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Introduction 

 Approximately 650,000 people in the U.S. on any given night are homeless (National 

Statistics & Research, 2012). Some people may think homelessness is not prevalent in the 

U.S. because it is a developed country, but this startling number indicates otherwise. One 

does not even need to go to big cities such as Los Angeles or New York City to see homeless 

people. By simply walking down State Street or Liberty Street in Ann Arbor, Michigan, one 

can see homeless people sitting against the wall with cardboard signs asking for food or 

money. When people see these homeless citizens, they sometimes walk by without even 

acknowledging their existence. This could be due to a sense of discomfort people feel about 

homeless people asking for money or simply the fact that they are sitting on the road in an 

unclean state. For our symposium project, we aim to address the issue of society’s attitude 

towards homelessness. By conducting an online survey, we hope to learn more about how 

students perceive homeless people. This data will help display the current state of mind of 

people who surround us every day. We hope to use our symposium project to collect 

information about people’s perceptions, educate others about people suffering from 

homelessness, and change society’s views of the homeless. 

Literature Review 

 It is important to study homelessness not only to understand the demographics of 

people who are homeless, but also to gain a better understanding of the effects of the stigma 

of being homeless. People sometimes think of the homeless as middle-aged men, drug 

addicts, or uneducated people. However, there are also families and children who are 

homeless. It is important to be aware of this in order to reduce the negative stigma associated 



with the homeless. In addition, in order to reduce the occurrence of homelessness, it is crucial 

to understand the circumstances of people who are homeless. The way people act towards 

homeless people on the streets or other public places can have dire effects on that homeless 

person’s trust in others and ability to find a job and place to live. If people continue to have a 

negative outlook, they will be unwilling to help the homeless. Often educating people on the 

lives of the homeless and the causes of homelessness can reduce the stigma and stereotypes.  

 This stigma is explored in the study “Humanizing the Homeless; Does Contact Erode 

Stereotypes?” (Knecht & Martinez, 2009). The study explores the contact hypothesis, which 

is the idea that positive contact with homeless people will positively change the attitudes 

people have about them. The study involved an online survey taken by 234 participants 

before and after an event called the Project Homeless Connect. This was a volunteer event 

located at the University of Denver. The purpose of the event was to provide homeless people 

with social services. The survey assessed three main aspects of attitudes toward the homeless: 

Perceptions of the homeless, [Government] Policy, and [Government] Spending. Results 

show that while people's opinions on government policies and spending did not change after 

the event, perceptions of the homeless did significantly change, specifically perceptions about 

the causes of homelessness. The study found the contact hypothesis to be effective when it 

came to attitudinal changes toward homeless people, but explained that most people in our 

society are not provided with the extensive contact with homeless people that would allow 

this change to occur. 

 Furthermore, in “Changing Attitudes Toward Homeless People: A Curriculum 

Evaluation,” a course designed for medical students about homelessness, was shown to 

significantly improve scores on the Attitudes Toward Homelessness Inventory (Buchanan, 

Rohr, Kehoe, Glick, & Jain, 2004).  The course consisted of lectures, clinics, tours, and 

assignments that focused on the demographics of homelessness, chronic disease 



management, and community-led programs.  According to Buchanan et al. (2004), homeless 

people often account for over one-quarter of inpatients in Veterans Affairs and public 

hospitals, but there was no pre-existing training that documented an improvement in attitudes 

toward homeless people.  After completing the course, the 18 participating medical students 

scored higher on their belief that homelessness has societal causes, their willingness to 

associate with homeless people, and their belief that homelessness is a solvable problem.  

Therefore, it can be posited that attitudes toward the homeless are changeable, and proper 

training can help individuals combat one of the saddest societal problems of our time.   

Methods 

 In order to analyze the perceptions that University of Michigan students have about 

homeless people and to test the conclusions about education and contact with the 

homelessness found in these two studies, we created a survey that focused on what we 

considered to be some of the harsher stereotypes about homelessness. We generated these 

stereotypes while brainstorming as a group considering different reactions we had seen to 

homelessness during prior experiences. These stereotypes included: safety concerns, who is 

at fault for homelessness, the cleanliness of the homeless, what they use money for, and their 

mental capabilities. In the survey, we also questioned participants about their personal 

contact with homeless people. Participants were given the option of choosing more than one 

answer to best explain their opinions for the specific question. After getting the results from 

our survey (the majority of the people who took the survey were students of the University of 

Michigan), we analyzed each question and compared our results to the literature we found on 

the topic. 

Results 

 When asked about concerns for safety around a homeless person, the majority of 

participants (69%) indicated that they have a slight concern for their safety.  30% of 



participants stated that they feel safe and not in danger, 2% stated that they are concerned 

about their safety and felt in danger, and 0% indicated that they felt as if they are in 

immediate harm and danger. Secondly, when asked who is the most to directly blame for the 

number of homeless people in this country, 50% of participants indicated that homeless 

people themselves are to blame because “help is available to those who seek it.” 42% stated 

that our government is to blame, as “they are not providing enough aid;” 29% indicated that 

the general public is to blame because “all it takes is a few caring individuals to help 

someone;” and 21% stated that the families of homeless people are to blame because “it is 

their responsibility to take care of their family members.” When participants were asked what 

they would do if a homeless person asked them to give them money for food, 41% indicated 

that they would not give money because they’re not sure what the homeless person will spend 

it on, 37% indicated that they would offer to buy the homeless person food, 22% indicated 

that they would walk by without giving money, and 14% indicated they would give them 

money. When participants were asked what they would do if they saw a homeless person 

walking down the street with their hands full drop a black wallet on the ground and were not 

sure if the person noticed or not, 67% stated that they would “go and pick up the wallet and 

hand it to them.” 33% indicated they would “yell over and tell them they dropped their 

wallet,” 6% stated they would “pause then continue and hope that they see it,” and 2% stated 

they would “keep walking.” Most participants (65.3%) indicated that when it comes to the 

differences between homeless people and non-homeless people in mental capabilities, “it 

depends on the person.” 33% of participants indicated that “homeless people in general are 

more mentally disabled than non-homeless people in general,” 10% indicated that “homeless 

people in general are equally mentally disabled as non-homeless people in general,” and 0% 

indicated that “homeless people in general are less mentally disabled than non-homeless 



people in general.” Finally, 82% of participants had not had extensive personal contact with a 

homeless person, while 18% had. 

Discussion 

 The survey showed that the majority of University of Michigan participants hold 

several stereotypical beliefs about homeless people. For example, most of them feel slightly 

concerned about their safety around homeless people. This is a direct concern since students 

could potentially interact with homeless people on campus. In addition, 50% of the 

participants thought that the homeless individual is to blame to some extent for their 

homelessness. This could be because the participants are not fully educated on the causes and 

factors of homelessness; therefore, they believe that the individual is to blame for their 

homelessness. Furthermore, the survey showed that the participants did not trust homeless 

people to make responsible decisions with money. Thus, the participants indicated that they 

would rather buy the homeless person food or not give them anything rather than give them 

money. On the other hand, the survey indicated that participants were willing to return a 

homeless person’s wallet if they dropped it. In addition, a majority of people concluded that it 

depends on the person when comparing mental capabilities of a homeless and a non-homeless 

person.  

Conclusion 

 From our survey, it can be concluded that there needs to be an opportunity to be 

educated about homelessness, specifically the causes of homelessness. This could be done 

through volunteer opportunities, which can enable students to interact with homeless people 

in a safe setting. This type of initiative could change the negative perceptions people have 

about homeless people.  
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