
COVID-19’S IMPACT ON
HEALTH OF THE UNSHELTERED        

       PROBLEM

PRE-PANDEMIC
People experiencing unsheltered homelessness — such as 
those sleeping in parks and vehicles or on streets — were 
at higher risk of physical and mental health issues than their 
sheltered counterparts.i   

1 in 3
 individuals experiencing  
homelessness is unshelteredii

The overall rate of 

homelessness grew from 

2018–2019, due to an 

increase in the unsheltered 

population, particularly 

through growth in these 

groups:ii

43
 transgender

28
 Native American

10
 Black

12
 female

10
gender non- 
confirming

NOW
Those experiencing unsheltered homelessness are 
at high risk of COVID-19 morbidity and mortality 
because they are less connected to health care 
and other support systems and more likely to have 
other health conditions. And, the groups that have 
increased the unsheltered population also represent 
those most at risk of negative health consequences of 
COVID-19. Despite increased risks, the true impact of 
the pandemic on the unsheltered is unknown, due to 
extremely limited data. 

       WHAT PUBLIC HEALTH CAN DO

SHORT TERM

} ENGAGE with local housing groups to support rapid-rehousing 

efforts. Check out the Homekey Program supporting Californians 

experiencing homelessness during the pandemic. 

} ADVOCATE for local, state and federal COVID tracking systems  

to incorporate housing status to determine the health impact of  

the pandemic on those experiencing homelessness. 

} SUPPORT efforts to prioritize COVID-19 vaccination of  

vulnerable groups, especially those experiencing unsheltered  

homelessness. 

LONG TERM

HOSPITAL

} ENGAGE with housing groups to support Housing  

First approaches such as Permanent Supportive 

Housing, which increases access to health services 

and housing stability. 

} WORK with community-based organizations serving 

groups that experienced recent growth — such  

as BIPOC and LGBTQ+ and women-serving 

organizations — to identify common barriers  

to housing.
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https://www.hcd.ca.gov/grants-funding/active-funding/homekey.shtml
https://nhchc.org/clinical-practice/homeless-services/permanent-supportive-housing/
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