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Homeless of Silicon Valley: An adaptation of Humans of New York  
Highlighting the hidden homeless of Silicon Valley through photojournalism  

Statement of Purpose:  
 In the midst of the affluence of Silicon Valley, there is a hidden homeless community. My 
goal is to research and analyze the causes and trends of homelessness in the Bay Area. Questions 
to consider: What paths, besides the traditional and stereotypical ones, lead to becoming 
homeless? What role does the Silicon Valley housing crisis play in this? By the end of May, I 
will produce a book, titled “Homeless of Silicon Valley,” (similar to Humans of New York) with 
photos and quotes from interviewees. 

Background:  
 In November of 2010 a man named Brandon Stanton gave himself a seemingly absurd 
goal: photograph 10,000 people, creating an “exhaustive catalogue” of New York residents. 
Somewhere in between, while capturing the smiles and auras of these people in a single 
snapshot, Stanton began to ask and record their answers to simple questions. A combination of 
these portraits and quotes formed blogs that now have over 20 million followers and a book that 
spent 31 weeks on the New York Times bestseller list. The power of images highlighted the 
diversity of the people of New York while transcending their differences. I’d like to apply the 
same power of visuals to highlight the hidden homeless of Silicon Valley.  
 HomeAid America is a nonprofit organization that “builds and renovates multi unit 
shelters for America's temporarily homeless families and individuals while they rebuild their 
lives.” Up to 3.5 million Americans are homeless each year and HomeAid America recognizes 
that many other factors (a broken down vehicle, one unpaid ticket, a disabling accident, a 
divorce) push people, who are close to the poverty line, into living on the street. Several of these 
newly homeless individuals are not panhandlers, gamblers or addicts. HomeAid America helps 
them get back on their feet through facilities that are effectively utilized in the fight to end 
homelessness. In October of 2016 the San Francisco Chronicle wrote an article about people in 
Mountain View fighting over RV parking space because they couldn’t afford houses. In 
September of 2015 The Chronicle wrote an article about full time employees of companies like 
Apple living in their cars because “In the past decade, as tech jobs have boomed in Silicon 
Valley, so has rent.” 
Terms 
• Silicon Valley: the area in northern California, southwest of San Francisco in the Santa Clara 

valley region, where many of the high-technology design and manufacturing companies in the 
semiconductor industry are concentrated. 

• Housing Shortage: a deficiency or lack in the number of houses needed to accommodate the 
population of an area 

• Housing Bubble: A housing bubble is a run-up in housing prices fueled by demand, speculation 
and exuberance. ... Speculators enter the market, further driving demand. At some point, 



demand decreases or stagnates at the same time supply increases, resulting in a sharp drop in 
prices -- and the bubble bursts. 

• Homeless individual:  
- an individual who lacks housing (without regard to whether the individual is a member of a 

family), including an individual whose primary residence during the night is a supervised 
public or private facility (e.g., shelters) that provides temporary living accommodations, 
and an individual who is a resident in transitional housing.  

- An individual without permanent housing who may live on the streets; stay in a shelter, 
mission, single room occupancy facilities, abandoned building or vehicle; or in any other 
unstable or non-permanent situation. 

- doubled up: refers to a situation where individuals are unable to maintain their housing 
situation and are forced to stay with a series of friends and/or extended family members. In 
addition, previously homeless individuals who are to be released from a prison or a hospital 
may be considered homeless if they do not have a stable housing situation to which they 
can return. A recognition of the instability of an individual’s living arrangements is critical 
to the definition of homelessness. 

• Low-Income: those earning less than twice the federal poverty line. In 2011, the low-income 
threshold for a family of four with two children was $45,622. Between 2007 and 2011, the 
share of working families who are low income increased from 28 percent to 32.1 percent   

Prior Research:  
 The Jungle used to be one of the largest homeless encampments in the United States. It 
was home to nearly 400 residents before they were evicted from their creek bed off of Story 
Road in San Jose. Robert Aguirre lived there until December 3, 2014 too. He is living proof of 
the stereotype people have about how the homeless become homeless is just a misconception. “I 
used to own my own business here in Silicon Valley, making $200,000 a year. I provided 
consulting services to manufacturers of electronic devices, designed and manufactured here.” 
 The AFL-CIO’s (America Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organization)  
housing investment trust (HIT) is “a fund that puts union pensions to work creating affordable 
housing and union construction jobs.” HIT joined a with low income advocacy groups and 
created a coalition called Housing for All. Homelessness for unexpected reasons “facing families 
all over California's Silicon Valley-one of the wealthiest communities in the world. In response, 
organized labor and the housing movement have joined forces to push a bold package of 
affordable housing construction and tenant protections.” 
 Four of every 10 jobs created in the Santa Clara county pay less than 21 thousand yearly. 
More than 53,000 families are considered low income. Over the last 3 years the cost of renting in 
the county has increased by 61%. It goes beyond a question of wages. This has do to with the 
“hourglass economy” we are in currently. “The high-tech boom of the 1990’s left the San Jose 
area with an “hourglass” shaped economy. At the top, there was an impressive expansion in 
employment among highly skilled young professionals, many ‘living large’ and bidding up prices 
for existing housing…. ‘affordable housing is more than just paycheck issue’” 
   



Significance: As families who can afford a BASIS education most of the people we interact with 
are well off. We’re either unaware of or choose to ignore the hidden population of homeless 
people in our midst. These people are homeless as a result of unfortunate circumstances and the 
soaring rents of Silicon Valley. I believe I have a gift for eliciting honest responses from the 
people I interview and a passion for sharing stories through photojournalism. This project will 
allow me to take my reporting skills and apply them in the real world. I also hope to share with 
the greater Basis family the awareness and empathy with homeless people. My hypothesis is that 
once people in our community shatter their preconceived notions that homeless people are 
panhandlers, drug addicts or gamblers who don’t work hard and realized that educated and 
employed locals are suffering from the drastic Silicon Valley housing crisis, they will be more 
inclined to help, more aware, and less judgmental.  

Schedule of the On-Site Experience: 
For this project I plan to take several trips with my camera to shelters run by the cities of San 
Francisco and San Jose to photograph and interview homeless people who are willing to talk. I 
will go through homeless shelters, rather than walking on the streets and finding people on my 
own, in order to ensure my safety and get permission from both for privacy reasons. I will 
contact HomeAid America and the Low Income Housing Coalition in the area and gather as 
much data as possible. My overall goal is to trace different, traditional and non-traditional, paths 
to homelessness. By the end of the year I hope to have a collection of photos and stories that I 
can create into a powerful book similar to Humans of New York.  

Problems:  
The main problem I will run into while trying to gather interviews is there may be a lack of 
people willing to share their stories and be open up to me. Lack of data showing that a significant 
portion of homeless people are educated and have jobs but just unfortunately suffering from the 
silicon valley housing crisis could be a problem.  
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