
National research on regional
rates of homelessness shows that
drug use, mental illness, poverty,
or political context fail to account
for variation in homelessness.
Instead, high rental costs and lack
of housing are correlated with
higher rates of homelessness. An
individual’s story of homelessness
may be influenced by experiences
of substance abuse, mental
health, or disability, but lack of
housing is the cause of
homelessness. Many people who
face addiction or mental health
challenges are able to remain
stably housed because of
adequate financial or housing
support systems. 

Four Myths
About the Root

Causes of
Homelessness

Why is housing the solution
to homelessness?
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passing punitive policies on street
homelessness. These policies do
not address the root causes of
homelessness and only increase
the barriers to housing for our
neighbors living outside.

National research shows no
correlation between higher rates
of homelessness and states with
generous social welfare. Chicago,
a Democratic stronghold, has
low rates of homelessness
compared to Portland, another
Democratic stronghold.
Additionally, people living on low
incomes are not
disproportionately represented
among people moving to more
liberal regions.

Myth #4 The Root Cause of
Homelessness is an Unwillingness
to Work
Despite the barriers to regular
employment caused by
homelessness, many people
experiencing homelessness
work. Street homelessness only
increases the obstacles to steady

Example: 



What do we mean by root cause?
When identifying the root cause
of an issue, we must investigate
the most basic, central driving
force behind it. In this pamphlet,
we will explore four common
misconceptions about the root
causes of homelessness. 

Example of Root Cause:
Imagine a game of musical chairs.
One player has an injured leg.
When the music stops, the injured
player loses the game and is left
without a chair. When asked why
they didn’t get a chair, the player
would probably say it was because
of their injury. But if we step back,
the root cause of the player's lack
of a chair is that there were simply
not enough chairs for everyone.

Myth #1 Mental Health & Addiction are the
Root Cause of 
Homelessness:
An individual’s story of homelessness
may be influenced by experiences of
substance abuse or mental health
challenges, but a lack of housing is
the cause of homelessness. Many
people who face addiction or mental
health challenges remain stably
housed because of adequate
financial support systems or access
to affordable housing.

West Virginia is considered the
home of the opioid epidemic, yet
has relatively low rates of
homelessness.

High housing costs in
our region mean
households typically
considered middle
class are housing
insecure, meaning 

Myth #2 The Root Cause of
Homelessness is Poverty

Portland is a relatively low-
poverty city. Detroit on the other
hand is one of the most
impoverished cities in the
country, yet Detroit has relatively
low rates of homelessness due to
the availability of abundant,
cheap housing.

Myth #3 Liberal Politics are
Encouraging Homelessness
Locally, an increase in visible
homelessness due to high housing
costs and low vacancy rates has
resulted in a regional push to be
“tough” on homelessness by 
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they’re paying more than 30% of
their income to housing costs. 
The annual household income
needed to afford an average one-
bedroom in our region is $71,000.
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