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Substance Abuse and Homelessness

For decades, scholars have attempted to elucidate the relationship between substance abuse, addiction, and homelessness. It is a common occurrence to find people who were once doing well in life, but lost their path and fell into drug abuse, which ultimately robbed them of literally everything they owned: their job, wealth, family, and even homes. Research has shown that a significant number of homeless and mentally ill people have a more complex history of substance abuse, as compared to the rest of the general population. At the same time, among the population that engages in substance use, a large number of people lack adequate and secure housing. However, substance abuse and mental illness are not always the paths to homelessness, since at times these behaviour develop after some people lose their homes and drown in desperation. After losing property, some people tend to seek solace in substance abuse, and, therefore, they form part of the typical stereotype of “homeless drug addicts,” although their addiction did not precede their homelessness. This essay attempts to explain the dynamics of drug addiction and homelessness, in order to derive the factors that make people lose their homes as a result of overindulgence in substance use, as well as why homeless people engage in this self-destructive behaviour. Essentially, substance abuse and mental illnesses are both causes and consequences of homelessness, and, therefore, these problems need to be addressed simultaneously. 

One of the factors that make drug addicts to lose their homes is their inability to build strong relationships with the rest of the family members. It is not uncommon to find people in society stereotyping someone as a drug addict (Didenko and Pankratz 9). What they do not put into consideration is that addiction is a health problem with which many victims struggle. Essentially, when one reaches the point of addiction and dependency, they no longer have complete control over their habits (Didenko and Pankratz 9). As a result, they cannot quit them despite the adverse effects. Hence, a drug addict will continue to engage in that behavior, in spite of experiencing deterioration in their health and social life (O'Connell, Kasprow, and Rosenheck 1198). In fact, most of the people who have a drug problem have wanted to stop it at some point, but the mechanism of doing it seems to elude them every time they try (Didenko and Pankratz 10). Factually, this is one of the primary factors that cause drug addicts or those around them to ask for further assistance, in the form of psychotherapy. In such a state, it is difficult for one to have meaningful relationships with the other members of the family since their priority in life is satisfying their bodily addiction needs. Therefore, people should stop labelling people for their indulgence in drugs, but instead attempt to discover the causes of their behaviour, so they can help them get back on track.

Drug addicts usually neglect their financial duties due to their insatiable pursuit of filling their bodies with these chemicals. If the person having a drug problem is the breadwinner in their family, the situation becomes very critical. Notably, drug addiction usually follows a path where the victim falters in their job performance and is eventually laid off. As a result, such a person cannot pay their bills. At the same time, they usually find it almost impossible to give up the drug, due to the severe withdrawal effects that they experience whenever they attempt to quit their drug habits (O'Connell, Kasprow, and Rosenheck 1200). After having no available source of income, they usually resort to selling their property, in order to raise funds for propagating their self-destructive habits. At that point, the relationship with their family members has already been obliterated to an almost irreparable point, since most of them do not understand how one can be so oblivious to their self-destruction. Ultimately, families break up, and houses are lost because the victim can no longer pay the bills, and all these consequences add up to homelessness. 

Drug addiction causes grave inconveniences because most of the people who engage in these delinquent habits are those that are highly depended upon by society. For instance, a study conducted in the US to analyse the trends in substance abuse reported that, for victims who have ever lost their homes, the median age at first street experience was estimated at 28 years (Padgett, Henwood, Abrams and Drake 336). The people in this age bracket are either completing their studies, beginning careers, are establishing families. If they get into addiction, there is no way they can build functional homes. Therefore, drug addiction is a menace that society dreads because it robs them the people who have the most potential to transform their lives. 

Another reason why drug addiction leads to homelessness is the ignorance associated with this behaviour. Essentially, breaking an addiction is usually an arduous task for the victim (Tsai, Kasprow and Rosenheck 458). To begin with, drug addicts do not usually give so much importance to seeking psychological assistance because they are either unaware of their plight, or think they have more important things to do. For many people with drug problems, survival becomes more important than personal growth and development (Tsai, Kasprow and Rosenheck 459). Since they waste a lot of money on drugs, the remaining amount is not sufficient to support survival and personal growth programs. As a result, for such individuals, the aspect of finding food and shelter for themselves or their families takes a higher priority than the acquisition of psychological counselling (Tsai, Kasprow and Rosenheck 459). At the same time, the motivation from close family members to stop using substances may be absent or inadequate. Therefore, their habits continue growing until the consequences become unbearable, after which everyone involved now begins to recommend psychotherapy. 

Substance abuse often co-occurs with mental illness. In fact, addiction is one of the major causes of psychological illnesses like schizophrenia, depression, anxiety disorders, and other psychological problems (Padgett et al. 338). Some of the drugs that often lead to these psychological problems in the long term include alcohol, marijuana, heroin, cocaine, and ecstasy. On the other hand, an undiagnosed mental illness can trigger an individual to engage in substance abuse as they attempt to treat some of the symptoms of the mental condition. For instance, people suffering from depression, anxiety and restlessness may resort to taking alcohol or marijuana to suppress the effects (Padgett et al. 338). As the mentally ill person self-medicates themselves, they may eventually develop an addiction to some of the drugs or self-medications. When this scenario ensues, it triggers the same path of negligence, irresponsibility, and inability to meet one’s family needs, which eventually culminates in homelessness.

 Although substance abuse and mental illnesses are usually the cause of homelessness, at times, the opposite also applies. In essence, some people lose their homes due to other reasons such as domestic violence. In attempts to deal with the stress associated with these setbacks, some of them engage in substance abuse (Tsai, Kasprow and Rosenheck 456). At the same time, when some people are diagnosed with mental illness, they experience severe denial, which drives them to use certain illicit drugs or self-medications. Therefore, the circle of homeless people who are either drug addicts or mentally ill, or both, continues to grow. In fact, statistics have emphasized the fact that some individuals turn to substance abuse as a result of their homelessness. For instance, studies have reported that about 25% of homeless people have psychological illnesses (Tsai, Kasprow and Rosenheck 457). At the same time, mental and psychological conditions have been ranked among the top three factors that rob people of their livelihoods, the others being domestic violence and substance abuse. Therefore, the relationship between homelessness, mental illness, and substance abuse appears to be a vicious cycle, which can only be shattered with the help of family support and psychotherapy. 

To sum it up, drug abuse and mental illness are two of the major causes of homelessness. Notably, when an addiction to drugs becomes severe, it often leads to mental illness or homelessness. At the same time, some people lose their homes due to other causes but then resort to abusing drugs in attempts to seek solace. Notably, many homeless people have been estranged from their friends and families, and without such support, their likelihood of succumbing to addiction or psychological conditions is almost guaranteed. Without a reliable social support network, people attempting to break away from substance abuse often find it difficult. Moreover, even if they succeed in breaking away from these destructive habits, the homeless ones may have difficulty remaining sober if they continue to live on the streets where substance abuse is particularly prevalent. Unfortunately, many treatment programs are oblivious to the fact that solving the addiction without restoring people to their homes does not eliminate the problem entirely. Therefore, it is the role of each member of the society to participate in helping substance abusers and mentally ill persons to find their stride again, by enrolling them in treatment programs and ensuring that they are restored back home in order to avoid relapses. 
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