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People with lived experience of homelessness (PWLE) play a critical role in shaping and improving
our homeless response system. Unfortunately, many are emotionally overwhelmed and feel toke-
nized. Tokenism happens when Continuums of Care (CoCs) and organizations invite participation
from PWLE but then do not support them adequately and/or exclude them from real decision-mak-
ing or influence. As the other essays indicate, PWLE are often left out of leadership roles at organiza-
tions working to end homelessness. This leaves these workers with less power to make suggestions
that will result in real changes. Working in the homeless response system is stressful for many
employees. It is systemically underfunded, and people are frequently overworked and underpaid.
PWLE carry these burdens but as these data suggest, they also feel isolated, excluded and under-
valued in their roles.

Specifically, the LEARN Survey also reveals that PWLE confront an environment that can make it
difficult to speak up due to fear of judgment about their lived experiences.
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In response to a short answer question in the LEARN survey, numerous PWLE said they are
not taken seriously, feel judged, and are even excluded from certain opportunities because
of their lived expertise. One respondent shared:

“l experienced gaslighting and also being added to projects so they could check a box that
they had someone with lived experience on the planning committee, but then they didn't
want to hear any input out of my expertise.”

This individual's experience with tokenism reflects a broader trend: people who have experi-
enced homelessness are excluded from real decisions in ways that make the already taxing
and emotional work of ending homelessness even more difficult.

The Mental Health Impact

On top of the stress that experiencing homelessness causes for former and current PWLE, feeling
undervalued and tokenized can also hurt a person’s mental health. To feel satisfied and respected,
people need to know how their time and effort contribute to their organization’s objectives. One
respondent commented, “There is a lot of pressure and so much to do... trying to stay positive some-
times drains you.” These mental health stressors impact PWLE's job satisfaction, damaging their
ability to continue working in homeless services.
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Possible Paths Forward

The survey results suggest that commmunities should consider new ways to reduce tokenism and
support the mental health of PWLE in the homeless response system. Put simply, leaders must go
beyond just including people. They must show that they value PWLE's contributions and prioritize
caring for them.



While providing support to people experiencing homelessness, PWLE carry the weight of
their own history of homelessness. Seeing, working with, and listening to someone experi-
encing homelessness can bring up painful memories and trauma. Offering peer-led mental
health support, affordable therapy, healing spaces, mental health days, flexible scheduling,
trauma-informed mentorship, and other wellness benefits can help PWLE care for them-
selves and avoid burnout. A significant number (42 percent) of PWLE respondents wished
their organization provided space to talk about the trauma, stress and challenges of being

a PWLE working in the homeless response system. Offering this support can provide an
outlet for people to share common experiences and help them contribute fully to the work
of ending homelessness.

While it is often challenging to provide adequate support in systems that are deeply under-
funded and overly politicized, it is essential to build workplaces where PWLE can thrive and
become leaders in this work. Doing so can also benefit workers without lived experience. All
workers need support to remain healthy and well enough to continue working in these chal-
lenging roles. This requires robust and sustained resources from federal and state partners.

Leaders can also take steps to share decision-making power with PWLE. Doing so shows
PWLE that they are valuable members of the system and that their workplace wants them
to thrive, not just survive. If leaders do not provide adequate support to organizations and
their staff, the United States risks losing the critical insights and voices of people who know
how to end homelessness.



