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The rural homeless have some unique characteristics  different 

from their urban counterparts. 

· Often pride, fueled by a difficulty in accessing services with any 

level of anonymity, will keep the underserved from seeking help. 

· Although they are often eligible for services available in urban 

areas, most often those who are experiencing homelessness 

refuse to enter the culture of the inner city to access services.  

Their perception may be that there are dangers that they cannot 

cope with. 

· Unlike the urban homeless, the rural homeless usually don’t have 

places that they gather to receive services such as soup kitchens 

and emergency shelters, therefore they are much more hidden 

from their community. 
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Compared to urban communities there are great diffe rences in the scale 

and resource base of rural communities to deal with  homelessness ����
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According to the Na-
tional Coalition on the 
Homeless (2002), the sys-
temic or structural causes of 
homelessness, poverty and 
lack of affordable housing 
are on the increase. It is 
widely accepted that today’s 
homelessness crisis, in both 
urban and rural areas, 
started in the 1980’s. The 
first counts started appear-
ing shortly after, but due to 
differing methodologies and 
definitions, widely varying 
estimates were produced. 
What is different now, is the 
sheer scale of it, the chang-
ing composition of the 
homeless population, and 
the changing causes of rural 
homelessness. 

Shortage of Affordable 
Housing. 

Paying 30% or less of 
one’s income for housing is 
considered the federal defi-
nition of affordable housing. 
According to the National 
Low Income Housing Coali-
tion, declining wages have 
put housing out of reach for 
many workers: in every 
state, more than the mini-
mum wage is required to 

afford a one- or two-
bedroom apartment at Fair 
Market Rent. The gap be-
tween the number of afford-
able housing units and the 
number of people needing 
them has created a housing 
crisis for poor people. From 
1973 to 1993 over 2.3 mil-
lion units disappeared from 
the affordable housing mar-
ket. These units were either 
abandoned, converted into 
condominiums or expensive 
apartments, or became un-
affordable because of cost 
increases. Between 1991 
and 1995, median rental 
costs paid by low-income 
renters rose 21%; at the 
same time, the number of 
low-income renters in-
creased. Over these years, 
despite an improving econ-
omy, the affordable housing 
gap grew by one million.� 

The increases in pov-
erty are partly due to a de-
cline in public assistance 
programs. Early studies 
from the Welfare to Work 
program have concluded 
that although the total num-
ber of individuals who are on 
government welfare pro-

Nationally, Homelessness Has Been 
Dramatically Increasing Since The 1980’s 
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· In rural Kansas it 
can be estimated 
that there are 
about 3,563 
homeless indi-
viduals, and 
1,936 families 
with children for a 
total of 7746 
people who are 
homeless. 
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“Rural areas 

have some 

distinctive 

populations 

that urban 

providers and 

researchers 

may not have 

experience 

with”�
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tucky, the one-day rate of 
homelessness for rural 
areas was 12.9 per 
10,000 compared with 
22.1 per 10,000 in 3 ur-
ban counties. Rates 
based on data from the 
Census 1990 S-night 
count were 1.2 per 
10,000 for rural and 17.5 
per 10,000 for urban. 
Martha Burt of the Urban 
Institute compared data 
from two national point-
in-time counts of home-
lessness conducted in 
1996 – one con-
ducted in Febru-
ary and the other 
in October.  
Based on these 
counts, she de-
rived rates of 
homelessness 
for three different 
size communi-

So far only two stud-
ies have attempted to 
count ALL rural home-
less in their area: one in 
Ohio and one in Ken-
tucky, both of which ob-
tained data different from 
the U. S Census Bu-
reau’s 1990 S-night 
count. Researchers in 
Ohio identified and inter-
viewed all homeless peo-
ple in 21 rural counties in 
Ohio.  The National Insti-
tute of Mental Health 
funded the Ohio study for 
$375,000. It lasted 6 
months and employed 
over 90 staff.  

The Ohio study 
found a one-week preva-
lence of homelessness in 
rural counties was 5.7 
per 10,000 and the 6-
month prevalence was 
14 per 10000. In Ken-

How Many People Are Homeless In Rural Kansas?  

fare reform is also having 
an impact: many families 
leaving welfare lose health 
insurance, despite contin-
ued Medicaid eligibility. A 
recent study found that 
675,000 people lost health 
insurance in 1997 as a re-
sult of the federal welfare 
reform legislation, including 
400,000 children.� 

grams has gone own, the 
number of individuals who 
are now attempting to sub-
sist on below living wage 
jobs without medical bene-
fits has increased signifi-
cantly. These people are 
always one paycheck away 
from homelessness. Wel-

���������	
���

����
��
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ties, as follows: in cities, 
there was an average of 
63.95 per 10,000, for 
suburban/urban fringe 
areas, 12.45 per 10,000 
and for rural areas, 
12.75 per 10,000. These 
various estimates illus-
trate the complexities of 
counting the rural home-
less.  

According to U.S. 
Census data, 98.9% of 
land in Kansas is con-
sidered rural and 28.6% 
of the population is in 

rural areas. In 
2000, there were 
2,688,418 people 
in Kansas, which 
would mean that 
768,888 people 
live in rural areas. 

 During 
���������	
��
����
��


How Many Rural Homeless People Have Mental Illness �

disproportionate number 
of severely mentally ill 
people among the 
homeless population, 
increases in homeless-
ness are not attributable 
to the release of se-
verely mentally ill peo-
ple from institutions. 
Most patients were re-
leased from mental hos-
pitals in the 1950s and 
1960s, yet vast in-
creases in homeless-
ness did not occur until 
the 1980s, when in-
comes and housing 
options for those living 
on the margins began to 
diminish rapidly.  
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service providers knew 
from experience, that 
the unique needs of 
those with mental illness 
living on the streets 
frequently couldn't be 
addressed by the out-
reach and emergency 
shelter programs that 
serve the general home-
less population. 

Low-income peo-
ple with mental disor-
ders are at increased 
risk of homelessness. 
According to the Na-
tional Coalition for the 
Homeless, despite the 
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ent exclusively on public welfare 

· Many impoverished workers are 
forced out of their homes when 
extenuating circumstances come 
into play. Up to 40% of the home-
less are employed and working 

· Children who are homeless are 
one of the fastest growing seg-
ments of the general homeless 
population  

· Families with children make up 
37% of people without homes 

· Homeless children face additional 
setbacks such as in education 

· Up to 600,000 men, women and 
children go homeless every night 
in the U.S. 

· People who are living in poverty 
often must choose between food, 
shelter and other basic needs. 

· It is shelter that usually absorbs 
the most money 

· For the poor, an accident, a medi-
cal crisis, a lost paycheck can all 
translate into not having a place to 
call home next week 

· Contrary to popular belief, the 
homeless is not lazy and depend-
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works, but for people with 
a mental illness and/or 
substance abuse prob-
lem many barriers in the 
homeless and mental 
health service system 
and government entitle-
ment programs lead to 
chronic homelessness 
and make it difficult to 
overcome homelessness: 
lack of community mental 
health resources after de-
institutionalization, lack of 
discharge planning from 
prisons, and multiple 
barriers for homeless 
people to access social 
security, general assis-
tance, food stamps, etc. 
due to psychiatric symp-
toms and to lack of an 
address. 

Homeless people 
with mental disorders 
remain homeless for 
longer periods of time 

According to U.S. 
Census data, 98.9% of 
land in Kansas is consid-
ered rural and 28.6% of 
the population is in rural 
areas. In 2000, there 
were 2,688,418 people in 
Kansas, which would 
mean that 768,888 peo-
ple live in rural areas.�

If, by using Martha 
Burt’s estimates, Census 
data and percentages 
derived from the KSHC 
count, it can be estimated 
that there are 1007 peo-
ple in rural areas experi-
encing homelessness 
and who also have a 
mental illness. Culhane 
and Kuhn found that for 
eighty percent of those 
experiencing homeless-
ness, it is a short, single 
episode. They also found 
that for this eighty per-
cent, the service system 

and have less contact 
with family and friends. 
They encounter more 
barriers to employment, 
tend to be in poorer 
physical health, and have 
more contact with the 
legal system than home-
less people who do not 
suffer from mental disor-
der.  

Many people who 
are chronically homeless, 
mentally ill and using 
substances have 
amassed criminal re-
cords, and have poor 
credit and rental histo-
ries, making it difficult to 
rent an apartment.  The 
Federal Task Force on 
Homelessness and Se-
vere Mental Illness docu-
mented what many 
homeless advocates and 
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the end of February 2004, 
the KSHC conducted a 
comprehensive survey of all 
homeless shelters and 
housing programs specifi-
cally for people who are 
homeless and found an 
available 921 beds in the 
rural areas of Kansas. 
These beds are almost al-
ways full. 

The KSHC conducted 
a point-in-time homeless 
count on the night of March 
15, 2004. There were 297 
people counted as home-
less. Based on estimates 
from research on the preva-
lence of homelessness na-
tionally and statewide, it 
was felt there were large 
numbers of people who 
were not counted. To ac-
count for all the homeless 
persons missed on the 
night of the survey, and to 
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 develop a more accurate 
count, estimates from re-
search conducted. Using 
data from the 2000 Census, 
the numbers of both rural 
and urban populations in 
Kansas’s rural areas were 
obtained and the appropri-
ate rates for either urban or 
rural were applied.  

In rural Kansas (all 
counties except Leaven-
worth, Wyandotte, Johnson, 
Douglas, Shawnee and 
Sedgwick) it can be esti-
mated that there are about 
3,563 homeless individuals, 
and 1,936 families with chil-
dren for a total of 7746 peo-
ple who are homeless. 

To obtain the numbers 
of families with children and 
subpopulations, percent-
ages derived from the 
KSHC’s survey were ap-
plied to the numbers gener-
ated in using research esti-

How Many People Are Homeless In Rural 
Kansas? 



Homelessness Has Now Become A Rural Issue 

In 1991 the Housing 
Assistance Council 
(HAC) reviewed national, 
state, and local studies, 
reports, and public hear-
ings to summarize what 
was known about rural 
homelessness. HAC 
found that homelessness 
occurs in rural areas 
throughout the country; it 
is a problem of national 
concern. The first ac-
counts of rural homeless-
ness appeared in the 
early 1980s, and the 
number of reports docu-
menting this problem has 
increased substantially 
since then.  
 

Homelessness is a 
social problem that can 
no longer be viewed as 
limited to major urban 
areas in the United 
States. Homelessness is 
often assumed to be an 
urban phenomenon be-
cause homeless people 
are more numerous, 
more geographically con-
centrated, and more visi-
ble in urban areas. How-
ever, many people ex-
perience homelessness 
and housing distress in 
Kansas's small towns 
and rural areas. The 
situation has received 
little notice, as the 
media, research and 

public’s attention has 
been focused on the 
more visible homeless in 
urban areas. This lack of 
recognition can be attrib-
uted to rural communities 
preferring private and 
voluntary action, self-
help, and reliance on 
friends and relatives 
rather than government 
assistance. 

Most of what is 
known about homeless-
ness is based on re-
search conducted in ur-
ban areas. Researchers 
are still in the early 
stages of understanding 
how to identify and serve 
rural homeless people. 
Some researchers argue 
that current definitions 
reflect an urban perspec-
tive because they are 
based on the types of 
situations in which urban 
homeless people are 
found and that they are 
not readily applicable to 
the rural environment. 
For example, typical ur-
ban-modeled research 
based upon surveys of 
shelter and service pro-
viders may not identify all 
rural homeless persons 
since relatively few such 
services are located in 
rural communities.  

Rural homelessness, 
like urban homelessness, 

is the result of poverty 
and a lack of affordable 
housing. In 1997, the 
non-metropolitan poverty 
rate was higher than the 
rate inside metropolitan 
areas (15.9% and 12.6% 
respectively); it was also 
higher than the national 
poverty rate of 13.3%. 

Other trends affect-
ing rural homelessness 
include the distance be-
tween low-cost housing 
and employment oppor-
tunities; lack of transpor-
tation; decline in home-
ownership; restrictive 
land-use regulations and 
housing codes; rising 
rent burdens; and inse-
cure tenancy resulting 
from changes in the local 
real estate market (for 
example, the displace-
ment of trailer park resi-
dents).  

Rural homelessness 
is primarily an economic 
problem and the “failure 
of policymakers to appre-
ciate the extent of the 
rural economic crisis, and 
the degree to which a 
majority of rural counties 
are especially vulnerable, 
has contributed to the 
tendency to perceive 
homelessness exclu-
sively as an urban prob-
lem. �

Rural homelessness, like urban homelessness, is the  result 

of poverty ����
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make it particularly diffi-
cult to define and meas-
ure, even more so than 
urban homelessness. The 
nature of rural homeless-
ness obscures the preva-
lence of homelessness 

such as “the willingness 
of neighbors to take care 
of their own by shuttling 
families from neighbor to 
neighbor.” 

Other ways that rural 
homelessness looks dif-
ferent than urban home-
lessness is in the compo-
sition of the rural home-
less population. The typi-
cal stereotype of home-
less people as White, 
middle-aged men who are 
suffering from alcoholism 
no longer applies. 
Whether in urban or rural 

This is a difficult 
question to answer, due 
to the lack of consistent 
and accurate counts, es-
pecially in rural areas. 
Many people who have 
been providing services to 
the homeless in rural 
Kansas, will tell you that 
they are being inundated, 
especially with families.  

Farm foreclosures 
sharply increased, half of 
low-wage labor-intensive 
rural manufacturing jobs 
have been lost to foreign 
competition. The rural 
unemployment rate for 
the first time started to 
exceeds the urban unem-
ployment rate.  

The Homeless Assis-
tance Council tracked 
rural household size from 
1979 to 1983, and they 
found increases in rural 
poverty during that period 
that were strongly associ-
ated with an increase in 
household size, not by 
one or two person, but by 
three or more persons. 
They believe that such 
large increases can only 
be explained by wide-
scale doubling up among 
poor working families. 
Rural homelessness 
looks very different than 
urban homelessness and 
it is these differences that 

areas, families, particu-
larly female-headed fami-
lies, are the fastest grow-
ing segment of the home-
less population.  

Rural areas have 
some distinctive popula-
tions that urban providers 
and researchers may not 
have experience with, 
such as Native Ameri-
cans, migrant workers, 
and rural veterans that 
present challenges to 
outreach and engage-
ment. Studies comparing 
urban and rural homeless 
populations have shown 
that homeless people in 
rural areas are more likely 
to be white, female, 
younger, currently work-
ing, more educated, 
homeless for the first 
time, and homeless for a 
shorter period of time. 
Findings also include 
higher rates of domestic 
violence and lower rates 
of alcohol and substance 
abuse.   

There are few or no 
shelters in rural areas, 
despite significant levels 
of homelessness, and few 
public places such as 
heating grates, subways 
or bus stations, or all 
night businesses where 
homeless people can 
congregate. Instead, in 

Is Rural Homelessness Increasing? �

There are few or no 

shelters in rural 

areas, despite 

significant levels of 

homelessness, and 

few public places �
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There are few or no shelters in rural areas, despit e 

significant levels of homelessness. ����


