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Executive Summary

On any given night in 2022, there were more than 14,000 women experiencing homelessess as
individuals—meaning they were seeking services without partners or childrer-in the Los Angeles City and
County Continuum of Care. Nearly 600 women experiencing homelessness partipated in the Los Angeles
County Women'’s Needs Assessment survey in the fall of 2022. This report docunmgs the findings from this
survey, including women’s characteristics, their experiences of homlessness and within the homelessness
response system, and their access to and interactions with other mainstr@m systems. It also identifies the
barriers and challenges women face in accessing housing, the sergs they need, what women want in
housing, and interim responses while waiting for housing. Based on thesaélings, we make pdicy and
programmatic recommendations for local practitioners and policynakers as well as state and federal
policymakers.

Background

Women experiencing homelessness as individualsthose who are not accompanied by or seeking services
with a partner, children, or other dependents—are a growing population in Los Angeles and nationally. In Los
Angeles, these women make up 68 percent of all women experiencing homelessreand 20 percent of all
individuals experiencing homelessness. Prior research has higllited the challenges and negative
outcomes that women experiencing homelessness face. In recognition of the growg population of women
experiencing homelessness and their needs, the City and County of Los Arlge passed resolutions naming
women a unique subpopulation of people experiencing homelessness, and theonty Homelessness
Initiative, in partnership with the Downtown Women’s Center (DWC), engaged the Urban Institute and the
Hub for Urban Initiatives to conduct the first countywide women’s needs asgssment. DWC had conducted
seven prior needs assessments that focused on women in Skid Row and, in 2019, women in @ity of Los
Angeles.(See box ES.1 for additional details on the research design and impdentation of the Los Angeles
Women's Needs Assessment.)
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From October to December 2022, nearly 600 women experiencing homelessnesacross every Service
Planning Area (SPA) in Los Angeles completed a 385 minute, 78-question survey, which sought to answer
the following primary research questions:

What are the characteristics of unaccompanied women experiencing homelessness in Lésgeles
County?

What are the experiences of unaccompanied women experiencing homelessnesn Los Angeles
County with homeless services?

What are the experiences ofunaccompanied women experiencing homelessness in Los Angeles
County with other service systems?

What do unaccompanied women experiencing homelessness in Los Angeles County want in
housing?

In the absence of housing, what do unaccompanied women experiencirfgpmelessness in Los
Angeles County want in shelters and other emergency assistance?

BOXES.1
Understanding the Design and Implementation of the 2022 Los Angeles Gounty Women’s Needs
Assessment

The Los Angeles County Women’s Needs Assessment wessigned as a sequential exploratory mixed
methods, community-engaged research project. In spring 2022, DWC convened Steering and Acbory
Committees to help guide the project from March 2022 to June 2023. The committeanembers comprised
policymakers andservice providers, as well as women with lived experiences of homelessness. Research
team members and DWC and LA County Homeless Initiative staff regularly aovened with these
committees to solicit input and feedback on research design decisens. Throughout the spring of 2022, the
research team also held listening sessions with nearly 100 women experieitvegg homelessness in all eight
Service Planning Areas (SPASs) in Los Angeles. These listening sessiorm@bwith input from the Steering
and Advisory Committees, guided the research team’s revisions to the survey instrument usedh iprior
women’s needs assessments.

In fall 2022, volunteers administered the redesigned, 78question survey instrument in all eight SPAs
between October 24 and December 9, 2022. Sureys were administered in English and Spanish at recruited
service provider sites. In spring 2023, both during and after analysi of the survey data, the research team
conducted data walks with the Steering and Advisory Committees and seveill other stakeholder groups to
help interpret and contextualize findings from the survey analysis. In prticular, these data walks provided
input into our policy and practice recommendations.



Women’s Experiences of Homelessness

Most women experienced multiple episodes d homelessness, with more than half of women (57.3 percent)
reporting at least one prior episode of homelessness before their cuent episode at the time of the survey.
More than 80 percent of women have experienced lifetime lengths of homelessnesover ayear, with more
than half of those individuals experiencing lifetime homelessness folonger than five years.

I've been homeless at least four times in the last eight years. This tirtewawgest I've been
homeless over the year.
—tos Angeles County Wen’s Needs Assessment listening session participant

Nearly 70 percent of women most often slept in unsheltered locationsincluding on the streets (40.2
percent); in cars, vans, or RVs (23.2 percentdn beaches or riverbeds (3.5 percent)and on public
transportation (2.1 percent). Among women who most often slgt in sheltered locations, they reported
sleeping in shortterm, temporary, or transitional housing (20.8 percent) orin hotels or motels (2.1 percent).
About 7 percent of women reported most often sleeping in a different typeof situation, with couch surfing
cited as the most common examplg6.3 percent).

More than 90 percent of women experienced some form of victimization in their litime, including
having something stolen (73.8 percent), beingepeatedly harassed or threatened (57.1 percent), and being
threatened, physically hit, or made to feel unsafe by a romantic parnter (48.4 percent). For women with
lifetime experiences of victimization, experiencing threats or violence from a romantic partner was the type
of victimization most likely to cause their experience of homelessness (24.percent of all women and 44.2
percent of women who reported lifetime experiences). While experiencing homelessness, 57.9 percent of
women had something stolen from them; 43.1 percent were repeatedly harassed ohteatened; 37.6 and
35.3 percent witnessed an attack or were attacked themselves, respectively; ah20.4 percent were forced
to take part in unwanted sexual activity (figure ES.1).



FIGURE ES.1
Victimizatio n Histories of Women Experiencing Homelessness
Findings from the 2022 Los Angeles County Women’s Needs Assessment
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Women'’s Barriers to Housing a8drvices

Women reported significant barriers to exiting homelessnessand securinghousing. The most frequently
reported barriers to permanent housing were lack of housing that women could afford (63.1 percent) and
long waiting lists to access vouchers or public housing (55.9 percent)

Without being able to access housing and exit homelessness, women need thasis response system,
including access to shelter and other services, to keep them safe. Unfortutely, women reported significant
barriers to accessing or using shelteras well. The most frequently reported barrier was feeling unsafe, with
more than half of women citing this concern. Other commonly cited barriers included lack of available spts
in shelters (45.8 percent), concerns about privacy (45.4 percent), anddé of shelter options that meet the
needs and preferences of respondents (42.8 percent). Only 5.4 percent afomen reported they had no
barriers in accessing or using shelters.

Of note, Black and African American womenwere more likely to be concernedabout the way they
would be treated by shelter staff comparedwith non-Hispanic white women, Hispanic and Latimwomen,
and women of two or more races And dsgender women were significantly more likely to report having no
barriers to using sheltersthan were transgender and nonbinary individuals



BOX ES.2
Understanding the Diverse Characteristics of Women Experi encing Homelessness

Women experiencing homelessness as individuals ranged in age from 18 to 88ars old. Most
women were middle ageor older (59 percent were between ages 40 and 64), but 13 percent were
between ages 18 to 24. On average, women were about 32 years old when theydtrexperienced
homelessness.

Thirty -four percent of women identified as Hispanic or Latina, 31.6 percentdentified as Black or
African American, and 21.7 percent identified as white. Black women ar particularly
overrepresented among women experiencing homelessness (more than 3.5 timdkeir share of the
general population).

Nearly 95 percent of individuals identified specifically as women, and 3.7 percent identified as a
gender other than exclusively a woman or man, such as nonbinary or gender ft}ji7.7 percent
identified as transgender. About three-quarters of women described their sexual orientation as
straight, with nearly 20 percent identifying as bisexual, lesbian, ga queer, or another sexual
orientation.

All women were seeking services unattached to a partner or spouse, but’s4 percent of women
experienced a separation from a partner or spouse inheir lifetime. While all survey participants
were currently unaccompanied, meaning they were seeking services or housinby themselves,
nearly 55 percent of women experiencing homelessness had children and4 percent were
pregnant.

Sixty-seven percent ofthe women had an educational attainment at the high school level or beyond.
Nearly 30 percent of women experiencing homelessness were working for pa trading goods or
services with others, or both. Among those not currently working, twothirds identified as having a
disability.

In total, 61 percent of women had a disabilityand most women reported their health as fair or poor,
with dental health being rated the poorest. Additionally, more than half (51.3 percent) of women
experiencing homelessness felt tlat they did not have a social support network.

What Women Want in Housing

When asked what they wanted in housing, women were very clear that their lgjhest priorities were
affordability, safety, and privacy (figure ES.2). While not prioitized as highly as the top three, women also
expressed a desire for a single rather than shad housing unit and emphasized the importance of location.
In listening sessions, this emphasis on location included a desire forfsty in their new neighborhood as well
as access to transportation, family, work, and doctors for health gpointments.



FIGURE ES.2
Findings on Women'’s Housing Preferences
2022 Los Angeles County Women's Needs Assessment Survey
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Source: Weighted survey data.
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What Women Want in the Crisis Response System

In the absence of permanent housing, people experiencing homelessness neetfes shelter. When asked
about their preferences regarding genderrestricted shelters and housing services, more than 40 percent of
women had a preference for womenonly shelters and housing services. The survey also asked what other
services women would be interested in while they waited for transitional or temporary housing (such as
emergency shelters, bridge housing, or interim housing). Women were most iatested in hygiene servces,
such as showers and laundry (62.1 percentand access to storage for their possessions (56.2 percent)
(figure ES.3). These findings are consistent with other challengesamnen identified, with 74.7 percent of
women citing difficulties maintaining their possessions and 70 percent éwomen reporting that it was
difficult to find a bathroom when they were experiencing homelessness. loth instances, it was
significantly more difficult for women in unsheltered situations to navigate these hurdles.



FIGURE ES.3
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Recommendations and Conclusion

Survey findings, listening sessions, and data walks with community stakeholders revealed key areas for
policy and programmatic work to improve outcomes for women experiencing homelessness.

Support efforts to collect data on and tailor services to women expe riencing homelessness as

individuals. With three-quarters of women experiencing homelessness in Los Angeles living in

unsheltered locations, and with homelessness among women increasing nationally, collecting data

RQ ZRPHQéV H[SHULHQFHY QHHGV DQG SUHIHUHQFHYV ZLOO EH FULV
strategies to effectively end homelessness.

Fund housing assistance at a level needed to house all women exgriencing homelessness.
Women identified a lack of affordable housing and long waiting lists for housing assistance as their
primary barriers to permanent housing. Additionally, women in listening sessions described rto
being prioritized for housing in coordinated entry. A universal voucher approach would proide a
path forward to ending homelessness for all women.

Prioritize safety throughout the homelessness response system. Women indicated that the most
common barrier to shelter was concern about their safety and reported unacceptably high rates of



victimization while experiencing homelessness. Prioritizing women’sphysical and emotional safety
will require developing and implementing programs and policies that reognize the unique needs
and preferences of women.

Provide dignity in the absence of housing. Seventy percent of women reported it was difficult to
find a bathroom, and 60 percent reported difficulty finding a shower when they needed one. In
the absence of housing, ensuring that women have dignified access to battwms, showers, and
storage of possessions is particularly important. Dignity in servies also requires removing barriers
that prevent access to services and shelter, such as systemic racism and disgnation.

Encourage programmatic response accountability when it comes to ensuring equitabl e outcomes
for historically marginalized groups, particularly Black, Hispanic/La tina, Indigenous, and other
women of color, as well as LGBTQ+ individualsBlack and African American women were more
likely to be concerned about the way they would be treated by shelter staff han were women of
other races and ethnicities, and nonbinary and transgendeindividuals were more likely to report
barriers to shelter than were cisgender women. In addition to tracking outomes and understanding
the experiences of historically marginalized groups in progrars, service providers and programs
should consider that women'’s needs may vary based on a variety of characteristics, their indoal
histories, and where they may be in their life cycle.

BOX ES.3
Thank You from the Authors

The authors would like to thank all the women who participated in thisproject, specifically the women
experiencing homelessness who participated in listening session# ithe spring of 2022 and the nearly 600
women who completed surveys in the fall of 2022. The authors would also like to givheartfelt thanks to the
members o the Steering Committee, including women with lived experiences of homeadssness and those
who operate programs that help women daily, who guided this work throughout theduration of the project.
We would also like to thank the members of the Los Angeles éineless Services Authority (LAHSA) Lived
Experience Advisory Board, Los Angeles County Black People Experiencigpmelessness (BPEH)
Implementation Steering Committee, Homelessness Policy Research Ingtite (HPRI) based out of the Sol
Price Social Innovatbn Center at the University of Southern California, and the Domestic Vitence
Homeless Services Coalition (DVHSC) for their feedback on report findigs.

Finally, the authors would like to thank all the organizations that hosted suvey data collection and
volunteers who helped administer surveys. This project would have been impasble without their
contributions of time and energy.
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