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Abstract  

 The purpose of this project is to investigate the connection between the social and 

statistical findings regarding the issue of homelessness in the United States. Because of the 

inconsistencies with how homelessness is tracked, two government provided sources were used. 

The United States Interagency Council on Homelessness provides general data of homelessness, 

while the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development data shows the reported usage of 

homeless by the programs themselves. In addition, I also investigate the social impact and 

experiences of this issue to provide a more dynamic view of the problem of homelessness in the 

states. It was found that several factors are related to the increasing homeless rate in both the 

general homeless population as well as the chronically homeless nationwide. States with densely 

populated cities were found to most frequently have a higher homeless population. Investigating 

prominent identities of this population showed that K-12 students had the highest population, 

showing to be 14 times larger than that of the chronically homeless population. When looking at 

the historical political affiliation of states, Democratic states were found to have the highest 

number of homeless people, while Republican states had the highest homeless proportion. When 

considering the social implications of this issue, it was found that there is a general mistrust 

among shelter service workers and the homeless population, minority students are more likely to 

experience homelessness than their white counterparts, and substance abuse in Missouri is a high 

contributor to the states 15% homeless rate. Homelessness is difficult to track but investigating 

the statistical and social implications allows us to better grasp the underlying factors of this 

timeworn issue. 

Link to Website: https://sheltered.us/  

https://sheltered.us/
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Executive Summary 

 Homelessness is difficult to track. These individuals must get creative when figuring out 

how best to survive, all while juggling other factors that make this task strenuous. There are 

various options to choose from, but even those options have unexpected barriers. The purpose of 

this project is to investigate the connection between the social and statistical findings regarding 

the issue of homelessness in the United States. Because of the inconsistencies with how 

homelessness is tracked, two government provided sources were used to collect data for this 

project. One source is the United States Interagency Council on Homelessness which gives the 

general scope of homelessness nationwide. The second source is provided by the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, which shows the reported usage of homeless 

aids and facilities by the various shelters and programs themselves. In addition, I also investigate 

the social impact and experiences of this issue to provide a more dynamic view of the problem of 

homelessness in the states. Determining causality is not as relevant in this project as is 

uncovering factors that relate to the problem, which is often overlooked in purely statistical 

analyses.  

 When first considering the statistical results, it was found that states with densely 

populated cities were often found having the highest rates of homelessness. This general idea 

was expanded upon by investigating the identities of homeless individuals, how homelessness 

differs by a state’s historical political affiliation, and by looking at how facilities and shelters 

themselves report how often their services have been used. Though it is difficult to trace, most 

individuals experiencing homelessness seek housing by Doubling Up, or finding housing in 

groups with others who may not be experiencing homelessness with them. The U.S. Interagency 

Council on Homelessness determined that in 2020 roughly 1.04 million people were doubled up, 



Sheltered 5 
 

while only 166,389 were said to be in shelters. Reports from this council also found that less than 

13% of individuals in the data reported living in a shelter, while around 4% were unsheltered.  

 The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development gave a more detailed 

explanation of how facilities were being used by collecting the number of beds used directly 

from the facilities and shelters themselves. 6 categories were provided to differentiate the options 

that individuals have to choose from, depending on their situation and which aid they need. 

Permanent Supportive Housing (where housing assistance and supportive services are to provide 

housing stability for those with disabilities) was found to be the most common aid used 

nationwide. This type of aid was closely followed by Emergency Shelters, a more common aid 

often referred to when discussing the issue of homelessness. In 2020, over 745,000 were said to 

have used programs for Permanent Supportive Housing while just over 600,000 were said to 

have used the services of emergency shelters.  

 As stated in the general findings of this project, states with dense city populations were 

found to have the highest number of homeless individuals. To account for the population 

difference, proportions were used. With this, the political affiliation from the past 5 elections 

were considered when assigning a state to its historical political affiliation. This comparison was 

done to find differences within the nation based on which way the state had elected. Doing this 

allows us to investigate how states statistically show to be handling homelessness. The 

investigation of political affiliation across states revealed that though Democratic states with 

large general populations and dense cities had the most homeless individuals, Republican states 

were shown to have the highest ratio of homeless to general population nationwide. Democratic 

states, in 2020, showed to have 1,338,528 homeless individuals which was 15.34% of their 

general population. Republican states within the same year reported having 803,631 homeless 
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people which made up 17.45% of the general population. Missouri, a state determined to be 

historically Republican, was found to have the highest homeless to general population rate at 

15.68% over the following Democratic states: District of Colombia (6.71%), New York (5.17%), 

and Oregon (4.26%). 

 When the identities of homeless individuals were investigated, it was found that K-12 

students were most common identity as reported by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development. This identity was almost 14 times the size of the chronically homeless population. 

The vast difference in numbers may be attributed to the sheer number of students in the United 

States: 51.3 million. Around 1.38 (2.86%) of this population were considered homeless: residing 

in shelters or doubled up. The chronic homeless population came to roughly only 0.034% of the 

general population. The homeless veteran population made up even less of the general 

population at 0.011%. The political affiliation between these identities did not vary much other 

than with homeless students. 14.62% of the homeless student population resided in Republican 

states while 9.51% of homeless students resided in Democratic states.  

 Understanding these results are important but recognizing who these statistics represent is 

just as important. The sociological perspective of homelessness is investigated to give an 

opportunity for the lesser heard perspective of this issue to be recognized. It was found that there 

is a general mistrust among shelter service workers and the homeless population. (Kryda, 2008) 

This caused many of the homeless to reject or deny aid from service workers who would mistreat 

them. This would come in forms of stereotyping and sometimes being denied access to certain 

types of aid based on discriminatory practices. This related to another study which found that 

minority students were found to be more likely to experience homelessness than their white 

counterparts. It was found that 1 of 10 K-12 students were homeless, while 1 of 6 student were 
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homeless if they were an underrepresented minority. Other factors that are often discussed with 

the topic of homelessness is substance abuse. When investigating Missouri comparatively high 

homelessness rate, it was found that 55% of participants in a study focused on homeless 

individuals in St. Louis tested positive for cocaine use. It was found after tracing the behavior of 

the participants, that 82% of homeless cocaine users were unable to attain and retain stable 

housing after two years. This correlates directly with the state’s high chronic homeless rate.  

 Some limitations of this study were missing variables in the data that would have been 

useful in determining more direct correlations to the conclusions found. My study was not able to 

compare the racial differences throughout the nation’s homeless population due to this data not 

being available. This, alongside having an income variable, would have been essential to 

drawing conclusions on low-income minorities’ usage of facilities, homeless programs, and 

shelters. This might have also brought clarity to assumptions made about Republican states in the 

south, as there is a historical correlation to the low-income minorities in these areas. Other 

variables that would have been useful to have in this study would be age and gender. These 

variables would have allowed for a better understanding to what demographics most often utilize 

homeless facilities, programs, and shelters. We would have been able to compare, for example, 

how older white men gain access to resources in comparison to younger minority women.  
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Importance of Alternative Format 

 To best achieve the purpose of this project, interactive data visualizations were created 

using Tableau, a data visualization tool. Doing this allowed for big picture conclusions to be seen 

in an instant, effortlessly giving users the option to inquire about specific states and statistics. 

Having stagnant screenshots of the visualizations takes away from the overall experience of this 

study. For example, even though nationwide statistics show that both the general homelessness 

rate and chronic homeless rate increased over the 4-year period, Maryland, among other states, 

showed to have decreasing rates.  Formatting the visualizations on a website, as opposed to the 

standard thesis format, accentuates bringing an informative and often misleading topic to a 

universal platform, where users may inquire further and are able to make quick, comparative 

assessments. Having a user-friendly approach to showcasing my findings on this topic was 

crucial to spread well-documented information to the public. This format also allows me to 

express my stylistic touches on data science, making data science palatable for those without 

degrees in the field.  
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