the day. Workers and the elderly will stand at bus stops because a 

homeless individual is sleeping on the bus stop’s bench, using the awning for cover to shield 

themself from the sun and rain. Panhandlers are also common, holding cardboard signs and 

weaving through cars stopped at freeway off-ramps. At noon on a workday, the busiest time of 

day, many homeless individuals, some with clear mental health and substance abuse issues will 

roam the streets of Downtown Honolulu, some posing a threat to the safety of those looking to 

take their lunch back to the office despite the heightened police presence. In some areas of town, 

you can spot colorful tents and tarps lining a street, filled with homeless people all grouped 

together in a tiny community. 

One memory that sticks out to me when I think of the homeless is when I was in the car 

with my dad, driving to the grocery store. I vividly remember it was a sunny day, the windows 

were down, and we were driving down Ke`eaumoku Street, one of the busier streets in town. A 

lady on the street, who was visibly homeless, was yelling towards our car. My dad and I were 

both startled, but I turned to him and said something to the effect of, “Dad, I think that lady 

knows you.” She was yelling his name, and as it turns out, she indeed did know him. My dad 

later explained how the woman was his high school friend’s cousin, and they had known each 
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other years ago but over time she encountered substance abuse issues, and later became homeless 

and out of touch with her family and friends. This moment showed to me how homelessness can 

affect anyone, sometimes people you may know, for reasons that could be beyond control. As the 

homeless problem has seemingly grown at home throughout my life, there also seems to be an 

increasing number of reasons why someone could become homeless, each individual carrying 

their own unique story of trials and tribulations, with hope one day that their story will represent 

triumph. 

 

Hawai`i’s Homelessness Challenges 

While my one personal memory is just one way homelessness “looks,” it is a serious 

problem in Hawai`i that seems to be becoming more prevalent as time goes on. According to the 

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)’s Annual Homelessness 

Assessment Report (AHAR) for 2022, Hawai`i holds the fourth-highest homelessness rate in the 

country.1 62.7 percent of all people experiencing homelessness in Hawai`i were counted in 

unsheltered locations (Figure 1), while 76.6 percent of individuals experiencing homelessness on 

their own did so in unsheltered locations, the highest percentage in the country (Figure 2).2 

According to Partners In Care, the organization responsible for organizing homeless data in 

Hawai`i, from 2020 to 2022 the total homeless count actually decreased on the island of O`ahu 

by 11 percent, which was almost entirely driven by a 24 percent decrease in the sheltered 

homeless population.3 O`ahu is the main island in the State of Hawai`i and is home to the 

 
1 de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 
Ahar: Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S. 2022, 16. 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html.  
2 de Sousa et al., “2022 Estimates of Homelessness,” 28. 
3 “PIT Count.” PARTNERS IN CARE. Partners in Care, July 6, 2022: 4. https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit. 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit
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majority of the state’s population. The unsheltered homeless population marginally increased, 

yet still represents 60 percent of the total population on O`ahu (Figure 3).4 

The statistics show that homelessness is actually decreasing, especially on my home 

island of O`ahu. While on the surface it seems that what I have observed in the past several years 

may have misled me to believe homelessness is increasing, this can be explained by the steady 

population of unsheltered homeless. The unsheltered homeless are more likely to be visible 

which can influence how one might describe the homeless situation based on what they see.5 

Relative to the rest of the United States, the statistics show that Hawai`i has one of the highest 

homeless rates in the country – when taking into account the percentage of homeless that are 

unsheltered, there is no question that homelessness continues to be a critical issue visible to all in 

Hawai`i. 

I also remember learning in school how homelessness comes in many forms. A few non-

profit organizations every year would come to campus to give talks in auditoriums about 

homelessness. What stood out to me was their presentation and how homelessness isn’t always 

sleeping on the streets – many individuals or their families could live in shelters or in their car, or 

may be living with family and friends periodically. I remember these presenters asking students 

to bring in canned goods to help these families, as food security can be an issue for many, some 

not knowing where their next meal would be coming from. These organizations would preach 

about awareness and how to help, the canned goods being how everyone can “do their part” – I 

guess it was a small token of individual responsibility each member of the school could take on.  

 
4 Ibid 
5 Shinn, Marybeth, and Jill Khadduri. In the Midst of Plenty: Homelessness and What to Do about It, 11. Hoboken, 
NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2020. 
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Of course, individuals working alone cannot solve the problem. Indeed, Hawai’i’s 

officials have been compelled to act.  On January 23rd, 2023, in his first State of the State 

Address as Governor of Hawai`i, Josh Green declared, “As long as we are in a housing crisis, we 

will treat it like an emergency.”6 The Governor had already signed an emergency proclamation 

to fast-track the construction process on 12 kauhale, or tiny villages, intended to provide housing 

for the homeless, and promised to prioritize mental health aid and existing homeless services. 7 

Other proposals look to expand the Statewide Office of Housing and Homelessness Solutions, in 

addition to increasing funding for other services catered towards serving the homeless 

population.8 

Widespread advocacy for increased homelessness services funding can be found 

elsewhere in Hawai`i as well. Legislators have advocated for increased mental health and 

substance abuse services ahead of the 2023 legislative session, in response to the shortage of 

psychiatrists the state has faced recently.9 Homeless services groups and agencies are looking to 

create new strategies and secure more funding to find a way to combat a growing issue that has 

been ongoing for years.10 

During his 2022 gubernatorial campaign, then Lt. Gov. Green laid out a 10-point 

proposal plan with lofty goals of cutting homelessness in the state by more than half in the next 

 
6 Engle, Erika, and Makana McClellan. “Office of the Governor – News Release – Gov. Green Issues Emergency 
Proclamation Addressing Homelessness.” Office of the Governor – News Release – Gov. Green issues emergency 
proclamation addressing homelessness. State of Hawaii - Office of the Governor, January 23, 2023. 
https://governor.hawaii.gov/newsroom/office-of-the-governor-news-release-gov-green-issues-emergency-
proclamation-addressing-homelessness/.  
7 Ibid 
8 Ordonio, Cassie. “Hawaii's Governor Vowed to Cut Homelessness. Will the Legislature Go along?” Honolulu 
Civil Beat. Pierre Omidyar, January 12, 2023. https://www.civilbeat.org/2023/01/hawaiis-governor-vowed-to-cut-
homelessness-will-the-legislature-go-along/.  
9 Ibid 
10 Ibid 

https://governor.hawaii.gov/newsroom/office-of-the-governor-news-release-gov-green-issues-emergency-proclamation-addressing-homelessness/
https://governor.hawaii.gov/newsroom/office-of-the-governor-news-release-gov-green-issues-emergency-proclamation-addressing-homelessness/
https://www.civilbeat.org/2023/01/hawaiis-governor-vowed-to-cut-homelessness-will-the-legislature-go-along/
https://www.civilbeat.org/2023/01/hawaiis-governor-vowed-to-cut-homelessness-will-the-legislature-go-along/
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four years and ending chronic homelessness completely by 2030.11 According to the Partners In 

Care report, 23 percent of adults and unaccompanied minors are chronically homeless (Figure 

4).12 The Statewide Office on Homelessness and Housing Solutions website’s homepage features 

information on Housing First. The State Housing First Program is described as being 

implemented by the state Department of Human Services (DHS) in conjunction with HUD to 

target chronically homeless individuals and families, and has been incorporated into contracts for 

all state-funded homeless services programs.13 Hawai`i’s version of the program focuses on 

providing Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH), which includes long-term housing subsidies, in 

addition to a variety of services catered towards the chronically homeless to focus on rapid 

placement into housing and housing retention.14  In 2022, there were 2,052 individuals living in 

PSH units on O`ahu, a significant increase from the 735 units in 2015 (Figure 5).15 From 2015 to 

2022, the total number of individuals living in shelter beds decreased from 2,964 to 1,596 

(Figure 6).16 The data clearly shows an increase in Housing First and PSH over time, which is 

consistent with trends in United States federal policy. 

 The Housing First model established by Pathways to Housing, a New York organization 

founded by Sam Tsemberis that utilized city and state funds allocated to combat chronic 

homelessness and those affected by serious mental illness, prioritized providing housing first to 

affected individuals while offering nonconditional supportive services that remained a voluntary 

 
11 Ibid 
12 Partners in Care, “PIT Count,” 8. 
13 “Housing First.” Housing First. State of Hawaii. Accessed April 20, 2023.  
https://homelessness.hawaii.gov/housing/ 
14 State of Hawaii, “Housing First.” 
15 Partners in Care, “PIT Count,” 10. 
16 Ibid 

https://homelessness.hawaii.gov/housing/
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option to the housed individuals.17 Housing First was originally based on providing PSH units to 

the chronically homeless, but while that still remains a priority of the approach, all services 

provided to the homeless are expected to be integrated with the Housing First approach.18 Within 

the Housing First model, housing is provided to individuals without prerequisites for sobriety or 

reception of treatment and leaves open a voluntary option to receive additional services.19 PSH is 

touted by proponents as being an evidence-based model that ends chronic homelessness.20 The 

Housing First approach is now the primary government response to homelessness, with over 350 

states and localities estimated to utilize the approach with a goal of ending homelessness 

completely.21 

 According to the 2022 AHAR, the chronically homeless represent just 30 percent of all 

individuals experiencing homelessness (Figure 7).22 Although Housing First was originally 

targeted towards the chronically homeless population, proponents of the approach believe it can 

end homelessness altogether. Despite PSH being targeted towards the chronically homeless, the 

scope of literature on Housing First and PSH studies both the chronically homeless and the entire 

homeless population. For these reasons, I’ve decided to review and analyze the effects of PSH on 

the entire homeless population for this paper. Although Hawai`i is important to me on a personal 

level, much of the existing literature focuses on trends and analysis in the United States 

altogether without specific research on Hawai`i, which is why I will focus on the national effects. 

 
17 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 82, 83. 
18 Eide, Stephen. “Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and the Reality.” Manhattan Institute, April 21, 
2020, 9. https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality. 
19 Ibid 
20 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 104, 105. 
21 Eide, Stephen. "Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and the Reality." City Journal (2020): 6. 
22 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 3. 
 

https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality
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While significant support and investment in Housing First and Permanent Supportive Housing 

seems promising in reducing or even ending homelessness, the question remains: does this 

approach reduce chronic homelessness, or homelessness altogether? Will a reduction in 

homelessness, if at all, remain sustainable into the future? This paper seeks to explore these 

questions. First, it provides context on the current state of homelessness in the United States. 

Second, it reviews the current and historical dynamics behind homelessness, and the historical 

approaches to reducing homelessness. Third, it reviews the literature evaluating the efficacy of 

the Housing First approach in reducing homelessness. Lastly, it returns to the homelessness issue 

and formulates policy proposals and future considerations. 

 

Data and Information on Homelessness in the U.S. 

Before examining the history and dynamics of homelessness, in addition to approaches to 

combating homelessness, it is important to understand the broader homelessness trends, the state 

of homelessness today, and the disparities within homelessness across the country. All of the 

above information is essential to understanding the mechanisms behind the different approaches 

aimed towards combatting and ending homelessness. This section seeks to explain the data on 

homelessness and recent historical trends in the United States, and how this data is collected and 

utilized. 

Every year, the United States government produces data on homelessness throughout the 

country, which is useful in understanding the current situation and changes over time. As stated 

in the introduction, HUD, produces an annual report on homelessness called the Annual 

Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR), which is based largely on point-in-time (PIT) estimates 
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with data collected from Continuums of Care (CoC),23 which are generally a mix of local 

government, non-profit organizations dedicated to serving the homeless, and faith-based 

organizations that all work together to provide services to combat homelessness.24 The PIT 

estimates are usually taken for 10 days in January every year, which can be inaccurate because 

the time of year can have effects on where the homeless are at a given time.25 Conditions in 

January, such as colder weather, paycheck timing, and fluctuations in the cost of short-term 

rentals at this time of year could affect the PIT estimates, especially in cities with colder 

weather.26 Those counted as sheltered in the PIT estimates may have been unsheltered if it were 

not for weather or other seasonal factors. As you will find in the later literature reviews, the 

methodology used by HUD in its annual reports is scrutinized because of its potential 

inaccuracies in estimation, especially when a high percentage of the homeless population is 

unsheltered. The unsheltered homeless can be particularly difficult to count because they might 

not be visible to those administering the PIT count.27 While different factors can affect the 

accuracy of the number of homeless recorded as living in a shelter or on the street, the AHAR 

provides the most comprehensive source of information available on homelessness in the United 

States. 

 According to AHAR, on any given night in 2022, approximately 582,500 people 

experienced homelessness (Figure 8).28 These people stayed in sheltered locations such as 

emergency shelters, safe havens, or transitional housing programs, and also stayed in unsheltered 

 
23 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 6. 
24 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 91. 
25 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 6. 
26 Ibid 
27 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 11. 
28 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 2. 
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locations such as on the streets or in or near abandoned buildings.29 While the PIT accounts for a 

variety of locations, this number is most likely higher because the PIT count can’t accurately 

account for individuals or families living with friends or relatives in the short-term. Although the 

COVID-19 pandemic certainly affected the homeless population and their access to services, 

homelessness increased by less than one percent from 2020 to 2022.30 During this same time 

period, the National Inventory of Beds available for those who are currently or were formerly 

homeless increased by three percent.31  It’s important to note that drawing conclusions by 

observing changes from 2020 to 2022 is far more accurate than including 2021’s data, given the 

difficulty CoC’s had in accurately recording PIT estimates due to pandemic-related restrictions 

and safety precautions.32 In regards to changes over time, according to the AHAR, from 2007 to 

2022 “the number of all people experiencing homelessness on a single night in January is ten 

percent lower (64,796 fewer people).”33  

Despite this, during the same time period the total number of individuals experiencing 

chronic homelessness on a single night increased by 6.6 percent.34 Currently, 30 percent of all 

homeless individuals are chronically homeless, and from 2020-2022, chronic homelessness 

increased by 15.6 percent. As the literature reviewed later in this paper will show, the differences 

between chronically vs. non-chronically homeless individuals, and sheltered vs. unsheltered 

homeless are critical to understanding homelessness approaches. 60 percent of all homeless 

 
29 Ibid 
30 Ibid 
31 Ibid 
32 Ibid 
33 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 12. 
34 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 73. 
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individuals are sheltered,35 and the number of sheltered, chronically homeless individuals has 

increased by 32.4 percent from 2020-2022 (Table 1).36 These statistics show that while the 

overall homeless count may be lowering, individuals are increasingly finding themselves “stuck” 

in homelessness, even those who have already been placed in shelters.  

While the statistics provided by HUD give some insight into the homelessness situation 

regarding America as a whole, the effects of homelessness vary across race and areas around the 

country. Homelessness affects certain races at a higher rate than others. This section will review 

the race disparities that exist among the homeless population today, and the next section’s 

literature will show that factors behind poverty are significantly impacted by race and ethnicity.   

Disparities 

Those who identify as Black, African or African American, or indigenous peoples faced 

homelessness at a higher rate compared to the rest of the United States population.37 This 

definition of indigenous peoples includes both Native Americans and Pacific Islanders. 

According to the 2022 AHAR, “People who identify as Black made up just 12 percent of the 

total U.S. population but comprised 37 percent of all people experiencing homelessness and 50 

percent of people experiencing homelessness as members of families with children” (Table 2).38 

The dynamics of disparities across racial groups and its implications for potential causal effects 

will be examined in-depth later on in the dynamics of homelessness section, but it’s important to 

note initially that certain minority groups represent a larger share of the homeless population 

than their share of the total United States population. 

 
35 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 10. 
36 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 73. 
37 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 2. 
38 Ibid 
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In addition to differences in homeless rates across race, different areas of the country in 

particular face homelessness at increased rates, and have had significant increases in 

homelessness over time. In 2022, 50.3 percent of all homeless in the United States lived in a 

major city, while roughly 20 percent of all homeless in the U.S. lived in either Los Angeles or 

New York City (Table 3).39  From 2007-2022, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington’s numbers of 

individuals experiencing chronic homelessness have skyrocketed, increasing by 183.4 percent 

127.9 percent, and 216.0 percent, respectively (Table 4).40 The number of homeless in different 

areas across the country vary greatly, and over time, certain areas have been affected much more 

than others. These variations and disparities give a glimpse into the difficulties associated with 

understanding and approaching homelessness in America. 

The data on the current state of homelessness clearly shows that homelessness is not 

identical across the country. Homelessness varies across race, and different cities and states are 

affected by homelessness more than others. Major cities like Los Angeles and New York 

experience extremely high homeless rates relative to smaller cities, while states like Nevada, 

Oregon, and Washington have seen tremendous increases in chronic homelessness. What’s not 

included in the data are potential inaccuracies in the PIT counts, which can be particularly hard 

to estimate correctly. The next section seeks to explain the broader context of homelessness by 

explaining the dynamics of homelessness, the history of homelessness, and how the Housing 

First approach compares relative to current and historical approaches to reducing homelessness. 

  

 
39 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 20. 
40 de Sousa et al., “2022 AHAR,” 75 
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Dynamics of Homelessness 
 Before focusing on the Housing First approach and Permanently Supportive Housing, it 

is important to understand the homelessness in the United States, the dynamics behind 

homelessness, and the approaches to homelessness, all in a historical context. To explain 

homelessness in the United States and analyze the most pertinent and significant factors that 

contribute to homelessness, homelessness experts Marybeth Shinn and Jill Khadduri lay out a 

comprehensive overview of homelessness through their 2020 book In the Midst of Plenty: 

Homelessness and What To Do About It. Despite tendencies to focus on chronic homelessness 

and effort to combat it, this book simultaneously covers key concepts that encompass the entire 

homeless population. While this review of In the Midst of Plenty isn’t intended to be an in-depth 

examination of all services and initiatives implemented towards solving homelessness both past 

and present, it does an excellent job providing a broad overview of the history of homelessness 

in the United States, the societal and individual dynamics behind homelessness, and the history 

of services and initiatives aimed at solving homelessness. 

 In their book, Shinn and Khadduri argue that the explanation for homelessness needs to 

be divided into two parts – societal factors and individual factors.41 In the 1980s and 1990s, root 

causes of homelessness were theorized but they didn’t necessarily mean the same thing.42 

According to Shinn and Khadduri, “root causes” of homelessness were either attributed to 

societal factors or individual circumstances: “It is conventional to divide explanations for 

homelessness between societal or “structural” factors and individual vulnerabilities. As rising 

levels of homelessness began to capture the attention of researchers and social theorists in the 

 
41 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 33. 
42 Ibid 
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1980s and 1990s, proponents of individual and structural explanations clashed. Each argued to 

focus on ‘root causes’ but defined those causes quite differently as residing in individual 

vulnerabilities or societal failures.”43 Shinn and Khadduri attribute the different definitions of 

“root causes” to the level of analysis being used – homelessness can be looked at on an 

individual level, or on a larger, societal scale.44 On the individual level, some factors include 

addiction, job loss, and mental illness, while on the societal level, income inequality, job loss and 

recession are factors among many others that are too difficult to point to an exact cause or 

causes.45 They also use an analogy to aid in their explanation of the homelessness issue: 

Explanations at both levels matter, but they matter differently. Homelessness is like the 

children’s game of musical chairs—the chairs are inexpensive housing units; the players 

are poor individuals or families who need them. As the supply of cheap housing shrinks 

(chairs get removed from the game), some people double up (sit on each other’s laps) when 

the music stops, while others are left homeless or find chairs outside the circle (housing 

they cannot afford) and eventually have those chairs pulled out from underneath them and 

become homeless (McChesney, 1990). Structural factors such as levels of poverty, 

inequality, social exclusion, and rents that outstrip incomes at the bottom of the income 

distribution determine the number of chairs and the number of players—and hence the rates 

of homelessness. Individual vulnerabilities such as mental illness, poverty, and domestic 

violence—plus simple bad luck (not being right in front of one of the chairs)— determine 
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who isn’t nimble enough to grab a chair, sit on someone’s lap, or find a chair outside the 

circle.46 

Although this analogy does not explain the issue completely, it does have value in providing 

what the issue entails and how to explain it in general terms. 

Shinn and Khadduri maintain that “individual characteristics are risk factors for 

homelessness only because of social arrangements,” arrangements which are attributable to 

ineffective social policies.47 Their primary argument is that homelessness is the result of a lack 

of affordable housing and that an imbalance between housing prices and income levels exists.48 

The bulk of the emphasis on understanding the homelessness issue should be placed on this 

imbalance. In a nutshell, this imbalance exists because on the supply-side, market conditions 

make it unaffordable for landlords to lower rent to minimum that lowest-wage earners can meet 

using public subsidies, because subsidies are inadequate to meet demand (Figure 9).49 On the 

demand side, single-earner, low-wage households cannot find housing they can afford and 

income volatility prevents low-wage earners from saving.50 Comparisons between the United 

States and countries from around the world should be made in order to understand the magnitude 

of the homelessness issue in the United States. 

American Homelessness in a Global Context 

Despite being one of the wealthiest countries in the world, the United States has 

particularly high rates of homelessness.51 The United States has generally had more poverty and 
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social programs that offer less aid than its counterparts.52 Telephone surveys in the early 2000s 

found that the United States had lifetime homeless rates of 6.2 percent, compared to a rate of 2.0-

4.0 percent in Germany, Italy, or Belgium.53 Lifetime as used in this context refers to 

experiencing homelessness at any point in the respondent’s life. Shinn and Khadduri point to the 

differences in social services between the United States and other high-income countries as 

reasons for the homelessness rate disparities.54 They claim cash grants, taxes and other transfer 

programs are less effective than those of its high-income counterparts, while the large disparities 

in health insurance and childcare further contribute to the overall disparities.55 Another example 

of the disparities between the United States and other countries lies within the percentage of the 

population with a disposable income that is less than half of the country’s median income. 

According to Shinn and Khadduri, 16.2 percent of the population in the United States has a 

disposable income less than half of the country’s median income, significantly higher than 

France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands’ average of 7.6 percent of the population.56 

These examples show significant disparities between homelessness in the United States and other 

countries around the world, and while homelessness is not solely an American issue, the 

magnitude of homelessness in America is cause for concern that calls for significant attention. 

As described in the previous section, Shinn and Khadduri note that societal impacts have 

significant effects on homelessness, namely the ability for the individual to have sufficient 

income to meet the market rent floor. The next two sections explain some of the societal factors 
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that can impact the ability for individuals to generate income, and the societal factors that can 

impact housing costs around the country. 

Families, Poverty Aid, and Income Inequality 

Shinn and Khadduri also point to the United States’ homelessness rates among families 

and homeless parents separated from their children as additional evidence illustrating the severity 

of the issue. According to them, 21.1 percent of children under the age of 18 lives in a household 

with a disposable income of less than half the country’s median, compared to just 11.6 percent of 

children in continental Europe.57 Children must be considered when examining poverty in the 

United States, because the more children a family has, the less income the family has per 

member of the household.58 Infancy is when a child is most likely to become homeless in the 

United States, and this rate doesn’t decrease until a child is eligible for free childcare in the form 

of public schooling.59 Shinn and Khadduri further highlight the costs of childcare and the lack of 

funding, noting that of children ages 3-5 that are eligible for Head Start, just 31 percent of 

children have access, and that disadvantaged families are also least likely to utilize other 

childcare subsidies that exist.60 Impacts on children’s well-being in the United States are 

concerning, and mechanisms behind the impacts can be examined through a broader scope. 

In comparison to other comparable countries around the world, the United States 

possesses significantly higher income disparities amongst its population. The 90/10 ratio, or the 

ratio between the income distribution of people at the 90th percentile compared with those of the 

10th percentile, is another metric used to measure income distribution and income inequality. By 
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this metric, the United States possesses much greater income inequality than other wealthy 

countries, having a ratio of 6.3, significantly higher than the ratios of 3.8 or 3.4 for Germany and 

France, respectively.61 Shinn and Khadduri also cite the United States as having “the largest 

fraction of cash renters paying more than half their income for housing”62 as another sign of the 

societal factors that increase pressure on the difficulties of remaining in housing.  

Shinn and Khadduri also point to “deep poverty” as having significant relevance to 

homelessness in the United States, which can be defined as “having a cash income below half of 

the relevant poverty threshold”.63 These individuals are unable to limit expenses in an effort to 

pay for housing – and yet 5.7 percent of Americans, including 8.0 percent of children, were 

living in deep poverty in 2017.64 Over time, the amount of poor people in the United States has 

increased over time: According to Shinn and Khadduri, “The fraction of all people living in 

poverty who are deeply poor increased from 29 percent in 1968 to 44 percent in and stood at 47 

percent in 2017.”65 The increasing deep poverty in the United States further illustrates the issue 

at hand and shows how difficult life in America can be. 

On a program and service level, changes in anti-poverty programs over time have 

affected at-risk and homeless individuals and families. Poverty programs were restructured in the 

late 1990s, shifting from aiding the poorest families to incentivizing those actively engaged with 

the labor market.66 The Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) and the Earned Income Tax 
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Credit (EITC) programs were geared towards aiding families with low-wage workers.67 In 

addition to reduced aid from welfare programs, families who are eligible failed to receive 

benefits, and households without workers were left without assistance.68 The Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) helped to offset decreases in cash aid, but benefits 

primarily families with children.69 These increased difficulties to obtain aid have forced 

households to squeeze into homes with families or friends, and have caused individuals to seek 

alternative methods of employment.70 Changes in anti-poverty programs have had significant 

impacts on Americans, diminishing the ability for those unemployed to afford housing, 

especially for individuals without children. 

Income volatility can be expected for every household in the United States, but this can 

become a tipping point for families on the verge of homelessness.71 According to Shinn and 

Khadduri’s findings, “year-to-year volatility in household income increased after 1970, 

particularly for people with low incomes or little education – precisely those with the least ability 

to weather such changes.”72 Different factors for low-wage workers such as lack of bargaining 

power in their jobs, difficulty in attaining childcare, and the dependence of income-aiding 

government benefits on employment that create increased income volatility.73 The increased 

income volatility for low-wage workers exemplifies how even slight instances of misfortune can 

become magnified and change housing situations drastically for these workers and their families. 
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For the lowest earners in the population, maintaining a job, generating enough income 

and receiving sufficient aid to be able to attain and retain housing can be difficult. The social 

safety net can provide relief to the lowest earners, especially those with children, but for 

individuals living on their own this relief could be minimal. While I believe that families with 

children should be prioritized because children should not have to deal with long-term effects of 

homelessness that take root at a young age, the social safety net could be reconsidered as a 

significant tool to be utilized in the future, with reallocation of existing funds earmarked for 

poverty aid to support individuals living on their own. Given the significant income disparities 

that exist in the United States relative to other countries, greater redistribution of wealth could 

also be visited in order to bolster the safety net in the future. 

As Shinn and Khadduri describe, a simple explanation of the ability to be housed has two 

factors – on one hand, individuals need to be able to afford housing, which could be through 

earning income or receiving aid, most likely a combination of both for the lowest earners in the 

population. On the other hand, the cost of housing needs to be at a level in which individuals can 

afford, more specifically rental costs since the lowest earners are not likely to be able to purchase 

a condo or home. This next section explains historical changes in the housing supply in addition 

to variation in the housing supply across the country. 

History and Variation in Affordable Housing 

To connect poverty and housing to homelessness and explain their relationship, variations 

over time and region in the United States should be examined. The quality of housing has 

changed drastically since World War II and especially in recent decades, with home quality 



26 
 

improving.74 Shinn and Khadduri link improvements in home quality to income growth in the 

1950s and 1960s, as well as “urban renewal,” which systematically destroyed older 

neighborhoods.75 From the American Housing Survey (AHS), “severely inadequate” housing 

decreased from 4.2 percent of all units in 1974 to just 1.7 percent in.76 Additionally, in 1940, 47 

percent of the housing stock was without complete plumbing in comparison to a mere 3 percent 

in 1970.77 The increases in housing quality made it more difficult for families living in poverty 

to find affordable housing, and according to Shinn and Khadduri, 72.5 percent of all renters paid 

over a quarter of their income towards housing in 2009, compared to just 35.3 percent of all 

renters in 1960.78 With government regulations increasing quality standards of new home 

construction, wealthier families moved into newer homes while less wealthy families moved into 

older homes.79 The trickle-down effect doesn’t reach poverty-level families, however, as the rent 

floor exceeds what they were able to afford, thus preventing poverty-level families out of 

housing.80 Construction regulations, among other factors, can also be tied to regional variations 

in housing affordability in the United States.81 

The availability of affordable housing is not the same across the United States, varying in 

different areas of the country.82 Shinn and Khadduri cite a few factors that may influence this 

variation, including income inequality, regulations that differ among states, and the loss of SRO 
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hotels.83 In cities where there are higher numbers of both poor individuals and wealthy 

individuals, less affordable units may be produced as a result of a smaller middle-class (Figure 

10).84 Zoning and construction limitations have effects on the lowest earners in the population, 

with limited supply of affordable housing for that group and fewer additions made to the housing 

supply.85 Shinn and Khadduri further support their argument by citing the disappearance of 

Single Room Occupancy hotels, or SRO hotels, in which individuals used to live before the 

1970s.86 In the 1970s, this form of affordable housing that was prominent in cities like New 

York, Chicago, and Los Angeles disappeared, some being converted to luxury housing or for 

other uses.87 These factors combined help to explain the affordable housing supply variations in 

areas across the United States. 

As time has gone on, stricter housing regulation has had upward pressures on the costs of 

housing across the country. However, variations in housing costs across different areas of the 

country exist due to differences in distribution of wealth, construction regulations, types of 

housing available, and broader economic factors. It should be noted that all of these factors in 

regional variation mentioned could affect one another in some form or fashion. Regardless of 

variation, the housing supply is important to understanding the societal factors that can 

contribute to homelessness, and that even if all low-income individuals generated the same 

amount of income, depending on where an individual lives, this still might not be enough for 

some. The factors of income and housing costs can be affected by government policy, which is 
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important to consider when examining how the government takes policy approaches towards 

combating homelessness. 

Understanding the dynamics behind homelessness is essential to understanding 

homelessness approaches, considering the factors affecting these approaches, and what their 

potential outcomes might be. While we now know some of the societal conditions in the United 

States can affect an individual’s risk for homelessness, individual characteristics and their 

interaction with additional social and societal factors can also help explain homelessness risk. 

It’s important to emphasize that homelessness for each individual or family has a unique set of 

factors that can’t really be explained, and it is unlikely to find another individual or family with 

the exact same set of factors that led them into homelessness. However, understanding the 

components and dynamics behind the factors that contribute to homelessness can help us to 

identify at least some common trends that can inform who is most at-risk and how these risks can 

be mitigated. Shinn and Khadduri identify and explain some of the most pertinent individual 

factors. 

Social and Societal Components of Homelessness Risk 

To examine homelessness factors on a more individual level, Shinn and Khadduri 

examine significant cultural, social, and societal factors, and their interactions, that contribute to 

homelessness risk. While they comprehensively list a number of factors for why people could 

become homeless, I break down the most significant factors on this list: Race and ethnicity, 

income, wealth, housing discrimination, incarceration, mental illness and other disabilities, 

sexual orientation, and hard times/bad luck. Income, wealth, housing discrimination, and 

incarceration all have an increased intersectionality with race and ethnicity, although all of the 
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factors listed by Shinn and Khadduri could potentially intersect with race and ethnicity.88 These 

factors all have both a social and societal component that have effects on an individual-by-

individual level. 

Racial and ethnic minority groups are more likely to be at-risk for homelessness.89 

According to Shinn and Khadduri, “the percentage of African Americans found in homeless 

shelters is almost three and a half times the proportion in the general population and the 

percentage of Native Americans is twice as high.”90 Shinn and Khadduri point to income, 

wealth, housing, and imprisonment as four forms of social exclusion that are important to 

understanding the links between minority status and homelessness.91 

Income inequalities between black and white families have increased since the 1980s and 

continued to this day.92 According to Shinn and Khadduri, while unemployment rates overall 

have fluctuated over the past 30 years, unemployment rates for both blacks and whites has 

remained steady, hovering around 6.1 percent and 3.2 percent, respectively.93 Shinn and 

Khadduri also cite Bertrand and Mullainathan’s 2004 study that found significant discrimination 

towards black job applicants in comparison to white applicants.94 Keeping in mind the 

importance of employment and income to obtain and maintain housing, this shows the increased 

difficulties that ethnic and racial minorities can face in generating the necessary income to 

maintain housing. 
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Shinn and Khadduri further argue that minorities have difficulty accumulating wealth 

compared to their white counterparts.95 According to Shinn and Khadduri, “in 1994 the median 

net worth of white families in the United States was nearly eight times that of African American 

families,” while in 2013, this number jumped to 13 times.96 These statistics show that minority 

families have historically limited income in comparison to white families, which reduces not 

only minority families’ ability to support themselves during hard times such as unemployment or 

reduced income levels, but also reduces their ability to help other families close to them when 

they fall on hard times.97 Shinn and Khadduri also highlight the generational effects that lack of 

wealth can have on homelessness, noting that “homeless adults often grow up in poor families or 

those with low social status,” which further shows the importance of wealth and its effect on 

homelessness. 98 

Housing discrimination is another form of social exclusion that influences 

homelessness.99 Shinn and Khadduri cite historical examples explain the social exclusion that 

has occurred in the United States, starting with the Federal Housing Administration’s (FHA) 

redlining practices in the 1930s, which created limitations on access to housing for African 

Americans and although since ended, effects are still felt today by those affected.100 As recently 

as 2012, despite being illegal, HUD found through tests that considerable amounts of housing 

discrimination still existed towards African Americans in comparison to their white 
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counterparts.101 This discrimination leads to barriers to accumulating wealth through 

appreciation in home value for minorities, as well as barriers to opportunities to live in areas with 

better resources such as schooling.102 

The United States has the highest incarcerations rates in the world, with African 

Americans being imprisoned at disproportionate rates to the rest of the population.103 According 

to Shinn and Khadduri, “among adult men, aged 20-34, 11.5 percent of non-Hispanic blacks 

were incarcerated in 2000, compared to 1.5 percent of non-Hispanic whites.”104 Incarceration 

takes away a wage-earner for families and can lead to a loss of welfare benefits and access to 

many other services and forms of aid following release from prison, which affects the ability to 

afford housing.105 Incarceration also limits job opportunities, which further hinders one’s ability 

to afford housing.106 The evidence clearly shows that imprisonment can have significant effects 

on homelessness risk, especially for minorities, which in turn can create increased risk for 

homelessness for families with an incarcerated or formerly incarcerated adult. 

For individuals living with mental illness or other disabilities, social exclusion affects 

these individuals in similar forms as racial minorities.107 While individuals living with serious 

mental illness tend to be the most ostracized culturally, Shinn and Khadduri point out the number 

of homeless individuals living with mental illness tends to be overstated while clarifying how 

prevalent the different forms of mental illness are within the homeless population: “even cross‐

 
101 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 57. 
102 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 58, 59. 
103 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 59. 
104 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 60. 
105 Ibid 
106 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 61. 
107 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 62. 



32 
 

sectional studies, which overemphasize people experiencing chronic homelessness, suggest that 

only about a quarter of adults experiencing homelessness have a serious mental illness, if we do 

not count alcohol and drug dependence, and only about an eighth have a psychotic illness. 

Alcohol and drug dependence, which often co‐occur with other forms of mental illness, were the 

most common mental disorders, experienced by almost two fifths (alcohol) and one quarter 

(drugs). These studies do not include children or women in families, who may experience high 

rates of depression or anxiety, but who have lower levels of psychotic disorders and substance 

use disorders.”108 This clearly shows the prevalence and impact forms of mental illness can have 

on the homeless population, and how imperative it is to account for mental illness when 

analyzing homelessness.109 

Individuals with mental illness or other disabilities, although protected by the Americans 

with Disabilities Act (ADA), still face employment discrimination, which limits their ability to 

earn income.110 These individuals also face housing discrimination: according to Shinn and 

Khadduri, “almost three-fifths of fair housing complaints filed with HUD in FY 2017 involved 

discrimination on the basis of disability.”111 Additionally, similar to racial minorities, individuals 

with mental illness or other disabilities have higher lifetime arrest rates, and can be more inclined 

to commit crimes when psychologically distressed, especially during periods of homelessness.112 

Individuals with serious mental illness were found to be not very likely to commit crimes, but 

this likelihood increased when they were homeless vs. when they were housed.113 As 
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incarceration effects on homelessness risk were noted previously with racial minorities, this puts 

individuals with mental illness at increased risk to be negatively affected due to potential 

intersection with other risk factors. This evidence highlights the discrimination individuals living 

with mental illness or other disabilities can affect their risk for homelessness in similar ways as 

racial minorities, and how this individual characteristic can be a factor for increased risk. 

Another individual characteristic that doesn’t receive attention yet is highly pertinent to 

understanding factors behind homelessness is being a childless adult. Childless adults are 

ineligible for the same level of benefits as adults with children, which forces a reliance on 

income to pay bills.114 While being childless prevents access to most government benefits, in 

2022 roughly 7 percent of all people experiencing homelessness lived in households without 

children.115 According to Fontenot et. al. (2018), “Childless adults with incomes below the 

poverty level are even more likely than families with children to be deeply poor.”116 This shows 

how the government benefit structure can make it challenging for individuals without children to 

avoid homelessness. The lack of awareness surrounding childless adults could stem from 

difficulties in understanding poverty amongst childless adults that arise from inaccurate data. 

College students or young adults starting their career that receive financial support from their 

parents can be included as part of childless adults’ group, which renders statistics on this group 

inaccurate.117 While Shinn and Khadduri did not find conclusive evidence linking social 
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isolation to homelessness, being a childless adult, especially those who are single, can be a 

difficult circumstance to overcome when facing homelessness.118  

I argue that childless adults should receive more focus when analyzing homelessness in 

the future. As I mentioned earlier, I still believe children, especially families with children, 

should be a priority. However, given the data on the prevalence of homeless individuals and the 

lack of accurate information on them, I believe homeless individuals who are living on their own 

should receive more attention because they represent such a significant portion of the homeless 

population nationwide. 

While data is somewhat limited, LGBTQ-identifying individuals face discrimination as 

well.119 LGBTQ individuals can be ostracized from their families at a young age and face abuse, 

making it more difficult to attain and maintain housing, discrimination in the housing application 

process can also add to their difficulties.120 Additionally, LGBTQ individuals can also have 

intersecting identities such as being a racial minority, which can compound the discrimination 

they face and further increase their challenges. 

Hard times and bad luck can also be an instrumental factor in causing homelessness 

amongst individuals.121 A study by O’Flaherty (2010) highlights examples of bad luck that 

affects housing situations including job loss, loss of home, and health problems, all factors tied to 

income levels and housing affordability.122 The loss of a job can reduce an individual’s income 

levels, making it difficult for them to afford housing.123 There are many ways an individual can 

 
118 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 67. 
119 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 65. 
120 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 65. 
121 Shinn and Khadduri, “In the Midst of Plenty,” 69. 
122 Ibid 
123 Ibid 



35 
 

lose a home, whether it be eviction, a fire, natural disaster, or another reason.124 This can make it 

difficult for those affected by the loss of a house to find long-term housing again Health 

problems can affect an individual’s ability to work and earn income, and this reduction in income 

has similar effects to that of job loss.125 Shinn and Khadduri further add that single instances of 

bad luck may not be enough to render a person homeless, but it can compound the effects of 

other factors related to obtaining and maintaining housing.126 They also note that poor individual 

choices can compound the effects of bad luck, which can lead to homelessness for unfortunate 

individuals.127 When it comes to another instance of bad luck, domestic violence, Shinn and 

Khadduri lacked sufficient evidence to draw conclusions on the link between domestic violence 

and homelessness, but rather emphasized that housing subsidies can simultaneously reduce 

homelessness and domestic violence rates.128 Regardless of the instance of misfortune, it is clear 

that personal circumstances like an instance of bad luck can significantly increase the chances of 

homelessness for at-risk individuals. 

As Shinn and Khadduri find, race and ethnicity, income, wealth, housing discrimination, 

incarceration, mental illness and/or disabilities, sexual orientation, and hard times/bad luck are 

all individual factors important in explaining risk for homelessness. While these factors or a 

combination of factors vary from case-to-case amongst the homeless population, understanding 

how these factors affect homelessness risk can help in understanding current policy approaches 

in addition to future policy approaches. Race and ethnicity are significant factors in 
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understanding general inequality that exists in America. Furthermore, Shinn and Khadduri find 

race and ethnicity to have interactions on multiple other individual risk factors, and because of 

that I believe it warrants significant emphasis and inclusion in understanding homelessness and 

approaches to it.  The next section details the history of homelessness approaches and changes 

over time, as well as federal government influence on the approaches utilized towards 

combatting homelessness. 

History of Homelessness Approaches 

 The federal government’s approaches to homelessness have changed over time in 

response to the changes in urgency of the homelessness issue. This section details the history of 

the approaches over time. Even some of the older approaches utilized decades ago are still 

utilized to this day, albeit with less prominence. Understanding the history of the approaches and 

the approaches currently utilized helps to understand how Housing First compares relative to 

other approaches, and will also help in analysis of the Housing First approach. 

A comprehensive, cohesive system to address homelessness in the United States has been 

in place since the late 1980s.129 According to Shinn and Khadduri, the “emergence of a homeless 

services system was in part driven by the responses to homelessness of particular cities and in 

part by a requirement by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) that 

requests for funding explicitly targeted to ending homelessness go through a single planning 

organization in each community, the Continuum of Care.”130 As mentioned early on in this 

paper, CoC’s are generally a mix of local government, non-profit organizations dedicated to 

serving the homeless, and faith-based organizations that all work together to provide services to 
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combat homelessness.131 Today, the main types of services included in this system are 

emergency shelters, transitional housing, rapid re-housing, and permanent supportive housing.132 

Emergency shelters popped up in cities during the 1970s and 1980s in response to the 

changes in the homelessness situations they were facing.133 They’re considered a short-term 

solution for individuals and families facing homelessness, but limited studies have been done on 

the actual effectiveness of these shelters on reducing homelessness.134 As the name explains, 

emergency shelters are intended to be short-term solutions for those facing homelessness, but are 

not sufficient solutions for chronic homelessness.135 

The next step up from emergency shelters is transitional housing. Transitional housing 

programs can offer up to two years of subsidized housing, and these programs can also provide a 

multitude of supportive services.136 Shinn and Khadduri further explain that “treatment first” 

services such as “case management, employment, life skills training, and substance abuse and 

mental health services”137 are offered to clients that live in supervised rental housing. Shinn and 

Khadduri also elaborate on the prevalence of this “treatment first” approach: “Until recently, 

transitional housing was the dominant alternative to shelters and permanent supportive housing. 

Surprisingly little research has been conducted on a program that has consumed so many public 

dollars.”138 While transitional housing used to be a common approach, newer methods such as 

rapid re-housing and permanent supportive housing have become more popular approaches, as 
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HUD currently encourages funds to be used towards rapid re-housing or permanent supportive 

housing.139 

Rapid re-housing is defined by Shinn and Khadduri as “short-term rental subsidies 

coupled with short-term case management to get families out of the shelter system and into 

regular housing as quickly as possible.”140 Shinn and Khadduri cite the cost of transitional 

housing and lackluster outcomes as reasons why the rapid re-housing model was created. The 

Rapid Re-housing Demonstration Program was a federal pilot program used to expand this 

model on a wider scale once it became a seemingly viable solution, targeting families who 

actively sought to increase income yet faced a barrier or barriers to securing housing.141 

According to Shinn and Khadduri, “Proponents of rapid re‐housing often argue for a ‘progressive 

engagement’ or ‘progressive assistance’ approach, offering just enough support to help people 

stabilize in housing. Support can be individualized at the start, based on household needs and 

later adjusted if the household needs change or are better understood. Support is then 

discontinued when stability seems likely in the near term.”142 However, Shinn and Khadduri also 

note that if families under rapid re-housing programs did not maintain a regular income stream, 

their housing would be taken away, and if they began to make too much money, their benefits 

would be reduced – problems with the ‘progressive assistance’ approach that hinder the 

effectiveness of the rapid re-housing system.143 This leads us back to the permanent supportive 

housing approach, which has been the most commonly endorsed model in recent times.144 
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 Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH), as mentioned earlier in this paper, is a recently 

implemented, evidence-based model that generally prioritizes establishing housing first to those 

in need (Figure 11).145 In the late 1990s, federal policymakers and community leaders agreed 

that the evidence was strong enough to back PSH as the solution that could end chronic 

homelessness.146 When referring to the Pathways to Housing model in which Housing First as 

we know it is based upon, according to Shinn and Khadduri, “The Pathways to Housing model 

views housing as a human right, not a privilege to be earned.”147  One of the cornerstones of this 

model’s foundation is consumer choice, and since housing is highest in demand of all services 

for those facing homelessness, housing is provided first with the option to receive voluntary 

supplementary services.148 The program takes a “harm reduction” approach to substance use, 

allowing those who use substances in private spaces without harming others to obtain and 

maintain housing.149 

City and state funds are used as rent subsidies to house affected individuals, and tenants 

in the program are subject to the same rules and requirements as other tenants living within the 

property.150 However, the federal government’s initiatives and policies have led to the 

concentration of homeless services funding being spent on Housing First.151 According to 

Stephen Eide of the Manhattan Institute, “HUD is the most important agency in federal 

homelessness policy because of its responsibility to disburse billions in funds for homelessness 
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programs to states and localities.”152 In 2018, $1,542,451,024 was awarded through HUD’s 

Homeless Assistance Grant Program towards PSH – a whopping 71 percent of all grants awarded 

(Table 5).153 While rent subsidies are paid for by cities and states, the majority of funds are 

coming from the federal government. The amount of federal funds disbursed towards PSH serves 

as a gauge measuring the significant amount of federal support for PSH. 

 Permanently supportive housing and the housing first model provide another prominent 

approach to addressing homelessness in the United States. Due to the widespread adoption of the 

Housing First approach as the primary form of homeless assistance provided and the sheer 

amount of funds directed towards PSH relative to spending on other homeless services, Housing 

First and PSH deserve increased examination to determine the efficacy of the approach in 

effectively combating homelessness.154 

 Approaches to homelessness have evolved over the years in response to changes in 

homelessness. The prominence of Housing First and PSH warrants detailed analysis to 

understand the general efficacy of federal homelessness policy and approaches in combating 

homelessness. While the service approaches utilized matter, how the services are implemented to 

address the homelessness issue is important to understand as well. The next section focuses on 

how state and local entities implement homeless services, and how cooperation and support for 

federal initiative has led to successful outcomes for veterans, with potential implications for the 

entire homeless population. 
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Implementation and Utilization of Service Approaches 

 The homeless services system lacks sufficient resources on the city level, so more 

attention has been placed to create a more efficient and effective system.155 Increased attention 

on services that are cost-effective, limit time spent in shelters, and move individuals into housing 

as fast as possible are prioritized.156 According to Shinn and Khadduri, local planners work with 

federal funders to implement a “‘Coordinated entry system,’ where workers enter everyone who 

seeks homeless services (or who is contacted by outreach workers) into a database, assess their 

needs, set priorities among people, and attempt to match people to appropriate resources when 

they are available.”157 Coordinated entry allows individuals to contact one person to access a 

multitude of services they need, while also being registered by the system to receive personalized 

treatment (108).158 This allows for those with less needs to receive lower levels of care, while 

those with the highest needs receive an appropriate level of care.159 

Despite this, coordinated entry still has challenges, especially for those with significant 

needs because these individuals need more resources and time to address their needs.160 Shinn 

and Khadduri found that some programs intentionally select candidates for services that they 

think are most likely to succeed, rather than candidates who would best be served by these 

services.161 As the upcoming literature reviews will explain, this can potentially alter which 

individuals get placed in services like PSH, and can also affect accuracy in measuring the 
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efficiency of services like PSH. Coordinated entry has made the homeless services system more 

effective and efficient, but politics can sometimes get in the way of homelessness efforts. 

Evidence-Based Success for Veterans 

Public and private entities have also worked together to create organized approaches to 

homelessness in major cities such as New York, Los Angeles, and Nashville.162 Cooperation 

between public and private entities can be beneficial since the two entities together may be able 

to accomplish more than each entity on their own. The approaches evaluated by Shinn and 

Khadduri were largely focused on providing permanent supportive housing to the homeless, but 

results were mixed.163 The Veteran’s Administration’s efforts have been successful in reducing 

homelessness among military veterans, going from 73,000 in 2009 to 38,000 in 2018.164 Shinn 

and Khadduri cite this reduction as a prime example of what happens when political support 

leads to prioritization of resources and efforts towards addressing the homelessness issue.165 

The VA’s efforts provide rapid re-housing and supportive housing aid combined with 

dedicated focus and attention on ensuring homeless veterans receive the proper resources and 

care, in addition to services that help these veterans find employment and housing that will 

ensure they can maintain housing into the future.166 Agencies such as HUD also work with the 

VA to provide support for veterans, and also encourage other service systems to prioritize the 

needs of veterans.167 While politics can be difficult to navigate and create desired outcomes, a 
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coordinated and cohesive approach among different levels of government in conjunction with the 

private sector provides hope that homelessness can be addressed effectively in the future. 

Summary 

Shinn and Khadduri provide a comprehensive roadmap detailing the history of 

homelessness, the societal and personal factors that can contribute to homelessness, and the 

history of homelessness approaches and how they are implemented. Understanding the Housing 

First approach can only be done through understanding how Housing First and PSH stand 

relative to the different approaches towards combating homelessness and the sub-populations 

they are targeted towards, and the dynamics that contribute to homelessness. The next portion of 

this paper seeks to review prior literature on the efficacy of the Housing First approach, focusing 

on the relationship between PSH and homelessness. A variety of sources and studies will be 

reviewed from different perspectives in an effort to provide evidence that shows the efficacy of 

PSH in reducing homelessness, or lack thereof. 
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Literature Review 
 Each of the four pieces of literature reviewed in this section will provide a different 

approach to understanding the relationship and any effectiveness of Permanent Supportive 

Housing on reducing homelessness in the United States. Each literature review will generally be 

broken down into four sections: an overview of the study, methodology and data, analysis and 

results, and a conclusion on how the study contributes to our understanding of Housing First. 

The outcomes of these reviews will help us to understand the effectiveness of Housing First 

relative to the claims made by proponents of Housing First, and whether the Housing First 

approach should continue to be the primary approach in combating homelessness in the United 

States. 

Community Investment in Permanent Supportive Housing 

To understand the relationship between the Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) 

approach and chronic homelessness, Thomas Byrne, Jamison D. Fargo, Ann Elizabeth 

Montgomery, Ellen Munley, and Dennis P. Culhane, all experts in homelessness policy, built 

upon prior research by conducting a study published in 2014 utilizing community-level data. The 

Relationship between Community Investment in Permanent Supportive Housing and Chronic 

Homelessness focuses on the chronically homeless – one of the most highly vulnerable groups 

within the homeless population.168 The authors cite PSH as becoming a recently preferred 

solution to the complex needs of the chronically homeless at the time of study, which still holds 

true to this day.169 They also cite studies that have shown consistent 2-year housing retention 
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rates above 80 percent, in addition to partial to complete offsetting of costs associated with 

treatment and public resources that these chronically homeless would have consumed had they 

not been in PSH.170 Additional information also seems to show a relationship between PSH units 

and homelessness – “Between 2007 and 2013, the number of PSH units nationwide grew by 

about 50 percent from 189,000 to 284,000.”171 This recent increase in PSH units has coincided 

with decreases in chronic homelessness. The number of persons experiencing chronic 

homelessness on a given night nationwide decreased by 25 percent, from roughly 124,000 to 

about 93,000, between 2007 and 2013.172 To further examine if a relationship exists, the authors 

seek to test the effectiveness of PSH on chronic homelessness. 

Study Overview 

Byrne et al. seek to empirically test the relationship between PSH and chronic homeless 

using community level data.173 Thorough research prior to the publication of the paper had only 

been conducted at the individual level, which is not indicative of any effects that investment in 

PSH has on chronic homelessness at the community level.174 The authors cite research on macro-

level trends at the community level as highly beneficial for several reasons.175 Examining the 

macro-level relationship helps to understand how effective PSH expansion has been, and if 

resources have been used effectively and efficiently.176 Examining this relationship would also 

help produce accurate targets for the number of PSH units needed in the future, and aid policy 
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makers in planning and decision-making processes on new PSH initiatives.177 These trends 

cannot be observed at the individual level, so testing macro-level data provides insightful and 

useful information for policy- and decision-makers to allocate resources and plan more 

effectively.178 

Methodology 

To test the effects of increased community investment in PSH on chronic homelessness 

over time, the authors conduct regression analysis using community level data while also 

controlling for community-level variables cited as having potential effects on chronic 

homelessness in prior research.179 The study sample as utilized by the authors consists of 372 

CoCs across the United States.180 The authors omit CoCs in Guam, Puerto Rico and the U.S. 

Virgin Islands, and also omit certain CoCs across the United States if there was a reported issue 

in data collection of any of the variables including over the course of the study.181 In addition, 

the number of CoCs in the sample also decreased due to a statistical adjustment to reduce 

variation that led to the consolidation of certain CoCs.182 

Data 

HUD’s PIT homeless count data is utilized to gather CoC-level estimates of chronic 

homelessness, by year, from 2007-2012.183 The dependent variables utilized in the study are 

total, sheltered, and unsheltered rates of chronic homelessness per 10,000 adults per year in a 
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CoC.184 Only chronically homeless individuals, not families, are included in the study.185 The 

authors include a detailed summary of the independent variables, explaining, “The primary 

independent variable of interest in this study is community investment in PSH, which is 

measured as the number of PSH units designated specifically for individuals (i.e., those who are 

not part of a family with children) per 10,000 adults in each CoC for each year from 2007 to 

2012. We obtain this measure from HUD’s Housing Inventory Chart (HIC), which is updated 

annually and which provides the number of emergency shelter and transitional housing beds and 

PSH units within each CoC, stratified by whether the beds/units are intended for homeless 

individuals or homeless families with children.”186 

Controls 

Byrne et al. utilize measures of a range of community-level factors to control for 

potential effects these factors might have on a community’s homelessness rate.187 These factors 

include “the adequacy of the social safety net, housing market and economic conditions, 

demographic characteristics, climate, and the availability of emergency shelter.”188 The safety 

net adequacy variables are created using Kaiser Foundation State Health Facts data to measure 

per capita spending data from state general funds on Medicaid and public assistance.189 A 

variable for median rent on the CoC level is measured using HUD’s Fair Market Rent data, while 

the data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) is utilized to create 
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measures of poverty and unemployment rates as indicators for economic conditions.190 Racial 

demographics within CoCs are also cited by the authors as having potential effects on 

homelessness rates, so to measure demographics, CoC-level measures are created using ACS 

data.191 Climate has been cited as a potential variable affecting movement between CoCs, as 

those in harsher climates could be inclined to move towards warmer, drier climates with less 

inclement weather, and subsequently inclement weather could drive homeless individuals 

towards sheltered situations.192 Thus, CoC-level measures of temperature and precipitation are 

included as control variables in the analysis. 

The authors cite homelessness as existing mainly in metropolitan areas, so to account for 

this, a variable for urban/non-urban was created using USDA rural-urban classification codes.193 

Shelter availability is measured as the number of emergency shelter beds and the number of 

transitional housing beds per 10,000 adults in the general population, using data from HUD.194 

While the authors acknowledge that in theory, demand for shelter availability (beds) should 

directly inform the number of emergency shelter and transitional housing beds available, the 

authors cite two main reasons for including these two measures in the study.195 Increased shelter 

availability could lead those in poor housing situations to become homeless in order to receive 

better housing in the form of shelters.196 Increases in shelter beds in developed homelessness 

care systems is correlated with an increase in PSH units, which affects the homelessness count 
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since those placed in PSH do not count towards the homeless estimation count.197 It is important 

to note that every control variable measure outside of shelter availability requires state- or 

county-level data to be adjusted into CoC-level data because CoC data does not exist for these 

measures.198 Using the wide range of CoC-level measures mentioned previously to control for 

any variables with potential to affect chronic homelessness levels, the authors conducted their 

analysis of community level trends examining the relationship between community investment in 

PSH and chronic homelessness over time.199 

Statistical Analysis 

The analysis is conducted using “multilevel Poisson regression models to assess the 

relationship between community investment in PSH and the rate of chronic homelessness over 

time.”200 Adjustments to the model are made to account for understandably lower count numbers 

in years where counts are not mandatory.201 According to Byrne et al., “Many CoCs conduct 

their PIT counts on an annual basis, but HUD only requires such counts to be counted on a 

biennial basis, with mandatory counts for all CoCs occurring in odd-numbered years.”202 This 

explains how in odd-numbered years, the count estimates are significantly higher than in even-

numbered years in which PIT counts are not mandated. The authors also implement time-lagged 

models of one year, using data from 2008-2012, to measure PSH units from the previous year 

and effects on the rate of chronic homelessness for the current year, as a robustness check.203 
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Results 

Within the sample, analysis of trends shows a 57 percent increase in the mean number of 

PSH beds per 10,000 adults from 2007 to 2012, while during this period the mean total rate of 

chronic homelessness decreased by 35 percent.204 To look at community-level trends and the 

relationship between community investment in PSH and chronic homelessness, incidence rate 

ratios (IRRs) were used in place of coefficient estimates.205 The authors claim that IRRs can be 

used in place of adjusted odd ratios to analyze results.206 When controlling for the other variables 

with potential effects on the rate of chronic homelessness as mentioned previously, the results 

show a statistically significant negative effect of one PSH unit per 10,000 adults on the total rate 

of chronic homelessness (Table 6).207 The PSH variable coefficient indicates that a one unit 

increase in PSH is associated with a 1 percent decrease in the total rate of chronic homelessness 

per 10,000 adults.208 

In year-by-year analysis, the authors find their model to fit significantly better (Table 

7).209 In this model, they find that the effect varies from year-to-year, with a positive relationship 

between PSH units and the total rate of chronic homelessness in the first year, followed by a 

negative relationship for every subsequent year.210 The results show that the negative 

relationship increased over time, with a 1 unit increase in PSH associated with a 3 percent 

decrease in the total rate in the final year of study.211 When testing the effect of PSH units on 
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both the total rate of unsheltered and sheltered chronic homelessness, the authors find similar 

results to their tests on the total effects.212 Finally, the one-year time lagged model also shows 

similar results to the other effects tested, albeit with significantly smaller effects.213 

Findings 

This study’s findings show moderate support for PSH investment, especially when 

considering the recent increase in investment in PSH that occurred during the time period 

studied. However, the measures representing variables on surface level seem to be 

comprehensive, while closer analysis indicates otherwise. The lack of CoC level data and using 

county- and state- level data lends itself to skepticism about the results. Verifying the accuracy of 

the data transformation in CoC-level measures is difficult, so without knowing the true values of 

the control measures for each CoC, results should not be taken at face value. However, it seems 

that the data for the variables chosen for the study are the best available option. 

The authors note that the weak negative relationship between investment in PSH and the 

total rate of chronic homelessness that is found in the time-lagged model could be because the 

results do not represent increases in PSH units that occurred over the course of the year after the 

PIT count was taken. Byrne et al. cite two main reasons why moderate negative relationships 

between PSH and chronic homelessness was found in most of the models. The first is a process 

called “creaming,”214 in which individuals expected to have the best outcomes are placed in PSH 

instead of the most vulnerable (chronically homeless), which would lead to a limited effect on 

the total rate of chronic homelessness.215 Another potential explanation is that PSH units are not 
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designated solely for housing the chronically homeless. The authors cite that “in 2012, only 27 

percent of PSH units nationwide were designated explicitly for individuals experiencing chronic 

homelessness.”216 

As mentioned earlier in this paper, the methodology used to determine PIT count 

estimates has significant potential to be inaccurate. While the PIT estimates from HUD are the 

most accurate measure available and the model controlled for many variables that could affect 

CoC reporting, errors in PIT reporting during the time studied could have affected the testing 

results. It is important to note that individuals placed in PSH are removed from the homeless 

count. For every individual placed in PSH, one individual is removed from the homeless count. 

This makes it fairly easy to see how an increase in PSH units naturally lends itself to a decrease 

in homelessness rates. As it pertains to this study, effects of PSH units on the total rate of chronic 

homelessness was examined, but although the chronic homeless are a subset of the total 

homeless population and a mix of temporary and chronic homeless individuals enter PSH, keep 

in mind that PSH units are geared towards the chronically homeless and thus, the results of the 

analyses could be seen as less convincing. 

Analysis 

Beyond this study, future analysis of outcomes for homeless after being placed in PSH 

would be beneficial in understanding the effectiveness of PSH on homelessness. While there is 

no time table set on how long an individual should stay in PSH, if the ultimate goal of 

homelessness approaches is to allow individuals the freedom to live in their own housing without 

relying on shelters (save for government aid or services), the rate at which individuals obtain 
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their own housing after entering PSH compared to the rate at which they would have obtained 

housing without PSH would be extremely insightful in understanding the true effectiveness of 

PSH. Advanced data and reporting on these outcomes in the future would provide much more 

insight into the effectiveness of PSH, depending on what the ultimate goal or intended outcome 

is determined to be. 

It’s also important to consider whether these community-level findings indicate support 

for increased federal funding for PSH. While federal funding is not dispersed evenly to all CoCs, 

successful outcomes from PSH in lowering chronic homelessness rates varies among CoCs. 

Median rent was included as a control variable, but the cost of a PSH unit should also be 

considered as well. The initial overview of this study provided the authors’ claims that the costs 

of aid and services had individuals not been placed in PSH could be partially or completely 

offset by placing individuals in PSH. I find this hard to believe across most CoCs given 

variations in the cost of producing PSH units around the nation. Cities like Los Angeles and New 

York have notoriously high housing prices, which would make the overall cost of funding PSH 

units much higher than cities with moderate housing prices relative to the rest of the country. By 

using cost-benefit analysis and examining the effectiveness of PSH on a CoC-by-CoC basis, the 

federal government could more efficiently disperse funds for PSH depending on effectiveness 

and need. This would be an improved version of the data the authors were looking for – insights 

that allow decision- and policy-makers informed data on how to best appropriate resources. 

Do this study’s findings support PSH as a tool to “ending” homelessness? While on the 

community-level the results showed moderate promise, arguments for “ending” homelessness 

through PSH would be a gross overstatement of the findings. In the future, I suggest that more 

research and analysis should be done on the costs and benefits of PSH to determine how efficient 
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PSH is in reducing homelessness, and how PSH stacks up against other homelessness services. 

The next study seeks to improve upon the methodology and findings from Byrne et al. (2014) 

and employs a similar design, but with different analysis and interpretation of the results. 

Ending Homelessness 

Ending Homelessness: More Housing or Fewer Shelters? authored by Kevin Corinth and 

published by the American Enterprise Institute seeks to further test the effectiveness of the 

Housing First strategy in reducing homelessness. At the time of writing in 2015, Corinth cited 

strong federal government initiatives to utilize permanent housing as the primary resource to 

“end” homelessness.217 Corinth is also concerned by a lack of evidence, citing that “In particular, 

there is a lack of research estimating how the different forms of homeless assistance relate to 

total homeless populations.”218 Given the strong initiatives and major investments in PSH stock, 

both public and private, accompanied by a decline in other forms of homeless shelter services, 

Corinth seeks to test whether PSH was an effective method of combating homelessness.219 

Study 

Corinth cites Byrne et al. as a study much similar to his own.220 While Byrne et al. (2014) 

focuses on variation across communities, Corinth examines variation within communities, in 

addition to estimating the association between total homeless populations and different forms of 

homeless assistance inventory.221 The main forms of homeless assistance Corinth is interested in 
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are emergency shelter, transitional housing, and PSH.222 The focus of Corinth’s paper, however, 

revolves around understanding short-term vs. long-term effects that PSH has on homelessness. 

Corinth’s method of understanding short-term vs. long-term effects of PSH involves a 

simple equation he created that measures the speed at which individuals placed in PSH transition 

to what he calls “private housing” (this could be understood as non-government subsidized 

housing, excluding government assistance), with a magnification effect determining long-term 

effects of PSH.223 He explains that the short-term effects of PSH would be a one-person 

reduction of homeless per PSH bed added, assuming the homeless are targeted effectively and 

appropriately placed in PSH.224 This is consistent with the HUD counting methodology 

described earlier in the review of Byrne et al (2014). Corinth explains that the long-run effects of 

PSH is dependent on three factors: “(1) how long the person who receives the housing would 

have otherwise remained homeless, (2) how quickly the person transitions from the housing unit 

into private housing, and (3) the extent to which PSH attracts more people into homelessness or 

keeps homeless people longer.”225 Corinth further provides three simple examples to explain 

how these three factors affect the long-term effect of PSH: 

● Example 1: (multiplying effect): The homeless people targeted for housing will be 

homeless forever unless they receive housing. If an individual is placed into housing, 

he will stay in it for a year, at which point he permanently moves into private 

housing. Assuming housing does not attract anyone into homelessness, the 
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cumulative effect on homelessness is one person in the first year, two people in the 

second year, and N people in the Nth year. 

 

● Example 2: (muting effect): The homeless people targeted for housing will exit 

homelessness after one year if they do not receive housing. If an individual is placed 

into housing, he will stay there forever. Assuming housing does not attract anyone 

into homelessness, the cumulative effect on homelessness is one person in the first 

year, and zero people after the first year. 

 

● Example 3: (constant effect): The homeless people targeted for housing will transition 

into private housing at the same exact time regardless of whether they receive 

housing. Assuming housing does not attract anyone into homelessness, the 

cumulative effect on homelessness is one person.226 

Whether an amplification or muting effect occurs in the long-term is dependent on the speed at 

which PSH speeds up or slows down the transition of individuals in PSH into private housing. 

The creaming effect mentioned in review of Byrne et al. (2014) could contribute to a muting 

effect in this model, if non-chronically homeless were placed in PSH because of their higher 

likelihood to result in a successful outcome and transitioned to private housing slower than if 

they had not been placed in PSH. While the equation Corinth utilizes is certainly not 

comprehensive, it does lend itself to allowing future research should more data on transition rates 

become available. Unfortunately, Corinth is unable to utilize this equation within his study due to 
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the lack of available data on time spent for individuals in PSH and the rates at which each 

homeless population subgroup would have otherwise transitioned to private housing without 

PSH, but it certainly presents an idea that should be considered when evaluating PSH and 

Housing First approaches in the future. 

Data and Methodology 

Similar to Byrne et al. (2014)’s study, Corinth utilizes data on 414 CoCs from the 2007-

2014 HUD reports.227 In 2014, the two largest homeless populations in the United States were 

New York City at 67,810 and Los Angeles County at 34,393, combining to make up 18 percent 

of the entire national homeless population.228 New York City also guarantees its residents a right 

to shelter, with enough emergency shelter and transitional housing beds for 98 percent of its 

homeless population, while Los Angeles does not have a right to shelter and has beds for just 34 

percent of its population.229 Thus, robustness checks excluding New York City and Los Angeles 

from analysis are performed due to their abnormal characteristics relative to other CoCs in the 

sample.230 Nearly identical to Byrne et al., unemployment and housing variables based on 

county-level data are included as control variables, with a population-weighted average used to 

account for CoCs comprising more than one county, and counties that contain multiple CoCs are 

combined. 

Consistent with Byrne et al. (2014), the Detroit and New Orleans CoCs are omitted due 

to counting methodology issues.231 Climate and conditions are controlled for using temperatures 
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and precipitation (rain or snow) recorded at the nearest weather station to a given CoC. Corinth’s 

model’s main variables under analysis are the homeless count per 10,000 residents, the stock of 

emergency shelter beds per 10,000 residents, the stock of transitional housing beds per 10,000 

residents, and the stock of PSH beds per 10,000 residents.232 

Also similar to Byrne et al. (2014), unemployment rate and the log-transformed median 

rent for a two-bedroom apartment are included as time-varying controls. According to Corinth, 

“identification thus relies on variation within CoCs controlling for all time-varying state-level 

factors.”233 Corinth then estimates the equation for mutually exclusive subgroups within the 

homeless population: chronically vs. non-chronically homeless, sheltered vs. unsheltered 

homeless, and homeless individuals vs. homeless families.234 An equation is also estimated using 

a rest-of-state homeless inventory of each type per 10,000 people in the rest of the state variable 

to determine whether migration influences the effect of inventory type on homelessness.235 For 

this specification, Corinth notes he includes pure year effects to replace state-year effects, due to 

the possibility rest-of-state inventories may be highly correlated with state-year effects (13).236 

Results 

Corinth finds a large positive association between both current emergency shelter beds 

and transitional housing beds, and homeless count, with the association remaining positive in a 

time-lagged regression (Table 8).237 The association between current PSH and homelessness is 
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found by Corinth to be negative and small (Table 9).238 However, with a one-year lag the long-

term association is near zero or even slightly positive, displaying a muting effect mentioned 

previously.239 In the specification including additional covariates and year-state effects, adding 

one emergency shelter bed or one transitional housing bed is associated with a 0.91 or 0.76 long-

term increase in the homeless count.240 These results are not surprising, considering that as 

previously mentioned, increases in homeless assistance inventory could attract individuals into 

homelessness. 

The results for the PSH variable, however, were surprising. Corinth finds that “Adding 

one PSH bed is associated with a 0.12 decrease in the contemporaneous homeless count, but a 

0.07 aggregate increase in the count after one year. While the 0.07 long-run increase is not 

statistically different from zero, we can reject a reduction of larger than 0.08 at the 95 percent 

confidence level. In other words, a one person long-run reduction in the homeless population is 

associated with adding at least 12.6 PSH beds.”241 Another interesting finding is the effect of 

median rent on homelessness. A permanent 10 percent increase in median rent is found to be 

associated with a 4.4 percent increase relative to the average homelessness rate, while after a 

year this increase in median rent is associated with an 8.75 percent increase in the average 

homelessness rate.242 Corinth does not find substantial changes in long-term associations 

between inventory type and homelessness, except for a reduction in the association between 
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homelessness with emergency shelter from 0.91 to 0.72 when excluding right-to-shelter 

locations. 

After analyzing the different homeless population subgroups, Corinth finds that adding 

one PSH bed is associated with 0.05 fewer chronically homeless people (Table 10).243 He also 

finds a strong muting effect for the non-chronically homeless, while no muting effect is found for 

the chronically homeless.244 Median rent is found to be “much more important for the non-

chronically homeless than the chronically homeless, and is important for both the sheltered and 

unsheltered, and for both individuals and families.”245 As for migration effects, Corinth’s 

analysis suggests that a lack of negative association between PSH and homelessness within a 

CoC may be due to migration, but this should not be considered as a fact.246 

Analysis and Implications 

The finding most pertinent to the aim of this paper is Corinth’s analysis that a one unit 

increase in PSH in the short-term leads to a 0.12 person decrease in the homeless count, yet in 

the long-term this effect is essentially zero. This directly challenges the findings from Byrne et 

al.’s study, leaving in question the efficacy of PSH in reducing homelessness rates, and more 

specifically reducing chronic homelessness. Corinth cites a muting effect, flawed street counts, 

and migration as potential explanations for why the association between PSH and homelessness 

is not one-to-one.247 According to Corinth, the strong muting effect is “fully driven by the non-

chronically homeless, individuals who may be less likely to stay homeless without assistance.”248 
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He also adds that another potential explanation for a muting effect is that “additional PSH 

induces people to enter homelessness or remain homeless longer.”249 The beds opened by 

sheltered homeless that transitioned to PSH could attract those who would otherwise not be 

homeless, for example, currently housed individuals in poor living situations, as noted earlier in 

the paper.250 Homeless individuals currently living in PSH might feel less urgency to transition 

to private housing, and those already in shelters may prolong their stay in hopes of transitioning 

to PSH in the future.251 

Attracting individuals into homelessness or prolonging homelessness are potential effects 

of PSH that have major implications, which will be discussed in-depth later in this paper. Flawed 

street counts could also explain the lack of a one-to-one association. As mentioned previously, 

street counts can be difficult for CoC workers across the country to accurately count given 

variations in weather in addition to the locations the unsheltered homeless may be located at the 

time of the count. Corinth cites this as a factor in the lack of association, although he maintains 

that a muting effect can’t be fully attributed to a flawed street count.252 The third explanation 

Corinth considers is migration between CoCs. If an increase in PSH leads to an increase or 

decrease in migration from a given CoC, a smaller association between PSH in that given CoC 

and its homeless population would occur relative to the national homeless population.253 Corinth 

hypothesizes that all three factors contribute to the lack of association, but the muting effect 

plays the most significant role.254 Ultimately, Corinth suggests that “serious caution” should be 
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used when measuring the effectiveness of homeless services based on homeless counts.255 

Consistent with the findings in Byrne et al., an important finding Corinth’s analysis presented 

was the statistically significant, positive association between median rent and homelessness 

rates. Having two studies with similar findings lends increased credibility to the claims made by 

both studies, which will be examined in the next piece of literature reviewed. 

Finally, a key topic of consideration Corinth’s paper discusses is the endogeneity of 

homeless assistance inventory.256 If more inventory is added in response to increases in homeless 

counts, the associations between these two variables would be more positive. A hypothetical 

example involving PSH illustrates the implications an endogenous response can have on 

analysis. If PSH has a large negative effect on homeless counts, but CoCs respond endogenously 

by increasing the stock of PSH beds, the effect might go undetected.257 Corinth argues that this 

exemplifies why the funding, use, and reason stock changed for each inventory type is important 

for better understanding of effects.258 

Why does funding, use, and reasons for stock change matter? Consider that PSH relies 

heavily on public and especially federal funding.259 Corinth argues that “while it is possible that 

CoCs respond to larger homeless populations with more PSH, the 2007-2014 study period was 

marked by a major policy shift which encouraged more than a 50 percent increase in the national 

PSH inventory. CoC-specific ten year plans to end homelessness and public campaigns likely 

drove differential expansions of PSH across CoCs, although the possibility that plans themselves 
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or the magnitude of expansions responded to homelessness increases cannot be ruled out.”260 

Furthermore, changes in inventory are more likely to be responsive to changes in local budget or 

costs, and most CoCs are not legally required to respond to increases in demand.261 This 

evidence makes it much more probable that exogenous factors were the driving force behind the 

increase in PSH from 2007-2014.262 

Critiques of Data and Methodology 

Corinth differs from Byrne et al. (2014) by examining all homeless subgroups, not just 

the chronic homeless, although he does test the effects of PSH on chronic homelessness within 

his analysis. Corinth’s variables utilized are much similar to those of Byrne et al.’s study, and 

judging how he adjusts his data set to reflect data set adjustments made by Byrne et al., it’s 

plausible that he modeled his study as a response to Byrne et al. Mirroring my critiques of Byrne 

et al., verifying the accuracy of CoC-level data obtained by transforming state- and county-level 

data is difficult, but as noted in my analysis of Byrne et al., this data seems to be the best 

available. 

The aspects of his analysis method that should be the most scrutinized, however, are his 

claims regarding the long-term associations of an increase in PSH with the homelessness rate. 

Although he did not include this equation in his findings, Corinth’s speed of transition equation 

poses a question that should be seriously considered: Should the rate at which individuals 

transition from PSH to private housing be considered when analyzing the efficacy of PSH in 

combating homelessness? For his analysis of long-term effects, Corinth utilizes a one-year lag on 
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his variables to determine the long-term associations between PSH and homeless. This would 

imply that his analysis of the PSH coefficient assumes that PSH is only intended to house an 

individual for one year before they are able to move into private housing, and it would also 

require estimations of how long it would have taken an individual to move into private housing 

had they not been placed in PSH. 

While on the surface the speed at which individuals transition from PSH to private 

housing matters, proponents of PSH do not specify a timeline in which this transition occurs, 

hence the “permanent” aspect of the approach. If we drop Corinth’s assumptions that PSH is 

only effective if it takes a year or less to transition individuals into private housing and that PSH 

stock is constant, I would argue that PSH would have a negative long-term effect on chronic 

homelessness if the rate at which it transitioned individuals is faster than the rate at which 

individuals become considered chronically homeless, without regard for a set target for the years 

it takes to transition. As I mentioned in the initial study overview, presumably the initial model is 

not included in the study because of a lack of data in existence to measure these rates. I will 

discuss the importance of the transition rate from PSH to private housing in my conclusion of 

this study’s review below. 

Findings 

Corinth’s lack of findings on the long-term associations between an increase in PSH units and 

homelessness rates directly counter the claims Byrne et al. (2014) makes on the success of PSH 

in reducing homelessness. However, his method in determining long-term effects puts in 

question the claims he makes regarding PSH. Despite this, additional evidence lends more 

credibility to Corinth’s findings. Given it is probable endogenous factors did not influence the 

increase in PSH during the study period, the effects found are more likely to be indicative of the 
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effects found in CoCs across the United States. In his review of prior literature, Corinth cites that 

O’Flaherty and Wu (2006) find that for every individual moved from a shelter into permanent 

housing, the sheltered homeless population is reduced by just 0.36 people.263 While Corinth’s 

findings lack solid credibility given his analysis techniques, O’Flaherty and Wu provide 

additional evidence to support his claims. These findings could suggest that an increase in shelter 

availability attracts more individuals in poor housing situations into homelessness, or the rate at 

which PSH moves individuals into private housing is lower than the rate at which individuals 

enter shelters, assuming the PSH stock is held constant. 

Analysis 

In my analysis of Corinth’s study, I find three major topics of discussion stemming from 

this study’s findings that could have significant future implications: the rate of transition from 

PSH to private housing, exogenous factors affecting PSH supply, and median rent. If PSH does 

in fact attract individuals into homelessness, with individuals entering shelters hoping to be 

placed in PSH in the future, this would make sheltered homeless counts less effective in 

informing future decisions because of the synthetic changes in the count.  

As mentioned in my analysis of Byrne et al. (2014), the rate of transition from PSH to 

private housing could also become the primary variable of analysis should sufficient data 

become available in the future. This would make the rate of transition from PSH to private 

housing for those placed in PSH a point of emphasis in analyzing the efficacy of PSH, if the 

ultimate goal of PSH truly is to get individuals back on their feet and on a path to self-

sufficiency.  
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 The high level of government investment on PSH implies that exogenous, rather than 

endogenous, factors are behind the large investment in PSH stock. Given that the Housing First 

approach has been and is still at the forefront of homelessness approaches, investment in PSH 

has been substantial. However, the lack of endogeneity implies that PSH units are added 

irrespective of changes in demand. Exogenous and endogenous changes in PSH stock and their 

implications will be discussed in the final discussion and implications section after considering 

all literature reviewed in this paper. 

 Finally, the findings regarding the association between median rent and an increase in 

homelessness contribute highly useful information that could be used by scholars and 

policymakers alike. While finding different associations between PSH units and homelessness, 

both Byrne et al. (2014) and Corinth (2015) find a statistically significant positive relationship 

between median rent and homelessness. Glynn and Fox (2019) further expand on this idea and 

examine the association between rent and homelessness in the 25 largest cities in America. 

Rent Prices and Homelessness 

Chris Glynn and Emily Fox’s 2019 study titled Dynamics of Homeless in Urban America 

explores the relationship between housing prices and homelessness in America.264 To measure 

housing costs, from the housing website Zillow they utilize the Zillow Rent Index (ZRI) from 

2011-2016 where CoCs from the 25 largest “metro” areas were located.265 Similar to the Byrne 

et al. (2014) and Corinth (2015) studies is an emphasis on studying homelessness within a 

CoC.266 However, Glynn and Fox differ by utilizing the actual homeless counts, which they cite 
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as allowing to account for uncertainty better than variation across the CoCs being studied.267 

This allows for increases in count accuracy and population growth to be included in the model 

(575).268 Although Glynn and Fox mention apartment vacancy rates, changes in homelessness 

intervention policies, unemployment rates and the social safety net as potential causes of 

homelessness, they cite limited data as a reason to maintain a simple model without causal 

inferences that can be drawn.269 

Data and Variables 

Glynn and Fox use data from the U.S. Census Bureau, HUD, and Zillow to conduct their 

study on the 25 largest metros in the United States.270 As stated before, homeless count estimates 

and county-level total population estimates are utilized to determine rent effects.271 The ZRI 

estimates the median market rent of every home in a given area, including houses that are not 

currently for rent.272 To account for potential biases in the ZRIs statistical models, year-to-year 

percent changes are used instead of the actual median market rent.273 Similar to Byrne et al. 

(2014) and Corinth (2015), counties with multiple CoCs have the CoC estimates aggregated, 

while if a CoC includes multiple counties, the counties are aggregated.274 The models 

implemented account for uncertainty and looked to estimate the true homeless population, and 

the true total population for the entire metro in order to find more accurate data.275 The models 
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also account for time-varying changes in the accuracy of the count data, in addition to the 

number of sheltered or unsheltered homeless since inaccuracies in count data are mostly driven 

by the unsheltered homeless.276 As with all studies involving HUD data, a variety of factors 

could affect the accuracy of count estimates for every CoC and should be taken into 

consideration. 

Findings 

The study finds statistically significant positive associations between a 10 percent 

increase in the ZRI and homeless population for New York, Los Angeles, Seattle, and 

Washington D.C. from 2011-2016 (Figure 12).277 While other associations are not found with 

certainty, other cities within the study could potentially have similar associations as well, albeit 

not to the magnitude of which NY and LA display. Consistent with the associations found in 

Byrne et al. (2014) and Corinth (2015), this points to median rent for a given CoC as having 

causal effects on homelessness rates. While the results of this study do not imply causation, this 

supports the notion that rent costs should be considered and examined much more closely when 

policymakers and officials address homelessness in the future. 

Analysis and Drawbacks 

Glynn and Fox do mention potential drawbacks related to the data they use. They cite 

potential inaccuracies related to the methods used to produce the ZRI estimates and inaccuracies 

in count data as limitations on their study.278 However, they do mention that their models 

provide considerations for researchers and policymakers when making decisions based on their 
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findings and analysis.279 Because the counts vary in accuracy, they have potential to be 

misleading and variation should be accounted for.280 The authors suggest that improving count 

accuracy and providing more detailed data on sheltered and unsheltered homeless counts could 

be extremely beneficial for those involved with homelessness approaches in the future.281 

Despite the simple nature of the model utilized, this study provides additional evidence to 

support a closer look at rent costs among other economic factors when analyzing homelessness. 

The Housing First Rhetoric 

To include sources that provide a variety of perspectives on Housing First and chronic 

homelessness, I wondered: What other literature exists that comprehensively examines Housing 

First? Stephen Eide’s report published in 2020 by the Manhattan Institute takes a more recent 

dive than the studies previously cited. Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and 

Reality seeks to examine the rhetoric behind Housing First policies and whether sufficient 

evidence exists to support claims made by proponents of Housing First in combating 

homelessness. 

History of the Housing First Approach 

Eide provides a more detailed history of the Housing First approach and describes a 

“linear-style system” in mind when the idea for a comprehensive homeless services system was 

first conceived, consisting of a suite of services offered that was designed to cater to the varying 

needs of the homeless population, including permanent housing.282 According to Eide, “It was 

always understood that at least some of the homeless population would need permanent housing 
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benefits – meaning a rental subsidy not subject to any time limits.”283 The linear approach 

focused on treating issues affecting the homeless population such as substance-abuse or 

unemployment, with an emphasis on transitional housing.284 

In the late 1970s, the origins of the Housing First approach, the idea of housing as a 

human right was advocated for but did not gain traction due to the preference of establishing 

preconditions for securing housing benefits.285 As described in Shinn and Khadduri, Sam 

Tsemberis, founder of Pathways to Housing in 1992, found evidence on the individual level that 

his program was successful in stably housing individuals who suffered from serious mental-

health disorders.286 Subsequently, Housing First models gained traction in the early 2000s under 

the George W. Bush administration, which rolled out a campaign for state and local entities to 

develop 10-year plans to end chronic homelessness.287 

In 2016, the state with the largest homeless population, California, mandated Housing 

First as a requirement in programs utilizing state funds.288 Eide describes HUD as the single-

most important agency in federal homelessness policy and the driver behind the major shift from 

transitional housing units to permanently supported housing units in the past two decades, largely 

due to the billions in funds it provides for state and local homelessness programs (Figure 13).289 

These funds are given out through the Continuum of Care grant competition, which disburses 

federal funds towards homeless services through a point system and criteria established by 
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HUD.290 According to Eide, California has added over 25,000 PSH units since 2010, a two-thirds 

increase, while the total population of homeless in the state increased by half during the same 

timespan (Figure 14).291 In response to communities that strongly support Housing First yet 

simultaneously experienced significant increases in homelessness such as Los Angeles and San 

Francisco, the Trump administration sought changes in federal policy regarding Housing First.292 

The Rhetoric 

According to Eide, the objectives of housing first were initially centered around 

providing PSH for the chronically homeless, which remains the focus, but has since evolved into 

eliminating barriers for all housing services provided to the homeless, including the likes of 

Rapid Re-housing and other similar services.293 The Housing First system now looks to connect 

affordable housing programs with the homeless services system for the non-chronically homeless 

to further add to the linear component of the system, advocating for the reduction of barriers 

here, too.294 This paper finds a lack of existing literature on how Housing First systems function 

enough to draw conclusions on how the system treats individuals, and despite recent significant 

increases in investment in Housing First, Eide notes that under 20 percent of the homeless 

population is chronically homeless, which is concerning given that Housing First targets the 

chronically homeless.295  

Eide argues that the studies and subsequent evidence provided by Housing First 

proponents are limited, but he does note the findings consistently support high rates of residential 
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stability among those in Housing First programs, namely chronically homeless individuals 

suffering from serious mental illness or other behavioral disorders.296 The Trump administration 

acknowledged the success of Housing First programs in comparison to linear programs, but 

simultaneously acknowledged the impact of shortages in rental units affordable to low-income 

individuals on homelessness.297 This message from the Trump administration suggested that 

economic and market conditions play a significant role in homelessness, potentially one that 

outside the reach of homelessness services approaches. 

Despite success in housing stability, Eide argues the claims made by proponents of 

Housing First that Housing First ends homelessness are not supported by evidence on both the 

individual and community levels.298 Eide first points to isolated occurrences from California and 

Utah as evidence. Despite California investing billions into building PSH units, homelessness 

has increased, and the number of visible homeless has not been reduced, without any local 

communities reporting significant decreases in homelessness.299 While we now know that PSH is 

not generally offered towards the unsheltered homeless, this still refutes claims that PSH can end 

homelessness. In Utah, Eide cites a separate 2015 study by Corinth that found the changes in 

homelessness were attributable to changes in reporting methodology and definition of “chronic” 

homelessness, not PSH.300 Furthermore, Eide argues that ending homelessness for one particular 

subgroup doesn’t imply ending homelessness for the entire homeless population, which pushes 

back against the general nature of claims made by proponents of HF policy that it can end 
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homelessness.301 Although prior findings on the individual level suggest that PSH can lead to 

successful outcomes, broad claims that Housing First can end homelessness outright for all could 

be overstated, and statistical analysis that supports ending homelessness for all could be due to 

changes in reporting methods.  

The cost-savings argument is also cited by proponents in support of Housing First. The 

idea revolving around this argument is that the costs of PSH are offset by the savings on the costs 

of service systems, namely hospitals and jails, that homeless individuals would have consumed if 

not placed in PSH.302 Eide cites Malcolm Gladwell’s 2006 New Yorker article “Million-Dollar 

Murray” as providing an example of a “high utilizer” homeless individual concurrently 

struggling with alcoholism and schizophrenia, that placed an extreme cost burden on the 

healthcare and jail system and subsequently would benefit from Housing First.303 Eide argues 

that if he cost the system $100,000 in one year, he isn’t likely to cost $100,000 every year, so 

any reduction in costs shouldn’t be attributed to PSH.304 He continues by pointing out that high 

utilizers like the one described in the article are not representative of the entire homeless 

population, so significant savings are unlikely given the higher costs associated with providing 

PSH units.305 Dennis Culhane, credited for contributions in authoring Byrne et al. and for 

contributions to the 2022 HUD AHAR report, has criticized the small sample size and design 

study analyzing the costs associated with PSH past, cautioning against “overstating” the cost-

savings argument.306 
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Proponents of Housing First claim that the PSH model addresses mental health and 

substance abuse disorders better than other approaches. Eide did not find conclusive evidence to 

support these claims, but rather that these claims were overstated at best, and that those with 

severe drug addiction or mental illness are not any more likely to overcome their issues through 

the Housing First approach.307 Eide cites evidence from The Family Options Study (2015) as a 

study that provides support for Housing First, yet also finds pieces of oppositional evidence 

against Housing First.308 Eide mentions that findings on self-sufficiency were concerning – The 

study found evidence that recipients of housing subsidies had diminished work effort, which 

brings into question the efficacy of Housing First in helping individuals become self-sufficient 

again.309 If Housing First is intended to remove the pressures of housing instability to allow 

affected individuals to focus on other parts of their life such as finding employment or finding 

their own home affordable to them, this brings cause for concern. 

Findings and Analysis 

In conclusion, Eide also provides a couple ideas to consider based on his findings. He 

recommends that HUD provide flexibility in spending for CoCs applying for funding grants.310 

This would allow individual communities to consider what programs and approaches best suit 

the needs of homeless individuals within their care, as opposed to the current “one-size-fits-all” 

approach.311 Eide also recommends that homelessness should be integrated back into the broader 

safety net debate.312 Eide argues that Housing First has led to the separation of the homelessness 
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debate from the safety net debate, and that these two debates should be reintegrated to pursue a 

goal of ending poverty – even if someone’s homelessness is ended, their poverty isn’t – which 

would make reintegration of these two debates more critical.313 

In my analysis, Eide provides a combination of data and existing literature to come to 

noteworthy conclusions pushing back against the rhetoric constructed by Housing First 

proponents. This paper simultaneously acknowledges the success that PSH can have in reducing 

homelessness, but provides significant reason to question some of the broader, more ambitious 

claims relating to ending homelessness from proponents of Housing First. While this paper tends 

to focus on homelessness as a whole and not chronic homelessness, Eide’s ideas offered in his 

conclusion should be analyzed within a broader scope of the previously reviewed data and 

literature to better understand if these ideas are worthy of increased consideration. 

The next and final section seeks to analyze the findings from Byrne et al. (2014), Corinth 

(2015), Glynn and Fox (2019), and Eide (2020) and draw conclusions on the efficacy of Housing 

First and PSH in reducing homelessness. The following section details the outcomes and 

implications derived from the findings in the previous four studies, in addition to my analysis 

and conclusion of the efficacy of Housing First, and what I advocate for in the future. 
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Final Discussion and Implications 
Analysis of Evidence 

While Byrne et al. (2014) finds a moderate negative association between an increase in 

PSH units and the rate of chronic homelessness, Corinth (2015) and Eide (2020) provide 

evidence to show limited effectiveness, if at all, of PSH investment on homelessness. Byrne et al. 

also mentions a potential “creaming” effect in the CoCs studied, which convolute some of the 

data and subsequent results and analysis. This makes it more difficult to come to conclusions on 

PSHs effectiveness on reducing chronic homelessness. Despite mixed results, the lack of a 

definitive negative association between PSH and homelessness suggests that support for Housing 

First is based on poor or limited evidence, even though it is touted as being “evidence-based.” 

The studies reviewed do commonly find, however, that HUD data is insufficient and should be 

improved for better analysis and insights to inform policy decisions in the future. Byrne et al., 

Corinth, and Glynn and Fox (2019)’s findings also call for future attention towards the 

association between median rent and homelessness. 

Overall, I find based on the evidence provided by the literature that Housing First and 

Permanent Supportive Housing may have moderately successful outcomes for certain subgroups 

of the homeless population, namely the chronically homeless, but should be reconsidered as the 

primary solution to ending homelessness. The variation in success on the community level 

should be evidence for the federal government to reconsider requirements that federal grant 

recipients utilize funding towards investment in PSH. Given the moderate evidence in support of 

PSH in reducing chronic homelessness, PSH has potential for successful outcomes, but 

significant investment in additional PSH units should be considered based on the individual 

needs and characteristics of a CoC. 
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For example, consider homelessness in my home state of Hawai`i. If you recall, 76.6 

percent of homeless individuals are unsheltered, the highest unsheltered rate for individuals in 

the country. Following the findings from Corinth (2015) and Eide (2020), I suggest that federal 

requirements that funds be allocated toward PSH investment in CoCs around the country should 

be reconsidered. The variation that exists amongst CoCs makes it difficult for a blanket 

requirement to be effective. By casting the same approach for all CoCs across the United States 

using a wide net, the evidence does not suggest that positive outcomes experienced by other 

CoCs will include the O`ahu CoC. Although Byrne et al. (2014) finds a moderate negative 

relationship between an increase in PSH units and homelessness, this does not imply that every 

CoC will see the same negative relationship, and I find that the strength of the association found 

in Byrne et al. is not strong enough to warrant the significant funding allocated solely towards 

investment in PSH. The large percentage of unsheltered individuals in Hawai`i also implies that 

the probability the PIT estimates produced are inaccurate is higher. This makes it more difficult 

for trends to be identified, and for CoCs to act on these trends using the correct service approach. 

Also recall that Hawai`i state legislators are calling for increasing funding for mental 

health services. If federal grants awarded to Hawai`i are tied to PSH, this forces the state and 

counties to find alternate funding services to increase other homeless services. It is unclear 

whether these services will be successful in reducing homelessness, but it seems as if required 

investment in PSH is an inefficient use of funds. I recommend that each CoC should be able to 

utilize funding based on the needs of the homeless people in the CoC. Not every CoC benefits in 

the same way, if at all, from PSH, so a blanket requirement for all CoCs to invest significantly in 

PSH is inefficient. By investing in services based on the needs of the individual CoCs, ideally as 

an endogenous adjustment based on changes in PIT estimates and other detailed data, the 
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potential for PSH to attract people into homelessness could be reduced. Additionally, just 23 

percent of adults and unaccompanied minors are chronically homeless on O`ahu. If PSH 

investment is the most significant use of funding yet units are targeted mainly towards the 

chronically homeless, a significant amount of the homeless population is not likely to benefit 

from additional PSH units. Thus, a more efficient use of funds would be to reallocate some of the 

earmarked funds for PSH towards other homeless services. 

Policy Proposals 

Additional Research 

To better understand the effects of Housing First on homelessness, more detailed data and 

additional research will be needed to find stronger conclusions in the future. From my review of 

Corinth (2015), if PSH attracts people into homelessness, sheltered homeless counts could lead 

to decisions made based on poor data due to synthetic changes in the sheltered counts. To 

combat this, if HUD gathered detailed data on the transition rates to private housing after being 

placed in PSH for people who were placed in PSH, these rates could be compared to the rates at 

which these people would have transitioned to private housing had they not been placed in PSH. 

I suggest federal policymakers and homelessness leaders alike should take initiative by 

increasing funding for data collection to better identify characteristics and trends within the 

homeless population. 

Byrne et al. (2014) and Corinth (2015) show us that more detailed data would have 

allowed for more thorough examination of trends and associations regarding PSH and other 

homeless services. Thus, I suggest that future research on these rates would allow us to come to 

more significant conclusions than the findings in Byrne et al. and Corinth, and the models like 

the one proposed by Corinth could find this detailed data useful. I find it unlikely for PIT 
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estimates to improve significantly in the future because of variations in the number of 

unsheltered homeless and the methodology for estimating the size of this sub-population. 

However, the coordinated entry system in conjunction with better technology and data tracking 

methods could allow for better data on the time homeless people spend in services like PSH, 

which could lead to more insightful analysis in the future. 

Finite Exit Timelines 

The study of PSH transition rates, however, lends itself to a largely philosophical debate 

with a dilemma between PSH as a transitional tool to help homeless people obtain their own 

housing, or PSH being shelter as a basic human right that the government is entitled to provide. 

If time spent in PSH is not limited by those providing it leading to prolonged homelessness or 

desire to remain in PSH forever, a new type of “welfare queen” stereotype could emerge as 

people could find a way to take advantage of PSH and the very low-cost housing provided – 

those living in PSH typically pay just 30 percent of their total income, public assistance included, 

towards rent.314 In the 1990s, reliance on government assistance for those not making active 

attempts to earn income became a highly contentious topic of political and social debate, 

ultimately leading to the reform of government aid into what we now know it as today. If an 

increased number of people begin to take advantage of PSH without making active attempts to 

exit PSH, we could see a similar debate arise. 

 On the contrary, if a perspective is advocated that the main concern regarding PSH 

should be the welfare of individuals and families in the most impoverished situations, the debate 

environment would change. Proponents of PSH could argue that this is a better alternative to 

 
314 Corinth, “Ending Homelessness,” 8. 
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poor living conditions that those in PSH would have had to endure if they were not able to access 

PSH – think of this argument along the lines that the federal government should have a duty to 

provide basic human rights, including shelter. In Eide (2020)’s history of Housing First, this idea 

might not have gained traction in the past, but it certainly has a faction of support, which could 

grow in the future.  

PSH would no longer be seen as a means of ending chronic homelessness, but rather the 

government’s way of guaranteeing each individual’s basic human right to shelter, which would 

certainly be heavily debated in addition to being a tough political sell for proponents of this new 

branding. However, none of these hypotheticals are guaranteed in the future. Preferences of 

people to live independently and not in PSH were not included in any of the literature reviewed. 

Thus, it is entirely possible that people in PSH have a strong desire for independence, 

incentivizing a timely exit from PSH. 

While PSH is designed to be a long-term approach targeting the chronically homeless, I 

argue that this should not be forever. Referring back to findings from Eide (2020) on decreased 

self-sufficiency for individuals after being placed in PSH, I find this to be particularly 

concerning because it refutes some aspects of the success claimed by proponents of Housing 

First. If PSH were to be advocated for as a basic human right, this would represent a significant 

deviation in the narrative created by proponents of Housing First, and it could create for an 

environment in which a significant amount of taxpayer dollars would be spent on individuals 

who have low motivation to become self-sufficient members of society. 

Endogenous Changes 

 After reviewing Shinn and Khadduri (2020) and Eide (2020), we know that PSH is the 

primary form of homeless assistance advocated for on the federal, state, and local levels, with 
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billions in funds disbursed towards investment in PSH units, despite limited evidence that shows 

PSH reduces homelessness, specifically chronic homelessness. As mentioned in my analysis of 

Corinth (2015), the intensive federal investment in PSH suggests that exogenous factors are 

behind the large focus on PSH investment. This would imply that the federal government, taking 

into account the massive influence that HUD holds on the spending towards specific forms of 

homeless assistance, is acting purely on either political influence or imperfect information, or 

both. If PSH is found to attract people into homelessness, the intensive public campaigns and 

public spending on PSH could very well be scrutinized in the future. Furthermore, if PSH attracts 

people into homelessness, this would mean that federal funding allocated towards PSH could 

unknowingly be attracting people into homelessness or prolonging homeless, increasing the costs 

of services provided to these people with similar mechanisms to the lack of timelines placed on 

transitions from PSH to private housing. This inefficient use of funds, especially when 

considering the majority of funding for PSH comes from public funding, would certainly spark 

increased political and social debate. 

Rent Intervention 

The findings from Corinth (2015), Glynn and Fox (2019), and Eide (2020)’s 

recommendations suggest that median rent should be an area of emphasis in the future. While 

proving high median rent in a given area has a causal effect on homelessness is extremely 

difficult or maybe even impossible to isolate as a variable, the findings from the studies 

mentioned make median rent deserving of further examination in the future. It may be found that 

a more efficient use of public funding, especially federal funds, should be allocated away from 

homeless services and towards increased efforts to increase the housing supply, subsequently 

lowering the median rent price in CoCs across the country. The marginal evidence providing 
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support for PSH as an effective approach to reducing homelessness should spur an interest in 

alternative approaches to reducing homelessness. 

Consider the investment already being made towards an increase in PSH units. The cost 

of a one unit increase in PSH varies across CoCs, so when considering a city like Los Angeles 

where both housing costs and homelessness rates are especially high, the demand for PSH might 

be high, but the costs of increasing PSH stock are also much higher relative to most of the 

country. Reallocating these funds away from PSH investment and towards developing housing 

may be a more efficient use of funds and more effective in reducing homelessness, and should be 

seriously considered. Recall that Shinn and Khadduri (2020) cite regional variations in zoning 

and construction regulations as potential deterrents in housing development, leading to limited 

increases in housing supply and subsequently negative impacts on the lowest earners in the 

population. They also cite less affordable housing development in areas where a smaller middle-

class exists as further adding to the effects felt by the lowest earners. 

Federal policymakers could work with state and local governments to create an 

environment with conditions favorable to affordable housing development. Evidence from 

outcomes for veterans shows what political will and cooperation can do to create successful 

outcomes. In addition to reallocating funds either to incentivize developers or provide rent aid to 

those at-risk for homelessness, the latter being the ideal solution, in simple terms the increasing 

in housing supply would drive down the cost of housing, making rent more affordable for those 

who need it most. While this would require intensive resources and coordination, we now know 

from Eide (2020) that federal initiatives largely dictate how funding is allocated and to what 

services they are utilized towards. 
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An example of federal influence are both the public initiatives in support of Housing First 

and compliance with HUD directives for funding. Since a lot of the funding for most 

homelessness services programs comes from the federal level, CoCs have no choice but to abide 

by requirements set forth by the federal government, and thus the federal government has 

extreme influence over what services are offered, and how prevalent each service is. If the 

federal government were to support initiatives toward reducing rent prices, resources dedicated 

towards rolling out Housing First initiatives would be refocused towards increasing development 

especially where the median rent is the highest, and we could see a much more efficient use of 

funds and resources in reducing homelessness for both the chronically and non-chronically 

homeless. 

It is important to note that his policy suggestion doesn’t call for the complete elimination 

of short-term and long-term shelter availability and other treatment services. Shelters and other 

short-term solutions allow those in homeless situations to get back on their feet, as well as 

providing the necessary services for those needing counseling, mental health treatment, 

substance-abuse treatment, and job search assistance. The chronically homeless still stand to 

benefit from options such as PSH with voluntary services offered, but the majority of the funding 

could be reallocated away from PSH towards housing market interventions. When considering 

the majority of effects of an increased median rent are felt by the non-chronically homeless, 

lowering the median rent in a CoC could lead to less short-term service demand since the non-

chronically homeless are more likely to need and be placed in short-term solutions, assuming 

that shelter availability is endogenously affected. This would lead to the downsizing of short-

term and long-term housing solutions due to decreased demand, which could also address the 



84 
 

issues of effectively targeting those who need PSH the most and the attraction of people into 

homelessness. 

Social Safety Net 

 The topic of median rent prices and the housing market are related to Eide (2020)’s 

suggestion that homelessness be reintegrated into the safety net debate. Increased government 

intervention in the housing market could be politically and socially unpopular, and could lead to 

significant opposition from economists, politicians, and the real estate industry alike. Recall that 

Shinn and Khadduri (2020) suggest that homelessness occurs for people when the rent floor is 

higher than their income. Rather than focusing on lowering the rent floor, a more politically 

feasible option could be to reallocate funds away from homelessness services like PSH and 

increase spending on the social safety net. 

While increasing the amount of aid offered through the social safety net can also be a 

contentious topic and work requirements are scrutinized as well, it could provide similar effects 

to lowering the median rent and thus reduce the pressures of homelessness for those who are at-

risk. A politically feasible version of a significant increase in the social safety net might entail 

increasing mental health and substance abuse treatment services for the homeless, reallocating 

HUD funds intended for PSH investment towards increasing the social safety net, while also 

retaining the work-incentivizing requirements that many income aid programs already have. This 

could allow more individuals and families to supplement their income enough to stably maintain 

housing. 

Racial Inequality 

Lastly, in terms of analyzing homelessness in its entirety, I suggest that race and ethnicity 

become a point of emphasis when reviewing the factors behind homelessness, homelessness 
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approaches, and the outcomes of these approaches. Shinn and Khadduri (2020) show not only 

that race and ethnicity can be a factor in obtaining housing, but it also has effects on other factors 

that affect one’s chances in obtaining housing like incarceration or earning income. The 2022 

AHAR statistics provide further evidence to support Shinn and Khadduri’s claims of racial 

disparities. While race and ethnicity are an important dimension to understanding homelessness, 

they might be more pertinent to a broader discussion of racial inequality and disparities in 

America in a more general sense – think education, income, incarceration, and employment, 

among other areas. It is unclear to me how race and ethnicity would be accounted for in 

approaches to homelessness currently, but nonetheless I argue that it should be a major 

consideration in the future. 
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Appendix 
Figure 1 

 
 

Figure 1. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 17. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Figure 2 

 
 

Figure 2. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 29. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Figure 3 

 
 

Figure 3. Source: “PIT Count,” 4. PARTNERS IN CARE., Partners in Care, July 6, 2022. 
https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit. 

 

https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit


89 
 

Figure 4 

 
 

Figure 4. Source: “PIT Count,” 9. PARTNERS IN CARE., Partners in Care, July 6, 2022. 
https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit. 

  

https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit
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Figure 5 

 
 

Figure 5. Source: “PIT Count,” 10. PARTNERS IN CARE., Partners in Care, July 6, 2022. 
https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit. 

  

https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit


91 
 

Figure 6 

 
 

Figure 6. Source: “PIT Count,” 10. PARTNERS IN CARE., Partners in Care, July 6, 2022. 
https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit. 

  

https://www.partnersincareoahu.org/pit
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Figure 7 

 
 

Figure 7. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 10. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Figure 8 

 
 

Figure 8. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 10. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html


94 
 

Table 1 

 
 

Table 1. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 2. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-

estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Table 2 

 
 

Table 2. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 38. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Table 3 

 
 

Table 3. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 21. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Table 4 

 
 

Table 4. de Sousa, Tanya, Alyssa Andrichik, Marissa Cuellar, Jhenelle Marson, Ed Prestera, and Katherine Rush. 2022 Ahar: 
Part 1 - Pit Estimates of Homelessness in the U.S., 2022: 75. https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-

pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html. 
  

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/ahar/2022-ahar-part-1-pit-estimates-of-homelessness-in-the-us.html
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Figure 9 

 
 

Figure 9. Shinn, Marybeth, and Jill Khadduri. In the Midst of Plenty: Homelessness and What to Do about It, 52. Hoboken, 
NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2020. 
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Figure 10 

 
 

Figure 10. Shinn, Marybeth, and Jill Khadduri. In the Midst of Plenty: Homelessness and What to Do about It, 49. Hoboken, 
NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2020. 
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Figure 11 

 
 

Figure 11. Shinn, Marybeth, and Jill Khadduri. In the Midst of Plenty: Homelessness and What to Do about It, 82. Hoboken, 
NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2020. 
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Table 5 

 
 

Table 5. Eide, Stephen. “Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and the Reality.” Manhattan Institute, April 21, 2020, 7. 
https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality. 

  

https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality
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Table 6 

 
 

Table 6. Byrne, Thomas, Jamison D. Fargo, Ann Elizabeth Montgomery, Ellen Munley, and Dennis P.Culhane. “The 
Relationship between Community Investment in Permanent Supportive Housing and Chronic Homelessness.” Social Service 

Review 88, no. 2 (June 2014): 248. https://doi.org/10.1086/676142. 
  

https://doi.org/10.1086/676142
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Table 7 

 
 

Table 7. Byrne, Thomas, Jamison D. Fargo, Ann Elizabeth Montgomery, Ellen Munley, and Dennis P.Culhane. “The 
Relationship between Community Investment in Permanent Supportive Housing and Chronic Homelessness.” Social Service 

Review 88, no. 2 (June 2014): 254. https://doi.org/10.1086/676142. 
  

https://doi.org/10.1086/676142
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Table 8 

 
 

Table 8. Corinth, Kevin. "Ending Homelessness: More Housing or Fewer Shelters." American Enterprise Institute, Economic 
Policy Working Paper 12 (2015): 32. https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Corinth-Ending-Homelessness.pdf 

  

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Corinth-Ending-Homelessness.pdf
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Table 9 

 
 

Table 9. Corinth, Kevin. "Ending Homelessness: More Housing or Fewer Shelters." American Enterprise Institute, Economic 
Policy Working Paper 12 (2015): 33. https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Corinth-Ending-Homelessness.pdf 

  

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Corinth-Ending-Homelessness.pdf
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Table 10 

 
 

Table 10. Corinth, Kevin. "Ending Homelessness: More Housing or Fewer Shelters." American Enterprise Institute, Economic 
Policy Working Paper 12 (2015): 35. https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Corinth-Ending-Homelessness.pdf 

  

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Corinth-Ending-Homelessness.pdf
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Figure 12 

 

 
 

Figure 12. Glynn, Chris, and Emily B. Fox. “Dynamics of Homelessness in Urban America.” The Annals of Applied Statistics 13, 
no. 1 (2019): 597. https://doi.org/10.1214/18-aoas1200. 

  

https://doi.org/10.1214/18-aoas1200
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Figure 13 

 
 

Figure 13. Eide, Stephen. “Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and the Reality.” Manhattan Institute, April 21, 2020, 
7. https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality. 

  

https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality
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Figure 14 

 
 

Figure 14. Eide, Stephen. “Housing First and Homelessness: The Rhetoric and the Reality.” Manhattan Institute, April 21, 2020, 
8. https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality. 

 
  

https://manhattan.institute/article/housing-first-and-homelessness-the-rhetoric-and-the-reality
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