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Raise your hand if your program, office, or public land 
unit is working with, or on issues related to, unsheltered 

homeless communities?



• In the US in 2022, 582,462 people 

were homeless, including:

• 233,832 unsheltered people (40%)

   (U.S. HUD, 2023)

• “Trends in homelessness remain 

stubbornly high despite policy 

initiatives to end homelessness.” 

  (Fowler et al., 2019, p. 465)

National trends in 
unsheltered homelessness

US Department of Housing and Urban Development. (2023). 2022 Annual Homeless 
Assessment Report, Part 1 By the Numbers. 
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PA/documents/HUD-PIT-by-the-numbers.pdf

Fowler, P. J., Hovmand, P. S., Marcal, K. E., & Das, S. (2019). Solving homelessness from a 
complex systems perspective: Insights for prevention responses. Annual Review of Public 
Health, 40(1), 465–486. 

A person experiencing “unsheltered homelessness” 
resides in a place not intended for permanent 
human habitation, such as cars, RVs, parks, tents, 
sidewalks, abandoned buildings, or on the street.

https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/PA/documents/HUD-PIT-by-the-numbers.pdf


A quick note on terminology
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Understanding 
nonrecreational 
campers 
• Lived experiences of 

unhoused people who 
camp non-recreationally on 
public lands in Red Bluff, 
California (i.e., non-
recreational campers)

• Oral history and 
ethnographic approach

• Hope to build theory about 
rural homelessness and 
develop guidance for land 
management agencies 

Red Bluff, Tehama County, California 
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Origins of project
• California State 

University, Chico 
partnership with the 
US Forest Service’s 
Pacific Northwest 
Field Station

• Originally focused 
only on one USFS-
managed campground

• Focused on non-
recreational campers 
who violated 14-day 
stay limit
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1 star reviews
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5 star reviews
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What kinds of input, if any, do you all receive about 
homelessness and non-recreational camping from the 

public?
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• Variety of parks 
and protected 
areas

• Complex 
jurisdictional 
context

• Economically 
struggling town 
that historically 
had stronger 
economy from 
extractive 
industries

Reevaluation 
of research



Research goals
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Describe the lived-
experience of 

nonrecreational campers 
from their perspective

Investigate the factors that 
influence camping location 

choices and constraints 

Explore factors that affect 
movement of 

nonrecreational campers 
across the region



Methods

• Observational field 
notes from all team 
members

• Qualitative interviews 
(n=9) with non-
recreational campers 
across Red Bluff 

• Follow-up interviews 
with participants

• Check-ins with local 
homeless advocacy 
group

Fieldwork 
preparation

• Key informant interviews
• Trauma-informed de-

escalation training
• Development of a safety 

protocol

• Thematic analysis of 
interviews and field 
notes

• Member checking, i.e., 
participant validation, 
to include non-
recreational campers 
and a community-
based homeless 
advocacy organization

• Secondary data 
analysis to explore 
population trends, 
socioeconomic trends, 
and housing costs

Data collection Analysis

Example interview questions

“When you are looking for a site to set up camp, 
what kinds of features are you looking for?”  

“How do you decide where to stay?”

“Has anyone ever tried to make you leave a site 
where you were camping?”

“If you aren’t interested in staying in a shelter or 
transitional housing in Red Bluff, what are your 
options around here?” 12



Iterative research approach and follow-up 
interviews
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Flooding events of February 2024 Tehama County’s only homeless shelter 
opened in early May 2024
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Managerial relevance of preliminary findings

• For managed campgrounds, discretion of 
host(s) matters

• Policy changes can affect noncreational 
campers’ settlement trends

• May be disproportionately affected by 
local-level impacts of climate change (e.g., 
wildfire smoke, flooding, etc.)

• Deftly navigate some elements of complex 
and multiple land-management 
jurisdictions and their associated 
bureaucratic systems 

• Intergenerational effects of the decline of 
logging and other extractive industries in 
the Pacific Northwest 14



Scholarly relevance of preliminary findings
• Nonrecreational campers view themselves 

and the spaces they inhabit as 
simultaneously invisible and hyper-visible
• Invisibility denies marginalized people recognition, 

legitimacy, authority, and voice (Lewis & Simpson, 
2010; Simpson & Lewis, 2005)

• Hypervisibility is “scrutiny based on perceived 
difference, which is usually (mis)interpreted as 
deviance” (Ryland, 2013, p. 2222)

• Employ local ecological knowledge in their    
day-to-day lives 

• Coheres with UCSF Benioff Homelessness and 
Housing Initiative’s work on rural vs. urban homeless 
populations

15

Lewis, P., & Simpson, R. (Eds.). (2010). Revealing and concealing gender: 
Issues of visibility in organizations. Springer.

Simpson, R., & Lewis, P. (2005). An investigation of silence and a scrutiny of 
transparency: Re-examining gender in organization literature through the 
concepts of voice and visibility. Human Relations, 58(10), 1253-1275.

Ryland, M. (2013). Hypervisibility: How scrutiny and surveillance makes you 
watched, but not seen. The Body is not an Apology.



Large-group 
discussion 
• What types of research 

questions or topics related 
to nonrecreational 
campers could inform your 
work?

• In what ways can you 
imagine collaborating with 
nonrecreational campers 
to ensure, or enhance, the 
stewardship of public 
lands?
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Next steps

• Follow-up interviews after opening of 
homeless shelter (and orders to vacate of 
existing camps)

• Member checking with participants 

• Development of guidance for land 
management agencies and campground 
hosts 

• Building of scholarship on rural 
homelessness
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Next steps



Thank you!

Jesse Engebretson, Ph.D.  
Research Social Scientist 
Office of Research and Development
Environmental Protection Agency
engebretson.jesse@epa.gov
218-340-6831
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