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Abstract: The combination of the ongoing housing crisis and COVID-19 pandemic have spurred a
significant increase in the homeless population in many cities. Local governments have a number of
policy levers that might help to address this crisis and improve the well-being of unhoused people,
including zoning and land use, affordable housing protections, policing, and sanitation. While a
growing body of political science scholarship has investigated the relationship between local politics
and housing policy, we know little about how cities approach homelessness. Using an array of novel
administrative and elite survey data, this paper thus asks: (1) which actors are responsible for
implementing homelessness policy? and (2) To what extent are these policymakers engaged in
preventative policies versus acute service provision and crisis response? We find that local
homelessness policy is highly fragmented, emphasizing service provision and crisis response over
preventative housing programs. Moreover, it is highly oriented around responding to resident
complaints about unsheltered people residing in encampments. Finally, it features an array of
bureaucrats from policing and sanitation departments who are not incorporated into cities’ official
homelessness responses.
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America is in the midst of a homelessness crisis. In 2017, rates began to rise for the first time in
nearly a decade (Bishop et al. 2017). Escalating housing costs, job loss, economic constraints, and a
shift in shelter models to reduce disease transmission produced the perfect conditions for a
homeless crisis with over 580,000 individuals experiencing homelessness on a single night in 2020.2
This problem is especially acute in cities, which are disproportionately home to America’s
unhoused–especially those that are unsheltered (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development 2021). Addressing this problem is of paramount importance: unhoused people
experience greater physical and mental health struggles, higher mortality rates, and poorer education,
economic, and social outcomes (Fazel, Geddes, and Kushel 2014; Roncarati et al. 2018; Fusaro,
Levy, and Shaefer 2018).
The primary cause of homelessness is economic, with scarce affordable housing largely
viewed as the most important driver of America’s homelessness crisis (Colburn and Clayton 2022).3
Within this broader housing context, health also influences an individual’s risk of becoming
homeless. Untreated mental illness or substance use disorders may lead to situations that end in
homelessness (Larimer et al. 2009; Stergiopoulos et al. 2014). Yet, there is also an important bidirectional relationship between homelessness and mental health–further underscoring the centrality
of housing and housing markets to addressing this crisis. People who experience homelessness are
more likely to develop mental illness and substance use disorders as a result of extreme stress
associated with homelessness, with risks increasing dramatically with the duration of homelessness.
Local governments control critical policy levers for addressing homelessness (Silver 2018).
They have the potential to serve in preventative, acute service provision, and crisis management
roles. Most importantly, local governments play a pivotal role in the development of new housing,
and thus housing costs. Through their power over zoning and land use, local governments shape
how much housing gets built in a community, where it can be built, and how easy it is to construct
affordable housing (Burns 1994; Trounstine 2018; Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2019). Indeed, a wide
array of economics and public policy researchers have linked zoning and land use restrictions with
higher housing costs, as well as racial and economic segregation (Metzger and Pelletiere 2013;
Herbert et al. 2018, Trounstine 2018). While their legal powers and financial resources vary, some
local governments can also mitigate homelessness by implementing tenant protections to reduce
evictions and directly funding the production of subsidized housing and housing vouchers.
Although housing policy plays a more preventative, long-term role in reducing homelessness,
local governments are also responsible for a variety of other policies and services that directly affect
the health and well-being of unhoused people. Bureaucrats in social and medical services, police,
parks, code enforcement, and sanitation are important day-to-day actors responding to the needs of
currently unhoused people–especially those that are unsheltered. Here, local governments are key
actors in acute service provision and crisis management for unhoused populations.

https://www.hud.gov/house_america/why_house_america.
Importantly, there is a wide mismatch between the scholarly body of literature which shows a tight connection between
housing prices and homelessness and public perceptions of the drivers of homelessness, which tend to focus on mental
health and substance abuse (Colburn and Clayton 2022).
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In short, cities are pivotal players in homelessness policy. Despite local governments’
centrality to mitigating America’s homelessness crisis, we know little about how they approach
homelessness policy, and the challenges they face in implementing programs targeted towards
unhoused people. A burgeoning body of local politics research explores housing policy. This line of
scholarship unveils important insides about the entrenched nature of opposition to new housing
(Hankinson 2018; Marble and Nall 2021; Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2019); the pivotal role of
zoning and land use regulations in increasing housing costs and producing economic and racial
segregation (Burns 1994; Trounstine 2018; Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2019); and, the political
power and organizing strategies of homeowners (Hall and Yoder 2021) and renters (Michener 2020).
This research on housing, however, makes scant mention of homelessness.
In contrast, there is little scholarship focused on the local politics of homelessness. The
National Academies seminal report on solutions to homelessness in 20184 lamented the need for
more research on the fragmented policy processes and political challenges associated with ending
homelessness (National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine 2018). Initial research
indicates that local governments have largely been left out of federal government homelessness
planning. (Willison 2021) They are also highly responsive to organized coalitions of citizens and
businesses, who oppose many homeless policies (Clifford and Piston 2016; Sands 2017; Amaral
2020; Willison 2021). While research in anthropology and sociology offers important insights into
the history and experience of homeless policy in different contexts (Hoch and Slayton 1989;
Howard 2013; Padgett, Henwood and Tsemberis 2015; Herring 2019; Herring, Yarbough, and
Alatorre 2019), these findings are often separate from the structure and role of political institutions,
policy contexts, and the power dynamics of local political economies.
In contrast with the relative lack of political science scholarship, local homelessness policy
interventions have been the focus of a wide strand of scholarship in medicine and social work.
These studies yield important insights about the efficacy of various service interventions, and have
helped to confirm the centrality of housing as the most effective tool for improving the well-being
of unhoused people (National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine 2018). This
research, however, tends to focus on isolated interventions and programs, and largely does not
consider how the political and institutional context of a community may shape policy
implementation.
This paper brings together a variety of novel administrative and elite survey data from
America’s mid-sized and large cities to better understand the landscape of local homelessness
policymaking. Specifically, we ask several questions: (1) which actors are responsible for
implementing homelessness policy? and (2) To what extent are these policymakers engaged in
preventative policies versus acute service provision and crisis response? We describe whether cities
have homelessness plans and policy agendas, how cities structure their homelessness policies, which
constituencies shape local homelessness policy, and what challenges local leaders face. We find that
local homelessness policy is highly fragmented, and largely targeted toward service provision in the
face of a crisis, rather than broader housing policies that might prevent homelessness in the longThe NAESM report evaluated extensive evidence to date, globally, of the overwhelming efficacy of permanent
supportive housing to ameliorate homelessness.
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term. This fragmented crisis response model of homelessness policy leads to invisible policymaking,
tasking a disparate set of bureaucracies with implementing homelessness policy who city leadership
frequently and explicitly say are not designed for the task. Rather than tackling the broader housing
market forces that contribute to homelessness, cities rely on police officers, social service providers,
sanitation workers, and transportation workers to serve on the frontlines of homelessness policy,
often with little coordination or planning between units. Instead, these bureaucrats frequently make
policy decisions that immediately respond to the visible (mostly unsheltered) homelessness most
likely to elicit complaints from local businesses and community residents. This fragmented, acute
response system–oriented around service provision or crisis management–persists despite the fact
that most cities acknowledge the pivotal role of housing policy and housing costs in driving
homelessness.
In some respects, this fragmented, multi-bureaucracy response has analogues in climate
policy (Bulkeley 2010). Local climate policy is similarly highly fragmented across multiple
bureaucracies and far more situated to respond to immediate crises than to long term climate goals,
such as reduced reliance on fossil fuels (Peluso, Kearney, and Lester 2020). Invisible bureaucrats in
code enforcement, emergency responses, parks, and sanitation, among others, are, in many places,
on the frontlines of implementing climate policy in response to extreme weather events. Not-in-mybackyard sentiments similarly stymie longer term policy solutions (Stokes 2020; Ansolabehere and
Konisky 2014). Business interest groups play an outsized role in driving policy outcomes (Stokes
2020). While understanding the dynamics of homelessness policy is important in its own right, it also
helps to illuminate policymaking dynamics in other important political arenas.

Local Governments and Homelessness Policy
Local governments choose from a variety of different policy options when attempting to address
homelessness. They might elect to primarily focus on social services designed to match currently
unhoused people with needed physical and mental health supports and temporary housing. Or, they
might emphasize policing and sanitation as tools to respond to the negative safety and public health
externalities of a large unsheltered population. Finally, local governments could place housing
policy–and the production of more affordable housing–at the center of their homelessness policy to
reduce overall homelessness and the suffering experienced by their communities’ unhoused
population.
Related to this policy focus, local governments can also choose different bureaucrats to
implement their homelessness policies. They might rely on social and human services, sanitation, parks
and recreation, policing, housing, or planning officials depending upon their chosen policy
approach.
The ensuing sections explore the: (1) federal policy context in which local governments
operate; (2) the growing crisis of homeless encampments in many communities; and (3) the political
context of local governments. We explore how each of these critical contextual factors may shape:
(1) the actors on which local governments rely to implement homelessness policy; and (2) the
propensity of local governments to focus their efforts on service provision, crisis response, or
housing policy. In concert, we anticipate that these factors will lead to a fragmented local
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homelessness response which emphasizes service provision and crisis response policies, such as
policing and sanitation, rather than structural changes to housing policy.
Federal Policy
Federal homelessness policy has long marginalized local governments. Rather than coordinating with
local governments (and potentially incentivizing local governments to implement desired policies),
the federal government has instead delegated this authority to Continuums of Care since the early
1990s (Jarpe, Mosely, and Smith 2018). Continuums of Care are (mostly)5 non-governmental
organizations representing local and regional stakeholders on homelessness; they typically feature
representatives from non-profit and faith-based organizations, the business community, and county
governments (Jarpe, Mosely, and Smith 2018; Housing and Urban Development 2017; Klasa et al.
2021). Continuums of Care receive and distribute federal funding according to local communities’
perceived needs (United States Department of Housing and Urban Development 2009; Jarpe,
Mosely, and Smith 2018). This policy choice separated federal homelessness policy from housing
and other city bureaucracies essential to addressing the root causes of homelessness.
These federal government programs have eschewed both acknowledging local governments
as important implementers of homelessness policy and the centrality of the production of affordable
housing to reducing homelessness. The federal context is consequential. Local governments are
dependent on higher levels of government for important resources and legal powers (Peterson 1981;
Frug 1999; Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012; Schragger 2016). This is not to say they are powerless: as we
noted in the introduction, local governments in many places control a variety of critical policy levers,
including zoning/land use, policing, sanitation, parks, and transportation, among others (Sellers
2002). They are capable of taking independent policy action in the face of a crisis–something that
many cities fully availed themselves of during the COVID-19 pandemic in the form of eviction
moratoriums, mask mandates, and other important public health measures (Holman, Farris, and
Sumner 2020). Nonetheless, federal government policy helps to set the fiscal and regulatory context
in which local governments operate in a variety of policy arenas, determining the resources available
to communities and the incentives they have to pursue particular policies (Dreier 2007; Michener
2017). Collectively, the federal government’s emphasis on social service provision, health care, and
nonprofits leads us to expect that local governments’ homelessness policy will focus on social
service provision across multiple departments, and largely eschew housing policies that might
reshape the supply of homes. It also makes us anticipate a deeply fragmented response, stretched
across multiple departments and multiple units of government.
Encampment Management and Unsheltered Homelessness
The rapid growth in America’s unsheltered population may also shape how local governments
implement homelessness policy. America’s west coast cities have experienced a growth in
encampments and highly visible unsheltered homelessness (Colburn and Clayton 2022; United States
Interagency Council on Homelessness 2018). While unsheltered homelessness is a challenge
nationally–especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic–it is disproportionately clustered in
5
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west coast communities due to a more temperate climate and fewer shelter options; indeed, many
communities outside of the west have adopted either informal, or in a smaller number of cases,
formal policies requiring the production of enough temporary shelter beds to accommodate their
unhoused population (Colburn and Clayton 2022; Hoch 2000). So, while New York City, for
example, has a sizable, unhoused population that rivals or exceeds many west coast cities in some
years, its right to shelter laws mean that the homeless population is sheltered, and thus less visible.
By 2019, homeless encampments had grown to levels that the federal Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) noted “had not been seen in a century.”6 The problem
has only become more severe in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. In response to HUD and
CDC guidelines on the reduction of disease spread, many communities moved away from the
traditional congregate shelter model. This shift led to a major increase in encampments–and
associated substance use disorders. HUD commissioned a series of policy reports investigating
encampments and potential solutions (Dunton et al. 2021) and established formal Encampment
Management policies.
Homeless encampments and unsheltered homelessness spur government responses rooted
in policing and crisis management. “Order maintenance” police strategies focus explicitly on policing
behaviors of persons experiencing homelessness, including loitering, sleeping in public, and publicly
visible symptoms of mental illness (Vitale 2017; Wilson 1978, 118–27). The use of policing to
manage mental health crises among people experiencing homelessness blends into emergency
management responses that have often been deployed by public health agencies in response to
homelessness. People experiencing homelessness, especially unsheltered homelessness, are at high
risk of infectious diseases as a result of limited access to hygiene facilities. From tuberculosis to
STAPH to HIV, local public health agencies have often responded to the infectious diseases with
emergency management protocols (Takahashi 1997; Gorman and Kaiser Health News 2019;
Badiaga, Raoult, and Brouqui 2008). Similarly, public health agencies often enlist the same strategies
to address substance use disorders such as injection drug use among persons experiencing
homelessness (Fracassa 2018; Golden et al. 2019).
Unsheltered homelessness is highly visible, and presents distinctive social, political, health,
and safety challenges. Most unhoused people do not live on the streets (National Academies of
Sciences Engineering and Medicine 2018, Appendix C; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development 2021). They either live in temporary shelters, or in unstable housing arrangements
such as couch-surfing with friends/family. While these individuals and families face immense
challenges and experience worse outcomes on a variety of dimensions, their day-to-day lives are
largely invisible to the general public (Chapin Hall 2018).
The visibility of the unsheltered homeless, in contrast, may affect local government
policymaking in several ways. First, in communities with sizable encampments, it may lead
financially over-burdened local governments to engage exclusively in crisis-response policies. Indeed,
encampments create immediate public safety, public health, and sanitation needs, all of which
expend cities limited resources (Dunton et al. 2021). Even in those cities inclined to pursue
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ambitious housing policy agendas to ameliorate homelessness, they may be unable to do so due to
the staffing and fiscal burdens imposed by an immediate encampment crisis.
Second, encampments may shape public views on unhoused people and desired
homelessness policies. A wide body of political science research explores views towards poor
people, and how those perceptions shape support for redistributive spending (Callaghan and Olson
2017; Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011). While there is widespread sympathy for the poor (Piston
2019), the American public is considerably less supportive of poor people–and the programs that
support them–when those individuals differ from them in visible ways. Exposure to visible
homelessness reduces public support for redistribution (Sands 2017, Laniyonu and Byerly 2021) and
increases support for the removal of unhoused people from public spaces (Clifford and Piston
2016).
Americans may thus not exhibit a great deal of sympathy towards unsheltered people
residing in encampments. When they encounter this highly visible form of homelessness, they may
be inclined to complain about the negative externalities of encampments, rather than make demands
for more generous, redistributive housing policies. By both creating immediate burdens and
engendering community complaints, the growth of encampments may lead to a homeless response
dominated by crisis response and criminalization, with sanitation and safety paramount over other
policy considerations.
Local Politics and Loud Demanders
In his seminal work on local governments, Peterson (1981) argued that cities should seldom engage
in redistributive policies as a consequence of competition from surrounding local governments and
restrictions from higher levels of government. This political economy framework alone should lead
us to expect cities to rarely implement social services and other redistributive policies that might
support unhoused people; instead, we should expect the provision of allocational (e.g., sanitation
and transportation) and developmental policies (economic development).
A wide body of scholarship contends that Peterson’s (1981) emphasis on political economy
misses the role that politics and electoral pressure play in shaping the behavior and incentives of
local public officials. Important decision-makers in local politics are elected, and thus might care
about issues that are important to their constituents. Since local elections are famously low turnout
affairs (Anzia 2014; Hajnal and Lewis 2003; Trounstine 2008), these electoral pressures mean that
the preferences of interest groups (Anzia 2014), public sector employees (Anzia and Moe 2019), and
more privileged, high turnout segments of the population, such as senior citizens (Kogan, Lavertu,
and Peskowitz 2018), will potentially impact homelessness policy–certainly more than the
preferences of the unhoused, who are less likely to vote (Hartley 2020). People experiencing poverty
are less civically engaged as a result of resource constraints—such as inability to take time off to vote
or transportation to get to polling stations–and negative experiences interacting with government
when trying to access social services (Michener 2018). Unhoused persons face compounded
challenges to civic engagement, especially unsheltered individuals. Addressing basic necessities of life
on a daily basis - finding food, hygiene facilities, a safe place to sleep – takes precedence over
political participation. America’s voting registration system is based on place of residence
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(Ansolabehere and Hersh 2012), creating significant obstacles to political participation for
individuals who lack a fixed address. Outside of electoral politics, housing policy is rife with
examples of small groups with strong views exercising outsize influence over policy outcomes
(Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2019). Other scholarship demonstrates that politicians may fear
political backlash for taking unpopular stances on high salience and high conflict electoral issues,
such as those regarding deviantly socially constructed groups (including persons experiencing
homelessness; injection drug users) (Stone 1989; Schneider and Ingram 1993; Mauri and Shipan
2022).
In short, there are powerful electoral incentives for politicians to be responsive to a subset of
constituent preferences. Moreover, as we outlined above, there are good reasons to expect the
preferences of the most advantaged segments of the electorate to be more concerned about the
externalities associated with homelessness. Thus, we might expect local homelessness policy to be
driven by complaints from economically powerful interest groups and constituents–leading to crisis
response policies and social service provision designed to immediately remove unhoused people
from the streets, and not longer-term housing policy solutions aimed at prevention.
This logic suggests that community residents may play two important roles in constraining
homelessness policy. The first has been well-documented in a wide body of scholarship on housing
policy. Entrenched community opposition to the construction of new housing (Hankinson 2018;
Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2019)--especially affordable housing (Tighe 2010)--creates a significant
political obstacle to creating the type of housing that would most effectively mitigate homelessness
in the long-term.
Second, we anticipate community residents will drive a complaint-response model of
homelessness policymaking, in which local governments prioritize the reduction of the sanitary and
safety externalities of unsheltered homelessness, rather than tackling broader structural housing
problems. In this second arena, we anticipate that community residents will be joined by business
interests. Business groups have long been influential–and, at times, dominant–players in local
policymaking (Logan and Molotch 2007; .Stone 1989; Anzia 2022). New research on homeless
policy describes the same dynamics with concerted efforts by organized business coalitions to
oppose structural housing solutions in favor of acute crisis responses targeting behaviors associated
with homelessness (Berkeley Law Policy Advocacy Clinic 2018; Willison 2021; Amaral 2020). Should
these economic interests view unsheltered homelessness as posing a threat to the economic vitality
of their community, they may mobilize–alongside privileged community residents–for immediate
safety and sanitation policies.

Empirical Approach
In sum, these lines of scholarship have left us with several predictions. First, the federal government
policy context leads us to anticipate a local homelessness policy response that is both fragmented
and largely housed with human and social services departments. Second, the growth in
encampments and the political structure of local governments should spur complaint-driven
homelessness policies centered on crisis response: we thus anticipate heavy involvement from local
policing and sanitation bureaucracies that would most directly link with the safety and public health
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concerns generated by unsheltered homelessness. Third, all of these factors collectively will lead
local governments to eschew housing policy as a primary response to the homelessness crisis.
The study of local governments suffers from a paucity of systematic data across a variety of
policy areas (de Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2020). While the Census of Governments
provides important longitudinal data on spending and taxation policies, its coarse categories lack the
necessary specificity for a number of policy areas, including homelessness. Consequently, scholars
of local politics must frequently rely on a patchwork of elite survey and administrative datasets to
document basic information about policy implementation in cities and towns (Gyourko, Hartley,
and Krimmel 2021; Trounstine 2008, 2018; Anzia 2022). Similarly, most analyses of homelessness
policy focus on either a small set of cases or a narrow set of policies (such as criminalization
ordinances) (Herring, Yarbrough, and Alatorre 2019; Robinson 2019; Laniyonu and Byerly 2021;
Thompson et al 2020). This limited set of homelessness policy analyses seldom focuses on local
government decision-making.
We amass a wide array of novel elite survey and administrative data to illuminate
homelessness policy in the nation’s largest and mid-sized cities. These data sets include a nationally
representative survey of mayors of all cities over 75,000; a collection of homelessness and housing
plans from the nation’s 50 largest cities; data on how police and sanitation offices respond to
homelessness in the nation’s 50 largest cities; and, 311 data from San Francisco on resident and
business complaints about unhoused people (and the recorded government response). While each of
these data sources naturally comes with strengths and weaknesses, we hope that this multi-pronged
approach illuminates how local governments approach the pressing challenge of homelessness in
their communities. Rather than introduce each of these data sets at length here, we will present them
as we explore our key results below.

Fragmentation and Social Service Provision in Homelessness Policy
Our survey of mayors confirms that local governments’ homelessness policies are largely: (1)
fragmented across multiple departments and government agencies; and (2) oriented towards human
and social services. Elite surveys are a valuable tool for learning basic policy information (Gyourko,
Hartley, and Krimmel 2021) as well perceptions of political power (Anzia 2022) and the constraints
facing policy implementation (Einstein and Glick 2017). In summer of 2021, we fielded a nationally
representative survey of mayors as part of the Menino Survey of Mayors. Launched in 2014 at
Boston University’s Initiative on Cities, the Menino Survey of Mayors is an annual, nationally
representative survey of mayors of cities over 75,000.7 Researchers conduct almost all interviews in
person or over the phone, ensuring that responses are from the mayors themselves, and not city
staff.8 Annual response rates are consistently over 25 percent, in keeping with other academic elite
surveys (e.g., Anzia 2022); in 2021, we obtained a response rate of 26 percent. Mayoral and city-level
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demographics were similar to the full population of cities over 75,000.9 Because interviews were
conducted over the phone, we are able, in many cases, to obtain lengthy elaborations from mayors,
even on closed-ended questions, that illuminate their thinking on important political and policy
issues.
Our module explored a variety of topics, including federal stimulus spending, the racial
wealth gap, and homelessness. Mayors thus did not opt in (or out) of the survey based on a
particular interest in homelessness. Our questions on homelessness sought to understand a mix of
mayors’ priorities and political pressures, alongside basic details about what policies were in place in
their cities.
These results confirm, as expected, that the local implementation of homelessness policy is
plagued by fragmentation and coordination challenges. Over half of mayors (57 percent) cited a lack
of coordination between different government agencies and nonprofits as a key obstacle to
addressing homelessness in their communities.10 A sizable minority of cities lack dedicated staff to
manage the fragmented set of bureaucracies responsible for implementing homelessness policies.
According to the Menino Survey, 28 percent of cities have no staff devoted to homelessness. This not
only leads to an uncoordinated homelessness response in this subset of cities; it also creates burdens
on other staff who must manage homelessness alongside their usual portfolio of responsibilities.
One western mayor observed that a lack of staff to deal with this complex policy issue “eats up
everyone’s time” as the mayor’s office, communications office, and housing office in their city all
allot significant time to supporting homeless people, without any administrative support or
coordination.
Consistent with our predictions, many mayors also emphasize city social service staff as key
implementers of homelessness policy. A plurality of mayors (38 percent) house dedicated staff
targeting homelessness in their social services agencies.11 This was by far the most popular place to
house city staff dedicated to addressing homelessness, as evidenced in Figure 1. Indeed, it was 14
percentage points higher than the next most popular option, the police; only 14 percent of mayors
indicated that they had staff dedicated to addressing homelessness in their housing departments.
Figure 1. City Staff Dedicated to Homelessness.
Does your city government have staff dedicated to the needs of persons experiencing homelessness? If so, what is their
title/department? (Menino Survey of Mayors)

More details about the full demographic breakdown of the sample population can be found here:
https://www.surveyofmayors.com/files/2022/01/2021-MSOM-Homelessness-Report.pdf.
10 Interestingly, Democratic mayors were 35 percentage points more likely to cite this as an obstacle than their
Republican counterparts.
11 These data come from an open-ended question: “Does your city government have staff dedicated to the needs of
persons experiencing homelessness? If so, what is their title/department?”
9
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Both the absence of coordinated homelessness policy and the relative emphasis on social
services are confirmed by our analysis of city homelessness plans. To further understand cities’
homelessness policies, we collected and read homeless plans from the nation’s 50 largest cities. We
included plans from local CoCs if they were linked from city government websites, reflecting a
degree of cooperation and coordination across government entities. While CoC plans are federally
mandated, cities are not required to produce homelessness plans by either state or federal law. Thus,
their very existence is a signal of at least some local interest in coordinating and planning
homelessness policy (Willison 2021).
Of the 50 largest cities, 35 had homeless plans. 30 percent of the nation’s largest cities had
no separate homelessness plans. Plans are important local government documents. They present clear
goals and policy proposals (Moynihan 2003; Soss and Moynihan 2014); the federal government
views policy plans in general as sufficiently important that it mandates five year housing and
transportation planning processes to receive money from the Department of Housing and Urban
Development and the Department of Transportation, for example. While plans might be fairly
critiqued for offering overly optimistic and non-binding proposals, they offer a clear sense of
government plans and priorities. To not have one at all for homelessness suggests a low level of
policy interest and cohesion. Moreover, the big cities analyzed are likely a best-case scenario: larger
communities are higher capacity and consider a wider array of policies in their governance and
program implementation relative to smaller local governments (Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012;
Willison 2021).
11

Of these plans, there was considerable variation in the scope and level of detail. Some were
comprehensive reports with over 100 pages of in-depth documentation on the drivers of
homelessness and the variety of policies and programs the city was pursuing; others were more
cursory lists of policy priorities and programs housed on city websites. For each plan, we coded the
number of times the a variety of words were mentioned to learn more about the relative local
government emphasis on the following policy approaches:
● Housing “affordable/affordability”; “zoning/land use”; “eviction”
● Crisis Response: “camps/encampment”; “police”; “sanitation/sanitary;” “safety;” “trash”
● Social services/health care: “health”; “mental”; “addiction”; “drug”
Importantly, throughout this paper, we do not simply present raw word counts. Because these
reports are not guided by federal/state standards, they vary enormously in length and level of detail.
Raw word counts might simply capture places that provided more detailed plans across a variety of
areas. Instead, we present either: (1) Dichotomous measures of whether or not a concept was
discussed at all in a report; and (2) Ratios of mentions of different concepts to normalize for total
word counts in a document.
In this section, we focus primarily on two comparisons: social services/health care vs.
housing and mentions of “health” and “affordable” (the two most popular words from each
category). We return to other comparisons and data analyses from these plans in the ensuing
sections of this paper. Of the 35 cities that have homeless plans, 28 (80 percent) mentioned words
associated with health care and social services more frequently than words associated with housing.
This number remains virtually the same when we focus just on the most popular words in each
category, “health” and “affordable/affordability,” with 26 cities (74 percent) discussing “health”
more than “affordable/affordability.” While this simple word comparison is obviously a coarse
measure of the relative focuses of policy plans, it provides suggestive evidence that local
governments devote considerably more space and attention in their policy approach to social service
and health care-based approaches to homelessness, consistent with both our theoretical predictions
and data from the Menino Survey of Mayors.
Plans largely focused on providing services to unsheltered homeless people–something we
will return to in greater detail in the next section. Atlanta’s plan, for example, hoped for additional
resources for “trauma informed care training.” Phoenix’s plan emphasized the inadequate mental
health care available to unhoused people, and outlined strategies for better reaching out their
homeless residents: “Because homeless individuals suffering from mental and behavioral health
conditions often do not have access to appropriate services when experiencing a behavior health
crisis, they are likely to be serviced by a first responder, such as sworn police officers or firefighters.
In some, if not many cases, better health and public safety outcomes may be possible if civilian crisis
response and behavioral health teams responded.” City officials linked their social services with crisis
response, and hoped to have better explicit connections between their social services and arguably
homelessness policy’s least visible actors: sanitation and policing.

Encampments, Policing and Sanitation, and Complaint-Driven Policymaking
12

Turning to our second set of predictions, as anticipated, the crisis of encampments and
people experiencing unsheltered homelessness are a significant concern for many local governments.
16 out of 35 homeless plans mention encampments and camps (46 percent). All cities that
mentioned encampments and camps more than once were located in the South or West, in keeping
with the disproportionately severe unsheltered homeless crises occurring in those regions.
Those cities that did cite encampments in their homeless plans consistently used language
that suggested a health and safety crisis–and a desire to remove people from encampments. Phoenix,
AZ’s homeless plan, for example, said of encampments: "The result is a fluctuating level of
encampments along the streets, defecation in public--sometimes on private property–litter and
debris, public drug use, lewd acts, theft and other property and violent crimes." Oakland, CA’s plan
evocatively noted of its encampments: “You could easily call it a refugee camp,” and lamented the
five court rulings that had prevented the city from closing its encampments. San Francisco, CA’s
plan simply stated, “We've worked to get people off the streets from encampments across the entire
City.” Multiple other plans highlighted the trash, safety concerns, and complaints generated by their
community’s unsheltered homeless population
Encampments and Complaints
While homeless plans consistently emphasized their concern for the wellbeing of their city’s
unsheltered people, many also stressed the complaints they received about these unhoused
individuals. Albuquerque, NM’s homeless plan cited the dehumanization of homeless people,
“There is a lack of public awareness and knowledge of people experiencing homelessness, which has
led to a dehumanization and criminalization of those individuals.” In Colorado Springs, CO, officials
noted a high volume of complaints about homelessness: “Homelessness-related issues are among
the most frequent complaints that the City receives. Our community is concerned about the health
and safety of individuals and families surviving outside. There are also concerns about the
substantial impact of camping and dumping in our public spaces.” Oakland, CA also mentioned
community complaints in highlighting its goal to “balance needs, health, and safety of unsheltered
residents with surrounding residents and businesses.” Sacramento’s plan for the production of
homeless shelters spent ample space discussing how to manage community complaints about these
proposed shelters (and their residents): “Sacramento Housing and Redevelopment Agency is fully
committed to an expeditious response [to community concerns] and will consider the resolution of
community complaints as a high priority.”
Cities’ homeless services webpages reveal the salience of citizen complaints in at least some
communities. We searched the 50 largest cities for “homeless services” websites to learn more about
what web resources cities provided for unhoused people in their communities. Forty-six out of 50
cities had homeless services pages. Of those 46, a striking 11 included portals or links for
complaining about unhoused people and reporting encampments/other issues–on the very websites
that were ostensibly to provide links to services for unhoused people. All but one of the 11 were
again located in the South and West, where the challenges surrounding encampments are most
severe. Seattle’s page illustrates the seemingly at-odds juxtaposition of homeless services with
complaints about unhoused people. Its “Homelessness Resources” webpage contained the following
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sections: (1) Help for people experiencing homelessness (with a number of links to services); (2)
Retrieve belongs removed from an encampment; (3) Learn more about homelessness; (4) Provide
help or volunteer; (5) Report illegal dumping on public property; (6) Report discarded needles,
syringes, and other sharps; (7) Report illegal camping. Minneapolis’ webpage “City Response to
Homelessness” featured a remarkably similar list. In Houston, TX, the mayor felt sufficient political
pressure from an open letter about encampments that he posted a response on one the city’s
webpages dedicated to homeless people. He noted: “The public health and safety dangers posed by
encampments in Downtown and Midtown is what prompted me to work with my colleagues in City
Council to pass the encampment ordinance prohibiting tents and large amounts of personal items
on public property. Although the city was sued and the encampment ordinance was initially blocked
by a federal court order, we are vigorously fighting the lawsuit.” As with Oakland, the mayor cited
federal law and court rulings as a major constraint to the local government fully being able to
respond to public complaints.
Mayors similarly see complaints as central in shaping homelessness policy. In the 2021
Menino Survey of Mayors, a strong majority of mayors (63 percent) believed that public opposition
to affordable housing and homeless shelters is a significant obstacle to addressing homelessness.
This comports with a wide body of research on the effect of community opposition on the supply of
housing (Hankinson 2018; Marble and Nall 2021; Einstein, Palmer, and Glick 2019), especially
affordable housing (Tighe 2010), as well as research on the siting of drug treatment facilities (De
Benedictis-Kessner and Hankinson 2019).
This complaint-oriented governance also manifested in a smaller number of cities when we
asked mayors an open-ended question about how their city defined success in addressing
homelessness. A plurality of mayors (42 percent) defined success as housing their unhoused
residents, with another 16 percent highlighting matching homeless people with relevant social
services. Eleven percent of mayors, however, centered the complaints of residents and businesses in
defining success. One midwestern mayor put it, “The Midwest does not tolerate people being
homeless. It cannot be seen; if it it seen, it’s not being addressed. Can’t have people sleeping on the
streets.” One southern mayor used a “lack of complaints” as a measure of success. Another
midwestern mayor observed, “I think broadly…[that] people…don’t want to encounter people who
are occupying our public right of way and creating issues of trash, litter, and safety that we have to
remedy.” One western mayor noted that his personal preferences did not necessarily align with those
of his residents: “Success to my citizens would be not seeing people camping or wandering the
streets in need of mental health or addiction services. Success more for myself and staff….is getting
to people on the cusp of becoming homeless and keeping them from becoming homeless.” As in
our other data sets, virtually all of the mayors who cited citizen complaints in defining success were
located in the South and West.
Indeed, in all of these different methods of assessing the prominence of citizen complaints,
complaints are not nationally uniform. Based on web presence and mayoral survey data, they are
most salient in the regions of the country with the biggest unsheltered homeless population. But,
even city leaders in places that are not experiencing a large number of resident complaints about
unsheltered homelessness may worry about the potential for public malcontent. Our survey data
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reveal that 73 percent of mayors perceive themselves as being held accountable for addressing
homelessness in their cities. Mayors see their response to homelessness as highly publicly visible.
Consequently, they may shape their homelessness policymaking to either be responsive to existing
citizen complaints or to stave off potential future complaints. Nonetheless, it is likely that regions
with larger unsheltered homeless populations are more prone to complaint-driven homelessness
policymaking.
Policing and Sanitation: Invisible Implementers of Homelessness Policy
When describing the problem of unsheltered homelessness, mayors and public administrative
documents repeatedly highlighted the sanitation and safety challenges created by encampments. We
consequently anticipated the involvement of the police and sanitation departments as part of the
crisis-response approach to homelessness policy. Colorado Springs’ homeless plan articulates the
links between encampments, sanitation, and policing: “To more expeditiously and effectively
remove the debris and trash resulting from the illegal camps in our community, the City will add
three additional staff to the Neighborhood Services Division. Neighborhood Services will assign two
full-time maintenance technicians to work with the Colorado Springs Police Department’s Homeless
Outreach Team (HOT). These maintenance technicians will be solely responsible for immediate
remediation of vacated homeless camps as identified by CSPD.”
While some cities, like Colorado Springs, explicitly discuss policing and sanitation, in general,
simply reading homeless plans might lead one to believe that the police and sanitation were minimal
parts of homelessness planning. In contrast with health and human services and housing
affordability, sanitation and policing are scarcely mentioned in city homelessness plans. Words
associated with policing and public safety (“police” and “safety/safe/unsafe”) only exceed words
related to health and human services (“health,” “drug,” “mental,” and “addiction”) in four homeless
plans.12 Mentions of words related to sanitation (“sanitary/sanitation”, “trash,” and “waste”) are
comparatively even scarcer; words related to sanitation exceed those connected with health in only
one community: Seattle, WA.
These exceptional cases are exclusively communities with large, unsheltered homeless
populations in the South and West. Seattle’s homeless plan places a strong emphasis from the start
on safety and sanitation concerns. In the epigraph to its homeless plan, Seattle features a quote from
Mayor Jenny Durkan which amplifies the sanitation concerns presented by its encampment crisis:
“While we cannot solve this crisis overnight, we must continue urgent action to keep more people
from falling into homelessness, to bring more people off the streets and into safer places, and to
pick up garbage, waste and needles.” Seattle’s plan also highlights a syringe removal program
triggered by resident/business complaints.
For the most part, though, when these policing and sanitation are briefly mentioned in
homeless plans, it is largely to describe the costs they face from being forced to respond to the
growing encampment crisis. In Oklahoma City, for example, their homeless plan noted: “People
who are experiencing chronic homelessness are generally the most frequent users of emergency
The difference becomes even more stark when we focus just on “health” and “police.” The ratio of mentions of
police to health mentions only exceeds 1 in one community: Colorado Springs, CO.
12
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rooms, hospitals, shelters, and police services.” Some communities presented financial analyses that
evaluated the cost burden of homelessness on a variety of local government services, including
emergency response, policing, hospitals, parks, and sanitation. El Paso’s homeless plan observed:
"Criminalizing acts of survival is not a solution to homelessness and results in unnecessary public
costs for police, courts, and jails." These plans suggest that police and sanitation bureaucracies are
not involved in homelessness policy by design; rather, they are forced into roles for which they are
not suited by the exigencies of crisis response. Austin, TX’s homeless plan makes this point
explicitly: "Outreach workers--rather than police--should be first responders regarding unsheltered
populations or other out-reach related issues."
Policing
A nascent body of scholarship documents the role of the police in implementing housing
policy–with deleterious effects for people who are unhoused or experiencing housing instability.
Beckett and Herbert (2012) show that public officials, in an effort to appear responsive to their
constituents, use the police to effectively ban unhoused people from public spaces; Herring’s (2019)
ethnography of San Francisco reveals that unsheltered individuals have frequent, negative
interactions with the police that often result in criminal penalties. Bell (2020) finds that interactions
with the police contribute to evictions, housing instability, and residential segregation. While a wide
body of political science research considers the impact of policing on politics and political behavior
(Lerman and Weaver 2014; Prowse, Weaver, and Meares 2020; Soss and Weaver 2017), there is little
political science scholarship that explores how policing practices might shape the implementation of
housing or homeless policy.
Yet, the police are mentioned in 65 percent of homeless plans; by this dichotomous measure,
their presence is almost as frequent as eviction (mentioned in 77 percent of plans), and considerably
more than zoning or land use (31 percent of plans).13 While they are mentioned less frequently than
health, human services, and housing affordability–suggesting that they are less visible parts of formal
homelessness policy–the police are at least a cursory part of city homelessness planning. Our
mayoral survey data further reveal the extent to which the police influence homelessness policy. 78
percent of mayors say that the police have at least some influence over homelessness policy. This
was the third most potent influencer among the 12 that we asked about on the survey of mayors (see
Figure 2). Indeed, mayors believed the police had a greater impact on their cities’ homeless policies
than people at risk of experiencing homelessness, public housing authorities, and local departments
of public health, among others.
Figure 2. Influences on Homelessness Policy
How much do each of the following groups shape your city’s homelessness policy? (Menino Survey of Mayors)

Of those plans that mention both policing and eviction or policing and land use/zoning, the housing related terms are
used more frequently.
13

16

A smaller share of mayors (22 percent) even placed their city’s homelessness staff in their
police departments. As Figure 1 shows, the only local government department with more
homelessness staff were social services. More mayors opted to place their homelessness staff in their
police departments than in housing or separate homelessness departments.
To further triangulate the role of police in responses to homelessness, we turned to a
different type of administrative data–separate from local homeless plans, ostensibly the most visible
or obvious measure of a local government’s response to homelessness. Specifically, we analyzed the
presence and composition of Homeless Outreach Teams (HOTs) across the 100 largest cities in the
United States. Homeless Outreach Teams are groups of actors designed to engage with persons
experiencing unsheltered homelessness. To date, there are no national data on the presence and
composition of HOTs across the United States, how HOTs interact with persons experiencing
homelessness, and the structure or composition of HOTs. Furthermore, measuring HOT presence
and composition provides an additional measure of municipal priorities and administrative capacity
investments (such as personnel and funding) for solutions to homelessness overall.
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To measure HOT presence and structure, we reviewed city and county websites alongside
their respective law enforcement websites (police or sheriff), coding for: the presence of a HOT;
HOT governance structure and composition; and HOT goals or policies. Of the 100 largest cities,
the majority have HOTs; most of these teams are police-led or feature strong police involvement.
Sixty-three percent of the 100 largest cities have a HOT. Of these, 53 percent locate their
HOT within their cities’ police departments. Another 20 percent of HOTs include direct roles for
police staffing and engagement in HOT procedures, meaning that almost three-quarters of HOTs
(73 percent) formally incorporate the police into a primary piece of municipal homeless outreach
efforts.
While our analysis of HOT plans and policies cannot directly measure the experience of
interacting with a team on the ground, an analysis of HOT plans, goals, and procedures lends insight
into how municipalities prioritize resources and services in this primarily police-engaged outreach
model. The majority of HOTs emphasize engagement, service provision, and crisis management.
Engagement includes strategic encounters with unhoused individuals, initiated through a variety of
mechanisms (including citizen complaints or HOT rounds). Critically, engagement almost always
includes the potential for enforcement of civil or criminal penalties for behaviors associated with
homelessness. For example, San Francisco’s HOT describes their response as “engagement and
enforcement (as a last resort) to respond to criminal issues. " Service provision, punitive policing and
crisis management often go together, focusing on offering social and medical services to unhoused
persons prior to enforcing civil or criminal penalties. Riverside, CA illustrates this co-existence in the
description of their outreach team’s responsibilities: “addressing issues of unlawful panhandling,
camping, abandoned personal belongings and vagrancy" and "provide homeless individuals with a
pathway out of homelessness.” Housing is mentioned infrequently, and most often in the context of
coordinating unhoused persons with services that may link them to housing or temporary shelter.
Overall, HOTs demonstrate a municipal emphasis on acute service provision and crisis
management, occurring in the majority of cases through police-led engagement.
To understand how HOTs work on the ground, and the outcomes associated with police-led
Homeless Outreach activities, we analyze comprehensive 311 data from San Francisco. 311 is the
primary public portal for ‘reporting problems or submitting service requests’14 to the city.15 Our
analysis of San Francisco 311 data confirms our survey and policy document findings about the
persistence of police as key actors in homeless policy. The 311 data additionally reveal the extent to
which: (1) citizen and business complaints contribute to the involvement of the police in
homelessness policy; and (2) police interactions with unhoused people result in criminal penalties
compared to the use of social or medical services resulting from these citizen requests.
As with any case study, investigating San Francisco comes with strengths and limitations.
The primary goal of any local HOT is to connect with people experiencing unsheltered
homelessness. We therefore wanted to select a community with a large unsheltered homeless

https://sf311.org/contact-us/about-us
The 311 data includes requests from 2009-2019. Requests from the beginning of the time-period are not as frequent,
as 311 was established as a public portal in 2008 (https://sf311.org/contact-us/about-us).
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population. In 2019, 64 percent of San Francisco’s 8,035 homeless people were without shelter,16 a
figure roughly in keeping with many other West Coast cities, and significantly higher than in the
northeast (Colburn and Clayton 2022). Previous research has documented the heavy policing of San
Francisco’s unhoused population (Herring 2014; University of California Berkeley School of Law
Human Rights Center 2017). It is therefore possible that the results outlined below reflect
particularly punitive outcomes, and that police approaches may exhibit important variations by
location. Other research on West Coast cities (Beckett and Herbert 2012; Robinson 2019) provides
some evidence that these results likely generalize to other western cities . We suggest caution,
though, in extending San Francisco’s experience to communities with smaller unsheltered homeless
populations, where the manifestations of homelessness are less visible.
Our San Francisco results demonstrate frequent police interactions with unhoused persons
stemming from citizen 311 requests. We searched 311 data from 2009-2020 (January 2009-February
2020, immediately prior to the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States17). We
measured responses related to homelessness using five search terms that encompassed different
potential city responses to 311 requests about unhoused people. We focused only on calls about
homelessness where we could clearly identify the city government’s response to the call. For many
calls, it was simply impossible to determine an outcome–an unfortunately common problem in
administrative data involving policing. One of the most common descriptions assigned to calls
responding to homelessness was, “Case Resolved - Officer responded to request under CAD # X,”
followed by a variety of undiscernible outcomes such as, “Unable to Locate,” and “Issue was
addressed.” We therefore scoured the over 19,878 entries related to homelessness response (search
term “homeless respond”) to determine which terms would allow us to analyze identifiable
government responses. The social services search terms we ultimately used were: “encampment
outreach,” “homeless refer referral referred,” and “homeless outreach.” The punitive search terms
included: “cited encampment” and “homeless encampment remove.”18
Between January 2009-February 2020, these search terms yielded 2,918 response outcomes
(with 2,808 individual case response requests). Nearly all entries are in response to citizen requests
about encampments or other visible manifestations of homelessness. 911 calls are not included in
the 311 data, which means that these results comprise a likely undercount of citizen-initiated, policeled responses to homelessness in San Francisco.
Citizen-initiated responses to homelessness in San Francisco paint a stark picture of a heavily
policed population. Of the 311 response entries where we could identify a government response, 69

https://sfgov.org/scorecards/safety-net/homeless-population
While 311 response calls continued during the COVID-19 pandemic, they shifted, in many cases, to concerns about
the spread of COVID-19, which likely meant different responding bureaucrats and protocols.
18 The search terms were selected after an initial search of common terms related to social service provision or punitive
responses in the 311 database (e.g.: jail; arrest; respond; resources; needle; human waste; panhandling;…) in conjunction
with ‘homeless’ in order to effectively identify entries specifically related to persons experiencing homelessness. The final
five search terms selected were the most commonly used terms clearly associated with an outcome of either social
service provision or punitive responses that could be specifically attributed to persons experiencing homelessness in 311
records.
16
17
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percent explicitly reference police presence.19 What’s more, this is likely an undercount: police were a
formal part of community homeless outreach policy until 2018, 20 and therefore probably included in
an even higher number of 311 responses. Examples elucidate the omnipresent police involvement:
● “Case Completed - resolved: call PD to remove the homeless cleaned and removed
the debris around the homeless” 311 response entry January 2, 2016
● “Case Resolved - already cleaned here twice. send PD to remove homeless,” July 28
2017
● “Agencies responded to request and no encampment in area. Area verified clean.
Homeless encamped on CHP CalTrans property. ...Business is private property
complaints are coming from surrounding business. ... 909 should contact the city
attorney officer for possible enforcement actions on business creating a public
nuisance,” [SFPD Homeless Outreach Unit] March 27th, 2019.
The result of these citizen-initiated government interactions with unhoused people is
overwhelmingly punitive. Of those 311 calls where we could determine a government response, 73
percent were punitive, with outcomes including encampment removal (clearing of
encampments/property confiscation) and citations. Notably, the majority of social service
interactions include limited descriptions of the outreach provided, and many typically occur
alongside a punitive interaction. One 311 response entry from October 10th, 2019 noted:
“Encampment Removed Known subject, continues to work the city outreach, all city services
refused today.” Thirty-four percent of entries in “encampment outreach,” and nine percent of
homeless referrals (search “homeless refer referral referred”) were also present in a punitive
response category (“cited encampment” and “homeless encampment remove”). However, there
were no duplicate response listings between “homeless outreach” and either of the punitive
categories. While the police are only briefly mentioned in most homeless plans, they are dominant
forces in the implementation of homelessness policies–suggesting an important role for the police in
the promulgation of housing policy.
Sanitation
Relative to policing, the role of sanitation in homelessness policy is opaquer. There is no scholarship,
to our knowledge, that explores the connection between sanitation and housing or homeless policy.
Very few mayors (only two percent) house their full-time, dedicated homelessness staff in their
public works or sanitation departments. Only 10 of 35 homeless plans (29 percent) mention
sanitation even once in their plans.
Police presence was measured by search terms within the final dataset (across each of the individual five search terms
for homeless social service provision or criminalization) and included: HSOC (the new HOT including members of
SFPD as primary responders); police; SFPD; with duplicates removed.
20 San Francisco’s primary mechanism for responding to citizen requests to address homelessness is through the
Homeless Outreach Team (HOT), a partnership between the Department of Public Health, Department of Housing and
Supportive Services and the Police Department (SFPD) (ABC7 News 2017; Lazar 2017) until 2018 (Lazar 2018). 311
responses also included a police department liaison (Lazar 2017). Police Officers were and are front line responders in
the HOT and now the Healthy Streets Operation Center Homeless Outreach (HSOC) (Lazar 2018). The majority of 311
response entries include a multi-agency response including SFPD; e.g. ‘Multi-Agency response: Homeless Outreach,
SFPD, and Public Works removed encampment’.
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Yet, our analysis of sanitation policies reveals that sanitation bureaucracies play a pivotal role
in the implementation of homelessness policy. Comparing all our multiple sources of primary data,
we find that sanitation or waste management strategies are the most common policy approach to
homelessness in municipal government–more frequent by some measures than housing, homeless
services, and policing. While encampments steadily grew in response to the ongoing affordable
housing crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic, municipal governments focused their efforts to address
homelessness on waste management and sanitation.
We collected sanitation policies, plans, statements, from municipal websites in the 50 largest
cities, coding for whether or not sanitation departments include formal or informal roles and
responsibilities regarding homelessness. In addition, we coded other local agencies involved in
sanitation responses, including social services, housing, and police–and the goals or outcomes of
particular sanitation responses (including responding to citizen complaints, addressing the needs of
persons experiencing homelessness, or responding to public health/safety concerns).
To our surprise, the overwhelming majority of cities involve sanitation departments or
programs in their municipal response to homelessness. Sanitation policies and programs are also
mostly distinct, or isolated from, designated municipal homeless policies and programs. Eighty
percent of municipalities enlist sanitation institutions as a part of their response to homelessness (see
Figure 3).21 Sanitation strategies to address homelessness were more common than policing (78
percent of mayors list police as influential in homeless policy; 45 percent of cities have HOTs that
involve the police), housing (53 percent of cities discuss eviction in their homeless plans), or existence
of homeless plans themselves (70 percent of cities have a homeless plan).
Many cities included detailed sanitation plans, policies, or procedures. Los Angeles, for
example, describes a three-step approach to their sanitation strategy: “1) Outreach and notification;
2) Sidewalk cleaning and clean-up of public safety hazards; 3) Maintenance of cleaned streets,
including a comprehensive outreach component.”22 In nearly all cases, sanitation responses are not
linked to primary municipal homeless policies on city or county websites, and receive cursory
mention in a minority of homeless plans. The immense prevalence of sanitation roles in local
homeless responses, despite their relative absence in designated homeless plans, illustrates the
fragmented nature of local homeless policy and the outsized influence of invisible bureaucracies in
homeless policies targeting the visibility of homelessness.
Formal roles include detailed plans, policies, or procedures outlining the roles and responsibilities of sanitation
agencies in local responses to homelessness. In 7 cases, local news websites (5) or Facebook pages of city officials (2)
pulled from the municipal website search directly discuss in detail the city’s sanitation response to homelessness,
including (in all 7 cases) quotes from local government actors describing the response and/or procedures (e.g,
Albuquerque NM: ““They’ll remove any trash or debris that’s there and pick up needles,” said Huval [Deputy Director of Housing
and Homelessness]. “They just make sure the area is in good condition,” she said... the encampment team, along with Parks and Rec, and
Solid Waste goes out there every morning, during the week, to give campers notice and clean up the park,”
(https://www.krqe.com/news/politics-government/the-process-behind-removing-homeless-camps-from-publicplaces/) Informal roles include references or discussion of the role or responsibility of sanitation agencies, absent
detailed plans, policies, or procedures. Across all municipalities, 36 out of 50, or 72 percent had formal roles designated
for sanitation institutions, (vs. 4 had informal roles, with 40 municipalities overall or 80 percent of municipalities
explicitly involve sanitation in their response).
22 https://www.lacitysan.org/san/faces/home/portal/s-lsh-es/s-lsh-es-si/s-lsh-es-si-ohs?_adf.ctrlstate=3yh2w9exs_1&_afrLoop=2597935296362606&_afrWindowMode=0&_afrWindowId=null
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Figure 3. Homelessness Policies in Sanitation Departments in U.S. 50 Largest Cities

Sanitation strategies also enlist different actors than those mentioned in homeless plans and
elite survey data. As shown in Figure 3, police and parks departments are frequent partners with
sanitation agencies to implement waste management responses to homelessness; 68 percent of
sanitation policies involved the police, and 30 percent incorporated the parks department. One
structural feature of sanitation strategies reflects a persistent trend across all types of data presented:
the role of citizen complaints. 40 percent of cities overall (and 50 percent of cities that involve
sanitation in their homeless response) include their own formal complaint mechanism for citizens to
report encampments, or ‘waste’ associated with persons experiencing homelessness. New York City,
for example, outlines a detailed mechanism for reporting encampments, and the ensuing process:
You can report homeless people who have established encampments…Encampments are often under bridges
or in remote areas where groups can isolate. In New York City, obstructions and encampments are not
allowed… Officers from your local police precinct will respond within 4 hours… DHS (Department of
Homeless Services) will work to assess and address the condition with city agency partners, such as the
Department of Sanitation (DSNY) and the Parks Department. Throughout the process, DHS will engage with
the individuals at the site to offer services and support, including protecting and safekeeping any valuable
belongings.23

A variety of city bureaucracies thus appear situated to respond to resident complaints about
unhoused people.
Municipal sanitation goals and priorities emphasize encampments and social/medical
services. As shown in Figure 4, the overwhelming majority of sanitation strategies target
encampment abatement (90 percent). Importantly, 68 percent of sanitation strategies do include
23

https://portal.311.nyc.gov/article/?kanumber=KA-02253
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efforts to coordinate with social or medical services, mostly through outreach or referral programs.
However, efforts linking sanitation strategies back to any type of shelter – permanent or temporary
– occur in less than 1 in 5 municipalities sanitation responses. Overall, what municipalities present as
their primary responses to homelessness – shelter, housing, and wrap-around services encompassing
housing – are largely siloed from the most frequent strategy, waste management.

Figure 4. Homelessness Policy Goals in Sanitation Departments in U.S. 50 Largest Cities

Land Use, Zoning, and Homelessness Policy
Finally, we turn our attention towards the connection between housing and homelessness policy. We
anticipated that local governments would prioritize crisis response and service provision over
preventative housing policies. Our analyses of homeless plans and elite survey data paints a mixed
picture. A plurality of mayors (42 percent) list providing housing as their primary homelessness
policy goal. Moreover, our data from homeless plans suggest that a number of local governments do
consider housing policies such as eviction reduction, rental assistance, and land use and zoning to be
important parts of homelessness policy; but, the relative frequency with which these policies are
prioritized pales in comparison with service provision and health. Indeed, as we noted earlier in this
paper, mentions of health and social services far exceed those related to affordability and other
housing policies.
A majority of homeless plans mention eviction (77 percent) and affordability (94 percent) at
least once, suggesting at least some engagement with broader housing market conditions. Only 31
percent, however, mention zoning or land use–the set of public policies where local governments
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can likely have the greatest impact over the provision of affordable housing and shelters. Indeed, the
power over land use is arguably the strongest lever that local governments, large and small, wield
(Anzia 2022; Trounstine 2020; Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012; Burns 1994). Zoning and land use
regulations shape what type of housing (including shelters) can get built and where. They also affect
the construction and location of mental health, addiction treatment, and other social service
facilities, which affect the well-being of unhoused people.
Some communities clearly linked zoning and land use in their homeless plans. Charlotte,
NC, for example, proposed a number of zoning changes designed to make it easier to build
affordable housing including a revised accessory dwelling unit policy, an increase in the monthly
zoning slots available, fee reimbursements, and expedited inspections and plan reviews.
Albuquerque, NM outlined similarly ambitious zoning reforms: “Increase development of marketrate housing development targeted for low-income families, review zoning codes, parking
requirements, and other development regulations to allow and encourage a broader range of housing
types such as ADUs, SROs, traditional NM compounds, lofts, and apartments above commercial
developments.”
This disconnect between land use and zoning (and housing policy more generally) and
homelessness extends to our survey of mayors. Only 32 percent of mayors see zoning and land use
regulations as a significant obstacle to addressing homelessness. Forty-six percent of mayors
perceive evictions as a major obstacle. In contrast, strong majorities of mayors identify limited
funding (79 percent) and public opposition to new housing and shelters (63 percent) as hindrances.
Figure 5 displays these results.
Figure 5. Barriers to Addressing Homelessness
How much do each of the following hinder your ability to address homelessness? (Menino Survey of Mayors)
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It is possible, of course, that housing bureaucrats, like their counterparts in sanitation and
policing, could be less visible homelessness policymakers. While their actions may not be part of
cities’ deliberate homelessness policies, they may, in practice, be implementing homelessness policies
in other ways. We consequently explored the housing plans for America’s 50 largest cities to see
whether housing bureaucracies are setting homelessness policies separately. Unlike homeless plans,
housing plans are state-mandated in many communities. As of 2017, 23 states required that local
governments produce a housing element as part of their regular planning processes (Ramsey-Musolf
2017). Virtually all cities (44) had some form of housing plan available online. What’s more, of those
cities with a plan, most (91 percent) mentioned homelessness at least once.
Many housing plans emphasized the importance of housing stability in preventing
homelessness, consistent with the focus of homeless plans on evictions. Others mentioned rental
assistance, and the need to create housing for specific populations experiencing homelessness, like
veterans. Most frequently, plans articulated the need for better connections with local service
agencies to adequately address the needs of their cities’ unhoused residents. While most discussed
zoning and land use as part of their broader housing policy, few connected these important policy
arenas with homelessness.
Housing is clearly a part of local homelessness policy in most cities. Many city officials see
reducing evictions and increasing housing stability and affordability as important components of
their homelessness policy. Yet, the majority of cities do not connect what is arguably their strongest
housing policy lever with homelessness policy: zoning and land use.

Discussion
Our multi-pronged approach illuminates several important facets of homelessness policymaking. It
is deeply fragmented, with multiple government departments and jurisdictions staffed with managing
policy in this complex area. What’s more, in many communities, homelessness policy is oriented
towards crisis response, using a mix of social service, police, and sanitation bureaucracies to respond
to and prevent resident complaints. Finally, while many cities connect some aspects of housing
policy–such as rental assistance and evictions–with homelessness, most eschew zoning and land use
as policy tools for addressing homelessness in their communities.
There are, as with any study, important limitations in our approach. While our elite survey
data explores large- and mid-sized cities, our empirical analysis of administrative data focuses on
large cities. If anything, an emphasis on larger communities should bias us in favor of finding a more
centralized homelessness policy apparatus focused on prevention: smaller governments often wield
fewer powers and are generally less professionalized and contested (Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012).
We do not expect homelessness policymaking in smaller communities to be more centralized, or to
have better ties with zoning and land use.
Similarly, much of our analysis relies on policy plans to better understand local government
policymaking. Local policy plans–particularly outside of state and federally mandated processes–are
often not binding. While theoretically, local officials might be held accountable in ensuing elections
for failing to meet plan goals, in practice, this is unlikely in low turnout, low information elections
where voters struggle to attribute accountability for low quality public services (de Benedictis-
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Kessner and Warshaw 2020; Burnett and Kogan 2017). Moreover, even when plans are mandated by
the state and federal government–as in, for example, the state of California’s Housing Elements–
enforcement mechanisms are often quite weak (Ramsey-Musolf 2017; Elmendorf et al. 2020).
Nonetheless, they are important agenda-setting documents produced by city elected officials and
bureaucrats; while they may present overly lofty and optimistic goals in many communities, they
provide at least some sense of public official’s stated policy preferences.
Taken in concert, our findings suggest important commonalities and differences among
cities. Most cities face significant institutional fragmentation in their homelessness policies,
struggling to coordinate across different bureaucracies. They often turn to the police and sanitation
bureaucracies to implement key facets of their homelessness policy–in many cases in response to
citizen complaints – and most often ending in punitive measures aimed at encampment removal,
property confiscation, and civil or criminal penalties. They frequently emphasize social service
responses over housing.
There are important differences, too, among local government’s approaches. Some cities
have larger unsheltered homeless populations, and have consequently structured their homelessness
policies to address this ongoing crisis. A small minority of cities do explicitly push for the
production of more affordable housing through zoning and land use reform as a key component of
their homelessness policy.

Conclusion
A policy focus on prevention, rather than crisis response, would have enormous benefits for
America’s unhoused people, and the communities in which they reside. Crisis response solutions–
particularly those involving the police–may temporarily abate the negative externalities created by
encampments. But, without providing housing for the unhoused, these policy proposals simply
move unsheltered people from one place to another, ensuring that the citizen complaints, safety, and
sanitation concerns simply migrate between different neighborhoods (Beckett and Herbert 2012).
Politics makes pursuing an alternative approach centered on housing enormously
challenging. Land use and zoning have long been used as tools to wall off communities, allowing
privileged white homeowners to limit access to their communities, and the high-quality public goods
within (Rothstein 2017; Trounstine 2018). Those same homeowners use these tools today to block
developments large and small, affordable and market rate (Einstein, Glick, and Palmer 2019). In this
context, it makes perfect political sense that public officials would opt for short-term tools
immediately responsive to highly visible homelessness, and avoid the potentially more politically
toxic long-term solutions.
Yet, a small, but significant, minority of cities do pursue these types of housing policies–and
eschew criminalization and crisis-response solutions. Future research might begin to unpack which
types of cities pursue these programs–and the political conditions that favor their implementation.
This line of scholarship could also explore the impacts of these political choices on the size and
demographics of the unhoused population–though there are well-known problems with both the
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reliability of homelessness data and its utility for city-level analysis given mismatches between units
of geographic aggregation (Willison 2021; Colburn and Clayton 2022; Smith 2015).
Finally, much of the analysis in this paper was at the city-level. Future scholarship could dig
deeper into individual-level data, both quantitatively and qualitatively, to learn about how unhoused
people experience different government services. The analyses in this paper do not tell us how
interactions with police or sanitation workers, for example, shape unhoused people’s relationships
with their government. We know that interactions with government and policy institutions, both
good and bad, profoundly shape citizens’ relationships with their government and future civic
engagement. A similar analysis of unhoused people would shed important insight into how
unhoused people perceive their governments, and how these views shape the efficacy of our federal,
state, and local response to homelessness. Given the dearth of political science scholarship on the
politics of homelessness, there is much to learn about the politics of this complex and consequential
arena.
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