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Praise for When We Walk By


“A compelling story of rediscovering our own humanity—and a roadmap for how we can make large-scale changes that improve everyone’s way of life. Read this book to understand how being connected can save us all.”

—Andrew Yang, entrepreneur and former 2020 presidential candidate



“Forgotten humanity and failed systems are the headlines. People experiencing homelessness are humans like you and me, deserving of the same respect and dignity. By focusing on ways to reduce stigma and to repair flawed systems, the authors conclude with a call to action that begins with each of us looking inward. It’s a must-read!”

—Ellen Bassuk, MD, founder of C4 Innovations and the National Center on Family Homelessness and associate professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School 



“Homelessness makes people sick. Solutions must address resource and relational needs, not just medical ones. The authors’ work is a masterclass in meeting folks where they are, listening first, and designing and delivering services informed by the experiences of our unhoused neighbors.”

—Dr. Michael K. Hole, professor, entrepreneur, and “street doctor” serving families experiencing homelessness as an assistant professor of pediatrics in the Department of Population Health at Dell Medical School and the Department of Public Policy at the LBJ School of Public Affairs, University of Texas at Austin


“Kevin F. Adler walks with our homeless neighbors, never by them, and his heart is as big as the sky. He’s devoted his life to helping those among us who are most in need by connecting, nurturing, caring, and putting his words into action with innovative programs like Miracle Messages. Listen to this man’s wisdom. We are all the better for it.”

—Kevin Fagan, San Francisco Chronicle staff writer 





“I am often asked ‘what can I do to help?’ by people who are stably housed. I will now point them to this book as a great starting point. Kevin writes that our unhoused neighbors are people to love, not problems to solve. If we all start from this place of understanding, we can make much faster progress reducing the unnecessary suffering of so many of our unhoused brothers and sisters.”

—Mark Donovan, founder of Denver Basic Income Project



“This book proves that there are wonderful, smart people all around wanting to help provide solutions, resources, and tools to help end homelessness. If we think more outside the box and lead with humanity, we can end homelessness within this generation. I strongly believe that.”

—Jennifer Speight, actor and voice-over artist with years of lived experience of homelessness



“When We Walk By reminds us of our shared humanity, our shared needs, and how we should promote a political economy of sharing, especially with our neighbors who have little or nothing. Read this, heed the call. No more just walking by!”

—Dennis Culhane, Dana and Andrew Stone Professor of Social Policy at the School of Social Policy & Practice, University of Pennsylvania



“I will always be grateful to Miracle Friends. At first, I was thankful to have Jen’s company and friendship. She helped strengthen me mentally and emotionally so that I was able to feel hopeful again. Then the kindness and financial support from the Miracle Money program allowed me to take action and turn my hopes into reality.”

—Ray, person who formerly experienced homelessness



“In a book that explores our national failures and points to commonsense fixes, the authors challenge us to see the humanity of our neighbors and care more deeply about the societal failures that lead to too many people ending up on the streets when alternative, safer options exist. This book should guide policymakers, and quickly, as they seek a cure to what ails our nation.”

—Tony Messenger, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and author of Profit and Punishment



“When We Walk By exposes the truth about the level of compassion fade in our societies today. Adler and Burnes lay bare a stellar opportunity for the reader to connect to those who are abandoned and displaced on our streets. They illuminate a system broken beyond repair and provide the hope that is required for all of us to shift gears, from the ground up, to solve one of the most distressing problems of our times . . . if only we cared. A remarkable read.”

—Heather Hay, senior consultant at Foundations for Social Change, creators of the New Leaf Project



“Through eye-opening analysis, remarkable stories, and practical and innovative solutions, this book offers citizens and their elected officials alike a clear window into understanding homelessness as one of the most intersectional issues of our time, and then doing something about it. Readers of this book will no longer ‘walk by’ feeling helpless.”

—Michael D. Tubbs, youngest mayor of any major city in American history (Stockton, California), special advisor for economic mobility for California Governor Gavin Newsom, author of The Deeper the Roots, and founder of Mayors for a Guaranteed Income



“The authors of When We Walk By argue that despite a growing visible homelessness crisis in the United States, individuals experiencing homelessness are often treated as invisible. Their insightful analysis of what’s needed to address this crisis begins with reminding us that social connection is a key element of human survival that often gets overlooked day to day. This book offers a fresh, integrated perspective about the importance of a human response to a complex social problem.”

—Benjamin Henwood, PhD, LCSW, professor at the USC Suzanne Dworak-Peck School of Social Work and coauthor of Housing First 



“An up-close and personal look at how and why we discriminate against those without stable housing through the concept of relational poverty. . . . Unforgettable personal stories from our homeless neighbors drive home the consequences when we choose to ‘walk by.’ However, if we push back against misinformation and fight for housing as a human right, we’ll embrace the truth that homelessness is solvable and that no one should have to experience it alone.”

—Elizabeth Softky, person who formerly experienced homelessness and Lived Experience Advocate for Miracle Messages



“The homelessness crisis is a symptom of structural inequalities rooted in dehumanization. The authors brilliantly examine our inequitable systems through the lens of healing our humanity and solving the problem at its root. A must-read for us all!”

—Tristia Bauman, senior attorney at The National Homelessness Law Center



“Infused with generations of academic research and lifetimes of lived experience, the book offers a passionate take on a critical social issue that is uniquely human, heartbreaking, redeeming and, ultimately, a call to action to solve homelessness with clear steps for individuals and policymakers alike.”

—Paul Muniz, Senior Vice President of Community Engagement at the Family Resource Network



“Unlike many writers on the topic, Adler and Burnes turn their insightful lens on the ‘housed,’ challenging us to see the humanity of ‘the unhoused.’ Yes, they argue, we must change the systems that drive homelessness—including the lack of affordable housing, health care, living-wage jobs, and an unfair criminal legal system. But we must also affirm the humanity of people experiencing homelessness—and, in doing so, our own.”

—Maria Foscarinis, former president and CEO of the National Homelessness Law Center



“Having dealt with similar issues for a family member, I have seen first-hand the individualized and systemic challenges Kevin F. Adler and his coauthors describe that face those experiencing homelessness. For all those attempting to directly address these challenges and for all concerned about the hundreds of thousands of Americans who are unhoused, this book is highly moving and profoundly enlightening.”

—Dr. Gloria Duffy, president of the Commonwealth Club of California, member of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United States, former chair of the Civilian R&D Foundation/US National Science Foundation, and former US deputy assistant secretary of defense 
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Dedicated to Mark Steven Adler, Kevin’s beloved uncle, who managed to send a birthday card nearly every year of his 30-plus years living on and off the streets in Santa Cruz, California.

This book was published within a week of November 1, 2023, on what would have been his 70th birthday. It is for you, Mark, and for the 582,462 other uncles, aunts, mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, sons, daughters, friends, and neighbors experiencing homelessness each night in the United States. 

May we each take time to hear your stories and act, before it’s too late.






Preface


If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other—that man, that woman, that child is my brother or my sister. 

—Mother Teresa



Everyone is someone’s somebody. And Mark was my uncle: the most family-oriented member of my extended family, the uncle who shared my love of super burritos, was easy to talk to, remembered every birthday, and always sent a card. The year before he died, Mark mailed me an eagle bandana for my birthday along with his go-to staple of a Hallmark card for a “beloved nephew,” always with just his first name carefully added in block letters.

Mark also suffered from schizophrenia and lived on-and-off the streets for over 30 years, bouncing between transitional housing, shelters, and the streets of Santa Cruz, California. He would disappear for months at a time, only to reemerge in the form of a collect call from a payphone. If I happened to pick up the call, he would ask me how my brother and I were doing, and then ask to speak to my dad, usually followed by a request for 20 or 50 dollars. If we were in touch during the holidays, Mark would come over for Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner as the guest of honor. Toward the end of the meal, bellies full and satisfied, we would all talk about our desire to spend more time together as a family. 

But that rarely happened before Mark would disappear again.

One day, during my sophomore year of college, my dad called me crying. He said he had some bad news: Mark had passed away. His body was found alone in the room of a transitional housing facility where he had been staying. He was 50 years old.

We held a small funeral for Mark in Santa Cruz, not far from the streets where he often slept. The memorial service was the only time I ever saw my grandpa cry. He slowly stepped up to the pulpit, stood with my grandma at his side, and spoke a few words about his late son. He asked the officiant to play “Danny Boy.” As the Irish ballad began, my grandpa—a deeply reserved World War II veteran who rarely showed any emotion—wept.

A few years went by. I headed to the University of Cambridge for graduate school. At some point, I took a six-month leave of absence to return home to be by my mom’s side in the intensive care unit, as she battled stage four breast cancer. She was the strongest and kindest person I ever knew. After she passed away, I returned to Cambridge to finish my master’s degree in sociology, and then moved back to Livermore, California, to get my abandoned childhood home ready for rental. 

After eight emotionally grueling months of sorting through my mom’s belongings, meeting with contractors, and spending a lot of time alone, I was exhausted. So once the house was successfully cleaned, cleared, and rented out, I went backpacking in Southeast Asia, lived in Oaxaca for a year on a Rotary scholarship, and began turning my dissertation into my first book, which was published in 2015 as Natural Disasters as a Catalyst for Social Capital.

Finally, I moved to Silicon Valley to pursue my dreams as a social entrepreneur, and I dove headfirst into the education technology space, co-founding two startups. I believed in the work my team and I were doing, but I also began to feel a growing tension between my own lofty ideals of trying to make the world a better place and my sense of disconnect from the people I wanted to serve. With a hunger to be hands-on at this formative early stage of my career, it felt a bit discombobulating to spend much of my day tinkering with buttons and dropdowns on a website and trying to network with wealthy investors and midlevel software engineers, all while walking by people who were living and dying on the streets in front of me, en route to my office, apartment, and social events. 

Most of the time, I would just walk by. But occasionally, I would stop, or at least slow down for a moment and look up. On these occasions, I might mutter a quick “hello” or awkward “sorry.” If I was trying to be especially considerate, I might offer a fleeting half-smile or nod. I was not exactly comfortable interacting with my neighbors experiencing homelessness in this season of my life. Still, my thoughts would often remain with the person as my body continued forward. In my mind’s eye, I would look closer than I allowed myself to look moments ago. I would try to see their faces, glance into their eyes, and imagine that they too were someone’s somebody: someone’s father, mother, brother, sister, son, daughter—or maybe even some kid’s beloved uncle.

Back then, nearly a decade ago, when I took the time to see people experiencing homelessness at all, I would see them as them, not really part of us. They were problems to be solved, not people to be loved. If I thought much about them, I would usually feel sad, then guilty, then frustrated. How did they get like this? What could I do? Why was there seemingly no progress being made, despite tens of millions of dollars being spent every single year by the local government? And why did I feel so helpless? Did others know what to do? I would consider these questions for a few moments, and then move on to my next meeting or dinner or whatever.

That began to change in November 2013. After spending Thanksgiving with my relatives near Santa Cruz, my dad and I decided to stop by Mark’s gravesite on our way home. It was the first time we visited since Mark’s funeral eight years earlier. We found his small marker, and sat down together amid the rolling green lawns. 

Sitting there with my dad, I began to wonder more about the part of Mark’s life that I never saw as a kid. Where did he usually end up after my dad dropped him off at the Greyhound bus station in Livermore, or drove him back to Santa Cruz? How did he spend his time? Did he panhandle? Did he work? Did he have enough food and water? Was he ever arrested? Did he have a caseworker? Did he self-medicate? What sorts of things did he think about? And every few years, when he would go off his medications for schizophrenia and disappear for months at a time, did he know that his family dearly missed him?

Sitting at the gravesite, surrounded by thousands of other markers, I began to ask my dad some of these questions. What resulted was a powerful father-son conversation on the life, death, and legacy of my beloved uncle, his younger brother. Toward the end of the conversation, I finally asked a question that had been lingering on my mind: “Dad, why did you feel it was important to have a gravestone marker for Uncle Mark? We haven’t exactly been frequent visitors here.” He responded, “I guess I just felt that it was fitting for my brother to finally have a permanent place to rest, just for himself. Mark spent most of his life on the streets. But now in death he has what he never had in life.”

I was moved by what my dad said, as well as the poignant notion of a permanent plot of land for a man whose life was characterized by impermanence. But I also reflected on how little the marker actually told us (or anyone else who might walk by) about who my uncle was and what he meant to our family. The simple marker only offered his name, birth and death dates, and a dash in between. All the memories, emotions, setbacks, and dreams were enclosed within that dash.

After an hour or so, we got into the car to head home. I pulled out my phone, opened up Facebook, and began to scroll absentmindedly. My dad started the car and drove out of the cemetery. A few quiet moments passed. Then I stopped scrolling and looked up. I was struck by a mini-realization: I could learn more about my random acquaintances by scrolling for a few minutes on social media than I could learn about my late uncle by sitting for hours at his gravesite. 

I wondered if there might be a better way to tell the story of my uncle—and of people like my uncle, still living on the streets—than an unadorned grave marker or obituary. These musings were on my mind a few weeks later when, sitting in church, the senior pastor invited our congregation to sit with the question “Who is Jesus?” and respond through some kind of artform or creative outlet. I thought back to the profound conversation I had with my dad at my uncle’s grave and the reflective car ride home. On that Sunday morning, a simple question came around to my heart, and has been hanging out there ever since: How would Jesus use a smartphone?

In other words, how might we use modern storytelling tools like smartphones, social media, and wearable cameras in more humanizing ways, especially for people who are on the margins of our communities? Fewer selfies and cat videos—as delightful as they can be—and more understanding, bridge-building, empathy, solidarity, and immersive storytelling.

I felt inspired, so I collected a couple of donated wearable cameras from friends (including one whose partner worked at GoPro) and created a storytelling side project that I named Homeless GoPro.1 The premise was simple: invite individuals experiencing homelessness to capture a glimpse of their world for an hour or two by wearing a camera with a chest mount and narrating their experience. The prompt I shared with each participant was straightforward enough: “What do you wish other people knew about you? Share what you see and what’s on your mind.”

I met the first “homeless autobiographer” through a mutual friend who introduced us via text. We arranged to meet at a street corner in the Castro District of San Francisco. It was broad daylight. I was surprised by how anxious I felt. As I walked the final few blocks to meet Adam, I instinctively slipped my hand into my pocket and gripped my car key between my thumb and forefinger. Even with a beloved uncle who lived on the streets for 30 years, this is where my journey walking alongside our unhoused neighbors started: with a makeshift weapon in my hand.

Over the course of the next 12 months, 24 courageous homeless autobiographers recorded dozens of hours of footage using the wearable cameras.2 I watched all of it. The more I saw and the more people experiencing homelessness I spoke with, the wider array of emotions I began to experience: from narrowly fearful, sad, and cautious, to utterly shocked, heartbroken, and connected.

In rediscovering the humanity of our neighbors experiencing homelessness, I connected more deeply with my own. In watching and hearing their stories of resilience, suffering, and hope, two patterns stood out.

The first pattern was that every child who walked by an individual experiencing homelessness never seemed to just walk by. They would stop, point, stare, tug, and ask their mom or dad, “Why is that man on the streets?” Most of the time, the parent would scold or shield their child, simultaneously reprimanding them for being rude while dragging them away. But occasionally I would see the parent slow down with their child, encouraging their questions, and even following their child’s lead in approaching the neighbor experiencing homelessness.

Watching video clips of children reacting to the sight of unhoused neighbors made me wonder if we might have known something intuitively as kids that we seem to have forgotten as adults: people experiencing homelessness are, first and foremost, people, and it is confusing and wrong that anyone should experience homelessness. And watching the disparate responses of their parents made me wonder if, 20 years from now, one set of those children would grow to become more trusting, openhearted, compassionate adults.

The second pattern that emerged was that, at some point during a recording session, each homeless autobiographer would mention someone else: a parent, sibling, child, romantic partner, favorite teacher, mentor, cousin, or friend. Usually they expressed a mix of joy and sadness in recalling their loved one, who was now almost always distant, separated, or deceased. 

In one video clip, Adam, the first homeless autobiographer who I became friends with and who generously wore the camera on multiple occasions, described the impact of relational brokenness and isolation in especially succinct, unforgettable terms: 

“I never realized I was homeless when I lost my housing, only when I lost my family and friends.”

These words were my epiphany. I have repeated them hundreds of times since, as they eventually inspired me to leave my job and start working full-time with people experiencing homelessness, tackling what I have come to call relational poverty as an overlooked form of poverty on the streets. Adam’s vulnerable words intuitively made sense to me—that there is a connection between homelessness and relationships. But it raised as many questions as insights: 

Why was no one talking about this possible link between homelessness and relationships? How common was relational brokenness and isolation on the streets? How many individuals experiencing homelessness are disconnected from their families and friends? Is it by choice? Would some of them want to reconnect with their loved ones if given the chance, or at least try? And if so, why weren’t they already reconnected? What stood in their way?

I decided to find out.

This book is the byproduct of my decade-long journey exploring these questions and many others that followed. This is the book I wish I had when I first started this work, and perhaps more importantly, what I wish others might understand about homelessness in the United States.

In some ways, I feel as ill-equipped to write this book today as I would have nearly 10 years ago. There is still so much I do not personally understand about homelessness, and I do not have any lived experience of homelessness myself, a privilege for which I am eternally grateful. But I have formed many meaningful friendships with my neighbors experiencing homelessness, which emerged from hundreds of conversations and thousands of interactions over a decade. 

Most of these relationships have come through my role as the founder and CEO of Miracle Messages, an award-winning nonprofit organization I started in December 2014 and continue to help lead. Miracle Messages helps people experiencing homelessness rebuild their social support systems and financial security, primarily through family reunifications, a phone buddy program, and basic income pilots. To date, we have reunited over 800 families, trained and matched over 300 individuals experiencing homelessness with caring volunteers around the world for weekly phone calls and text messages, and created one of the first basic income pilots for individuals experiencing homelessness in the United States; its small proof of concept resulted in an astonishing 66% of unhoused participants securing housing as a result of receiving $500 a month payments for six months. I will share more of the founding story and work of Miracle Messages throughout this book.

My esteemed coauthors each have their own journeys. 

When Donald W. Burnes, PhD, first agreed to coauthor this book with me, I pumped my fists for joy. Don is a national thought leader on homelessness, with 35 years of deep expertise. He is the coauthor of three other books on this topic, the founder of the Center on Housing and Homelessness Research (formerly the Burnes Center) at the University of Denver Graduate School of Social Work, the cofounder of the Burnes Institute for Poverty Research at the Colorado Center on Law and Policy, and the former head of an inner-city agency in Washington, DC, that provided essential services for people living in extreme poverty and those experiencing homelessness. But Don is not a mere academic, policy wonk, or former program director. Our shared humanity is his passion. Don is a deep thinker who endeavors to see each person experiencing homelessness as someone’s somebody, each with their own unique and profound story to tell. I have met few people in my life who possess equal parts bona fides and humility like Don, and I am much the better for our friendship.

But if this book were just left to Don and me, we might still be waxing poetic without ever sharing our ideas with the world through these pages. From the nearly two dozen talented student interns who helped shape this book over the past four years, Amanda Banh and Andrijana Bilbija stood out. We met Amanda and Andrijana while they were both undergraduates at Princeton University, Don’s alma mater. They joined us for a summer as student researchers and thought partners, and never left—mostly because we would not let them. Amanda and Andrijana each brought tremendous commitment, passion, and brilliance to this book, and we are grateful for them as contributing authors.

As coauthors, the four of us have had many rich conversations in developing and writing this book. We now invite you into the conversation with us, and truly hope you will extend it to your neighbors, housed and unhoused alike—for every relationship begins with a conversation.

Kevin F. Adler

May 2023






Introduction

Housed People

Imagine you are sitting in a lecture hall with a hundred other people. The speaker opens the session by asking two simple questions: “First, raise your hand if you care about the issue of homelessness.” Likely, because you are reading this book, your hand flies up into the air. You look around; aside from a couple of people who are distracted by their phones or dozing off, every other hand is up, which is no big surprise. Then the speaker asks a second question: “Now raise your hand if you know someone who is currently experiencing homelessness—perhaps a friend, a family member, a neighbor, or yourself.” Maybe your hand goes up once again. Or maybe, like the vast majority of people in the room, your hand remains quietly in your lap. You look around again: aside from a couple of tentative hands in the air, very few people seem to know a single person who is actually experiencing homelessness. The speaker looks around as well, but does not seem surprised: they have given this talk before.

While many of us care about the issue of homelessness, surprisingly few of us know our unhoused neighbors. This leads to a disconnect—even if unintended—between “us” and “them.” 

According to the 2022 Annual Homelessness Assessment Report to Congress by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development​​ (HUD), on a single night in late January 2022, there were 582,462 people experiencing homelessness around the country, 348,630 of whom were sheltered and 233,832 of whom were unsheltered. Of those in shelters, approximately 59% were individuals and 41% were in families. Of those who were unsheltered, roughly 92% were individuals and 8% were in families.1 For the third straight year, unsheltered individuals (216,146) outnumbered sheltered individuals (204,774). 

As large as these figures may seem, they are woeful undercounts. The HUD total estimate of 582,462 people experiencing homelessness in the US only includes people who are in shelters, transitional housing (housing that has a specific deadline for termination, often 24 months, and usually involving intensive social services), or who can be visibly counted on the streets on any given night, as measured by the annual Point-in-Time (PIT) counts that occur throughout the US in January.2 It does not include those who are living with others because of economic hardship or housing loss, or people who are living out of sight of PIT count canvassers, including in vehicles, abandoned buildings, tunnels, and elsewhere not meant for human habitation.

Over the course of a year, the actual number of adults who experience homelessness in the United States is estimated to be closer to 2.5 million to 3 million people,3 or approximately five times the HUD number.4 In addition, there are an estimated 1.1 million public school children who are considered unhoused based on the US Department of Education’s broader definition of homelessness (2020–2021 school year),5 which includes school-age children who are doubled up or tripled up with friends or relatives.6 Another 1 million children under six years old are in these cramped combined households, along with their roughly 1 million parents. 

Adding all these numbers together, and using the Department of Education’s broader definition of homelessness that includes people who are couchsurfing or otherwise doubled up or tripled up with loved ones, the actual total number of people who experience homelessness at some point over the course of the year is likely closer to 6 million people, or roughly 1.8% of the total population in the United States.

Many marginalized groups are disproportionately driven into homelessness, and greatly overrepresented within these figures. For example, despite constituting approximately 12% of the general population in the United States, African Americans make up 37% of all people experiencing homelessness, and 50% of people experiencing homelessness as members of families with children.7 Hispanic people make up 19% of the general population but 24% of all people experiencing homelessness. Native Americans compose roughly 2.9% of the general population but 3.4% of the unhoused population. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans­gender, queer, and/or questioning (LGBTQ+) youth make up an estimated 9% of the youth across the country but a whopping 40% of all of the unattached, unhoused youth nationwide.8 Other groups overrepresented among the homeless population in the United States include people with disabilities, immigrants, and veterans.

As some of these figures indicate, racism and discrimination are very much embedded into our country’s homelessness problem and relate to many of the topics we will cover in the following pages: depleted social networks and social capital, stigma and otherizing, paternalism, discrimination within the housing sector, health disparities, inadequate opportunities for youth, and much more. According to a recent report from Supporting Partnerships for Anti-Racist Communities (SPARC), there are deep racial disparities in homelessness and its related systems (e.g., the legal system, the criminal justice system, child welfare, education, health care), particularly for Black and Indigenous residents. “Homelessness is not colorblind. People of color are far more likely to experience homelessness,” said Jeff Olivet, the executive director of the US Interagency Council on Homelessness and lead author of the SPARC report.9 Groups who have been greatly discriminated against are far more likely to be at risk of homelessness and housing insecurity.10 

The experience of homelessness is as diverse and multifaceted as the aforementioned homeless population figures might indicate. Bridging the mental gap between “us” and “them” requires better understanding who “they” are.

People fall into homelessness for countless different reasons, including eviction; domestic violence; employment wages not being enough to cover daily living expenses; medical emergencies; undiagnosed, mis­diagnosed, and/or untreated illnesses; clerical errors; unemployment and layoffs; divorce and separation; the death of a loved one; intra-family disputes over housing; LGBTQ+ youth escaping an unsafe home environment; aging out of foster care; racism and discrimination; long-standing trauma; natural disasters; and bad luck; to name just a few. In other words, the vast majority of individuals experiencing homelessness are unrecognizable from the average securely housed person in the United States, who is living paycheck to paycheck, is unable to save much money, probably works hard but is not perfect, and is only one emergency away from potentially not being able to pay the rent.11 “They” are us.

Yet when we think about homelessness, we tend to imagine the searing, highly upsetting sight of unsheltered street homelessness that many of us frequently encounter, rather than the highly relatable faces of family members, friends, and classmates who we may be walking by, or even the many beloved celebrities who have experienced homelessness, including Halle Berry, Drew Carey, Jim Carrey, Kelly Clarkson, Daniel Craig, Kelsey Grammer, Steve Harvey, Jewel, Steve Jobs, David Letterman, Tyler Perry, Chris Pratt, William Shatner, Martin Sheen, Hilary Swank, and Shania Twain.12 It is tempting to assume that all people experiencing homelessness are the same as those who we can visibly see, thus creating a large homogenous group called “the homeless.” Consequently, according to one major survey of thousands of adults in the US, 85% of people erroneously cite drug and alcohol use as a major cause of homelessness, while 67% of people incorrectly cite mental illness and related mental disorders as major factors.13 

Have you ever been referred to as a “housed person”? Probably not. Such a label would be ridiculous, as no one thinks about housed people as a single, unified group. In many ways, “homeless person” is a similarly unhelpful identity. We have defined an incredibly varied group of people by their lack of one physical need: stable housing. When we offhandedly use empty terms like “the homeless,” all differences, context, patterns, and stories get washed away and replaced with a singular, monolithic image that is neither positive nor representative.

When we define an entire group of people by their lack of stable housing, we have little reason to get to know our neighbors experiencing homelessness as actual human beings. This is a tragedy, as most of us want to help address homelessness and care strongly about this issue. According to a 1,000-person national opinion poll, 82% of Americans believe that the country should be doing more to prevent homelessness.14 And 74% of Americans—including 88% of Democrats, 62% of independents, and 65% of Republicans—support policies that expand investments in housing development programs to build more affordable housing units for low-income people.15

Even so, the overall number of people experiencing homelessness does not appreciably decline year-to-year. We have a nationwide deficit of seven million affordable housing units and overwhelmingly agree that more should be done to help,16 yet we protest new affordable housing projects in our own neighborhoods. This disconnect illustrates one of the central arguments we will be making in this book: we say that we care, but our actions and systems say otherwise. 

As coauthors, we believe that the United States is still a long way off from addressing homelessness adequately because of two major factors. First is the crisis in our service systems that prevent us from providing the affordable housing and other life-sustaining services that so many Americans desperately need. Second is the crisis in our shared humanity, how we have lost sight of the fact that people experiencing homelessness are our fellow human beings, just like us; we regard our unhoused neighbors as problems to be solved, rather than as people to be loved.

While this book is about homelessness, it is really about us “housed” people, too: how our daily actions unwittingly reinforce the divide between “us” and “them,” where we need to shift our focus, and what we can each do to address the crises in our service systems and in our hearts. 

Broken Systems

Homelessness may be the most intersectional issue in the United States. From sky-high health care costs to housing unaffordability, from severe income inequality to our mental health crisis, from how we neglect youth to how we lock up adults, from the consequences of racism and discrimination to the brokenness of our immigration system, homelessness intersects with seemingly all structural problems in the US.17 At some level, all roads lead to homelessness. As one individual experiencing homelessness lamented, “I feel like I didn’t fail. The system failed me.” 

As such, there is no silver bullet for ending homelessness, and no way to eliminate it entirely. While it is possible to ensure that homelessness is rare, brief, and nonrecurring—as we will discuss in Part III of this book—there will always be someone temporarily without housing. 

Although the literature about homelessness is growing rapidly, few if any books have tried to pull together all the system threads into one place to highlight homelessness as the intersectional issue that it is. We have not attempted to paint a complete picture of the flaws of any single system; the literature is replete with such analyses, which we reference throughout this book. Instead, we try to move beyond an issue vacuum to explore the impact of many broken systems together, from affordable housing to health care to criminal justice and more—for this is the world that our neighbors experiencing homelessness actually live in.

“On the streets, we’re thinking about surviving. We’re thinking about tomorrow. We’re not thinking about next year. We’ll have a meal today, but we really don’t know the situation tomorrow.” —Ray 


“We were like family so to speak. It was me and so many other people who were homeless. We camped out. We made little tents, little set-ups under the bridge. We didn’t leave. I felt like part of a family. I didn’t have anyone else at that time.” —Linda 


“What is the hardest thing about being homeless? Dealing with people’s prejudice. Perception. That to me is the hardest. [. . .] I think people treat me fair if they don’t know that I’m homeless.” —Ronnie


“In an open shelter, everybody is at risk. There’s a lot of violence against women, untreated mental illness. It’s a rare night when the paramedics don’t show up to haul people in and out. People are always coming and going. The system, they’re supposed to help you find housing, good luck with that. In our shelter, there were only two people who cared enough to help people find housing.” —Elizabeth 


“No one was listening to me. Certain things are so normalized—I didn’t realize that it was not okay. In a way, I felt like an anomaly. I experienced symptoms that were dismissed due to me being an unwed, single Black mother living under the poverty line in Washington DC. That’s exactly how it was dismissed, every single time. I can’t explain it. They thought I was crazy.” —Jennifer 


“Shame. I didn’t want to tell anyone I had fallen into addiction. How could this guy who has this beautiful wife, two kids, and made a life for himself fall so hard? I couldn’t bring myself to tell anybody. We have to be honest about what’s really happening. When you’re living with the daily trauma of being unhoused—and it’s trauma—it’s really easy to turn around and start self-medicating.” —Tom


“I just wish people knew that I was so much more of a threat to myself than I would ever be to them.” —Joseph


“All the time, people would tell me: ‘Get a job.’ I just cried, I just cried. A couple of times, I would actually sit there and say: ‘You know what? I do have a job. We’re just down on our luck right now. Not all homeless people are homeless because of choice.’ They would just walk away.” —Lainie


“I had bumps on the bottom of my feet from athlete’s foot. They were yellow, and that really scared me. I couldn’t go to the hospital because I didn’t have insurance at the time. I was washing my feet in the McDonald’s toilet. And even now, I’m working but I’ve been wearing the same pair of pants for the last six months.” —Gabe 


“To my baby Makayla [. . .] I love you. I miss you. I’ve never stopped loving you.” —Timothy


“My niece and nephew, Josh and Rachel –– tell ‘em I intend to come home and see them sometime, if I can.” ––Jeffrey


“My group foster home parent would give us a hundred dollar bill and would say, ‘If you run away with this money, I will find you.’ They would threaten you. The hard thing was that we were so lacking of parents that even if they just offered a little bit of attention, it would seem grandiose. But, boy, we were left alone.” —Rand




Ray, Linda, Ronnie, Elizabeth, Jennifer, Tom, Joseph, Lainie and her son Gabe, Timothy, Jeffrey, and Rand are twelve people who currently or formerly experienced homelessness, whose stories will be featured throughout this book. Each background is unique: Ray is a traveling salesman and an immigrant from the Philippines. Linda is a loving mom of three. Ronnie dedicated his life to running and making art. Elizabeth is a former schoolteacher and nonprofit leader. Jennifer is a community organizer and after-school instructor. Tom is a speaker and homeless advocate. Joseph lives with schizophrenia. Gabe holds the dream of becoming a chef, while his beloved mom, Lainie, hopes to open a food truck (together with Gabe, of course). Timothy’s dream was to reconnect with his only daughter. Jeffrey wrote letters from time to time to his family. Rand is a social worker. Collectively, these twelve distinct voices tell a unified story of broken systems and forgotten humanity. Their words reveal how easy it is for someone to fall into homelessness in the United States, and how difficult it is to overcome it. 

Homelessness is a housing issue, as we will see in Elizabeth’s experience of losing her home of 14 years and ending up in a dangerous congregate shelter. Homelessness is an income inequality issue, as we will see in Gabe and Lainie through their many years of working full-time without ever being able to get back on their feet, a reality shared by millions of low wage earners in America. Homelessness is a health issue, as we will see in Jennifer’s and Tom’s stories, a result of gaping flaws in our physical, mental, and behavioral health care systems that plague so many of our communities. Homelessness is a criminal justice issue, as we will see in the relational brokenness that accompanied Timothy’s many years behind bars followed by his perpetual loss of freedom to find decent housing and work with his felony record. Homelessness is a family welfare issue, as we will see in Rand’s story, all too often a consequence of divorce, child abuse, and neglect in the foster care system. And homelessness is a basic humanity issue, as we will see in countless stories through this book, including the persistent stigma and shame that Ray feels, Linda’s belief that her struggles are hers to shoulder alone, the relational poverty and isolation that Jeffrey and many others describe. Together, these stories convey the intersectionality of homelessness and, therefore, the inherent need for a wide range of solutions and interventions.

Forgotten Humanity

As we traverse city streets, stop at traffic lights, walk down suburban sidewalks, and hike along rural roads or mountain paths, we walk by our unhoused neighbors, usually ignoring their plight and the factors that may have led to their circumstances. For many of us, “walking by” is all we know how to do, believing the problem is far too big to address, and being unsure of what to say to our neighbors experiencing homelessness. Sam Tsemberis, the originator of the Housing First model in the United States, said, “we have to shut down a piece of our own humanity to be able to walk past another human being that is in such a difficult situation.”18 A recent study by Chris Herring suggests that “as public perception of the homeless community shifted toward criminalization, 911 calls related to homelessness skyrocketed, resulting in a 72% increase in police interactions with members of the homeless community.” More policing did not result in favorable outcomes or solutions, but rather, criminalizing homelessness and poverty “dispossess[es] the poor of property, create[s] barriers to services and jobs, and increase[s] vulnerability to violence and crime.” Herring continues, “This can lead to a cycle in which housing secure people are contributing to reduced security for people experiencing homelessness and a system that criminalizes poverty” (emphasis in the original).19 When we walk by, we effectively accept the status quo and sentiment that nothing can be done to help our neighbors experiencing homelessness. This hurts everyone, housed and unhoused alike.

Instead of providing affordable housing units, developing forward-­thinking homeless navigation centers to coordinate care, integrating individuals with mental health issues into our communities, ensuring immediate access to medical care as needed, hiring returning citizens with felony records, or simply getting to know our unhoused neighbors as neighbors, we instead respond with fear, confusion, and avoidance. Local residents protest “not in my backyard,” politicians cower, and the news media perpetuates the uniform imagery of “the homeless.” Not surprisingly, the lived experience of our neighbors experiencing homelessness tends to be marked by extreme stigma and shame, exclusion, paternalism, rote stereotypes of “lazy, crazy, addicts, and rejects,” and a pernicious hyper-individualism that looks at hardship and suffering solely through the lens of individual attributes and choices—“they” must deserve it.

Perhaps most consequential of all, we barely know each other as fellow human beings. Aside from stable housing, the most significant resource our neighbors experiencing homelessness lack is nurturing relationships, which most of us likely take for granted.20 Consider for a moment who you would call if you had a crisis at two o’clock in the morning. Most of us have an established network of support we can call on, day or night, no matter the crisis. Even a few trusted people on standby is far better than nothing. But many individuals experiencing homelessness are deeply isolated and do not have these support networks, sometimes because they have never had them, sometimes because bridges have been burned by one side or the other (or both), and sometimes because the networks they rely on are simply unable to provide them with the support they need, often because they too have extremely limited resources.

There is an important distinction between being alone and experiencing what we call relational poverty. Most of us want to be alone from time to time, even from our closest friends. This is different from not having nurturing relationships with others, and not being able to build them: because of how our society treats people experiencing homelessness, the relational poverty they experience is often of our making. We have cut them off, so to speak.21 We neglect, stigmatize, otherize, and criminalize them—we do this as individuals, and our cities do this for us at scale. To be sure, we are rarely aware of any of this. We are socialized from a young age to walk by people experiencing homelessness because “there’s nothing we can do.”22 This is disastrous for our neighbors experiencing
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