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PREFACE

The Stewart B. McKinney Homeless Assistance Act was signed into law in July 1987,
marking the Federal Government’s first comprehensive initiative to "provide urgently
needed assistance to protect and improve the lives and safety of the homeless." This
emergency legislation created new programs to address the multifaceted needs of
homeless peopie in the areas of emergency food and shelter, transitional and longer term
housing, primary health care, mental health care, alcohol and other drug abuse
treatment, education, job training, and income assistance. Nearly 5 years later, progress
has been made in the development of a network of services targeted to homeless people,
and some knowledge of effective service strategies is being gained through program
demonstrations, evaluations, and related research. However, the plight of homeless
individuals and the impact of homelessness on the Nation in the 1990’s leave no doubt
that much remains to be accomplished and that efforts to resolve this complex social
problem demand attention and require more complete understanding.

In May 1988, under authority of the McKinney Act, the Homeless Demonstration and
Evaluation Branch of the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA)
in the Department of Health and Human Services, awarded nine demonstration grants to
community-based public and nonprofit entities. These projects implemented and
evaluated a variety of proniising outreach, service delivery, and treatment intervention
models. A final report of the national evaluation of these demonstration grant projects
will not be completed until September 1992. However, preliminary findings indicate that
effective strategies are characterized by access to a wide variety of services and resources
to facilitate reentry into the community, an understanding of the diversity within the
target population, and treatment approaches addressing multiple dimensions of a
homeless person’s life. NIAAA initiated a second national demonstration program in
September 1991, awarding 3-year funding to 14 research demonstration projects, all of
which address at least three common research objectives: (1) reduction of the
consumption of alcohol and other drugs, (2) improvement in levels of shelter and
residential stability, and (3) improvement in economic and employment status. The
overarching goal of both research demonstration programs is to increase knowledge and
understanding of effective approaches to service delivery for homeless people with
alcohol and other drug abuse problems. Among these approaches has been the
examination of innovative strategies to provide job training and employment services to
this population.

The Department of Labor (DOL) is the Federal agency authorized by the McKinney Act
to address the employment-related causes of homelessness. The Employment and
Training Administration (ETA) of DOL planned and implemented the Job Training for
the Homeless Demonstration Program (JTHDP). During fiscal year 1988, ETA
administered 32, 1-year demonstration projects. The first-year evaluation of the JTHDP
found that a strong demand exists among homeless persons for employment and job
training services. The evaluation also found that alcohol and other drug abuse problems
are "a primary reason why individuals and families are not able to take full advantage of
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JTHDP services, do not fully benefit from training opportunities, are not placed in jobs,
and do not succeed in employment settings" (R.O.W. Sciences, Inc., 1991, p. x). These
issues present an immediate and continuing challenge for those who provide job training
services as well as for those professionals in alcohol and other drug treatment programs.
In addition, at the present tine NIAAA and DOL continue to engage in ongoing
consultations to develop effective service dolivery models that include both job training
and alcchol and other drug abuse treatment components.

The purpose of this technical assistance (TA) paper is twofold. First, it summarizes the
relevant research that connects the arenas of homelessness, alcohol and other drug
abuse, and employment and job training services. Second, it draws on the NIAAA and
the DOL demonstration projects as well as other programs to provide examples of
various innovative programs across the country that have made progress in meeting the
considerable challenge of serving the comprehensive employment needs of homeless
persons who have alcohol and other drug problems. It is anticipated that this TA paper
will advance knowledge and promote new understanding of this crucial and complex
issue, as well as suggest new directions for developing future interventions to meet the
challenge of providing job training and employment services to homeless persons with
alcohol and other drug problems.

Robert B. Huebner, Ph.D.

Chief (Acting)

Homeless Demonstration and Evaluation Branch
Division of Clinical and Prevention Research
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism
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CHAPTER 1

EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES OF HOMELESS PERSONS WITH
ALCOHOL AND OTHER DRUG PROBLEMS

SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM

Although the majority of homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems clearly
have had problematic work experiences, the specific antecedents of their work difficulties
are much less obvious. This limited understanding poses a considerable obstacle for
planning interventions to promote stable work situations for these individuals. This
chapter reviews relevant literature from two disciplines to discuss the extent and nature
of unemployment among homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems. First,
this chapter summarizes recent epidemiologic studies of alcohol problems among
homeless people, research that has provided critical empirical knowledge of the multiple
factors operating in the lives of these individuals. Data pertinent to homeless persons
with other drug abuse problems also are presented. Second, the fundamental concepts of
classic ethnographic studies on homeless persons with chronic alcohol problems are
discussed to enhance a contextual understanding of the work-related attitudes and
behaviors of this population.

There is a growing recognition that solutions to the job training and employment
difficulties of homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems require a broad
scope of study and intervention. Understanding the employment patterns of this
population necessitates an apprzciation for the multiple and intcrrelated factors that have
the potential to influence an individual’s vocational functioning. At the societal level,
economic trends shape the type and number of jobs available. Individual factors such as
educatior., training, interpersonal skills, work history, physical health, access to social
supports, transportation, criminal record, and mental health are all relevant to the task of
getting and keeping a job. This chapter attempts to provide the theoretical and empirical
foundation necessary both for a fuller understanding of the employment experiences of
homeless persons served by the innovative programs described in Chapter 3 of this
document and for developing additional innovations.

EPIDEMIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

Recent epidemiological research has been particularly useful in formulating a profile of
homeless people with alcohol and other drug problems. Specifically, the Los Angeles
Skid Row Study (Koegel and Burnam 1987a, 1987b, 1988) and *he Baltimore Homeless
Study (Fischer and Breakey 1987; Breakey et al. 1989; Fischer and Breakey 1990) both
employed empirically validated instruments to identify alcohol problems. The Baltimore
study is of additional interest because it examined nearly equal numbers of male and
female respondents. The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA)




has supported extensive analyses of alcohol-related data in both these studies, including
comparisons of alcoholic and nonalcoholic persons within the homeless population as
well as comparisons of homeless alcoholics to alcoholics with stable residences.
However, empirically based information available about homeless illicit drug abusers is
more limited. A study of black adults who used homeless shelters in Washington, DC,
focused on patterns of illicit drug abuse and compared a homeless sample with the
general population (Milburn et al. 1989). In addition, the national evaluation of the
National AIDS Demonstration Research Project (NADR), funded by the National
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), described a substantial number of homeless
intravenous drug users (IVDU’s). Unfortunately, usable data regarding the employment
and job training experiences of persons in homeless familics are virtually nonexistent.

Alcohol Use on Skid Row in Los Angeles

Koegel and Burnam (1987a, 1987b, 1988) found that the lifetime prevalence of alcohol
abuse or dependence among the Los Angeles inner-city homeless population was nearly
63 percent, and more than 65 percent of homeless persons had a lifetime diagnosis for at
least one psychiatric disorder other than alcchol problems. Nearly 69 percent of those
with an alcohol diagnosis also had diagnoses for one or more other disorders. This study
identified two subgroups of homeless pesple with alcohol problems. One group
consisted of so-called pure or traditional alcoholics who closely resembled the chronic
public inebriates on skid row whose histories were chronicled during the 1950’s and
1960’s. Individuals in this group tended to be older white males who had served in the
military, who had children, and who had been married at one time but were currently
single. Persons in the second group were characterized as so-called nontraditional
homeless alcoholics because they had at least one other disorder in addition to an
alcohol disorder. They were more likely to be younger, to be female, to never have been
married, and to have no children. Several character’tics were likely to be shared by
persons in both alcoho! disorder groups; specifically, persons in either of the alcohol
disorder groups repozted their health to be poorer than homeless persons who did not
have an alcohol disorder. Furthermore, in comparison with persons with no alcohol
disorder, those i either of the alcohol disorder groups were much more likely to be
characterized as being long-term homeless (Koegel and Burnam 1987b).

This study found that more than 80 percent of the homeless persons of inner-city Los
Angeles were unemployed, suggesting the enormity of employment problems among this
popuiation. Nevertheless, data from this study also refute a common stereotype of
homeless people as having given np on their search for work: 66 percent of the
homeless persons in this sample reported that they were still looking for work. Also,
results of this study suggest that even though the employment experiences of homeless
persons with alconol problems are similar to those of other homeless people in many
respects, there are also several important differences. Whereas persons in the pure
alcoholic group were more likely to report periods of stable employment in the past,
those periods were more likely to have been longer ago in the past. In comparison with
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homeless people without an alcohol or other disorder, persons in the pure alcoholic
group were more likely to report having not worked at all in the past year, having
worked fewer months at a greater number of jobs, and having a longer time period since
their most recent job. In contrast, persons in the pure alcoholic group tended to be
more successful with recent job experiences than homeless persons with other psychiatric
disorders. The Los Angeles study also found that homeless persons with alcohol
problems were much less likely than housed persons with aicohol problems to be
currently fulfilling vocational roles, despite comparable personal and parental educational
backgrounds. Problem behaviors that could be expected to interfere with future job
prospects were much more common throughout the lives of homeless persons with
alcohol problems.

Alcohiol Use Among Homeless Men and Women in Baltimore

The Baltimore Homeless Study compared homeless persons with alcohol problems,
homeless persons without alcohol problems, and housed persons with alcchol problems.
A group of the housed population was characterized as poor persons on the basis of low
income. The study classified 67 percent of homeless men and 28 percent of homeless
women as alcoholics. Furthermore, the study found unemployment to be pervasive
: among the Baltimore homeless, regardless of gender or of the presence of alcohol
problems. More than 85 percent of homeless men with alcohol problems reported that
they had been unemployed for at least 6 months, as did nearly 79 percent of nonalcoholic
homeless men, 74 percent of alcoholic homeless women, and 83 percent of nonalcoholic
homeless women. Persons with alcohol problems, whether male or female, were more
likely than persons without alcohol problems to report having received income from
illegal activities. One-third of the women with alcohol problems reported having engaged
in prostitution for income. This study also found that "the homeless alcoholics were
considerably less likely to be employed than alcoholics in the total household sample, but
did not differ in work experience from the poor housed alcoholics" (Fischer and Breakey
1990, p. 5). Poor housed persons with alcohol problems were more likely to receive
public support than the others. Homeless alcoholics also tended to have more severe
drinking problems than housed alcoholics. On the whole, these findings from the
Baltimore study are similar to the results from the comparison of homeless and housed
alcoholics in Los Angeles.

Black Adults Using Homeless Shelters in Washington, DC

A study by Milburn and colleagues (1989) that surveyed black adult shelter users found
that 65 percent of the respondents had completed at least 12 years of schooling.
However, 56 percent of the total group lived below the poverty level. Interestingly, those
individuals with the highest incomes were more likely to have used illicit drugs than
persons with the lowest incomes. A comparison of current illicit drug use among black
homeless adults and black adults in the general population suggested that the homeless
were much more likely to use cocaine.




Homeless Intravenous Drug Abusers

NIDA administers the NADR, with the goals of (1) changing drug use practices and (2)
interrupting the spread of human immuaodeficiency virus infection and acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome among IVDU’s and sexual partners of IVDU’s in
communities throughout the mainland United States, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and several
Mexican border towns. As of June 1989, standardized interview data on 4,824 IVDU
participants indicated that 18 percent (879) did not have a stabk living situation. Fifty-
five percent of IVDU homeless persons were living in shelters at the time of the
interviews, and the remaining 45 percent were reported as living "on the streets”
(Schuster 1989). These data also suggest that the illegal, underground economy is more
likely to be a major source of income for homeless IVDU’s than a legal job. This finding
is consistent with previous research indicating that users of illegal drugs are much more
likely than the general population to be criminally involved (see Hubbard et al. 1986).

ETHNOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVES

Dating back to the early 1900’s, ethnographers and other researchers have taken a
special interest in the subculture of skid-row alcoholics (Garrett 1989), who for the most
part were male, chronic alcohol abusers. Despite the fact that ethnographic studies can
provide contextual interpretations of the social processes that constitute everyday life for
homeless people (Koegel 1987), there have been few major ethnographic studies focusing
on skid-row alcoholics since "You Owe Yourself a Drunk" (Spradley 1970) and "Stations
of the Lost: The Treatment of Skid Row Alcoholics" (Wiseman 1970) were published.
These studies and others conducted during the 1950’s and 1960’s (see Garrett 1989) have
revealed valuable insights into the world of work that skid row alcoholics experience.
The usefulness of these insights has been bolstered considerably by contemporary surveys
that document the survival of traditional skid-row alcoholics among a larger and more
heterogenous homeless population. In fact, several fundamental concepts drawn from
classic ethnographic studies are still useful in examining the context of unemployment
among homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems. These include the daily
round, the loop, the rehabilitation framework, return vs. breaking in, and cycling out
(Wiseman 1984). These concepts can be especially instructive for those wishing to

understand and address the high drop-out rates among this population in job training
programs.

The daily round refers to repetitive patterns of everyday life for homeless persons. A
majority of homeless persons today consider themselves to be "loners," and past studies
often described skid-row alcoholics as "disaffiliated." Nevertheless, a typical day for many
homeless persons includes repetitive patterns of obtaining subsistence as well as continual
interpersonal interactions with other homeless persons, the police, human service
providers, ministers, and others. Although these interactions do not typically constitute
what many people would consider to be substantial social support, they do constitute the
social world of homeless people. Therefore, they are essential to understanding the
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beliefs and behaviors that underlie the subculture of the street. A daily round in the
streets does not reinforce a mainstream notion of work, nor do people making the round
typically feel that realistic alternatives for another way of life are available to them. For
people living on the street, occupational status or work interests have little meaning;
getting by each day with little or no money takes precedence. This alternative subculture
can have a powerful draw. Once a homeless person develops a social identity that is
embedded in the street culture, he or she may find it very difficult to give up the social
contacts encountered on the daily round to pursue job trazining or employment.

The loop refers to the cycle of major life experiences typical of traditional skid-row
settings. These include surviving on the streets with the assistance of shelters, missions,
and soup kitchens; going to jail; and participating in alcohol and other drug abuse
treatment programs. Garrett (1989) argues that the concept of the loop is not outdated,
even today. "Making the loop" can be consideted to be a deviant career, and in this
sense the possibility of a stable mainstream job competes directly with an already existing
career. Wiseman (1984) found that few skid-row alcohuucs experienced successful
transformations of their deviant identities and most continued to cycle through the loop.
Over the past two decades there have been major changes in the "stations" or stops on
the loop. The drastic reduction in housing supports for low-income persons with chronic
alcohol problems can be attributed to losses in single room occupancy housing and
rooming houses that accommodate single men as well as to the widespread closing of
protective institutional settings such as long-term residential programs in state hospitals,
county jail farms, and similar institutions (Wittman 1991). Consequently, although the
broad network of services implemented for homeless people durin, the past decade may
provide more numerous opportunities for escaping the loop today, this is not possible
through employment alone without alcohol- and drug-free housing that is supportive of
recovery.

The rehabilitation framework refers to the frame of mind that a homeless alcoholic
adopts while at a "therapeutic” stop on the loop (Wiseman 1984). In other words, while
they are in treatment programs, homeless alcoholics may begin to accept the possibility
of a successful transition to mainstream society. The following examples of comments by
traditional skid-row alcoholics on release from institutional treatment reflect such a
framework (Wisemann 1984, p. 762):

I'm hoping to "make it" in the outside world this time. I'm really going to
try and not drink and to get back on the track. . ..

I'm going to try to get back into society. I know that I've been leading an
aimless, useless life. It’s really no kind of life for anyone, there on Skid
Row. . ..

I'm going to work on my problem. I'm going to try to get back on my feet
and live with the respectable world again, . . .




Discussions with participants of the programs described in Chapter 3 of this document
suggest that these comments are not atypical of the frame of mind held by homzless
persons with alcohol and other drug problems who currently are participating in job
training and treatment programs.

The concept of return vs. breaking in highlights the fact that many homeless persons
with alcohol and other drug problems seeking recovery do not have an existing social
niche in mainstream society to which they can return (Wiseman 1984). Many persons
with alcohol and other drug problems face the challenge of breaking in to mainstream
society for the first time rather than returning to it. Others may have thoroughly
discounted previous conventional social rol:s after spending many years on the street.
The rehabilitation frame of mind mzy be hard to maintain as a homeless person with
alcohol and other drug abuse r.roblems contemplates "going out there" to find a job.
Again, examples drawn from 'Wiseman’s interviews with skid-row alcoholics are not unlike
the worries of contemporary homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems who
are planning a job search (Wiseman 1984, p. 765):

I know what is going to happen. Everything will be going along all right
until they find I didn’t work for nine months. When they ask why, and I
tell them I was in a mental institution for a drinking problem--that’s all,
brother. They say, "Don’t call us, we’ll call you". . ..

I wish that someone would go in ahead of me and say, "Look, this guy is an
ex-alcoholic, but he’s okay now. He hasn’t had a drink for some time and
he’s really trying to make it". That would clear the air, and then I could go
in and talk about my abilities. . . .

Skid Row is a bad address to have to put down on job applications. Right
away they suspect you. And you don’t have a telephone either so they can
get in touch with you. I sometimes offer to check back from time to time,
but you can see they aren’t impressed. . . .

These obstacles may continue to exist even for those who are able to get a job:

You aren’t current on your job anymore. You forget how to do it. You
your ] ym g

are certain that people are watching you and saying, "he can’t handle it". . .
(Wiseman 1984, p. 766)

Thus, the process of returning to or breaking into mainstream employment is fraught
with anxieties, worries, and distressful experiences that tend to break down the optimism
anc resolve that are a key ingredient of the rehabilitation frame of mind.

Cycling out means escaping the loop. Wiseman (1984) observed only two major ways to
escape, other than death. The first, becoming a live-in servant for an institutic", is no
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longer widely applicable today. The second escape, becoming a service provider in an
alcohol rehabilitation facility, is still viable in current society. Chapter 3 of this document
explores the various escape routes provided by innovative curient approaches to job
training and employment services in conjunction with alcohol and other drug abuse
treatment for homeless persons.

RELATIONSHIPS AMONG ALCOHOL, OTHER DRUG, HOMELESSNESS, AND
EMPLOYMENT PROBLEMS

One g:rennial question arises in discussions of alcohol and other drug problems among
low-income persons: Do adverse social circumstances cause alcohol and otker drug
problems or do these problems lead individuals to adverse social consequences?
Although both these causal relationships can be plausible under various conditions, one
commonly proposed explanation is the concept of downward drift, which hypothesizes
that the presence of severe alcoholism and other major disorders substantially diminishes
an individual’s vocational functioning, social standing, and financial well-being. In other
words, downward drift would suggest that alcohol and other drug problems and other
disorders are often a primary cause of unemployment and homelessness. Two limitations
of the downward drift perspcctive are that it appears to minimize the devastating
emotional impact of structural and cyclical unemployment on vulnerable individuals at
the social margin and the extent to which low-income people may use alcohol or drugs as
a chemical escape from th:eir conditior. The fact that homeless persons with alcohol and
other drug problems tend to have more severe symptoms than household alcoholics may
be interpreted as evidence for the downward drift theory. Koegel and Burnam (1988)
offer another interpretation: "There is . . . the radically different possibility that the
severity of alcoholism among the homeless is a consequence of their destitute situations.
Persons who drank heavily before thev “ecame homeless, and perhaps even some who
drank only in moderation, may cope witu «he privation of homelessness and their
damaged self-esteem by drinking yet more heavily” (p. 1017). These researchers
conclude that only well-designed longitudinal studies can clarify the downward drift issue.

SUMMARY

This chapter reviewed the available literature regarding the vocational backgrounds and
employment patterns of homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems.
Although the majority of homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems are
unemployed, many are actively engaged in the search for work. Recent research has
profiled two fairly distinct subgroups of alcohol abusers. The first subgroup consists of
persons with alcohol abuse problems only. These persons closely resemble the chronic
public inebriates who have lived in the skid-row neighborhoods of inner cities for many
years. They are likely to be older males with long-term alcohol use and have a history of
some stable employment in the distant past. The second subgroup has other disorders
along with alcohol problems, including major mental illnesses and other drug problems.
This group is younger, is more likely to include women, and has little in the way of stable
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work experience. Homeless persons with alcohol and other drug problems are more
likely to have been involved in illegal activities to gencrate income than homeless persons
who do not have these problems. Ethnographic research suggests that 