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Discussion

Introduction Background

Methods
To answer the question of why people volunteer to help the homeless, we conducted a 

study of the volunteers in a winter shelter in Chico, California, two soup kitchens in 
Oceanside, California, and talked to volunteers supporting the poor and homeless. Due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic some interviews had to be done with audio only or remotely. 

An analysis of the interviews and conversations with volunteers revealed several 
motivations that were consolidated under two general themes, empathy and responsibility.

Demographic analysis was also conducted that suggested approximately half of the 
volunteers we interviewed are retired and the other half are Millennials or GenXers. 

Themes

We found a few themes emerging through a 
review of the literature, conversations with 
people who work with the homeless, and 
interviews with a handful of volunteers. Empathy 
is one of the most substantial motivating factors 
among the volunteers and works in tandem with 
responsibility. Another recurring theme was that 
of overcoming fear of homeless people 
perpetuated by media images.

• Empathy
• Responsibility, and

• Overcoming fear of the homeless
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Often homeless advocates criticize 
the official handling of the decade's old 
crisis. They suggest that the number 
of homeless in the United States is 
quite a bit larger than has been 
reported through the annual federally 
mandated point-in-time count, or PIT 
count, that is conducted in mid-
January every

year. This downplaying of the number 
of homeless people, the nature of the 
phenomenon, and the real people 
impacted by this epidemic eases the 
cognitive bias suggesting that people 
get what they deserve. Only those who 
overcome their fears and their cognitive 
biases find the genuine empathic 
concern that makes up the volunteers 
who are "putting a Band-Aid" on the 
problem.

The just-world theory is a cognitive bias 
that is a defense mechanism against the 
discomfort that we feel when we see a 
homeless person. Journalists, lawmakers, 
and the average person will unconsciously 
seek justification for the plight of the 
unhoused and this is reflected in the images 
and policies that get the attention. Low-
income housing has been the primary focus 
in conjunction with drug and alcohol 
treatment programs. Yet, no income and 
limited funds that contribute to homelessness 
is given little focus. 

As social creatures we have to categorize 
the homeless as the other who deserves 
their plight, otherwise our sense of fairness 
will be overwhelmed by a problem that 
seems to have not end. The empathy-
altruism hypothesis explains why some will 
volunteer to aid the downtrodden. It suggests 
that when we perform altruistic acts we 
benefit or get some value in the act.
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The homeless epidemic is a crisis that is 
now exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic 
along with the traditional media portrayals that 
give psychological comfort in the management 
of this overwhelming problem. Despite the 
statistics and facts regarding victims of 
homelessness published by academic and 
private research outlets, the media's general 
portrayal of the plight of the homeless is often 
one of resignation to its inevitability. Another 
portrait and a more insidious misconception 
that is held and perpetuated in the media fuels 
the public's fear of homeless people. The 
subtle impressions by the images they use 
engender fear of the homeless as most paint 
the unhoused as drug addicts, alcoholics, or 
deviants. The idea that the 
homeless are undesirables 
takes the public 
psychologically off the 
hook because of a 
cognitive bias known 
as the just-world theory.

https://youtu.be/C6Q8IQZo4U0


