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Poiic 
to St 
A Surve 
Perspec .as· 
and Practices 
By DAVID L. CARTER, Ph.D. 
and ALLEN D. SAPP, Ph.D. 

A growing awareness con
cerning the homeless in 
our society prompts ques

tions concerning government re
sponses to the problem. However, 
this quickly reveals a kind of para
dox, since few jurisdictions operate 
government agencies with the re
sponsibility or resources to deal ad
equately with the diverse needs of 
the homeless. These unfulfilled 
needs range from the obvious
food and shelter-to the more 
subtle but no less serious-mental 
and physical rehabilitation, sub
stance abuse treatment, physical 
safety, child care, education, and 
skills training. 

~~--------------------------------------------,~ 

Yet, except for the police, many 
locales have no 24-hour social serv
ice agency that can provide even 
rudimentary assistance to the 
homeless. Moreover, because a po
lice department represents the only 
municipal agency that spends sig
nificant time "on the streets," it will 
most likely encounter the home
less on a regular basis. For these 
reasons, police managers should 
work to understand better the prob
lem of homelessness, and depart
ments should develop comprehen
sive strategies to deal with the 
social, economic, and constitutional 
issues surrounding treatment of the 
homeless. 

EARLY RESEARCH 
Previous research on home

lessness addressed a wide range of 
issues, including one particular area 
of concern to criminal justice offi
cials-the extent of criminality 
among the homeless. 1 On this point, 
most research indicates that al
though the homeless have higher 
overall arrest rates than the general 
population, the vast majority of 
their offenses do not involve vio
lence or even threats of violence 
against others.2 Rather, the police 
most often arrest the homeless for 
public intoxication, followed by 
theft/shoplifting, violation of city 
ordinances, and burglary.3 The 
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findings also suggest that criminali
ty among the homeless varies with 
amount of time spent on the streets.4 

For example, a 1988 study con
cluded that the chronically home
less were more likely to be dysfunc
tional and to become involved in the 
criminal justice system. This re
search further found that the chroni
cally homeless tended to experience 
severe social dysfunction in early 
adolescence and would most likely 
be arrested when they appeared " ... 
threatening in their behaviors and 
exhibited these behaviors in public 
places."5 

Other research identifies the 
positive correlation between serious 
personal problems, such as chemi
cal dependency, chronic bad health, 
or mental illness, and home
lessness.6 Similarly, another study 
suggests that temporary homeless
ness remains predominately an eco
nomic issue, while chronic home
lessness involves mental illness 

Dr. Carter is a professor of criminal 
justice at Michigan State University in 
East Lansing, Michigan. 

and substance abuse. 7 Therefore, 
responses to homelessness should 
take an integrated approach of 
mental health treatment, substance 
abuse counseling, social service, 
and employment assistance. 

This brief look at previous re
search affirms several important is
sues. The pervasive problems of 
mental illness and substance 
abuse-not simply extreme pov
erty-underlie the conditions of 
the chronically homeless. For 
this reason, economic support pro
grams alone will not resolve the 
problem. Therefore, when law en
forcement agencies develop poli
cies and practices to respond to the 
needs of the homeless, cooperation 
with mental health agencies and 
substance abuse centers is an inte
gral key to success. Effective pro
grams require cooperative efforts 
from a wide range of fields-the 
police cannot and should not be ex
pected to do it all. 

Dr. Sapp teaches criminal justice at 
Central Missouri State University in 
Warrensburg, Missouri. 

THE PERF STUDY 
To provide some additional 

framework for law enforcement 
agencies in this area, the Police Ex
ecutive Research Forum (PERF) re
cently conducted a comprehensive 
nationwide study of police policies 
concerning the homeless. 8 Re
searchers mailed questionnaires to 
chief executives of all municipal, 
county, and consolidated law en
forcement agencies serving popula
tions of 50,000 or more, or having 
100 or more sworn officers.9 Per
haps owing to the relevance and 
importance attached to this issue, 
the survey benefited from an unusu
ally high response rate of over 80 
percent, with 521 agencies return
ing completed survey forms. 

Perceived Problems 
Somewhat surprisingly, data 

from the PERF study revealed that 
police executives do not see the 
presence of homeless persons as a 
very significant problem in their 
communities. When asked to rate 
the presence of "street people" as a 
police problem, nearly one-half of 
the respondents (49.8 percent) indi
cated that homelessness was only a 
cursory problem. 

These findings may appear 
somewhat puzzling given the ex
tent of media coverage and public 
discussion regarding the homeless 
issue. The findings are also enig
matic in light of the distinct trend 
in American law enforcement to
ward problem-oriented and com
munity-oriented policing, both of 
which broaden the traditional 
scope of policing responsibilities 
into public service areas.1O Yet, 
these survey results suggest that 
these precepts have not influenced 
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perceptions of homelessness as a 
policing problem. 

Referrals 
While the police see the need 

for more general referral resources 
to provide social assistance to 
the homeless, the majority of re
spondents (61.2 percent) disagreed 
or strongly disagreed that the num
ber of street people is too hi o-h to 
deal with effectively. This reirrl-orc
es the findings that law enforcement 
executives do not perceive the pres
ence of street people to be a problem 
of any magnitude. And, though re
spondents clearly favored establish
ing more social referral ao-encies b , 

the police executives indicated that 
their departments enjoy good rela
tionships with those agencies that 
already exist. 

Police Concerns 
Still, two areas of broad concern 

did emerge among the respondents. 
First, police executives overwhelm
ingly agreed (92.7 percent) that the 
presence of street people increases 
the fear of crime among citizens. 
Second, a majority of respondents 
(74.6 percent) believed that the con
ditions in which street people live 
pose a public health hazard. 

While the strength of these con
cerns may seem to contradict the 
overriding belief that street people 
do not pose a serious police prob
lem, one respondent's comments 
may provide further insight: 

"[This] is not strictly a police 
problem and requires, like domestic 
abuse, a multidisciplinary ap
proach. Police are strictly a stopgap 
measure dealing with immediate 
problems and are not equipped to 
deal with root causes." 

This suggests that police re
sponsibility in this area is transient. 
Yet, reality dictates that the police 
~re generally the first, and many 
tunes the only, resource available to 
provide aid to the homeless. 

" ... the respondents 
consistently declined 
to rate the presence 
of street people as a 

significant 
problem .... 

" Police Policies and Procedures 
Still, respondents revealed that 

fewer than 10 percent of the sur
veyed departments established for
mal policies that specifically ad
dressed the homeless. Nearly 
one-quarter of the departments 
adopted specific policies dealino
with juvenile street people-pre~ 
dominately directed toward run
away and "thrownaway" youths. 
However, police typically dealt 
with the other street people as a 
function of custom under peripher
ally related issues, such as sub
stance addiction referral policies. 

Given that the majority of law 
enforcement executives did not 
view the presence of street people as 
a major police problem, it is not 
surprising that one-half of the re
sponding agencies had no training 
programs in place dedicated to 
handling the homeless. Where spe
cific instruction did exist, the most 
common form was roll-call training 
(25 percent), followed by a training 
seSSIOn for new officers (20 per-

cent), with 11.5 percent of depart
ments offering in service trainino-

• b 

concermng street people. The aver-
age length of training sessions for 
new officers on homelessness-re
lated issues was 6 hours, while the 
average for in service training was 
4.9 hours. 

For both recruit and inservice 
training, departments tended to use 
trainers from both the police depart
ment staff and other sources, such as 
social service providers. Training 
typically dealt with basic proce
dures and referral policies. 

On a related issue, 65 percent of 
the departments reported that they 
were regularly informed concernino
the availability of shelters for stre~ 
people, while fewer than 30 percent 
of the shelters informed officers 
concerning capacity. Again, roll
call training was the most common 
method of informing officers about 
shelter availability. 

Working with Other Service 
Agencies 

Overall, the respondents ex
pressed satisfaction with commu
nity resources available to assist 
street people on matters related to 
food, shelter, medical assistance 
clothing, and related factors. Still: 
respondents did identify several im
pOltant shortcomings, e.g., the gen
erallack of skills training, job refer
ral, and psychological assistance 
available to the homeless. 

An average of 6.6 shelters ex
i~ted in each responding jurisdic
tIon, with religious organizations 
and charities sponsoring the majori
ty (as opposed to governmental 
sponsorship). Most of these shelters 
provided short-term housino- for 1 b 
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week or less. A number of shelters 
"specialized" to address unique so
cial needs, such as battered women, 
runaways, and substance abusers. 

Over 80 percent of the re
sponding police departments pro
vided transportation for individuals 
requiring shelter, although the cir
cumstances under which they 
transported street people to shelters 
varied. Yet, despite their reliance 
on shelters, fewer 
than 5 percent of 
police departments 
reported having a 
formal agreement ~~~ 
with these organ
izations to make 
referrals. 

On a related 
point, 17 percent of 
the respondents in
dicated that their 
agencies had per
sonnel assigned 
s pecificall y to deal 
with the needs of 
street people, either 
on a full-time or part-time basis. 
Once again, the assignment of per
sonnel to address the needs of the 
homeless appears to be related to 
the perception of homelessness as a 
problem. Though these numbers 
remain small, they represent a con
nection between the identification 
of homelessness as a problem and 
the decision to designate depart
mental resources to aid street 
people. 

OBSERVATIONS 
The respondents in this survey 

reflected jurisdictions in which 
large populations of street people 
could be expected. Despite this, the 

respondents consistently declined to 
rate the presence of street people as a 
significant problem in comparison to 
all police responsibilities. Indeed, 
this finding was but one of many that 
challenged widely held beliefs about 
the homeless. 

Impact on Community 
Conditions 

Both the police and the 
public tend to view street people 

as a "public nui
sance." More
over, respond
en ts indicated 
the presence of 
street people in
creased the fear 
of crime and pre
sented a health 
hazard to their 
communities. 

At the same time, however, re
spondents reported that the homeless 
rarely commit serious crimes. Rath
er, they generally come to the atten
tion of police due to public intoxica
tion, panhandling, or exhibitincr 

behavior that is problematic-bu~ 
not criminal. It appears that public 
fear of the homeless as a contributincr 

b 

factor to crime is based predominant-

lyon the mere presence and appear
ance of street people and not on a 
quantifiable link between 
homelessness and crime. 

Social Assistance 
Respondents consistently re

ported that with respect to services 
for the homeless, assistance is avail
able in terms of food, shelter, medi
cal assistance, and chemical de
pendency. In essence, this may infer 
that the United States does a better 
job of dealing with the homeless 
than has traditionally been thought. 
This is not to imply, however, that 
improvements cannot be made, nor 
is it intended to understate the macr-

• b 

mtude of social conditions related to 
homelessness. Rather, it appears 
that from a social assistance per
spective, the picture may not be as 
bleak as is widely believed. 

Substance Abuse 
The survey revealed a 

strong perception among the 
police that the homeless pop
ulation consists largely of 
substance abusers. While 
this finding correlates with 
other research, II the possibil
ity also exists that police 
simply have greater contact 
with those street people who 
abuse alcohol or drugs. 

It is certainly conceivable that 
chemically dependent street people 
are more likely to draw the attention 
of the police and the public. Thus, if 
the vast majority of homeless-relat
ed police contacts are with street 
people who are substance abusers 
the police may then generalize thi~ 
behavior to all homeless people. Of 
course, the alternate cannot be 
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simply discarded: Itis similarly con
ceivable that substance abuse is a 
significant problem permeating the 
homeless population. 

Police Policies 
Given the tendency of law en

forcement toward comprehensive 
recordkeeping, this survey detected 
a surprisingly limited store of police 
data on the homeless. When agen
cies did keep records, the informa
tion generally was collected and 
maintained because homeless per
sons were either accused of commit
ting or were victims of a crime, or 
because a report was required for 
referral to a shelter. Since most de
partments did not code their records 
to designate the nature or frequency 
of contacts with street people, their 
estimates of the nature of the prob
lem were consequently more intui
tive than empirical. 

POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Given the media's coverage of 
homelessness, the study's findings 
draw attention to several important 
questions. Are police executives 
misinformed concerning the degree 
of homelessness in their jurisdic
tions? Is the magnitude of the prob
lem on a national level less than that 
inferred by the media? Are regional 
variations in the number of street 
people and the availability of 
services signifkantly distinct to 
make homelessness a selective pol
icy issue? Do the police lack sensi
tivity to the problem because of 
the lack of good reporting and 
recordkeeping on matters related to 
the homeless? 

Based on this study, certain fac
tors emerged that require greater 

attention. The following recommen
dations could lead to enhanced pol
icy development in this area. Specif
ically, law enforcement agencies 
should: 

• Consider conducting a census, 
perhaps in cooperation with 
other government or social 
service agencies, to assess the 
degree of homelessness within 
their jurisdictions accurately 

• Look closely at the extent of 
homelessness within their 
communities and conduct a 
strategic analysis of actual 
needs 

• Establish detailed 
recordkeeping procedures 
regarding contacts with street 
people, including the outcomes 
of these contacts 

" ... police managers 
should work to 

understand better the 
problem of 

homelessness .... 

" • Work with shelters and social 
assistance agencies to create 
formalized policies and 
procedures regarding referrals 
and police transportation of 
street people 

• Increase communication and 
coordination of efforts with 
social service agencies and 
shelters 

• Instruct recruit and inservice 
personnel on issues, problems, 

and referral resources for the 
homeless 

• Develop record-coding 
systems to document contacts 
with street people (including 
sub codes concerning the 
nature of the contact), to allow 
for a more-detailed analysis of 
interaction with the homeless, 
which will result in both better 
service and a more accurate 
picture of the homeless 
problem. 

In addition, police departments 
should consider working closely 
with social service agencies, reli
gious organizations, and advocates 
for the homeless to enhance access 
to medical and child care services 
and to assist the homeless in obtain
ing skills training and work. 

CONCLUSION 
This study simply reflects the 

prevailing attitudes of law enforce
ment managers around the Nation 
regarding homelessness. Under
standing the complex issues in
volved and developing policies to 
deal with the homeless enable law 
enforcement agencies to make real 
contributions to the quality oflife in 
their communities. A well-planned 
response to the problem of home
lessness allows departments to man
age significant social problems, 
while making efficient use of police 
resources. + 
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Police Practices 

Technical Reserve Program 
Community Volunteers In Action 

By 
William F. Brown, Jr. 

I n these tough economic 
times, police managers often 

question how they can maintain a 
high level of public service with 
less funding. Obviously, making 
use of all available resources can 
be advantageous for a department. 
Sometimes, however, police 
administrators overlook an excel
lent source of talent-the commu
nity. In fact, by using citizens in a 
technical reserve program, police 
departments gain valuable exper
tise with minimal cost. 

The Technical Reserve Program 
Several southern California 

law enforcement agencies have 
developed successful technical 
reserve programs. For example, 
the Los Angeles County Sheriff's 
Department uses technical reserves 
in its Motion Picture Unit. Com
posed of over 100 members from 
the television and film industries, 
the unit produces high quality 
training films, assists with covert 
video taping, and films special 
events. In Los Alamitos, Califor
nia, the police department uses 
technical reserves as evidence 
technicians. And, the Inglewood, 
California, Police Department has 
developed its own technical 
reserve program, successfully 
using volunteers in a variety of 
positions. 

The Inglewood Program 
The Inglewood Police Depart

ment (IPD) implemented its 

technical reserve program on 
January 1, 1992. IPD's program 
consists of two types of specialists: 
Technical reserves and technical 
reserve associates. 

Both reserves and associates 
donate their time and expertise in 
an advisory or technical work 
capacity. They have no enforce
ment authority and do not carry 
firearms. They do not wear uni
forms, although the nature of their 
work may require their wearing 
coveralls or other clothing de
signed for utility or identification. 

Technical reserves possess a 
skill or talent that the IPD needs 
frequently, such as computer 
programming or foreign language 
ability. They work for the depart
ment regularly and must donate at 
least 100 hours of service a year or 
risk being dropped from the 
program. This helps to ensure that 
Inglewood's volunteers are truly 
committed to the program-and 
they are. Most technical reserves 
work more than the required 100 
hours a year. 

Technical reserve associates 
have expeltise in an area that the 
department uses only during an 
emergency or unusual event. 
Currently, the IPD has more than 
20 reserve associates, all function
ing as amateur radio operators, 
who could be used during a natural 
disaster to broadcast emergency 
instructions to the public. Reserve 
associates might also serve on 
search and rescue teams, where 




