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Menino Survey of Mayors
Only nationally representative, scientifically rigorous survey of
American mayors

Initiated in 2014 at Boston University under the direction of the late
Mayor of Boston, Tom Menino
Continues with the support of Citi and The Rockefeller Foundation

New partnership with Community Solutions in 2021 to field a series of
questions on homelessness
Principal investigators: Katherine Levine Einstein, David Glick, and
Maxwell Palmer
Homelessness Report Authors: Katherine Levine Einstein (Boston
University) and Charley E. Willison (Cornell University)

2021 Menino Survey
Interviews with 126 mayors of
cities > 75,000 residents
Live interviews, conducted by
phone (June-August 2021)
Nationally representative
sample

Findings available at:
surveyofmayors.com
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Local Policy and Homelessness
- Impactful homelessness policy made at the local
level
- Local leaders make critical decisions about:
- How much new housing gets built and where
- Punitive vs. harm reduction
- How and where homelessness policy gets administered

Accountability & Capacity

Accountability for Homelessness
• Majority of mayors (73%) perceive
themselves as being held highly
accountable for addressing
homelessness in their communities.
• Mayors of high and low housing
cost cities hold remarkably similar
views: 69% of less expensive cities
and 79% of more expensive cities
believe they are held responsible by
their residents.

How much do your residents hold you accountable for
addressing homelessness in your city?

Control Over Homelessness
• Yet, only 19% of mayors feel they
have ‘a great deal’ or ‘a lot’ of
control over addressing
homelessness.

• Mayors in the Northeast are
particularly pessimistic: just 7% of
them feel they have a lot of control
over addressing homelessness,
while 29% of their southern
counterparts, in contrast, see
themselves as having a fair amount
of influence over local
homelessness.
How much control do you have over addressing
homelessness in your city?

Barriers to Addressing Homelessness
• Over half of mayors cite limited funding;
public opposition to new housing/shelters;
limited human and social services; and a
lack of coordination between the
government and social service agencies as
significant obstacles to addressing
homelessness.
• Limited funding stood out as a substantial
hindrance: over 60% of mayors used the
most extreme option to describe the extent
to which it hindered their ability to address
homelessness.
• Nearly four-in-five (78%) mayors believe
that ARPA resources will allow them to
accomplish transformative aims—most
notably around homelessness (21%),
housing (15%) and social services/programs
(15%.)

How much do each of the following hinder your ability to address homelessness?

Barriers to Addressing Homelessness, continued
• There were some differences along partisan lines:
• 63% percent of Democratic mayors worry about a lack of coordination between
different government and social service agencies, compared with 28% of
Republican mayors.
• 55% of Democratic mayors see evictions as a barrier to reducing homelessness—30
percentage points more than their Republican counterparts.

• Republican mayors are 19 percentage points more likely to say that public
opposition hindered their ability to address homelessness “a lot.”

Influences on Homelessness Policies
• Nearly all mayors describe the local
nonprofit community as important
influencers of local homelessness
policy.
• The police play an important role in
shaping homelessness policy: 78% of
mayors say that police have at least
some influence over their city’s
homelessness policy. Police were the
third most influential group listed, just
above people experiencing
homelessness.

How much do each of the following groups shape your city’s homelessness policy?

City Staff Dedicated to Homelessness
• 28% of mayors say they have no
staff exclusively dedicated to
serving people experiencing
homelessness.
• 22% of mayors place their
homelessness staff in police
departments.

Does your city government have staff dedicated to the needs
of persons experiencing homelessness? If so, what is their
title/department?

Data and Coordination Challenges
Mayors also struggle to get the data they need to evaluate homelessness:
38% say they have access to annual data
35% collect monthly data
3% collect daily data
10% say they have no access to city-level data (8% indicate that they only have countylevel data)
We also asked an open-ended question about obstacles to collecting and using highquality data. Mayors highlighted coordination challenges with their:
Counties
Surrounding local governments
Nonprofits

Counties and Surrounding Local Governments
―

―

“We waited for the county to do their job, but they never did, so we had to get
direct funding from the state and do it ourselves. We didn’t want the job from
the county.” – Mayor of western city
“Biggest obstacle is the county: they have overarching responsibility (and the
funding) for tracking and dealing with homelessness, even though the majority
of the problem is in city limits. We’re trying to take over the annual census
where we can (in city limits).” – Mayor of southern city

NOTE: County-city coordination problems are more generally a huge problem for
public health data collection, data reporting, and policymaking.

Nonprofit Sector
―

―

―

“We are not where we need to be. Lack of coordination (and disagreement)
between the city and the homeless agencies.” – Mayor of midwestern city
“One shelter doesn’t share their data with the city.” – Mayor of a southern city
“We have several shelters and they don’t collect a lot of data that we need, or
they don’t share it with us.” – Mayor of a southern city

Defining Success

Definition of Success, by reduction goal
• In response to an open-ended
question on how they “define success”
in addressing homelessness, only 40%
of mayors explicitly outline a policy
goal of reducing homelessness.
• Midwestern (62%) and southern
mayors (50%) are significantly more
likely to highlight reduction goals than
their northeastern (29%) and western
counterparts (22%).
How does your city define success in addressing homelessness?

• Mayors of lower housing cost cities
are 18 percentage points more likely
to cite reduction goals (48% of lower
housing cost cities vs. 30% of higher
housing cost cities).

Definition of Success, by priority area
• Mayors list a variety of different
policy goals when asked to define
successful homelessness policy:
42% highlight better housing and
16% mention access to better
social services.

• 11% of mayors centered the needs
of non-homeless residents—
defining success in terms of
reducing complaints.

How does your city define success in addressing homelessness?

Definitions of Success
“Moving someone from the street to housing and/or a job.” – Mayor of a southern city
“Transition of previously homeless individuals into permanent housing with necessary supportive
services.” – Mayor of a northeastern city
“The Midwest does not tolerate people being homeless. It cannot be seen; if it is seen, it’s not being
addressed. Can’t have people sleeping on the streets.” – Mayor of a midwestern city

“We kind of eyeball the thing. If there’s a homeless encampment this week, and it’s gone next week,
we consider that a success.” – Mayor of a western city
“Success to my citizens would be not seeing people camping or wandering the streets in need of mental
health or addiction services. Success more for myself and staff [...] is getting to people on the cusp of
becoming homeless and keeping them from becoming homeless.” – Mayor of a western city

Conclusion
―

―

―

―

―

Local governments are critical partners in reducing homelessness
Left without staff, data, and financial tools to address key challenges
Frequently resort to police policy implementers
Intergovernmental coordination a significant challenge
Mayors need better data and clear measurement standards for success

Thank you! Questions?
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Accountability without Authority
The Unique Challenges of Mayoral Action on
Homelessness

An Operating System for Complex
Problems
Continuous improvement response discipline

Shared,
Measurable
Aim

Nimble, integrated
team

Rapid + granular
feedback loop

Proven technical
strategies available

Flexible resources

1.

No Shared Aim

Continuum of Care - Agency overseeing and administering compliance for HUD

Public Housing Authority - Agency overseeing local VASH + Section 8 Programs

homelessness dollars

HUD T.A. Providers - The industry of firms competing for the nearly $100 million
in technical assistance contracts HUD awards each year

VAMC Homeless Program Manager - Person overseeing ending veteran
homelessness for the medical center as well as VA funded programs.

HUD-VASH Program Manager - Person overseeing the HUD-VASH Program for
the Medical Center

Hospitals + Street Medicine Teams - People providing regular healthcare to
individuals experiencing homelessness

Permanent Supportive Housing Providers - Organizations that operate
portfolios of permanent supportive housing units

City and County Leaders - People who can wield the influence of a local
government executive’s office to generate convening power + political will

VA Case Managers - VA staff working directly w/ vets experiencing
homelessness

SSVF/GPD Program Operators - Organizations overseeing the operation and
use of VA SSFV and/or GPD resources for veterans experiencing or at risk of
experiencing homelessness

Faith Groups - People who run aid or support programs that may or may not be
connected to government dollars or formal system efforts

Local HMIS or Data Administrator- Agency with data administrator access
and the ability to aggregate client- and system-level reports

Substance Abuse + Behavioral Health Coordinating Entities - Agencies
coordinating state + federal Medicaid, SAMHSA and other dollars

Homeless Service Providers - People representing local organizations serving
people experiencing homelessness.

Street Outreach Programs - Organizations leading outreach and engagement
of people experiencing street homelessness

Re-Entry Programs - People working to ensure housing stability for those exiting
prison who have experienced or face a risk of homelessness

Emergency Shelters - Temporary shelter accomodation organizations for
people experiencing homelessness outside of transitional programs

Community Foundations - Local funders with flexible capital to support nonprofit service delivery, pilot innovation and local advocacy

Legal Aid Groups - Organizations providing legal services to people experiencing
homelessness

Veteran Service Organizations - Organizations set up for and by veterans to
provide resources, services, supportive networks and an ongoing connection to the
veteran community

2. No Integrated Approach

3.Meaningless Feedback Loop

23
%
∆

4. Inflexible Resource Stream

“While some voters may have
thought the aim of Prop HHH was
to end
homelessness in the city… Garcetti
says that was never the goal, and
if it were, the measure’s grade
would be somewhere below an F…

5. Erosion of Support for Solutions

An Operating System for Complex
Problems
Continuous improvement response discipline

Shared,
Measurable
Aim

Nimble, integrated
team

Rapid + granular
feedback loop

Proven technical
strategies available

Flexible resources

1. A Shared Aim: Functional Zero

(Veterans)

# Actively
Homeless

6-Mth Avg. Housing
Placement Rate

2. A Granular, Monthly Feedback Loop
INFLOW

INFLOW:
Newly
identified

ACTIVELY
HOMELESS

INFLOW:
Returned from
housing

INFLOW:
Returned from
inactive

OUTFLOW

OUTFLOW:
Housing
placements

OUTFLOW:
Moved to
inactive

OUTFLOW:
No longer meets
population criteria

3.An Integrated Problem-Solving Team
Champ
Project
ion
Community
Project
Lead
Leader
Lead
Project
Lead
s
Project
Lead
Project
Lead
Project
Data Lead
Lead
Project
Lead
Project
Lead

Continuum of Care - Agency overseeing and administering compliance for HUD

Public Housing Authority - Agency overseeing local VASH + Section 8 Programs

homelessness dollars

HUD T.A. Providers - The industry of firms competing for the nearly $100 million
in technical assistance contracts HUD awards each year

VAMC Homeless Program Manager - Person overseeing ending veteran
homelessness for the medical center as well as VA funded programs.

HUD-VASH Program Manager - Person overseeing the HUD-VASH Program for
the Medical Center

Local HMIS or Data Administrator- Agency with data administrator access
and the ability to aggregate client- and system-level reports

Substance Abuse + Behavioral Health Coordinating Entities - Agencies
coordinating state + federal Medicaid, SAMHSA and other dollars

Homeless Service Providers - People representing local organizations serving
people experiencing homelessness.

Often local elected
Keep team organized
Street Outreach Programs - Organizations leading outreach and engagement
Hospitals +officials
Street Medicine
Teams - People providing regularConvene
healthcare to
or
+ lead regular
meetings
of people
experiencing street homelessness
individuals experiencing homelessness
designees
Follow up on commitments
Re-Entryloop
Programs - People working to ensure housing stability for those exiting
Remove
key
Manage
communication
Permanent Supportive Housing Providers - Organizations that operate
prison who have experienced or face a risk of homelessness
portfolios of permanent
housing units
politicalsupportive
or policy
barriers
Emergency Shelters - Temporary shelter accomodation organizations for
City and County Leaders - People who can wield the influence of a local
people experiencing homelessness outside of transitional programs
Bring
public
along
government executive’s office to generate convening power + political will
●

●
●
●

●

●

●

VA Case Managers - VA staff working directly w/ vets experiencing
homelessness

Community Foundations - Local funders with flexible capital to support nonprofit service delivery, pilot innovation and local advocacy

Legal Aid Groups - Organizations providing legal services to people experiencing

SSVF/GPD Program Operators - Organizations overseeing
the
operation reporting
and
●
Manage
+ data quality
homelessness
use of VA SSFV and/or GPD resources for veterans experiencing
or Monitor
at risk of
●
experiencing homelessness
●

key themes
Veteran Service Organizations - Organizations set up for and by veterans to
Propose focus areas

Faith Groups - People who run aid or support programs that may or may not be
connected to government dollars or formal system efforts

provide resources, services, supportive networks and an ongoing connection to the
veteran community

4.Adaptive Resource Planning
-Landlord outreach
-Voucher process
improvement

-Inflow spike

What Can Elected Leaders Do?
Shared, Measurable
Aim

Nimble command
center team
●

●
●

●

Use your pulpit to set a clear
vision + measurable end state for
your community
Use city contracts + licenses to
incentivize data sharing and
systemwide participation from all
providers

●

Use convening power to get
players to a single table
Insist on a regular briefings
Build actionable shared
authority

Proven technical
strategies

Rapid, by-name
feedback loop
●

●

Flexible housing +
service resources
●

●

Require evidence-based
interventions with all
available funding

Demand quality data +
release it regularly
Brief the press on what
you’re learning + adjusting
each month

●

Incentivize data-targeted
housing development
Remove barriers to
repurposing funds in
response to data
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Jake Maguire

Co-Director,
Built for Zero
jmaguire@community.solutions

Q&A about Built for Zero

Jake Maguire

Lauren Lowey

Principal, Community Solutions
and Co-Director, Built for Zero
Community Solutions

Director, Housing & Community
Development
National League of Cities
lowery@nlc.org

Q&A with Mayor Anthony Williams

City Spotlight:
Abilene, TX

Anthony Williams
Mayor
City of Abilene, TX

Lauren Lowery
Director, Housing and
Community Development
National League of Cities

lowery@nlc.org

What’s Next & Wrap-Up
Lauren Lowey
Director, Housing & Community Development
National League of Cities
lowery@nlc.org

NLC Resources

@LEAGUEOFCITIES

