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Employment Diffi culties 
Experienced by Employed 
Homeless People
What you need to know
Over the last few decades, social policies 

and social services for people experiencing 

homelessness have focused on increasing their 

participation in the work force by addressing 

the factors that prevent full participation. 

These factors include drug and alcohol use and 

abuse, mental health, physical disability and a 

lack of human capital (the set of skills which 

an employee acquires on the job, through 

training and experience, which increase that 

employee’s value in the marketplace). In this 

sense, employment issues discussed within 

homelessness research have been limited 

to addressing the relationship between 

maintaining employment and individual 

deficits of people experiencing homelessness.
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This research investigates 
the interrelationship between 
homelessness and participation in 
the work force from the perspective of 
employed homeless people in Calgary, 
Alberta. It highlights aspects of the 
labour market that contribute to 
homelessness, and also demonstrates 
that many homeless people do work 
in some capacity (in contrast to the 
popular stereotype that all homeless 
people are unemployed).

The researchers found 
that homeless prevention 
strategies that rely solely on 
the labour market as a means 
of acquiring stable housing 
and exiting homelessness are 
narrow and ineffective. 

What did the 
researchers 
find?

The researchers interviewed 

61 people currently using 

homelessness services in Calgary 

who identified themselves as being 

both employed and homeless. 

These participants were either 

employed in part-time, full-time, 

and casual work, or self-employed. 

Some of the participants were 

employed at the time of the study, 

while others reported being 

recently unemployed from full-

What did the researchers do?

These approaches focus on skills 
training and development to im-
prove individual deficits, while 
ignoring the systemic forces that 
make it hard to find and maintain 
employment. Related to the char-
acteristics of the labour market, 
participants identified insuffi-
cient work, inconsistent pay, and 
poor relationships with employ-
ers as negatively contributing to 
their situation of homelessness. 
Regarding available economic 
opportunities, the researchers 
highlight the instability of tem-
porary employment that neither 
allows for building strong rela-
tionships with employers, nor 
allows for people to plan for the 
future. They also found that un-
satisfactory employment could 
lead to homelessness when peo-
ple quit their undesirable jobs 
and are then unable to afford 
housing. Considering the rela-
tionship between homelessness 
services and employment, the 
researchers note that most shel-
ters are set up only to provide 
temporary shelter and meet ba-
sic needs, while ignoring the em-
ployment needs of service users. 

HOW CAN YOU USE THIS RESEARCH?

This research can be used to show that many people 

experiencing homelessness are, in fact, employed. It can also 

be used to inform shelter policy such that the current strict 

meal times and sleeping hours become more relaxed in order to 

assist clients who are employed in after-hours shift work. The 

need to provide work confirmation forms to shelters in order to 

receive lunches and/or work-related equipment could also be 

re-assessed as this practice has been found to interfere with the 

employment opportunities of homeless people.

time or part-time employment. 

The researchers used the 

information from the interviews 

to report on labour market factors 

that directly affect people’s 

experiences with homelessness. 

These included characteristics 

of the labour market, available 

economic opportunities, problems 

with homelessness services, and 

difficulties becoming part of the 

work force.  

What is this research about?
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