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Racial equity is achieved when one’s race is no longer a predictor of outcomes in systems such 
as healthcare, criminal justice, education, and housing.. At a systems level, achieving equity means 
eliminating all policies and practices that result in differential outcomes by race and ethnicity. In the 
homelessness arena, achieving racial equity would mean that racial breakdowns of people experiencing 
homelessness were represented at roughly the same rates reflected in local demographics. 

It is a common misperception that poverty is the strongest predictor of homelessness. In fact, the 
Supporting Partnerships for Anti-Racist Communities (SPARC) report  highlighted that homelessness is 
rooted in segregation and a history of discriminatory practices in housing, banking, and criminal justice 
systems.  The implications of this study, coupled with understanding the role of systemic racism, challenge 
homeless Continuums of Care (CoCs), local governments, and other stakeholders to implement more 
equitable approaches to providing housing and services. 

Racial Differences in Overall Homelessness
Black people experience homelessness at a higher rate compared to their white counterparts in 

every state in the country. In the United States, African Americans represent 40% of people experiencing 
homelessness – and 52% of people experiencing homelessness in families with children – despite 
constituting only 13% of the general population.  Florida is no exception, with Black persons comprising 
almost 40% of people experiencing homelessness while only 16% of the general population are Black. 

Recognizing racial disparities in overall homelessness is only the first step in addressing racial inequities 
in the homelessness system. As noted above, homelessness is rooted in a history of discriminatory 
practices in broader systems, including housing, banking, and criminal justice. While it is important to 
work to dismantle those broader discriminatory practices, it is especially incumbent upon CoCs, local 
governments, and stakeholders to identify and address racial inequities occurring in local homeless 
assistance systems. Making changes to practices and policies in the local homeless assistance system 
can yield locally racially equitable results. 
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Looking Deeper: Entries into Homelessness, Experiences while Homeless, 
Exits from Homelessness, and Returns to Homelessness

To identify and address racially inequities in the homeless assistance system, (1) local data must be 
disaggregated by race and ethnicity, (2) possible causes of apparent inequities must be identified, and (3) 
changes in policies and practices to address those causes must be implemented. 

Disaggregating Data by Race and Ethnicity
Local communities should disaggregate Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) data by 

race, ethnicity, household size, and the intersection of these and other demographics. While this analysis 
can be done in a variety of ways, the Stella P Race and Ethnicity Analysis Tool is particularly helpful for this 
purpose because it is a defined process that offers insights into every part of the pathways into, through, 
and out of homelessness. 

Below are some, but not all, of the questions that can be asked of disaggregated data. 

1. When comparing the percentage of Black households entering the system with the percentage 
of Black households provided homelessness prevention or diversion assistance, are the numbers 
comparable? If Black households represent 40% of people entering the system but only 25% of 
those receiving prevention assistance, then there may be inequities in the homelessness prevention 
process.

2. When comparing the percentage of Black persons experiencing unsheltered versus sheltered 
homelessness with the percentages of white persons who are unsheltered, are the numbers 
consistent? If 60% of homeless Black persons experience unsheltered homelessness, as compared 
to 30% of white persons, then there may be inequities in homeless emergency shelter policies or 
practices. 

3. When comparing the percentage of Black households provided rapid rehousing assistance with 
the percentage of white households receiving rapid rehousing, are the numbers comparable? If 
only 30% of Black households experiencing homelessness are enrolled in rapid rehousing programs 
while 50% of white households are rapidly rehoused, then there may be inequities in rapid rehousing 
policies and practices. 

4. When comparing the percentage of Black persons returning to homelessness after having been 
rehoused with the percentage of white persons returning, are the numbers consistent? If 20% of 
Black persons return to homelessness while only 5% of white households do so, then there may be 
inequities in the system.
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Identifying Possible Causes of Inequities
Detecting racial differences in data does not always point immediately to obvious solutions. Perhaps 

the most difficult step is interrogating policies and practices to determine where and how racial inequities 
are created. For instance, assume it is found that disproportionately more white households are receiving 
homelessness prevention assistance and/or rapid rehousing assistance, as compared to Black households. 
There are dozens of reasons this could occur – it could be staffing issues, online processes, inadequate 
targeting, barriers to entry, inequitable assessment processes, and so on. It is incumbent upon the CoC 
and its partners to shine a bright light on policies and practices to ferret out the causes of inequities. Once 
the causes are identified, then changes can be made.

Much can be learned by listening to those who have experienced homelessness, including those that 
have participated in local programs.  Often, lived expertise will help reveal weak spots and inequities 
in local systems, policies, and practices. For instance, if Black persons in emergency shelter reveal that 
they have regular substance use counseling, but that they have not received any assistance in locating or 
accessing affordable housing, then the shelter system is not adequately housing-focused for them. Such 
an observation can lead to immediate changes that benefit all. 

Implementing Changes in Policies and Practices
Identifying inequities and their possible causes point to solutions, which must be finely tuned to best 

address the cause. If returns to homelessness are higher for Black persons as compared to whites, and the 
reason is that it takes Blacks longer to find employment due to discrimination in the job market or criminal 
records background, then the solutions may be to provide longer periods of rent assistance to allow 
for longer job searches, while improving employment-related support services for those households. 
Alternatively, if the reason for the higher returns to homelessness is found to be differences in how case 
managers support white versus Black households, then improving hiring practices, training, policies, and 
supervision may be the solution. 

Continuous Improvement
Identifying and addressing racial inequities in the homelessness arena is urgent. It is incumbent upon 

local Continuums of Care, local governments, housing providers, and other stakeholders to take immediate 
action to disaggregate data, identify inequities and their possible causes, and take action to eliminate any 
inequitable policies and practices in the homeless assistance system. Changes and improvements will be 
incremental, with the need to continuously circle back through the process until an equitable system is 
achieved. 
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Additional Resources
• Hudexchange Racial Equity resources, available at https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/racial-

equity/#covid-19.

• The Framework for an Equitable COVID-19 Homelessness Response, available at https://housingequityframework.

org/. 

• The National Alliance to End Homelessness Racial Equity Network Toolkit, available at https://endhomelessness.

org/resource/the-alliances-racial-equity-network-toolkit/.

Footnotes:
1.  COVID-19 Homeless System Response: Staff Orientation to Racial Equity (hudexchange.info). 

2.   https://c4innovates.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SPARC-Phase-1-Findings-March-2018.pdf. 

3.   Individual Continuums of Care can compare overall poverty rates and homelessness rates by race and ethnicity by using the 

CoC Analysis Tool: Race and Ethnicity, available at https://www.hudexchange.info/resource/5787/coc-analysis-tool-race-and-

ethnicity/. 

4.   https://www.hudexchange.info/homelessness-assistance/racial-equity/#covid-19. 

5.   See https://www.myflfamilies.com/service-programs/homelessness/docs/2020CouncilReport.pdf. 

6.  See https://www.hudexchange.info/news/new-stella-resources-to-identify-service-gaps-improve-strategies-and-analyze-

racial-equity/. 

7.   See, for example, the results of the National Innovation Service listening sessions with Black people at https://static1.

squarespace.com/static/5e18db88dc57ef26767dda23/t/5f7f49950514676e2575bd6a/1602177430327/10-08-2020_

Priorities+from+Black+People.pdf. 


