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Encouraging 
Hornelessness 

"What Really Causes Family Homelessness?" by Randall K. 
Filer, in NY (Autumn 1990), 42 E. 71 St., New York, N.Y. 10021. 

To many New Yorkers, daily encounters ways, roaming Central Park, or panhan- 
with homeless people sleeping in door- dling suggest a problem of crisis propor- 
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tions. And it is, says Filer, an economist at residents in New York-one third the rate 
Hunter College, but not of the kind or for of 20 other large American cities. Curi- 
the reasons most people think. ously, though, New York has more than 

According to a 1984 survey, there are double the rate of family homelessness 
about 1.4 homeless single adults per 1,000 than these cities. 
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Neither of the two ex~lanations com- 
monly given for this anomaly-a shortage 
of affordable housing and more "at risk" 
families-adequately accounts for the 
problem. Between 1983 and 1987, the 
city's welfare housing allowance rose by 
25 percent and the supply of cheap apart- 
ments was as great as in other cities, yet 
the number of homeless families rose 
steadily. New York families are more vul- 
nerable. Filer concedes. But while there 
are 30 to 50 percent more poor, female- 
headed families in New York than in other 
large cities, the city's family homeless rate 
is 250 percent higher. 

Filer suggests a third, perverse possibil- 
ity: New York's generous homeless and 
housing policies encourage families to be- 
come homeless. 

Since 1984, becoming homeless has 
been a good way for a family to jump to 
the top of the monumental waiting list for 
public housing. Moreover, Filer writes, be- 
coming homeless increases income, espe- 
cially "if the family is able to secure place- 

ment in a hotel room rather than a city 
shelter." In 1987, a poor family of four in 
its own home typically received $326 in 
welfare each month, a housing allowance 
of $270, and $62 in food stamps. If the 
same family became homeless and was as- 
signed to a hotel room, Filer points out, it 
would receive additional transportation 
and restaurant allowances worth more 
than $362 a month. (Overall, the city 
spends $25,000 annually on each sheltered 
homeless person; Los Angeles, Chicago, 
Houston, and Philadelphia spend an aver- 
age of $5,500.) Not surprisingly, in 1985 
more than half of New York's homeless 
families said that they would accept only 
an apartment or hotel room as shelter. 

Filer argues that contrary to popular 
wisdom, providing more housing will only 
increase the number of homeless families. 
Since 1987, he notes, family homelessness 
has been dropping steadily in New York. 
Not coincidentally, the city began cutting 
back the number of hotel rooms available 
for homeless families four years ago. 

Biting the Hand 
That Feeds 

"Sex, Lies & Advertising" by Gloria Steinem, in Ms. (July-Aug. 
1990), One Times Square, New York, N.Y. 10036. 

"If Time and Newsweek had to lavish 
praise on cars in general and credit Gen- 
eral Motors in particular to get GM ads, 
there would be a scandal-mavbe a crimi- 
nal investigation. When women's maga- 
zines from Seventeen to Lear's praise 
beauty products in general and credit 
Revlon in particular to get ads, it's just 
business as usual." 

So writes Gloria Steinem, founding edi- 
tor of Ms., in the premier issue of the femi- 
nist magazine's latest incarnation in a new, 
no-ads format. 

When she started Ms. in 1972. Steinem 
was appalled to discover that &any ad- 
vertisers would buy space only on the con- 
dition that the magazine run "comple- 
mentary" articles alongside their products 
and mention their products by name in ar- 

ticles. Pillsbury, Kraft, and other food 
manufacturers refused to advertise with 
Ms. because the magazine didn't print reci- 
pes. Cosmetic companies such as L'Oreal 
and Estee Lauder demanded that the mag- 
azine run a "beauty tips" column to put 
readers in the right "frame of mind" to 
buy their products. (Steinem says that a 
cover story on Soviet women undid years 
of negotiating to get Revlon cosmetic ads: 
The Soviet women on the cover weren't 
wearing makeup.) Other large companies, 
such as Procter & Gamble, wouldn't place 
ads in any women's magazine that in- 
cluded articles on gun control or abortion, 
among other hot topics. 

Many women's magazines are nothing 
more than "giant ads," Steinem laments. 
Of 326 pages in the May 1990 edition of 

WQ WINTER 1991 

122 


