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Between 2017 and 2019, homelessness in Alameda 
County increased by 43%. This upsurge took place in 
the context of population growth and a tight housing 
market. Between 2010 and 2019, Alameda County 
experienced a 10.7% increase in population1 and a 48% 
decrease in rental vacancies.2 The growing population 
and low vacancy rate have rapidly escalated the cost of 
housing. Incomes have not kept pace. California’s 
median rent rose 40% between 2010 and 2019, while 
median renter income increased only 8%.3  

Yet the housing market is only part of the story. Black 
and Indigenous people are homeless at a rate 4 times 
higher than in Alameda County’s general population, and 
more than double the rate among people in poverty. 
Research links the racial disparities that are evident in 
the homeless population to centuries of structural racism 
that have excluded people of color from equal access 
to housing, community supports, and opportunities for 
economic mobility.4,5,6 The racially disparate picture of 
homelessness emerging from the housing crisis in Ala-
meda County creates an imperative to re-envision the 
homeless response system through a racial equity lens. 
The modeling working groups and Leadership Commit-
tee developed and applied a racial equity lens with the 
goal of producing a homeless system that works better 
for all to end homelessness in Alameda County. The 
goals of the racial equity and homeless system model-
ing process are to: 

1) Identify and address factors leading to the 
over-representation of people of color in the 
population of people experiencing homelessness. 

2) Understand how facets of the homeless response 
system benefit or burden people of color and 
pinpoint opportunities to advance racial equity 
within the system. 

3) Formulate key elements of a model homeless 
system, including optimal types and quantities of 
housing units and service programs.

4) Develop recommendations to more effectively and 
equitably allocate resources, prioritize investments, 
and advance proactive, targeted strategies to end 
homelessness.

RACIAL EQUITY IMPACT ANALYSIS 
The Racial Equity Impact Analysis (REIA) draws on 
quantitative and qualitative data to spotlight the 
structural barriers that are driving racial disparities in 
the homeless population. The findings include:

Structural racism is obscured by personal responsibility. 
The racial equity focus groups highlighted a structural 
pattern of racism in participants’ personal stories about 
homelessness. From a research standpoint, the impact 
of structural racism in informants’ lives was clear, and 
yet it was notable how many participants took responsi-
bility for their homelessness. Some participants de-
scribed themselves as lazy or irresponsible, while others 
described feeling worthless or ashamed. When structur-
al racism is not named as a central driving factor of 

homelessness for Black, Indigenous, and people of color, 
then it is lived, practiced, and systemically constructed 
as a personal failure. Ending homelessness demands a 
paradigm shift that enmeshes anti-racism in all aspects 
of the homeless housing crisis response system, from 
direct service interactions to data collection, from policy 
making and public relations to human resource practices 
and leadership development. This work will require 
collaborating with other systems to overcome structural 
barriers, such as those encountered in systems of law 
enforcement and policing, education, health care, and 
child welfare among other social structures.

Racism is culturally and institutionally entrenched in 
the United States, in California, and in Alameda County. 
The disproportionate number of people of color who 
are experiencing homelessness is the result of structural 
racism, with origins in manifest destiny, slavery, redlining, 
mass incarceration, and displacement. The REIA focus 
groups highlighted a lifetime of racial discrimination 
accumulated in the experiences of homeless Black, 
Indigenous, and other people of color. These include 

Black and Indigenous people are 
homeless at a rate 4 times higher than  
in Alameda County’s general population, 
and more than double the rate among 
people in poverty.
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experiences of mass incarceration, barriers to educa-
tion, adverse health impacts, and generational poverty, 
as well as the loss of family and other networks of 
social and economic support. 

Structural racism impacts entire social systems, dis-
tressing the networks and supports that may otherwise 
prevent homelessness. Participants in the racial equity 
focus groups frequently described family and friends as 
providing economic and housing stability during times 
of insecurity. At the same time, the cumulative impact 
of structural racism may thin or distress these networks 
and make Black, Indigenous, and people of color vulner-
able to homelessness. This insight underpins system 
modeling recommendations including, but not limited 
to, developing longer term homelessness prevention 
supports and reconsidering how homeless programs 
define and support families to include parents and adult 
children as well as extended family units. 

Racial discrimination and economic inequality are 
interconnected. The economic features of the Bay Area’s 
housing crisis are well documented: stagnant wages 
particularly for the lowest paid workers in a high-cost, 
low vacancy housing market. The racial equity focus 
groups show that the impact of structural racism in 
homeless people’s lives—mass incarceration, barriers to 
education, and adverse health impacts to name a few—
makes it difficult to increase income. This awareness 
supports system design recommendations including 
shallow subsidies and deeply affordable housing targeted 
to people who need a little, or a lot, of help making up 
the difference between income and rent. As well, the 
housing interventions in the model are linked to the 
household’s income rather than a fixed length of partic-
ipation in the program. Where time-limited interventions 
appear in the model, they frequently include a more 
deeply subsidized backstop.

Black and Indigenous people continue to be viewed as 
“high risk” tenants in the housing market. The race 
equity working group heard that race-neutral housing 
application requirements form barriers to accessing 
housing that disproportionately impact Black and 
Indigenous people. These include, but are not limited 
to, credit histories, bank account information, and 

extended residential histories. As a result, the homeless 
housing crisis response system must approach “docu-
ment readiness” and other application requirements as 
race equity issues and work to lower systemic barriers 
in crisis and permanent housing programs.

Homeless housing programs participate in the dis-
placement of low-income communities of color from 
Alameda County. The race equity focus groups affirmed 
the point in time count survey finding that homeless 
people have ties to the communities where they experi-
ence homelessness. Many reported growing up or raising 
children in the communities where they are homeless 
now. At the same time, the high cost of housing means 
that, like many low-income households, homeless 
housing programs increasingly cannot find affordable 
housing opportunities in Alameda County. This dynamic 
disproportionately displaces Black, Indigenous, and other 
households of color. The racial equity analysis argues 
that it is critical to have homeless permanent housing 
resources in every city and throughout Alameda County.

Low-income does not mean high service needs. While 
the link between homelessness and poor health is well 
documented, it should not be equated with intensive 
support service needs. A third of homeless households 
in Alameda County report no physical or mental health 
conditions, but nearly 75% have monthly incomes that 
are less than one thousand dollars. Participants in the 
race equity focus groups looked forward to living 
independently in housing they could afford, without 
intensive—or invasive—case management. For this 
reason, the system models recommend new forms of 
housing subsidies designed for formerly homeless 
people who need few or no ongoing supports. 

If I am going to pay rent, I can’t eat or 
buy gas. It’s hard. On $2,000 you can’t 
make it. You need $3,500 because rent is 
$1,800 or more. You need to work 3 jobs 
and sell peanuts on your lunch break. 

—Participant 14, African American man, aged 50–64
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PROGRAM MODEL RECOMMENDATIONS
The Racial Equity Impact Analysis (REIA) findings 
transformed the homeless response system design in 
Alameda County. One place the influence of the REIA 
can be seen is in the program and system process 
recommendations. The program models describe the 
optimal structures, staffing ratios, and practices that 
will contribute to a more equitable homeless housing 
crisis response. Funders and providers should look to 
the program models as a template for program devel-
opment, contracting, monitoring, and performance 
evaluation. The full program models can be found in 
Appendix C and Appendix D of the full report. Common 
guidelines that underpin the transformative vision of 
equitable programs include:

•    All staff working in the housing crisis response 
system are trained to understand structural racism 
and the barriers it imposes to maintaining housing in 
Alameda County. Staff are trained to recognize the 
roots of homelessness in discrimination, racism, and 
political choices, rather than individual choices and 
personal responsibility.

•      All program information (website, outreach materials, 
etc.) is translated into County threshold languages. 

•     All program information is disseminated at strategic 
community touch points where those least likely to 
be connected to services may frequent. Such sites 
include churches, corner stores, neighborhoods, 
schools, places of employment. 

•     Recruitment and hiring processes for staff positions 
at all levels ensures diverse racial, ethnic, and linguis-
tic representation.

•     Programs include a portion of staff who have experi-
enced homelessness.

•     Staff are trained in trauma-informed care and harm 
reduction.

•     Client choice is honored and respected in all programs 
and centers. Housing assistance is client-driven and 
helps locate housing opportunities that fit the 
client’s needs (near job opportunities and family/
social networks, etc.)

•    Programs and staff will work to build on client 
assets, such as culture, religion, talents, and skills.

Households will need different combinations of equitable 
programs to end their homelessness. These combina-
tions of interventions are called “pathways.” While one 
household may use only prevention, another may need 

both emergency shelter and permanent supportive 
housing; and a third needs transitional housing, rapid 
re-housing, and a shallow subsidy. For this reason the 
models anticipate that some households will use more 
than one program or intervention to end their home-
lessness. The interventions included in the pathways are 
briefly summarized below. Because households may 
use more than one intervention, the proportions in the 
definitions below will not add up to 100%.

Homeless Prevention/Rapid Resolution. 
Immediate services intervention to prevent 
or quickly resolve homelessness for house-
holds who otherwise would have become 
homeless. Based on the REIA, homeless 

prevention and rapid resolution are available more than 
once in a lifetime and include short-term and ongoing 
supports. Prevention and Rapid Resolution make up 
20% of permanent housing exits for households with 
only adults and 10% of permanent housing exits for 
households with minor children.

Crisis Response. Temporary lodging to 
provide for the safety and immediate needs 
of individuals and families experiencing 
literal homelessness. Literal homelessness 
describes people living in shelters or in 

places not meant for people to live like cars, streets, 
abandoned buildings, or tents. Crisis Response programs 
include emergency shelters and transitional housing 
programs. Crisis Response programs will serve 58% of 
households with only adults and 90% of households 
with minor children.

Transitional Housing for Youth. Time-limited 
housing with services to stabilize participants 
and prepare them for exit to permanent hous-
ing. The average length of stay in Transitional 
Housing is 18 months and reserved for young 

adults aged 18-24. Transitional Housing for Youth will 
serve 2% of households with only adults.

Shallow Subsidy. Ongoing rent assistance 
with no or limited services. A new program 
type, shallow subsidies are responsive to 
findings from the REIA. Shallow subsidies 
will serve 13% of households with only adults 

and 40% of households with minor children.
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Rapid Re-Housing. Support with move in 
costs and a temporary subsidy to help house-
holds stabilize in housing before assuming 
the full rent themselves. In the system model 
Rapid Re-Housing will help 13% of house-

holds with only adults and 60% of households with 
minor children.

Permanent Supportive Housing. Deeply 
affordable permanent housing for individuals 
and families with a long history of homeless-
ness and a disability. In the system model, 
PSH ends homelessness for 16% of house-

holds with only adults and 10% of households with 
minor children.

Permanent Supportive Housing-Senior Units. 
Deeply subsidized permanent housing with 
intensive services designed for seniors to 
support aging in place. In the system model 
PSH Senior Units will help 10% of households 

with only adults.

Dedicated Affordable Housing. Housing 
affordable to extremely low-income house-
holds experiencing homelessness with few 
ongoing support service needs. This new 
program type is responsive to findings from 

the REIA. In the model, dedicated affordable housing 
will end homelessness for 28% of households with only 
adults and 30% of households with minor children.

INVENTORY RECOMMENDATIONS HOUSEHOLDS 
WITH ONLY ADULTS 
Households with only adults make up 91.4% of all house-
holds experiencing homelessness according to the 2019 
Point In Time Count. An estimated 12,005 households 
with only adults experience homelessness in Alameda 
County each year. The diagram below illustrates the 
resource pathways that will be available in an equitable 
and high functioning homeless housing crisis response 
system to effectively end homelessness for households 
with only adults.   

While some homeless households will stay in Emergency 
Shelters and Transitional Housing programs before 
becoming permanently housed, the homeless housing 
response system in Alameda County expects to directly 
connect unsheltered homeless households to permanent 
housing without a stay in shelter. Unsheltered house-
holds will benefit from crisis services including, but not 
limited to street outreach, mobile health clinics, laundry, 
showers, and meal programs. The dashed lines repre-
sent pathways for unsheltered households and the solid 
lines represent pathways for sheltered households. The 
model presumes that roughly 10% of households with 
only adults will either “self-resolve” their homelessness 
by accessing personal resources or losing touch with 
the homeless crisis response system. 

Realizing this model will require first leveling up the 
existing homeless resource inventory by adding addi-
tional capacity to the interventions shown in orange 

RAPID REHOUSING SLOTS

PSH

PSH-SENIOR UNITS

HP/RAPID RESOLUTION SLOTS 

sheltered pathway

DEDICATED AFFORDABLE HOUSING

TRANSITIONAL HOUSING BEDS FOR YOUTH

SELF-RESOLVERS

Permanent Housing—Market Rate, Family & Friends, A�ordable Housing

unsheltered pathway

SHALLOW SUBSIDY

Adequate Inventory Limited Inventory Extremely Limited Inventory

12,005 households experiencing sheltered 
or unsheltered homelessness

and/or
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(where there is limited inventory) and red (where there 
is extremely limited inventory). Exact numbers of addi-
tional units and the cost of leveling up can be found in 
the full report. It should be noted that this diagram is 
based on pre-COVID-19 inventory numbers. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated serving fewer 
households with the existing shelter stock while at the 
same time adding shelter capacity, such as the hotel 
rooms made available through Project Roomkey. In fact, 
at the writing of this report the number of households 
served in shelter at a point in time has increased. 

The increase in shelter capacity intensifies the message 
in the pathway chart: the greatest areas of need in the 
Continuum of Care are for permanent resources, specifi-
cally Shallow Subsidies, Permanent Supportive Housing, 
Dedicated Affordable Housing, and PSH-Seniors. The 
current homeless system has too few permanent housing 
resources in comparison with its Crisis Response inven-
tory, such as emergency shelters. Continuing to add 
crisis beds without developing pathways to permanent 
housing will not end or even decrease homelessness. 
This does not mean that the homeless response system 
has all the Crisis Response resources it will ever need to 
end homelessness. Instead, Leveling Up the homeless 
response system by bringing all its resources into 
proportion with the existing Crisis Response inventory 
will generate flow through the system and enable the 
existing Crisis Response resources to function better. 

This recommendation is consistent with findings in The 
EveryOne Home Plan to End Homelessness: 2018 Strate-
gic Update, City of Berkeley’s 1,000 Person Plan, and 
the City of Oakland’s Permanent Access To Housing 
(PATH) Strategy.

Once the homeless response system for households 
with only adults is proportionately aligned with the 
model, then the entire system can be brought to a scale 
capable of addressing the population of homeless 
households with only adults. The chart shows the 
package of homelessness prevention, crisis response, 
and permanent housing resources needed to serve 
each additional 100 homeless households with only 
adults. Some of the inventory will serve multiple house-
holds. For example, each emergency shelter slot will 
serve 4 households each year for 3 months each, a 
combined total of 48 households annually. As well, the 
model plans for some households to use more than one 
intervention. For these reasons the inventory will not 
add up to 100. The cost values were estimated by a 
working group of funders and service providers. Cost 
estimates include administrative costs of both funders 
and subcontractors. Multi-year estimates include a 3% 
cost of living adjustment compounded year after year. 
This package of resources describes the interrelation-
ship between the homelessness prevention, crisis 
response, and permanent housing resources. New 
resources are not modular components. An equitable 

100
HOUSEHOLDS WITH ADULTS ONLY  |  NEED IN A YEAR

COST TO MAINTAIN HOUSING FOR HOUSEHOLDS IN PERMANENT HOUSING  $6,083,207 over Next 4 Years

COST PER 100 HOUSEHOLDS  $2,337,500 in the First Year

CRISIS RESPONSE
SERVING SEVERAL HOUSEHOLDS A YEAR

PERMANENT HOUSING UNITS OR VOUCHERS
WITH SERVICES AS NEEDED

+

RAPID REHOUSING
$22,25022
PSH
$25,30016
PSH-SENIOR
$30,00010

DEDICATED
AFFORDABLE HOUSING
$20,700

28
SHALLOW SUBSIDY
$10,00013

A few single adult households 
are able to exit to permanent 
housing with minimal support 
from the homeless system

HP/RAPID RESOLUTION
$4,500 per HH3 EMERGENCY SHELTER

$25,55012
TRANSITIONAL HOUSING FOR YOUTH
$36,5002

Many single adult households are unsheltered and are 
served through street outreach and hygiene responses 
while they are homeless
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and effective homelessness response requires that 
planners, funders, providers, and elected leaders develop 
a coherent system of interrelated pathways. Investments 
in crisis response must be accompanied by permanent 
housing resources for the system to achieve flow and 
perform at a higher, more equitable level. 

INVENTORY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR HOUSE-
HOLDS WITH MINOR CHILDREN
Households with minor children make up 7.5% of all 
households experiencing homelessness according to 
the 2019 Point In Time Count. An estimated 985 house-
holds with minor children experience homelessness 
each year. The diagram below illustrates the resource 
pathways that will be available in an equitable and high 
functioning homeless response system to effectively 
end homelessness for households with minor children. 
Although the number of unsheltered households with 
minor children is not insignificant in Alameda County, 
the working group on Households with Minor Children 
began from the premise that homeless households with 
minor children would use shelter or transitional housing 
if those crisis programs are carefully calibrated to the 
needs of families. Like the model for households with 
only adults, this model presumes that 10% of house-
holds “self-resolve” their homelessness or lose contact 
with the system.

Bringing this model into being will require first leveling 
up the existing homeless resource inventory by adding 
additional capacity to the interventions shown in orange 
(where there is limited inventory) and red (where there 

is extremely limited inventory). It should be noted that 
this diagram is based on pre-COVID-19 inventory num-
bers. The COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated serving 
fewer households with the existing shelter stock while 
at the same time adding shelter capacity, such as the 
hotel rooms made available through Project Roomkey. 
At the writing of this report the number of households 
with minor children served in shelter at a point in time 
has remained consistent with pre-pandemic capacity. 

This means that Shallow Subsidies, Dedicated Afford-
able Housing, and Permanent Supportive Housing 
continue to be the areas of the system that are most in 
need of investment. The model plans for an initial surge 
in Permanent Supportive Housing resources during the 
leveling up phase to quickly end homelessness for the 
households with minor children with the longest lengths 
of time homeless. Exact numbers of additional units and 
the cost of leveling up can be found in the full report. 

The current homeless system has too few permanent 
housing resources for households with minor children 
in comparison with its inventory of crisis response 
resources for these same families. Continuing to add 
crisis resources like emergency shelter without creating 
pathways to permanent housing will not end or even 
decrease homelessness. Building up the permanent 
resource inventory in proportion with crisis response 
inventory will create pathways out of homelessness for 
households with minor children and result in a more 
efficient system.

RAPID REHOUSING SLOTS

PSH

HP/RAPID RESOLUTION SLOTS 

DEDICATED AFFORDABLE HOUSING

SELF-RESOLVERS

Permanent Housing—Market Rate, Family & Friends, A�ordable Housing

985 households experiencing 
homelessness annually

SHALLOW SUBSIDY

Adequate Inventory Limited Inventory Extremely Limited Inventory



Oakland-Berkeley-Alameda County Continuum of Care 8

CENTERING RACIAL EQUITY IN HOMELESS RESPONSE SYSTEM DESIGN EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Once again, bringing the homeless response system to 
scale requires adding capacity in the proportions of the 
system models. The chart above shows the package of 
prevention, crisis response, and permanent housing 
resources needed to serve each additional 100 house-
holds with minor children. Some of the inventory will 
serve multiple households. For example, each emergency 
shelter slot will serve 4 households each year for 3 
months each, serving a total of 88 households annually. 
Additionally, some households will use more than one 
intervention; for instance, the model plans that some 
households may not be successful in Rapid Re-Housing 
and therefore makes available a shallow subsidy back-
stop. Finally, the chart takes into consideration that some 
households will be prevented from becoming homeless 
or self-resolve their homelessness without permanent 
housing units or vouchers. For these reasons, the 
number of slots needed will not add up to 100. The cost 
values were estimated by a working group of funders 
and service providers. They include administrative costs 
of both funders and subcontractors. Multi-year estimates 
include a 3% cost of living adjustment compounded 
year after year.

This package of resources describes the interrelationship 
between the homelessness prevention, crisis, and 
permanent housing resources. For the system to effec-
tively end homelessness, new resources cannot be 
added as pick-and-choose modular components. 
Instead, as planners and funders, the Continuum of 

Care, Alameda County, cities, and philanthropies must 
invest in the combined package of resources to pro-
duce a coherent system that performs at a higher level. 

PROJECTED CHANGES IN HOMELESSNESS WITH 
AND WITHOUT ADDITIONAL INVESTMENT        
Significant investment in homeless housing and crisis 
response that aligns with the model will allow the system 
of care in Alameda County to “turn the curve” or bend 
the trajectory of homelessness. Without a significant 
increase in investment, the Continuum of Care should 
expect to double the number of people experiencing 
homelessness within 5 years. Similarly, moderate 
investment or selective investment in some parts of the 
system and not others will result in a sharp increase in 
the number of people experiencing homelessness. 

Only significant ongoing investment that is made in 
alignment with interventions in the model will result in a 
more efficient and equitable homeless housing crisis 
response. In addition to the rate of investment, two 
variables will shape the impact of the investment: the 
rate of inflow into homelessness, and the rate of returns 
to homelessness from housed living situations. The 
scenario below is based on relatively favorable inputs: 

•  Investing at a high rate in the models, particularly by 
creating Permanent Supportive Housing, Dedicated 
Affordable Housing, and Shallow Subsidies.

•  Slowing the rate of inflow into homelessness, which 

100
HOUSEHOLDS WITH MINOR CHILDREN  |  NEED IN A YEAR

COST TO MAINTAIN HOUSING FOR HOUSEHOLDS IN PERMANENT HOUSING  $7,294,505 over Next 4 Years

COST PER 100 HOUSEHOLDS  $2,642,650 in the First Year

+ RAPID
REHOUSING
$22,250

15

PSH
$30,47010

DEDICATED
AFFORDABLE HOUSING
$25,870

30

SHALLOW SUBSIDY
$15,30040

A few single adult households are able to exit to permanent 
housing with minimal support from the homeless system

HP/RAPID RESOLUTION
$4,500 per HH3 EMERGENCY SHELTER

$25,55022

CRISIS RESPONSE
SERVING SEVERAL HOUSEHOLDS A YEAR

PERMANENT HOUSING UNITS OR VOUCHERS
WITH SERVICES AS NEEDED
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will depend upon societal changes in the racial 
discrimination and economic inequality that is 
mediated through the housing market.

•  Decreasing in the rate of returns to homelessness, 
which depends upon the homeless housing crisis 
response system quickly becoming more effective in 
sustaining permanent housing exits.

Even under such favorable conditions, the chart shows 
that the Continuum of Care will see no measurable 
decrease in homelessness for two years as the system 
addresses the intensification of homelessness that has 
taken place over the past 5 years. Homelessness will be-
gin to decrease in the third year of sustained and 
significant levels of investment. By the fifth year of this 
investment and inflow scenario, the homeless housing 
crisis response system described in the model will reach 
a state of efficiency—both in outcomes and cost—that 
is marked by responding to homelessness as it happens 
and a corresponding decreasing investment. This strate-
gy will not only require substantial funding and favorable 
social conditions, but also demand political resolve.

The work of developing a racially equitable and effec-
tive homeless response system is beginning. Bringing 
racial equity into the fabric of homeless system planning 
is a critical innovation. And, it will take ongoing effort 
and determination to put racial equity at the center of 
every aspect of the homeless response system. As a 
starting place, the Continuum of Care is committed to 
disaggregating performance outcomes by race. Consis-
tently disaggregating performance outcomes by race 
will help the CoC identify and respond to racial dispari-
ties and evaluate progress toward a racially equitable 
system. As well, stakeholders can begin implementing 
the program model recommendations, which are 
deeply informed by the Racial Equity Impact Analysis. 
The structures and practices in the program models can 
be developed into policies, incorporated into contracts, 
and measured using the Results Based Accountability 
(RBA) framework. In short, the racially equitable and 
effective homeless response system that is the goal of 
this report is best understood as an ongoing set of 
actions. Making it a reality and keeping it going is critical 
work. That work starts now.

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
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Year 5

Current level 
of investment

Moderate 
investments not
in alignment with 
system modeling 
recommendations

Significant 
investment in 
alignment with 
system modeling 
recommendations 
will make 
homelessness 
rare, brief and 
non-recurring

It will take signficant investment
in housing resources to bend the 
curve of homelessness.
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