San Francisco family finds new hope amid challenges of supportive housing
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In San Francisco's South of Market neighbourhood, a significant undercurrent of the city's ongoing homelessness crisis is illustrated in the experience of Danica Gutierrez and her three young daughters. In March 2025, the family moved into a new three-bedroom apartment at 600 7th Street, a recently completed residential building, joining a community composed largely of formerly homeless individuals and families.
Gutierrez, 30, and her daughters—aged eight, nine, and eleven—had been displaced from their previous accommodation at The Margot, a permanent supportive housing (PSH) building located on 9th and Mission streets. Their departure followed a harrowing two-year period marked by considerable challenges, including exposure to harmful cigarette smoke which led to the youngest daughter, Titi, suffering a severe asthma attack and hospitalisation in November 2023. Alongside respiratory health concerns, the family endured a roach infestation and disturbances arising from other residents, including screaming, threats, and violence.
The Margot, formerly micro-units for students before conversion by the city into supportive housing, follows California’s 2016 Housing First policy. This state law prioritises providing stable housing without preconditions such as sobriety or a clean criminal record. Along with housing, residents receive a suite of supportive services, from mental health counselling to job training. This approach recognises the diverse and complex needs among the unhoused population.
Nevertheless, such mixed-population housing can present challenges. Families with children often share buildings or corridors with adults battling mental health issues or substance dependencies. Gutierrez’s experience underscores this difficulty, as she repeatedly sought transfer requests from city officials but was delayed due to the limited availability of family-appropriate, sober environments. She said, “I’m just supposed to get adapted to the smell of death in the hallway? How am I supposed to get that out of my children’s heads?” referring to the traumatic presence of deceased residents found in the building.
After documented health concerns from a doctor and social worker, Gutierrez’s transfer was finally authorised in August 2024, with a move occurring six months later. The new building at 600 7th Street offers some physical separation between families and single adults, a factor Gutierrez values highly as she seeks to rebuild a safer and more stable home life.
The city of San Francisco faces a pronounced shortage of permanent supportive housing units tailored to families. The Department of Homelessness and Supportive Housing (HSH) reports 896 units in 27 buildings designated for families, with 646 family units in scattered-site housing and 715 subsidies through rapid rehousing programmes. Even so, the demand outpaces supply, leading to long waits for such housing. Temporary shelters face similar constraints, with a list exceeding 300 families waiting for placement.
This scarcity impacts policy debates around the balance between harm reduction and sobriety recovery in supportive housing. While organisations like Compass Family Services and UCSF’s Benioff Homelessness and Housing Initiative emphasise harm reduction—enabling substance use with safety measures like overdose reversal kits—Mayor Daniel Lurie and others advocate for increased opportunities for sober environments, citing concerns about drug use and safety. Lurie recently mandated city-funded nonprofits to prioritise counselling and treatment connections before distributing clean needles and prohibited provision of supplies in public spaces. Supervisor Matt Dorsey, a recovering addict, seeks to shift policy focus to encouraging drug cessation and long-term recovery.
Lauren Hall, the co-founding director of Delivering Innovation in Supportive Housing (DISH), which manages The Margot, describes the facility as “supportive housing done right,” pointing to child-care programmes, food pantries, and rooftop communal spaces. However, she also acknowledges the challenges in managing resident behaviour, stating, “We try very hard with people creating nuisances to offer them support and not have our only response be, ‘I’m going to threaten you with losing your housing.’” Hall highlighted the limited capacity to intervene promptly in safety-threatening situations, noting that police intervention and resident eviction can be prolonged processes.
Similar to Gutierrez's family, some residents find stability and a sense of community in these housing projects. Dimitri, a 63-year-old man in recovery from methamphetamine addiction, spoke about his transition from homelessness to living in DISH-operated buildings, emphasising the importance of having “a safe place to rest my head” and appreciating the presence of families in creating a healthier environment.
Meanwhile, Gutierrez reflects on the arduous journey her family endured to reach their current residence, remarking during a visit to their new apartment, “It’s paradise, but at what cost?” As she looks towards the future, she remains concerned for other families still navigating the city's housing maze, pondering, “What about the rest of the families?”
The Frisc reports that this case epitomises the multifaceted and ongoing efforts by San Francisco’s city officials, nonprofits, and residents to address the complex realities of homelessness through supportive housing, while balancing diverse needs for safety, health, and community integration.
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