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Abstract

Homelessness is a growing problem across the world, with over 150
million people estimated to be homeless. This study aims to compare leading
methods of tackling homelessness along with public perception on several
topics in order to make policymaking more efficient and tailored to each
city’s possible needs. A survey (n=66) was done to gather public perception
on a variety of homelessness-related issues. Strong correlation was found
throughout several comparisons, such as empathy towards the homeless and
perceived responsibility. While not as significant, a positive correlation was
observed in viewing affordable housing as a leading cause vs. support for
encampment bans, as well as viewing substance abuse as a factor vs. lack of
empathy. These results can prove useful in understanding the subconscious
biases people may hold regarding homelessness as well as improve policy
implementation, with politicians knowing which policies would be well
received among their constituents based on related opinions.

Keywords: Homelessness, housing policy, Housing First, public perception,
Fremont, encampment bans, affordable housing

Introduction

Although the right to housing has been declared a universal right ever
since 1948, it is estimated that around 150 million people—over 2 percent of
the global population—are homeless, according to a report from the United
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Nations (Kothari, 2005). Despite implementations of various policies
throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, nations have generally struggled to
make any progress, if not backtracking. Homelessness is a complex issue
that can stem from a diverse range of causes; however, these issues can often
compound and keep those affected in a cycle of homelessness.

The increase in homelessness is evident, as can be seen by an annual
report from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. The
unsheltered homeless population experienced an increase of 30 percent from
2015 to 2020, resulting in a nationwide increase of unsheltered individuals of
8 percent.

In particular, there is a distinction to be made between an unsheltered
homeless individual and a sheltered homeless individual. Transitional
housing, emergency centers, and the houses of friends and family count as
shelter, whereas places not meant for residence, such as abandoned
buildings, underpasses, and even cars, do not count as shelter. While it is
commonly accepted (and with good reason) that there is a positive
correlation between local temperature and the number of unsheltered
homeless individuals, data from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development show a much more self-evident relationship: the more beds per
homeless person, the higher the percentage of homeless people sheltered
(Richards and Kuhn, 2022). This data is visualized by Figure 1. Because
countries define homelessness differently (for example, in Japan, only an
individual who is utilizing a public space as their primary residence
constitutes being homeless, while someone in America could be considered
homeless even if they were living in their car or "couch-surfing™), this not
only makes it hard to accurately compare the respective homeless
populations but also the effectiveness of the policies implemented.
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Figure 1: Relationship of homeless shelter bed inventory with unsheltered homelessness
(Richards and Kuhn, 2022)

However, there have been efforts to standardize homelessness, such
as ETHOS, or the European Typology on Homelessness and Housing
Exclusion. The effects of inconsistent definitions can be seen in more dated
studies, such as the 1992 annual review of homelessness (Shlay and Rossi,
1992). Because definitive answers were very hard to come by, “empirical
work during the 1980s suffered from inconsistent definitions, limited
samples, indirect measurement (relying on informant reports, bed counts, or
heroic assumptions about street-to-shelter ratios), and other serious flaws”
(Lee et al., 2022), save a few exceptions. In the case of America, as
previously discussed, ETHOS mainly covers European countries; there have
been two other government-sponsored ventures that have resulted in slightly
more credible estimates. The National Survey of Homeless Assistance
Providers and Clients (NSHAPC) uses a technique called multi-stage
probability sampling, in which the population is divided into clusters and
randomly selected. Further sampling is then conducted within chosen
clusters at each stage. The most up-to-date national figures of homeless
populations are available through the Department of Housing and Urban
Development. As of January 2024, there were more than 770,000 homeless
individuals on a given night.
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Figure 2: Homeless population (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development)

Literature review
A. Purpose of the review

The purpose of this literature review is to systematically compare and
evaluate the effectiveness of various methods used to combat homelessness
by analyzing current research on the issue. Because homelessness is such a
nuanced issue that differs from country to country, there is no “one size fits
all” solution to the issue. By synthesizing the findings and results from
various surveys, studies, and meta-analyses, this analysis aims to find which
approaches seem to be most effective and appropriate for countries such as
the United States.

B. Scope of the review

This review will consider approaches such as the Housing First
model, affordable housing, navigation centers, supportive services,
criminalization approaches (and anti-homeless architecture), and prevention
strategies, utilizing mainly research data from the 21st century but also
comparing trends across the century.

C. The major approaches to tackling homelessness
1. Housing First Model

The Housing First model is an approach used to combat
homelessness and has primarily been implemented in Western countries such
as the United States, Canada, and Finland. The Housing First approach
recognizes that a homeless person must be able to access a decent and safe
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place to live, which does not limit length of stay (permanent housing), before
stabilizing, improving health, reducing harmful behaviors, or increasing
income (Casey, 2024). Programs using Housing First fall under two
categories: supportive housing and rapid re-housing. Supportive Housing is
when apartments are made more affordable to homeless individuals through
long-term rental assistance, along with services that promote housing
stability. This allows people who otherwise would not be able to afford
stable housing to be able to have a place to stay. Rapid rehousing, on the
other hand, helps by making apartments affordable for individuals, short-
term to medium-term, through rental assistance. This, paired with other
services that are designed to help the household increase income, allows
them to later on be able to afford the apartment over the long term. While
this may seem less helpful than the former category, it is useful when people
suddenly experience unemployment or financial troubles and only need a
short period of time.

1.1  Strong Evidence

After reviewing studies that used housing stability as a metric to
measure the success of the HF approach, all of them determined that
individuals participating in HF programs experienced higher levels of
housing retention and stability (Montgomery et al., 2013). One study found
that veterans in an HF program experienced greater levels of housing
retention compared to treatment-dependent housing (DeSilva et al., 2011).
(A housing situation is where an individual’s eligibility is tied to their
participation in a treatment rehab, such as rehab for substance abuse). The
2010 study found that Housing First resulted in an approximate 84.30
percent reduction in time to housing placement and a 12 percent increase in
housing retention rates (86 percent vs. 98 percent). It was also discovered
that participants who received immediate yet independent housing had more
days in their home, experienced fewer days incarcerated, and reported
experiencing more freedom of choice over treatment (Tsai et al., 2010).

On top of the decreased homelessness and increased housing
retention resulting from the HF model, various studies have shown HF
participants also experience higher rates of program retention, meaning they
continue to participate in an HF program (Henwood et al., 2010). There is
strong evidence to support that HF programs are associated with a higher
quality of life (QoL). Participants under the HF model reported a significant
increase in QoL compared to those receiving treatment as usual (TAU), even
after a relatively short period of time (Patterson et al., 2013).
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1.2 Concerns Regarding the HF Model

While the Housing First model is supported by significant evidence,
there are a few glaring problems associated with it. Firstly, politics can often
get in the way of implementing HF models in countries that do not view
housing as a fundamental right. For example, the HF model has faced
criticism in the US because critics claim that no one has the right to
government unless proven deserving (Stanhope and Dunn, 2011). However,
another more prominent problem with it is that the statistics used to support
the HF model may be misrepresented. This is because while people in
“transitional” government housing may be counted as homeless, individuals
in “permanent” government housing (aka Housing First homes) are not
counted as homeless. As a result, this can make Housing First appear as a
much stronger approach than it really is in reality. Shortly following a shift
in policymaking towards removing preconditions and service participation
requirements, a core element of the HF model, unsheltered homelessness
rose from 175,399 in 2014 to 211,293 in 2019 (United States Interagency
Council on Homelessness, 2020).

2. Wraparound Services and Supportive Care

Wraparound services are a comprehensive and individualized
approach that is meant to address homelessness by utilizing a wide range of
support methods in order to help the individual gain stable housing. These
services, while often implemented simultaneously with housing services
such as HF, aim to treat the underlying causes of homelessness, such as
mental illness, trauma, lack of employment, or physical disabilities.

The wraparound services and supportive care (WSSC) model attacks
the issue by recognizing that the chronically homeless often require more
than just shelter. Through the help of professionals and caregivers who work
closely with the individual, they often use a personalized plan of care that
allows each individual’s specific and unique needs to be fully addressed.
This can include a plethora of services such as mental health counseling,
substance abuse treatment, job and life skills training, access to healthcare,
legal support, and even help in reuniting them with their family. Some
notable examples of the WSSC approach are the U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs” HUD-VASH program, which uses housing vouchers along
with clinical services for veterans who are homeless. Another
implementation is California’s Whole Person Care (WPC) pilot programs.
WPC programs, which focus on a holistic approach, consider the full
spectrum of factors, physical, emotional, social, and spiritual, to be
influential on a person’s overall well-being (St. Catherine University, 2024).
This type of treatment is aligned with the WSSC model, providing
comprehensive patient care. By addressing homelessness from the root
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cause, WSSC aims to reduce the likelihood of individuals falling back into
homelessness.

2.1  Evidence supporting WSSC

There is a significant amount of evidence supporting the WSSC
philosophy and showing its effectiveness, as it has been implemented
alongside various other methods. In a pilot study (n=109) testing
Maintaining Independence and Sobriety Through Systems Integration,
Outreach, and Networking (MISSION), researchers found that out of all the
individuals experiencing chronic homelessness, 85 percent of individuals
were successfully referred to social and behavioral support groups. This
demonstrates that WSSC programs can help homeless individuals access
treatment and therapy, which can often be a barrier to finding stable housing.
Similarly, a study on the HUD-VASH found that wraparound care led to
reductions in emergency services for the homeless, improved mental health,
and higher housing retention rates, up to 80 percent (Helm et al., 2024).

2.2  Concerns with WSSC

Because the WSSC model is often 1:1 or very personal, this can
result in high individual costs for each homeless person. In many studies,
while these specialized and personalized interventions are associated with
significantly improved outcomes for the individuals involved, the costs are
often high. Thus, the value of these programs to the public may not appear as
appealing because the cost-to-effectiveness ratio is not good enough. The
cost of wraparound care can go upwards of 20,000 dollars per person due to
the extensive services provided. While effective, their use and acceptance
still ultimately rely on the public perception (Rosenheck, 2000). On top of
high costs, mental health service workers often face burnout. Defined as
emotional  exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal
accomplishment, healthcare workers not only face scrutiny from employers
to meet productivity standards but must also endure the already much-
stressful work domain. Siebert (2005) found through a survey conducted on
social workers (n=751) that 36 percent of workers scored high in emotional
exhaustion, and 18 percent agreed with the sentiment that they were
experiencing problems with burnout.

3. Policy and Enforcement-Based Legal Approaches

Another way of addressing homelessness that is less hands-on is
through a legislative approach. This includes policymaking, government
regulations, or zoning laws. However, not all approaches are supportive of
the homeless. This can include anti-camping ordinances, anti-homeless
architecture, and laws prohibiting sleeping in public spaces. Policy and
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Enforcement-Based Legal approaches (PEBL) encompass a broad range of
methods. For example, civil litigation helps set precedents for homelessness,
shaping the legal landscape of what is and is not allowed. In a recent court
case (Martin v. Boise), the judge found that it was unconstitutional to punish
individuals who had nowhere else to sleep, sleeping in public spaces.
However, in 2024, the Supreme Court effectively rendered the ruling in
Martin v. Boise null in its City of Grants Pass v. Johnson decision. These
court rulings show how the legal landscape is in a constant state of
uncertainty and can often shift and change, one second criminalizing certain
things and then legalizing them, or vice versa. Through a combination of
laws, legislation, and government action, PEBL can either mitigate suffering
faced by the homeless or mitigate the impact of homelessness on the
residents of a city.

3.1  Evidence in favor of PEBL

Evidence supporting PEBL approaches is abundant but still not as
overwhelmingly strong as idealized. However, one example of homeless
prevention through legal approaches includes providing tenants with legal
representation. As shown by Figure 3, landlords are in every major city
disproportionately overrepresented legally, while tenants often have little to
no legal representation. In New York, only 16 percent of tenants with legal
representation were evicted, while 46 percent of unrepresented tenants were
evicted (Seron et al., 2001). More recently, 86 percent of tenants who had
full legal representation were able to remain in their homes after the
implementation of New York City’s Universal Access to Counsel program
(UAC). Not only does access to legal aid help tenants stay housed, but it also
helps the unhoused secure more reasonable rent and accommodations under
the Fair Housing Act. This is especially helpful with the disabled, since there
is a high correlation between the disabled and the homeless.
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Figure 3: Eviction Representation Statistics

3.2  Evidence against PEBL approaches

However, since PEBL includes a wide range of varying approaches,
there are many approaches that can be considered both a net negative for the
homeless and society itself. These include approaches such as anti-homeless
ordinances, architecture, and the criminalization of homelessness. For
example, one common way of tackling homelessness in cities, especially
large urban places like New York or Guangzhou, is anti-homeless
architecture. While this treats the symptoms of homelessness by effectively
reducing the locations where homeless individuals can seek shelter, it does
not address the root cause. Not only is it not as effective, but it is also more
costly. Surprisingly, punitive methods implemented in Los Angeles cost
more than supportive housing. Supportive housing reduces both medical and
jail expenses, saving up to 6.5 million, with 1.20 dollars for every 1 spent
(Rand, 2018). Punishments for activities that homeless individuals rely on,
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such as panhandling or sleeping in public, are also backwards, as they
perpetuate debt and harm employment opportunities for those involved (Yale
Law School, 2016). Many of these methods have been criticized by experts
as “very expensive non-solutions."

4, Summary of solutions
Approach Positives Negatives
HF Model - Immediate access to housing - Data on the HF model varies
without preconditions based on the definition
- Improved housing retention - ldeological conflict can get
and eventual health outcomes in the way of
- Cost-effective implementation
WSSC - Improves long-term stability - More costly than a “one-
- Personalized support size-fits-all” solution
- Reduces ER visits - Scalability issues
- Helps participants retain - Not always voluntary
housing - Care provider burnout
PEBL - Addresses systemic inequality - Criminizes poverty
- Creates legal boundaries - Ineffective at reducing
- Provides homeless with legal homelessness
help - Cost inefficient
D. Gap in research

Despite a substantial amount of work done examining homeless
policy as well as different models and their respective effectiveness, there
remain several critical gaps in the research that my study attempts to address.
Firstly, much of the existing literature surrounding homelessness is focused
on urban populations, not suburban cities, such as Fremont. Secondly, there
had not been any papers that compared the different perceptions of people
and their views on homelessness-related topics or any papers that explored
the subconscious biases and misconceptions that people may hold when it
comes to the issue of homelessness. It is because of this that this study aims
to gather data on people’s opinions on homelessness and analyze the data to
find connections that may prove useful when viewing homelessness from the
perspective of the general public.

Methodology

An online survey was created to measure the participants’ views on a
variety of topics regarding homelessness. This method was viewed as the
best possible approach because it allowed anonymous responses from many
different people, without fear of expressing an opinion they might deem
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risky to express otherwise. It was also the most practical, as it allowed the
most responses in a shorter amount of time and a more varied group of
respondents.

The survey consisted of only 10 questions, 9 of which were linear
scale questions, asking respondents to rate how they felt about a certain topic
on a scale of 1-5. These included questions such as how participants felt
about banning urban encampments or how supportive they were of homeless
shelter construction. The last question asked which methods, which are the
HF model, WSSC, and PEBL methods previously mentioned, they would
most likely support.

Data was collected through various survey-sharing platforms and in
total had 66 respondents. Because respondents were sourced through online
survey-exchange platforms, this should not be interpreted as a broad
representation of the entire Fremont population or the general public. The
survey is best read as an exploratory pilot that may assist in future, more
rigorous research.

Ethics Statement

Participation in this survey was completely voluntary, informed
consent was obtained, and all responses were collected anonymously and
cannot be linked back to any individual. Data gathered for this paper were
only used for research in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

Statistical Analysis

Participation in this survey was completely voluntary, informed
consent was obtained, and all responses were collected anonymously and
cannot be linked back to any individual. Data gathered for this paper were
only used for research in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

Results

Each of the nine 5-point Likert scale items was treated as an ordinal
variable. The levels of association between each variable were evaluated
through Pearson correlation coefficients (r), with the coefficient of
determination (R”2) used as a metric to test the proportion of variance.
Although Spearman's rho is the traditionally used coefficient for ordinal data,
Pearson's r was used here because each item used a five-point scale with
roughly symmetric response distributions; prior simulation work suggests
Pearson's r is robust to mild violations of continuity under the conditions.
Readers, however, should nonetheless still interpret these coefficients with
that caution in mind. Two-tailed p-values were used to measure the
association as well, with a p-value under 0.05 to be the threshold considered
for statistical significance. It is important to note that there is a distinction to
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be made between statistical significance and practical strength of an
association, because n=66, even modest correlations may yield lower p-
values, so a finding of p < 0.001 indicates the association is unlikely to be
random, while the R? value separately determines how strong the association
is. For example, in Figure 4, an R2? value of 0.55-0.60 shows a medium-
strength relationship, whereas weaker ones, such as 0.35, may indicate a
weaker relationship. These correlational results should be interpreted as
descriptive, rather than concrete and confirmatory.
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Figure 4: Empathy Towards Homeless vs. Perceived Responsibility (R2 = 0.578|p < 0.001)

Figure 4 shows a strong relationship between people’s empathy for
homeless individuals and how responsible they perceive homeless people to
be for their situation. This data means that people who felt that the homeless
were more responsible for their situation felt less empathy, which can play a
role in the policies they choose to vote for.
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Figure 5: Affordable Housing vs. Urban Encampment Ban (R2 = 0.373|p < 0.001)

Figure 5 represents the relationship between viewing affordable
housing as a leading cause of homelessness and support for urban
encampment bans. The p-value (p < 0.001) indicates that this association is
statistically significant and unlikely to be due to random chance, while the
R”2 value of 0.373 means that approximately 37% of the variance in one
variable is due to the other. The corresponding Pearson r is approximately
0.61, which suggests a moderate positive relationship. The heatmap shows a
general pattern in which respondents who viewed affordable housing as a
leading cause of homelessness tended to report less support for encampment
bans, while those who did not attribute homelessness primarily to a lack of
affordable housing were often more supportive of bans.
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Figure 6: Substance Abuse vs. Empathy (R2 = 0.346|p < 0.001)

Figure 6 shows the inverse correlation between empathy levels
towards the homeless and viewing substance abuse as a leading factor of
homelessness. This relationship is an example of how people can often hold

false beliefs and misconceptions that may be harmful to homeless
individuals.
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Figure 7: Shelter Support vs. Homelessness as a Problem (R2=0.119|p < 0.01)

Figure 7 shows the relationship between viewing homelessness as a
problem in the participants’ town and support for a shelter to be constructed.
As already demonstrated by the R? value, there is no strong correlation
between the two, but the heatmap shows that most respondents felt that
homelessness was a huge problem where they lived but were also opposed to
the construction of a shelter nearby.

Discussion
1. Limitations

It is important to note that this study has its obvious limitations, as
data collection through a survey comes with several key issues. Firstly,
because the sample size is relatively small and was obtained through survey
exchange sites, the sample size may not accurately represent the opinions of
the greater population. Furthermore, people who do not carefully read the
survey questions may interpret the questions incorrectly, leading to outliers
that should not have existed. However, the wording of the questions was
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deliberately phrased in an attempt to nullify this issue. Nevertheless, this
study still provides useful insight into the potential biases and subconscious
thoughts people have on the topic of homelessness.

2. Implications

If supported by larger, more thorough samples, findings like these
could have many implications for real-world decision-making. For example,
they offer preliminary insight into how voters may perceive homelessness as
an issue and which policies would receive more support. A politician whose
constituents tend to view affordable housing as a leading cause of
homelessness may anticipate that urban encampment bans would be more
unpopular with that voter group. With deeper, more rigorous research, this
data could help policymakers in making better-informed assumptions about
how a constituent's stance may relate to other stances. This exploratory
survey can serve as a starting point for further investigation regarding the
associations made by voters. For instance, the pattern in which respondents
who viewed homelessness as a severe local problem nonetheless opposed
shelter construction in their own community is consistent with what is
commonly described as a NIMBY response, confirming that the
interpretation would need more research specifically designed to test it.

3. Areas of further research

This research could easily be expanded to cover all facets of
homelessness and public perception, providing even greater insight into the
opinions of constituents, as well as expanding on data analysis. Furthermore,
larger sample sizes could be used to more accurately represent the
population, rather than through specific demographics or inaccurate
representation. A longitudinal study could also be useful to track how
opinions may shift over time and perhaps opinion change after a new policy
has taken effect. It is also worth investigating regional differences, as rural
homelessness, for example, is a topic that is rarely touched upon in homeless
studies, with a large chunk of it focusing on urban homelessness.

Fremont Policy Context and Recommendations

Fremont, which is the fourth-largest city in the Bay Area,
demonstrates many of the relationships that are shown throughout this study
in a suburban environment. According to the 2024 Alameda County Point-
in-Time (PIT) Count, Fremont's homeless population fell to 807 people,
which was a 21 percent decrease from the previously 1206 homeless
individuals residing in Fremont during 2022. However, it was still above the
608 homeless people counted in 2019 (City of Fremont, 2024; Alameda
County Health, 2024). A more recent city announcement reported that there
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had been a rise in 2026 compared to 2024, noting the city's population
remained well below 2022 levels (City of Fremont, 2026). This means that
the percentage of residents who were homeless and sheltered has grown in
the past few years (Alameda County Health, 2024).

On the service side, the City of Fremont funds a Housing Navigation
Center and a seasonal Winter Relief Program, as well as other homelessness-
prevention services. In 2024, the City Council adopted a citywide
Homelessness Response Plan that was focused on stabilizing the homeless
population, rather than attempting to directly reduce it. Through partnerships
with other cities in the area, such as Union City and Newark (City of
Fremont, 2024, 2026), Fremont has been able to work towards that goal.
However, the affordability of housing in Fremont still remains an issue, with
the median home price being $1.6 million as of 2026 and a median rent of
$2800 a month (Redfin, 2026; Zumper, 2026), both being significantly
higher than the national average. A combination of high housing costs and
high median incomes is also consistent with this review's broader scope of
affordable housing, rather than focusing on only joblessness as a driver of
homelessness.

In efforts to address the homelessness issue, the City of Fremont
council had approved a citywide camping ordinance in February 2025, which
prohibited the camping and storage of personal property on public property,
after the US Supreme Court's ruling on Pass v. Johnson (City of Fremont,
2025). After months of sustained public pressure, the Council eventually
removed this clause, keeping the underlying ban on public encampments in
place (CalMatters, 2025). The city has also chosen to close encampments at
sites such as Vallejo Mill and Isherwood Park, using shelter placement as an
incentive (City of Fremont, 2026).

Given the nature of the survey sample, these results should be treated
as hypotheses for future, more Fremont-specific research, rather than a
settled policy conclusion. A locally representative survey along with more
detailed data within the City of Fremont relating to shelter capacity,
encampment locations, and budget allocations than is reflected in this
manuscript would be needed to support firmer policy recommendations.
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Appendix

Survey Instrument

The following nine items were presented to respondents in order.
Items 1-9 used a five-point Likert-type scale: the scale anchors are noted in
brackets for each item. No demographic questions were included in the
survey as administered, though this is identified as a limitation of the study
(see Limitations section).

Perception and Attitude Items (1-5 scale)
Q1. On a scale of 1-5, how safe would you feel around a homeless
person? [1 = Very unsafe; 5 = Very safe]
Q2. On a scale of 1-5, how responsible do you believe homeless
individuals are for their situation? [1 = Not at all responsible; 5 = Entirely
responsible]
Q3. How much do you believe mental illness contributes to
homelessness? [1 = Not at all; 5 = A great deal]
Q4. How much do you believe substance abuse contributes to
homelessness? [1 = Not at all; 5 = A great deal]
Q5. How much do you see homelessness as a problem in your town? [1 =
Not a problem at all; 5 = A very serious problem]
Q6. How much would you support the construction of a homeless shelter
in your town? [1 = Strongly oppose; 5 = Strongly support]
Q7. How much empathy do you feel toward people experiencing
homelessness? [1 = No empathy at all; 5 = A great deal of empathy]
Q8. How much do you believe lack of affordable housing contributes to
homelessness? [1 = Not at all; 5 = A great deal]
Q9. How much do you support bans on urban camping/public sleeping?
[1 = Strongly oppose; 5 = Strongly support]

Note: No demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, housing status,
geographic location, or political affiliation) were included, and this is
acknowledged as a significant limitation because it prevents any
subgroup analyses or verification that the sample is in any way
representative of the broader population. Future replications of this study
should at minimum include a demographic block.
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