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Sleeping under a bridge.  
Sleeping on a park bench.  
Sleeping in a car. 
 

These images spring to mind when someone 
talks about homelessness because these are com-
mon places for the homeless. The misnomer is in 
the word “sleeping.” While homeless people may 
catch a couple of hours of sleep here and there, it is 
neither restful nor sufficient for good health. 

Personal wellness depends on at least seven or 
more hours of restful sleep per night. There is labor-
atory evidence that short sleep durations of 4-5 
hours have negative physiological and neurobehav-
ioral consequences.  Homeless people have little 
opportunity to obtain even this level of good sleep 
for many obvious reasons:  

 
 Safety is compromised by homelessness. Rob-

bery and assault are constant threats. 
 Police interrupt people sleeping outside. Some-

times they will wake people up just to tell them 
to move along, as if they have anywhere else to 
go.  

 In some communities, homelessness is now a 
crime and the police have to arrest homeless 
people.  

 Other homeless people may wake a sleeping 
person for more innocent reasons. It could be 
just to bum a cigarette. It could be a person in 
the throes of a manic episode, characterized by 
rambling, and rapid speech.  

 Something as universal as the urge to go to the 
bathroom can be a big interruption to sleep. Un-

like a housed person, a homeless person must 
find a public bathroom open all night. Before 
they can even do that, they have to gather up all 
their belongings so they won’t get stolen. There 
is no chance they will easily return to sleep. 

 Weather conditions are a huge factor. Do we 
really think a person can sleep well in the rain or 
cold?  Excessive heat can be equally disruptive 
to a person's sleep. Think of tossing and turning 
during a heat wave.  

 Shelters are stretched to capacity. In my com-
munity we have waiting lists for the shelters. 

 Even shelters are not particularly restful places. 
They resolve the obvious issue of exposure to 
the elements. People have at least a cot and a 
pillow. But shelter residents are mixed in with 
others who talk at night, pace or snore loudly 
enough to drown out a train. 

 
It is intuitive that severely mentally ill people are 

at risk of homelessness. They struggle to maintain 
steady income. They are often estranged from fami-
ly or friends, leaving them without any support sys-
tems. Their symptoms and related behaviors inter-
fere with lease compliance, leading to eviction. 

On the other hand, there have always been peo-
ple who experience homelessness due to other rea-
sons. They lost their jobs. Medical bills pushed them 
into bankruptcy. The housing foreclosure crisis 
forced them out of their homes and ruined their 
credit. Such individuals may have enjoyed reasona-
bly good mental health all their lives until the trau-
ma of homelessness hit. 

The effect of sleep deprivation on homeless 
people is profound. Studies are showing that sleep 
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deprivation can bring on psychosis.  In fact, sleep 
deprivation creates so much misery, it is used as an 
“enhanced interrogation technique” in hostile situa-
tions. There are well documented correlations be-
tween insufficient sleep and deterioration of physical 
and emotional health.  

The latest research findings add to the growing 
body of scientific knowledge indicating that sleep 
problems cause dysfunction in the brain.  Those dys-
functions may contribute to emotional difficulties 
and psychiatric conditions. According to research 
conducted at the University of California at Berkeley, 
sleep deprivation compromised participants’ ability 
to judge emotion in human faces. Consider how de-
bilitating this can be for a person who is already 
suffering from paranoia. 
 
 Just one night without sleep can lower inhibition 

and increase impulsive reactions to negative 
stimuli. Negative stimuli are everywhere for the 
homeless. 

 Lack of sleep makes most of us cranky and short 
tempered. Our stress levels increase.  High stress 
can make it more difficult to sleep, and people 
may fall into a vicious cycle. 

 A study co-authored by Dr. D. F. Dinges of the 
Perelman School of Medicine reported a progres-
sive increase in emotional disturbance across a 
seven-day period. In addition, subjective descrip-
tions in participants' daily journals indicated in-
creasing complaints of emotional difficulties.  
 
 
 

Many mental disorders have a side effect of sleep 
problems, particularly among those with depression 
and bipolar disorder. Sleep problems and schizo-
phrenia may have common roots. This means re-
searchers may be able to mitigate this devastating 
disorder by helping patients overcome insomnia. 
Treatment for insomnia could backfire on people 
who cannot sleep safely. 

Identifying the number of homeless people with 
mental illness is a moving target. Homeless people 
are transient. Yet actual street counts tell us that an-
ywhere from 25 to 35% of the homeless population 
have a severe mental illness.  

If 25 to 35% of homeless people have an existing 
mental illness, are we actually fostering mental ill-
ness among the remaining 65 to 75%? The possibility 
that we are doing that is real. Evidence shows persis-
tent sleep deprivation will ravage one's mental 
health. Until we provide homes for people who do 
not have them, we are magnifying economic damage 
and human suffering.  

Homelessness and mental illness often go hand 
in hand, one perpetuating the other. Housing pro-
vides a safe and private place for homeless people to 
relax and sleep and thus helps prevent the psychosis 
sleep deprivation can cause. For those already cop-
ing with mental illness, housing is an effective treat-
ment for the positive symptom of insomnia.  This 
means housing is both inexpensive and efficacious 
health care.  

Homeless people must sleep with one eye open 
as part of their survival. Only housing can break this 
cycle. 
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