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P eople of color are dramatically more likely than 

vVhite people to experience homelessness in the 

United States. This is no accident; it is the result 

of centuries of structural racism that have excluded histor­

ically oppressed people- particularly Black and Native 

Americans- from equal access to housing, community 

supports, and opportunities for economic mobility. 

In September 2016, the Center for Social Innovation 

launched SPARC (Supporting Partnerships for Anti-

Racist Communities) to understand and respond to racial 

inequities in homelessness. Through research and action in 

six communities, SPARC has begun a national conversation 

about racial equity in the homelessness sector. 

Through an ambitious mixed-methods (quantitative and 

qualitative) study, the SPARC team documented high rates 

of homelessness among people of color and began to map 

their pathways into and barriers to exit from homelessness. 

The team analyzed 111,563 individual records of people 

from HivIIS (homeless management information systems) in 

SPARC partner conununities (representing data aggregated 

across years 2013-2015); administered a provider workforce 

demographic survey; collected 148 oral histories of people 

of color experiencing homelessness; and conducted 18 focus 

groups in six communities across the United States. 

Key findings include: 

Demographics 
The SPARC team analyzed HIVIIS data for each SPARC 

community as well as general population numbers and 

poverty population numbers in the United States and in 

each SPARC community. The results were astounding: 

• Approximately two-thirds of people experiencing 

homelessness in SPARC communities were Black 

(64. 7%), while 28.0% were White. 6.9% identified 

as Hispanic/Latinx*. In total 78.3% of people 

experiencing homelessness were people of color. 

' Latinx is a gender-neutral form used in lieu of Latino and Latina. 

• By comparison, the general population of the 

U.S. was 73.8% White, 12.4% Black, and 

17.2% Hispanic/Latinx. 

• Black people were the most overrepresented an1ong 

individuals ages 18-24 experiencing homelessness, 

accounting for 78.0% of this group. This group also 

had the highest over representation of people of color 

broadly with 89.1 % of 18-24 year olds identifying as 

people of calm: 

• More than two-thirds (67.6%) of individuals over 

the age of 25 experiencing homelessness were Black, 

and 56.3% of individuals presenting as family 

members were Black. 

• Rates of Native American homelessness were also 

disproportionately high. In SPARC communities, 

homelessness among American Indian/ Alaskan 

Natives was three to eight times higher than their 

proportion of the general population. 

• Poverty alone does not explain the inequity. The 

proportion of Black and American Indian and Alaska 

Native individuals experiencing homelessness exceeds 

their proportion of those living in deep poverty. 
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Homeless Services Workforce 
The homeless services workforce is not representative 

of the people it serves: 

• Those working in senior management positions 

were 65.8% White, 12.6% Black, and 10.1 % 

Hispanic/Latinx. 

• Staff in all otherjobs were 52.3% White, 22.1% 

Black, and 14.8% Hispanic/Latinx. 

Key Domains Influencing 
Homelessness for People of Color 
The oral histories revealed five major areas of focus 

regarding racial inequity and homelessness: 

1. Economic Mobility. Lack of economic capital 

within social networks precipitates homelessness 

for many people of color. 

2. Housing. The unavailability of safe and afford­

able housing options presents both risk of home­

lessness and barriers to permanently exiting 

homelessness. 

3. CriminalJustice. Involvement in the criminal 

justice system, especially when such involvement 

results in a felony, can create ongoing challenges 

in obtainingjobs and housing. 

4. Behavioral Health. People of color experi­

ence high rates of traumatic stress, mental health 

issues, and substance use. Behavioral health care 

systems are not responsive to the specific needs 

of people of color. 

5. Family Stabilization. Multi-generational 

involvement in the child welfare and foster care 

systems often occur prior to and during expe­

riences of homelessness, and people of color 

are often exposed to individual and community 

level violence. 

ness in ways that are comprehensive and racially equitable. 

The demographics alone are shocking--the vast and 

disproportionate number of people in the homeless popula­

tion in communities across the United States is a testament 

to the historic and persistent structural racism that exists in 

this country. Collective responses to homelessness must take 

such inequity into account. 

Equitable strategies to address homelessness must include 

programmatic and systems level changes, and they must 

begin seriously to address homelessness prevention. It is not 

enough to move people of color out of homelessness if the 

systems are simply setting people up for a revolving door of 

substandard housing and housing instability. Efforts must 

begin to go upstream into other systems- criminal justice, 

child welfare, foster care, education, and healthcare- and 

implement solutions that stem the tide of homelessness at 

the point of inflow. 

This brief report aims to present quantitative and qualita­

tive findings from the SPARC study, examine what can be 

I m p I i cat i on s learned from these data, and begin crafting strategies to 

This study is grounded in the lived experience of people create a response to the homelessness crisis that is grounded 

of color experiencing homelessness, and it offers numerous in racial equity. Additional articles, reports, and other publi-

insights for policy makers, researchers, organizational leaders, cations are forthcoming that will delve more deeply into 

and community members as they work to address homeless- specific insights gleaned from t11is project. 
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Background -~" 

H omelessness in America is a national tragedy. 

For decades, through a combination of ill-con­

ceived public policy, inadequate funding, nega­

tive stereotypes, and public fatigue, the nation has allowed 

the crisis of homelessness to grow to epidemic propor-

tions. The causes of homelessness have often been misun­

derstood, with the general public often blaming individ-

ual mental illness, substance t1Se, and unemployment- or 

worse, ascribing homelessness to moral failings, bad choices, 

or laziness. These individual vulnerabilities play a role in 

determining who becomes homeless, but do not, in and of 

themselves, explain the scope of homelessness. The root 

causes of homelessness are stmctural: lack of affordable 

housing, economic immobility, and systemic racism. 

One symptom of the country's continuing racial inequity is 

that people of color are disproportionately represented in 

the homeless population. While these racial disparities have 

been documented since the 1980s, research, advocacy, and 

policy have lagged behind. 1
•
2 The homelessness sector has 

offered color-blind solutions to a problem that requires an 

acute focus on racial equity to solve. 

Homelessness does not affect all racial and ethnic groups 

equally- Black and Native Americans in particular are 

dramatically more likely to become homeless than their 

White counterparts, and they face unique barriers to exit­

ing homelessness. Although Black people comprise 13% 

of the general population in the United States and 26% 

of those living in poverty, they account for more than 40% 

of the homeless population, 3·~ suggesting that poverty rates 

alone do not explain the over-representation.5 High rates of 

homelessness among Black Americans is documented across 

all age groups, including youth, families, and single adults, 

"Although Black people comprise 13% 

of the general population in the United 

States and 26% of those living in poverty, 

they account for more than 40% 

of the homeless population, sug,gesting 

that poverty rates alone do not explain 

the over-representation." 
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and across geographic diversity. In the 201 7 Voices of Youth 

Count, Black youth had an 83% higher risk of experiencing 

homelessness compared to youth of other races.6 Further­

more, a study of shelter utilization in New York City and 

Philadelphia found that Black people were 16 times more 

likely to utilize shelters than Whites. 7 Even more stagger­

ing, the study showed that Black children under the age of 

five were 29 times more likely than White children to be in 

homeless shelters. 

American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/ AN) populations 

also experience homelessness at disproportionate rates. In 

2016, people identifying as AI/ AN made up about 4.2% of 

the unsheltered homeless population nationally, but about 

1 % of the total U.S. population. 

The experience of Hispanic/Latinx homelessness is less 

clear. While the 2016 one-year estimates of sheltered home­

lessness found 12.8% were Hispanic/Latinx and one-night 

estimates of sheltered and unsheltered homelessness found 

22.1 % of the overall homeless population to be Hispanic/ 

Latinx,4 researchers speculate that such counts may be an 

underestimate. Recent immigrants may be more likely to 

double up or live in substandard housing, and undocu-

~-- ----=---~ 
mented people and families with members of "mixed-doc" 

status may avoid shelter and services out of fear.8 

Homelessness reflects the failure of our social systems to 

serve people of all racial and ethnic groups equally in hous­

ing, education, employment, wealth accumulation, health 

care, andjustice. 

In September 2016, the Center for Social Innovation 

launched SPARC (Supporting Partnerships for Anti-Rac-

ist Communities) to examine the intersections of race and 

homelessness and to advance racial equity in the homeless­

ness sector. The ultimate goal of this work is to end home­

lessness in the United States for all people by better under­

standing and eliminating the disparities experienced by 

people of color. The SPARC approach is to conduct rigor­

ous mixed methods research and assist communities in 

transforming their homelessness response systems through 

a racial equity perspective. As of January 2018, SPARC has 

engaged six communities as an initial cohort in this work; 

together with the SPARC team, these communities are lead­

ing the nation in equity-based responses to homelessness. 

This report summarizes the project's initial research findings 

and recommendations. 
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T he first phase of SPARC research involved an 

ambitious mixed-methods (quantitative and 

qualitative) study of race and homelessness in 

six American communities. Findings in this report are 

based on data analyzed for: 

1. How rates of homelessness for people of color 

compare to the general population and the 

population of people living in deep poverty 

(<50% of federal poverty rate). 

2. Pathways into homelessness for people of color. 

3. Barriers to exiting homelessness for people 

of color. 

4. Experiences of people of color within the 

homelessness response system. 

Comm.unities in the study were: 

» Atlanta, Georgia 

» Columbus, Ohio 

» Dallas, Texas 

» San Francisco, California 

» Syracuse, New York 

» Pierce County, vVashington 

For quantitative analysis included in this report, tl1e 

SPARC team examined three years of homeless manage­

ment information system (HMIS) data from tl1e SPARC 

communities, along with data from the U.S. Census 

Bureau on the general population and on tl1e population 

in deep poverty.9 

To learn more about the race and etl1nicity of people 

working in housing and homeless service programs in, tl1e 

research team administered an online survey to service 

providers in SPARC communities.* 

For qualitative findings included in this report, the 

SPARC team collected and analyzed 148 oral histories 

from people of color experiencing homelessness. These 

semi-stmct:ured qualitative interviews were conducted in 

each of tl1e six SPARC communities and included partic­

ipants from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds and 

diverse age groups. 

Additionally, three focus groups were held in each commu­

nity, for a total of 18 focus groups. These included: 

• People of color experiencing homelessness 

• Direct service providers who identified as 

people of color 

• Community stakeholders (e.g., people in leadership 

positions in homelessness systems or in connected 

systems such as housing, criminal justice, poverty 

assistance, public healtl1, and child welfare) 

Research was conducted according to ethical 

standards and tins study has been approved by 

Heartland Institutional Review Board. 

Limitations 
Various aspects of the study's design limit the generaliz­

ability of findings. While the research team attempted to 

recruit and enroll communities of different sizes from a 

wide geographical range, tl1e six SPARC communities are 

not necessarily a representative sample. Additionally, the 

qualitative data ma)' not reflect tl1e experiences of otl1er 

geograplncal locations or otl1er people disconnected from 

services. Another limitation is the lack of a vVhite compar­

ison group for the interviews, which would, in future 

research, help shape an understanding of tl1e differences 

in tl1e experience of homelessness for Wlnte people and 

people of color. 

Despite tl1ese limitations, tl1e size and scope of tins 

study offers a wide-ranging set of findings that can serve 

as a foundation for improvements in policy, practice, and 

future research. 

• In this report. provider survey results are presented using data from four SPARC communit ies, as workforce data for two communities 
were unavai lable. 
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B ased on quantitative and qualitative analyses 

conducted by the SPARC team, the data presented 

in this report show demographics of people se1ved 

by the homeless service systems in SPARC communities; high 

level findings from the provider workforce smvey; and major 

themes from the qualitative interviews and focus groups. 

Quantitative Data 

Demographics 
Figures 1 and la show aggregate data for five SPARC 

communities*, comparing the racial/ethnic breakdown of the 

general population, the population in deep poverty, and the home­

less population.tThese data are then compared to overall national 

numbers. The SPARC aggregate sample consisted of 111 ,563 

individuals from five communi ties across years 2013-201 5. 

Figure la: Comparison By Race/Ethnicity* 

~ White 

-6- Ameri can Indian and Alaska Native 
--- Black *'" Asian * Native Hawaii.3n and Other Paci fi c Islander ~ Two or more races 

-+-- Hisoanic/Latin)( (of any race) 
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~==,: 

lj]S 

~x 

'" 
~R 

~J ~ 1:::1 .:;-,;. 

9.?3 ~ 
\;"':\ 
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"' . · ~:; ;; 

GENERAL 
POPULATION 

D EEP 
POVERTY 

r,Lr, 

HOMELESS 

56.3% were male, 43.5% were female, and 0.2% identi­

fied as transgende1; although this gender categ01y is likely 

underreported due to inconsistent data collection. Nearly 

two-thirds of the sample were Black (64. 7%), while 28.0% 

were White. The percentage of Hispanic/Latinx individu­

als (of any race) was 6.9%. In total 78.3% of people experi­

encing homelessness were people of color. 

Figure 1: Racia l Ineq uit y Demog raphic Dat a* 

i1t'4'i·1 .. 1 .. 1:1,111;g94;4g General Deep Homeless 

Population Poverty 

White 62.3% 45.6% 28.0 % 

Black 18.3% 34 .1% 64.7% 

American Indian and Alaska Native 0 .4% 0 .6% 1.6% 

Asian 9.8% 8.4% 1.0% 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 0.3% 0 .3% 0.9% 

Two or more races 3.6% 4 .4% 3.2% 

Hispanic/Latlnx (of any race) 21.0% 23.5%• 6.9% 

United States 
General Deep Homeless 

Population Poverty 

White 73.8% 59.7% 48.6% 

Black 12.4% 23.5% 42.6% 

American Indian and Alaska Native 0.8% 1.6% 2.5% 

Asian 5.2% 4 .6% 0.8% 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 0.2% 0 .2% 1.1% 

Two or more races 3.0 % 3.9% 4 .6% 

Hispanic/Latinx (of any race) 17.2% 24.3% 16.9% 

This report includes demographic data from five of the six SPARC communit ies. Data for the sixth were not available at time of publication. 

' Homelessness is defined as being represented in tile HMIS data. H1is may also inclu de those in permanent supportive housing. Deep 
poverty is defined as 50% of ttie Federal Povert y Line or less. General populat ion and deep pover ty data are from ttie U.S. Census 
Bu reau American Communi ty Survey 5-Year Estimates. 
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Figure 2: Subpopu,lations 
SPARC Aggregate-Full Sample • 1.6% • 1.0% • 0.9% • 3.2% 

28.0% 64.7% 
-- ----

Individuals 18-24 • 1.1 % • 0.9% • 0.3% • 1.9% 

17.4% 78.0% • 

Individuals 25+ • 1.7% • 1.1% • 0.5% • 1.9% 

26.9% 67.6% 5.4% 

Family Members • 1.5% • 0.8% • 2.4% 
- - --

29.7% 56.3".'<J 8.~.% . . . 
Percentages do not 
add to 100 because the 
Hispanic/Latinx category 
includes any race . 

• White 

• Black 

• American Indian and Alaska Native 

• Asian 

Notably, across all SPARC communities, Black and Amer­

ican Indians/ Alaskan Natives (AI/ AN) were overrepre­

sented in the homeless population compared to the general 

population and the population in deep poverty. 

The mean age of the sample was 33 (M = 32.72; SD= 

18.69). Household status varied: 15.9% of the sample were 

single individuals between the ages of 18-24>; 57.3% were 

single individuals 25 years and older; and 26.8% were indi-

• Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 

• Two or more races 

Hispanic/Latinx (of any race) 

year olds identifying as people of color. 

More than two-thirds (67.6%) of individuals over 25 were 

Black, and 56.3% of individuals presenting as family 

members were Black. 

Predictors ef exiting into homelessness, permanent housing with a 

subsi<!J1 and permanent housing without a subsi<!J1, 

viduals presenting as part of a household or head of house- .Multivariate logistic regressions were conducted to 

hold (i.e., family members). Figure 2 shows the race break- examine predictors associated with exiting the H~IIS 

down of each of the three household groups compared to system into one of three outcomes: homelessness; 

the SPARC aggregate data. Black people were most over- permanent housing with a subsidy; and, permanent 

represented among individuals 18-24, accounting for 78.0% housing without a subsidy. These discrete outcomes repre-

of this group. This group also had the highest over repre- sent only three of many possible exit destinations in 

sentation of people of color broadly with 89. l % of 18-24 H~HS. Project exit indicates the end of a client's partic-

Isolat ing data on unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessriess is d ifficu lt due to variations across communities. For the 
purposes of this report. young adults ages 18-24 were separated from adults 25 and over in order to examine differences between 
young adults and adults who would not be classified as youth/young adult. 
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ipation with an HMIS project (e.g., Emergency Shel-

te1; Street Outreach, Safe Haven, Transitional Hous­

ing, Rapid Re- housing). Use of this data element may 

vary depending on project type. "Exiting into homeless­

ness" means that someone left the project for a place not 

meant for human habitation or for emergency shelter 

(including motel with a voucher). 

Examining exits into homelessness, gende1; one race 

category, and household status were statistically signif­

icant. Compared to women, men were over two and a 

half times less likely (OR= 0.39,p< .05), and transgen­

der individuals were over two times less likely (OR = 

0.45,p< .05) to exit into homelessness; American Indian 

or Alaska Natives were 48% more likely to exit into 

homelessness compared to Whites (OR= 1.48,p< .05). 

Household status was also significant: individuals ages 

18-24 were over three and a half times more likely (OR= 

3.58,p< .05) to exit into homelessness compared to indi­

viduals in households (i.e., family members), and individ­

uals 25 and older were over six times more likely (OR = 

6.14,p<.05) to exit into homelessness compared to indi­

viduals in households. 

Examination of exits into permanent housing 

produced similar patterns: men were more likely than 

women to exit into permanent housing both with and 

without a subsidy. Only two racial categories showed 

significance: Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Island­

ers were more likely to exit into permanent hous-

ing with a subsidy and American Indian or Alaska 

Natives were less likely to exit into permanent hous-

ing without a subsidy. Otherwise, racial/ ethnic groups 

were not statistically significant in these models. House­

hold status was an important predictor in exit outcomes: 

both individuals ages 18-24 and individuals 25 and older 

were statistically significantly less likely to exit into either 

permanent housing situation compared to individuals in 

households (i.e., family members). 

Workforce 
The provider workforce survey included data from 1,022 

individuals working in homeless service agencies. Those 

working in senior management (e.g., executive directors, 

board members, or clinical/program directors) were 65.8% 

White, 12.6% Black, and 10.1% Hispanic/Latinx. Staff 

Figure 3: 

Workforce 
Demographics 

Senior 
Managers 

• White 

• Black 

Other 
Roles 

. , American Indian and Alaska Native 

• Asian 

• Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 

• Two or more races 

• Hispanic/Latinx (of any race) 
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reporting all other roles (e.g., case managers, therapists, 

facilities staff, or support staff) were 52.3% White, 22. l % 

Black, and 14.8% Hispanic/Latinx (see Figure 3). Ahnost 

a quarter (23.4%) of the workforce had personally experi­

enced homelessness. 

Qualitative Data 

Among the 148 oral history respondents, 70.3% iden­

tified as Black, l 0.8% as Hispanic/Latinx, l O. l % as 

Two or i\ilore Races, 2.0% as American Indian/ Alaskan 

Native, l .4% as Asian, and 0. 7% as Native Hawaiian or 

Pacific Islande1: In addition, 4. 7% identified as "Other" 

or did not answer. The mean age was 41 (M=40.89, SD 

= 14.61). Half identified as women (50.0%), 45.3% as 

men, 2. 7% as Other, and 2. 7% unknown. When asked 

about sexual orientation, 70.9% of participants identified 

as straight, 8.8% as gay or lesbian, 8.8% as bisexual, and 

8.8% as something else (e.g., "queer,'' "no label") or 3.4% 

unknown/ did not respond. 

Interpretation of qualitative data focused on pathways 

into homelessness and barriers to exiting homelessness. 

Five major themes emerged: l) economic mobility, 2) 

housing, 3) criminal justice, 4) behavioral health, and (5) 

family stabilization. 

Economic Mobility 
One feature of respondents' discussions of their path­

ways into homelessness is the social dimension of their 

experiences. People did not become homeless simply 

through a lack of financial resources; they came to 

experience homelessness as a result of fragile social 

networks. The fragility of these networks is marked by 

two weak points: lack of financial capital and lack of 

emotional support. 

One important pattern that emerged in many of the 

oral histories: people are not unwilling to double up, take 

people in, or live in another person's home- but they 

do not have the capacity to accommodate the additional 

consumption of resources (e.g., food and household 

goods). That, in turn, strains relationships. The SPARC 

team has begun to describe this phenomenon as network 

impoverishment- a phenomenon in which it is not just the 

individual or family who is experiencing poverty; the 

network itself functions in an impoverished state. As one 

respondent described: 

Respondent: Before that, me and my two kids and their 

father was living inside his mother's house, which she owns the 

house, but she just gave it up so it was a vacant house ... 

Interviewer: Okay, so she owned it, but she just wasn't there? 

Respondent: Yeah, like she owned it, and then she wasn't 

like able to take care of it how she used to, and like things 

started getting cut off slowly like the wate1; the gas, electricity, 

and started having no food, and then like she left, and then we 

didn't have nowhere to go so we just stayed, and then after that 

it started to get cold outside, so we are just like let's just go to 

the shelte1: 

Housing 
In the housing domain, two prominent findings 

emerged: 1) housing options were often viewed as 

dangerous or unsuitable for habitation, so respondents 

would "choose"§ to leave them, and 2) housing place­

ments associated with service programs were commonly 

too expensive to maintain without ongoing subsidies. For 

example, one respondent had this to say: 

§ The SPARC team does not recognize a forced choice as a meaningful choice. 
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Interviewer: What kept bringing you back? What kept 

causing you to become homeless? 

Respondent: Either the apartments I moved in weren't well 

maintained, too high in rent. Extremely too high in rent, 

should I say.Just like I said, housing . . It's just awful. There was 

no way of like the good housing, you had to, at that time, you 

had to meet a certain standard, or criteria, whatever you call 

it. .. The housing that is offered is in bad areas and a lot of 

people relapse like that. Or, they don't feel safe. 

This respondent repeatedly exited the homeless system 

successfully but continued to return- returns that were 

to some degree driven by where they end up upon exit. 

Additionally, the qualitative findings indicate that hous­

ing costs remain a substantial driver of housing instability 

and the subsequent experience of homelessness. In fact, in 

a number of instances people who were attempting to exit 

homelessness indicated that they were being placed back 

into a situation of housing instability. 

Criminal Justice 
Criminal justice involvement was commonly referred 

to as a primary driver of homelessness and a barrier to 

accessing housing. As one respondent stated: 

I had, for my homelessness situation, I had got a [Redacted] 

Housing voucher that helps you go out and you find a place, 

try to find a place to live and you know it's low income. ·well, 

that didn't work for me . . . they won't rent you a place to live 

doing mattress factories, furniture factories, all of these state 

buildings that got furniture, we put them together. You do 

laundry; laundry for mental hospital, for other institutions, and 

you know, license plates and press license plates and detergent 

plants. All this stuff that they call you qualified and train you to 

do, and you get out here they won't hire us. For the real money. 

So and then they scare the public they believe that everybody 

that comes out of prison shouldn't be able to get a job. 

because you have a felony on your background. So for me, 8 e ha vi 0 r a I H ea Ith 
I wasn't able to use that voucher because every place that I The interviews and focus groups featured descriptions of 

went to turned me down because of the one felony that I have, complex needs around mental health and substance use. 

which I went to prison for, on my record. The narratives suggest that current interventions are not 

appropriately responsive to the needs of people of color. 

Criminal justice involvement also presented challenges to One respondent said: 

employment. In their narratives, respondents' inability to 

secure stable, living-wage jobs was commonly ascribed to 

prior involvement with the criminal justice system or felony 

status, rather than lack of skills or the unavailability of jobs. 

As one respondent highlighted: 

And then you come out, you're not trusted now. You can't even 

be no fireman, you can't work in no factory. \•Vait a minute, I 

did all this work for 13 cents an hour in the pen. You know, 

I was at the [redacted] program for mental health, because 

I'm bipolar and I have post-traumatic stress, but then they're 

supposed to help you find housing, like going to a co-op ... 

but then at the last day, they didn't do the co-op because they 

said that my bipolar symptoms were too high. So then they 

discharged me to the street. So at 7:00 at night time, and 

then I end up having to leave all my stuff there and then go 

out on the street. 

S PA R C P H A S E 0 1,1 E S T U DY F I i· i D I ~·i G S I 3 



14 

Narratives similar to this were common, highlighting 

several problems. The first is that the program or inte1ven­

tion length may be inappropriate for the people in need of 

assistance. If respondents are being routinely discharged 

back into homelessness, it suggests that the length of stay 

may not be adequate to achieve desired outcomes and that 

behavioral health care providers may not be coordinating 

well with homeless services. Qualitative data from the inter­

views may also point to the possibility that interventions 

being used might not be as effective in populations affected 

by minority stress.1 

The inte1views also revealed significant substance use 

issues and a dynamic interplay between personal/interper­

sonal trauma and substance use disorders. Narratives often 

involved violence, death, or other traumatic events followed 

by the onset of substance use. 

Family Stabilization 
In describing pathways into homelessness and barriers to 

exit, respondents repeatedly described family disintegration. 

These narratives were commonly organized around systems 

involvement, with child welfare, juvenile justice, and crim­

inal justice featuring prominently. Another life event tl1at 

often triggered or complicated system involvement was 

early pregnancy: 

I got pregnant and ... my mom and step-dad had a divorce. My 

mom she decided to go to a shelter because she don't want lo 

live with him no more. My daughter's grandmother on baby 

dad side didn't want me living with my mom while I was in 

the shelter because I was about to burst. So I went to go live 

with them, our relationship started turning bad a little bit of 

domestic violence was in there, his mom- she didn't condone 

it but she didn't stop it. And it just was really unhealthy there 

so one day I decided to go to [Redacted program name] and 

that's how I ended up here. 

This demonstrates another significant theme in respondents ' 

histories: tl1e prevalence of domestic violence. Domestic and 

intimate partner violence (DV /IPV) was a common tlrread 

in tl1e lives of many respondents, across genders and age 

ranges. The abuse described ranged from extreme levels of 

physical violence to emotional abuse and isolation. 

Minori ty stress refers to the chronic st ress that members of minority groups are subjected to, due to their experiences of 
stigmatization. discrimination, oppression, and violence. 
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his study is, to our knowledge, the largest mixed 

methods study ever conducted on race and home­

lessness. As such, the research offers rich informa­

tion regarding the extent of racial disproportionality in the 

homeless population, as well as insights that can help shape a 

comprehensive response to these racial inequities. 

Composition of the 
Homeless Population 
This study confirms the dramatic over-representation of 

specific racial and ethnic groups in the homeless popula­

tion. Specifically, Black and Native Americans are the most 

disproportionately affected in SPARC partner communi­

ties. Contrary to common perceptions about the connection 

between poverty and homelessness, poverty alone does 

not explain such disproportionality: the percentage of 

people of color experiencing homelessness far outpaces their 

proportion of those living in deep poverty (i.e., <50% of the 

Federal Poverty Level). 

Interestingly, racial disproportionality differed across 

household status/age range. Rates of Black people expe­

riencing homelessness were highest among young adults 

ages 18-24 (78% of that group were Black), followed by 

single adults (67.6% Black) and families (56.3% Black). 

The percentage of individuals who were Black is signifi­

cantly higher than has been previously reported, 4 which 

may be unique to the communities in which the study 

was sited. Black families homeless in SPARC communities 

roughly reflected numbers reported nationally.4 The high 

number of youth far exceeds that reported by HUD,4 but 

is very similar to recent research from Chapin Hall 

at the University of Chicago on the scope of youth 

homelessness, which found that Black youth had an 83% 

higher risk of experiencing homelessness compared to 

youth of other races.6 

The problem of homelessness among Hispanic/Latinx 

people remains poorly understood. This study found, 

as have many previous studies, underrepresentation of 

Hispanic/Latinx people in the HMIS system. This does 

not mean, though, that Hispanic/Latinx people are not 

experiencing homelessness at high rates, only that they 

Among people . . 
exper1enc1ng 
homelessness 
in SPARC 
communities 

82.6% 

73.1% 

70.3% 
are people 
of color.* 

of young 
adults ages 
18-24 

of single 
adults 25+ 

of family 
members 

' Percentages do not include individuals who identified as 
White and Hlspanic/ Latinx. 
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are not being served by the formal shelter, housing, and or without a subsidy). Despite this, rates of homelessness 

service systems. One study in Los Angeles County found remain high for Black people, raising questions about 

that homelessness rates for :Mexican-born people in Los the stability of housing placements once they occm; as 

Angeles were seven times higher than all other races well as the inadequate munber of housing vouchers and 

and ethnicities in the county.8 More research is needed available units overall. 

to understand the extent of Latinx homelessness and 

design interventions to address it explicitly. 

The first phase of SPARC research doc1unented racial 

disproportionality in the homeless population across all 

SPARC communities, regardless of the community's size 

or geographical location. This suggests that the prob­

lem is not limited to one area of the country and is not 

isolated in tl1e largest urban centers. 

In terms of exit from HMIS, Anierican Indians and 

Alaska N ativess were 48% more likely than ·whites to 

exit from HMIS programs back into homelessness. Addi­

tional research is needed to explore why tllese differ­

ences exist. Interestingly, tl1ere was no racial •difference 

between Black and White people among those who 

exited into homelessness. Furthermore, no statistically 

significant difference existed regarding race as a factor 

in who exits homelessness into permanent housing (with 

Workforce 
The workforce survey showed that the racial demo­

graphics of the homeless services workforce do not 

reflect the diversity of people served, particularly 

at the senior management level. The impact on qual­

ity of service and outcomes is unclear. Studies examining 

the impact of provider race on client outcomes are limited 

and have focused on mental health treatment and child 

welfare-not homeless services. rn·11 However, our qualitative 

interviews and focus groups unearthed perceptions of racial 

bias in homeless service agencies. 

A strategy of growing leaders of color and building diver­

sity in senior leadership and boards of directors is one 

concrete way to begin addressing such bias. "While leader­

ship by people of color does not automatically translate into 

equitably designed programs, it is one important strategy in 

the sustained work of dismantling institutional racism. 

Factors Impacting People of Color 
Experiencing Homelessness 
While some of tl1e tl1emes that emerged in tl1e oral histo-

1ies and focus groups might impact anyone e::\.'Pe1ienc-

ing homelessness regardless of race, tllese were the stories 

told by people of color. By isolating people of color in 

tl1e study design, the findings are inherently racialized. 

While it may be tempting to say, "What do these finding 

have to do witl1 race?" it is critical to hold up the voices 

of the respondents themselves and to remember that 

tlleir experiences should be understood in tlle context of 

tlle racial inequities tl1at lead to and exacerbate home­

lessness broadly. In other words, since homelessness has 

been shown to impact people of color so dramatically, it is 

impossible to separate tl1eir experiences of homelessness 

from their experiences of bias and disc1imination. The 

qualitative analysis is attempting to shed light on this inex­

tiicable connection so tl1at it can be better understood. 

Major themes emerged in tl1e qualitative data that begin 

to prioritize points of intervention. The research yielded 
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significant insight into economic mobility, housing, criminal of income. Without focus on structural and economic solu-

justice, behavioral health, and family stabilization. However, tions, people of color will continue to live on the edge and 

these areas do not encompass all of the structural and indi- housing alone will not solve homelessness. 

vidual issues facing people of color experiencing homeless-

ness, but they do frame the broad challenges people face. Access to safe, decent, and affordable housing remains 

a central issue. Respondents revealed a persistent pattern 

In terms of econo:mic mobility, perhaps the most critical 

issue to understand and address is that of network impov­

erishment. This concept has emerged in the SPARC inter­

views as pervasive among people of color experiencing (and 

at risk ofj homelessness. vVhile more research is needed 

to understand the phenomenon more fully, it is clear that 

sustained economic investment in communities of color is 

needed to counter centuries of being shut out of opportuni­

ties for wealth accumulation. The findings suggest commu­

nity-based upstream interventions could help stabilize fragile 

networks. These might include targeted subsidies or flexi­

ble emergency funding that can be applied to prevent home­

lessness or help people exit homelessness. However, such 

approaches would not address the long-term needs of the 

community regarding livable wages and sustainable avenues 

of dangerous, unsuitable housing "choices" and lack of 

housing affordability across all SPARC communities. This 

suggests that in order to end homelessness, a significant 

hurdle will be not only expanding affordable housing avail­

ability (with and without subsidy), but also doing so in a way 

that creates quality housing options and vibrant commu­

nities. Once affordable housing is made available, poli-

cies should be introduced to ensure that such units go to 

the people who are most at risk of becoming homeless (or 

becoming homeless again)-including people of color. 

Involvement in the cri:minal justice system- a system 

that has inequitably targeted Black, Latinx/Hispanic, 

LGBTQ, and other historically marginalized communi­

ties12·13•14- has become a two-way street into and out of 
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homelessness. In other words, many people exit jail and 

prison onto the streets and into the shelters, and many 

people experiencing homelessness are arrested, incarcer­

ated, or on probation/parole. One report found that more 

than 48,000 individuals exit jail/prison directly into home­

lessness each year. 15 Such involvement marks people's 

records, creating barriers to obtaining housing and employ­

ment. In the face of this, tl1e homelessness response system 

has an opportunity to address inequity through upstream 

system changes, such as modification to the policies govern-

ing vouchers, affordable housing, or the permissible scope 

of landlord background checks. 

Racial disparities in behavioral health have been 

well-documented, including high rates of over-diagno-

sis or misdiagnosis of mental health issues, and service 

systems that were not designed to meet the needs of people 

of color. 16 While other studies have highlighted that most 

behavioral health interventions are normed on White, 

middleclass populations, 17 tl1e SPARC interviews and focus 

groups suggested the impact this difference may have on 

how people experience care. The emerging themes from 

this study indicate that more research is necessary to better 

understand what adaptations or new interventions might be 

needed to address tl1e complex behavioral health needs of 

people of color experiencing homelessness. Such interven­

tions must be equipped to address minority stress, multigen­

erational trauma and violence, and substance use. 

To solve homelessness for communities of color, family 

stabilization strategies should be considered, including 

tl10se tl1at address child welfare reform. This points again 

to a potential upstream intervention site. Further, home­

less service programs should be equipped to understand 

and respond to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)/8 

which impact people of color experiencing homelessness at 

extremely high rates. This is an issue that requires furtl1er 

attention and research. 
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B 
ased on the quantitative and qualitative findings Research 
presented in this report, various strategies can guide The research and evaluation community working in the home-

organizational leaders, researchers, policy makers, lessness sector should embed an awareness of racial inequity 

and community members as they work to address racial into all of its work. Researches should work to ensure they are 

inequity in homelessness. Because of the complex underlying not merely extracting knowledge from communities of colm; 

issues that drive high rates of homelessness among people but rather working in partnership with historically marginal-

of colm; it is important to address multiple levels simultane- ized groups to establish new insights. Specifically, next steps in 

ously. It is not possible to solve these issues at the program- research on homelessness and race might include: 

matic level alone. 

The recommendations presented here are ambitious and 

stmctural in nature to respond to the underlying systemic 

inequities that have for decades put people of color at 

greater risk for experiencing homelessness. Some of the 

recommendations are immediate and others are much longer 

term. Some are local, some are national. The authors fully 

recognize that policy makers and the general public may not 

fully embrace these recommendations at present and that 

much work v.rill need to be done to move them all forward. 

Organizational Change 
At the organizational/ agency level, leaders and line 

staff can champion racial equity. Strategies include: 

• Train all staff working in the homeless services 

sector on understanding racism and the intersection 

of racism and homelessness, so they can target 

resources toward and develop/adapt programs for 

people of color. 

• Establish professional development opportunities to 

identify and invest in emerging leaders of color in the 

homelessness sector. 

• Create positions in organizations that are explicitly 

focused on and charged with creating equity-based 

responses to homelessness. 

• Create greater racial and ethnic diversity on boards of 

directors for local and national non-profit organizations 

working on homelessness. 

• Ensure involvement in community efforts such as 

SPARC and similar local and national projects designed 

to remediate racial inequity. 

• Develop or adapt behavioral health interventions, 

domestic violence programs, and other supportive 

services for people of color experiencing homelessness. 

• Conduct additional research to understand the scope 

of Hispanic/Latinx homelessness and the needs of 

Hispanic/Latinx people experiencing homelessness. 

• Conduct additional research to understand the needs of 

transgender and gender-expansive individuals. 

• Support research in these areas that is grounded in a 

community-based participatmy research (CBPR) model. 

• Conduct expanded qualitative data collection to better 

understand the complicated dynamics that drive 

inflow and outflow for people of color in the homeless 

services system. 

Policy 
From a policy standpoint, solutions must be systemic, 

ambitious, and sustained. Such solutions require focused 

advocacy to shape political will and public support. They 

include strategies to: 

• Implement and enforce existing fair housing 

protections with the full force of local, state, and 

federal government. 

• Acknowledge the interstate impact on the U.S. housing 

market. The federal government should inte1vene to 

establish a national housing market that is regulated to 

keep housing within reach for all Americans. 

• Develop new affordable housing stock through broader 

use of inclusionary zoning and mandatmy affordable 

units for new developments. 

• Regulate evictions more closely. All individuals facing 

eviction in housing court should have appropriate 

representation. Additionally, Congress should pass a 

national eviction protections la\v. 

• Introduce regulation or legislation to prevent speculators 

from conducting mass evictions or choosing not to 

renew leases of tenants. 
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Individual 
Action 

Educate yourself, 
your or9anization, and 
the wider community 

on interpersonal, 
institutional, and 

structural raci1sm and 
the facts about race and 

homelessness. 

Use the data 
emerging from SPARC 

to shape advocacy 
and public awareness 

strategies at the 
organizational and 
community levels. 

Get involved 
with organizatiional and 
community-wide efforts 
to address homelessness 

through a racial equity 
perspective. 

Continue to 
be a voice 

for change in your 
community. 

• Enact national tenants' rights legislation. 

• Re-introduce rent control into large urban markets. 

• Enact criminal justice system reform to reduce felony­

related barriers to housing and employment by limiting 

the scope of background checks, sealing the records of 

non-violent offenders, and changing eligibility policies for 

housing subsidies. 

• Restructure the relationship between property value and 

funding for public works, including education, so that the 

opportunity for advancement in society is not tethered to 

neighborhood value. 

• Reform the child welfare system so that it no 

longer produces disproportionately negative outcomes 

for children of color--specifically focusing on family 

reunification. 

• Enact immigration policies that increase the likelihood of 

engagement of Hispanic/Latinx people in seeking help. 

Individual Action 
As individuals- people experiencing homelessness, direct 

service providers, or simply engaged community members-it 

is essential to become agents of change for racial equity in the 

homelessness arena. In order to do this, it is impmiant to: 

• Educate yourself, your organization, and the wider 

community on interpersonal, institutional, and structural 

racism and the facts about race and homelessness. 

• Use the data emerging from SPARC to shape advocacy 

and public awareness strategies at the organizational and 

community levels. 

• Get involved with organizational and community-wide efforts 

to address homelessness through a racial equity perspective. 

• Continue to be a voice for change in your community. 

Summary 
These recommendations grew out of insights from the people 

who participated in this study- people of color experiencing 

homelessness-and tl1ey are grmmded by d1e research findings. 

The SPARC team understands that d1ese are ambitious, sweeping 

recommendations and drnt they cannot all be implemented imme­

diately or simultaneously: It is time, though, that tl1e homelessness 

sector engages in a process of soul-searching at the local level and 

d1e national level to determine where to begin. That is tl1e work 

of SPARC moving forward, and it should be d1e work of all who 

are working to end homelessness. 
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T 
he homelessness field stands at a crossroads: 

continue to use color-blind strategies to solve an 

entrenched social problem that disproportion­

ately impacts people of color, or embrace a racial equity 

approach to addressing homelessness. At this crossroads, it 

is critical to understand that racial equity should not simply 

be another initiative or program that is implemented in the 

mix with other strategies. Instead, commitment to racial 

equity must permeate all other tactics and strategies that 

cities, counties, states, and the nation use to prevent and 

end homelessness. 

The only way to scale equity-based solutions to homeless­

ness is to tackle the systems issues from the beginning. As 

Patrick McCarthy of the Annie E. Casey Foundation has 

said, "You need to solve a whole set of system problems 

to implement them at scale-and a bad system always 

trumps a good program." 19 Unless we as a field address 

structural racism within housing, homelessness response, 

criminaljustice, child welfare, employment, education, 

and health care, we will continue to witness high rates of 

homelessness for people of color. Our responses must be 

ambitious and focused on dismantling racist structures, 

systems, and programs. And this must be done "at scale." 

According to Larry Kramer of t11e William and Flora 

Hewlett Foundation, "Scale is not a separate question, 

that's what it means to solve the problem." 19 

This report presents the initial findings from SPARC's first 

phase of research in six communities across the United 

States. This is only t11e beginning of a sustained effort to 

address racial inequity in homelessness. The picture is 

stark, but if we listen to the voices of people of color expe­

riencing homelessness, the way forward will become clear. 
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