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Despite a growing and increasingly more diverse network of homeless services, the number of

homeless individuals in Boston, and across the nation, has increased dramatically over the past

decade. The National Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients (1999) estimates that

between 2.5 and 3 million individuals are homeless.

Existence for an individual who is homeless is one of isolation from mainstream America with/and a

lack of access to housing, to meaningful jobs, to adequate health care, and to connections with friends

and families. The individual who is homeless is subject to violence and criminal activity and lacks

meaningful connection with community. In addition, homelessness all too often occurs in combination

with chronic mental illness, alcoholism, substance abuse and addiction, AIDS/HIV, or other chronic

and disabling illnesses or disabilities.

Considering the problems of chronic poor health, low job skills, limited experience, poor education,

troubles with the law, the stereotypes, social stigma, and low self-esteem associated with

homelessness and disability, obtaining quality employment and earning a living wage is often a

seemingly unattainable goal for an individual who is homeless. A national study found that obtaining

employment was a primary need for the individual who was homeless, and cited lack of employment

as the single most important factor in maintaining homelessness (Burt, et al., 1999). Despite the

employment barriers that homeless people face, few programs have been developed to help homeless

people to access and keep jobs. One federal housing demonstration program report for the homeless

(Westat, 1995) found that employment-related services were the most frequently cited unmet

need.

Positive Signs

Although more research has been conducted on housing, shelter, and health care programs for the

homeless than on employment, recent efforts have demonstrated promise about employment

outcomes and job success.

•  A JTHDP final report summarized over 60 programs working with over 45,000 individuals
nationally during the 1990s. Thirty percent of the participants were able to obtain employment


