
Family homelessness in the United States is a phenomenon of 

immense proportions, a subject begging many questions whose 

answers lead to still more questions. For these reasons it is dif-

ficult to know where to begin contemplating the topic and how 

to frame a discussion of homelessness that is comprehensive, 

illuminating, and rich with ideas for alleviating this large and 

growing crisis.

But a new report is here to help. The American Almanac of 

Family Homelessness, newly available from ICPH, divides this 

monolithic subject into subtopics. Together, the volume’s articles 

provide a guide that is both specific and all-encompassing.

Who is homeless, and why? The first of the Almanac’s three sec-

tions, Issue by Issue, begins with “The Roads Too Often Trav-

eled: Perceived Causes of Family Homelessness.” This article 

incorporates the findings of city leaders across the country in its 

breakdown of major causes of homelessness: poverty, unemploy-

ment, lack of affordable housing, low pay, domestic violence, 

mental illness, substance abuse, and the exorbitant costs of 

medical care. The 20 articles that follow include discussions of 

the different struggles faced by individual segments of the home-

less population, such as minority families, rural families, youth 

(particularly LGBTQ youth), survivors of domestic violence, and 

children with learning disabilities.

Where are homeless families? The Almanac’s second section, 

State by State, has an article devoted to each state and the Dis-

trict of Columbia. The articles offer statistics and other informa-

tion on homelessness as it exists in particular locations across 

the country. (For example: on a single night in January 2011, 

there were 919 people in homeless families in Arkansas, while 

Colorado had more than ten times that number. The governor-

appointed chair of the Delaware Interagency Council on Home-

lessness also serves as executive director of the Homeless 

Planning Coalition of Delaware, while Illinois has no governor-

appointed individual specifically overseeing efforts to combat 

homelessness; rather, the state’s Affordable Housing Task Force 

works to secure lower-cost housing for low-income households, 

including those who are homeless or at risk of homelessness.)

What is being done to help? Each of the Almanac’s sections 

addresses this question— Issue by Issue through critiques of 

the federal government’s approach to combating homeless-

ness, such as the rapid-rehousing initiative, and State by State 

through its descriptions of regional programs. In addition, the 

third section, Ideas in Action, turns a spotlight on national, 

state-level, and local efforts that provide models for reducing 

homelessness and lessening its negative effects. The “Unique 

Funding” portion of Ideas in Action lists innovative ways of 

compensating for reductions in federal funding for anti- 
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The Roads Too Often Traveled: Perceived Causes of Family Homelessness

Despite the official end of the Great Recession (December 2007 through June 2009) —the longest national economic 
downturn since the Great Depression of the 1930s—family homelessness continues to rise.1 The number of families 
accessing shelter over the course of one year increased by 6.0% from 2009 to 2010 and has risen by one-fifth (19.8%) 
since the recession began, in 2007.2 Federal policies have placed an emphasis on housing as a solution for homelessness, 
but the underlying causes of homelessness are too complex and multifaceted to be solved by housing alone. The U.S.  
Conference of Mayors’ annual Hunger and Homelessness survey is the only source of regularly collected data examining  
why families and individuals become homeless. In recent years, the survey indicates that unemployment has played an 
increasingly important role in creating housing instability for families, largely due to the recession. The 2011 report also 
examines the effects of lack of affordable housing, poverty, and domestic violence on families’ housing stability (Fig-
ure 1).3 However, the data in the report are based on city officials’ perceptions and represent just 29 cities. Comprehensive 
national and local-level data are needed to understand the causes and unique characteristics of family homelessness. 

Lack of comprehensive data is a reflection of current federal policy initiatives. The majority of federal funding and focus 
has been on rapidly re-housing households as soon as they become homeless, regardless of reason for homelessness, a model 

Source: U.S. Conference of Mayors, Hunger and Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 23-city Survey, 2007; U.S. Conference 
of Mayors, Hunger and Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 27-city Survey, 2009; U.S. Conference of Mayors, Hunger and 
Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 29-city Survey, 2011.

Figure 1 
Top Three Causes of Family Homelessness According to City Officials 
(by year)
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that was originally intended to cost-effectively end chronic homelessness among single adults. Despite lack of research on 
its long-term effects or applicability to other populations, this model has also been applied to homeless families. However, 
decades of research and the recent perceptions of city officials recognize that housing alone—without a thorough exami-
nation of families’ complex pathways to homelessness and their unique barriers to self-sufficiency—will prove to be an 
inadequate solution.

Poverty
Although the precise factors that cause families nationwide to become homeless are not well understood, over half 
(57%) of surveyed cities pointed to poverty as a primary reason for housing instability.4 Between 2000 and 2010, the 
number of persons in families with children experiencing severe poverty—with incomes below 50% of the federal 
poverty level ($9,545 for a family of three) —increased by two-thirds (67.7%).5 During that same time, the number 
of severely poor children under age 18 rose by 2.7 million, a 57.0% increase.6 This is alarming, as poverty is often 
multigenerational; children who grow up in poverty are more likely to remain poor as adults. Compared with 4% of 
non-poor children, over one-fifth (21%) of children born into poverty spend at least half of their early adult years liv-
ing below the poverty line.7

Two fifths (40.7% and 38.2%, respectively) of black and American Indian and one-third (31.9%) of Hispanic children 
under age five live in poverty, compared with 17.2% of white children.8 Minority families are also overrepresented in 
homelessness statistics. In 2010, American Indian family members experienced homelessness at a rate 11 times (1.13%) 
higher than that of persons in white families (0.10%), while black and Hispanic family members were seven (0.71%) and 
three (0.28%) times more likely to stay in shelters, respectively.9

Female-headed families are among the poorest households; nearly one-third (31.6%) lived in poverty in 2010, a rate  
more than five times greater than that of married families (6.2%).10 These families are more likely to experience mul- 
tiple chronic stressors—unemployment, inadequate and unavailable housing, poor health, and disintegrating social  
networks— due to their poverty status.11 As a result, single mothers are more vulnerable to becoming homeless. Over 
three-quarters (77.9%) of homeless families nationwide are headed by single women.12 

Unemployment
Not surprisingly, as a result of the recent economic downturn, three-quarters (75%) of city officials in 2011 cited unem-
ployment as a leading contributor to family homelessness, compared with just one-quarter (26%) in 2007.13 In 2010, the 
unemployment rate (9.6%) was the highest it has been since 1983. From 2008 to 2011, the number of unemployed persons  
in the country increased by 53.9% (from 8.9 million to 13.7 million). In 2011, blacks were twice (15.8%) as likely to 
be unemployed as whites (7.9%) and Asians (7.0%). Hispanics also experienced job loss at a high rate (11.5%).14 Over half 
of American workers in 2010 were affected by job losses, reduced work hours, pay cuts, and underemployment.15 Many 
unemployed adults have been forced to accept temporary or part-time positions with lower wages and fewer benefits. As 
the nation slowly recovers from the recession, high unemployment rates persist; as of March 2012, the unemployment rate 
was 8.2%, compared with 5.0% when the recession began, in December 2007.16 

Although the loss of a job may not immediately result in housing instability, unemployment can cause families with 
limited resources to deplete their savings and eventually lose their homes. Low-income working families—those hardest 
hit by the recession— often lack financial reserves or have exhausted their resources, leaving them particularly vulner-
able to homelessness after job loss.17 Over two-fifths (42.5%) of the 12.7 million persons unemployed in March 2012 had 
been looking for work for over 27 weeks.18 This type of long-term unemployment is even more likely to exhaust families’ 
savings and create housing instability.
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homelessness programs; an example is Georgia’s 

one-time Homeless Opportunity Fund, which gener-

ated $22 million for permanent supportive housing 

through a rental-car tax. “Early Childhood Devel-

opment Programs” and “After-school Enrichment 

Programs” both highlight work being done around 

the country to narrow the educational gap between 

homeless children and their housed peers.

The American Almanac of Family Homelessness is an 

invaluable tool for office holders and seekers, home-

less advocates, educators, government agencies and 

nonprofit organizations devoted to ending homeless-

ness, and all others concerned about this issue. It is a 

starting point for learning about who needs help, what 

is being done about it, and what we can still do. ■
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Conference of Mayors’ annual Hunger and Homelessness survey is the only source of regularly collected data examining  
why families and individuals become homeless. In recent years, the survey indicates that unemployment has played an 
increasingly important role in creating housing instability for families, largely due to the recession. The 2011 report also 
examines the effects of lack of affordable housing, poverty, and domestic violence on families’ housing stability (Fig-
ure 1).3 However, the data in the report are based on city officials’ perceptions and represent just 29 cities. Comprehensive 
national and local-level data are needed to understand the causes and unique characteristics of family homelessness. 

Lack of comprehensive data is a reflection of current federal policy initiatives. The majority of federal funding and focus 
has been on rapidly re-housing households as soon as they become homeless, regardless of reason for homelessness, a model 

Source: U.S. Conference of Mayors, Hunger and Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 23-city Survey, 2007; U.S. Conference 
of Mayors, Hunger and Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 27-city Survey, 2009; U.S. Conference of Mayors, Hunger and 
Homelessness Survey: A Status Report on Hunger and Homelessness in America’s Cities: A 29-city Survey, 2011.

Figure 1 
Top Three Causes of Family Homelessness According to City Officials 
(by year)

Poverty Unemployment Lack of 
affordable housing

Low-paying 
jobs

Domestic 
violence

Mental illness Substance 
abuse

Medical or 
health costs

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

57% 57%
52%

26%

75%

48%

87%

71%

78%

30%

14%

26%

39%

18%

44%

17%

7%7%

13%

4%

11%

4%
7%

0%

that was originally intended to cost-effectively end chronic homelessness among single adults. Despite lack of research on 
its long-term effects or applicability to other populations, this model has also been applied to homeless families. However, 
decades of research and the recent perceptions of city officials recognize that housing alone—without a thorough exami-
nation of families’ complex pathways to homelessness and their unique barriers to self-sufficiency—will prove to be an 
inadequate solution.

Poverty
Although the precise factors that cause families nationwide to become homeless are not well understood, over half 
(57%) of surveyed cities pointed to poverty as a primary reason for housing instability.4 Between 2000 and 2010, the 
number of persons in families with children experiencing severe poverty—with incomes below 50% of the federal 
poverty level ($9,545 for a family of three) —increased by two-thirds (67.7%).5 During that same time, the number 
of severely poor children under age 18 rose by 2.7 million, a 57.0% increase.6 This is alarming, as poverty is often 
multigenerational; children who grow up in poverty are more likely to remain poor as adults. Compared with 4% of 
non-poor children, over one-fifth (21%) of children born into poverty spend at least half of their early adult years liv-
ing below the poverty line.7

Two fifths (40.7% and 38.2%, respectively) of black and American Indian and one-third (31.9%) of Hispanic children 
under age five live in poverty, compared with 17.2% of white children.8 Minority families are also overrepresented in 
homelessness statistics. In 2010, American Indian family members experienced homelessness at a rate 11 times (1.13%) 
higher than that of persons in white families (0.10%), while black and Hispanic family members were seven (0.71%) and 
three (0.28%) times more likely to stay in shelters, respectively.9

Female-headed families are among the poorest households; nearly one-third (31.6%) lived in poverty in 2010, a rate  
more than five times greater than that of married families (6.2%).10 These families are more likely to experience mul- 
tiple chronic stressors—unemployment, inadequate and unavailable housing, poor health, and disintegrating social  
networks— due to their poverty status.11 As a result, single mothers are more vulnerable to becoming homeless. Over 
three-quarters (77.9%) of homeless families nationwide are headed by single women.12 

Unemployment
Not surprisingly, as a result of the recent economic downturn, three-quarters (75%) of city officials in 2011 cited unem-
ployment as a leading contributor to family homelessness, compared with just one-quarter (26%) in 2007.13 In 2010, the 
unemployment rate (9.6%) was the highest it has been since 1983. From 2008 to 2011, the number of unemployed persons  
in the country increased by 53.9% (from 8.9 million to 13.7 million). In 2011, blacks were twice (15.8%) as likely to 
be unemployed as whites (7.9%) and Asians (7.0%). Hispanics also experienced job loss at a high rate (11.5%).14 Over half 
of American workers in 2010 were affected by job losses, reduced work hours, pay cuts, and underemployment.15 Many 
unemployed adults have been forced to accept temporary or part-time positions with lower wages and fewer benefits. As 
the nation slowly recovers from the recession, high unemployment rates persist; as of March 2012, the unemployment rate 
was 8.2%, compared with 5.0% when the recession began, in December 2007.16 

Although the loss of a job may not immediately result in housing instability, unemployment can cause families with 
limited resources to deplete their savings and eventually lose their homes. Low-income working families—those hardest 
hit by the recession— often lack financial reserves or have exhausted their resources, leaving them particularly vulner-
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2007 2009 2011

Issue by Issue 4 Issue by Issue 5

on the
 Homefront

Spring 2013

page 6 page 7


