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New Yorkers Expect Government Solutions for Rising Family Homelessness

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

To gauge New Yorkers' perceptions of family homelessness in their city, the Institute for Children and
Poverty, in collaboration with Baruch College School of Public Affairs, conducted a citywide random
telephone survey of over 1,000 residents in January 2010. The results of this poll provide insight into
the breadth of New Yorkers' personal experiences with homelessness, views on the issue, and support of
policy options to address homelessness.

New Yorkers feeling vulnerable: Homelessness is on their minds

Homelessness figures prominently in the minds of New Yorkers. Over 80% of New Yorkers thought
about homelessness in the past month and one in three thought about it almost every day. Nearly one-
third of New Yorkers have trouble paying for basic expenses. Over one-fifth of New Yorkers perceive
themselves as at risk of homelessness. A substantial minority of New Yorkers report exposure to
homelessness, in that they either know someone who has become homeless or they have housed someone
at risk of homelessness in the last six months. Of those who have sheltered someone at risk, two-fifths
sheltered families with children.

Low-income households with children, the unemployed, blacks and Hispanics, and Bronx residents have
much higher rates of perceived risk of and exposure to homelessness than respondents overall.

New Yorkers concerned about rise in homelessness

Nearly two-thirds of New Yorkers have noticed an increase in homelessness over the past six months.
Compared to New Yorkers overall, low-income families noted increases in their neighborhoods at more
than double the rate.

Residents attribute family homelessness largely to economic issues, and are concerned about the city
government’s job addressing the issue. A large majority—seven out of ten—New Yorkers rate the city
government’s job of addressing homelessness as poor or fair, whereas less than one-fifth consider the job
good. New Yorkers who report perceived risk or exposure to homelessness feel even more strongly that
the city government is not doing enough to help the homeless.

New Yorkers support shelter and permanent solutions

New Yorkers support a government safety net to reduce family homelessness. Roughly three-quarters
agree with the “Right to Shelter” and favor government involvement in the prevention and mitigation of
family homelessness. One-half would be willing to pay higher taxes to reduce homelessness.

More than half of respondents would support a family homeless shelter being located in their area of resi-
dence and nearly a half feel that this shelter would not change the quality of life in their neighborhood.

Conclusion

New Yorkers widely recognize that homelessness is an economic problem and expect a government
safety net for those in need. Meanwhile, they do not whole-heartedly demonstrate confidence that their
expectations have and will be met. The poll confirms that policymakers should anticipate that strong
public sentiment will support political will to address family homelessness through both prevention and
mitigation efforts.
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Definitions of key terms used throughout the report:
Low-income households are defined as those earning less than $35,000 per year.

Respondents reporting perceived risk are those that are worried that they or their family might
be at risk of homelessness.

Respondents reporting exposure to homelessness are those who either know someone who
has become homeless or have housed someone at risk of homelessness in the last 6 months.
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INTRODUCTION

To gauge New Yorkers' perceptions of family homelessness in their city, the Institute for Children and
Poverty, in collaboration with Baruch College School of Public Affairs, conducted a citywide random
telephone survey of over 1,000 residents in January 2010. The results of this poll provide insight into the
breadth of New Yorkers™ personal experiences with homelessness, views on the issue, and support of policy
options to address homelessness. For results based on the total sample, the margin of error is 3.1%.

It is widely recognized that the economic downturn has spurred an increase in family homelessness
nationwide. In New York City, the number of families with children in shelter each night jumped 14%
from December 2007 (the official start of the recession) to January 2010, from an average of 7,719 to
8,786. In the past year, the Department of Homeless Services (DHS) has sheltered a record number of
26,353 families.

Though it has decreased slightly, unemployment in New York City has hovered around 10% for
several months. In some neighborhoods in the Bronx and Brooklyn, unemployment has exceeded
15%. Amidst this grim employment outlook, half of New Yorkers are rent burdened, spending more
than 30% of income on housing; over one-quarter (29%) of renters spend more than half of their
incomes on housing. Increasing participation rates in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP), or food stamps, are widely regarded as indicative of increases in poverty; caseloads in New
York increased by almost half from December 2007 to January 2010. According to the latest official
data available, in 2008 the City’s poverty measure was an astounding 22%.

Given this bleak backdrop, ongoing indications of vulnerability, and escalating family homelessness,

it is not surprising that New Yorkers view homelessness as an economic issue, not just a housing one.
Poll responses demonstrate that homelessness has directly and indirectly impacted the lives of many
residents. Unfortunately, homelessness is more pressing for particular groups, such as households with
children earning less than $35,000, the unemployed, blacks and Hispanics, and Bronx residents. The
survey also shows that New Yorkers support a government safety net to address the issue, though they
are concerned the City is not doing enough to help the homeless.

Of particular significance are those who are at risk of becoming homeless and with exposure to
homelessness— those who know someone who has become homeless or have housed someone at risk.
Although their demographic characteristics are varied and relationships with homelessness are different,
these subgroups often responded similarly.

Understanding New Yorkers” views on homelessness and homeless policy is critical for informing
policy design, while the key findings on those at perceived risk of homelessness and with exposure to
homelessness are especially important for strategically targeting government interventions.
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NEW YORKERS FEELING VULNERABLE: HOMELESSNESS IS ON THEIR MINDS

Homelessness figures prominently in the minds of New Yorkers. Residents are affected both directly and
indirectly. Homelessness impacts the lives of low-income households with children, the unemployed, blacks

and Hispanics, and Bronx residents at much higher rates than respondents overall.

Over 80% of New Yorkers thought about homelessness in the past month and one in three thought
about it almost every day.

Figure 1
IN THE LAST 30 DAYS, HOW OFTEN DID YOU THINK ABOUT HOMELESSNESS?

Almost everyday
About once a week

Once or twice a month

Never

18%
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New Yorkers are short on money and feel at risk

A considerable percentage —nearly one-third— of New Yorkers have trouble paying for basic expenses.
In comparison, two-thirds of the unemployed, those who report perceived risk of homelessness,

and low-income households with children struggle with basic expenses, while over one-half of low-income
households do. Renters report having trouble with expenses at higher rates than homeowners.

Figure 2
ARE YOU CURRENTLY HAVING TROUBLE PAYING FOR BASIC LIVING EXPENSES?
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New York City with children risk

Over one-fifth of New Yorkers perceive themselves as at risk of homelessness. As may be expected, higher
rates of those having trouble with expenses, low-income households both with and without children, and the
unemployed are concerned about becoming homeless. Additionally, renters report perceived risk at nearly twice

the rate of homeowners.

Figure 3
ARE YOU CURRENTLY WORRIED THAT YOU, OR YOUR FAMILY, MIGHT BE AT RISK OF
BECOMING HOMELESS?

(perceived risk)
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Friends and family are doubling up
A sizeable percentage — one-fifth— of New Yorkers know someone who has become homeless in the
last six months. Even higher rates of low-income households with children and the unemployed do.

Those who live doubled up with family or friends are a particularly vulnerable segment of the homeless
population because they are transient, too often not considered homeless, and thus frequently overlooked in
policy prescriptions. Fifteen percent of New Yorkers report housing someone who has been at risk of
homelessness in the last six months; of these, two-fifths sheltered families with children, highlighting the

high rate of children who are in unsettled living situations.

Figure 4
IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, HAS SOMEONE YOU KNOW BECOME HOMELESS?
IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, HAVE YOU HOUSED SOMEONE AT RISK OF HOMELESSNESS?

B B Knowsomeone

B @ Housedsomeone
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Figure 5
IF YOU HOUSED SOMEONE IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, DID THEY HAVE CHILDREN WHO ALSO STAYED
WITH YOU?

Bl Doubled up without children
B Doubled up with children

41%
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Who bears the brunt?: A look at race and borough
Experiences with homelessness vary across race. When compared to white and Asian respondents, Hispanics and
blacks have higher rates of trouble with expenses and perceived risk, as well as of exposure to homelessness.

Figure 6

ARE YOU CURRENTLY HAVING TROUBLE PAYING FOR BASIC LIVING EXPENSES?
ARE YOU CURRENTLY WORRIED THAT YOU, OR YOUR FAMILY, MIGHT BE AT RISK
OF BECOMING HOMELESS?

(by race)
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Figure 7
INTHE LAST 6 MONTHS, HAS SOMEONE YOU KNOW BECOME HOMELESS?
IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, HAVE YOU HOUSED SOMEONE AT RISK OF HOMELESSNESS?

(by race)
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The concerns of New Yorkers also differ across boroughs. The Bronx has the highest rate of respondents who are
having trouble with expenses and with perceived risk and exposure. In comparison, Manhattan has the lowest
rate of residents having trouble with expenses. Manhattan and Brooklyn share the lowest rate of perceived risk,
while Queens has the lowest rate of exposure.

Figure 8

ARE YOU CURRENTLY HAVING TROUBLE PAYING FOR BASIC LIVING EXPENSES?
ARE YOU CURRENTLY WORRIED THAT YOU, OR YOUR FAMILY, MIGHT BE AT RISK
OF BECOMING HOMELESS?

(by borough)

Bl MW Currently having trouble with expenses
B [ Perceived risk of homelessness

50%
40% 39%
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10%
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New York City

Figure 9

IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, HAS SOMEONE YOU KNOW BECOME HOMELESS?

IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, HAVE YOU HOUSED SOMEONE AT RISK OF HOMELESSNESS?
(by borough)

Il B Knowsomeone
B ™ Housedsomeone
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There are also disparities across boroughs for renters and homeowners who report perceived risk.
The Bronx has the highest percentages of both renters and owners worried about becoming homeless,
while Manhattan has the lowest.

Figure 10
ARE YOU CURRENTLY WORRIED THAT YOU, OR YOUR FAMILY, MIGHT BE AT RISK
OF BECOMING HOMELESS?

(by borough and home-ownership status)

B B Rent
B B Own
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NEW YORKERS CONCERNED ABOUT RISE IN HOMELESSNESS

New Yorkers have noticed an increase in homelessness over the past six months. Residents attribute family
homelessness largely to economic issues, and are concerned about the city government’s job addressing the issue.

Low-income households with children reported greater increases in homelessness citywide, particularly in their
neighborhoods. On rating the city government’s job, those who reported perceived risk or exposure to homelessness
tended to rate the job negatively, as did low-income households and the unemployed when compared to New

Yorkers overall.

Homelessness is increasing
Justless than two-thirds of New Yorkers saw an increase in homelessness throughout the city over the last
six months, whereas few reported a decrease. The City’s recent finding of a 34% increase in the number of people

living on the streets confirms this observation.

Figure 11
IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, THE NUMBER OF HOMELESS PEOPLE IN NEW YORK CITY HAS:

19%

Increased
Not changed

Not sure

Decreased
15%

62%
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Figure 12
IN THE LAST 6 MONTHS, THE NUMBER OF HOMELESS PEOPLE IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD HAS:

100% S
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[ | Decreased
Not sure
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40%
20% 48%
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Interestingly, while most New Yorkers thought there was an increase citywide, a minority observed an increase in
their neighborhoods. Compared to New Yorkers overall, low-income families noted increases in their neighborhoods
at more than double the rate. This discrepancy suggests that the rise in homelessness has been concentrated in
low-income neighborhoods, rather than evenly distributed throughout the city. Of those who report that there has
been no change in homelessness in their neighborhoods, 41% earn $75,000 or more.
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It’s not just a housing issue

New Yorkers identify economic causes, such as unemployment and poverty as the most important reasons that
families become homeless, indicating that most see it as more than just a housing issue. Smaller percentages
atctribute family homelessness to housing costs and domestic violence.

Figure 13
WHAT DO YOU THINK ARE THE TOP CAUSES OF FAMILY HOMELESSNESS?

B Unemployment
B Poverty
[ Housing or rent costs

Domestic violence

9%

Is the City doing enough?
A large majority (70%) of New Yorkers rate the job as poor or fair, whereas less than one-fifth considers
the job good.

Figure 14
HOW WOULD YOU RATE THE JOB CITY GOVERNMENT IS DOING IN HELPING THOSE WHO
ARE HOMELESS?

M rair

B Poor

M Good
Not sure

11%
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There was little variation in opinion of the City’s performance across boroughs: Brooklyn has the highest
percentage (30%) rating the City’s job as poor, while Queens has the lowest (24%). There is a difference in views
by income, however: one-third (33%) of low-income households regard the City’s performance as poor, whereas
one-fifth (22%) of households earning above $75,000 do.

Additionally, a third of respondents who report perceived risk (33%) and roughly two-fifths of respondents who
report exposure to homelessness (40% of those who know someone, 38% of those who have housed someone)
view the City’s job as poor—higher rates than New Yorkers overall. Similarly, more than a third (36%) of the
unemployed rate the job as poor.

When asked if the New York City government would help them if they were to become homeless, more
than one-half report that they think city government would not help or are not sure. Responses are generally
consistent among residents by demographic characteristics of race, income, and borough.

Figure 15
IF YOU AND YOUR FAMILY BECAME HOMELESS, DO YOU THINK THE CITY GOVERNMENT WOULD HELP
YOU OUT OF YOUR SITUATION?

B Wwould
B Would not
[ Notsure

20%
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NEW YORKERS SUPPORT SHELTER AND PERMANENT SOLUTIONS
New Yorkers support a government safety net to reduce family homelessness. They generally agree with the
“Right to Shelter” and favor government involvement in the prevention and mitigation of family homelessness.

In order to reduce homelessness, one-half would be willing to pay higher taxes.

For New Yorkers who report perceived risk or exposure to homelessness, support for government intervention
exceeds that of the overall sample. Similarly, low-income households with children show greater backing of a

safety net.

Support for shelter runs high
Over three-quarters of New Yorkers support the more than 30-year-old “Right to Shelter” that guarantees
shelter to every homeless person.

Figure 16
SHOULD GOVERNMENT GUARANTEE SHELTER TO EVERY HOMELESS PERSON?

B Ves 15%
B No

[ Notsure
8%
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While the large majority of New Yorkers support guaranteed shelter, there is a slight difference by income:
83% of low-income households support it, compared to a still-high 74% of those earning over $75,000. Among
those who report perceived risk (85%) or exposure to homelessness (84% —78%), support is particularly
pronounced for the “Right to Shelter”. Additionally, the unemployed and low-income households with children
strongly favor guaranteed shelter (84% and 83% respectively).

In addition to backing the theory behind the “Right to Shelter,” a majority of respondents would support a
homeless family shelter in their neighborhood, while only a small minority would oppose it. Nearly one-half of
those surveyed (48%) felt that a family homeless shelter would not change the quality of life in their neighborhood.

Figure 17
WOULD YOU SUPPORT A FAMILY HOMELESS SHELTER LOCATED IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD?

B Supportit
B Neutral
[ Oppose it

Not sure

15%




New Yorkers Expect Government Solutions for Rising Family Homelessness Page 15

There is a difference in support by income: low-income households support a family shelter in their
neighborhoods at almost double the rate of households earning more than $75,000.

Figure 18
WOULD YOU SUPPORT A FAMILY HOMELESS SHELTER LOCATED IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD?
(by household income)

M B Supportit
B I Opposeit
[ | Neutral
Not sure
100%
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New York City

The majority of those who report perceived risk (73%) or exposure (72% —73%) would support a homeless
family shelter in their neighborhood. Additionally, high rates of the unemployed and low-income households
with children would support one (69% and 79% respectively).

There is little difference across borough for supporting the “Right to Shelter” or for locating a family homeless
shelter in the neighborhood. The vast majorities of Queens (82%), Bronx (80%), Brooklyn (75%) and Manhattan
(73%) residents support guaranteed shelter. Over one-half of respondents in Queens (58%), Manhattan (55%),
Brooklyn (54%), and the Bronx (54%) would support a family homeless shelter in their neighborhoods. Smaller
percentages of respondents in Brooklyn (17%), Queens (17%), Manhattan (11%), and the Bronx (9%) would
actually oppose a shelter, with the remainder either not caring one way or the other or not sure. Among the
boroughs, Staten Island residents show the least support for (36%) and highest opposition against (26%) locating
family shelters in their neighborhoods.
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Prevention and government housing subsidies favored
Respondents show overwhelming support for allocating public money towards reducing family homelessness, from
prevention efforts to moving families into stable housing.

Over three-quarters of New Yorkers would support the city government supplementing a family’s rent to
prevent homelessness. These favorable responses may reflect recognition that prevention is more cost effective

than after-the-fact interventions.

Nearly all low-income families also back this preventive step. While there are differences according to income,

support is still very high among those with higher incomes.

Figure 19
WOULD YOU SUPPORT A CITY-GOVERNMENT PROGRAM SUPPLEMENTING A FAMILY'S RENT TO
PREVENT THEM FROM BECOMING HOMELESS?

(by household income)

M B Support
M W Oppose
[ | Not sure
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40%
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*Percent totals may exceed 100% because of rounding.
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For those who report perceived risk (87%) or exposure to homelessness (88% —86%) support for prevention exceeds
that of the overall sample. In addition, there is some difference in opinion across boroughs, ranging from a high of
83% of Brooklyn residents to a low of 65% of Staten Island residents.

Responses on mitigation efforts are similar to those on prevention. Nearly three-quarters of New Yorkers
would support a city-government program that moves homeless families into apartments and pays
their rent.

New Yorkers with higher household incomes show slightly less support than those on the lower end of the income
spectrum. The overwhelming majority (90%) of low-income households with children favor it. There is little

difference in opinion across boroughs.

Figure 20
WOULD YOU SUPPORT A CITY-GOVERNMENT PROGRAM THAT MOVES HOMELESS FAMILIES INTO
APARTMENTS AND PAYS THEIR RENT?

(by household income)

B B Support
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Once again, for New Yorkers who report perceived risk (83%) or exposure (84% —87%) to homelessness, support

for mitigation exceeds that of the overall sample.



Page 18 STEMMING THE TIDE

Rich and poor alike willing to pay more for solutions

Perhaps surprisingly, one-half of New Yorkers would support paying higher taxes to reduce homelessness,
and there is little difference across income brackets. The high level of support may be a result of the perceived
increase in homelessness and much-publicized proposed state and city homeless services” budget cuts.

Figure 21
WOULD YOU ORWOULD YOU NOT SUPPORT PAYING HIGHER TAXES TO REDUCE HOMELESSNESS

IN NEW YORK CITY?
(by household income)

B B support
B W Oppose
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* Percent totals by category do not equal 100% because they do not include ‘Not sure’ responses.
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By borough, Manhattan residents support paying increased taxes at the highest rate, whereas just under one-half
of Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island residents support it. The discrepancy may reflect the higher
incidence, and thus greater visibility, of street homelessness in Manhattan compared to the other boroughs.

Figure 22

WOULD YOU ORWOULD YOU NOT SUPPORT PAYING HIGHER TAXES TO REDUCE HOMELESSNESS
IN NEW YORK CITY?

(by borough)

M B Support
Bl W Oppose
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Total Bronx Brooklyn Manhattan Queens Staten Island
New York City

* Percent totals by category do not equal 100% because they do not include ‘Not sure’ responses.

In addition, support for higher taxes is greater among New Yorkers who report perceived risk (59%) or exposure
to homelessness (649% —68%) than the overall sample.
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CONCLUSION

Many New Yorkers are impacted by homelessness and there are more commonalities than differences among
residents in how they experience and view homelessness, and think about homeless policy.

Homelessness does not affect all New Yorkers to the same extent, however, and certain groups such as low-
income families, the unemployed, and those who report perceived risk or exposure to homelessness require
particular attention. A substantial minority of New Yorkers are experiencing risk of or exposure to homelessness,
and this number is even larger amongst blacks and Hispanics and residents of the Bronx. In order to best target
and design policy solutions in an era of limited resources and budget cuts, the poll suggests that city leaders
must consider the heightened needs of these groups and prioritize interventions accordingly.

New Yorkers widely recognize that homelessness is an economic problem, are committed to preventing and
reducing family homelessness, and expect a government safety net for those in need. Meanwhile, they do not
whole-heartedly demonstrate confidence that their expectations have and will be met. New Yorkers who report
perceived risk or exposure to homelessness feel even more strongly that city government is not doing enough to
help the homeless.

Moreover, as demonstrated by NYC Department of Homelessness (DHS) data, homelessness does not only affect
single adults; children make up 42% of those living in New York City’s shelters. Poll findings echo that statistic
in that New Yorkers do not perceive homelessness as a social problem that just affects chronically homeless
individuals. The large majority (72%) of residents care most about homeless families, though more than half
(54%) of New Yorkers think of single adults when they consider the homeless.

The poll confirms that policymakers should anticipate that strong public sentiment will support political will

to address family homelessness through both prevention and mitigation efforts. In designing such policies to
prevent homelessness and transition homeless families to independence, it is crucial that policymakers collaborate
with stakeholders, including shelter providers and clients, as well as expert researchers, to ensure the needs of the
homeless, and those at risk, are best addressed.
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