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Homelessness Perceptions: 
An Assessment of Society’s Willingness to Help the Homeless 

 
Introduction 
 People’s preconceived notions of a particular group of individuals reflects how they will 

interact with the group or individuals. Homeless people in particular have obtained a negative 

reputation and stigma associated with mental illness, unwilling to help themselves, criminal 

activity, and many more.  

 The main causes of homelessness are the inablity to pay rent, mental illness, domestic 

violence, unaffordable health care and addictions and substance abuse. The rising cost of housing 

dramatically effects the ability to afford housing while paying for other neccessary costs of 

living. Mental illness occurs in approximately 16% of the homeless popluation. 40% of the 

homeless men are veterans (National Coalition for Homeless Veterans) and 23% of the homeless 

population is comprised of families and children (U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2007). The 

National Coalition for the Homeless reported that 42% of the homeless population were African 

America, 39% were Caucastian, 13% were Hispanic, 4% were Native American and 2% were 

Asian. This shows the disparate representation of each race of American society who are 

included in the homeless population. 

 My study reveals the reasons hindering individuals from assisting some of the most needy 

in our society. This topic is of great importance to assist further research and agencies into 

educating and reshaping the way society handles the homeless. Also the research is beneficial in 

assisting homeless individuals in getting the help they need. My research question is: Do 

people’s willingness to help the homeless differ depending on their perceptions of the homeless 

person? 
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Literature Review 

 Professors of Social Work at Florida Atlantic University (Kane 261) investigated students’ 

perceptions of the homeless. Questionnaires were sent out asking students to identify different 

situations between 4 separate homeless vignettes. 207 respondents showed that male homeless 

individuals were linked with military service and substance abuse, and female homeless 

individuals were more favorably perceived as they were not able to afford housing. 

 Faculty from a University in South Africa researched the perceptions and reactions to street 

children in their community (Le Roux 901). They found that street children are often looked 

down upon as criminals and nuisances. Literature reviews were conducted to analyze the 

perceptions that were found by various researchers. The faculty concluded that those street 

children who begged were generally disregarded by police officials. 

A staff nurse, Ruth Parkinson, at a hospital in the United Kingdom researched various literature 

to draw a conclusion about nurse’s attitudes towards those who are homeless (Parkinson 227). 

Parkinson realized that nurses often come into contact with the poor, especially those who are 

homeless, and desired to discover more about the level of care towards this group of people. 

Content analysis was used from 10 articles to find that there was an inconclusive reflection of 

whether nurses treated homeless people with less respect and overall health care. 

 Two social workers in North Carolina sought out to find the relation between the homeless 

and the moral responsibilities of a Christian (Sackreiter 204). They concluded that there is a 

natural tendency to fear the homeless because we do not know them, therefore we are hesitant to 

give aid or interact with them. 

 Chuck Wen, a professor at the University of Toronto studied homeless people’s 

perceptions of their welcomeness in healthcare encounters (Wen 1011). He studied the 



Homelessness Perceptions     4 

experiences homeless people had with healthcare personnel and whether they received welcome 

or unwelcome responses. Wen pursued his study by conducting 17 in depth interviews with 17 

men and women across 5 shelters in Toronto. He discovered that homeless people felt that they 

were unwelcome were due to discrimination. My study is important because it further 

investigates the perceptions of the homeless and how one is likely to respond by helping the 

homeless based upon their perception of who the homeless individual is, the background of the 

homeless individual and whether the help is truly needed. Literature in this area of research 

demands more answers to what the initial perceptions of who the homeless individuals are.  

Method 

 Between Friday, September 23, 2011 and Tuesday September 27th, 2011, the study was 

conducted through Surveymonkey.com. The survey was then posted on my Facebook account 

and e-mailed it to people on my contact list. This ensured that the population that I was choosing 

from consisted of family, friends, and neighbors from several different groups in society. This 

selection of participants was chosen to reduce the amount of bias and influence of similar 

religions and backgrounds. Participants were selected themselves by their willingness to 

complete the survey online. The participants received instructions online on how to complete the 

survey. The survey was then given to the individual. The survey began with questions which 

helped gather information about the population being surveyed. The remaining part of the survey 

consisted of ten closed ended questions with a range of Definitely Agree, Agree, Disagree, and 

Definitely Disagree. 
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Results 
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 When asked whether the respondents would help a homeless individuals with a poor 

appearance 23% disagreed, 48% agreed and 28% strongly agreed; with a clean appearance 32% 

disagreed, 60% agreed and 8% strongly agreed.  

 When asked whether respondents would help a homeless individual with many 

belongings 4% strongly disagreed, 40% disagreed, 48% agreed and 8% strongly agreed; with no 

belongings 8% disagreed, 68% agreed and 24% strongly agreed.  
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 When asked if respondents would help a homeless individual talking to themselves 8% 

strongly disagreed, 36% disagreed, 40% agreed and 16% strongly agree.  

 When the respondents were asked if they would help a man with a “God Bless” sign 24% 

disagreed, 56% agreed and 20% strongly agreed; if they would help a woman with the same sign 

20% disagreed, 52% agreed and 28% strongly agreed.  

 When respondents were asked about a homeless individual holding a sign saying 

“Veteran” 4% strongly disagreed, 12% disagreed, 60% agreed and 24% strongly agreed that they 

would help.  

 When asked whether respondents would help a woman with a young child 8% disagreed, 

28% agreed and 64% strongly agreed; when asked about helping a family outside a shelter 4% 

strongly disagreed, 16% disagreed, 44% agreed and 36% strongly agreed.  

 When respondents were asked if they would help a man asking for help outside of a store 

4% strongly disagreed, 44% disagreed, 48% agreed and 4% agreed; if they would help a woman 

asking for help outside of a store 48% disagreed, 44% agreed and 8% strongly agreed.  

 The respondents were asked if they would help homeless individuals with various races. 

20% disagreed to helping an Asian, 72% agreed and 8% strongly agreed; if they would help an 

African American 20% disagreed, 68% agreed and 12% strongly agreed. 8% strongly disagreed 

to helping a Hispanic, 12% disagreed, 72% agreed and 8% strongly agreed. 4% of the 

respondents strongly disagreed to helping a Caucasian, 12% disagreed, 72% agreed and 12% 

strongly agreed.  

 When the respondents were asked if they would help a group of homeless individuals, 

8% strongly disagreed, 20% disagreed, 56% agreed and 16% strongly agreed.  
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 When asked whether the respondents would help a homeless individual not asking for 

help, 8% strongly disagreed, 16% disagreed, 52% agreed and 24% strongly agreed. 

 

Discussion 

 After reviewing the data collected from the surveys, some conclusions were made based 

upon the population sample that was tested. The perceived wealth of homeless individual 

affected the willingness of the respondents to help. Every participant from research has 

previously helped someone who is homeless so the answers may have derived from their 

previous experiences and how it will affect their willingness to help in the future.  

 When the respondents were asked about their willingness to help a homeless individual 

with a poor appearance versus a clean appearance, there was little significance between their 

responses. 76% had a positive response (agree or strongly disagree) to a homeless individual 

with a poor appearance and 68% had a positive response to a homeless individual with a clean 

appearance. From the population sampled appearance does not seem to be a big factor on 

people’s willingness to help a homeless. However, it does seem that people tend to react 

differently to a homeless individual that has a lot of belongings versus a homeless individual that 

does not have a lot of belongings with them. 56% of the respondents had a positive response to 

helping a homeless individual if they had a lot of belongings but 92% had a positive response 

toward a homeless individual that did not have many belongings. This significance shows that 

some people would be more likely to help a homeless individual that has a lot of belongings 

rather than a homeless individual that does have a lot of belongings. The sample tested showed 

that there is little statistical significance of a situation where a homeless individual is talking to 

themselves; 44% of the responses were negative and 56% were positive).  
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 When the respondents were asked about their willingness to help a homeless individual 

with a “God Bless sign” the responses were mostly positive (mean=78%)  but differed upon 

gender. The population that was sampled shows that they are more inclined to help a homeless 

person who is a woman (80% were positive responses) than a man (76% were positive 

responses).  The respondents showed a strong support for helping a homeless individual holding 

a veteran sign (84% had a positive response). The difference of willingness to help a homeless 

individual in gender applied slightly when respondents were asked about helping a man or 

woman outside of a store. The equal percentage (52%) of respondents would help either a man or 

woman outside of store however 4% strongly disagreed to helping a man where no respondents 

were strongly opposed to helping a woman. Although there was not a large statistical difference 

of help according to the gender of the homeless, it was shown in multiple questions that a small 

part of the population sample has more compassion towards women over men. 

 The response given on questions about helping a homeless woman versus a homeless 

man seemed to apply similarly with questions about women with children or a homeless family. 

A significant amount (92%) of respondents gave a positive response towards helping a woman 

with a child; of that amount 64% of those respondents answered that they would strongly agree 

that they would help a woman with a child. Similarly, 80% of the respondents had a positive 

response towards helping a family outside of a shelter. The conclusion can be made that people 

are more likely to help the homeless if a child is included. One belief that supports this 

conclusion may be that the child did not afflict the situation upon itself. A large amount of 

respondents also gave a positive answer towards helping a group of homeless individuals (82%). 

Perhaps a community of homeless attract the aid of others because there is a great need amongst 

more than one person, as well as the belief that a homeless individual is more likely to appear 
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honest about their situation. Groups such as youth groups in churches and clubs and ministries at 

schools who intend to help the homeless tend to go to an area where the homeless population is 

large and evident. This may prompt some respondents to be more likely inclined to help a group 

of homeless individuals because of history with helping in similar situations.  

 The respondents were asked about their willingness to help based upon 4 different races 

of hypothetical homeless individuals: an Asian, an African American, a Hispanic and a 

Caucasian. 80% answered positively about helping an Asian homeless individual, an African 

American homeless individual and a Hispanic individual but 84% answered positively towards 

helping a Caucasian homeless individual. However, only the races of Caucasian and Hispanic 

received a strongly disagree response.  

 Future research should be done on perceptions of the homeless to improve areas of 

funding and the allocation of our resources. If research is done on what the various perceptions 

of homeless individuals and groups are, society and organizations which help the homeless 

population will be more able to improve the causes behind homelessness and the ways the 

homeless are assisted.  

 

Conclusion 

 The research that was done on a sample of 25 participants showed that this population of 

people’s perceptions of who the homeless individuals were affected their willingness to help. 

From the respondents sampled, the perceptions of unnecessary need and gender affected the 

respondent’s willingness to help the homeless individual. The research conducted proves that the 

perceptions of who the homeless individuals and groups are, what their background is and 
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whether their need is legitimate affects the way others in society are willing to help these 

homeless individuals and groups.  
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Appendix 
SURVEY 

Please answer the following questions to your best ability. 
1. What is your gender?   A. Male  B. Female 
 
2. What is your age group?  _______ 
 
3. Have you ever helped someone who is homeless? (help= give money to, buy food for, spend time 
talking with, etc) 
 A. Yes   B. No 
 
Please answer the following questions in response to this statement: 
 I would help (give money to, buy food for, spend time talking with, etc) …  
 
4. A homeless man on the freeway with sign saying “God Bless”. 
 A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
5. A homeless women with sign saying “God Bless”. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
6. A homeless women with young child. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
7. A homeless family standing outside of shelter. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
8. A homeless man asking for money outside of store. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
9. A group of homeless people (ex: Skid Row, Tent City, etc.) 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
10. A homeless person wearing torn clothes, dirty, and bad hygiene. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
11. A homeless person with clean appearance. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
12. A homeless person talking to themselves. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 
 
13. A homeless person not asking for help. 

A. Strongly Agree B. Agree C. Disagree D. Strongly Agree 


