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Parable of the River
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(The book)
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Causes of Homelessness
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According to the Point-in-Time homelessness census in 
Seattle/King County, survey results suggest the following events 
or conditions lead to homelessness:

Causes of Homelessness
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Are these conventional explanations of 
homelessness root causes or precipitating 
events?

Causes of Homelessness
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Ten friends decide to play a game of musical chairs and arrange ten 
chairs in a circle. A leader begins the game by turning on the music, 
and everyone begins to walk in a circle inside the chairs. The leader 
removes one chair, stops the music, and the ten friends scramble to 
find a spot to sit—leaving one person without a chair. The loser, 
Mike, was on crutches after spraining his ankle. Given his condition, 
he was unable to move quickly enough to find a chair during the 
scramble that ensued.

Causes of Homelessness

What caused Mike’s chairlessness?
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• Research demonstrates that drug use, 
mental illness, and poverty increase the 
risk of homelessness at the individual 
level.

• But why do these conditions produce 
homelessness in some geographic 
contexts and not others?

Causes of Homelessness
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• Why do rates of homelessness vary so 
widely throughout the United States? 
Why, for example, does Seattle have five 
times the per capita homelessness of 
Chicago?

• Does Los Angeles have a large 
homelessness problem because it has 
more people with these individual 
vulnerabilities?

Introduction
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• This is a book about cities, not about people.

• Understanding who becomes homeless is an important 
question, but it doesn’t help us understand regional 
variation (i.e. large racial disparities).

• Our thesis: Tight housing markets accentuate 
vulnerabilities.

• Individual vulnerabilities serve as a sorting mechanism in 
tight housing markets.

Introduction
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Potential explanations: The individual
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Potential explanations: Housing Market
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Potential explanations: Housing Market
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Potential explanations: Housing Market
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Typology
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