Proposed Problem 1: Study of Mental Disorders among the Homeless


The United States Department of Urban and Housing Development (HUD) defines A chronically homeless person as (2008) - "an unaccompanied homeless individual with a disabling condition who has either been continuously homeless for a year or more, or has had at least four episodes of homelessness in the past three years." Prior to the Recession of 2008, it was estimated that around 2.3 to 3.5 million Americans were homeless (National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty) with the highest rates in the following States - Alaska, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Nevada, Oregon, Rhode Island, Washington State, and Washington, D.C. Of these, 1.5 million are children. It is estimated that the recession has forced 1.5 million Americans to homelessness due to loss of jobs or the inability to pay their mortgages and ballooning bills. It is a sad situation when one is confronted with homelessness - witnessing a sense of misery and hopelessness in the man, woman or child living rough in the streets at the mercy of the elements and strangers. While there are shelters and government measures put together to help the homeless - to feed them and to protect them, it is estimated that up to 58% of them remain unsheltered and still many more unaccounted for. The effects of the job loss created by the recession however have shown me another dimension to homelessness, one that I find increasingly dangerous. According to the National Coalition for the Homeless, around 16% of the Homeless in America are suffering from severe and persistent form of mental disorder. Depression expert Deborah Gray (2008) believes that this is partly due to the closure of key mental facilities and institutions all over the country, closures that had started some 40 years ago due to an HUD initiative. She declares –


"The idea was that community based outpatient facilities and supportive housing would take over. While this seems to have initially been implemented, cuts in public assistance over the last two decades have eliminated many of the support options for mentally ill people...So a certain portion of mentally ill people cannot receive care, and end up either in prison or on the street... Not only do they not have a home, but the mentally ill homeless are subject to violence and abuse in greater numbers than non-mentally ill homeless."

Depression, chronic and severe is a general symptom among many. So are schizophrenia, manic depressive/bi-polar disorder, anxiety disorder and obsessive-compulsive disorder. Often, many of these mentally ill homeless persons get arrested or incarcerated because of the nuisance they create. Sometimes though, their unmediated and unresolved mental illness can cause them to commit crimes, making them an open danger not only to themselves but to the general public. I propose to write an ethnography about Homelessness & Mental Disorders in my locality. I wish to investigate the current facilities in my county that treat mentally-ill homeless individuals and look into the available programs in place & ask the following questions - What are these programs? Who runs and funds the programs? Who determines who can avail of it? What are the available statistics of homeless-related crimes where mental illness is a factor? What are the profiles and life stories of these mentally-ill homeless individuals? Is there a pattern in their lives that led to psychosis and homelessness? If so, can it be used to identify individuals at risk of falling into the same possibility? I believe that to do this, I need to use a mixed methods approach - statistics and quantitative data from available studies by local agencies and government-published report to get the 'numbers' right. Qualitatively, I need to look at historical sources to determine the existence of and application of particular homeless programs especially that in relation to mental disorders in the area. I also need to cross reference this with Federal & state programs for the purpose of comparison. Then, I'd need to conduct interviews of homeless counsellors, psychologists, homeless advocates, and review criminal cases involving mentally-ill homeless individuals and interviews with the homeless themselves for the purpose of putting together as much qualitative detail as possible. I believe that the resulting ethnography will be of value to local policy makers and advocates especially in designing policies and programs that would help in alleviating the problem of homelessness and the risks of being a homeless person.

