
 

Chronic homelessness in America can be greatly reduced by recognizing what chronic 

homelessness really is, recognizing which current systems are failing and why, and then utilizing 

systems such as “Housing First”, which have already proven to be successful.  
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Picture this: you wake up one morning, and you don't know where you’re going to sleep that 

night. It’s raining, it's freezing, or it's insanely hot, and you have NO escape. “You don’t sleep. 

You just wait for morning… You’re always alert… When it rains, everything gets soaked… 

After a while, you stop thinking about the future—you’re just trying to make it through the 

night.”(Anonymous, NAEH) That was someone's testimony about homeless life and how rough 

it is. That’s real life for over 700,000 people in the US as of 2024 

“According to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), a person is 

considered chronically homeless if they: 

●​ Have a disabling condition such as mental illness, physical disability, or 

substance use disorder, 

AND 

●​ Have been homeless for 12 consecutive months, or 

●​ Have experienced four or more episodes of homelessness in the last three years, totaling 

12 months or more.”(Dreams for Change) 

Chronic homelessness is a major issue in America and has been on the rise since the 1960s. 

There have been “solutions,” but many have fallen short. The reasons they fail l is because they 

expected these people to be fully sober and follow strict rules before getting housing or any 

support. That's the problem. How can someone get their life together if they don't have a bed to 

sleep in? What happens with Housing First is they 



 

give people a home first, no questions asked, and then from there, you can work with them to get 

them on their feet and sober or whatever else they need. Chronic homelessness in America can 

be greatly reduced by recognizing what chronic homelessness really is, recognizing which 

current systems are failing and why, and then utilizing systems such as “Housing First”, which 

have proven to be successful.  

Homelessness has been around for hundreds of years, long before the term “homeless” 

was adopted. In the 1800s and early 1900s, individuals were referred to as a “hobo” or a 

“tramp”. However, these individuals were not permanently homeless and usually were just 

traveling between cities. In 1990, homelessness became recognized as a distinctive issue because 

researchers noticed that a small group of people remained homeless for a long time and were 

cycling through shelters and public systems. The NAEH (National Alliance to End 

Homelessness) says that chronic homelessness refers to individuals who experience long-term 

and repeated homelessness, while also having a disabling condition, like a mental illness, an 

addiction, or a physical disability. Although this specific classification of homeless people is 

relatively small, they take up a majority of shelters, hospitals, and other public areas. This thesis 

will address the problem of chronic homelessness, explain why the current solutions aren’t 

working, and show how it can be significantly reduced. 

. This may sound like a tall task, but for a few countries, it was actually a lot simpler 

than you might think. Specifically, Norway got rid of chronic homelessness altogether through 

Housing First and similar 



 

programs, and Utah dropped its chronic homelessness by 91%. This shows that it's more 

effective than other solutions. 

So, what is Chronic homelessness? It is defined as having a disabling condition and 

having been homeless for 12 months or experiencing more than three episodes of homelessness 

in three years, totaling 12 months. In 2024, the Department of Housing and Urban Development 

conducted a Point-in-Time Count, which estimates the number of homeless people on a single 

night in the US. The results came out to 771,480. The leading cause of homelessness is 

unaffordable housing in big cities such as California, New York, Cleveland, Tennessee, and so 

on. The average income in America as of 2023 is $80,000. The average cost of a home is 

$522,000. The average home is usually three times the average income, and right now it is six 

times the average income, which is an all-time high. If you can't afford a place to live, more 

often than not, you’ll be homeless.  

Another main cause of homelessness is poverty. In 2023, there were 32.8 MILLION 

people in poverty. Out of those 32 million people, 668,000 were homeless. That’s 86 percent. 

The reason poverty is so widespread is a lack of employment opportunities. If you want a good 

job to be able to live off of, usually you need a college degree, and only 2% of homeless people 

have a college degree. Opening up more job opportunities, especially for homeless people, 

would reduce homelessness by a good amount.  

Mental health and substance abuse are also prominent among people experiencing 

homelessness. 67% suffer from mental health struggles, and 44% suffer from substance abuse. 

More than half of the people who are homeless go through these things. The reason why their 

addiction  



 

has become so bad is because of neglect. When they are on the streets, they are overlooked and 

even looked upon as disgusting when really they're just another human like you and me. The 

difficult conditions and stress of living on the street can cause people to self-medicate with 

harmful substances.” (Coy) 

Another key factor as to why homelessness is such an issue is that these individuals are 

living on the streets. 37% of the homeless are unsheltered, and only 17% of those unsheltered 

are employed. They usually choose to be on the streets rather than be in shelters because of the 

horrible living conditions of these shelters. Not only are they gross, but they are also packed and 

crowded. Jack Tsai from UTHealth says “Across studies, eight thematic categories were 

identified as barriers to staying in shelters or other sheltered locations: lack of safety, triggers for 

substance use, strict shelter rules, triggers for substance use, perceived inadequate care, 

unsanitary conditions, required treatment to participate in housing program, no pet or family 

accommodations, and lack of accessibility for individuals with disabilities.”(Tsai). Additionally, 

some shelters may separate families, which make up 24% of the homeless, due to gender-based 

or adult-only policies. Individuals may also have trouble reaching a shelter because of location 

and a lack of public transportation.  

Another big reason why someone may not enter a shelter is health. Usually, the people in 

the shelters are unsanitary and dirty, and the shelters are so crowded that they cannot be properly 

cleaned. And some people would even prefer being on the streets over being in these gross and 

crowded shelters. That shows how gross and dirty these shelters really can get. “The report also 

finds disparities in the health conditions of sheltered and unsheltered individuals. Unsheltered 



 

individuals were more than four times more likely than sheltered individuals to report physical 

health problems.”(NLICH). “People with the longest periods of homelessness and the most 

significant health conditions are not accessing and being served by emergency shelters. Rather 

than being sheltered or housed and receiving appropriate care, they are instead regularly engaged 

by police and emergency responders.” (Rountree, Hess, Lyke). These problems have existed for a 

while, so why haven’t they been solved? Let’s find out. 

Homelessness has been one of the biggest and most recurring issues in the US, and a 

critical factor as to why it's been like this is because of unrealistic expectations. Specifically, 

expecting addicts or substance abusers to be sober before becoming eligible for housing. The 

National Alliance to End Homelessness says, 

“Most people suffering from mental illness and/or substance use disorders are incapable of 

overcoming their problems without failures and setbacks. It’s wasteful and cruel to deny clients 

housing and services or kick them out of programs for those failures and setbacks, especially as 

their problems will only become worse out on the streets.” (NAEH). More than 40% of the 

homeless are addicts or substance abusers. 

How do they expect that 40% of people will get back on their feet and get sober before being 

able to sleep in a real bed? If it were that easy, they would have done it already. Being sober is 

the last of their worries when they’re sleeping on hard concrete inside tents every night and 

worried about being arrested, robbed, or harmed. If these individuals had a safe place to stay, 

they could focus on 



 

what matters most, which for them would be getting sober. In order to be a candidate for 

housing, in most cases, you must be employed.  

Only 29% of the homeless are employed, and only 11% of addicts are employed. Shelters 

also have strict curfews, may make you leave during the day, and do not have a guaranteed bed, 

hygiene expectations, or savings requirements. These are just a few of the many, many 

requirements to be able to stay in a shelter or housing for even a few days. The saving 

requirement is that any resident must save a specific portion of their salary, and if they fail to do 

so, they will lose their place in the shelter system. This is not a fair expectation, because only 

29% of the homeless are employed. What about the other 71%? Also, the rule requiring them to 

leave during the day is unreasonable. When a homeless individual is staying in a shelter, they 

will not want to go back to the streets during the day. Removing these imprudent restrictions 

would help many more people get off the streets for good, not just for the night. Unreasonable 

restrictions, however, aren't the only issues with these organizations. Corruption plays a major 

role in the failure of these other programs. 

Many people donate to organizations, and these organizations raise a lot of money, but 

the state of homelessness seems to stay the same. Why is that, you may ask? Because of 

corruption in many of these organizations. On January 23rd 2026, Alexander Soofer, who was 

the CEO of a homeless services charity, was arrested for allegedly using federal funds for his 

own personal use. He bought a $120,000 Range Rover as well as a $7,000,000 house and a trip 

to Hawaii and Greece. That money could have and should have been used to feed hundreds of 

homeless people in San 



 

Francisco, but he used it for his own selfish desires. This isn't the only account of something like 

this happening. In 2019, Sherwana Lynn Marcus, who was an employee for a housing assistance 

nonprofit, was arrested for allegedly diverting homeless service funds to herself by submitting 

false paperwork. These homeless individuals would send money orders, thinking they were 

paying rent or putting their funds into savings, but she was allegedly funneling the money into 

an account she controlled. One more story I want to share is about Gwendolyn Westbrook, who 

was the former chief executive of the United Council of Human Services. She is facing nine 

felony charges for “allegedly misappropriating at least $1.2 million in public funds, some of 

which appeared to bankroll her luxury lifestyle” (Barba). She allegedly withdrew money from 

the organization's publicly funded bank account to pay herself a second salary. There is so much 

corruption in the subject of homelessness, and if we’re able to clean up these organizations, so 

many more homeless people can be helped. Cleaning this up is only one of many ways we can 

help people who are homeless. The biggest way we can help is through programs such as 

Housing First. 

There have been many “solutions” that have fallen through the cracks for many reasons, 

but one solution that has worked the best by FAR is the Housing First program. “Housing First is 

a homeless assistance approach that prioritizes providing permanent housing to people 

experiencing homelessness, thus ending their homelessness and serving as a platform from 

which they can pursue personal goals and improve their quality of life. This approach is guided 

by the belief that people need basic necessities like food and a place to live before attending to 

anything less critical, such as getting a job, budgeting properly, or attending to substance use 

issues. Additionally, Housing First 



 

is based on the understanding that client choice is valuable in housing selection and supportive 

service participation, and that exercising that choice is likely to make a client more successful in 

remaining housed and improving their life.” (NAEH). This is by far the best approach to 

homelessness. By providing people with the most basic things they need to function, such as a 

roof and food. Because they have these basic needs and aren't worried about whether or not 

they'll have them tomorrow, they can focus on work, getting sober, getting healthy, or all of these 

things. The services of Housing First can also be utilized by any individual struggling with 

homelessness, such as a family who went through a rough patch or chronically homeless 

individuals.  

The two models Housing First follows are one, permanent supportive housing (PSH), 

which is more for individuals and families with mental illness, addiction, and substance abuse 

disorders. It provides long-term housing support services. The other model is RapidRe-Housing 

(RRH). Rapid Re-Housing is for families and individuals who might have lost their jobs or are 

going through a rough time. It “rapidly” puts them into short-term rental assistance services. 

“The goals are to help people obtain housing quickly, increase self-sufficiency, and remain 

housed. The Core Components of rapid 

re-housing—housing identification, rent and move-in assistance, and case management and 

services—operationalize Housing First principles.” (NAEH). If you’re wondering if it works 

well, just look at these stats. Consumers in a Housing First model access housing faster and are 

more likely to remain stably housed. This is true for both PSH and rapid re-housing programs. 

PSH has a one-year housing retention rate of up to 98 percent. Studies have shown that rapid 

re-housing helps people exit homelessness quickly—in one study, an average of two 

months—and remain housed. A variety of 

https://endhomelessness.org/resources/toolkits-and-training-materials/housing-first/
https://endhomelessness.org/resources/toolkits-and-training-materials/housing-first/


 

studies have shown that between 75 percent and 91 percent of households remain housed a year 

after being rapidly re-housed.”(NAEH) “A majority of clients are found to participate in the 

optional supportive services provided, often resulting in greater housing stability. Clients using 

supportive services are more likely to participate in job training programs, attend school, 

discontinue substance use, have fewer instances of domestic violence, and spend fewer days 

hospitalized than those not participating.”  

There is no evidence against Housing First; however, there is clear evidence supporting 

Housing First. If we want to end homelessness, the Housing First model is our best option. In 

Utah, they reduced homelessness by 91%. They went from 2000+ people in 2005 to fewer than 

200 people in 2015. Now they didn’t get rid of homelessness, but the number of people 

experiencing homelessness dropped greatly. Finland is another great example of how well the 

Housing First program works. In the 80s, Finland had 20,000+ people living on the streets. By 

2023, there were only 3,400 people. Compare that to the 250,000 people homeless in America in 

the 80s and the 650,000 people homeless in 2023. Our homelessness has tripled since then. But 

Utah and Finland have pretty much wiped it out. Finland first focused on turning shared shelters 

into private apartments for those who were formerly homeless. This was a very effective solution 

for short-term housing and increased the supply of housing. In New York City, 80% of people in 

long-term housing stayed housed for 5 or more years. In Houston, they cut homelessness by 60% 

using housing first strategies. Housing First has shown significant success in many areas, 

including big cities, and if we go all in on it, homelessness could be reduced drastically in the 

next decade. If the government and the citizens are serious about reducing homelessness, we 

must go all in on Housing First. 



 

Although Housing First has been proven to be a very successful approach, there are still 

people who don't agree with it and believe it is ineffective. They believe that Housing First fails 

to address deeper, systemic issues. In addition, they may believe that all it does is take the 

problem “from the streets to a hotel”. However, this argument looks past the fact that stability is 

often the difference in the decisions addicts make. That is why stability is the first step in 

Housing First. Once they are stable, they are in a much better position to pursue treatment, 

build good routines, and address problems. 

Homelessness is not an unsolvable crisis, and it isn’t something we don’t have a solution 

for. Chronic homelessness in America can be reduced by recognizing what chronic 

homelessness really is, recognizing which current systems are failing and why, and utilizing 

systems such as “Housing First”, which have already proven to be successful. This is simply a 

challenge that has shown signs of improvement when approached with intention and effort. If 

we really want to address the issues our country has with homelessness, EVERYONE must take 

it seriously. This solution isn’t a quick fix to homelessness for a few years; it is to completely 

eradicate homelessness altogether. “The United States has the knowledge and the resources to 

end homelessness. What is needed is the will to use them.” (NAEH) 
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