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One of the deepest potholes in the pathway 10 the societa) bliss
promised by democratic capitalism is the increasing problem of poverty
and homelessness in the United States. Despile the collapse of communist
diclatorships during the late 1980s, only extreme conservauves will clarm
that the United States offers a model society for the rest of the world o
follow. In a land where private property is a supreme value, one-half 10
3 million people are without domicile, and over 35 million live in poventy.
While Wall Sueet stock prices soared to new heigbts during the 1980s and
1990s so did the number of homeless people. Why do these people not
have homes? What can be done about it?

These two queslions are the basis of Micheal Elliott’s fascinating new
book Why the Homeless Dont Have Homes and What 10 Do About It
(Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim, 1993). Elliott is a Southern Baptist minister who
has been working directly with the homeless since 1979. He began s
homeless ministry with a small inner-city church in Louisville. Kentucky,
became executive direcwor of the Louisville Coalition for the Homeless,
and (hen executive director of Union Mission, Inc., which includes four
homeless shelter programs in his bometown of Savannab, Georgia. The
innovatve Grace House program consists of bringing together a diverse
group of volunteers (o help the homeless help themselves in a manner that
benefits both groups.

Why the Homeless Don’t Have Homes

Why are people homeless? On the basis of his personal experiences,
Elliow appropriately integrates both liveral and conservative explanations,
Liberals are correct in attributing homelessness to a loss of affordable
housing, deinstitutionalization, changes in family structure, catbacks in
federal housing and support programs, and growing poverty. Conserva-
tives are also correctin attributing homelessness to bad personal decisions,
an inability (0 manage money, alcoholism, drug addiction, laziness,
bad choice in friends, and teenage pregnancy. According to Ellio,
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“pomelessness 1 America is the result of both personal choice and a
complex setof social factors” (p.8).

Who are the homeless? During the 1980s, the alcobolic male hobo
was joined by children, women, and working men. Psychiacrists esti-
mate that 25% of all adult homeless are mentally i}l. By far the most
drastic and tragic change in the nature of the homeless is be appearance
of homeless children. A staggering 25% to 33% of the homeless are
children, Bom to teenage parents, tbey follow their mothers to home-
less shelters after their grandparents can no Jonger financially care for
tbem. Homeless children suffer from inappropriate psychological and
social development and enter into a vicious cycle of inadequate edu-
cation, delinquency, crime, and a repeiuon of the course of tbeir
parents—a higb school dropout and another lecnage pregnancy.

Another 25% 10 33% of tbe homeless population are women, many
of whom are suffering from drug addiction or mental illness. Homeless
women are forced to have sex on demand to feed tseir drug addiclions
or for protection on ihe streets. According (O Elliott, it is not clear
from his experiences whether these women become homeless and,
in response to these harsh living conditions, then become drug addicss,
prostitutes, and mentally jll, or vice versa. In either case, few of them
climb out of homelessness, and their children add to the homeless
population.

The largest group, accounting for 33% to 50% of the bomeless, are
men. Many are poorly educated. Some had lost jobs and dealt with their
failures by becoming alcobolics and drug addicts. Others were first
addicied to alcobol and drugs and then became jobless. Some are mentally
ill. Embarrassed by their economic and social failures, these men have cul
off relationships with their more stable parents, brothers, sisters, and
friends, and anonymously scek refuge in the service delivery system of
the nearest city.

Who is (o be blamed for this societal scar? In a broad-based attack on
homeless individuals and societal institutions, Elliott argues that

it is not only the homcless who must leam to name beir demons, but
governments must recogaize that throwing money ata problemis no answer
and that many of the old funding mechanisms do not work in today's world.
Religious organizations must regain their mission to be communites to all
of socicty’s members, especially the poor. The current social service system
has o understand that it is fighting a losing war if it wins only funding
batles. Yesterday's shelters have to know that they are making litde
difference meetng the true needs of e homeless. If new territory 1s not
surveyed, the bomeless problem will continue 1o worsen, and all parties
will grow increasingly frustrated at their inability to make a significant
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difference. This new territory will be explored when all involved name their
own demons and Jearn (hal recognition of a problem is half the solution

(. 18) .

» OoéEBoaw bas failed because desperately needed money was thrown
in the wrong directions. Contrary to public perceptions, there has been a
steady increase in government involvement with the com:n_omm during the
1980s. Major pieces of federal legislation include e Stewart B anﬁ?
ney Homeless Assistance Actof 1987 and the Family Support >op of 1988
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Who should be this catalyst? Elliott calls for a coordinated joint effort
between government and religious institutons. Government should attack
the structural causes, and the religious community should attack te personal
causes. Elliott offers common advice for both instimtions—establish a
diverse network of morally uplifing {dends for the homeless. Homeless
children need education and diverse morally uplifung friendships. Home-
less adults need social services and diverse morally uplifung friendships.
The hemeless need o engage in contracts with providers that make them
publicly accountable for thewr decisions and diverse morally uplifting
fmendships

Elliou’s modcl 1s his own Grace House program where the Jumor

League, gay community, religions communily, state government, and
local Alcoholic Anonymous groups all have direct and constant contact
with the homeless, forming a diverse netwark of friends as a safety net for
when things go wrong. On the basis of the Alcoholics Anonymous model,
the homeless must publicly admit that they are at the botlom of society
and thew Iifestyic is unaccepuabie, Itis only alier a homeless individual
“admils that he or she is homeless and then decides nol to choose such a
iife, the possibility of genuine assistance is possible” (p. 100). The social
services and friendships that follow focus on fulfilling basic needs and on
insulling a sense of self-worth and dignity. Al this point, the homeless
enter into partnerships with volunteers based on steenglis rather (han
weaknesses; thus both partners learn from each otber,

A sense of communily and responsibility is learned at the shelter
because the homeless must staff operations in exchange for food and a
place 1o sleep. Work skills learned at the shelter are linked (o potenual job
placements Life skills are apphed immediately, and the network of friends
hold the homeless accountable for thew behaviors in a supportive manner,

Unfortunawely. Elliott assigns businesses the very minor role of
providing chanly, volunieers, resources, and a small administrative fee
when businesses employ newly trained homeless workers. Providing jobs
is only briefly mentioned because many of the homeless lack markewble
skalls and a sirong work ethic. Many of the jobs that homeless people are
qualified to pursuc¢ pay minimum wage, which at a monthly gross income
rate of about $730, is not enough 1o pay for rent, food, clothing, day care.
wansporiauon, and other basic necessiues of lhife

What can businesses do (o reduce homelessness? For several years,

I'have been challenging swdents enrolled in my required master of

business (MBA) business ethics course to answer this question. Swdent

perception of homelessness is grealy influenced by television shows,
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News programs, movies, and the biased sample of panhandlers they meet
.aoE:Séz, As suggested by Elliot, T require that my students personally
Interact with the economically worst-off by volunteering 3 o 6 bours at a
local homeless shelter, meetng residents of low-income housing projects
w:a autacking the problem of poverty with group projects that can ca_
implemented in conjunction with the bomeless, low-income residencs and
community leaders,

Meeting toe bomeless often results in students destroying old stereo-
types. Students who lean nght on the political spectrum sauggle with
homeless people showing up at the shelter in work untforms. Those whao
tean left stuggle with homeless people who have drug and alcohol
ua&oco_; or those who have mastered the manipulation of public ser-
vices. Both groups of students tend 1o reach one of Elliot’s n:S.m.Q
no:n~:mmozwf5m:v_ weli-intentioned government programs, social ser-
vice agencies, religions instituuons, and local coalitions are fragmented
and fall far shor¢ of the goal Coordination of services is essenual and the
homeless mus( be held accounuable for the choices they make. Socjet
falls shortin the former and seldom autempts we latter. Much o«&.o ocqnzﬂ
cmnx._mu: in public opinion about the homeless is a consequence of social
Services not paying sufficient attention to the accountability issue.

?Q &:anaa_ choice as a caulyst is an Insitution whose role is
.-:Em_:m.:wba in this book—businegss. Developing exchange relationshi m
is s&&. management is all about. Businesses may succeed where oqu
Msututions have failed, by developing exchange relationships amon
the :o.so_om? govemment services, church groups, local ooEEozmm
oacnm:o_um_ institutions, and other businesses. In this sense ccﬁzﬁmom.
could consciously choose 1o do that which the invisible :m_.a has bee
unsuccessful.at, reducing homelessness, "

5_@ do the students have in mind? As the instructor, 1 push them (o
?:os through on their deeply held belief tha businesses can do a beqter
_ov tfan government ac solving social problems. In the tradition of Milon
_n:waEmS and neoclassical economic theory, they easily embrace the
radical idea that homelessness should be perceived by business leaders as

govemment and nonbusiness Inerest groups,
:xmﬁ”n: basic 8:.“_5_8: is that homeless shelters should be operated
businesses. Low-interest government loans could be obtained (o
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for low-income residents and would be linked with an already @Vu::m
pusiness as a joint venture. Residents who awﬁosmﬁmam mn_oao“M Qonnw
(hrough the program’s layers of 8;:&9:&‘855353 wou ) oo:EE
equity ownership, intemships with the joint venture firm, and ev

-lime employment,

E__L“MM\O_U ..mew.\””m center would be wcmﬁoﬂg by mo<m352:. mB:M.
social service agencies, educational institutions, and moow_ business m
In erms of educalional institutional support, we are in the Eon&ﬂo
establishing a network organization on campus that c::. oMa:ﬁacww N
student organizauon, adminisuative oaom. and moﬁo:do. wmo_c_uoa ©
serve these communities. We are developing m._.oscbm climge Wo , Mmm
involving the Law School, Medical School, ZEm_sm School, AEE ccm:_ y
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ad hoc services (such as painung, construction, cleanups) could be otfere

jes and fralernities. o

o wm “M”w_mom local businesses, we are developing a :o?.o? onmmsﬁwro:
n which accountants could volunteer (o do bookkeeping, _.:mi.ﬂm_._:m
managers could conduct fund-raisers, and bankers could ieach residen
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how 10 save money. In addition, one group of students is working on
establishing a transportation company that would enable low-income
residents (0 getio work, 1o do shopping, and to travel 1o government social
SErvices.

The local business coalition engaged i dhis project consists of repre-
sentatives from Madison’s major companies who are purchasing low-income
aparuments (o get local companies (0 senously tackle the problem of
poventy before the sicvation worsens. In addition to actuaily putting all of
these programs into existence, it is our hope to develop models that can
be used by other low-income neighborhood communities, universities,
and businesses. If the local business coalition or low-income housing
communities fail 1o adopt our plans, then we will seek other business
coalitions or low-income housing commmuniues that will. We hope that
church groups, such as Grace House, could adopt our model. Churches
should hink arms with businesses and use the unique talencs of thew
parishioners and employees (o serve and develop conlracts with those
living in poverty.

This book has several shortcomings. First, Elliott does not carry out

his solution very far. Granted, he is experimenting and many answers
remain unknown, Nonetheless, an in-depth how-10-do-it chapter based on
his shelier experience would have been welcomed. Second, his solution
of a new network of supportive friends could simply repeat the failure of
real families and former friends who were unable to stop a person’s initial
slide into homelessness. That is, homeless people who fail agajin in their
efforts to obtain sieady work or fight their addicdons may be too embar-
rassed totell their new network of diverse friends and move on to another
city in search of services.

Probably the greatest weakness of the book is the lack of well-grounded
statistical information about the homeless. Elliott leaves the data for the
sociologists, which is unfortunate on two counts. First, data on increases
in teenage pregnancies would strengtben his argument. According to the
January 1994 edition of Facts at a Glance published by Child Trends Inc.,
between 1980 and 1991, teenage births per 1,000 females increased from
53 10 62, and total teenage births nationwide increased from 271,801
368.451. Between 1970 and 1991, unmarried wenage births as a percentage
of all teenage births have skyrocketed from 30% (0 69%. According 1o
survey data, 85% of toe births 1o mothers 17 years old and younger are
unwanted, thus increasing the likelibood of the unwanted child being

‘passed (o grandparents and then to a homeless shelter. Once the nation

comes 10 its senses and bans guns, maybe the next agenda item could be




248  BUSINESS & SOCIETY / August 1995

banning teenage dirths. Second, some of the litde data provided by Elliott
are contracdiclory—the first chapter claims that at least 250,000 people are
homeless (p. 5), whereas chapter 2 claims it is at least 500,000 (p. 19).

Elliott's book s an honest firsthand account of his experiences operating
homeless shelters. The first chapter, “Denying the Demons,” is the most
informative [or students because it provides a concise summary of his
argument. Ellicit ends the book by challenging everyone with a stake in
the lalest buzzword of “community” (o physically put their hearts and
souls where their rbetonc is. But his hope seems limiled. He concludes as
follows:

Helpis often given only to those who are perceived to be worthy of people’s
time, money. and compassion Many people simply do not believe that the
homeless deserve their efforts. The bomeless thus receive some altention,
enough lo get by, but few of them are able Lo gather the resources necessary
to resume their pursuit of the American Dream. Unul enough people beheve
that bomelessness should not exist, the homeless will not bave homes.
(p- 110}

Juis time to encourage our students to tackle these issues by sending
them into homeless shelters and low-income neighborhoods. Their input
and {resh insights are desperately needed.
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