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Abstract

Since the 1980s, Blacks have been overrepresented in the homeless population with 
respect to their share of the national population and the poverty population, but little 
research has emerged to explain why this overrepresentation exists. Previous researchers 
have suggested that residential segregation and a declining supply of affordable housing 
push low-income Blacks into homelessness and that greater access to homeless shelters 
pulls low-income Blacks into homelessness at greater rates than Whites. These hypoth-
eses have not been tested, because longitudinal data linking housing characteristics, 
service accessibility, and the homeless population do not exist. For these reasons, the 
study in this article presents analyses of housed and homeless populations separately. 
The first set of analyses focuses on the segment of the housed population most at risk 
of becoming homeless: those living in inadequate and overcrowded housing. Using data 
from the 1990 and 2000 Decennial Censuses and the 1997 American Housing Survey, 
this study tests the relationship between residential segregation, affordable housing 
supply, and the extent to which Blacks live in inadequate and overcrowded housing. 
The study found that high rates of residential segregation and lower affordable housing 
supply were associated with inadequate housing quality and overcrowding in Black 
households. Working under the assumption that closer proximity to homeless services 
decreases migration for such services, in the second set of analyses, this study examines 
racial differences in migration for homeless services. Using data from the 1996 National 
Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients, this study reveals that Black 
homeless clients were less likely than White homeless clients to have migrated for home-
less services. Black homeless clients were more likely than White homeless clients to 
both start their homeless spell in a large central-city location and end up using services 
in that location or in another large central city. Homeless spells were longer for Black 
homeless clients but were more transient for White homeless clients, who were more 
likely to stay in three or more towns during their spell. The study addresses implications 
for fair housing policy, affordable housing policy, and homeless-services provision; 
discusses limitations of the research; and proposes areas for future research.
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Introduction
Blacks1 are overrepresented in the homeless population, but little research has emerged to explain 
why this overrepresentation exists. Since the 1980s, studies on homelessness have consistently 
found that the homeless population is now much more racially diverse than it was before the 
1980s, when it was composed primarily of White middle-aged men (Hopper, 2003; Rossi, 1989a; 
Rossi, 1989b). After 1980, Blacks became overrepresented in the homeless population with respect 
to their share of the national population and the poverty population.

Explanations for the Black overrepresentation can be grouped into push and pull factors. Major 
push factors examined in the literature include poverty, declines in affordable housing supply, 
increases in affordable housing demand, housing discrimination, residential segregation, and lack 
of access to mental health and substance-abuse services. The major pull factor examined in the 
literature is access to shelter space. Some studies of the homeless population have found significant 
negative associations between affordable housing supply and the size of the homeless population 
and positive associations between increasing housing prices and the size of the homeless population  
(Bohanon, 1991; Burt, 1992; Eliot and Krivo, 1991; Honig and Filer, 1993). These studies, however, 
do not explain how housing influences Black homelessness differently than White homelessness.

Some researchers have speculated that residential segregation may be a reason for the overrepre-
sentation of Blacks in the homeless population (Baker, 1994; Shinn and Gillespie, 1993; Wright, 
1989; Wright, Rubin, and Devine, 1998). Regardless of the causes of residential segregation, its 
presence is theorized to limit housing opportunities for Blacks by shrinking the market in which 
they make housing choices. Thus, segregation may limit access to affordable housing and put 
Blacks at greater risk of becoming homeless. Although such theories have been proposed, they 
have never been empirically tested.

Other researchers have addressed shelter access, the main pull factor in the literature. Baker (1994) 
found that shelters were more likely to be placed in communities with high percentages of Blacks, 
and Lee and Farrell (2004) found that shelters were more likely to be placed in communities with 
high percentages of minorities. Some researchers have argued that homeless shelters perpetuate 
long-term homelessness and pull people out of inadequate substandard housing into homelessness 
(Gounis, 1990; Jencks, 1994). Thus, if poor Blacks have greater access to shelter space, they may 
be pulled out of their housing at greater rates than poor Whites, assuming equal preferences for 
using homeless services.

One reason why few researchers have addressed these push and pull factors empirically is that 
appropriate data to analyze the factors are not publicly available. Ideally, a researcher would need 
to link data on housing segregation, affordable housing supply, homeless shelter locations, and the 
racial composition of the homeless population in the United States to analyze these factors. If such 
data were available, a researcher could examine whether changes in segregation, affordable housing 
supply, and access to shelter space are correlated with Black homelessness rates. Because such 
linked data are not available, this study examines the housed and homeless populations separately.

1 In this article, “Blacks” should be understood to refer to “non-Hispanic Blacks” and “Whites” should be understood to 
refer to “non-Hispanic Whites.”
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Part I of this study’s analyses focuses on the segment of the housed population most at risk of 
becoming homeless (Ringheim, 1990; Rosenbaum, 1996; Stacey, 1972): those people who live in 
inadequate and overcrowded housing. Using data from the 1990 and 2000 Decennial Censuses 
and the 1997 American Housing Survey (AHS), this study examines the relationships between 
residential segregation, affordable housing supply, and the extent to which Blacks live in inad-
equate and overcrowded housing.

Working under the assumption that closer proximity to homeless services decreases the need to 
migrate for such services, Part II of this study’s analyses examines racial differences in migration 
for homeless services. Using client data from the 1996 National Survey of Homeless Assistance 
Providers and Clients (NSHAPC), this study examines the migration of Black and White homeless 
people for homeless services.2

Literature Review
This section discusses research on the overrepresentation of Blacks in the homeless population. 
First, a review of historical research examines trends in Black representation in the homeless 
population over time. Second, explanations for the overrepresentation of Blacks in the homeless 
population since the 1980s are examined. Explanations for the overrepresentation are grouped 
into factors that are hypothesized to push and pull low-income Blacks into homelessness at greater 
rates than Whites.

The Existence of the Overrepresentation
Studies on homelessness after 1980 have consistently found the population to be much more 
racially diverse than it was before 1980 (Hopper, 2003; Rossi, 1989a; Rossi, 1989b). Before the 
1980s, the homeless population was primarily composed of White middle-aged men.3 After 1980, 
Blacks became overrepresented in the homeless population with respect to their share of the national 
population (12.8 percent) and their share of the poverty population (28.4 percent of individuals 
and 26.1 percent of families).4 In one of the most reliable studies of the homeless population, 
Burt (1992) found 41 percent of the homeless population to be Black and 56 percent of the adult 
female homeless population to be Black. Shlay and Rossi (1992), in their review of 52 national and 
local studies of the homeless, found, on average, that 44 percent of the homeless were Black, with 
percentages ranging from 6 to 90 percent across the studies. According to the Census S-Night5 count, 
in cities with more than 5 million people, 47.9 per 10,000 Black men and 24.4 per 10,000 Black 

2 The NSHAPC is a representative sample of the service-using homeless population. As such, the study tests the broader 
pull of homeless services, rather than just the pull of homeless shelters.
3 Kusmer (2002) argues that this finding is biased, because most studies of the homeless population prior to 1980 were of 
skid row homeless people, who were disproportionately White.
4 March 1997 Current Population Survey.
5 As part of the 1990 Decennial Census, the U.S. Census Bureau “conducted a ‘Shelter and Street-Night’ (S-Night) operation 
to count selected components of the homeless population in preidentified emergency shelters and open locations in the 
streets and other places not intended for habitation” (Martin 1992: 2).
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women were homeless in 1990. These statistics compare with a rate of 14.1 for White males and 
5.6 for White females (Hudson, 1998).

Explanations of the Overrepresentation
Explanations for the Black overrepresentation in the homeless population have focused on factors  
thought to push Blacks out of housing or pull Blacks into homelessness at higher rates than Whites. 
As stated previously, the major push factors examined include poverty, declines in affordable housing 
supply, increases in affordable housing demand, housing discrimination, residential segregation, 
and lack of access to mental health and substance-abuse services; the main pull factor examined 
is access to shelter space. There is little evidence that access to mental health and substance-abuse 
services is responsible for the overrepresentation, although the lack of these services may be respon-
sible for increasing homelessness in general (National Academy of Sciences, 1988; HHS, 1989).

Push Factor 1: Poverty
Because landlords require rent in exchange for housing, a household’s income could be considered 
a factor in the risk of losing housing. Thus, if we hold housing prices constant, we can hypoth-
esize that the lowest income groups have the highest risk of being pushed out of housing into 
homelessness. If Blacks are represented at greater rates than Whites in the poverty population, we 
can expect their risk of homelessness to be greater. As mentioned previously, Blacks are over-
represented in both the homeless and poverty populations, although they are overrepresented to 
a greater degree in the homeless population. Among the homeless population, in the late 1980s, 
Blacks also reported less income from working than did Whites and Hispanics (Burt, 1992; Burt 
and Cohen, 1990; Burt and Cohen, 1989). This disparity perhaps places Blacks at greater risk of 
longer homeless spells once they become homeless.

Since they were developed in the early 1960s, official poverty thresholds have not been adjusted 
to account for area differences in housing costs. Although the original poverty measure may have 
been a valid indicator at the time it was developed, as rental-housing costs increased during the 
1980s and 1990s, the proportion of poverty income spent on housing increased. For this reason, 
income must be analyzed in relation to its purchasing power in the housing marketplace. This 
study analyzes affordable housing supply in relation to the size of the population below 50 percent 
of the poverty threshold in order to take into account both the size of this population and the 
number of affordable rental units available to them.

Push Factor 2: Declines in Affordable Housing Supply and Increases in 
Affordable Housing Demand
Although explaining homelessness in terms of the availability of affordable housing may seem 
tautological, housing is but one of many possible explanations, including poverty, mental health 
problems, drug abuse, and disaffiliation, as to why people become homeless (Hopper, 2003). Even  
if affordable housing supply is high, individuals may be evicted from their homes into homelessness 
if their income, mental health problems, or drug abuse make it difficult to make rent payments. 
Conversely, if affordable housing supply is low, then income, mental health, and drug abuse 
problems may play less of a role than housing supply in pushing people into homelessness.
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Many studies of the homeless population have found significant positive associations between 
the lack of available affordable housing, increasing housing prices, and the size of the homeless 
population (Burt, 1992; Bohanon, 1991; Eliot and Krivo, 1991; Honig and Filer, 1993). These 
studies evaluated the relative importance of affordable housing supply on the size of the homeless 
population using the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD’s) 1984 home-
less survey (HUD, 1984). Eliot and Krivo (1991) found availability of affordable housing, along 
with access to mental health care, to be the strongest predictors of lower levels of homelessness. 
Areas with higher poverty rates, higher concentrations of Blacks, and more female-headed families 
had higher rates of homelessness.

Trend studies examining the structural causes of homelessness take it as a given that homelessness 
increased in the 1980s and use historical trend data to assess the effects of historical factors. Shinn 
and Gillespie (1994) found that a small surplus of the least expensive units existed in 1970. A gap 
between the supply of these units and the demand for these units by low-income individuals devel-
oped after 1970. In 1985, a gap of 4.54 million units existed between the number of low-income 
units and the number of low-income households, which became a 5.22-million-unit gap by 1991. 
Four million affordable units were lost from the housing market between 1970 and 1990 when the 
units were upgraded, converted to condos, or demolished. The shortage of affordable units was 
greatest in central cities. As affordable housing supply declines were followed by income declines 
in the 1980s and 1990s, rent burdens grew among unsubsidized renters, putting some at greater 
risk of becoming homeless (Jencks, 1994). Although affordable housing supply studies have made 
great progress exploring the link between affordable housing and the homeless problem, they 
tend to assume that all groups have equal access to the affordable housing that is available. These 
studies do not explain how access to housing may influence Black homelessness differently than 
White homelessness.

Push Factor 3: Housing Discrimination and Residential Segregation
Residential segregation has been associated with negative outcomes for Blacks. Massey and Denton 
(1988) argued that residential segregation has been the missing factor in explaining the existence 
of the urban underclass and the concentration of poverty in central cities. Other segregation 
researchers have focused on negative outcomes for Blacks at the neighborhood level and the 
individual level. For instance, segregation has been found to lead to lower high school graduation 
rates, idleness, lower earnings, and single motherhood among Blacks (Cutler and Glaeser, 1997). 
Although this research has examined a multitude of negative outcomes, it has not focused on the 
individual housing outcomes of Blacks.

Some researchers have pointed to residential segregation as a reason for the overrepresentation 
of Blacks in the homeless population (Baker, 1994; Shinn and Gillespie, 1994; Wright, 1989; 
Wright, Rubin, and Devine, 1998). Some have argued that the racial composition of the homeless 
population is a function of the racial composition of the communities in which homeless people 
are found. Because homelessness rates are higher in inner-city areas, the homeless population will  
be Black––if such areas are inhabited primarily by Blacks (Hudson, 1998; Rossi, 1989a; Rossi, 1989b). 
Thus, residential segregation may play a key role in Black homelessness. Theories about the role of 
housing discrimination and residential segregation in the overrepresentation, however, have never 
been tested.
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Research exists on the connection between segregation and people most at risk of becoming 
homeless: those living in inadequate and overcrowded housing. Housing quality has been identi-
fied as a risk factor for homelessness (Ringheim, 1990; Rosenbaum, 1996; Stacey, 1972). Because 
data linking segregation to racial composition of the homeless population are not available, this 
study examines the link between segregation and the probability of Blacks living in substandard 
housing conditions. Mounting evidence indicates that Blacks do not have equal access to good-
quality housing (Grigsby, 1994). Previous cross-sectional and trend studies have linked residential 
segregation to increased rents and decreased housing quality for Blacks (Massey and Denton, 1988; 
Rosenbaum, 1996). Rosenbaum (1996) found that living in a highly segregated city (New York) 
and being Black were positively related to living in inadequate, dilapidated housing.

To date, studies that address segregation in analyzing housing outcomes have focused on indi-
vidual cities rather than on the national level. Using data from the 1997 AHS, the 1990 Decennial 
Census, and the 2000 Decennial Census, this study is the first national study to examine the 
effects of Black headship and residential segregation on two measures of housing quality: housing 
inadequacy and overcrowding. I contend that residential segregation limits housing opportunities 
for Blacks by shrinking the market in which they make housing choices. In this sense, residential 
segregation leads to reduced housing opportunities for Blacks. Because of the high demand among 
Blacks for housing in neighborhoods with high proportions of Blacks, it should be expected 
that Blacks will be more crowded than Whites in their housing units and will be more likely to 
encounter landlords lacking the incentive to maintain properties. These patterns can be expected 
to increase as Blacks are increasingly separated from the White housing market.

An alternative explanation for the discrepancies in housing quality between Blacks and Whites is 
provided by Johnston (1982), who argued that increasing nationwide levels of homeownership, 
supported by Federal policies favorable to homeownership, have had detrimental effects on 
renters, who are disproportionately Black, poor, and young. He contends that the rents these 
groups can afford “are insufficient to provide a reasonable return to landlords, let alone cover the 
rising costs of maintenance” (Johnston, 1982: 184). Thus, as homeownership increases, the quality 
of rental housing diminishes for Blacks, because there is less incentive for landlords to maintain 
the rental properties that are available. In this way, it is reasonable to expect increasing levels of 
homeownership at the city level to also increase housing inadequacy for Blacks.

Pull Factor: Access to Shelter Space
Some researchers have argued that homeless shelters perpetuate long-term homelessness and pull 
people out of inadequate, substandard housing into homelessness (Gounis, 1990; Jencks, 1994). 
Although Blacks have less access to high-quality affordable housing, they have greater access to 
shelter space. Baker (1994) found that shelters were more likely to be placed in communities with 
high percentages of Blacks, and Lee and Farrell (2004) found that shelters were more likely to be 
placed in communities with high percentages of minorities. Assuming equal preferences for the use 
of homeless services, closer proximity to homeless services can be hypothesized to increase the use 
of those services.

Because Blacks on average are located closer to homeless services, it is logical to hypothesize that 
precariously housed Blacks will use those services more and will be more likely to become part 
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of the service-using homeless population than will precariously housed Whites. Whites who use 
homeless services will be more likely than Blacks using homeless services to have to move to use 
services or may end up not using any services because no services are available near where they 
became homeless. Distance barriers may serve to keep precariously housed White people doubled-
up in the homes of friends and family or on the streets out of view of surveys of the service-using 
homeless population.

Data on prior residences, service locations, and socioeconomic characteristics of precariously 
housed and currently homeless people are needed to determine the causal effect of service location 
on service utilization. Unfortunately, such data do not exist. Working under the assumption that 
close proximity to homeless services decreases the need to migrate for such services, this study 
examines racial differences in migration for homeless services using data from the 1996 NSHAPC.

Data and Methodology
This section addresses hypotheses, data, and methods used in Parts I and II of the research. Part I 
of the study, using data from the 1990 and 2000 Decennial Censuses and the 1997 AHS, analyzes 
the relationship between residential segregation and two measures of housing quality: housing 
inadequacy and overcrowding. Part II of the study, using data from the 1996 NSHAPC, analyzes 
the migration of Black and White homeless clients for homeless services.

Part I: Analysis of the Relation Between Residential Segregation and Blacks at 
Risk of Homelessness
Part I of the study analyzes the relationship between residential segregation and two housing out-
comes thought to be risk factors for homelessness: housing inadequacy and overcrowding. It tests 
the effects of segregation on housing outcomes for Blacks through the following four hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: As segregation increases, Blacks will be more likely than Whites to live in housing 
of inadequate quality.

Hypothesis 2: As segregation increases, Blacks will be more likely than Whites to live in housing 
that is crowded.

Hypothesis 3: As the affordable housing supply increases at the city level, housing inadequacy and 
crowding will decrease.

Hypothesis 4: As homeownership increases at the city level, Blacks living in more highly segre-
gated areas will live in more inadequate and crowded housing than will Whites.

Controlling for affordable housing supply in testing hypothesis 3 and controlling for homeowner-
ship rates in testing hypothesis 4 provide an opportunity to evaluate how policies targeted at 
increasing affordable housing supply and homeownership may influence the relationship between 
segregation and housing quality for Blacks.

Data for Part I come from three sources: the 1997 AHS National Public Use File, the 1990 Decen-
nial Census, and the 2000 Decennial Census. The AHS (formerly the Annual Housing Survey) 
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began collecting data on the nation’s housing in 1973. Since 1981, it has collected national data 
every odd-numbered year. The U.S. Census Bureau conducts the survey for HUD. It returns to the 
same housing units every other year until a new sample is selected.

Most of the data for Part I of the study come from the AHS, including information on the 
adequacy and crowding of housing units and information on the household and household head, 
who is referred to as the householder in the AHS. Data from the AHS were merged by standard 
metropolitan statistical area (SMSA), with a common segregation index—the index of dissimilarity, 
affordable housing measures, and measures of homeownership calculated from the 1990 and 2000 
Decennial Censuses and linearly interpolated to 1997 values.

A series of nested logistic regression models were run to test the four hypotheses predicting the log 
odds that a householder is living in an inadequate housing unit or an overcrowded housing unit. 
The dependent variables in the analyses are measures of housing inadequacy and overcrowding.

Housing Inadequacy. The housing inadequacy measure is constructed from the HUD housing 
inadequacy recode provided in the AHS Public Use File. A “1” on the housing inadequacy measure 
indicates that the housing unit is declared either severely inadequate or moderately inadequate by 
HUD standards and a “0” indicates that the housing unit is adequate. HUD defines a housing unit 
as severely inadequate if any of the following conditions exist:

1. The unit lacks complete plumbing facilities.

2. Three or more heating equipment breakdowns occurred lasting 6 hours or more in the last 90 
days.

3. The unit has no electricity.

4. The electrical wiring is not concealed, working wall outlets are not present in every room, and 
fuses and breakers blew three or more times in the last 90 days.

5. Five or more of the following exist: outside water leaks, inside water leaks, holes in the floor, 
cracks wider than a dime in the walls, areas of peeling paint or plaster larger than 8 ½ x 11 
inches, rodents seen recently in the unit.

6. All of the following exist: no working light fixtures or no light fixtures at all in public hallways; 
loose, broken or missing steps in common stairways; stair railing not firmly attached or no stair 
railings on stairs at all; three or more floors exist between the unit and the main entrance to the 
building and the building has no elevator.

A unit is moderately inadequate if it is not severely inadequate and any of the following conditions 
exist:

1. The unit lacks kitchen facilities.

2. Three or more toilet breakdowns occurred, lasting 6 hours or more in the last 90 days.

3. An unvented room heater is the main heating equipment.
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4. Three or four of the following exist: outside water leaks, inside water leaks, holes in the floor, 
cracks wider than a dime in the walls, areas of peeling paint or plaster larger than 8 ½ x 11 
inches, rodents seen recently in unit.

5. Three of the following exist: no working fixtures or no light fixtures at all in public hallways; 
loose, broken, or missing steps in common stairways; stair railings not firmly attached; no stair 
railing on stairs at all.

6. Three or more floors exist between the unit and the main entrance to the building and the 
building has no elevator.

The unit is deemed adequate if it is neither severely nor moderately inadequate (ICF International, 
1997).

Overcrowding. The overcrowding measure is a standard measure of housing density: the number 
of people per room.6 A unit is overcrowded if there is more than one person per room in the hous-
ing unit (Ringheim, 1990). In the analyses, a housing unit is classified as “1” if it is overcrowded 
and as “0” if it is not.

The following independent variables from the AHS were used in the analyses: central-city location; 
rental status of the unit; public housing status; the race, age, and sex of the householder; the 
householder’s highest level of education; the household income; whether the household receives 
welfare income; and three region dummy variables (Northeast, Midwest, and South, with West 
serving as the reference group).

Residential segregation is measured by the index of dissimilarity at the metropolitan area level. In 
calculating the index of the dissimilarity, census tracts were used as proxies for neighborhoods. 
Massey and Denton (1993) identify the index as the standard measure of segregation. The index of 
dissimilarity “captures the degree to which blacks and whites are evenly spread among neighbor-
hoods in a city…[and]… gives the percentage of blacks who would have to move to achieve an 
‘even’ residential pattern—one where every neighborhood replicates the racial composition of the 
city” (Massey and Denton, 1993: 20). Indices of dissimilarity were obtained from the 1990 and 2000 
Decennial Censuses at www.census.gov. Dissimilarity values for 1997 were estimated by linear 
interpolation, using the 1990 and 2000 Decennial Census data. The index of dissimilarity for the 
132 SMSAs in this study range from a low of .23 to a high of .86 with a mean value of .64. The index  
was split into quartiles (Dissimilarity1, Dissimilarity2, Dissimilarity3, and Dissimilarity4) with the  
first dissimilarity quartile (Dissimilarity1) serving as the reference group in the analyses. The dissimilarity 
quartiles were interacted with the Black householder dummy variable to create the main variables 
of interest in the analyses (Black*Dissimilarity2, Black*Dissimilarity3, and Black*Dissimilarity4, 
with the interaction of Black with the first dissimilarity quartile serving as the reference group). 
The interaction terms represent the independent effect of Black headship compared with White 
headship within metropolitan areas with different levels of Black and White segregation.

6 Rooms include all finished rooms in the housing unit, including bedrooms, living rooms, dining rooms, kitchens, 
recreation rooms, permanently enclosed porches, lodgers’ rooms, and offices. Dining rooms must be separate to be counted. 
Bathrooms, laundry rooms, utility rooms, pantries, and other unfinished rooms are not counted.

http://www.census.gov
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Two housing costs measures are included in the analyses. The first measure is an indicator of rent 
burdens: the proportion of renters in the metropolitan area making under $10,000 who pay more 
than 35 percent of their income on rent. Housing is considered affordable when no more than 30 
percent of income is spent on housing costs. This measure estimates the extent to which the lowest 
income renters have high housing burdens in a given metropolitan area. The measure was inter-
polated for 1997 using data from the 1990 and 2000 Decennial Censuses. Although $10,000 was 
worth more in 1989 than it was in 1999, the $10,000 cutoff was used in both the 1990 and 2000 
Decennial Censuses as the lowest income category for which rent-to-income ratios were calculated.

The second housing cost measure used in the analyses is the ratio of lowest rent units to lowest 
income households at the metropolitan area level. Such measures have been used in other research 
to indicate the extent of the affordable housing crunch (Jencks, 1994; Wright, 1989). With this 
measure, this study estimates the low-income-housing ratio for those most at risk of becoming 
homeless—those living below 50 percent of the poverty threshold. In 1990, affordable rents for 
a family of three living below 50 percent of the poverty threshold were approximately $150 a 
month or less. In 2000, affordable rents for a family of three living below 50 percent of the poverty 
threshold were approximately $200 a month or less. To estimate the number of households living 
below 50 percent of the poverty threshold, the number of individuals living below 50 percent of 
the poverty threshold was divided by 3. This approach is similar to that used by Wright (1989) to 
construct affordable housing ratios for households at the poverty line. To calculate the affordability 
measure, the number of lowest rent units was divided by the number of households living below 
50 percent of the poverty threshold. Higher values on the measure indicate larger numbers of 
affordable units in relation to households below 50 percent of the poverty threshold, and lower 
values on the measure indicate fewer numbers of units in relation to households below 50 percent 
of the poverty threshold. The measure was calculated for both 1990 and 2000 and interpolated to 
estimate a value for 1997.

Homeownership was measured using the proportion of homeowners in each metropolitan area in 
1997. The proportion was interpolated from proportions reported in the 1990 and 2000 Decennial 
Censuses.

Most of the independent variables in the analysis are dummy variables. The central city variable is 
coded “1” for households in the central city and “0” for those in suburbs or rural areas. The rental 
status variable is coded “1” for households who rent their units and “0” for households who own 
their units. The public housing variable is coded “1” if the housing unit is public housing and 
“0” if it is privately owned or rented. The Black headship variable is coded “1” if the householder 
(otherwise known as the household head) is Black and “0” if the householder is White. The female 
headship variable is coded “1” if the householder is female and “0” if the householder is male. 
The welfare recipiency variable is coded “1” if the householder receives welfare and “0” if the 
householder does not receive welfare. The highest level of education attained by the householder is 
split into five dummy variables: 8th Grade or Less, 9th to 12th Grade, High School, Some College, 
College, and More than College (with More than College serving as the reference group). Region 
is split into four dummy variables: Northeast, Midwest, South, and West, with West serving as 
the reference group. Age is a continuous variable measured in years, and household income is a 
categorical variable with $125,000 or more serving as the reference category.
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Part II: Analysis of Migration for Homeless Services
Part II of the research tests the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5: Black homeless clients are less likely than White homeless clients to migrate for 
homeless services. 

Data from the NSHAPC were used to test this hypothesis. The NSHAPC, conducted in 1996, was 
designed to be a nationally representative sample of both homeless programs and the clients who 
use them. Included in the NSHAPC were 76 primary sampling areas, including “the 28 largest met-
ropolitan statistical areas in the United States; 24 small and medium-sized metropolitan statistical 
areas, selected at random to be representative of geographical regions (Northeast, South, Midwest, 
West) and size; and 24 rural areas (groups of counties)” (Burt et al., 1999: 3). The study collected 
information on programs within these sampling areas and sampled homeless clients within these 
programs. A homeless program had to have a focus on serving homeless people (although, not 
necessarily only homeless people), have direct service, and be within the geographical boundaries 
of the sampling area (Burt et al., 1999).

Homeless clients were sampled from within a sample of the homeless programs, taking into account 
program type and size (Burt et al., 1999). A client is defined as someone who uses a program 
and thus includes both homeless and nonhomeless clients. Between 6 and 8 clients were selected 
randomly at around 700 site visits, resulting in a total of 4,207 client interviews. Interviews 
were conducted by trained Census interviewers and, in most cases, the interview was held at the 
program location. Clients received $10 for participating in the study (Burt et al., 1999).

To assess the effect of differential access to homeless services, this study compares the migration 
patterns of the Blacks homeless clients to the patterns of White homeless clients. The NSHAPC 
contains data on migration patterns. If access to homeless services is more of a factor in Black 
homelessness, we should expect Black homeless people (especially within the inner city) to migrate 
less than White homeless people for homeless services, assuming equal preferences for the use of 
homeless services. Nested logistic regression models were run to test hypothesis 5. The dependent 
variable in the analysis is the log odds that a homeless client has migrated for homeless services. 
Independent variables in the analysis include race, education, age, present mental health problems, 
present alcohol problems, present drug problems, incarceration at some point during lifetime, 
first-time homelessness, and central-city origin location.

Findings

This section addresses major findings from Parts I and II of the study. Part I discusses descriptive 
statistics from the AHS on differences in housing quality for Blacks and Whites and then presents 
multivariate models predicting housing inadequacy and overcrowding. Part II discusses descrip-
tive statistics on geographic location of the Black homeless population, the migration pattern of 
homeless clients, and the duration and transiency of homeless spells and then presents multivariate 
models predicting migration for homeless services.

AHS Descriptive Statistics

Before turning to the multivariate analyses, it is necessary to have a sense of the general patterns 
present in our variables of interest. Exhibit 1 presents descriptive statistics by race for the full sample 
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and for those living in central cities. Hispanic householders and householders who identified their 
race as something other than Black or White were excluded from the analyses because (1) the 
segregation indices used in the analyses represent Black and White segregation, not Hispanic and 
White non-Hispanic segregation; (2) research suggests that the relationship between segregation 
and housing quality is different for Hispanics (Baker, 1994); and (3) this study’s primary aim was 
the analysis of the relationship between segregation and housing outcomes for Blacks. Regarding 
Blacks and Whites overall, housing inadequacy, overcrowding, and homeownership results mirror  
those found in previous studies. More than the majority of both Blacks and Whites live in adequate  
housing. Although 13 percent of Blacks live in inadequate housing, only 5.9 percent of Whites live  
in similar conditions. Blacks are more likely than Whites to live in overcrowded housing (4.5 percent 
for Blacks compared with 2.3 percent for Whites). Whites are also more likely to own their homes 
(69.4 percent) than are Blacks (43.1 percent). Although more than one-half (55.9 percent) of Blacks 
live in central-city areas, only a little more than one-fourth (25.9 percent) of Whites live in the central 
city. More than one-half (53.9 percent) of Black householders are female, but only 31.1 percent of 
White householders are female. The percentage of Blacks on welfare is more than three times the 
percentage of Whites on welfare (14.3 percent versus 4 percent). Blacks have higher percentages of  
householders whose highest educational attainment is less than college. White householders are  
almost two times as likely as Blacks to attain college as the highest level of education (17 percent  
compared with 9.9 percent, respectively). In the overall sample, households with White householders  
have a mean income of $46,855, and those with Black householders have a mean income of $30,123. 
The mean age of White householders is 48.7 years, and the mean age of Black householders is  
45.2 years.

There is reason to expect housing quality to be worse in central-city locations than outside central-
city locations due to the concentration of poverty within inner city areas. Because Blacks are more 
likely than Whites to live in central-city areas, we might expect them to be more likely to live in 
lower quality housing. Do Whites living in similar areas also experience the same housing quality 
problems? Focusing on the central city section of exhibit 1, we see that both Blacks and Whites 
have higher percentages living in inadequate housing, but Blacks still have higher percentages in 
inadequate housing than Whites have (13.3 percent versus 8.2 percent). The crowding measure is 
very similar for Blacks and Whites in the central city, with 4.6 percent of Blacks in crowded hous-
ing and 3.6 percent of Whites in housing that is crowded. Smaller percentages of both Blacks and 
Whites own homes in the central city, but Whites maintain their lead over Blacks with more than 
one-half (53.8 percent) owning homes compared with only 34.8 percent of Blacks. Still, more than 
one-half of Black householders are female (56.8 percent), but only 36.5 percent of White house-
holders are female. The percentage of Blacks and Whites receiving welfare in the central city is 
almost the same as in the overall sample. The percentage of Blacks living in public housing is four 
times the percentage of Whites living in public housing (9.1 versus 1.9 percent). Much like in the 
overall sample, Blacks have higher percentages than Whites who have finished less than college, 
but more than two times the percentage of Whites attain college as their highest level of education 
compared with Blacks (19.5 versus 9.3 percent). In the central city, households headed by White 
householders have a mean income of $43,152 and households headed by Black householders have 
a mean income of $27,452. The mean age of White householders is 47 years and the mean age of 
Black householders is 45.2 years.
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In both the overall sample and in the central city sample, Blacks experience housing inadequacy 
and overcrowding at higher levels than Whites do. Socioeconomically, Black householders are less 
likely than their White counterparts to receive college degrees and are more likely to earn less. 
Blacks are more likely than Whites to live in public housing, be on welfare, and live in female-
headed households. Although they do suggest racial differences in housing quality, these descrip-
tive analyses do not explain the relationship between segregation and race in determining housing 
outcomes for Blacks. The next section of this article examines these relationships.

AHS Multivariate Analyses

This section discusses the results of logistic regression models predicting housing inadequacy 
(exhibit 2) and overcrowding (exhibit 4). The exhibits present models for Black and White owners 
and renters in the 1997 AHS national sample. All models were significant at p < .001 and all 

Exhibit 1

Race White Black

Descriptive Statistics by Race and Central-City Location (weighted percentages)

Full Sample
Living in inadequate housing 5.9 13.0
Living in overcrowded housing 2.3 4.5
Homeowner 69.4 43.1
Central city 25.9 55.9
In public housing 1.1 6.9
Female householder 31.1 53.9
On welfare 4.0 14.3

Education
Less than 8th grade 6.7 9.0
9th grade to 12th grade 10.1 17.6
High school 30.0 31.0
Some college 26.8 28.1
College 17.0 9.9
Household income (mean) $46,855 $30,123
Age of householder (mean) 48.7 45.2

Central City
Living in inadequate housing 8.2 13.3
Living in overcrowded housing 3.6 4.6
Homeowner 53.8 34.8
In public housing 1.9 9.1
Female householder 36.5 56.8
On welfare 5.4 16.7

Education
Less than 8th grade 7.8 8.8
9th grade to 12th grade 10.1 18.7
High school 23.8 31.1
Some college 27.8 28.9
College 19.5 9.3
Household income (mean) $43,152 $27,452
Age of householder (mean) 47.0 45.2

Source: 1997 American Housing Survey
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coefficients were significant at p < .05 (most were significant at p < .001). Regression coefficients 
are presented in the exhibits along with standard errors and odds ratios. Odds ratios, which are 
exponentiated regression coefficients, are discussed in the text.

Exhibit 2 shows that Black householders were 1.439 times more likely than White householders to 
live in inadequate housing, after controlling for other factors (model 1). Those living in central-city 
areas were 1.232 times more likely to live in an inadequate unit than were those living outside 
central-city areas. Housing inadequacy declines with increases in education, with householders 
who have an eighth grade education or less being 2.472 times more likely to live in an inadequate 
unit than householders with more than a college education. Owners are about one-half as likely as 
renters to live in an inadequate unit. Model 2 introduces the dummy dissimilarity measures into 
the model. Higher segregation rates are associated with higher levels of housing inadequacy. Units 
in the highest segregation quartile are 1.259 times more likely be inadequate compared with units 
in the lowest segregation quartile.

Black segregation interaction terms are added to model 3. At ever-increasing levels of segregation, 
housing inadequacy increases for the overall sample. In exhibit 3, coefficients from model 3 were 
used to graph the predicted probability of living in an inadequate unit for Blacks and Whites. 
As we see, at low and medium levels of segregation, Blacks and Whites have similar predicted 
probabilities of living in inadequate units. In the highest segregation quartile, Blacks are more 
likely than Whites to live in inadequate units, providing some support to hypothesis 1 that high 
levels of segregation decrease Black housing quality. After controlling for background factors, we 
find that being a Black householder, living in a more segregated metropolitan area, and being a 
Black householder living in a highly segregated metropolitan area increase the odds that of living 

0

0.005

0.01

0.015

0.02

0.025

0.03

Low Segregation Level Medium Segregation Level High Segregation Level

Black White

Exhibit 3

Predicted Probability of Living in an Inadequate Unit

Note: In calculating the predicted probabilities, means were used where possible. Modal values were used for dichotomous 
control variables. This method likely produces conservative estimates, because Blacks are more likely than Whites to rent, live 
in central cities, and have lower incomes, characteristics that put them at greater risk of living in inadequate units.
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in an inadequate dwelling. This finding suggests that segregation does not affect Black and White 
differences in housing adequacy until segregation rates are in the highest quartile.

Living in the central city also increases the odds of living in an inadequate dwelling as does renting 
the housing unit. This finding suggests that those renting units may have less control over the 
maintenance of their units, thus resulting in a greater likelihood of inadequately maintained units. 
Householders receiving welfare were more likely to live in inadequate units, as were householders 
with less than a high school education. Compared with those living in the West, those living in the 
Northeast were more likely to live in inadequate units and those in the Midwest and South were 
less likely. Older householders had lower odds than younger householders of living in inadequate 
dwellings. Households with incomes of less than $5,000 were most likely to live in inadequate 
housing. Income had a nonlinear effect on housing inadequacy. The nonlinear effect of income is 
perhaps due to cost-of-living differences in different metropolitan areas not accounted for in the 
models. Across different metropolitan areas, the same income has different purchasing power, 
dependent on differences in housing costs.

In models 4 and 5, affordability measures are introduced into the models, testing the first part of 
hypothesis 3. As expected, high rent burdens increase the likelihood of living in an inadequate 
unit and a higher ratio of lowest rent units to lowest income households decreases the likelihood 
of living in an inadequate unit. Adding the ratio measure reduces, but does not erase, the effects of 
segregation on housing inadequacy for the overall sample or for Blacks in particular. This finding  
suggests that increasing the supply of affordable housing will mitigate but not remove the effects 
of segregation on the individual housing situations of poor Blacks living in the most segregated 
metropolitan areas.

In models 6 and 7, the effects of increasing metropolitan area homeownership on housing 
inadequacy are tested, the first part of hypothesis 4. Findings indicate that householders living 
in metropolitan areas are less likely to live in an inadequate unit if area homeownership rates are 
high. Adding homeownership rates to the model reverses the effects of segregation on housing 
inadequacy. The addition of homeownership rates reduces the effect of Black headship on housing 
inadequacy, but it does not erase the effect. The coefficient for Black headship decreases from .077 
to .027 when homeownership rates are added. The addition of homeownership rates reduces the 
odds of a Black-headed housing unit being inadequate from 1.08 times to 1.027 times the odds of 
a White-headed housing unit being inadequate. This finding suggests that policies that promote 
homeownership may decrease the likelihood of living in an inadequate unit for the overall popula-
tion, but this effect may not carry over to the Black population to the same extent it affects the 
White population. Surprisingly, controlling for homeownership rates reverses the effects of higher 
affordable housing supply on housing inadequacy.

Regarding overcrowding, model 1 (in exhibit 4) shows that Black householders are 1.51 times 
more likely than White householders to live in crowded units, even after controlling for other 
factors. Increasing education level greatly decreases the likelihood of living in crowded housing, 
with householders who have an 8th grade education or less being 15.226 times more likely to 
live in a crowded housing unit compared with householders with more than a college education. 
Owners were about one-half times as likely as renters to live in a crowded unit. Those living 
in public housing were .752 times as likely as those not living in public housing to be living in 
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a crowded unit. The lower likelihood of crowding in public housing is possibly a function of 
occupancy restrictions placed on public housing units. Model 2, in which the dissimilarity index 
dummy variables are introduced into the model, indicates that segregation increases the likelihood 
of living in a crowded unit. Units in the highest segregation quartile were 3.071 times more likely 
to be crowded compared with units in the lowest segregation quartile.

In model 3, hypothesis 2 is tested. In exhibit 5, coefficients from model 3 were used to graph the 
predicted probability of living in a crowded unit for Blacks and Whites. At low levels of segregation, 
Blacks and Whites are equally likely to live in a crowded unit. At medium levels of segregation, 
Whites are slightly more likely to live in a crowded unit. In the highest segregation quartile, Blacks 
are almost two times as likely as Whites to live in a crowded unit. This finding partially supports 
hypothesis 2, because the highest levels of segregation have more detrimental effects on crowding 
in Black households than in White households. This relationship is not linear, because it does 
not increase crowding among Blacks more than Whites living in less segregated areas. As with the 
findings for the housing inadequacy models, only segregation rates in the highest quartile result in 
more detrimental effects for Black households.

In addition, those living in the central city and those living on welfare had higher odds of living 
in overcrowded housing compared with those who did not live in the central city and those not 
living on welfare. Householders who rented their units had higher odds than those who owned 
their units of living in an overcrowded dwelling, whereas older householders were less likely than 
younger householders to live in an overcrowded dwelling. The odds of living in an overcrowded 
unit decreased as education levels increased. As in the housing inadequacy analyses, income had 
a nonlinear effect on crowding, which is perhaps due to the combination of households that live 

 56

0
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Black White

Exhibit 5

Predicted Probability of Living in a Crowded Unit

Note: In calculating the predicted probabilities, means were used where possible. Modal values were used for dichotomous 
control variables. This method likely produces conservative estimates, because Blacks are more likely than Whites to rent, live 
in central cities, and have lower incomes, characteristics that put them at greater risk of living in crowded housing.
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in smaller units by necessity and households that live in smaller units by choice. Households 
with very low incomes must live in smaller housing units out of necessity, but households with 
high incomes may choose smaller units because they are located in areas that are close to valued 
amenities. Little difference exists in the odds of living in a crowded dwelling in the three regions. 
Female-headed households were less likely than male-headed households to live in crowded units. 
This finding may be attributed to female headship serving as a proxy for single-parent families, 
thus decreasing family size and the probability of adult crowding (Rosenbaum, 1996).

Models 4 and 5 examine the effects of the affordability measures on overcrowding, testing the sec-
ond part of hypothesis 3. As expected, housing units in metropolitan areas with higher proportions 
of low-income renters with high rent burdens are more likely to be crowded. Higher numbers of 
lowest rent units in relation to households below 50 percent of the poverty threshold reduce the 
likelihood that a householder is living in a crowded unit. Both affordability measures decrease, but 
do not erase, the effects of segregation on crowding for Black householders.

In models 6 and 7, the second part of hypothesis 4 is tested. Higher homeownership rates at the 
metropolitan level decrease the likelihood of householders living in crowded units and reverses 
the relationship between segregation and crowding, but higher homeownership rates do not erase 
the relationship between Black headship and crowding. Adding homeownership rates reduces the 
odds ratio for Black-headed housing units from 1.29 to 1.14. This finding suggests that increasing 
homeownership rates will decrease home crowding overall but that this effect does not remove 
the effects of segregation for Blacks in general and especially for Blacks living in the most highly 
segregated areas. As in models 4 and 5, increasing affordable housing decreases crowding, but it 
does not erase the effects of segregation on crowding for Black householders living at the highest 
segregation levels.

NSHAPC Descriptive Statistics

Before the 1980s, the homeless population was primarily composed of White middle-aged males. 
After 1980, Blacks became overrepresented in the service-using homeless population with respect 
to their share of the national population (12.8 percent) and their proportion of the poverty pop - 
ulation (28.4 percent of individuals and 26.1 percent of families).7 In the 1996 NSHAPC, 40.1 
percent of homeless clients were Black non-Hispanic and 40.9 percent were White non-Hispanic.8

Geographic Location of the Black Homeless Population
Both homeless clients in general and homeless clients who are Black were found at greater rates 
within central-city areas (exhibit 6). A much higher percentage of Black homeless clients surveyed 
in the NSHAPC were found in central-city areas (81 percent) than White homeless clients (62 
percent). Black homeless clients were concentrated in large central-city areas (63.1 percent), with 
smaller percentages (17.8 percent) experiencing their homelessness in less dense, mid-size central-
city areas. In both suburban and rural areas, White homeless clients are more prevalent than Black 

7 March 1997 Current Population Survey.
8 This research excludes Hispanic homeless clients, because some evidence indicates that the determinants of homelessness 
for Hispanic clients are likely different than the determinants for both Black and White non-Hispanic clients. See Baker 
(1994) for more information about the “Latino paradox,” the underrepresentation of Hispanics in the homeless population.
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homeless clients. When this study examined the geographic location of previous residence (exhibit 6),  
Black homeless clients were also more likely than White homeless clients to have lived previously 
in central-city locations (76.2 percent), with 57.8 percent living in large central-city areas and 18.4 
percent living in mid-size central-city areas. Slightly less than one-half of White homeless clients 
lived in central-city locations before their current homeless episode.

As Black poverty has become concentrated in center cities, so has Black homelessness. These findings 
suggest that geographic explanations of Black overrepresentation should focus on conditions in 
central-city areas. If housing and neighborhoods are related to Black homelessness they will be housing 
and neighborhoods located in central-city areas, in particular, large central-city areas. Research by 
Burt et al. (2001) on program data from the NSHAPC found that large central-city areas had more 
service availability than smaller areas surveyed, although not necessarily higher levels of services 
in relation to population and poor population size. Given greater service availability in the areas in 
which they become homeless, it is expected that Black homeless clients would be less likely than  
White homeless clients to migrate for homeless services. This hypothesis is tested in the next section.

Migration Patterns
This study now turns to the pull factor of access to shelter and homeless services. Overall, 44 
percent of clients surveyed in the NSHAPC moved from the place where they became homeless 
to the service location at which they were interviewed (exhibit 7). As Baker (1994) and Lee and 
Farrell (2004) found, homeless services are more likely to be sited in minority communities than 

Exhibit 6

Where Do Black and White Homeless Clients Become Homeless?
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in White communities. If we assume that both Black and White people at a similar risk of becom-
ing homeless will be equally likely to use homeless services near them, we can expect those living 
closer to homeless services will be more likely to use them and to be represented in surveys of the 

service-using homeless population. Given the greater accessibility 
of homeless services, we can expect Black homeless people to 
migrate less for homeless services. Only 35 percent of Black home-
less clients were interviewed at a service location in a different 
place than their last regular residence compared with 65 percent 
of White homeless clients (exhibit 8). Homeless clients who were 
interviewed in central-city locations were least likely to have 
moved. This relationship was strongest for Blacks living in central-
city areas, 70 percent of whom were interviewed in the same city 
in which they became homeless. This finding suggests that Black 
people who are at risk of homelessness are more likely than White 
people who are at risk of homelessness to live near people who are 
homeless. Exhibit 8 shows that clients who are Black, female, 65 or 
older, or living in central cities are less likely than other subgroups 
to have moved for services.

Exhibit 8

Migration by Subgroups

Exhibit 7

Extent of Migration

Did Not Move Moved

56% 44%

Exhibit 9 examines the moves made by homeless clients who migrated for services. As noted by 
Burt et al. (2001), most moves are made to locations of larger size, such as from suburban loca-
tions to central cities. The highest percentage of Black movers (32.3 percent) moved from one large 
central city to another large central city, suggesting a segregation of Black homelessness within 
large central cities. More than one-half (51.4 percent) of all Black movers moved to large central 
cities compared with a little more than one-fourth (26.4 percent) of White movers. In addition, 
Black movers were more likely than White movers to move to the same type of location as the 
location of their last regular residence (that is, from large central to large central, from mid-central 
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to mid-central, and so on) (53.7 versus 34.7 percent). White homeless clients who moved were 
more likely to be sampled in an emergency shelter than White homeless clients who did not move 
(34.5 versus 19.6 percent). Thus, White movers are (1) more likely to move, (2) more likely to move 
to larger locations, and (3) more likely to be sampled in emergency shelters than Black movers. 
Black movers are (1) less likely to move, (2) more likely to move from one large central-city location 
to another large central-city location, and (3) more likely to move to a place similar in size to the 
location they left.

Duration, Transiency, and Alternative Explanations of Homelessness
After becoming homeless, Black homeless clients have longer mean homeless spells than White 
homeless clients have (an average of 3 versus 2.4 years). Using the 1996 NSHAPC, Allgood and 
Warren (2003) found that White homeless clients had shorter homeless spells than non-White 
homeless clients. Homeless spells are longer for Blacks in central cities than in other areas and 
longest for Whites in rural areas. Rural findings should be viewed with caution, however, due to 
low sample sizes in these areas. Around 50 percent of both Black and White homeless clients were 
experiencing their first homeless spell at the time of the survey. The frequency of homeless spells 
was similar across the racial categories examined.

Exhibit 10 presents variation in transiency by race. Transiency is measured as the number of towns 
or cities that a homeless client stayed in for 2 or more days while homeless. This study found the 
experience of White homelessness to be more transient. More than two times the percentage (29 
versus 13 percent) of White homeless clients stayed in three or more towns or cities during their 
current homeless spell. Greater White transiency could be due to lack of homeless services or 

Exhibit 9

Black clients

White clients

Transition Matrix for Migrations From Original Location (rows) to Service Location 
(columns), by Race (weighted percentages)

Large central 32.3 2.8 6.7 — —
Mid-central 8.1 4.2 — — 1.8
Fringe large 6.7 2.5 17.2 — —
Fringe mid — .4 — — —
Large town 4.2 — — — —
Small town — — — — —
Rural — 2.5 — — —

Large central 6.4 6.4 2.1 — 3.1
Mid-central 4.3 8.3 — — 2.1
Fringe large 13.6 4.5 14.2 — —
Fringe mid — 7.2 — 4.1 1.4
Large town — 2.1 — — —
Small town 2.1 3.3 4.7 — 1.2
Rural 1.6 2.5 — — 1.7

— indicates fewer than five cases.

Source: 1996 National Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients
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greater freedom of Whites to move from town to town. Although living in more cities is correlated 
with length of current homeless spell for White homeless clients (r = .307***9), no correlation 
exists for Black homeless clients.

NSHAPC Multivariate Analyses

Exhibit 11 presents the results of logistic regression models that predict the likelihood that a 
homeless client has moved to receive homeless services. Model 1 includes controls for race, 
education, age, mental health problems, alcohol problems, drug problems, incarceration history, 
and first-time homelessness. Jencks (1994) and Hopper (2003) suggest that the crack epidemic10 
played a role in increasing homelessness in the 1980s and 1990s, in particular among Blacks. 
Model 2 adds central-city origin location to the model. Hypothesis 5 receives some support in 
both models, because Black homeless clients are less likely than White homeless clients to have mi-
grated for homeless services after controlling for other factors. In model 1, Black homeless clients 
are .365 times as likely as White homeless clients to have moved. In model 2, we see that homeless 
clients who become homeless in central cities are less likely than clients who become homeless 
outside of central cities to migrate for homeless services. The addition of central city to the model 
explains part of difference between Black and White homeless clients in model 1. Although taking 
a central-city location into account explains part of the difference in migration, in model 2, Black 
homeless clients are still less than one-half as likely as White homeless clients to have moved. In 
both models, male homeless clients are almost two times as likely as female homeless clients to 
have moved.

Exhibit 10

White 
Non-Hispanic

Black 
Non-Hispanic

Transiency, by Race

N 1,176 1,275

In same city where became homeless 37.2 64.8

Number of cities stayed in for 2 or more days while homeless
1 48.0 66.0
2 24.1 21.0
3 9.9 5.7
4 1.9 2.8
5 to 10 6.8 3.5
11 or more 9.2 1.1
Source: 1996 National Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients

9 ***p < .001.
10 Golub and Johnson (1997) suggested that crack cocaine use had declined or at least remained stable in the late 1990s. 
Thus, it might not be less of a factor for current homelessness among Blacks. More recent studies may find more White 
rural homelessness due to increases in methamphetamine abuse.
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Exhibit 11

Predictor Model 1 Model 2

Results of Logistic Regression Models Predicting Migration for Services, Odds Ratios

Black (versus White) .365*** .489***
Male 1.816*** 1.904***
With child 1.125 1.180
High school (versus less than high school) 1.192 1.219
College (versus less than high school) 1.273 1.384*
65 or older .523 .256*
Veteran .978 1.005
Mental health problems now 1.247 1.335*
Alcohol problems now 1.044 1.061
Drug problems now 1.028 1.101
Incarcerated in lifetime .925 .994
First time homeless .983 .997
Central-city origin location .176*
Constant .836 1.799***

-2 log likelihood 1,903.390 1,684.019
Model chi square 125.652 332.397
Degrees of freedom 12 13
Total cases 2,132 2,113

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Source: 1996 National Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients

Conclusion and Policy Implications
Findings from Part I of the analyses suggest that segregation has strong effects on increasing 
housing inadequacy and overcrowding for Blacks living in the upper quartile of the segregation 
distribution. Just as prior housing quality has been linked to homelessness (Ringheim, 1990), an 
important link between high levels of segregation and Black homelessness has been established. 
These findings stress the importance of enforcing fair housing policies. In the past, these policies 
have been rendered ineffective due to an overreliance on the reports of discriminated individuals 
(Massey and Denton, 1993). Changing the focus from the reports of discriminated individuals to 
random investigations of REALTORS®, landlords, and mortgage lenders may increase the effective-
ness of fair housing laws. In addition, it is crucial that White racial attitudes are addressed through 
the education system. Without the support of White attitudes toward racial integration, fair 
housing policies are doomed to fail. Failure of these policies may lead to negative consequences for 
Blacks that extend far beyond housing.

Part II of the research revealed that a large percentage of Black homeless clients experience their 
homelessness in urban center-city areas. Because Blacks are less likely than Whites to migrate for 
homeless services, it is likely that their housing problems are situated close to the place where they 
experience homelessness, as suggested by Culhane, Lee, and Wachter (1996). Thus, homeless 
policy must address housing affordability and residential segregation within America’s urban core 
if it is going to substantially affect Black homelessness.

To the extent that poor Blacks have greater housing affordability problems than poor Whites have, 
it is expected that Blacks will enter homelessness at greater rates than Whites. Black homeless 
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people have greater access to shelter space and are less likely than White homeless to migrate 
for homeless services. After Blacks become homeless, it is more difficult for them than for White 
homeless people to exit their state of homelessness.

These findings suggest that the overrepresentation of Blacks in the homeless population may be 
related to greater housing affordability problems and greater access to homeless services. In addi-
tion to calling for the need for greater attention to affordable housing construction and rehabilita-
tion in inner cities, this study’s analyses suggest the need for a more equitable spatial distribution 
of homeless services across different racial communities. The concentration of drug markets, 
in particular the crack trade, within center cities may also help explain the prevalence of drug 
problems experienced by Black homeless people. Drug problems experienced by Blacks may also 
be a stronger risk factor for homelessness than the mental health problems that are experienced 
more by White homeless people. Recent historical research by Johnson (2010) attributes Black 
homelessness from the 1980s to the present to the conjunction of loss of affordable units taken 
away in urban renewal, loss of jobs due to deindustrialization, and increasing drug-abuse problems 
related to the availability of crack cocaine in central-city areas.

Although the overrepresentation of Blacks in the homeless population is probably due mostly 
to a combination of structural and individual factors, it may be partly due to deficiencies in a 
service-based approach to measuring the homeless. Service-based enumerations and surveys miss 
many people who are homeless and do not use homeless services. People who do not use homeless 
services—street homeless and those who double up with friends—do not show up in service-based 
enumerations and surveys. Proximity to homeless services may affect both service usage and the 
accuracy of estimates of the homeless population made from service-based samples. If White 
homeless people find it harder to locate services, they will be less likely than Black homeless 
people both to use them and to show up in service-based enumerations and surveys. If Black 
homeless people have greater access to homeless services, they will be more likely than White 
homeless people to use them and to show up in service-based enumerations and surveys. Increas-
ing the equitable spatial distribution of homeless services would not only be a way to provide 
needed services to White homeless people who are not receiving them, but would also be a way to 
examine the extent to which the current location of homeless services has biased our estimates of 
the racial distribution of the homeless population.

To improve this study, data linking housing market characteristics and the homeless population 
would need to be collected. Confidential data from the NSHAPC can be linked to metropolitan 
areas (Early, 2005, 2004), but the data are not designed for regional analyses (Burt et al., 2001). 
Increasing sample sizes within metropolitan areas and sampling more metropolitan areas would 
make it easier to make regional comparisons, but this may be prohibitively expensive. Sampling a 
small number of cities within each of the segregation quartiles could make it possible to increase 
sample sizes without making the study too expensive to conduct.

NSHAPC data are cross sectional, providing only a snapshot of the homeless population in time. 
Cross-sectional studies of the homeless population overrepresent long-term homeless people and 
underrepresent short-term homeless people. Requiring homeless-services providers to collect data 
on clients may give a better sense of annual prevalence of homelessness, but the data may suffer 
from reliability problems due to the lack of centralized data collection. Service providers may not 
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have the time or money to collect such data or may oppose collecting information due to confiden-
tiality concerns.

Because the NSHAPC contains data only on people who use homeless services, an appropriate 
comparison group was not available to adequately test the validity of housing quality as an at-risk 
measure. The NSHAPC contains information on housed people who use homeless services, but 
this population is not representative of the entire precariously housed population. Longitudinal 
data linking the housed population and the homeless population would provide the appropriate 
comparison groups for this test, although the data would most likely suffer from large attrition 
problems. This type of data helps determine whether people living in low-quality or overcrowded 
housing enter homelessness at higher rates than people living in high-quality or uncrowded 
housing. Culhane, Lee, and Wachter (1996) provided a basis for comparison when, in their work, 
they asked homeless families in New York and Philadelphia where they lived before they became 
homeless. Although this approach does not allow for comparison of the homeless population with 
the entire housed population, it provides the opportunity to compare homeless people to people in 
the neighborhoods where they previously lived.

Because the NSHAPC did not contain data on distance to homeless services, a definitive statement 
on the link between access to services and migration cannot be made. This link can be addressed 
in future research in several ways. Data could be collected on where the homeless lived before their 
current homeless episode and distances could be calculated between their last residence and their 
service location. It would be expected that those who live in places with less access to homeless 
services would have to migrate longer distances for homeless services. Because Blacks are more 
likely than Whites to live closer to homeless services, it is expected that they would migrate shorter 
distances for homeless services. This approach, however, does not account for (1) those who 
become homeless and do not use homeless services and (2) those who would end up in homeless 
shelters only if one were nearby. The first group is an unavoidable source of error in the analyses of 
the homeless population, because good-quality data on street homeless people are almost impos-
sible to collect.

A second approach includes more of the second group in the analyses by first examining the 
census tract where service-using homeless people lived before becoming homeless. Characteristics 
of tracts, including poverty rates, median rents, and vacancy rates, could be collected. After these 
data are collected, tracts matching these characteristics could be selected at the national level to 
create a representative sample of tracts from which homeless people are likely to live before they 
become homeless. After the tracts are selected, distances could be calculated between tracts and 
homeless-services provision locations. Linking these tracts to data on the services-using homeless 
population, the probability that a resident will enter the services-using homeless population as a 
function of distance from homeless services could be predicted. Such an approach would include 
more of the at-risk population than the first approach and would better assess the role of access to 
homeless services in explaining the overrepresentation of Blacks in the homeless community.

The questions explored in this study undoubtedly need further research before clear policy impli-
cations can be drawn. What is clear is that a relationship exists between high rates of residential 
segregation and Blacks living in substandard or overcrowded housing. This study found that lower 
levels of segregation, greater availability of affordable housing, and higher homeownership rates 
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were associated with higher quality housing for Blacks. Because increasing the housing quality of 
all Americans should be an aim of national policy, stronger prointegration and antidiscrimination 
policies must be adopted. To the extent that increasing the affordable housing supply and the level 
of homeownership also increases the living conditions of Blacks, policies supporting these aims 
should also be promoted. In addition to calling for greater attention to affordable housing con-
struction and rehabilitation in inner cities, the analyses in this study suggest the need for a more 
equitable spatial distribution of homeless services across different racial communities and the need 
to tailor homeless services to the differential determinants of homelessness for different groups.
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