Document generated on 08/10/2026 10:35 a.m.

International Journal on Homelessness

o International
; Journal on
- d Homelessness

Causes of Homelessness in Las Vegas: Findings from a HELP
USA Survey of People Experiencing Unsheltered Homelessness

Ashwin Parulkar

Volume 6, Number 2, 2026

URLI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1127044ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.5206/ijoh.2026.2.23010

See table of contents

Publisher(s)

Western Libraries, University of Western Ontario

ISSN
2564-310X (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article

Parulkar, A. (2026). Causes of Homelessness in Las Vegas: Findings from a
HELP USA Survey of People Experiencing Unsheltered Homelessness.

International Journal on Homelessness, 6(2), 95-122.
https://doi.org/10.5206/ijoh.2026.2.23010

© Ashwin Parulkar, 2026

Article abstract

Las Vegas presents a unique case in urban America for examining
homelessness. Like other metros, the struggle for this city’s working class is
shaped by high rents and deep poverty. Yet, two local factors create distinct
risks to homelessness. First, the city’s unaffordable housing market is partly
the outcome of the “financialization” of the large, foreclosed property supply
by private investors that began during and continued after the Great
Recession. Second, the economic precarity of workers is partly driven by their
often highly mobile (out-of-state and immigrant) status in an expanding
high-end service industry that offers little job security and low wages. This
study investigates the major causes of and pathways into homelessness among
unsheltered people in Las Vegas by integrating structural and individual risk
factors within a Latent Class Analysis (LCA) framework. Using a survey of 360
respondents, this study identifies distinct subgroups by applying LCA to data
on housing and employment insecurity, health and substance use challenges,
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), such as loss and abuse, and histories of
institutionalization (including foster care, carceral, and mental health
systems). Grounded in social ecological and structural theories of
homelessness, the analysis evaluates the extent to which homelessness in Las
Vegas is driven by structural risk factors, individual risk factors, and/or their
interactions. Three classes emerged. Class 1 (66%) became homeless due to
unemployment and exhibited fewer additional vulnerabilities, indicating that
structural factors contributed to homelessness for most of the surveyed
population. Homelessness among other respondents, represented by class 2
(11%) and class 3 (23%), arose from a synthesis of particular individual and
structural risk factors, revealing discrete pathways that nuance the social
ecological perspective. Women and people with physical disabilities who
experienced cumulative childhood traumas marked, for example, by loss,
foster care involvement, and poverty were driven into homelessness upon
eventual experiences of violence, conflict or loss (class 2). People with
potentially high degrees of clinical severity marked by serious mental health
burdens and substance use problems with histories of institutionalization and
who experienced childhood traumas of loss were driven into homelessness by
these health problems and the loss of housing such as an eviction (class 3).
Policy recommendations include employment programs, expanded
transitional and permanent supportive housing with social services for those
with complex needs, and tenant protections to reduce rent burdens.
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Abstract

Las Vegas presents a unique case in urban America for examining homelessness. Like
other metros, the struggle for this city’s working class is shaped by high rents and
deep poverty. Yet, two local factors create distinct risks to homelessness. First, the
city’s unaffordable housing market is partly the outcome of the “financialization” of
the large, foreclosed property supply by private investors that began during and
continued after the Great Recession. Second, the economic precarity of workers is
partly driven by their often highly mobile (out-of-state and immigrant) status in an
expanding high-end service industry that offers little job security and low wages. This
study investigates the major causes of and pathways into homelessness among
unsheltered people in Las Vegas by integrating structural and individual risk factors
within a Latent Class Analysis (LCA) framework. Using a survey of 360 respondents,
this study identifies distinct subgroups by applying LCA to data on housing and
employment insecurity, health and substance use challenges, adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs), such as loss and abuse, and histories of institutionalization
(including foster care, carceral, and mental health systems). Grounded in social
ecological and structural theories of homelessness, the analysis evaluates the extent to
which homelessness in Las Vegas is driven by structural risk factors, individual risk
factors, and/or their interactions. Three classes emerged. Class 1 (66%) became
homeless due to unemployment and exhibited fewer additional vulnerabilities,
indicating that structural factors contributed to homelessness for most of the surveyed
population. Homelessness among other respondents, represented by class 2 (11%) and
class 3 (23%), arose from a synthesis of particular individual and structural risk factors,
revealing discrete pathways that nuance the social ecological perspective. Women and
people with physical disabilities who experienced cumulative childhood traumas
marked, for example, by loss, foster care involvement, and poverty were driven into
homelessness upon eventual experiences of violence, conflict or loss (class 2). People
with potentially high degrees of clinical severity marked by serious mental health
burdens and substance use problems with histories of institutionalization and who
experienced childhood traumas of loss were driven into homelessness by these health
problems and the loss of housing such as an eviction (class 3). Policy recommendations
include employment programs, expanded transitional and permanent supportive
housing with social services for those with complex needs, and tenant protections to
reduce rent burdens.

Keywords

Las Vegas, unsheltered homelessness, latent class analysis, cause of homelessness

Introduction

Las Vegas exhibits characteristics of other United States (U.S) cities - particularly in
the American West that scholars have identified as driving urban homelessness,
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including high rents! and significant “deep”? poverty levels (Aldridge et al., 2017;
Borchard, 1997, 2005; Fargo et al., 2013; Honig & Filer, 1993; Hanratty, 2017; Hopper et
al., 1985; U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development [HUD], 2017; McChesney,
1990; 1995; O’Flaherty, 2004; Schuetz & Ring, 2021; Shlay & Rossi, 1992; Shinn &
Khadduri, 2020). However, Las Vegas’” economic profile - a high-end service economy
comprised of low-wage jobs often held by migrant workers without formal employment
benefits - and housing landscape - high rental prices are driven by rental housing
shortages caused by the “financialization” of the Great Recession’s foreclosed housing
supply - potentially yield unique risks to homelessness for its vulnerable residents. This
study seeks to answer the question: what are the major causes of homelessness in Las
Vegas?

Las Vegas is afflicted with a stark yet deepening housing crisis. The city is one of the
most “cost-burdened” in the U.S. , with 75% of low-income3 renter households paying
more than 30% of their income on rent* (National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2020;
Seymour & Akers, 2021). This level of unaffordability arises from the city’s staggering
housing shortage. Las Vegas can only make 14 affordable rental units available for every
100 of its poorest renter households (National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2020;
Seymour & Akers, 2021). This is a far lower rate than in the western region (30 affordable
rental units per 100 low-income households)?, and lower than Nevada’s rate (18 per 100
households), which ranks last among all states on this metric (ibid). The supply crisis is,
on some level, the result of weak government responses to the housing crisis that befell
working-class residents during the Great Recession. Las Vegas experienced the nation’s
highest foreclosure rate in the late 2000s® (Bocian et al., 2010; Mayock & Malacrida, 2018;
Seymour & Akers, 2021 Wargo, 2010). Private investors quickly began converting
foreclosed properties into market-rate units. In context of limited provisioning of federal

1Between the late 1990s and 2022, the availability of affordable rental units for extremely low-income households declined from 42 to
just 33 units per 100 renters (National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2023; Nelson et al., 2003; Shinn & Khadduri, 2020, p 47). In
2022, an estimated 582,000 people experienced homelessness in the United States (HUD, 2023). Following the Great Recession (2009~
2019), housing prices grew faster than median incomes, pushing many higher-income individuals out of homeownership and into
the rental market (Harvard, 2022, p.5). This shift expanded the rental market by 70%, with the share of high-income renters increasing
from 20% to 26%. As a result, rental prices in major cities surged beyond what low-income households could afford —even at the
lower end of the market. Research shows that homelessness rates are highest in large cities with expensive rental markets, such as
New York and Los Angeles (Colburn & Aldern, 2022; Hanratty, 2017; Harvard, 2017; Shinn & Khadduri, 2020). However, western
cities experiencing rapid population growth also face concentrated challenges of unaffordable housing, deep poverty, and rising
homelessness (Watson et al., 2017; Woetzel et al., 2016; Seymour & Akers, 2021).

2 Households living in “deep” poverty are those with incomes that are less than 50% of the federal poverty line. The increase in the
share of people below the poverty line living in deep poverty from the late 1960s (29%) to the mid-2010s (47%) has been correlated
with the onset of homelessness in the 1980s and its dramatic rise in the 215t century.

380% or less than the area median income (AMI) (National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2020).

440% of this group pay more than half of their income on rent (National Low Income Housing Coalition, 2020; Seymour & Akers,
2021).

5 Much of the rental shortage is concentrated in California. Homelessness increased by 42% in California and declined by 9% from
2014 to 2020 (Shinn & Khadduri, 2020: 48; Streeter, 2022; Watson et al., 2017).

¢ The city’s foreclosure rate of 12 percent at the peak of the crisis was five times higher than the national average. Foreclosures were
also concentrated in Black and Latinx communities (Bocian et al, 2010; Mayock & Malacrida, 2018; Seymour & Akers, 2021; Wargo,
2010). The city’s homeownership rate (54%) continued to lag behind the national rate (~64%) a decade after the recession (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, n.d. ; Schuetz, 2019). Increasingly, people who lost their homes to foreclosures entered the rental market (Mallach,
2014; Schuetz, 2019).
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housing subsidies” by the local government, this “financialization” trend increased rental
prices, evictions, and unaffordability (Andrews & Sisson, 2018; Semuels, 2019; Seymour
& Akers, 2021).

These structural housing failures increase vulnerabilities of working class and low-
income households. More than one-quarter of the workforce is “precariously employed”
in low-skilled hospitality jobs. The city’s unemployment and “deep” poverty rates
remain higher than national averages? (Seymour & Akers, 2021; U.S. Bureau of Labor
statistics, n.d.; U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).

Economic precarity in the context of high housing costs? and dwindling shelter
capacity have shaped the city’s trend in unsheltered homelessness. While the total
number of persons experiencing homelessness declined between 2010 and 2020, the share
of this group to the city’s total population -the rate of homelessness - remained higher
than the national ratel0. The proportion of unsheltered individuals also increased from
30% to 66% during that period!! as the city reduced the number of shelter beds by 71%12
(Batko et al., 2020; HUD, 2022). In this context, Las Vegas mirrors other western cities,
like San Diego, where high rent, poverty, and population growth levels coincide with
high rates of homelessness, compared to the national average, and large unsheltered
populations!3 (Batko et al., 2020; HUD, 2022).

The unsheltered are often more vulnerable than their sheltered counterparts, as
indicated by their higher incidences of mental and physical burdens, substance use
challenges, and histories of incarceration and foster care involvement ( Batko et al., 2020;
Liu & Hwang, 2021; Liu et al, 2021; Montgomery et al., 2016; Nicholas et al, 2021; Streeter,
2022). Mental health and substance use problems (including overdose deaths) are
especially prevalent among the unsheltered in western cities with scarce shelters and
psychiatric facilities'# (Montgomery et al., 2016; Batko et al, 2020; Nicholas et al, 2021;
Streeter, 2022). In this context, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) - traumatic events
during youth that threaten one’s safety or security, such as being abused, witnessing
violence, foster care involvement, deaths of parents, and other forms of parental
separation (e.g., incarceration) (Centers for Disease Control [CDC]., n.d.) - are more
prevalent among the homeless than in the general population!® and potentially associated
with their higher levels of substance use and health burdens, particularly among the

7 Only 4% of renters receive rental subsidies financed by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) (Harvard,
2022 p. 36).

8 Unemployment rates in Las Vegas and nationally were 6.0% and 3.5% in April 2023 and 5.8% and 4.2% in August 2025 (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, n.d.). Extreme poverty rates in Las Vegas and nationally for the most recent census were 7.8% and 5.5%.

° The median rental price for a one-bedroom apartment in Las Vegas was 60% higher than the national average in 2017 (HUD, n.d.).
10 In Las Vegas, homelessness declined from 9,949 persons in 2010 (a 0.51% rate of homelessness) to 5,283 persons in 2020 (0.25%)
(HUD, 2022). During this time, the national rate of homelessness declined from 0.21 to 0.18.

11 In 2022, the total number of persons experiencing homelessness rose to 5,645 as the share of unsheltered persons decreased to 51%
(City of Las Vegas, 2023b).

12 The shortage of beds in Las Vegas shelters undermines access for the single homeless population, which comprise 90% of the
homeless population (Cohen et al., 2019; Schuetz & Ring, 2021).

13 In Las Vegas and other western cities, Black and Latinx people are overrepresented in unsheltered populations, and nearly one-
third are women (Batko et al., 2020).

14 Cohen et al. (2019) found that unsheltered persons with mental illness and substance use disorders in Las Vegas endure more
difficulties than others in navigating the city’s local homeless service system.

15 One review of 29 studies, comprising 16,942 individuals from the US, Canada, and the UK, found that the lifetime prevalence of
one or more ACEs among the homeless was 89.8% compared to 38-39% in the general population (Liu et al., 2021).
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unsheltered (Danese & McEwen, 2012; Esteves et al., 2020; Liu & Hwang,2021; Liu et al.,
2021; Lupien et al., 2009).

Piat et al. (2015) applied the social ecological theory to identify “themes” of
homelessness through qualitative analysis of more than 200 interviews across multiple
Canadian cities. The social ecological perspective considers pathways into homelessness
occurring as the result of processes, or interactions, between individual risk factors like
substance abuse and relationship problems (family conflicts and losses), and structural
risk factors, such as unaffordable and substandard housing in unsafe neighborhoods and
transitions without adequate social supports from institutions (Kloos & Shah, 2009; Piat
et al,, 2015). The authors identified three themes concerning homelessness causes®. First,
the interaction among multiple individual risk factors strongly contributed to
homelessness. Substance abuse and relationship problems were interrelated contributing
factors. Substance abuse, for example, developed from trauma and loss'7and contributed
to unstable relationships and the loss of social support (ibid:12). Family conflict and
violence, including child abuse, were precursors to homelessness that, in some cases,
exacerbated substance abuse. Mental illness interacted with relationship problems and
substance abuse - developing from stress and personal loss and contributing to losses of
relationships and social support while deepening substance abuse problems.

Second, transitioning from institutions such as foster care, carceral, or mental health
systems into communities is a structural contributor to homelessness. Individuals often
lacked support needed to achieve housing stability and endured emotional turmoil in
institutions arising from family separations and experiences of abuse (particularly, in
foster care). Third, structural risks “amplified” individual ones, leading to homelessness.
The “entrenchment” of poor communities in substandard housing and unsafe
neighborhoods, for example, exacerbated substance abuse. The authors recommended
that policies and interventions address structural issues because factors like reduced
public investments into housing resulted in the lack of safe and affordable housing that
enhanced individual risk factors perpetuating homelessness (Piat et al., 2015).

By focusing on structural risk factors, e.g., rent burden and job precarity, and
individual factors, e.g., “bi-directional” mental health and substance abuse risks and
traumas such as adverse childhood experiences, this study aims to identify the specific
causes of homelessness in Las Vegas. By considering places of origin and experiences
with institutions before homelessness among the unsheltered population, the study
inherently seeks to understand the pathways into homelessness among this group.

Methods
Survey Design

In January 2023, Housing Enterprises for the Less Privileged (HELP)-United States of
America(USA) agreed to conduct a study on the causes of homelessness in Las Vegas for

16 Piat et al. 2015 identified three themes concerning the causes of homelessness and one theme regarding the barriers to securing
housing while homeless. The three “causes” themes are relevant for this study. Any mention in this study of Piat et al. 2015’s “three
themes” regards only those themes and is not intended to suggest that their study was limited to three total themes.

17 The authors note that this relationship between substance abuse and trauma was also observed in previous studies, Lowe & Gibson
(2011) and Williams & Stickley (2011) (Piat et al., 2015)
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the city’s Neighborhood Services Department, the agency that manages a dedicated
facility for the unsheltered population called the Courtyard Homeless Resource Center.
The Courtyard provides a place to sleep - under an awning with air-conditioning,
bedding, and sanitation facilities - and access to social and housing services 18.

This author designed the survey for the study based on national and regional survey
models and best practices. HUD’s “combined” “public places” and “service-based”
method focus on surveying unsheltered populations in areas where non-shelter
organizations serve persons experiencing homeless (HUD, 2008, pp. 45-50). Its survey
applies “screener” questions to identify persons whose circumstances meet the federal
definition of homelessness. Screeners also prevent duplicated counts, which hinder an
accurate analysis of survey results. Major HUD questions are on causes of homelessness,
disabilities, substance abuse, and health-related issues. HUD also recommends a “brief”
“training for all volunteers immediately before the count” (HUD, 2008, p.31).

A San Jose survey used HUD’s questions but added two more on mental health (Smith
& Castaneda Tinoco, 2019). Its volunteers underwent a rigorous two-month research
methods training.

The Calgary Homeless Foundation (2009)’s Rehousing Triage and Assessment Survey
(RTAS) was based on studies on unsheltered homelessness, particularly in Boston . This
survey emphasized demographics, housing and homelessness histories, physical and
mental health burdens, and substance use problems, and recommended assigning a
planning committee to identify volunteers to conduct the survey and map out the area
beforehand.

Lastly, a case study analysis on formerly homeless persons in New York with serious
mental illnesses and substance abuse histories examined “adverse life events” to
understand the “cumulative influence” of traumas on entering homelessness (Padgett et
al, 2012, p. 421).

The resulting survey incorporated each source. It contained an “informed consent”
clause and “screeners”, followed by questions on demographics, family histories and
adverse childhood experiences, primary causes of homelessness, institutionalization, and
histories with substance use problems, mental health burdens, and treatment (Calgary
Homeless Foundation; HUD, 2008; Padgett et al, 2012; Smith & Castaneda-Tinoco, 2019).

Survey training

Three of these sources also informed our three-step training program (U.S. HUD,
2008; Smith & Castaneda-Tinoco, 2019; Calgary Homeless Foundation).

First, two members in the Neighborhood Services Department anchored the planning
committee. These officials assembled 20 survey volunteers from local government
agencies and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), based on prior experience with
the unsheltered population.

18 In 2022, officials provided medical, transportation, social, and housing and shelter placement services to over 6,081 visitors (City of
Las Vegas, 2023a). Specifically, 1216 individuals accessed medical services; 1121 received assistance to secure identity documents; 798
received benefits or income assistance; 302 people accessed housing services, including referrals to community housing programs
(124), homelessness prevention services (87), placements in flexible housing programs (54), and rental assistance support (37); and
139 people were referred to non-congregate shelters (City of Las Vegas, 2023a).
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Second, this author trained the planning committee and volunteers administering the
survey in two remote sessions in February 2023. Trainings covered the survey questions
and pre-survey planning needs, including screening the Courtyard; informing residents
about the survey; designating a meeting room near The Courtyard for the survey team to
coordinate efforts; acquiring tablets for volunteers to administer the online survey; and
securing gift cards, as incentives, for respondents.

Third, volunteers tested the survey among unsheltered people near The Courtyard in
mid-February. Feedback from planning committee members focused on reordering and
rephrasing questions on sensitive issues such as adverse childhood experiences’.

Administering the Survey
Participants: Understanding the Courtyard Clients

Volunteers from local government agencies, NGOs, and HELP USA conducted the
survey in The Courtyard on February 23, 2023. Of the 400 surveys conducted, 360 (90%)
were deemed useable for analysis?0. There were key similarities between the 2022 federal
“point in time” PIT survey of people experiencing homelessness in Las Vegas and HELP
USA’s 2023 survey, including the share of single adults to total persons experiencing
homelessness (90%, Help Hope Home (HHH) 2022; 89.43% HELP USA), mental health
burdens (33%, HHH, 2022; 32.2% HELP USA), and people that had experienced domestic
violence (3%, HHH, 2022; 1.6% HELP USA)?1.

There were also critical demographic differences. In the 2022 PIT count, adults (over
24) represented 88% and children (under 18) 6% of the homeless population (HHH, 2022).
In HELP USA’s sample, 98.89% of respondents were over 24 (all were above 18) with an
average age was 50.1 years. This reflects the reality of The Courtyard being an adult
space.

In the 2022 PIT count, 51% of the population was unsheltered. The Courtyard caters
to the unsheltered population. In response to the HELP USA survey question, “Where
are you sleeping tonight?”, over half of respondents (53.06%) said they were sleeping at
the Courtyard that night. One-quarter (25.28%) said they planned to sleep in an
emergency shelter, 13.61% in an unsheltered location that was not the Courtyard, and 8%
at “other” locations.

Measures

The following sections provide details on the measures of this survey. They include
questions on the primary drivers of homelessness, substance use and health problems, adverse
childhood experiences, and incarceration.

19 The committee provided “client-centered” feedback to avoid “triggering” respondents. HELP USA accepted all feedback. For
example, a “refuse to answer” choice was added to each question.

20 40 surveys (10%) were disqualified because respondents did not meet the federal definition of homelessness (qualifier questions);
selected “refuse to answer” in several fields; or did not answer questions (missing data).

21 In 2022, Courtyard clients represented 4.1% (n=233) of the federal “point in time” count (PIT) of persons experiencing homelessness
in Las Vegas (n= 5,645) and 8% of the unsheltered population (HHH, 2022).
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Primary Drivers of Homelessness

This measure identified the issue that most directly caused homelessness through the

question: “What is the primary cause of your homelessness (the issue that immediately
precipitated your first instance of homelessness)?”

It contained eighteen unique answers, which included “other (please specify)” and

“refuse to answer”). Sixteen individual answers (in quotes below) were related to eight
factors (in bold).

v,

Employment (“job loss/couldn’t maintain housing payment”; “unable to get a job”;
“had/have a job but couldn’t afford housing”)

Institutional (“left state foster care system”; “released from an institution”)

Benefits access (“loss of public assistance/aid”)

Family problems (“death or loss of a household member”; “family discord”)

Health and substance use problems (“medical/health problems”; “mental health
problems”; “drug or alcohol problems”)

Housing instability (“lost home I owned through foreclosure”; “lost home I rented
through landlord foreclosure”)

Violence (“domestic abuse/violence”; “communal/political/social violence before
becoming homeless”) and

Citizenship (“deportation/immigration/seeking asylum”).

Next, “write-in” choices from the “other (please specify)” field were moved into

relevant existing or new fields. Relevant individual answer choices were then combined,
yielding a final list of 10 answer choices (Table 1). Section 3 (findings) will elaborate upon
the definitions of select answer choices and variables.

Table 1.

Primary Causes of Homelessness

Primary cause n %
Unemployment 144 40.00%
Family problems (discord or loss/death of household member) 47 13.10%
Health problems (physical, mental and substance related) 50 13.90%
Loss of housing (foreclosure, eviction, burned down, affordability) 41 11.40%
Loss of public assistance or identification documents 13 3.60%
Relocation/ deportation/immigration/seeking asylum 14 3.90%
Released from institution 12 3.30%
Personal issues 9 2.50%
Violence 9 2.50%
Other or refused to answer 21 5.80%
Total 360 100.00%

Health and Substance Use Problems

Substance use and health problems increase risks to entering homelessness, and to

mortality during homelessness (Calgary Homeless Foundation, 2009; Hwang et al., 1998;
O’Connell et al, 2005). According to the 2020 Las Vegas point in time count, 49% of people
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experiencing homelessness had a substance use disorder and 44% had a mental health
burden. These are bi-directional risk factors (Doran et al., 2022).
Eight questions on substance use and health problems measured the extent to which
respondents ever had:
e physical disability (n=118; 32.8%)
e abused drugs or alcohol (n=156; 43.3%)
e used injection drugs (n=25 6.9%)
e received treatment for alcohol or drug abuse (n=83; 23.1%)
e ever experienced psychotic symptoms, such as hallucinations or delusions (n=54;
14.7%)
e received treatment for mental health issues (n=116; 32.2%)
e been hospitalized for mental health reasons against their will (n=50; 13.9%)
Rates of substance use and mental health challenges are significantly higher than in
the general population.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE)

Researchers have established that adults experiencing homelessness exhibit
significantly higher ACEs (before age 18) than the general population (Liu et al., 2021).
ACE: are also associated with major depressive disorders and substance use problems in
adults experiencing homelessness (ibid).

Seven binary ACE questions (Padgett et al., 2012) measured the extent to which
respondents:

e had ever failed a grade or dropped out of school (n=133; 36.9%)

e grew up while one or both parents experienced unemployment (n=115; 31.9%)
e had ever been in the foster care system (n=53; 14.7%)

e were abandoned by one or both parents (n=88; 24.4%)

e experienced the death of a mother or stepmother (n=46; 12.8%)

e experienced the death of a father or stepfather (n=56; 15.6%)

e were ever physically abused by a parent or guardian (n=82; 22.8%)

In total, 73.3% (n=264) of respondents experienced at least one ACE.

Incarceration

Persons with serious mental illnesses have significantly high lifetime rates of arrests??;
the rate of serious psychological distress is four to five times higher among incarcerated
persons than non-incarcerated persons 23; and people with histories of incarceration face
high barriers to formal employment and risks to homelessness?* (Bronson & Berzofsky,
2017; Shinn & Khadduri 2020, p.64).

22 between 42%-50% (Shinn & Khadduri 2020, p.64)

214% for prison inmates, 26% for jail inmates, and 4-5% in general population (Bronson & Berzofsky, 2017; Shinn & Khadduri 2020,
p-64).

2 “employer biases against former offenders” also “make it harder for persons with arrest records to earn enough to avoid
homelessness” (Shinn & Khadduri, 2020, p. 64).
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In this context, the survey question measuring the extent to which surveyed
population had ever been incarcerated found that 63.6% (n=229) had been in jail or
prison.

Method of Analysis: Latent Class Analysis (LCA)

This study applied LCA to the measures described in section of measures to locate
distinct patterns of entering homelessness. LCA is a probabilistic model that identifies
different groups of people, or “classes”, in a sample based on patterns in individual
responses to multiple “categorical” questions (Tsai et al., 2013; Weller et al., 2020). The
responses are “observed” measures. That is, one can quantify each indicator because each
respondent has answered each survey question. The model’s “classes”, however,
represent “unobserved” - or “latent - measures because they arise from statistically
significant combinations of the “observed” measures (Muthén & Muthén, 2000; Wolke et
al., 2013; Weller et al., 2020). The “latent classes”, therefore, represent the sample’s
heterogeneity (Hagenaars & McCutcheon, 2002; Weller et al., 2020). In this context, the
LCA assumes that one can locate at least two classes in a sample and that “membership”
in classes can explain patterns of responses across a survey (Barile, 2018; Muthén &
Muthén, 2000; Wolke et al., 2013; Weller et al., 2020). This study employed the LCA
method to identify specific patterns of the observed measures associated with entering
homelessness in Las Vegas. Each observed measure pertained to the following major
categories: adverse experiences, incarceration, primary drivers of homelessness, substance use
and health problems.

The optimal number of classes in an LCA - the best model fit - is determined by the
following recommended statistical criterion:

e low Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) (Killian et al., 2019; Schwarz, 1978; Weller

et al., 2020)

e low Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) (Akaike, 1974; Weller et al., 2020)

e low sample size adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion (SABIC) (Weller et al., 2020)

e significant Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin (VLMR) adjusted likelihood test values (p<0.05)

e significant bootstrapped likelihood (BL) test values (p<0.05) (Lo et al., 2001;
McLachlan & Peel, 2000; Nylund et al., 2007; Vuong, 1989; Weller et al., 2020).

e High entropy values (Tsai et al., 2013; Weller et al., 2020; Wang et al, 2017)

e Robust class size, in which the smallest class should contain at least 10% of the total

sample (Tsai et al., 2013)

Two conditions can yield the best-fitting model. One is the class solution that yields
the lowest BIC, AIC, and sample-size adjusted BIC (hereafter SABIC), the highest entropy
values (optimally between 0.8 and 1.0), and significant levels of both likelihood test
statistics (p-values < 0.05) (Celeux & Soromenho, 1996; Weller et al., 2020).

Another permissible class solution is one that yields the lowest SABIC and AIC,
highest entropy values and significant levels of likelihood test statistics (Weller et al.,
2020). The SABIC is “superior” to the “combination of AIC and BIC” (Nylund et al., 2007,
p-537)
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Findings

The LCA method’s test of statistical significance established the three-class solution
as the best fit model (Table 2; see Appendix). The lowest sample size adjusted SABIC and
AIC values, significance values obtained by VLMR and BL tests, and highest entropy
values within the optimal range (condition 1) confirmed the selection of this solution over
the two-class solution. The two-class solution indicated a less optimal - though not
altogether incorrect - model, as only three tests yielded significance: lowest BIC and
significance values obtained by VLMR and BL likelihood tests. The three-class solution’s
low SABIC level further confirmed the optimality of this model because lower SABIC
levels are deemed a better indication of significance than the combination of significant
AIC and BIC levels. No viable class solution was found above the three-class trial.

The three-class solution’s two-tailed tests (in the LCA’s probability scale) also yielded
statistically significant differences (p<0.01) between each class’s and the sample’s
endorsement of the variables under analysis.

Members of class 1 (n=239; 66%) exhibited the highest probability compared to
members of other classes that unemployment (45.8%) was the primary driver of their
homelessness (Figures 1-4; see Appendix).

There is a need to elaborate on the ‘'unemployment’ variable, initially discussed in the
section on measures. ‘Unemployment’ included two types of job precarity that caused
homelessness. One entailed the loss of a job that led to the inability to make a housing payment.
The other concerned the inability to find a job. Both conditions (italicized) were choices in
the survey’s question on the primary driver of homelessness. As part of the coding
process, both answers were combined into one “unemployment” choice under the
“homelessness causes” variable for the LCA analysis.

Class 1 also exhibited the lowest rates of all adverse childhood experiences and health
and substance use problems among all classes. Lower prevalence rates of adverse
experiences included foster care system involvement (7.4%); and being abandoned (9.5%)
or abused (7.8%) by a parent (Figure 4). This group had significantly lower rates (p<0.01)
of ever having had a physical disability (30%), a history of substance use problems
(28.3%), and experiences of treatment in a substance use (8.4%) or mental health program
(12.1%).

Members of this class were also least likely to have experienced psychosis (2.5%) or
hospitalization for a mental health condition (1.7%), though not at statistically significant
levels (p=0.128 and p=0.216). In summary, this class exhibited the highest likelihood of
entering homelessness due to unemployment with the least likelihood of encountering adverse
childhood experiences, or health and substance use problems before entering homelessness. This
class is called unemployment for short.

Class 2 respondents (n=40; 11%) had the highest probabilities of being driven into
homelessness by family problems (21.9%) and experiences of violence (10%). “Violence’
entailed domestic violence as well as communal, political or social violence preceding
homelessness. Both types (italicized) were listed as individual responses under the
“homelessness causes” question and were also combined into one “violence” choice for
this analysis.
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Class 2 also recorded the highest rate of ever having a physical disability (51.8%) as

well as the highest exposure to multiple adverse experiences, including ever having:

e (i)failed a grade or dropped out of school (45.5%)

e (ii) endured a period of childhood in which a parent experienced unemployment
(

(111) been in the foster care system (49.8%)

e (iv) experienced the death of one’s mother before the age of 18 (22.5%)

(v) been incarcerated (71.9%) and

(vi) experienced parental abuse (81%).

However, members of class 2 had moderate levels of mental health burdens.
Moderate, here, refers to rates that were significantly higher than the sample size but
lower than at least one of the two other classes. For example, 28% of class 2 members had
been hospitalized for a mental health disorder against their will compared to 1.7% of
members in class 1 and 40.2% members of class 3 (total sample =13.9%). Additionally,
55.9% of class 2 had received mental health treatment compared to 12.1% of those in class
1 and 75.3% in class 2 (total sample = 32.2%). In summary, this class exhibited the highest
likelihood of entering homelessness due to family problems and violence, with the highest likelihood
of enduring physical disabilities, multiple adverse childhood experiences and incarceration. This
class is called family problems, physical disabilities, and multiple ACEs with moderate mental
health burdens.

Class 3 (n=81;23%) members were most likely to report that health problems (25.8%)
and the loss of housing (13.9%) caused homelessness. There is a need to elaborate upon
how “health challenges” and “loss of housing” indicators were defined as well. Answers
to the “causes of homelessness” question included (i) “medical/health problems”,
(ii)“drug or alcohol problems”, (iii) “mental health problems”, (iv) “had/have a job but
can’t afford housing” (v) “lost home I rented through landlord foreclosure” and (vi) “lost
home I owned through foreclosure”. Additionally, several “write-in” answers in the
“other” option included issues pertaining to (vii) an eviction and (viii) the loss of housing
due to a fire. Responses (i) “medical/health problems” and (iii) “mental health problems”
were recoded into one “health problems” field. Responses (iv) “had/have a job but can’t
afford housing” to (viii) the loss of housing due to a fire into one “loss of housing” field.
This indicator implies that external forces caused exits from homes, in contrast to other
exit types captured by the “family problems” or, even, “personal reasons” fields.

Class 3 respondents also exhibited a much higher likelihood of being abandoned by a
guardian (30.4%) than class 1 counterparts®® and the highest rate of experiencing the
death of a father during childhood (23.2%). This class also registered higher rates of all
substance use and mental health-related problems, including histories of a substance use
problem (85%), using injection drugs (25.8%), psychosis (47.3%), being treated in a
substance use or mental health program (72.4% and 75.3%), and ever having been
hospitalized in a mental health facility against one’s will (40.2%). In summary, this class
exhibited the highest likelihood of entering homelessness due to health problems and the loss of

% Class 2's 100% probability of being abandoned was not significant.
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housing (due to external forces, e.g. eviction) with the highest likelihood of substance use and
mental health problems. This class is called severe mental health and substance use problems
with histories of abandonment and paternal death.

Differences between class 2 and class 3 concern primary drivers of homelessness, the
breadth and intensity of trauma exposure in early life, and types and extent of health
vulnerabilities. Primary drivers for homelessness for class 2 members included individual
risk factors of family conflict, loss or violence. Drivers among class 3 members were the
combined individual risks of serious mental illness and substance use and the structural
factor of housing loss. Class 2 members exhibited the highest degree of cumulative
trauma exposure, or multiple ACEs, concerning loss (e.g., death of mother and foster
care), abuse, educational instability potentially arising from the lack of support (e.g.,
failed or dropped out of school); and financial hardship (parental unemployment).Class
3 members were exposed to the childhood trauma of loss (e.g., abandonment and death
of father). Class 2 and 3 also had different health profiles. Class 2 members displayed
high rates of physical disabilities with moderate levels of mental health burdens. Class 3
members endured very high rates of psychiatric hospitalization, psychosis and heavy
substance use challenges (e.g., injection drug use).

Crucial intra-class demographic differences were also found among the three LCA
classes (Table 3; see Appendix). People who entered homelessness due to family
problems after multiple early life traumas (class 2) were more likely to be female (37.5%),
non-Hispanic White (43.24%), to have lived with friends immediately before entering
homelessness, and were much less likely to be Latinx (10.81%). Class 3 members (severe
mental health and substance problems with histories of abandonment and paternal death) were
also more likely to be non-Hispanic White (42.5%; p<0.01) as well as to have resided in a
U.S. state outside Nevada (45.68%) immediately before becoming homeless. They were
less likely have grown up outside the United States (5.13%; p<0.05) and to have claimed
Spanish as their primary language (4.94%; p<0.01). By comparison, class 1 members
(unemployment) - the reference group - were more likely to hail from Latinx communities
(28.39%), to have immigrated to the United States (17.37%), and to have lived in Clark
County, Nevada, immediately before entering homelessness (68.62%).

Discussion

Approximately two-thirds of the population (66%) entered homelessness due to the
immediate distress of unemployment (class 1), indicating that structural inequalities in
Las Vegas that disproportionately harm poor people can directly cause homelessness.
Two points regarding the interplay of these structural risks are worth noting.

First, the dependence upon low-skilled jobs without formal benefits among migrant
workers potentially yields continuously high unemployment and extreme poverty levels
(Borchard, 1997; Seymour & Akers, 2021; U.S. Bureau of Labor statistics, n.d.; U.S. Census
Bureau, n.d.). As discussed, class 1 members were more likely to hail from immigrant
and Latinx communities that had lived in Clark County immediately before entering
homelessness. These patterns are, potentially, linked to the Great Recession’s higher
foreclosure rates among minority communities (Schuetz, 2019).

107 | International Journal on Homelessness: https:/ /ijoh.ca



Parulkar: Causes of Homelessness in Las Vegas

Second, unpredictable spates of unemployment in context of chronic housing
shortages can increase the risk of the city’s working-class people to homelessness. As
discussed, Las Vegas has the worst housing shortage of all major U.S. cities (Seymour &
Akers, 2021). The city’s “financialized” rental market prices rapidly outpaced income
growth while officials failed to produce enough affordable units for poor people and
ensure renters access to federal rental subsidies (Harvard, 2022; Schuetz, 2019; Seymour,
2022; Seymour & Akers, 2021). Job losses under such instability can, as respondents
indicated, immediately prevent making housing payments or lead to chronic
unemployment. The dwindling supply of beds in Las Vegas’ shelter system exacerbates
risks to unsheltered homelessness (Batko et al., 2020; Cohen et al., 2019).

Approximately one-third of the population (34%), consisting of class 2 (11%) and class
3 (23%) members, exhibited homelessness entry patterns identified by Piat et al. (2015)
associated with family conflicts, substance abuse, mental health problems, and early life
traumas (that study’s theme 1 - individual risks); transitions from institutions without
adequate social supports needed to facilitate housing stability (theme 2 - structural
transition risks); and the lack of affordable housing exacerbating individual risks such as
substance abuse (theme 3 - structural risks amplify individual risks).

However, these two LCA classes exhibited variations of these themes. Quantified
levels and combinations of individual and structural risk factors during childhood and
the period immediately before homelessness illustrate how the two LCA classes
synthesize Piat et al. (2015)’s themes into discrete pathways into homelessness.

Class 2 synthesizes two Piet et al. (2015) themes. The primary drivers into
homelessness of family conflict and violence align with the precursors in the individual
risk theme, while high rates of foster care involvement and abuse reflect key institutional
experiences in the structural transitions theme. This class orders the presence of these risks
into the following discrete pathway: cumulative trauma in childhood marked, as
examples, by loss, abuse, and poverty may render people vulnerable to the types of
conflicts, future losses, or violence that foretell homelessness. Within this pathway,
women - who are overrepresented in class 2 - and people with physical disabilities with
experiences of these childhood traumas may be particularly vulnerable to these
homelessness-triggering incidents. Members of class 2 were also more likely to have lived
with friends immediately before entering homelessness, potentially indicating that early
life traumas of childhood abuse and poverty, e.g. parental unemployment, are correlated
with the lack of social support in adulthood preceding, and leading into, homelessness
(Herman et al., 1997; Liu et al., 2021; Shelton et al., 2009Liu). Among such people,
cumulative childhood trauma followed by eventual exposure to violence may predict the
likelihood of homelessness in absence of severe mental health and substance abuse
problems, which were present in this class but at comparatively moderate levels. The
prevalence of multiple ACEs among adults experiencing homelessness also correlate
with physical health maladies and family problems that lead to homelessness (Liu et al.,
2021).

Class 2 was more likely than other classes to have experienced incarceration. But two
points are worth mentioning. First, the incarceration rate of the sample was extremely
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high (63.6%). Second, previous studies found no significant correlation between ACEs
and incarceration in the homeless population (Liu et al., 2021). This was potentially
because both are high-risk factors for homelessness (ibid).

Class 3 synthesizes all three Piat et al themes. The loss of housing through eviction,
unaffordability, or foreclosure (the primary driver of homelessness) in context of heavy
substance use and severe mental health burdens coheres with the structural amplification
of individual risks theme. High levels of substance abuse and mental health burdens with
the eventual experience of homelessness represent bi-directional risks among members
of this class (Doran et al., 2022). Heavy substance use in context of childhood traumas of
abandonment and deaths of fathers illustrates the interrelatedness between substance
abuse and family conflict identified by the individual risk theme. A higher lifetime
prevalence of ACEs among adults experiencing homelessness - in this case,
abandonment and deaths of fathers - correlate with severe mental health and substance
use problems in this population (Doran et al., 2022; Liu & Hwang, 2021; Liu et al., 2021).
High rates of psychiatric hospitalization histories evince another institutional experience
in the structural transition risk theme. Class 3 exhibits how the individual-structural risk
interactions pertaining to the three themes form a discrete homelessness pathway.
Unstable health and housing systems that are exacerbated, for example, by
financialization and reduced public spending may drive people with potentially high
degrees of clinical severity -- severe mental health burdens, e.g., psychosis; heavy
substance us problems, e.g., injection drug use; and histories of institutionalization, e.g.,
psychiatric hospitalizations - and targeted childhood traumas of abandonment and death
of fathers into homelessness.

Class 3 members were also more likely to report that they had lived in another US
state immediately before entering homelessness, but had grown up in the US itself. It is
therefore possible that conditions of housing instability leading to homelessness in this
class occurred in another state and influenced their migration to Las Vegas, Nevada.
About 38.5% of members of class 3 hailed from a western state other than Nevada. By
comparison, 28.8% of class 1 members and 29.0% of class 2 members were from this
region. The influx of people from LA and Orange County to Nevada between 2000 to
2010 accounted for 56 % of the state’s in-migration during those years, but “only wealthier
people” were able to comfortably secure housing (Seymour & Akers, 2021). Members of
class 3 may be acutely vulnerable to unsheltered homelessness compared to those in other
classes as people with mental illnesses and substance use disorders face more difficulties
than others in accessing the local homeless service system in Las Vegas (Cohen et al.,
2019).

These respondents were also more likely than others to report that the loss of housing
caused their homelessness; that they had lived in another US state immediately before
entering homelessness, but had grown up in the US itself. It is therefore possible that
conditions of housing instability leading to homelessness in class 3 members occurred in
another state and influenced their migration to Las Vegas, Nevada. About 38.5% of
members of class 3 hailed from a western state other than Nevada. By comparison, 28.8%
of class 1 members and 29.0% of class 2 members were from this region. The influx of
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people from LA and Orange County to Nevada between 2000 to 2010 accounted for 56 %
of the state’s in-migration during those years, but “only wealthier people” were able to
comfortably secure housing (Seymour & Akers, 2021). Members of class 3 may be acutely
vulnerable to unsheltered homelessness compared to those in other classes as people with
mental illnesses and substance use disorders face more difficulties than others in
accessing the local homeless service system in Las Vegas (Cohen et al., 2019).

Conclusions and Recommendations

The study’s main finding that two-thirds (66%) of respondents were driven into
homelessness in Las Vegas by unemployment (while exhibiting fewer adverse childhood
experiences and chronic health maladies relative to others) provides a measure of local
confirmation of the macro level structural theory attributing urban homelessness to the
crisis of affordability: severe housing shortages, these authors argue, drive market-rate
rents beyond wage growth and, increasingly, dispossess vulnerable city dwellers living
in extreme poverty (Colburn & Aldern, 2022; Harvard, 2022; Shinn & Khadduri, 2020).

The finding that the causes of homelessness among class 2 (11%) and class 3 (23%)
members reflect a synthesis of individual-structural risks supports the general mechanism
of the social ecological perspective. However, by quantifying when and the extent to
which these risk combinations occur in the lives of people, and subgroups, vulnerable to
homelessness, these two LCA classes reveal discrete pathways into homelessness that
nuance the social ecological perspective. People, and particularly women and those with
physical disabilities, who have experienced cumulative traumas in childhood concerning,
for example, loss (an individual risk) and foster care involvement (a structural transition
risk), are vulnerable to homelessness when encountering violence, conflict, or loss in the
future (class 2). Those with potentially high degrees of clinical severity - severe mental
health burdens and substance use problems with histories of institutionalization
(individual and structural transition risks) - that were exposed to traumas concerning
loss and abandonment during childhood (individual risks) are vulnerable to
homelessness in the hyper-commodified housing market (structural amplification of
individual risks).

Las Vegas certainly exhibits structural vulnerabilities of housing shortages, high rents
and unemployment rates that impact homelessness for a large contingent of the poor and
often mobile working class - both directly (class 1) and by “amplifying” individual risks
such as substance abuse (class 3). These challenges have also been exacerbated by the
private sector’s financialization of the city’s foreclosed property supply. But the unique
demographic and economic profiles of those vulnerable to homelessness in Las Vegas
may limit the generalizability of these findings and the application of needed responses
to other cities. The local economy, for example, hinges upon low-wage service jobs that
depend heavily on migrant, including out-of-state, labor while catering to a market of
often wealthy tourist patrons. The high mobility, job insecurity, and yet necessity of these
transplants to the local economy require that policymakers consider targeted
employment and housing policies - including temporary or transitional
accommodations-as responses to homelessness.
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In this context, this study has three recommendations for the city of Las Vegas. First,
the Courtyard should focus on employment and job placement services. This may help
people who became homeless due, primarily to unemployment (class 1) to secure and
maintain housing.

Second, the city should increase the number of transitional housing and permanent
supportive housing sites for the single homeless adult population that provide
employment, housing placement, counseling, and harm reduction-based substance abuse
services. Case management services should also link clients to benefits and healthcare
services. The other services mentioned can address the mental health, substance use, and
trauma that afflict over one third of this surveyed population (classes 2 and 3). The
Courtyard currently links clients to health and substance use services. This study
recommends that the city fund trauma-informed care models in The Courtyard,
transitional housing, and permanent supportive housing sites (Liu et al., 2021).

Finally, the city needs to reduce the deficit in affordable rental units for the poorest
renters. This is a huge task that requires (i) addressing the volatility of the local housing
market, (ii) increasing housing ownership rates, particularly among Black and Latinx
households, and (iii) reducing the cost-burden or poor renters. The first two items are
beyond the scope of this study. On reducing cost-burden, this study recommends
enabling multi-year leases with pre-determined annual rent increases and implementing
tenant protection policies, such as help with mediating landlord disputes to prevent
evictions (Schuetz, 2019).
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Appendices: Tables and Figures

Table 2.

Fit Statistic Criteria for LCA Analysis

class SABIC VLMR

solution BIC (low) AIC (low) value VLMR p BLR p entropy

class 2 6896.37 6740.91 6705.95 364.717 0.00 0.00 0.784

class 3 6950.77 6716.01 6663.195 92.13 0.048 0.00 0.867
Figure 1.

Primary Causes of Homelessness by Class
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Figure 2.
Health and Substance Use Measures by Class
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Figure 3.

Incarceration Rates by Class
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Figure 4.
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) by Class?6
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Table 3.
Significant Demographic Characteristics by Class
Family Health & substance
conflict & | use
multiple | burdens/abandonmen
Unemployment | ACEs t and paternal death
Gender (class 1) (class 2) (class 3) Sample
female 17.57% 37.5%* 22.22% 20.83%
race & ethnicity
White (non-Hispanic) 27.12% 43.24%* 42.5% 32.29%
Latinx 28.39% 10.81%* 20.00% 24.65%
primary language
Spanish 12.97% 5.00% 4.94* 10.28%
place of origin (region)
Outside US 17.37% 5.26% 5.13 12.78%
region before homelessness
Clark County 68.62% 62.50% 51.857 64.17%
Nevada (outside CC) 2.51% 5.00% 2.47% 2.78%
out of State 28.87% 32.50% 45.68%* 33.06%

2 “faijldrop” = had ever failed a grade or dropped out of school; “prntunmp” = grew up while one or both parents experienced
unemployment; “foster” = had ever been in the foster care system; “abandoned” = were abandoned by one or both parents; “death-
m” = experienced the death of a mother or stepmother; “death-f” = experienced the death of a father or stepfather; and “abuse” =

were ever physically abused by a parent or guardian
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accommodation before
homelessness
staying w friends 9.21% 22.50%* 7.41% 10.28%
* = p<0.05; N =
p<0.01




