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Services without housing can harm
rather than help

Homelessness is a structural problem
with structural solutions, NOT a mental health 

problem with mental health solutions

© Enrico Castillo

We know what works –
Housing, data, coordination, decriminalization



Nooe RA, Patterson DA. J Human Behav in the Social Environment, 2010;20:2: 105-152.

Mental illness makes 
someone more 
structurally vulnerable, 
but illness itself does not 
cause homelessness

Social isolation Housing 
discrimination

Employment 
discrimination

Income 
inequality

Barriers to 
public benefits

Criminalization

Homelessness is a Structural ProblemPart 1. Homelessness Is a Structural 
Problem with Structural Solutions
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Harvard University Joint Center for Housing Studies. The State of the Nation’s Housing. 2018.

Cost-burdened 
households spend 
more than 30% of 
their annual income 
on housing

1 in 3 of all US 
households are cost-
burdened

© Enrico Castillo

Homelessness Is a Structural Problem -
Housing Unaffordability



National Low Income Housing Coalition. Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes. 2021. © Enrico Castillo

“With every $100 increase in median rent, there's a 9% increase in the estimated 
homelessness rate, according to a report by the U.S. Government Accountability Office.”

Homelessness Is a Structural Problem -
Housing Unaffordability
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National Low Income Housing Coalition. Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes. 2021. © Enrico Castillo

Homelessness Is a Structural Problem -
Housing Unavailability
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Two hundred fifty years of slavery. Ninety years of Jim 
Crow. Sixty years of separate but equal. Thirty-five 
years of racist housing policy. Until we reckon with our 
compounding moral debts, America will never be 
whole.

Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations”

© Enrico Castillo
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Housing Supply and Affordability
• Promoting housing construction
• Housing subsidies
• Mixed-income housing policies
• Eliminating single family zoning

Homelessness Prevention
• Renter protections
• Rental assistance
• Identification of households at-risk 
for homelessness
• Addressing Section 8 discrimination
• Universal basic income

Housing and Housing Retention 
for People Who Are Unhoused
• Decriminalization
• Housing First = permanent 
housing + intensive services
• Low-demand housing and 
housing choice
• Non-law enforcement-based 
outreach services

Part 1. Homelessness Is a Structural 
Problem with Structural Solutions



In Los Angeles, we

City Total 
Homeless

%
Unsheltered

Total 
Unsheltered

Los Angeles County (2022) 69,144 70.2% 48,548
LA Homeless Services Authority. Housing Inventory Count. 2021.

• Do not have a right to shelter or housing
• Do not have a countywide coordinated approach to 

homeless outreach, services, and housing
• Do not have adequate shelter or permanent housing 

capacity
• Do have an overreliance on short-term solutions and 

criminalization

©
 Enrico C

astillo
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We know what works –
Housing, data, coordination, decriminalization

©
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Finland’s Homeless Initiatives: 
2008 - Present
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Constitutional 
Right to Housing

Transition from 
Shelters to 
Permanent 

Housing

Housing First Harm Reduction Low Barrier 
Housing

© Enrico Castillo



Shifting away from emergency shelters 
toward permanent housing
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Y Foundation’s A Home of Your 
Own Handbook
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Houston’s The Way Home Initiative
2012 - Present
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• 62% decrease in homelessness since 2011
• 25,000 people have been housed to date
• Declared an effective end to Veteran homelessness



Housing First Harm 
Reduction

Low Barrier 
Housing

System 
Coordination

Data-driven 
Approaches

Partnerships 
with Landlords
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Houston’s The Way Home Initiative
2012 - Present

The Way Home’s 
Community Plan 

to End 
Homelessness



How do you prioritize housing?
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How should we do homeless outreach?

How should housing be designed?

What rules should be in place at housing sites?



How do you prioritize housing?
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Critical Time Intervention
Susser E. Am J Public Health. 1997;87: 256-262.

How should housing be designed?

What rules should be in place at housing sites?



Vulnerability Indices
Currie J, et al. PLoS One. 2021;16(7): e0254100.
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Susser E. Am J Public Health. 1997;87: 256-262.

How should housing be designed?

What rules should be in place at housing sites?



Vulnerability Indices
Currie J, et al. PLoS One. 2021;16(7): e0254100.

© Enrico Castillo

Critical Time Intervention
Susser E. Am J Public Health. 1997;87: 256-262.

Trauma-informed design
Shipworks Architecture

What rules should be in place at housing sites?



Vulnerability Indices
Currie J, et al. PLoS One. 2021;16(7): e0254100.
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Critical Time Intervention
Susser E. Am J Public Health. 1997;87: 256-262.

Trauma-informed design
Shipworks Architecture

Community Resilient, Trauma Resilient Property Management
Preservation of Affordable Housing



Congregate PSH or Scatter-site PSH?
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Housing First or sobriety first?

Housing First or Treatment First?
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Housing First or sobriety first?

Housing First
Tsai J & Rosenheck RA. Adm Policy Ment Health. 2011 May;38(3):142-54



Congregate PSH or Scatter-site PSH?
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Housing First
Tsemberis S.  Am J Public Health. 2004;94:651–656 

Edens EL & Rosenheck RA. Psychiatric Services 62:171–178, 2011

Housing First
Tsai J & Rosenheck RA. Adm Policy Ment Health. 2011 May;38(3):142-54



Both – housing choice is essential
Siegel CE, Hopper K, et al. Psychiatric Services 57:982–991, 2006
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Housing First
Tsemberis S.  Am J Public Health. 2004;94:651–656 

Edens EL, Rosenheck RA. Psychiatric Services 62:171–178, 2011

Housing First
Tsai J & Rosenheck RA. Adm Policy Ment Health. 2011 May;38(3):142-54
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Services without housing can harm 
rather than help



Video Credit: Invisible People https://invisiblepeople.tv/
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Promise
• Echo Park Lake displacement would be a model for housing and 

services, that “all 193 displaced residents will be placed in stable, 
permanent housing within a year.” (Deputy Mayor for City Homelessness Initiatives, Jose 
Ramirez, April 7, 2021)

Reality:
• Of “183 people who were on the official Echo Park Lake 

placements list, only 17 have been placed in what we classify to be 
housing”

One-year Later
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Mental Health Services Can Overshadow 
Structural Reforms to Address Homelessness
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"We're way down on the solution scale.” Housing wasn't just complicated. He 
found that if he mused too long about the problem, on the forces ranged against 
great progress and the disagreements among allies, he grew hungry for the clinic, 
his colleagues, his patients. "I don't get despairing," he told me. "But it's 
much easier to just go take care of people." For all its limitations, that work felt 
full and rich and edifying, and real. Some allies in the struggle against 
homelessness criticized the Program for using resources that should have 
gone to housing. O'Connell's reply was plain: "This is what we do while 
we're waiting for the world to change."

Haggerty told me, "Jim is doing exactly what he should." Medicine alone 
couldn't solve homelessness, she said. "This is really about accountability, system 
design, performance. Until that's fixed, Jim is basically standing at the 
bottom of a cliff, trying to save people.”

“How a doctor cares for Boston’s homeless”
NY Times Magazine, January 5, 2023
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Correct misinformation about the unhoused
• The majority of unhoused individuals have neither mental 

illness nor SUDs

Acknowledge the limitations of our services
• We cannot treat or hospitalize our way out of homelessness

Advocate for structural remedies to homelessness
• Resist the co-opting of our services by policy leaders
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1. Unintended overshadowing of structural solutions to 
homelessness

2. Perpetuation of misinformation and stigma
3. Complicity in the criminalization of homelessness

Should build into their work:
1. Permanent housing as the ultimate metric for success
2. Public education, especially for policymakers
3. Advocacy, partnerships, and empowerment

Services for unhoused populations
should be cautious about:



CA’s Constitution Article 34

LA Times. Dark Side to the California Dream. Feb 3, 2019. Morgan-Martinez K. Santa Clara L. Rev. 765 (1993).
Hannah-Jones N. Living Apart. Pro Publica. June 25, 2015. Gimme Shelter Podcast on Article 34

1950 CA voters add Article 34 to 
the state constitution

1968 Federal Fair Housing Act is 
passed

1971 James v. Valtierra challenges 
Article 34 in the Supreme Court

©
 Enrico C

astillo

“No low rent housing project shall hereafter be 
developed, constructed, or acquired…by any 
state public body until, a majority of the 
qualified electors of the city, town or county…in 
which it is proposed…approve such project by 
voting in … an election.”
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Services without housing can harm
rather than help

Homelessness is a structural problem
with structural solutions, NOT a mental health 

problem with mental health solutions
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We know what works –
Housing, data, coordination, decriminalization
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THANK YOU
Enrico Castillo

egcastillo@mednet.ucla.edu
www.uclacgp.com

mailto:egcastillo@mednet.ucla.edu
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Housing Supply and Affordability
• Promoting housing construction
• Housing subsidies
• Mixed-income housing policies
• Eliminating single family zoning

Homelessness Prevention
• Renter protections
• Rental assistance
• Identification of households at-risk 
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Part 1. Homelessness Is a Structural 
Problem with Structural Solutions



Marc Eichenbaum on Mental Illness and 
Homelessness

Special Assistant to the Mayor of Houston for
Homelessness Initiatives



Prevalence of SMI and SUDs

Sheltered Single Adults, 2010:
• 26.2% had a serious mental illness
• 34.7% had a chronic substance use disorder
• 46% had SMI and/or chronic substance use disorder

Permanent Supportive Housing, 2010:
• Disability due to SMI:  43%
• Disability due to SMI and/or substance abuse 

problem:  53.4%
• Disability due to general medical condition:  13.2%

HUD. The 2010 Annual Homeless Assessment Report to Congress.



Mental illness is a part of homelessness but is far from 
the whole picture



17% of participants had a service for an SMI within 5 years 
prior to enrollment in street outreach

Mental illness is a part of homelessness but is far from 
the whole picture
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In Los Angeles
This highlights another critical weakness in the current homeless service system. Once a 
caseworker assesses an individual, their data is put into the county's coordinated entry 
system to determine eligibility for various housing resources. When that resource becomes 
available, the caseworker then must re-contact that person to get them into housing.

But the city makes this harder with policies like sanitation sweeps of encampments, which 
require individuals to move all their belongings or risk losing them. This often prompts 
unsheltered individuals to move on from a known location, causing delays or a total loss of 
contact.



US Interagency Council on Homelessness. 2023 Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness
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Center on Budget and Policy Priorities © Enrico Castillo



US Interagency Council on Homelessness. 2023 Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness
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US Interagency Council on Homelessness. 2023 Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness
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Mental Health Services Can Overshadow 
Structural Reforms to Address Homelessness

“And while we moved a record 58,000 people off the streets since the beginning 
of the pandemic, we recognize we have more to do – particularly to address what’s 
happening on our sidewalks, reaching people who need the help the most.

Those with schizophrenia spectrum and psychosis disorders, many self-
medicating with drugs or alcohol addictions.

That’s precisely what our encampment resolution grants and our new CARE 
Court seek to address.

Getting people off the streets, out of tents, and into housing and treatment
is essential to making our streets safe for everyone…”

Governor Newsom, State of the State Address, March 2022



LA County Homelessness: Debunking Myths

Los Angeles Housing Services Authority. 2018 Homeless Count Results © Enrico Castillo



Houston Homelessness: Debunking Myths

© Enrico Castillo



© Enrico Castillo



Houston Homelessness: Debunking Myths
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Shifting away from emergency shelters 
toward permanent housing



“Housing one long-term 
homeless person saves 
about 15,000 euros of 
society’s funds per year”



Lessons from Finland and Houston

© Enrico Castillo
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