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Abstract 

Homelessness remains one of the most persistent social problems affecting millions of individuals worldwide. It is a multidimensional 

phenomenon influenced by poverty, unemployment, inadequate housing, domestic violence, mental illness, substance abuse, and social 

exclusion. The issue extends beyond the absence of shelter and encompasses deprivation of dignity, security, health, and social participation. 

Social workers play a critical role in addressing homelessness through advocacy, case management, counseling, rehabilitation, community 

mobilization, and policy interventions. Drawing upon historical foundations established by pioneers such as Jane Addams and Mary 

Richmond, contemporary social work adopts both micro-and macro-level approaches to support homeless individuals and families. 

This paper examines the concept, categories, causes, and consequences of homelessness, with particular emphasis on the role of social 

workers in facilitating social inclusion and sustainable rehabilitation. The study also reviews governmental initiatives, including shelter 

programs and urban livelihood missions, aimed at reducing homelessness. Findings suggest that effective homelessness interventions require 

integrated approaches combining affordable housing, employment opportunities, healthcare access, social protection, and community-based 

support systems. The paper concludes that social workers serve as vital agents of social change who can bridge the gap between vulnerable 

populations and institutional resources while advocating for equitable housing policies and social justice. 
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Introduction 

Homelessness is a growing global concern that reflects 

deep-rooted socioeconomic inequalities and structural 

disadvantages. Individuals experiencing homelessness often 

lack access to adequate housing, stable employment, 

healthcare services, education, and social support systems. 

In developing countries, rapid urbanization, migration, 

poverty, and limited affordable housing options have further 

intensified the problem. Homeless populations frequently 

face discrimination, social exclusion, health vulnerabilities, 

and barriers to accessing government welfare schemes. 

Historically, social work has played a significant role in 

responding to homelessness through both direct service 

delivery and policy advocacy. Early social reformers such as 

Jane Addams and Mary Richmond emphasized community 

support, social diagnosis, and environmental influences on 

human well-being, laying the foundation for contemporary 

homelessness interventions. Modern social work practice 

recognizes homelessness as a complex social issue requiring 

comprehensive and multidimensional solutions. 

In India, homelessness remains a significant challenge 

despite various governmental efforts to provide shelters and 

livelihood opportunities. The homeless population faces 

difficulties related to identity documentation, sanitation, 

healthcare, employment, and personal safety. Women, 

children, elderly individuals, and persons with disabilities 

are particularly vulnerable. Given these challenges, social 

workers are uniquely positioned to address both individual 

needs and systemic barriers through counseling, advocacy, 

community engagement, policy development, and social 

https://researchtrendsjournal.com/
https://researchtrendsjournal.com/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20548633


International Journal of Trends in Emerging Research and Development https://researchtrendsjournal.com 

 

423 https://researchtrendsjournal.com 

justice initiatives. Understanding the role of social workers 

in ending homelessness is therefore essential for designing 

effective interventions that promote dignity, inclusion, and 

sustainable social development. 

 

Role of Social Workers in Ending Homelessness 

In 2024, "Empowering Social Workers! is the theme that the 

National Association of Social Workers (NASW) has 

chosen for Social Work Month. Motivating People, 

Encouraging Transformation. The contributions of social 

workers to the struggle against should never be 

underestimated or forgotten homelessness throughout 

history and into the present month. Jane Addams, a 

trailblazing social worker in During the years 1890 and 

1900, was a leader in the settlement home movement., 

creating refuges for families hit hard by poverty, 

immigration, and city life. This was the beginning of 

contemporary social work. Social workers and other helping 

professions may thank these early community organizing 

initiatives for laying the framework for their ongoing 

advocacy and system-level change-making efforts in 

response to poverty.  

Among those who have laid the groundwork for direct 

social work is Mary Ellen Richmond, frequently referred to 

as the "founding mother" of social casework practice in 

1989. The results of Richmond's volunteer casework with 

low-income families and people (what was then called 

"friendly visiting") inspired the development of these 

concepts. The idea that a person's circumstances dictate the 

kind of treatment they get was Richmond's social diagnosis, 

which he developed in this study. Additionally, her study 

uncovered "six sources of power available to clients and 

their social workers." These findings went on to form the 

1970s, when Systems Theory was first proposed, a social 

work theory that is still used today to provide interventions 

and services for people experiencing homelessness. Systems 

Theory aims to comprehend an individual's context within 

their environment, and how factors like relationships, 

environment, and economic status interact to shape their 

behavior. As a result of the groundwork laid by social work 

trailblazers like Addams and Richmond, modern social 

workers and other helping professions are better positioned 

to combat homelessness and structural injustices. Within the 

homeless response system, social workers provide clients 

with the resources they need to reconstruct their lives via 

direct-service jobs including housing navigators, street 

outreach workers, and case managers. In addition, social 

workers take on challenges policies that exacerbate 

homelessness, examines and tackles systemic issues, and 

operates at a macro or systems level. improvements, and 

spearhead programs and initiatives that alleviate 

homelessness and build fair housing. Like many other 

helpful professions, social workers are often motivated to 

serve others by their own personal story of triumphing over 

hardship. Consequently, A lot of social workers are in a 

unique position to advocate for systemic change that 

considers not just their own backgrounds but also that of the 

individuals they assist and the organizations they work for. 

In their pursuit of a more just, equitable, and inclusive 

society, social workers amplifying the stories of those who 

are homeless and other oppressed and disadvantaged 

groups. 

Houseless Households and Institutional Houseless 

According to the 2011 census, there were two types of 

homeless households: those living in homeless shelters and 

those without homes. Homeless people are defined as those 

who do not have a permanent residence and instead make 

their homes in public spaces such as highways, sidewalks, 

underpasses, stairwells, open houses of worship, train 

platforms, etc. A group of people living in an institution and 

using the kitchen as a communal space is called an 

institutional home. Residential educational institutions 

include schools and colleges; medical institutions include 

hospitals and sanatoriums; religious institutions include 

ashrams; and social institutions include homes for the 

elderly, orphanages, and juvenile detention centres (Census 

data, 2001). An "unsheltered household" is defined as "... 

households lacking a structure that would be considered a 

dwelling" in the United Nations System (1998:50) [8]. On a 

more or less haphazard basis, they sleep outside, in 

entrances, on platforms, or wherever else they may find to 

put their meagre belongings. According to the United 

Nations (1999) [9], When individuals lack a stable residence, 

we classify them as homeless. sleep, whether it be in a 

shelter, an abandoned building, or a welfare facility. 

 

Houselessness Defined by The Developing Countries 

Homelessness is characterized by a lack of suitable, safe, 

long-term, and consistent housing. for a person, family, or 

community in Canada. The Western world has prioritized 

social isolation. It indicates social isolation or 

marginalization due to a lack of social relationships and 

contacts (Edgar et al., 1999) [3]. Somerville (1992) [4] 

emphasises the gender inequalities. Homelessness, 

according to his concept, is likely to signify quite different 

things to men and women. The loss of property rights is 

likely to make men feel disadvantaged. Women would be 

deprived of the opportunity to focus only on their home 

duties. Somerville incorporated this explanation. According 

to him, women experience homelessness to a greater extent 

than males (Somerville, 1992, p. 535) [4]. Dupont (1998) [5] 

avoids using the word "homeless" because it ties the 

absence of a place to sleep with the loss of a family or 

community, even if these phrases may not always refer to 

the same individuals. 

In a UN report, the group described Living without a 

permanent place to call home is what we mean when we talk 

about a homeless household. They sleep more or less 

randomly anywhere they may set their flimsy possessions, 

which might be in doors, on piers, or the streets. United 

Nations, 1998 [8], page 50. An acceptable shelter must meet 

certain criteria as outlined under the auspices of the Year 

2000 Global Strategy for Shelter and the Commission on 

Human Settlements. The following factors are taken into 

consideration: cost, seclusion, area, safety, illumination, 

airflow, foundational infrastructure, proximity to essential 

services, and employment opportunities. 

 

Types of Houseless Population 

There are distinct groups of individuals experiencing 

homelessness. In terms of where they live, the homeless 

may be divided into two groups: individuals in urban 

regions and those in rural ones. Those who are completely 

without a home and those who are experiencing relative 
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homelessness are two additional types of homeless people. 

The United Nations considers both extreme and chronic 

forms of homelessness to be the same. A person is said to be 

"absolutely homeless" if they do not own a permanent 

residence. and must rely on emergency shelters. People are 

considered to be homeless if their residences do not provide 

them with enough shelter from the weather, running water, 

proper sanitation, a stable place to live, and protection from 

harm. These folks are conveniently located near places of 

work. Meanwhile, healthcare and education do not use more 

than 50% of their income. 

Numerous types of homelessness in Australia have been 

classified by the ABS. According to these groups, 

homelessness is defined in connection to basic housing 

requirements in the community. They show how diverse 

people's experiences of homelessness are based on their 

unique circumstances and requirements. The term "roofless" 

is used by some to describe someone who is homeless. Put 

simply, it entails making one's home on vacant lots, parks, 

or streets. Among the many forms of homelessness, this one 

gets the most attention. Some individuals believed that 

being homeless meant constantly switching between 

different kinds lodgings provided by friends and relatives, 

such as houses, refuges, and hostels; or that it meant 

permanently living in boarding houses, sharing facilities 

without any kind of security of tenure. Secondary or tertiary 

homelessness is how the ABS classifies it. 

 

Solution To Chronic Homelessness 

A solution to chronic homelessness may be found in 

permanent housing that also provides social services. For 

the housing first strategy to be most effective, it must be 

applied to the permanent supportive housing paradigm. 

Without first demanding participation in psychiatric or 

sobriety treatment, this client-driven technique just gives 

quick access to an apartment. Once clients have moved into 

their new residences, they have access to a variety of 

programs designed to assist them in maintaining their 

housing and making positive changes in their life. 

In addition to assisting those at risk of homelessness, the 

supporting policies will work to prevent them from 

becoming chronically homeless. Affordable housing with 

supportive case management, health care, employment, and 

programs for mental health and drug misuse are all 

examples of policies that may help. 

 

Cyclically homeless: Individuals who experience a shift in 

their living circumstances, such as the loss of a job, a jail 

sentence, or a hospital stay, and then lose their housing, are 

referred to be cyclically homeless. 

 

Temporary homeless 

Someone is considered to be temporarily homeless if they 

are just without a place to sleep for a brief time. The demise 

of an existing residence is one potential cause of this. 

Tragedies like fires, floods, and wars are major causes of 

temporary homelessness. Finding a cause for the transient 

homelessness is challenging. This population is not often 

included in studies because some academics do not believe 

they are really homeless. 

There are two other types of homeless people: those living 

alone and those staying with relatives. A homeless 

household consists of a person experiencing homelessness 

and their immediate family members. Alone, some of them 

are enduring the night. Researchers believe that, in contrast 

to homeless families, it is more difficult to track down 

individuals experiencing homelessness due to their 

propensity to migrate. Aside from that, there are certain 

homeless persons who remain outside all year round. It is 

also challenging to track some of them since they are 

seasonal travelers. They range from migrants inside the state 

to those moving across states. In 2011, the Census of India 

established a new category for people living in institutions 

without homes. The term "institutional homeless “describes 

a collection of people who do not share a home but who 

share a kitchen and live in institutions. There are other ways 

to categories the homeless, such as by age, gender, caste, 

religion, language, socioeconomic status, etc. The homeless 

may be categorized into three groups: those living in 

industrialised nations, those in developing countries, and 

those in third world countries. Simply said, homeless 

individuals do not care about any of these labels or 

classifications; they will remain wherever they can find 

shelter. They make every effort to secure the bare 

necessities, such as food and shelter, while warding off the 

antisocial and the local self-government agency that deals 

with invasion. Poverty, instability, vulnerability, drug abuse, 

mental and physical disease, ethnicity, nationality, and the 

urban-rural component are all included as characteristics of 

the homeless by HABITAT 2000. 

The problems faced by those without homes are more 

intricate. The municipal and state administrations in almost 

every Indian city have paid little attention to the plight of 

the homeless. Governments have been notoriously bad at 

providing even the most basic necessities for citizens to live 

in the last many decades. There is no easy solution to the 

issue of homelessness, given the complexity of the societal 

challenges. There are several facets to the homelessness 

problem, and individuals often experience more than one 

cause for their homelessness. Homelessness stems from 

systemic problems as well as personal ones. Individual, 

societal, and economic variables are all seen to be intricately 

related to it. Not only must we address meeting individuals 

experiencing homelessness in the short term, while assisting 

tackling systemic issues such inadequate social housing and 

restricted access to private renting housing for those on 

assistance or with low wages. One of the government's 

excellent efforts that may help houseless persons achieve 

their dreams is providing shelters. It ought to result in 

physical and social mainstreaming as well. 

 

Causes of Houselessness 

Poverty: Extreme poverty and homelessness go hand in 

hand. Housing, food, child care, medical treatment, and 

schooling are all out of reach for the poor. When you're 

poor, all it takes is a bad break, an accident, or a loss of 

income to put you out on the streets. 

 

Housing: One reason people end up homeless is because it's 

hard to find affordable accommodation, particularly in 

cities. 

 

Lack of employment opportunities: It goes well with low-

income people. A lack of work possibilities leads to 
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inadequate revenue. Jobs are hard to come by because of the 

high unemployment rate. 

 

Decline in available public assistance: Poverty is a direct 

result of the reduction in the provision of the public 

assistance system. Poverty is worsened by the rejected 

public aid system. The priorities, needs, and demands of 

those experiencing homelessness should inform reforms to 

the public assistance system. Conventional wisdom is 

wrong. 

 

Lack of Affordable Health Care: Getting the quality 

health care you need may be difficult when funds are 

limited, since poverty and disease go hand in hand. 

Obtaining cheap health care facilities becomes even more 

problematic when there is little or no regular income. 

 

Domestic Violence: A major reason why people end 

themselves homeless is because of this. 

 

Mental Illness: People often find themselves without a 

house because of this. 

 

Addiction: Homelessness increases among the 

impoverished and addicts.  

 

Reasons for Houselessness 

It generally takes a chain reaction of unfortunate 

occurrences for a person to end up homeless. When the first 

three requirements aren't met, it might lead to homelessness. 

A person needs food, clothes, and a place to live. The first 

and most fundamental necessity is food, and some 

individuals without homes may decide that it's preferable to 

leave their current living situation than to risk starvation in 

their current dwelling. Streets, open spaces, temples, hum-

pipes, railway stations, houses not built for housing, etc., 

might serve as resources, while begging could be an 

opportunity for livelihood. It is possible that they would 

discover, during their hunt for livelihood prospects, that 

they are severely underequipped in both knowledge and 

competence. Consequently, people settle for the job that's 

accessible to them, even when it means sacrificing some of 

their preferences, safety, and security. This makes it such 

that they have very little food, the most fundamental 

necessity. Their poverty, lack of education, current way of 

life, migration, instability, etc., prevent them from staying 

connected to society. On occasion, they indulged in anti-

social behaviours and even developed an addiction. 

As a whole, individuals end up on the streets due to 

insufficient affordable housing and job prospects. Some 

people end themselves on the streets due to their poor 

income. The inability to get stable housing due A lack of 

resources to cover essential living costs is a major 

contributor to homelessness. After all, it's all about money. 

When basic necessities like food and shelter are financially 

out of reach, we say that an individual is poor. The article 

provides additional details about the profession and monthly 

salary. table that follows. 

Those without homes have few marketable skills and earn 

pitiful wages. There are a lot of factors linked to one's 

profession and monthly income, such as job insecurity, lack 

of social connections, day-to-day challenges, living from 

hand to mouth, unmet basic requirements, ignorance, and 

inadequate education. They have no choice but to take the 

offered job description while they are at the point of life 

when they are homeless. Their income is lower in this 

setting. The gathered data is presented below with this 

context. 

 

Problems Faced by The Homeless in The Indian Context 

There are several facets to the problem of homelessness. 

Important concerns like food security, cleanliness, 

livelihood, and access to safe drinking water are included 

herein. Identity, belongingness, and self-esteem are more 

problems that it raises. 

Politicians in India have ignored the plight of the "street-

dwellers" while concentrating on the "slum-dwellers" as 

they live on property that may be used for commercial 

purposes. Consequently, these individuals are essentially 

denied access to citizenship privileges like social programs, 

adequate sanitation, voting rights, the public distribution 

system, or the Aadhaar card. They are considered nameless 

and unidentifiable due to the lack of an official address. 

In addition to suffering from hunger and poverty, being 

homeless makes a person feel unsafe and susceptible to 

violent threats. Most people experiencing homelessness 

have some kind of medical condition, and those who do 

often lack the means to pay for or get access to adequate 

medical treatment. Mental health problems and substance 

misuse are frequent consequences of street life, which is 

already precarious for those who experience it. As a result, 

drug misuse becomes a common behavior among the 

homeless. 

Homelessness affects people of both genders, although 

women are more susceptible (UN Special Rapporteur 2005: 

14). The government-run night shelters are just as dangerous 

as the streets for them. Women often choose to forego these 

shelters in favor of living on the streets due to the high 

number of complaints they have filed about molestation, 

sexual assault, and harassment. In addition, women face 

sexism in the job manifests itself in reduced pay or outright 

rejection from prospective employers. This highlights the 

link between gender and homelessness. A strong 

relationship exists between violent crime and homelessness 

or even poor housing, according to the same survey. 

Children who are homeless or living in deplorable 

circumstances have their growth, development, and security 

severely hindered, according to empirical research from 

India (ibid). Inadequate sewage and garbage disposal 

systems, potable water, and other sanitation services leave 

homeless individuals living in deplorable circumstances 

very susceptible to contagious illnesses. This is on top of the 

fact that homeless persons are already socially isolated due 

to a lack of community assistance. Lastly, they are already 

in a precarious position, and stigmatization and social 

marginalization make matters worse. 

Homelessness affected almost 1.82 million individuals in 

the US in 2011, according to the Census. However, there are 

gaps in the enumeration that cause the Census total to be 

significantly underreported, according to certain research. 

Most persons living on the streets either avoid enumerators 

and surveyors altogether or are day laborers who aren't 

accessible when the surveys are often taken. In pursuit of 

employment or safety, others are also always on the move, 
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bouncing about the city or even from one city to another. 

The number of persons experiencing homelessness has been 

steadily increasing from 1961 to 2011, according to research 

conducted by Sattar (2011) [11]. Homelessness kept rising 

until 1981. Until 1981 did it start to fall. Homelessness has 

persisted in metropolitan regions throughout the last decade, 

from 2001 to 2011, although it saw a little decrease in rural 

areas. 

Villages had a higher concentration of homeless individuals 

compared to cities up until 2001. Although there was an 

whereas while the urban homeless population has grown, 

the rural population has seen a precipitous decline in the last 

decade (Sattar 2011) [11]. The high concentration of 

homeless people in remote regions decreased by about 4.5 

lakhs between 1991 and 1981, from 17.24 lakhs to 12.82 

lakhs. 

Most obviously, this is because the rural poor in India were 

able to find work and better living circumstances in the 

metropolis after the reforms of 1991, which attracted them 

to the area. 

 

Government Initiatives to Eradicate Homelessness 

The failure of the primary reason why no government 

initiative has been able to end homelessness is because it 

has not tackled the root causes of the problem. The 

individuals in charge of building night shelters in almost 

every major city in India are government officials. The fact 

that they both there not enough of these shelters, but they 

also lack the necessary materials and are completely 

uninhabitable (Ramani 2019) [12]. 

One of the first programs to address homelessness head-on 

was the National Urban Livelihood Mission (NULM). 

Homeless people were not the intended recipients of 

programs like JNNURM or policies like programmes in 

rural regions, such as the Indira Awas Yojana (IAY), the 

Rural Landless Employment Guarantee Programme 

(RLEGP), or the National Urban Housing and Habitat 

Policy 2007 (NUHRP). In 2013, the MoHUA launched the 

National Urban Livelihoods Mission (NULM), which 

includes the Scheme of Shelter for Urban Homeless (SUH). 

For cities to comply, they have to "...(e)ensure availability 

and access of the urban homeless population to permanent 

shelters including the basic infrastructure facilities like 

water supply, sanitation, safety and security," as per these 

regulations. The specifications for these all-weather shelters 

were extensive and included features such as adequate 

ventilation, running water for drinking and bathing, standard 

lighting, pest management, a clean and sanitary atmosphere, 

and more. They were to accommodate 50 to 100 people. 

Additionally, the recommendations emphasized the need to 

connect those experiencing homelessness via various social 

assistance programs, including as public food distribution, 

the ICDS, and EPIC. An anonymous source claims that 

"(a)ll homeless persons, in shelters should be given priority 

under various schemes and government programmes" (ibid). 

On the other hand, the NULM policy doesn't say anything 

about how to include working homeless people in current 

labor laws, guarantee them minimum and fair salaries, or 

provide them with a system to complain against or have 

their problems resolved if they experience discrimination or 

abuse. 

 

Shifting Social Worker Attitudes Toward Homelessness 

By virtue of their education and experience, social workers 

are qualified to guide individuals facing homelessness 

through the systems that are supposed to address their needs 

According to the National Association of Social Workers 

(2017) [6]. Despite a four-year rising trend in the number of 

persons experiencing homelessness and a classification of 

over 110,500 individuals in the US as chronically homeless, 

there is a scarcity of licensed social workers working in the 

field of homelessness (U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development, 2021) [10]. The American Academy of 

Social Work and Social Welfare's 2016 "Grand Challenge" 

program aimed primarily at ending homelessness, as pointed 

out by Henwood et al. (2015) [7]. Sociology Education 

Council published a curriculum outlining coursework to 

address this issue (Henwood & Akaynian, 2020) [13]. 

Microaggressions and prejudice against people experiencing 

homelessness may be shown by trained professional social 

workers due to the lack of a curriculum specifically focused 

on homelessness in master's degrees. In the fight against 

homelessness, another factor to think about is a curriculum 

that primarily emphasizes teaching micro-level techniques. 

For example, treatments like motivational interviewing and 

critical-time therapy may be taught and used in homeless 

programs. intervention, etc.), can overlook the need of 

programs and interventions at the mezzo- and macro-levels. 

Individuals seeking a social work master's degree who 

emphasized systemic rather than individual practice 

reported higher levels of competence in areas pertaining to 

more frequent social action. It has not been proven that 

exposing MSW students to homelessness through field 

placements alone consistently results in good feelings for 

those who are destitute (Aberson & McVean, 2008) [14]. 

Rather than addressing systemic issues, an exclusive 

emphasis on micro practice runs the risk of reinforcing the 

stigmatizing belief that homelessness stems from a person's 

own shortcomings (Belcher & DeForge, 2012) [15]. 

But research in other fields shows that specialized training 

for homelessness may alter public perceptions of the issue. 

For instance, according to many studies, instruction for 

faculty, students, and anyone involved in educational 

initiatives have the potential to influence homeless people to 

be more vocal in their support for social change. 

Furthermore, medical students had a more positive outlook 

on providing treatment to the poor when they volunteered at 

homeless shelters (O'Toole et al., 1999) [16]. There is a lack 

of best practices for reducing stigmatizing attitudes, 

particularly towards homelessness, although exposure to the 

population and education on the proximal and distal causes 

of homelessness may improve attitudes for dealing with this 

community. 

 

Conclusion 

Homelessness is not merely a housing issue but a complex 

social phenomenon shaped by economic, social, political, 

and personal factors. Poverty, unemployment, inadequate 

housing, domestic violence, mental illness, and substance 

dependency collectively contribute to the growing incidence 

of homelessness. The consequences extend beyond physical 

deprivation and include social exclusion, poor health 

outcomes, vulnerability to violence, and diminished 

opportunities for social mobility. 
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Social workers occupy a central position in addressing these 

challenges through direct interventions, resource 

mobilization, advocacy, policy reform, and community 

empowerment. Their professional skills enable them to 

support homeless individuals in accessing housing, 

healthcare, employment opportunities, and social welfare 

services while simultaneously advocating for systemic 

changes that address the root causes of homelessness. 

Government initiatives and shelter programs provide 

important support mechanisms; however, sustainable 

solutions require integrated efforts involving policymakers, 

social workers, community organizations, and civil society. 

The study highlights the need for comprehensive housing 

policies, inclusive social protection systems, accessible 

healthcare services, and employment-generating programs 

to prevent and reduce homelessness. Strengthening the role 

of social workers in these processes can contribute 

significantly to building a more equitable, inclusive, and 

socially just society where every individual has access to 

safe and dignified living conditions. 
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