
The Pathways Into Homelessness
project in Toronto interviewed
300 unaccompanied adult users
of homeless shelters to identify
characteristics of individuals who
are homeless for the first time.
The sample reflected the total
population of homeless shelter
users in terms of age, sex, level of
use, and type of shelter. Two fifths
of the sample were homeless for
the first time. There were more
similarities than differences be-
tween those who were homeless
for the first time and those who
had been homeless previously.
The prevalence of psychiatric and
substance use disorders and the
rate of previous hospitalization
did not differ between first-time
homeless persons and those who
had been homeless before. The
two groups were distinguished by
some childhood experiences re-
lated to housing. Both groups had
multiple indicators of serious
problems, suggesting that the
need for intervention is as press-
ing for persons who are homeless
for the first time as it is for the
larger population of homeless
persons. (Psychiatric Services
53:1472–1474, 2002)

Few epidemiological studies of
homeless populations focus on

persons who are homeless for the first
time. Male first-time users of home-
less shelters have been studied in
New York (1) and Montreal (2), and
women who are homeless for the first
time have been studied in Pennsylva-
nia and California (3). Studies of  re-
cent arrivals at homeless shelters in a
Midwest city (4) and the short-term
nonchronically homeless persons in
Florida (5) have contrasted these in-
dividuals with the general homeless
population. These studies provide
some evidence of less severe illness
and dysfunction among younger per-
sons who are homeless for the first
time, but there are also many similar-
ities between this younger group and
the larger group of homeless persons.
Kuhn and Culhane (6) complement-
ed these investigations by presenting
a typology for differentiating between
persons who are episodically home-
less and those who are chronically
homeless.

What we do know about the short-
term experience of first-time home-
less persons is not encouraging. In a
six-month follow-up study, Sosin and
colleagues (4) detected a pattern of
intermittent homelessness: of 65 re-
cent arrivals in homeless shelters, 80
percent exited from homelessness,
but 60 percent of these become
homeless a second time. In a study of
119 male first-time users of homeless
shelters, Fournier and associates (2)
found that 25 percent either had re-
mained homeless after a year or had
returned to homelessness after exit-
ing temporarily. These findings sug-
gest that many people who are home-
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less for the first time will become
homeless again.

This article is based on findings
from a study in which users of home-
less shelters in Toronto were inter-
viewed during a 12-month period
ending in July 1997 to identify char-
acteristics of individuals who are
homeless for the first time and to de-
scribe how these persons differ from
those who have been homeless more
than once.

Methods
The Pathways Into Homelessness
project used both quantitative and
qualitative interviews to estimate the
prevalence of mental illness among
homeless persons, to describe path-
ways into homelessness, and to iden-
tify areas for policy reform. A more
complete outline of the project’s ap-
proach, instrumentation, and meth-
ods has been published elsewhere
(7,8), as have reports based on the
qualitative findings (9).

An episode of homelessness was
defined as a lack of housing for at
least seven nights in the previous
month and no prospect of housing in
the next month. Episodes of home-
lessness had to be more than one
month apart to be counted as sepa-
rate occurrences. This requirement
ensured that contextual factors, such
as limits on the duration of shelter
stays, did not artificially increase the
number of reported episodes of
homelessness.

The sample was stratified by age,
sex, level of shelter use, and type of
shelter to match the proportions ob-
tained from Toronto’s Hostel Services
database, which details the previous
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year’s use of shelters by unaccompa-
nied persons aged 18 years or older.
Thus the sample reflected a popula-
tion of more than 10,000 homeless in-
dividuals. In the larger population,
days of shelter use differed signifi-
cantly between persons who had
stayed at a single shelter once during
the year (defined as low use) and
those who had had more than one

stay either at the same shelter (medi-
um use) or at two or more different
shelters (high use). Thus our sample
of first-time homeless persons was
unlikely to include many persons with
prolonged shelter stays. 

In addition to a structured inter-
view for diagnostic purposes, the
study participants were asked ques-
tions that covered sociodemographic

characteristics, employment and in-
come history, legal problems, social
support, history of homelessness, ad-
verse life events, physical health, and
service use. Measures of childhood
background were based on the defini-
tions of Koegel and colleagues (10). 

First-time homeless persons were
defined as those who had not been
homeless since the age of 18 years.
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Characteristics of first-time users of homeless shelters and users with multiple episodes of homelessness

First time Multiple episodes Total
(N=126) (N=174) (N=300)

N or N or N or Test
Variable mean % mean % mean % statistic df

Demographic characteristics
Age (mean±SD years) 32±12 34.4±10.9 33.4±11.4 t=–1.85 298
Sex, male 92 73 142 82 234 78 χ2= 3.15 1
Low parental socioeconomic

statusa 53 44 63 42 116 43 χ2.12 1
Completed high school 53 42 54 31 107 36 χ2=3.87∗ 1
Race, non-Caucasian 40 32 42 24 82 27 χ2=2.13 1
Marital status, ever married 33 26 50 29 83 28 χ2=.24 1

Childhood events
Family poverty indicatorsb 42 33 69 40 111 37 χ2=1.25 1
Adult member of household had

history of substance abuse 53 42 91 52 144 48 χ2=3.07 1
Member of household had

mental or physical disability 24 19 49 28 73 24 χ2=3.30 1
Public housing 14 11 34 20 48 16 χ2=3.76 1
Out-of-home placement 28 22 64 37 92 31 χ2=7.29∗∗ 1
Homeless for a week on own

before age 18 years 41 33 86 49 127 43 χ2=8.23∗∗ 1
Physical or sexual abuse 55 44 86 49 141 47 χ2=.98 1

Current economic conditions
Currently seeking employment 78 62 99 57 177 59 χ2=.76 1
Highest annual salary $42,862 $30,493 $35,636 t=1.35 289
No current income 53 42 56 32 109 36 χ2=3.08 1
Public assistance for 

previous 12 months 67 53 126 72 193 64 χ2=11.79∗∗ 1
Current social conditions

Current legal problems, such
as probation or parole 36 29 66 38 102 34 χ2=2.85 1

Has a confidante 77 61 101 58 178 59 χ2=.29 1
At least three distressing life

events in the 12 months
preceding homelessness 75 60 115 66 190 63 χ2=1.36 1

Current physical and mental health
Lifetime diagnosis of mental

illness 80 64 120 69 200 67 χ2=.99 1
Lifetime diagnosis of substance

abuse or dependence 81 64 124 71 205 68 χ2=1.65 1
Chronic illness in the previous

12 months 38 30 72 41 110 37 χ2=3.96∗ 1
Injury or short-term illness in 

the previous 12 months 54 43 69 40 123 41 χ2=.31 1
Psychiatric hospitalization in

the previous 12 months 9 7 9 5 18 6 χ2=.5 1

a Scored 1 or 2 on the Hollingshead-Redlich four-factor index of socioeconomic status
b See Koegel and colleagues (12)
∗ Two-tailed p<.05
∗∗Two-tailed p<.01



Differences between groups were
tested by using Pearson one-tailed chi
square tests for categorical data and
independent-sample t tests for con-
tinuous variables, with a significance
level of .05.

Results
The characteristics of the sample are
summarized in Table 1. Both groups
were predominantly male and had
impoverished socioeconomic back-
grounds with high rates of family his-
tory of mental illness and substance
abuse. The two groups were differen-
tiated by childhood events related to
housing history. Those who had been
homeless previously were more likely
to have had an out-of-home place-
ment (37 percent compared with 22
percent) and to have been homeless
before the age of 18 years (49 percent
compared with 33 percent). Child-
hood abuse was common in both
groups.

In both groups, current life condi-
tions included high rates of unem-
ployment and absence of income oth-
er than public assistance. A larger
proportion of first-time homeless
persons had completed high school
(42 percent compared with 31 per-
cent). First-time homeless persons
were also less likely to have received
public assistance before becoming
homeless (54 percent compared with
72 percent). Indicators of legal prob-
lems, social support (having a confi-
dante), and distressing life events
were similar between the two groups.

Lifetime substance abuse or de-
pendence and rates of psychiatric
hospitalization in the previous 12
months were also similar between the
two groups. Those who had been
homeless before were more likely to
have chronic physical problems (41
percent compared with 30 percent).  

Discussion
Persons who are homeless for the first
time represent a sizable proportion of
the overall population of homeless
shelter users. Two-fifths of the home-
less persons in this study had not been
homeless before in their adult lives. 

It is incorrect to assume that the
first-time homeless represent a high-
functioning group of individuals who
are only temporarily dislocated and

unlikely to return to shelters or the
streets. We found more similarities
than differences between those who
were homeless for the first time and
those who had been homeless before.
No gender differences were noted,
and in both groups there was evidence
of social disadvantage as well as men-
tal and physical illness. Rates of vari-
ous psychiatric disorders did not differ
between the two groups, and nor did
rates of previous hospitalization. In
contrast with most other studies, we
found no differences in substance
abuse between persons who were
homeless for the first time and those
who had been homeless before. First-
time homeless persons have multiple
indicators of serious problems and in
many ways resemble their more
chronically homeless counterparts.

The differences we found are not
surprising, and all have been reported
in at least one previous study. The
finding that persons who had previ-
ously been homeless are likely to be
receiving disability benefits and to
have chronic physical problems indi-
cates that this slightly older group has
had more opportunity to experience
multiple episodes of homelessness
and illness and to obtain income sup-
ports with the passage of time. A low-
er educational level in the chronically
homeless group reflects differences
in human capital that are modifiable
with appropriate rehabilitative inter-
ventions. 

The results of this study suggest
that certain childhood factors predis-
pose individuals to more chronic
homelessness. Poverty alone does not
seem to be a predictive factor, but
housing instability increases the risk
of continued homelessness. Out-of-
home placement and childhood
homelessness have also been identi-
fied as predictors in previous studies
(3–5). Early experiences of not having
a secure and stable place to live seem
to make it harder over the long term
to regain and maintain housing once
it has been lost.  

Conclusion
The results of this study underscore
the importance of primary prevention
strategies that target dysfunctional
families to improve their housing sta-
bility. Few risk indicators identify tar-

get groups for secondary prevention
strategies. Given the level of need
that is evident among persons who
are homeless for the first time, this
group should receive appropriate
services early. Such interventions
must be tailored to meet a variety of
needs given that this is not a homoge-
neous group. �
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