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The question of who is responsible for homelessness threads through the majority of
articles in this edition of I[JOH. Two divergent answers are contested anywhere from
public and political discourse, to research and other forms of scholarship. One answer
locates the cause in the person: their choices, their substance use, their failure to hold a
job or keep a tenancy. The other locates it in the structures the person moves through or
in: housing markets, labour markets, immigration regimes, child welfare systems, the
design of the services meant to help. I have written in a previous editorial about how
evidence on rapid rehousing keeps colliding with a politics of deservedness, the long-
standing conviction that public support should flow only to those who have proven
themselves worthy of it. What strikes me about the articles collected here is how
thoroughly, and from how many different angles, they document the machinery of that
conviction and the cost of getting the answer to responsibility wrong,.

Parulkar’s (2026) latent class analysis of unsheltered people in Las Vegas offers
perhaps the cleanest empirical rebuke to the individual-fault story. Two-thirds of his
sample became homeless through unemployment alone, carrying few of the additional
vulnerabilities that sources like popular and independent media attach to people sleeping
outside/rough. The structural reading is not a sympathetic framing applied after the fact,
rather it is what the data show for most of the people surveyed, in a city whose housing
market was reshaped by the financialization of foreclosed homes and whose service
economy offers low wages and little security. Where individual factors did matter, for
the remaining third, they appeared as the interaction of childhood trauma, institutional
histories, and eventual housing loss, not as moral failure. Buhler’s (2026) study of youth
eviction traces the same financialization into the legal arena, where corporate landlords
tile serial evictions as a disciplinary tactic and where, as one source she cites puts it, young
tenants are stereotyped as irresponsible and therefore deserving of eviction. The young
people in her workshops understood that the law treats eviction as the routine settling of
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a contract rather than the catastrophe it is (or can be) in a life, and they asked for
something more radical than a tidier process.

Battista (2026) states the point most explicitly: homelessness is not a personal failing
but the culmination of systemic issues that push young people out of stable homes. His
autoethnography of Quebec schools matters here precisely because schools are where the
sorting into ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ begins. A suspension is an institutional
judgment about a child’s worth, and the longitudinal evidence he marshals links those
judgments to homelessness years later. The structural and the individual aspects are not
separate tracks, rather the institution metabolizes a structural problem into what looks,
on a student’s record, like a personal one.

Several other papers in this edition show how this conversion happens at the point of
care. Jubinville and colleagues (2026) describe people with acquired brain injury whose
injury-driven behaviours are read as personality disorders, narcissism, or aggression, and
who are then expelled from the very shelters and services they need. The misreading of
behaviours is how a structural absence, the lack of competence to recognize brain injury,
gets recorded as the individual’s own bad conduct. Their use of the Inverse Care Law is
apt, because it names the pattern of care as being least available exactly where need is
greatest, and stigma as the mechanism that keeps it that way. Chauke and Khumalo’s
(2026) account of shelter staff in Johannesburg, and Aykanian and colleagues’ (2026)
finding that forty-three percent of frontline workers in the United States intend to leave
their jobs, show the other face of the same structural neglect. When we underfund the
work and then watch the workers burn out, it is tempting to frame their leaving as a
private decision about a hard job. I would suggest we alternatively frame it as a system
shedding the people who hold it together.

The intersectional analyses sharpen all of this by linking structural issues beyond
poverty. Embleton and colleagues (2026) show that for street-connected young women
in western Kenya, gender inequity is itself a structural barrier to adequate housing, one
that pushes women into exploitative relationships and survival sex and onward into HIV
risk. Moffet-Bourassa and colleagues (2026), working with justice-involved homeless
women, locate trauma at the centre of identity and housing stabilization, which is to say
they locate it in a life shaped by what was done to a person rather than what is ‘wrong’
with her. In this way, individual circumstances only makes sense inside the structures
that situate them. Solutions, then, clearly lie within structural change.

All this is not to say that individual choices have no relevance, which would be a
disempowering conclusion itself. People do make choices, and the dignity of being
treated as someone who acts in the world, rather than as a case to be managed, runs
through the Kenyan young women’s accounts of what a home would mean and through
the youth in Buhler’s workshops imagining a door with a growth chart on it. Adequate
housing, as paper after paper in this edition highlights, is the precondition that makes
agency possible rather than the reward for having exercised it correctly. That is the
inversion of the logic of blame. We know the ‘deservedness’ frame is poorly supported
by evidence broadly across the sector, and yet our institutions, our laws, our funding
formulas, and sometimes our own clinical judgments keep reproducing it. The papers
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herein expressly confront these misconceptions. And yet, the harder question, that
occupies much of my reflections, is why the evidence has been so slow to move the
institutions that claim to be built upon it.
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