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A call for leadership

Building a more equitable society requires leadership, courage to take initiative, 
and willingness to try out new ideas. This leadership must also reflect the 
perspectives, identities, and experiences of the entire community. We are the 
Community Partners Council (CPC), a diverse cohort of people who have 
experienced poverty, housing instability, and homelessness. 

All Home convened the CPC to guide and inform its policy proposals. Over the 
past seven months we have met regularly to explore and refine consumer-
driven solutions to our region’s most entrenched issues. Our collaboration has 
culminated in The Big Moves for Housing and Economic Security.

These ideas are as varied as our experiences, but they’re connected by the belief 
that systems-change work must be inclusive of, and led by, those who have 
personally experienced those same systems. As people who have experienced 
homlessness, too often we must overcome pervasive and toxic narratives which 
seek to strip us of our power, and pigeonhole us as lazy and undeserving of 
credence or support. 

That narrative is categorically false. We are valued members of our community 
with the ability and desire to contribute to the wellbeing of our society. The 
truth is that harnessing our wisdom to effect change will increase the efficacy of 
the solutions, foster innovation, and promote tolerance and inclusivity. 

Now that our plan is complete, the hard work begins. Implementing the Big Moves 
will constitute enormous change and deliver profound positive impacts for the 
people in our region. Ahead of such an ambitious undertaking it is only natural to 
feel apprehension or doubt. We feel it ourselves. Yet, the measure of a true leader 
is not in avoiding fear, but in working through it. None of us made it here without 
grit, determination, and uncompromising resolve. Our present challenges did not 
manifest overnight and the remedy may be years in the making.

The best time to build a stronger community was yesterday. The second best time 
is today. Let’s get to work.

Sincerely, 
Community Partners Council

Ashley Banta, Vacaville
Chevelle Bourdon, Mountain View
Anthony Carrasco, Berkeley
Cathy Eberhardt, Oakland
Zak Franet, Richmond
Tangi Paama, San Francisco
Jugal Patel, San Francisco
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The Big Moves are designed to increase housing and economic security for 
people with extremely low incomes in the Bay Area. They were developed 
with an eye to what is needed to meaningfully address homelessness and 
poverty, what opportunities are emerging, and what promising solutions are 
already in motion. These proposals are complementary to efforts to rapidly 
reduce unsheltered homelessness, because we will never end homelessness 
without addressing its root causes.

Big Moves for Housing and Economic Security

Inspire the Bay Area to value and 
include people with extremely low 

incomes as vital members of  
our communities.

Increase housing supply 
by meeting the Bay Area’s 
regional targets for 57,000 

Extremely Low-Income 
housing units.

Boost economic and 
housing security by giving 
direct financial assistance 

to the people who  
need it most.

Build a dignified and 
effective social safety net 
that recognizes housing as 

a basic human need.

Design a regional 
workforce development 
system to serve people 

overcoming barriers  
to employment.



A message from the  
Regional Impact Council

No matter who we are or what we look like, we all need a safe place to call 
home and enough money to meet our families’ needs. The Bay Area can and 
should be a place where ALL people can thrive, and moving boldly towards that 
future will benefit everyone in the region. 

The status quo is a travesty, and we reject it. The Bay Area is the most affluent 
metropolitan area in North America, but more than a million of our neighbors with 
extremely low incomes live in households with an average of $17,800 a year. It 
doesn’t have to be this way. 

The policies of the past that created housing insecurity and income inequality—
especially for Black people and other people of color—can be replaced. We can 
work together to ensure that families have economic opportunity and housing 
security. People with extremely low incomes belong in the Bay and help make it 
great. Our culture and economy depend on enabling them to stabilize and stay 
here. That includes helping our unhoused neighbors find the homes and services 
they need. Essential work—such as caring for children and elders or formerly 
homeless people, cleaning homes and offices, cooking and delivering food—
should earn a living wage. When everyone can thrive, our entire region becomes 
stronger, safer, healthier, and more vibrant. 

The Big Moves for Housing and Economic Security (the Big Moves) will help get 
us to the better future we all deserve. This is the second set of audacious goals 
put forward by the Regional Impact Council (RIC) in as many years. The Regional 
Action Plan (RAP) is an urgent plan released in 2021 to rapidly reduce unsheltered 
homelessness by 75 percent. The Big Moves are a longer term effort aimed 
upstream at the systemic failures that perpetuate homelessness and poverty. 
The two plans reinforce each other—we’ll never end homelessness without 
addressing the root causes, and moving at scale to solve homelessness now 
builds momentum for the big systemic changes we need.

Moving forward, RIC members will dedicate ourselves to implementing these 
plans to bring true shared prosperity to the Bay Area. This is an all hands on deck 
effort—we hope you’ll join us. 

In solidarity, 
RIC Co-Chairs 

Sherilyn Adams
Executive Director, 
Larkin Street  
Youth Services

Melissa Jones
Executive Director,  
Bay Area Regional Health 
Inequities Initiative (BARHII)

Joshua Simon
Senior Advisor,  
Community Arts 
Stabilization Trust
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About the Regional Impact Council

The Regional Impact Council (RIC) is a roundtable of 80+ stakeholders from all nine Bay Area counties 
addressing homelessness and poverty around our region. The council is composed of policymakers; 
affordable housing, social equity and economic mobility stakeholders; housing and homelessness 
service providers; and business and philanthropic partners. The RIC consists of a Technical 
Committee, Steering Committee, Community Partners Council, Research Partners, Big Moves 
Working Group, and Co-Chairs who develop and advance regional solutions to improve the lives of 
people with extremely low incomes.

The Regional Action Plan and the Big Moves

In 2021, the Regional Impact Council released the Regional Action Plan (RAP) to rapidly reduce 
unsheltered homelessness in the Bay Area. The RAP’s signature approach is the 1-2-4 Framework for 
Homelessness Solutions that aligns jurisdictions around a comprehensive system of simultaneous 
investments. For every one investment in interim housing units, there should be two investments 
in permanent housing solutions and four homelessness prevention interventions. It also outlines 
eight strategic priorities—policy recommendations with detailed calls to action that support 
implementation of the 1-2-4 Framework—organized around the strategic pillars of House & Stabilize, 
Prevent, and Thrive. 

The RAP and the Big Moves reinforce each other—we’ll never end homelessness without addressing 
the root causes as the Big Moves seek to do, and moving at scale to solve homelessness now builds 
momentum for bigger systemic change.
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The following values guided the development of the Big Moves.

People-Centered 

Systems Change 

Racial Equity 

Impact 

All In 

Accountability

Keep people at the center of the process and pursue 
solutions that serve the diversity of lived experience.

Foster visionary thinking and  
focus on shifting paradigms. 

Name and challenge institutional racism in the  
current systems and close racial disparities.

Pursue solutions that are scaled  
to deliver transformative change.

Encourage collaborative action  
and define roles for all sectors.

Establish measurable targets to guide the work  
and hold actors responsible to people with ELI,  
to each other, and to public resources.

ABOUT THE BIG MOVES
The Regional Impact Council recognizes that our collective work to rapidly reduce 
homelessness must be part of a larger strategy focused on the housing and 
economic security of people living with extremely low incomes. That’s why the 
RIC and All Home have spent a year developing the Big Moves for Housing and 
Economic Security. 

The process included gathering ideas from RIC members and a wide range of 
stakeholders, vetting and researching those ideas, then pressure-testing and refining 
them to come up with this policy agenda. The Community Partners Council, made 
up of individuals with lived experience of homelessness and financial hardship, has 
had a particularly strong impact on the process and the Big Moves.
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Introduction

OUR VISION
The Regional Impact Council imagines a Bay Area that has 
rendered homelessness rare, brief, and non-recurring, and where 
everyone has access to a safe, secure, and affordable home. 

Those who work have access to a job that pays at least a living wage; 
and the region has a robust, coordinated, and responsive safety net 
that is accessible to anyone who needs it. People with extremely low 
incomes, particularly Black, Indigenous and other people of color 
are fully included as valued members of the Bay Area community—
regardless of their age, ability, or employment status. 

People of all backgrounds throughout our region understand that 
when those marginalized by the housing and economic systems of 
the past have a dignified home and the means to thrive, everyone 
in the community benefits. 

Photo courtesy of HomeRise
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In 2022, more than 25,000 people have slept outside on any given night in the 
Bay Area.1 That tragic reality is the most visible sign of an even bigger problem: 
over one million people in our region are barely making ends meet, living in 
households with extremely low incomes (ELI)—defined as making less than 30 
percent of the median household income for their county. These families, seniors, 
adults, and youth have an average $17,800 in annual income. They are often one 
financial crisis away from losing their housing.2

Whatever their circumstances or backgrounds, all people with extremely low 
incomes struggle to afford living in the Bay Area, especially given the region’s 
high housing costs. Every person, regardless of their ability to formally participate 
in our economy, is a valuable member of our community whose ability to thrive 
affects everything and everyone around them. The Big Moves for Housing and 
Economic Security would help people who are struggling to get by in the Bay 
Area stabilize, stay here, and thrive.

This introduction describes the Regional Impact Council and its work. It also 
describes the ELI population in the Bay Area, including the racial disparities that 
shape this group and the roots of those disparities. The next section briefly explains 
the Big Moves themselves. The implementation guides for each Big Move include 
more policy detail, research, and action steps to make each one a reality. 

1 See Point-in-Time count numbers by county compiled in: All Home, “Efforts to prevent 
homelessness during pandemic paid off, new numbers show,” May 16, 2022, https://www.allhomeca.
org/2022/05/16/2022-regional-prelim-pit-count-release/.

2 Carolina Reid, The Terner Center for Housing Innovation, On the Edge of Homelessness: The Vulnerability of Extremely 
Low-Income Households in the Bay Area, 2021.

Photo: Wikimedia Commons/Grendelkhan
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Extremely Low-Income  
Households in the Bay Area

Almost half the ELI population
are under 18 or over 65

22% over 6524% under 18

46% of ELI working-age 
adults are employed in 
jobs such as: 

Personal Care Aides

Cashiers

Janitors and 
Housekeepers

Cooks

Childcare Providers

Black individuals 
make up 11% of 

the ELI population, 
despite being just 

6% of the Bay Area 
population overall

vs

11%

6%

Hispanic/Latinx people 
make up 33% of the 

ELI population, despite 
being 24% of the Bay 

Area population overall

vs

33% 24%

About 20% of the 
ELI population has 
a self-reported 
disability

Over 25% of the 
ELI population has 
not completed 
high school

In Solano County 
the average ELI 
household makes 
$11,000 a year

In San Mateo County 
the average ELI 

household makes just 
over $21,000 a year

Source: Carolina Reid, The Terner Center for Housing Innovation, On the Edge of Homelessness: 
The Vulnerability of Extremely Low-Income Households in the Bay Area, 2021.



Race and poverty in the Bay Area
Over 1 million people in the Bay Area have an average annual household 
income of $17,800 or less. They are classified by government programs as 
“extremely low income,” meaning they have a third of the income as the median 
household in their county, and are excluded, under-served, and marginalized by 
our current housing and economic systems. More than 40 percent of people 
with extremely low incomes work, but don’t make enough to comfortably 
afford rent. Those who don’t or can’t work rely on safety net benefits that don’t 
meet their basic needs. Many others, including undocumented people, mixed-
status families, or people who were previously incarcertated, are excluded from 
support.3 Even if just one percent of households with extremely low incomes 
lost their housing, that would add nearly 6,000 new individuals to the region’s 
homeless population.4 

A close look at the extremely low-income population 
in the Bay Area exposes stark racial inequities. These 
inequities are no accident—they were created by state and 
federal housing, education, economic, and justice systems 
with policies explicitly designed to exclude, marginalize, 
and under-serve Black people and other people of color. 
These include redlining, exclusionary zoning, Proposition 
13, and over-exposure to the child welfare and criminal 
justice systems. While some of these policies are no longer 
legal, others are still in effect, and the consequences of all 
are still being seen and felt today. 

Those consequences are masked in part by the resilience 
and strength of so many Black Californians and other 
people of color who have overcome these structural and 
social barriers to prosper and contribute to the Bay Area’s economy, culture, 
and society. And yet, despite major gains in rights and opportunity, housing 
discrimination and the racial wealth gap still hold communities of color back 
from greater social and economic mobility. 

The gap between incomes and the cost of living for ELI households, and the 
fact that the gap is wider in some communities than others, is a threat to not just 
the wellbeing of Bay Area residents who are struggling to make ends meet, but 
to the fabric of our society. Having such visible inequality in our communities 
increases feelings of alienation and hostility, and erodes the sense of 
interconnection that builds community and fuels problem-solving.

3 Organizations like the Immigrant Policy Center and the California Budget & Policy Center provide estimates of 
Californians excluded from safety net benefits. For example, the Immigrant Policy Center estimates that at least 
764,000 undocumented Californians are excluded from full-scope Medi-Cal. https://caimmigrant.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/04/Full-Scope-Medi-Cal-for-All-1.pdf 

4 Carolina Reid, The Terner Center for Housing Innovation, On the Edge of Homelessness: The Vulnerability of Extremely 
Low-Income Households in the Bay Area, 2021. 

The gap between incomes 
and the cost of living for 
ELI households, and the 
fact that the gap is wider 
in some communities than 
others, is a threat to not just 
the wellbeing of Bay Area 
residents who are struggling 
to make ends meet, but to 
the fabric of our society.
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Black people are overrepresented in the homeless population in the region by five 
times compared to the general population; and Latinos had the greatest increase 
in the most recent San Francisco count of people experiencing homelessness on 
a given night.5 

In the Bay Area, both Black and Indigenous people are roughly twice as likely 
to live in extremely low income households than their white neighbors. People 
of color are also disproportionately rent-burdened: while 46 
percent of all renters are paying more than a third of their 
income on rent, that number jumps to 60 percent among 
Black renters and 55 percent of Latino renters.6 

When looking at the labor sector, extremely low-
income workers often perform low-wage jobs that are 
disproportionately held by people of color, women, and 
immigrants. Black workers make up 10 percent of the ELI 
workforce, twice the rate of their share of the workforce as 
a whole, and Latino workers make up 37 percent of the ELI workforce while only 
comprising 22 percent of the labor force. Extremely low-income workers are also 
more likely to be impacted by labor market shifts, like the service and hospitality 
industry jobs that were among the hardest hit during the pandemic.

Closing the gap for people with extremely low incomes—by simultaneously 
reducing housing costs and increasing incomes—will help to unlock the potential 
of thousands of our neighbors, enabling people to build stronger families and 
communities. Everyone in the Bay Area will benefit when all of our neighbors 
have the means to thrive. 

5 Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing, 2022 PIT Count: San Francisco Homeless Point in Time (PIT) 
Count Results, 2022,   https://hsh.sfgov.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/PIT-Key-Findings-Briefing-Deck-web.pdf.

6 Bay Area Equity Atlas, “Housing Burden: Nine-County Bay Area,” 2019, Accessed at: https://bayareaequityatlas.org/
indicators/housing-burden#/?breakdown=2.

In the Bay Area, both Black 
and Indigenous people 
are roughly twice as likely 
to live in extremely low 
income households than 
their white neighbors.
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The following Big Moves would help make the Bay Area a place where 
everyone can thrive, because the success of our whole region depends on 
ensuring our neighbors who are struggling to get by can stabilize and stay here. 
Homelessness and poverty are solvable, especially in one of the wealthiest 
regions in the world. 

These five visionary proposals include new programs and institutional roles, 
permanent funding, reimagined benefits, and new ways of working to transform 
the systems that have allowed homelessness to persist—as well as a shift in 
public mindset around homelessness and poverty. 

Each Big Move has concrete action steps in an implementation guide at the 
end of this document with more research, context, policy detail, and roles for 
various stakeholders. The implementation timeline varies for each step, usually 
from between one to two years on the shorter end, to five or more years for longer 
term changes. The Big Moves were developed with an eye to what is needed, 
what opportunities are emerging, and what is already in motion. 

Big Moves for Housing  
and Economic Security

Photo courtesy of HomeRise
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HOUSING SUPPLY BIG MOVE 

Increase housing supply by meeting the 
Bay Area’s regional targets for 57,000 
Extremely Low-Income housing units. 
For decades, California and the Bay Area have underbuilt housing—particularly 
subsidized, deeply affordable housing—as the population has grown. Research 
suggests that the state needs over a million housing units affordable to ELI 
households to meet demand.7 While the state establishes regional targets for 
housing production and directs jurisdictions to plan and zone for that housing, 
those targets have rarely been met. 

If the Bay Area actually met its housing goals for deeply affordable housing, the 
benefits would be transformative. To do so would likely require the allowance of 
more types of housing, enabling the system to move beyond a “few types must fit 
all” approach to one with more flexibility and flow. 

Momentum has been building in this direction recently—the new Housing 
Accountability Unit at the California Department of Housing and Community 
Development is a major new force pushing local jurisdictions to make good on 
their RHNA targets. Recent legislation like Assembly Bill 2011 is opening up more 
land to housing, and ensuring that new construction meets both affordability and 
union labor standards. 

Implementation Steps:

1. Make the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) exemption for the 
Project Homekey permanent, and apply it to more types of affordable housing 
projects that include a minimum percentage of ELI units, ideally 20 percent.

2. Pass a regional bond to fully fund the Bay Area Housing Finance Authority, 
and a state constitutional amendment to make it easier to pass housing 
revenue measures in the future. 

3. Dedicate a percentage of future state, regional, and local funding measures 
for ELI housing based on a jurisdiction’s RHNA goal, with a priority for 
housing that serves people experiencing homelessness. 

4. Create a permanent State source of operations and services funding for 
supportive housing. 

For more background and details on this Big Move, see its implementation guide 
on page 19.

7 National Low Income Housing Coalition, “Appendix A: State Comparisons,” in The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes, 
2022. Accessed at: https://nlihc.org/gap/state/ca.
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SAFETY NET BIG MOVE

Build a dignified and effective social 
safety net that recognizes housing as  
a basic human need.
Public benefits programs like General Assistance, CalWORKS, CalFresh and SSI 
provide essential support for many ELI households. The safety net should be easy 
to access, responsive, and sufficient to meet people’s needs, but today it fails 
ELI households in two significant ways. First, restrictive income eligibility cutoffs 
create “benefits cliffs,” where a small increase in income results in a dramatic loss 
of assistance, making a household worse off financially.8 These cliffs make it nearly 
impossible to build financial security, and force households to make difficult 
choices between accepting promotions or career opportunities and sacrificing 
food assistance or subsidized health insurance. 

Second, the safety net doesn’t provide housing assistance at scale, despite 
the fact that access to a safe and stable home is a fundamental human need 
regardless of background or circumstance. More than 80 percent of ELI renter 
households in the Bay Area are cost-burdened and more than 90 percent qualify 
for a federal housing choice voucher—though less than 20 percent are receiving 
one.9 The Regional Impact Council will continue to advocate that the federal 
government provide universal housing choice vouchers, but California’s safety net 
should also include more robust housing support. 

This Big Move builds on the longstanding efforts by anti-poverty advocates to 
increase safety net benefits, expand who is eligible for support, and reverse the 
impact of the racist and restrictive policies of the past. Most recently, the 2022-23 
state budget increased CalWORKS and SSI support, and Senate Bill 843 (Glazer, 2022) 
proposed an expansion of the state renter’s tax credit to support low-income tenants. 

Implementation Steps:

1. Address “benefits cliffs” that households face when a small increase in 
income leads to a dramatic loss of benefit support by expanding the 
California Earned Income Tax Credit. 

2. Reimagine the California Renter’s Tax Credit to provide a monthly housing 
subsidy to low-income renters at scale. 

For more background and details on this Big Move, see its implementation guide 
on page 27.

8 Cheyda Arhamsadr, Casting a Wider Safety Net: Mitigating Benefits Cliffs for People with Extremely Low Incomes in the Bay 
Area, 2021. 

9 Sara Kimberlin, California Budget & Policy Center, Cost of Living Gaps and Public Supports for Bay Area ELI Households, 
forthcoming.
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT BIG MOVE

Design a regional workforce 
development system to serve people 
overcoming barriers to employment. 
The current workforce development system works well enough for highly 
educated, able-bodied and well-resourced workers, but it often fails people 
who face barriers to securing and maintaining well-paying work—like skills or 
education gaps, justice system involvement, or discrimination in the labor market. 
The region needs a workforce system that better connects workers with paid 
transitional employment, wrap-around services and, ultimately, higher wage work. 

There are successful examples to build on in Los Angeles and elsewhere 
that foster partnerships and coordination among stakeholders, yielding life-
changing benefits for workers. And there are promising signs: the state recently 
invested $30 million in a program to support social enterprises across the state 
and is showing renewed interest in the connection between homelessness, 
employment, and economic mobility.10 

Elevating the role of employment social enterprises, businesses that provide 
paid transitional employment, and services for many workers that are currently 
excluded is a key to success in this Big Move.

Implementation Step:

1. Implement a multi-stakeholder network of workers, employment 
social enterprises, traditional employers, workforce investment boards, 
community-based organizations, and other participants in one or two Bay 
Area counties, ultimately expanding to a region-wide system. 

For more background and details on this Big Move, see its implementation guide 
on page 33.

10 Assembly Bill 2670 (McCarty, 2022) https://trackbill.com/bill/
california-assembly-bill-2670-california-regional-initiative-for-social-enterprises-program/2231308/ 
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CASH BIG MOVE

Boost economic and housing security by 
giving direct financial assistance to the 
people who need it most. 
Making ends meet with just $17,800 annually on average, ELI households in the 
Bay Area simply need more income. Fundamentally, giving people cash replaces 
the paternalistic, burdensome design of most safety net programs with flexibility 
that allows people to determine and meet their own needs. The multiple benefits 
of direct financial assistance are being repeatedly proven: increased physical and 
mental health, employment and job retention, decreased child poverty, and more.11

One of the most promising pathways forward in bringing this intervention to 
scale is through the state’s current refundable tax credits, which already provide 
cash assistance to millions of Californians each year. As a first step, disbursing 
tax credits on a monthly basis would give households flexibility and security to 
meet their needs and cover unexpected expenses. This structure could also lay 
the groundwork for a future statewide guaranteed income. Meanwhile, we can 
make existing financial assistance programs more flexible (reduce restrictions), 
accessible (available to more people) and effective. 

This Big Move has incredible momentum behind it right now. Both everyday 
Americans and policymakers around the country have seen the efficacy of 
economic impact payments distributed nationwide during the COVID-19 
pandemic, an expanded monthly federal Child Tax Credit that was an effective 
guaranteed income for households with children, and more than 100 local 
guaranteed income pilots. California should take the next step in taking this 
common-sense solution to scale.

Implementation Steps:

1. Make administrative changes to deliver California’s state tax credits on a 
monthly basis, laying the groundwork for a future guaranteed income.

2. Expand the power of cash in existing programs, by building political support 
for cash assistance, expanding existing successful initiatives, and starting 
new pilots. 

For more background and details on this Big Move, see its implementation guide 
on page 38.

11 Dr. Stacia West et al.,Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration, Preliminary Analysis: SEED’s First Year 2021.
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NARRATIVE BIG MOVE

Inspire the Bay Area to value and include 
people with extremely low incomes as 
vital members of our communities.
Our ability to make systemic change is limited by our collective imagination, 
beliefs, and biases. Wider public understanding of the systemic nature of housing 
and economic insecurity and their roots in structural systemic racism, as well 
as the inherent value and dignity of people who are struggling to get by, would 
increase support for effective solutions. Currently, the dominant narratives are 
too often about the intractability of homelessness and poverty, criminalization 
of people in need, blaming individuals for their homelessness, or the inability of 
government to make a significant improvement. 

In order to make the Big Moves a reality and change our unjust housing and 
economic systems for the better, we need to counter the pervasive narratives of 
failure and defeatism by building awareness of and support for proven solutions. 
As interest in shifting the narrative around these issues grows, regional and 
statewide networks of advocates, funders, and researchers are already at work. 
All Home and other RIC members are closely involved in these efforts and 
well-situated to develop and disseminate new narratives; that homelessness is 
solvable, that everyone benefits when people who are struggling can stabilize 
and meet their needs, and that we can rely on our government to provide a safety 
net even as we hold it—and ourselves—accountable for success. The stories and 
leadership of people who have experienced homelessness, housing insecurity, 
and poverty are central to making this change. 

All Home and the Regional Impact Council will collaborate with partners to shift 
the narrative on homelessness and poverty with a two-part strategy.

Implementation Steps:

1. Build awareness of the root causes of homelessness and poverty, and grow 
support for proven solutions. 

2. Empower more people with lived experience to share their personal stories.

For more background and details on this Big Move, see its implementation guide 
on page 43.
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Conclusion

WHERE WE GO FROM HERE 
Every day, hundreds of thousands of people throughout the Bay 
Area are working to make our region a better place—solving 
problems, making tough choices, and overcoming adversity to 
help bring people out of homeless and poverty. But in some Bay 
Area communities, for every person who secures a stable home, as 
many as three or four more become unhoused.12

This is the problem we face. The Bay Area’s undersupply of housing, extreme 
income inequality, low-paying jobs, rising rents and porous safety net have allowed 
homelessness to persist and grow, and these problems will continue to get worse 
until we change course. The status quo is not an inevitability or a law of nature. It is a 
set of policy choices that people made and we can change. 

We know how to solve homelessness and build economic opportunity—it takes 
vision, leadership, and commitment. It requires new partnerships and new resources. 
It requires a new kind of public leadership and level of accountability to, first and 
foremost, the people most impacted by the unacceptable status quo. It takes 
honesty and transparency—to admit and tolerate mistakes, to learn from them and 
try again. It also requires creativity, to seize opportunities as new ideas arise—whether 
it’s a federal breakthrough around universal housing vouchers, a reimagining of office 
space in light of new work trends, or social housing models. 

The Big Moves are ambitious ideas worth striving for. Ensuring everyone has a safe, 
stable home and enough resources makes our entire region stronger, healthier, 
and more vibrant. A Bay Area without encampments, with higher wages and greater 
employment, where people with lower incomes can stay here and thrive, will be a 
better place for all of us.

12 These rates vary by county. In San Francisco, for every one person who secures housing, four more become unhoused. 
In Santa Clara, the rate is closer to 2:3. 2022 San Francisco Point-In-Time Count, https://hsh.sfgov.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/08/2022-PIT-Count-Report-San-Francisco-Updated-8.19.22.pdf
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Increase housing supply by meeting the 
Bay Area’s regional targets for 57,000 
Extremely Low-Income housing units.

Streamline approvals, create permanent funding, and set explicit 
local targets to meet the region’s need for ELI housing. 

Scale of Impact: If the Bay Area meets its Regional Housing Needs Allocation 
(RHNA) targets, it would result in an estimated 57,000 new units affordable 
to people with extremely low incomes (ELI) by 2031.1 The impact is hard to 
overstate—an increase in affordable housing supply at this scale, coupled with 
sustained operations and services funding, would stabilize thousands of ELI 
households, provide options for people to exit homelessness, and help stem the 
flow of people falling into homelessness. 

Background

For decades, California and the Bay Area have underbuilt housing, particularly 
subsidized, deeply affordable housing, as the population has grown. While the 
State establishes regional targets for housing production and directs jurisdictions 
to plan and zone for that housing, those targets have rarely — if ever — been met. 
If the Bay Area actually met its housing goals for deeply affordable housing, the 
benefits would be transformative. 

The Bay Area failed to meet its Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA) goals 
for the 5th cycle, which ends in 2023, for all income levels except Above Moderate. 
On top of this, the 6th cycle goals are extremely ambitious, calling for more than 
double the units in all income categories by 2031. 

An abundant supply of affordable housing would provide more options to ELI 
households, whether they are a single father working two part-time jobs, an 
elderly couple exiting homelessness, or someone living on Supplemental Security 
Income with a history of homelessness. It would allow the housing market to 
better match the range of housing needs and incomes, support more “flow” 

1 Per HCD, the Bay Area’s Regional Housing Needs Allocation for the 2023-31 cycle for Very Low Income housing 
is 114,442 units. Though HCD doesn’t set official targets for Extremely Low Income housing, it suggests that 
half of a jurisdictions’ VLI goal be used for ELI housing. Accessed at: https://abag.ca.gov/our-work/housing/
rhna-regional-housing-needs-allocation 

HOUSING SUPPLY BIG MOVE 
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through the housing system, and over time, help to moderate rental prices across 
the region. In combination with strong renter protections and more robust housing 
assistance at the federal and state levels, it would transform housing security for 
millions of Bay Area residents, particularly people with extremely low incomes. 

Implementing this Big Move would also help to address the glaring racial disparities 
in homelessness and housing insecurity in the Bay Area. See page 10 for more on 
how systemic racism has impacted who experiences housing and economic 
insecurity in our region and how the Big Moves would help repair that injustice. 
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1. Make the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) exemption for 
Project Homekey permanent, and apply it to more types of affordable 
housing projects that include a minimum percentage of ELI units, 
ideally 20 percent.

Meeting the region’s RHNA goals will require building housing much more 
quickly than is being done today. Housing streamlining reforms, including CEQA 
exemptions, have the potential to speed housing production by as much as 
30 percent.2 Homekey could provide a template: affordable housing developers 
and public agency staff alike have pointed to the local land use exemption and 
statutory exemption from the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) review 
as a key element of the program’s success.3 The bill language stipulated that 
projects receiving Homekey funds, which “are used to provide housing for those 
who are experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness and are impacted 
by or at increased risk for medical diseases or conditions due to the COVID-19 
pandemic or other communicable diseases” would be exempt from CEQA review. 
This exemption will be repealed on July 1, 2024. 

CEQA is a complex and nuanced issue. The review process can be an important 
source of power for marginalized communities protecting themselves from 
potentially harmful environmental impacts of development projects (e.g. 
industrial sites, major transportation facilities, etc). CEQA review has also become 

2 Nathaniel Decker, Terner Center for Housing Innovation, Strategies to Lower Cost and Speed Housing Production: A Case 
Study of San Francisco’s 833 Bryant Street Project, 2022. 

3 Carolina Reid et al., Terner Center for Housing Innovation, Lessons Learned from Homekey Round 1, 2022. 

Implementation Steps 

To meet our RHNA goals for ELI units, the Bay Area will need to devote ongoing 
resources, accelerate and simplify approvals, and invest in institutions to coordinate 
efforts to address homelessness and housing insecurity across the region. 

1. Make the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) exemption for Project 
Homekey permanent, and apply it to more types of affordable housing projects that 
include a minimum percentage of ELI units, ideally 20 percent.

2. Pass a regional bond to fully fund the Bay Area Housing Finance Authority, and 
a state constitutional amendment to make it easier to pass housing revenue 
measures in the future.

3. Dedicate a percentage of future state, regional, and local funding measures for ELI 
housing based on a jurisdiction’s RHNA goal, with a priority for housing that serves 
people experiencing homelessness.

4. Create a permanent State source of operations and services funding for supportive 
housing.
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a means by which private citizens and other stakeholders can intentionally 
delay or block housing from being built.4 Any proposed exemption must 
be strategically targeted and narrowly focused on addressing the state’s 
housing affordability and homelessness crisis for people with extremely low 
incomes—and preserve the benefits of CEQA related to mitigating truly harmful 
environmental impacts from projects.

Section 50675.1.1 of the Health and Safety code established the housing types 
that are funded through Homekey, and AB 140 created the streamlining provisions 
for these projects, including the statutory CEQA exemption for housing projects 
funded by Homekey.5 To support Homkey as an ongoing tool to rapidly address 
homelessness and housing insecurity, AB 140 should be amended to: 

• remove the July 1, 2024 sunset date;

• remove reference to the COVID-19 pandemic; 

• add language to create consistency with the labor standards established in 
AB 2011 (Wicks, 2022); and

• add language establishing that the streamlining provisions apply to additional 
affordable housing project types that include a minimum percentage of units 
serving ELI households (30 percent AMI), ideally 20 percent. For example, 
acquisitions of building types beyond hotels and motels. 

These changes will ensure that the benefits of AB 140 permanently apply 
to housing that serves ELI residents, including those who are experiencing 
homelessness. 

2. Pass a regional bond to fully fund the Bay Area Housing Finance 
Authority, and a state constitutional amendment lowering the voter 
threshold needed to pass other housing bond measures in the future.

The 101 cities and nine counties in the Bay Area are each trying to solve the 
regional housing and homelessness crisis on their own with severely constrained 
resources and persistent local opposition. Many local housing agencies and 
departments have been left anemic after the dissolution of Redevelopment 
Agencies in 2012. The Bay Area lacks coordination across jurisdictions and 
capacity at every level to create the deeply affordable housing that is needed 
to ensure that existing Bay Area residents remain stably housed. 

In 2019, the Bay Area took a significant step toward solving its regional housing 
crisis by creating the Bay Area Housing Finance Authority (BAHFA), which is 
mandated to provide funding and technical assistance to local jurisdictions 

4 See, for example: M.Nolan Gray, How Californians Are Weaponizing Environmental Law, 2021. Accessed at: https://www.
theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/03/signature-environmental-law-hurts-housing/618264/ 

5 See text: https://bit.ly/disbursement-funds-sectionhttps://casetext.com/statute/california-
codes/california-health-and-safety-code/division-31-housing-and-home-finance/part-2-
department-of-housing-and-community-development/chapter-67-multifamily-housing-program/
section-5067511-disbursement-of-funds-in-accordance-with-the-multifamily-housing-program 
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to preserve and produce affordable housing, protect tenants, and prevent 
homelessness. BAHFA has the potential to transform the region’s response 
to the affordability crisis and to homelessness, but needs ongoing funding. 
In addition to BAHFA, Bay Area jurisdictions would benefit from additional local 
revenue, but state law requires a two-thirds majority of voter support to pass 
affordable housing funding measures.6 This threshold is difficult to meet in most 
election years. To break this impasse and support BAHFA’s critical role in the 
region, we should:

• Pass the California Housing Initiative, a state constitutional amendment 
that would change the voting threshold for housing revenue measures 
from 67 percent to 50 percent +1, and would revise the allowable uses of 
housing funded through General Obligation Bonds to include operations 
and on-site services.

• Pass the BAHFA Regional Housing Measure in the Bay Area ($10-20 
billion general obligation bond) to fund affordable housing solutions 
including deeply affordable housing, rental assistance, and homelessness 
prevention services.

3. Dedicate a percentage of future state, regional, and local funding 
measures for ELI housing based on a jurisdiction’s RHNA goal, with a 
priority for housing that serves people experiencing homelessness.

Jurisdictions should pair their RHNA goals for ELI housing with setting aside 
a portion of funding measures specifically to develop it. This explicit priority 
ensures that public resources are dedicated to creating housing for people 
who have the hardest time maintaining housing stability—and thus preventing 
homelessness. Bay Area jurisdictions like San Mateo County, Santa Clara County, 
and others have either dedicated a percentage of funding or set explicit unit 
targets (or both). Local jurisdictions should: 

• Establish a set-aside for ELI housing in any ballot measure language 
associated with a funding stream (like a sales tax or bond); and 

• Boards of Supervisors and City Councils should explicitly prioritize funding 
for ELI housing in their budgets, either through general fund appropriations 
or drawing upon funding sources specific to housing. 

A priority for people experiencing homelessness ensures that those with some 
of the greatest barriers to housing can access it. Homeless set-aside units can 
also be matched with Coordinated Entry so that clients are assigned to housing 
navigators and have additional support in accessing housing. 

6 In 2000, Californians passed Proposition 39 to lower the voter threshold to 55 percent for school bonds. Prior to 
Proposition 39, slightly more than half of local school bond measures passed with the required two-thirds requirement. 
After Proposition 39, the success of local school bond measures increased to approximately 84 percent in 2001 and 2002.
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4. Create a permanent State source of operations and services funding 
for supportive housing.

A relatively small yet significant portion of ELI households need both subsidized 
housing and supportive services to be stably housed—as of 2021 almost 
70,000 Californians lived in permanent supportive housing (and more units are 
needed).7 Supportive housing has not only been proven to solve homelessness, 
but to increase health and save public funds by reducing the use of shelters, 
hospitals, psychiatric centers, and the criminal justice system. A future where 
homelessness is rare, brief and non-recurring would include a permanent and 
sustainable funding source to meet the state’s supportive housing needs.

Permanent supportive housing (PSH) provides deeply subsidized housing with 
supportive services (including behavioral health care, case management, and 
employment and life skills training) and serves a range of community members. 
Cities and counties struggle to stitch together a patchwork of funding sources 
to subsidize the operating costs of these buildings and provide services to 
residents, often layering multiple subsidies to provide both deep affordability 
and supportive services.8 Homekey is a case in point: the program has dedicated 
unprecedented capital investments to create PSH and interim supportive housing, 
but minimal funding for operations or services.9 Developers, advocates, public 
officials, and funders have all voiced serious concerns regarding the sustainability 
of maintaining the properties and providing services long-term—less than half 
of Homekey sites have funding in place to support operations for the duration of 
their regulatory agreements.10

A sufficient permanent statewide funding source for operations and services 
for Homekey and other Interim and Permanent housing projects is urgently 
necessary to ensure the long-term success of the people who live there. Although 
estimates vary for PSH projects,11 publicly available data suggests that the 
Homekey portfolio alone would require over $80 million in funding per year to 
sustain. A number of sources have been proposed by policymakers and advocates 
like the Bring California Home coalition, including:

• Capping the mortgage interest deduction for primary homes and 
eliminating a state tax deduction for interest paid on the mortgage for a 
second home. 

7 Marisol Cuellar Mejia, et al., Public Policy Institute of California, A Snapshot of Homeless Californians in Shelters, March 
2022.

8 Supportive services offered at PSH including Homekey developments may include a range of services: medical care, 
behavioral health care, case management, employment and life skills training, and more. Operating expenses include 
maintenance and repairs, property insurance, and janitorial and security staff. 

9 Homekey, Bringing California Home, May 2022. Accessed at: https://homekey.hcd.ca.gov/content/background
10 California YIMBY, Project Homekey: A Model for Addressing Homelessness, 2022. Accessed at: https://cayimby.org/

project-homekey-a-model-for-addressing-homelessness/
11 A 2022 Terner Center for Housing Innovation report estimates that typical PSH operating costs in California range from 

$5,000 to $15,000 per unit, with an average of $8,760. Much depends on the level and intensity of services that are 
available on site.
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• Proposition 27, which would legalize, regulate, and tax online sports betting 
in California and dedicate a percentage of the revenues to homelessness 
solutions. 

• Pooling funds that are generated from the state’s real estate transaction fee 
at the county level.

• A permanent set-aside of the state’s General Fund dedicated to 
homelessness and affordable housing, similar to Assemblymember Wicks’ 
proposal in ACA 14 (2021). 

• A constitutional amendment that would make operations and services 
an allowable use for bond-funded capital projects. Today, locally issued 
bonds for affordable housing can only be used for capital expenditures, like 
construction. 

New proposals may emerge as political opportunities change, but a source for 
supportive housing operations and services should be permanent, ongoing, and 
sufficient to meet the scale of the need across the state. 

Implementation Roles

Actor Role Timeframe

State elected 
officials and staff

• Propose legislation to earmark money from the state general fund or 
create a new funding source through a tax.

• Propose legislation to extend the Homekey CEQA exemption.

Ongoing

Short term 
(2022 - 2024)

City and county 
elected officials 
and staff

• Pass a resolution that, if a revenue measure is proposed, the 
jurisdiction commits to including a minimum percentage set-aside for 
ELI housing that is informed by their Housing Element and reduces 
their deficit of ELI housing.

• Explicitly prioritize funding for ELI housing in their budgets, either 
through general fund appropriations or drawing upon funding 
sources specific to housing. 

Ongoing

Philanthropy
• In the interim period before passing the BAHFA measure, commit 

funds to interim housing and homelessness prevention.
Short term 
(2022-2024)

Business 
community

• In the interim period before passing the BAHFA measure, commit 
funds to interim housing and homelessness prevention.

Short term 
(2022-2024)

Everyone

• Advocate for an ELI set-aside in regional and local housing measures, 
as well as county and city budgets.

• Support and campaign for the BAHFA bond and state constitutional 
amendment.

• Advocate for and support state legislation to establish a permanent 
source of funding for the operation and maintenance of supportive 
housing.

• Advocate for and support state legislation to extend the Homekey 
CEQA exemption.

Ongoing

Short term 
(2022-2024)

Ongoing

Short term 
(2022-2024)
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Supporting Actions

Support efforts to reduce construction costs through technical innovations 
like factory-built housing, better utilization of public land, and additional reforms 
(such as consolidated funding applications), that create more certainty in the 
development process. Aside from land use regulations and funding needs, rising 
construction costs are a significant barrier to building more affordable housing in 
the region. 

Support efforts to increase housing supply at other income levels. While more 
ELI housing is most important to stabilize households and prevent homelessness, 
California is facing an undersupply of housing for all income levels. Increased 
supply of middle income housing and above will, over the long term, reduce 
pressure on the region’s housing stock, help to moderate prices, and provide 
greater flexibility for all residents, including people with extremely low incomes. 
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Build a dignified and effective social 
safety net that recognizes housing as  
a basic human need.

Address benefits cliffs and provide flexible rental assistance to low-
income renters across the state. 

Scale of Impact: In California, 44 percent of the population (17 million people) 
are renters, and over half of those pay more than 30 percent of their income on 
rent.1 Providing substantial rental assistance in the form of a refundable Renter’s 
Tax Credit could increase housing stability for 249,000 households in the region, 
as well as millions more across the state. An expanded state Earned Income Tax 
Credit (CalEITC) would impact at least 6.51 million low-income Californians (based 
on those who claimed the credit in recent tax years).2

Background

Public benefits are widely used by ELI households in the Bay Area: Nearly 40 
percent currently receive CalFresh and roughly 15 percent receive Social Security 
Income. These public benefit programs provide a critical income floor for many 
people with extremely low incomes, as well as necessary support for moving out 
of poverty. The safety net should be easy to access, responsive, and sufficient to 
meet people’s needs, but today it fails ELI households in two significant ways.

First, the safety net we have today is largely uncoordinated, administered by 
multiple agencies with different eligibility criteria and conflicting rules; and most 
benefits have very low eligibility cut-offs.3 This leads to a systemic failure known 
as “benefits cliffs,” where a slight increase in income makes recipients ineligible 
for public assistance, causing an overall reduction of a household’s net resources. 
Similarly, a “benefits plateau” is a related effect where an increase in income results 
in the loss of certain benefits that ultimately leaves a household no better off.4

1 Monica Davalos et al., California Budget and Policy Center, California’s 17 Million Renters Face Housing Instability and 
Inequity Before and After COVID-19, 2021. Accessed at: https://calbudgetcenter.org/app/uploads/2021/01/IB-Renters-
Remediated.pdf

2 Franchise Tax Board, California Earned Income Tax Credit and Young Child Tax Credit Report, 2022. Accessed at: https://www.
ftb.ca.gov/about-ftb/data-reports-plans/California-Earned-Income-Tax-Credit-and-Young-Child-Tax-credit-Report.pdf

3 Most public benefit programs are based on the official poverty measure, or the Federal Poverty Line (FPL), which was 
established in the 1960’s. The FPL is based on the federal government’s “Thrifty Food Plan” which estimates the amount 
of money a family needs to meet basic nutrition needs. The FPL has not been adjusted since it was established (aside 
from accounting for inflation) and many consider it an inadequate measure. 

4 Cheyda Arhamsadr, Casting a Wider Safety Net: Mitigating Benefits Cliffs for People with Extremely Low Incomes in the Bay 
Area, 2021.

SAFETY NET BIG MOVE

Big Moves for Housing and Economic Security 27

https://www.ftb.ca.gov/about-ftb/data-reports-plans/California-Earned-Income-Tax-Credit-and-Young-Child-Tax-credit-Report.pdf
https://www.ftb.ca.gov/about-ftb/data-reports-plans/California-Earned-Income-Tax-Credit-and-Young-Child-Tax-credit-Report.pdf


Benefits cliffs and plateaus disincentivize saving and career advancement, 
as households need to decide between increasing their income or receiving 
critical support from public benefit programs. Overall, they work against efforts to 
increase economic mobility for people with extremely low incomes—who remain 
in or near poverty to avoid cliffs in support. Figure 1 shows the total household 
resources of a family of four in Alameda County as one parent navigates a series 
of promotions—increasing their income but losing eligibility for a benefit such that 
their overall household resources fall dramatically or stagnate for several years.

Benefits Cliffs For an Alameda County Family of Four

Simulation showing the effect that increasing employment income has on total household resources for a family of four in 
Alameda County. The x-axis represents increases in employment income as the working adult takes promotions; the y-axis 
represents the household’s total resources (including employment income and public benefits). Each blue line represents a 
loss in eligibility for a public benefit program. 

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta.

Second, scaled housing assistance is glaringly absent from California’s safety 
net. Most ELI households are renting in the private market without any subsidy, 
and more than 80 percent of renter households are cost burdened (the average 
household pays 76 percent of their income on rent).5 The federally funded Section 
8 Housing Choice Voucher program is the primary program to provide rental 
assistance to low-income households, but at its current funding levels it reaches 
only a quarter of eligible tenants in the Bay Area.6 Otherwise, housing assistance is 
either a patchwork of time-limited and small-scale programs, or emergency rental 

5 Sara Kimberlin, California Budget & Policy Center, Cost of Living Gaps and Public Supports for Bay Area ELI Households, 
2022.

6 Carolina Reid, The Terner Center for Housing Innovation, On the Edge of Homelessness: The Vulnerability of Extremely 
Low-Income Households in the Bay Area, 2021.
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assistance provided to people who are in crisis. Although housing is a universal 
human need, the state has never provided housing assistance at the scale 
necessary to serve all the Californians who would benefit from it. 

People of color in the Bay Area are more likely to experience economic insecurity, 
and more likely to work in low-wage occupations where a small increase in 
income threatens their benefits. People of color are also more likely to rent and 
to be cost-burdened than their white neighbors.7 By focusing on benefits cliffs 
and rental assistance, this Big Move would help close those racialized disparities. 
See page 10 for more on how systemic racism has impacted who experiences 
housing and economic insecurity in our region and how the Big Moves would 
help repair that injustice. 

A refundable tax credit for low-income renters could help to balance against 
the multiple national and statewide tax benefits that disproportionately 
benefit white, higher income homeowners. Under California’s Proposition 
13, white homeowners get annual property tax breaks that are more than 80 
percent higher on average than Black homeowners, and more than twice the tax 
break Latinx homeowners receive.8 With higher incomes and homeownership 
rates, white households disproportionately benefit from the federal and state 
mortgage interest deduction (MID). White households comprise 66 percent of the 
U.S. population yet received 71 percent of the estimated MID benefit in 2018. In 
contrast, while comprising 13 percent of the overall population, Black households 
received only 8 percent of the estimated MID benefit. Latino households 
constitute 14 percent of the U.S. population but received 10 percent of the tax 
benefit.9 Expanding the renter’s tax credit can potentially reduce the widening 
income inequality created by homeownership and mortgage tax credits.

7 Carolina Reid, The Terner Center for Housing Innovation, On the Edge of Homelessness: The Vulnerability of Extremely 
Low-Income Households in the Bay Area, 2021.

8 Jeanne Kuang, CalMatters, California’s white households get bigger property tax breaks than Black, Latino homeowners 
under Prop 13, study says, 2022. 

9 Tatjana Meschede et al., National Low Income Housing Coalition, Misdirected Housing Supports: Why the Mortgage 
Interest Deduction Unjustly Subsidizes High-Income Households and Expands Racial Disparities, May 2021. Accessed at: 
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/NLIHC-IERE_MID-Report.pdf

Implementation Steps

This Big Move focuses on addressing two elements of a dignified and effective social 
safety net that are missing today: 

1. Address benefits cliffs that households face when a small increase in income leads 
to a dramatic loss of benefit support by expanding the California Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC). 

2. Reimagine the California Renter’s Tax Credit to provide a monthly housing subsidy 
to low-income renters at scale. 

Big Moves for Housing and Economic Security 29

https://calmatters.org/author/jeanne-kuang/
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/NLIHC-IERE_MID-Report.pdf


1. Expand the California Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) to address 
benefits cliffs

The California Earned Income Tax (CalEITC) is a refundable tax credit that provides 
cash assistance to millions of low-income working Californians. It could serve as 
a buffer against benefit cliffs because it isn’t “counted” as income, thus reducing 
other benefits, and because unlike other programs, it is designed to increase, 
rather than decrease, as household incomes rise. Unfortunately, households 
phase out of eligibility for the CalEITC right around the same time they also 
lose access to CalFresh. A number of other critical supports like childcare and 
healthcare subsidies phase out at incomes even higher, when households aren’t 
receiving any support. Were the CalEITC extended to support households at 
higher income levels, it could be a useful tool to ease the transition off of public 
benefits and encourage career advancement, which increases household income 
in the long-term.

State legislation could make several expansions to the existing CalEITC so that 
in addition to providing cash assistance, the CalEITC could function as a buffer 
against benefits cliffs. This could include:

• Significantly raising the CalEITC credit amounts to provide more 
meaningful support. Advocates have successfully won increases to the 
credit amounts over time; more recently, they have called for a higher 
maximum payment, particularly for CalEITC recipients without children, 
who currently can receive a maximum credit of just $255. While important 
progress has been made, these amounts are simply insufficient to blunt the 
negative consequences caused by benefits cliffs.

• Increasing the income level at which households can receive the 
maximum credit amounts (known as the “peak”). Doing so would mean that 
filers would receive the maximum credit at higher income levels, aligned 
with when they lose some of the most generous benefits. 

• Increasing the income eligibility cut-off. While credit amounts taper 
off after a household’s income has reached the “peak”, they should still 
receive support at higher income levels to mitigate the loss of significant 
benefits like childcare and healthcare. The current income limit is $30,000, 
regardless of the number of qualifying children.

2. Reimagine the California Renter’s Tax Credit to provide a monthly 
housing subsidy to low-income renters at scale

The current state Renter’s Credit is a flat, non-refundable tax credit offered to 
low-income renters. Single filers with income less than $43,533 receive just 
$60; joint filers with income less than $87,066 receive $120. But it could be 
reimagined as a statewide rental assistance benefit for low income renters—which 
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could ultimately be paid monthly.10 Delivering rental assistance as a refundable 
tax credit is a more accessible option for renters, reduces administrative burden, 
can be scaled by making use of existing state infrastructure, and doesn’t interfere 
with other public benefits a household might receive.11 

Implementing this would require state legislation to make three major changes to 
the current credit: 

• Change the credit to be refundable, so that assistance flows back to the 
filer if the amount of the credit is larger than their tax owed or if the renter 
has no income or an income below the threshold to require tax filing; 

• Significantly expand the credit amounts and make them adjustable 
based on household size. At minimum, the credit should be expanded 
in line with SB 843 (Glazer 2022), which would have increased the credit 
amounts to $500 and $1,000, respectively, for single filers and joint filers;12 

• Distribute payments monthly, so the credit is most effective at supporting 
monthly rental payments.

Importantly, in areas where the supply of housing is constrained, renters have few 
options and landlords have outsize power in setting rents. There is a danger that 
some landlords might raise rents commensurate with the amount they anticipate 
their tenants will receive in a tax credit—unless there is more supply of housing 
and more competition to stabilize prices. This proposal must be paired with a 
significant increase in supply of housing, or the credit risks putting additional 
pressure on the market and raising rents. 

Implementation Roles

Actor Role Timeframe

State elected officials 
and staff

• Propose legislation to expand and reform the California Renter’s 
Tax Credit

• Propose legislation to expand the CalEITC

Long term  
(5+ years)

City and county elected 
officials and staff

• Simplify eligibility rules and recertification rules for local 
programs, like General Assistance

Short-term  
(1-2 years)

Philanthropy
• Provide financial support to community based organizations 

who assist with tax filing and benefit access 
Ongoing

10 Federal law is unclear as to whether states have the authority to distribute their own tax credits on a monthly basis. 
However, renter’s tax credit delivered in monthly installments would provide essential support in a way that coincides 
with monthly rental payments. Advocates are pursuing changes to federal law to allow for this. 

11 This idea draws heavily on multiple tax credit proposals that have been made at the state and federal level, including 
the Center of Budget and Policy Priorities (2017), University of Southern California (2020) and the Terner Center for 
Housing Innovation (2016).

12 A rental assistance credit should be applied consistent with recent anti-rent gouging legislation to ensure that the 
refund to the renter isn’t just then collected by a landlord who raises the rent a corresponding amount. Under AB 1482 
which is effective January 1, 2020 to January 1, 2030, annual rent increases are limited to no more than 5% + local CPI 
(CPI = inflation rate), or 10% - whichever is lower. 

Big Moves for Housing and Economic Security 31

https://www.cbpp.org/research/housing/renters-credit-would-help-low-wage-workers-seniors-and-people-with-disabilities
https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Right-to-Housing-Subsidy-2.pdf
https://ternercenter.berkeley.edu/research-and-policy/fair-tax-credit/
https://ternercenter.berkeley.edu/research-and-policy/fair-tax-credit/


Actor Role Timeframe

Everyone

• Build awareness of how benefit cliffs perpetuate poverty 
and decrease economic mobility for vulnerable community 
members

• Support and advocate for legislation to expand the state 
Renter’s Tax Credit

• Support and advocate for legislation to expand the CalEITC

Long term  
(5+ years)

Supporting Actions

Federal advocacy to raise and ultimately eliminate asset limits for SSI 
recipients, building on the success of similar efforts for CalWORKs and Medical in 
California. Asset limits are another significant barrier to economic security that ELI 
households face because they restrict how much people can save. 

Expand eligibility of public benefit programs so they reach more people, 
including undocumented and mixed status households. 

Increase access to safety net benefits—including to those who don’t file taxes 
regularly or those who are unaware of the support. This could include automatic 
enrollment and supporting organizations who run tax prep assistance and 
outreach programs. 

Increase access to housing assistance by, for example, creating a single 
affordable housing application portal and requiring only one credit check for 
multiple applications. 

Reform the federal rules around eligibility for housing choice vouchers to 
account for the high cost of housing in the Bay Area. In addition to needing 
housing assistance, many people face challenges in accessing the affordable 
housing options that do exist. 

Increase transparency by advocating that the new state benefits portal, 
BenefitsCal, include a benefits calculator that shows the impact that changes in 
income may have on assistance.
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Design a regional workforce 
development system to serve people 
overcoming barriers to employment.

Implement a multi-stakeholder network that will increase job 
placements, income, connections to wrap-around services, and job 
retention for people overcoming barriers to employment in one Bay 
Area county, ultimately expanding to a region-wide system. 

Scale of Impact: In 2019, the same proportion of extremely low-income (ELI) 
working-age adults, aged 16-64, were employed as were unemployed — 46 
percent (258,638) and 46 percent (258,612), respectively. Focusing on these two 
groups through collaborative efforts across the network of workforce providers 
can make a big impact on the earnings and wellbeing of ELI households, and the 
economy of our region. These efforts should include both facilitating employment 
for people seeking work and boosting income and job stability for those who are 
already employed. 

Background

Nearly half (46 percent) of working age people with extremely low incomes in 
the Bay Area are employed, but many face significant barriers finding stable 
work that pays the $40.67/hour, $29.58/hour or $41.25/hour wage required for a 
zero-bedroom apartment in the San Francisco Housing and Urban Development 
Metro Fair Market (HMFA), Oakland-Fremont HMFA and San Jose-Sunnyvale-
Santa Clara HMFA respectively.1 San Francisco recently reported that job loss 
was the immediate precursor to homelessness for one quarter of the homeless 
population.2 The California Policy Lab reports that in Los Angeles, about half of all 
homeless people worked within the four years prior to becoming homeless, and 
highlights the gap between wage levels and housing costs.3

1 National Low Income Housing Coalition, Out of Reach: California, “California_2022_Data.XLSX,” 2022. Accessed at: 
https://nlihc.org/oor/state/ca

2 San Francisco Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing, San Francisco Homeless Count and Survey, 
“Figure 23: Primary Cause of Homelessness,” 2022. 

3 Till von Wachter et al., California Policy Lab, Employment and Earnings Among LA County Residents Experiencing 
Homelessness, 2020. 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT BIG MOVE
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Our existing workforce development system is ill-equipped to effectively serve 
workers who are overcoming barriers to employment. Getting a job, keeping 
a job, and earning enough to afford housing are complicated by demographic 
and systemic issues such as educational attainment, language barriers, disability, 
and system involvement. Employers may not have a strategy for tapping into 
this talent pool, and there is often a lack of coordination among providers to 
ensure that supportive services like housing, job placement, child care, legal 
assistance, substance abuse treatment, income maintenance, health services, and 
counseling are in place. 

Effective workforce development systems ensure that all workers have access to 
employment commensurate with their skills, regardless of their skill level. They 
include robust transitional employment that leads to competitive employment 
and career pathways, providing a gateway to economic mobility and wage growth 
as workers supplement their skills to meet the evolving labor market. Effective 
workforce development systems also follow employer demand and leverage 
employment social enterprises (ESEs), which are revenue-generating businesses 
that provide transitional employment and 360-degree support to people striving 
to overcome employment barriers. Social enterprises help these people stabilize 
their lives, build their skills, and succeed.

Successful existing models align housing providers, homelessness services, 
employers, workforce development, training, and employment systems with 
the goal of increasing employment rates and earnings potential for those who 
are unsheltered or at risk of becoming so. One such model is the Los Angeles 
Regional Initiative for Social Enterprise (LA:RISE), an innovative partnership 
that unites the City and County of Los Angeles workforce agencies, employment 
social enterprises, and service providers to support people overcoming high 
employment barriers to secure and retain employment. Since its inception eight 
years ago, over 5,000 participants have found transitional subsidized employment, 
over 3,200 participants have entered competitive unsubsidized employment, and 
over 3,500 participants have enrolled in Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA) programs to receive job readiness resources.

A successful model must also address the fact that people of color in the 
Bay Area are more likely to experience economic insecurity than their white 
neighbors, including disproportionately working in low-wage work and higher 
rates of unemployment. Workers of color are also more likely to be impacted by 
labor market shifts. For example, jobs in hospitality and service industries are most 
likely to employ ELI workers, and were among the hardest hit industries during 
the pandemic. See page 10 for more on how systemic racism has impacted who 
experiences housing and economic insecurity in our region and how the Big 
Moves would help repair that injustice. 
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Implementation Steps

Executing this Big Move would begin by implementing a newly designed workforce 
model in one or two Bay Area counties, and engaging a set of employers, public 
agencies, workforce training organizations, and housing and service providers to 
participate. All Home has already begun working with Roberts Enterprise Development 
Fund (REDF) to begin advancing these steps in the Bay Area, and the Regional Impact 
Council will be a key partner in this effort. Successful implementation will include the 
following steps.

1. Analyze best practices and models that better align housing providers, 
homelessness services, workforce development, training, and employers toward 
shared outcomes. 

2. Partner in the implementation of the state’s new program, The California Regional 
Initiative for Social Enterprise (CA:RISE), a $25 million budget item approved in July 
of 2022. 

3. Support and leverage CA:RISE and other government and philanthropic resources 
to create a Bay Area RISE that would provide financing and technical assistance to 
ESEs and connect them with local public partners, training providers, and private 
sector employers to accelerate economic mobility for individuals who experience 
employment barriers.

4. Provide ESEs with funding and technical assistance to connect them with local 
public partners, training providers, and private sector employers to accelerate 
economic mobility.

5. Provide technical assistance and incentivize participating entities, including 
Workforce Investment Boards and other government health and social service 
agencies, to more effectively serve those overcoming barriers to employment.

6. Encourage government agencies to use procurement processes to create jobs and 
pathways to economic mobility in partnership with ESEs and other local employers.

7. Focus employment interventions in order to (1) prevent homelessness for those 
who have relevant, recent work experience; and (2) help those temporarily housed 
to obtain work experience and training to achieve economic mobility leading to 
housing affordability.

8. Develop a policy platform for changes at the state and federal level, with a 
particular focus on Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and CalFresh 
Employment and Training (FSET). Focus on creating proper incentives and resources 
for workforce, small business, education and training, and health and human services 
agencies to support evidence-based programs that result in increased employment 
and economic mobility for individuals who are overcoming barriers to employment.
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Implementation Roles

Actor Role Timeframe

State elected 
officials and staff

• Request from agencies and bring to public attention data on the 
relationship between employment and homelessness, and evidence 
of what employment-related solutions work to reduce homelessness. 
Invest in evidence-based solutions.

Short term 
(1-2 years)

City and county 
elected officials 
and staff

• Partner with workforce development boards, training providers, 
housing providers, and others to pilot an economic and workforce 
ecosystem.

Short term 
(1-2 years)

Philanthropy

• Support capacity-building for service providers in the ecosystem. 

• Invest in start-up and growth of ESEs and training that increases 
economic mobility toward a “housing wage.”

Ongoing

Nonprofits & 
CBOs

• Partner with other workforce system actors to provide wrap-around 
services to employees. 

• Partner with ESEs to provide jobs and support to individuals who have 
experienced homelessness.

Ongoing

Business 
community

• Partner with workforce system actors to understand the untapped 
talent pool and shift employment practices to support job retention 
and economic mobility. 

Ongoing

Researchers and 
evaluators

• Integrate questions about employment into research on the causes of 
and solutions to homelessness. 

• Research specific employment interventions and their impacts. 

• Identify the optimal populations and homelessness “status” to target 
for employment services. 

Ongoing

Everyone

• Recognize the value and potential of providing employment 
opportunities to prevent and end homelessness. 

• Encourage government and business to offer work opportunities to 
individuals who have experienced homelessness or are overcoming 
other barriers to employment.

Ongoing

Supporting Actions

Support efforts to raise the state minimum wage. Strengthening the current 
network of workforce development stakeholders should be complemented with 
work to address the problem of low wages relative to the high cost of living in the 
Bay Area. Be sure to consider the impact that minimum wage increases may have 
on ESEs and other employers that provide first-step jobs to individuals who are or 
have been homeless, and adjust policies and/or funding accordingly.

Support expansion of incentive accounts (potentially with philanthropic or 
business community investment), like the Family Self-Sufficiency Program, which 
provide matched savings to working households, incentivize increasing income, 
and protect savings from income determinations of other benefits. 
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Boost economic and housing security  
by giving direct financial assistance to 
the people who need it most.

Make administrative changes to deliver state tax credits on a 
monthly basis, and boost the power of existing financial assistance, 
laying the groundwork for a future guaranteed income. 

Scale of Impact: Financial assistance impacts millions of Californians today 
through tax credits, safety net programs like CalWORKs or General Assistance, 
and more recently, guaranteed income pilot programs. One in five Californians live 
in a household that received the state earned income tax credit (CalEITC), and on 
average the combined federal and state program lifts over a million people out 
of poverty each year. Providing more substantial monthly cash payments to more 
people through tax credits would effectively create a guaranteed income—and help 
to end poverty for the estimated 6.3 million Californians who experience it today.1 

Background

Financial assistance plays an essential role in the safety net today by providing 
flexible support that people with low incomes can use to meet their needs. Some 
existing benefit programs include a cash component, like CalWORKs or General 
Assistance. Refundable federal tax credits like the Child Tax Credit (CTC) or the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) are accessed through annual tax filing and 
provide a significant boost to annual income for low-income workers and families. 

The need is stark: ELI households in the Bay Area don’t have enough resources 
to meet their basic needs, including housing. As the following graphs show, even 
if a single parent is working full-time and receiving all the public benefits for 
which they’re eligible, they still don’t have enough resources to be living above 
the California Poverty Measure threshold; the situation is even more severe 
for older adults.2 Increasing income in direct yet flexible ways is essential to 
prevent homelessness and shore up economic security for millions of people 
in the region. 

1 Sarah Bohn et al., Public Policy Institute of California, Poverty in California, 2021. Accessed at: https://www.ppic.org/
publication/poverty-in-california/ 

2 The California Poverty Measure is a more comprehensive index of poverty than conventional metrics like the Federal 
Poverty Level because it tracks the full range of necessary expenditures, adjusts for geographic differences in housing 
costs, and includes food stamps and other non-cash benefits as resources. For more information, see https://stanford.
io/3D5JLeA. 

CASH BIG MOVE
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An ELI household may have different resources available to them, depending on household makeup, age, and whether 
they have earned income from work (and if they are working full- or part-time). 

Note: Tax credits include the federal Earned Income Tax Credit and Child Tax Credit as well as the California Earned Income 
Tax Credit and Young Child Tax Credit. Food Assistance for both household types includes CalFresh, while single parent 
households also have access to WIC. 

Source: Sara Kimberlin, California Budget & Policy Center, Cost of Living Gaps and Public Supports for Bay Area ELI 
Households, forthcoming.
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Guaranteed income (GI) is unconditional, usually recurring financial assistance 
provided by the government to create a minimum income “floor” below which 
no one can fall. Different from universal basic income (UBI) that intends to reach 
all people, a guaranteed income targets a specific population and communities 
most in need, making it an equity-driven program. UBI and GI have increasingly 
been proposed in recent years as tools to fight inequality and improve the social 
safety net. Direct cash payments during the COVID-19 pandemic provided crucial 
short-term emergency assistance.3

This momentum is supported by a growing body of research that demonstrates 
the power of direct, unrestricted financial assistance to improve people’s lives. 
For example, findings from the Stockton Economic Empowerment Pilot showed 
that the program reduced income volatility, enabled recipients to find full-time 
employment, and improved their health.4 Similarly, the Magnolia Mother’s Trust, 
launched in 2018, saw an increase in recipients’ ability to pay bills on time, save 
for an emergency, and have enough money for food.5 The combined impact of 
the federal and state EITCs lift nearly 1.3 million people in California—including 
643,000 children—out of poverty each year. In the Bay Area, evaluation of the 
Alameda County cash assistance provided to people who applied for Social 
Security Insurance showed that the additional cash improved housing security of 
applicants by 80 percent.6 Building on this impact and the growing momentum, 
the state is directing $35 million to pilot and evaluate guaranteed income 
programs across California.

Bringing financial assistance to scale would create an income floor below which 
no Californian would fall, and could reach those who are excluded today — 
including mixed-status households and undocumented people. It would also 
directly address the racial income gap between people of color and white people 
in the Bay Area. See page 10 for more on how systemic racism has impacted 
who experiences housing and economic insecurity in our region and how the 
Big Moves would help repair that injustice. 

One of the most promising pathways to bring cash assistance to scale in California 
is through the tax code. We could leverage the state EITC, Young Child Tax Credit 
(YCTC), and foster youth tax credit that already provide monetary support to 
millions of households, targeting resources based on income and household size, 
and doing so without interfering with other public benefits a household might 
receive. Monthly payments can transform tax credits into a guaranteed income, 
providing stable, recurring income that households can use for whatever needs 
are most pressing. 

3 Jeremy Rosen, Shriver Center on Poverty Law, Guaranteed Income: An Economic Support Whose Time Has Come, June 
2021. 

4 Stacia West et al., Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration, Preliminary Analysis: SEED’s First Year, 2021. 
5 Magnolia Mother’s Trust, Springboard to Opportunities, 2020 Evaluation Report, 2021. Accessed at: https://springboardto.

org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/MMT-2.0-Evaluation-Two-Pager.pdf 
6 California Budget and Policy Center, The CalEITC and Young Child Tax Credit: Smart Investments to Broaden Economic 

Security for More Californians, 2019. 
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Implementation Steps

To help bring cash assistance to scale, California should provide its tax credits on a 
monthly basis, which would significantly boost their power in helping people flexibly 
meet their needs. This change would also lay the groundwork for a future guaranteed 
income, whether it’s proposed as an expansion of existing benefits or something new. 
Meanwhile, The Regional Impact Council can help accelerate the movement around cash 
assistance in local, regional, and state-level programs by developing and funding pilots, 
scaling and extending successful programs, and building public support and political will 
for sending monthly checks to households in need. 

1. Deliver state tax credits (including the California EITC, the YCTC and others) on a 
monthly basis.

2. Expand the power of cash in existing programs by building political support for cash 
assistance, expanding existing successful initiatives, and starting new pilots. 

1. Deliver state tax credits (including the California EITC, the YCTC, and 
others) on a monthly basis.

The Franchise Tax Board (FTB) needs to establish administrative processes 
and infrastructure to send state tax credits on a monthly basis, as the Internal 
Revenue Service did for expanded federal Child Tax Credit payments during 
the pandemic. State elected officials should call on the FTB to implement these 
changes, or create a pilot program to test the impacts on households. Importantly, 
filers should be able to opt out from monthly payments if an annual lump sum 
better meets their needs (particularly for smaller tax credits where monthly 
payments may not be as impactful for household budgets as a larger annual sum). 
Administrative advocacy and casemaking will be essential to shift the FTB from 
disbursing one-time checks into this expanded role. 

2. Expand the power of flexible financial assistance in existing programs, 
by building political support, expanding existing successful initiatives, 
and starting new pilots. 

Making the case for monthly payments, expanded tax credits and, ultimately, 
a guaranteed income, is a long-term effort. In the meantime, state and local 
governments can boost the power of the financial assistance already flowing 
to ELI households in programs like General Assistance, CalWORKs, SSI, and 
guaranteed income pilot programs. Local cash assistance programs should be 
reformed to be more accessible and less conditional on work requirements or 
repayment. Counties should end the practice of providing General Assistance 
as a loan. Jurisdictions should create new cash assistance programs, which can 
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provide lifesaving support, and increased housing and economic security for a 
relatively low cost. Expanding financial assistance and removing restrictions can 
amplify the power of the existing safety net benefits we have.

Implementation Roles

Actor Role Timeframe

State elected 
officials and staff

• Build political support for both increasing credit amounts and providing 
state tax credits monthly.

• Call on or require the Franchise Tax Board to identify the necessary 
changes in infrastructure.

Medium-term 
(2-5 years) 

City and county 
elected officials 
and staff

• Create local flexible financial assistance programs, either through 
guaranteed income pilots or partnerships like Alameda County’s cash 
assistance and legal aid program for SSI applicants.7

• Reform existing local cash assistance programs, like General 
Assistance, to make them easier to access and less restrictive.

Short-term  
(1-2 years)

Philanthropy
• Partner with community-based organizations to fund guaranteed 

income pilots, particularly for subpopulations who are not the focus of 
current pilots or who are excluded from existing safety net benefits.8

Short-term  
(1-2 years)

Researchers & 
evaluators

• Create a regional or statewide database to compile and collect 
comparable information from all pilot programs. 

Medium-term 
(2-5 years) 

Everyone 
• Organize and support efforts to deliver state tax credits monthly, 

increase their scope and reach, and lay the groundwork for a future 
guaranteed income.

Medium-term 
(2-5 years) 

Supporting Actions 

Support federal advocacy to clarify that monthly payments of state tax credits 
wouldn’t count as income and reduce a household’s other benefits. Currently, 
federal law exempts federal tax refunds paid periodically (such as the monthly 
CTC payments) from counting as income when calculating other benefit amounts, 
but does not exempt state tax refunds paid periodically. Federal law needs to be 
changed to provide this explicit authority to California and other states. 

7 See All Home’s list of programs across the Bay Area to partner and apply lessons learned.
8 For example, people experiencing homelessness, or undocumented Californians. (See: Denver, NY homeless youth, 

Canada, IFRP for other examples).
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Inspire the Bay Area to value and include 
people with extremely low incomes as 
vital members of our communities.

Scale of Impact: Narratives underlie our understanding of stories and messages; 
they determine many of our thoughts, feelings, and beliefs. Changing hearts 
and minds in ways that build both empathy for people who are struggling and 
understanding of the systemic issues behind those struggles could create new 
possibilities for policy change at all levels. Successful narrative change—even 
just among key target audiences—can be a force multiplier that makes all the Big 
Moves easier to enact.

Background

In order to make unjust housing and economic systems work better for people 
with extremely low incomes, we need to change the way decision-makers and the 
public think about those systems and people. Public opinion and political will are 
connected, and neither are currently working in favor of the change we want to see.

Multiple recent public opinion polls and focus group results from around the 
Bay Area have shown that the general public has a relatively superficial 
understanding of homelessness and the people who experience it. Many voters, 
including those who have more progressive values on other housing and equity 
issues, hold more conservative positions when it comes to homelessness, even 
though many recognize that homelessness is a structural problem.1 Although in 
reality a minority of people experiencing homelessness have serious mental 
health issues, mental illness looms large in the public imagination when they 
think of homelessness.2 People equate all homelessness with the most visible 
forms of unsheltered homelessness, are overwhelmed by the problem, and are 
unaware of many of the solutions that could make it better. 

Luckily, there is considerable momentum gathering behind efforts to shift 
public perceptions and narratives about homelessness, housing affordability, and 
the people who are most impacted by these issues. The Housing Narrative Lab 
and Chan Zuckerberg Initiative have sponsored important research on the topic 
in recent years, leading to concrete messaging guidance for practitioners in the 

1 EMC Research for the Nonprofit Housing Association of Northern CA, “Poll of registered voters in the nine-county Bay 
Area,” conducted between May 26 - June 4, 2022. 

2 EMC Research for All Home, “Four focus groups of registered voters in the nine-county Bay Area,” conducted on August 
24 and 25, 2022.

NARRATIVE BIG MOVE
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field.3 The Nonprofit Housing Association of Northern California leads a robust 
regional network of housing justice communicators called Shift the Bay, where 
All Home is a leader on issues of homelessness and housing for people with 
extremely low incomes.

Here are some examples of common negative narratives around homelessness, 
and the shift that is widely seen as needed. 

Narrative to shift Target narrative

Homelessness is forever

• We’re spending all this money and not seeing 
results.

• The problem just keeps getting worse, not better.

• Governments don’t seem able to address the issue.

Homelessness is solvable 

• We know how to solve homelessness, we just 
need to do it at scale.

• Proven solutions are working all around the region.

• What’s lacking are resources and political will.

Homelessness is an individual problem

• Individual behaviors like drug addiction and mental 
illness are the main drivers of homelessness. 

• Some people don’t want to be housed and can’t be 
helped.

• Homeless or poor people are victims of their own 
bad decisions or inability to do right.

Homelessness is a systemic problem

• Homelessness can happen to anyone, especially 
when housing is scarce and costs too much.

• The main drivers of homelessness and poverty 
are high housing costs, a history of discriminatory 
housing policy, and a lack of affordable housing.

• People who have been disadvantaged in the 
past are more likely to end up homeless in a tight 
housing market.

Someone else’s problem 

• That’s a problem for the people experiencing it, but 
not for me.

• I’ve got mine, other people are responsible for 
themselves.

• Homeless people are ruining my community.

Collective impacts and responsibility

• Homelessness affects every member of our 
community, not just those experiencing it.

• We’ll all be better off if we can fix our housing crisis 
and get people housed.

• Everyone has a role to play in solutions.

These negative narratives are reinforced by systemic racism, and often feed into 
racist stereotypes, which in turn can lead people to oppose proven solutions. 
See page 10 for more on how systemic racism has impacted who experiences 
housing and economic insecurity in our region and how the Big Moves would 
help repair that injustice. 

3 Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, The California Dream: Advancing Housing Solutions for Our Shared Future, 2022. Accessed at: 
https://cadreamtoolkit.org/.  
Housing Narrative Lab, Public Opinion Research on Homeless Messaging, May 2021. https://housingnarrativelab.org/
wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Public_Opinion_Research_on_Homeless_Messaging.pdf;
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Implementation Steps

The goal of this Big Move is to have different conversations about our unjust housing 
and economic systems, the people who are most directly impacted, and the benefits 
to every Bay Area resident in solving these challenges. By focusing our narratives and 
messages on solutions, collective responsibility, and the systemic issues that perpetuate 
homelessness and poverty, and empowering more people with lived experience to 
join the conversation, we hope to build public support and political will for the change 
we seek. That goes for both Regional Action Plan implementation and enacting the Big 
Moves into law and policy. All Home and the Regional Impact Council will collaborate 
with partners to shift the narrative on homelessness and poverty with a two-part strategy. 

1. Build awareness of the root causes of homelessness and poverty, and grow support 
for proven solutions, and 

2. Empower more people with lived experience to share their personal stories.

We Can Do This:

Counter the pervasive narrative of failure and defeatism by building awareness 
of and support for proven solutions, provide solutions-focused communications 
resources to our partners and allies, and be the voice of the vision we want to see.

Audiences: Housing/homeless advocates, decisionmakers, media. Activate our 
base/partners as messengers to persuade those who are open to our message 
but not active.

Potential tactics:

• Promote the All Home Solutions Library as a resource and inspiration with 
concrete examples of progress, new models, and what’s working.

• Create messaging guidance, including social media resources, memes, 
talking points, etc. for our partners.

• Coordinate response to negative media portrayals with letters to the editor 
or opinion pieces. 

• Host an awards event or otherwise honor frontline staff, non-profits, or 
formerly unhoused people.

• Produce a compelling short video showcasing the full variety of proven 
solutions needed.

Partners: RIC members, Shift the Bay coalition members, funders.
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Lifting up Lived Experience

Change hearts and minds by empowering more people to share their personal 
stories of facing or overcoming housing and economic insecurity. Support the 
CBOs/service providers who often do the time-consuming work of supporting 
community members to share their stories on an ad-hoc basis. Let the resilience, 
contributions, and humanity of people who are overcoming adversity inspire 
everyone in the Bay Area.

Audiences: People with lived experience, service providers who work with them.

Potential tactics: 

• Work closely with CBOs/service providers to design this initiative and 
support their clients/members. Do direct outreach to engage unaffiliated 
people with stories to tell.

• Provide ongoing trainings and communications support on storytelling, 
media relations, and other relevant topics.

• Create a Storytellers Corps of trained spokespeople who are ready to 
speak with reporters, at public meetings, at events, or in small groups to 
affect change.

• Eventually develop a story bank, social media content campaign, or 
countless other mechanisms to disseminate powerful stories.

Principles:

• Use stories with consent and respect, “nothing about me without me.”

• Compensate people for their time and stories.

• Provide a ladder of engagement to grow leadership.

• Build confidence and professional skills.

• Choose which stories to use, not which stories people can tell.

Partners: Shift the Bay coalition, key service providers, funders
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Implementation Roles

Actor Role Timeframe

State elected 
officials and staff

• Listen to constituents’ stories, and take action to meet their needs.

• Share your own personal stories of housing and economic insecurity to 
show that these problems can happen to anyone, and what it takes to 
work through them.

Ongoing

City and county 
elected officials 
and staff

• Listen to constituents’ stories and take action to meet their needs.

• Share your own personal stories of housing and economic insecurity to 
show that these problems can happen to anyone, and what it takes to 
work through them.

Ongoing

Philanthropy
• Fund narrative change work and general communications capacity 

among all grantees, and share the learnings and resources that come 
out of collective narrative change efforts.

Ongoing

Nonprofits & 
CBOs

• Tap into regional and statewide narrative shift research and 
collaboration efforts. 

• Adopt messaging best practices and integrate them into all forms of 
external communications. 

• For those who work with people experiencing homelessness and 
poverty, take advantage of new resources and training infrastructure 
to support these people in developing and sharing their personal 
experiences with others.

Ongoing

Business 
community

• Utilize talking points and resources (developed through this Big Move 
and other efforts) to counter false narratives within your companies 
and the communities where you operate. 

Ongoing

Supporting Actions

Many small nonprofits and CBOs lack sufficient communications staff capacity to 
learn about and implement messaging and narrative best practices. Organizations 
should prioritize communications in their staffing and budgets, and funders/
philanthropy should adequately resource these important functions and activities 
among grantees. 
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