
Interview Guide 

NARRATOR:  Alisa Hill
DATE:  March 5, 2013
INTERVIEWER:  Claire Davis
PLACE:  Martin Luther King Jr. Public Library, Washington, DC

Objective:
The interviews conducted as part of this project record how unhoused residents of Washington, 
DC view the history of homelessness – how did homelessness become such an entrenched part of 
the city?  The interviews will be used to create critical dialogue among people who are currently 
unhoused in Washington, DC, and they may be used to assist future advocacy efforts.  

We would like for the interviews to combine personal experiences and the narrator’s critique and 
analysis of larger structural issues.  We want to know what motivates the interviewees and how 
they feel we should move forward. 

Working Themes:
• The transformation of downtown DC
• Changes in residential areas and affordable housing in DC  
• Use of public spaces
• Criminalization of homelessness/incarceration 
• Work opportunities and income
• Education and skill recognition 
• Welfare: General Assistance, TANF, SNAP, Section 8 housing, Medicaid, SSI, AFDC
• Social service agencies: shelters, drop-in centers, transitional housing, mental healthcare
• Women, children, gender 
• Stereotypes/public discourse on homelessness/self-representation  
• Advocacy and political engagement 
  



Introductory Statements:

1. State the date, place, and names of the participants in the interview. 

2. Do I have your permission to record this interview?

Initial Questions:

1. How long have you lived in Washington, DC?

2. Are you currently homeless?  

3. How long have you been homeless?

4. Where do you stay/sleep currently? 

5. Why do you think homelessness has become so entrenched in Washington, DC?

Living in Washington, DC

1. What changes have you witnessed in the city since you have lived here?

2. How have those changes impacted your life or the lives of people you know? 

3. What brought you here or has kept you here?  

4. Where were you before coming to Washington DC?  Why did you leave?  

5. Where did you grow up?

6. How has this city shaped the person you are today? 

7. In what part of town do you spend the majority of your time?  Why?

8.  Do you find getting around the city to be difficult?  

9.  In your experience, are DC’s homeless residents mostly from the District or from other 
cities/areas of the country?

10.  If they are from other areas, what do you think draws them to DC?

11.  Are there ways in which it is harder to be homeless in DC than in other cities? Are there 
ways that it is easier?

12.  What do you think is the most difficult thing about living in DC without a house?

13.  Is the experience of being homeless different for men and women in the city? How?

Employment/Education

1. Are you currently employed?  If so, what do you do? 

2. Can you tell me about your education background? 

3. How has your ability to find work or make a living changed over the course of your life?

4. Have the kinds of jobs that are available changed?



5. What kinds of jobs have you had in the past?

6. Were you able to afford housing with those jobs?

7.  Ideally, what kind of job would you like to have? 

8. Describe the type of jobs you believe you have the skills to do.

9.  How does being homeless shape your work experience? 

10.  How do you think employers view homeless job applicants?

11. Some people may think that if someone is homeless it means they don’t want to work or are 
lazy.  How would you respond to that?

12.  Jobs are not the only ways people support themselves. What are some of the other ways 
homeless people in DC support themselves?

13. Can you tell me about how panhandling is viewed in the homeless community?

14. Do you think homeless people have skills that are not recognized? What are they?

15. Do you think there is a connection between education and homelessness?

Well-being

1. How has your ability to access healthcare changed over the course of your life? 

2. What are the biggest issues that you face when it comes to healthcare?

3. What types of healthcare services would best support the unhoused population in DC?

4. What services are the most difficult to get?

5. Are the services for those who are mentally ill or have substance abuse issues helpful?

6. What are the social service groups, support centers, and meetings that are the most popular? 
Why? Least popular? Why?  

7. Many people believe that homelessness has been caused by the de-institutionalizion of the 
mentally ill.  Do you believe that’s true?  Why or why not? 

8. How do you get the food you need?  Has that changed since you have been homeless?  

9. Was getting enough food to eat an issue when you were a child?

Interactions with Government/ Law Enforcement/ Criminal Justice System 

1. Over the course of your life, have you seen any changes in the criminal justice system 
(police, jails, prisons, probation) and either how it relates to the homeless population or the 
communities you grew up in?   How so?

2. If so, why do you think these changes took place?

3. If so, have these changes impacted people’s lives in other ways outside of the criminal justice 
system?



4. What is the relationship like between the homeless community and the police in Washington, 
DC? Can you share an example?

5. Has the War on Drugs affected the homeless community? 

6. What about arrests of homeless downtown?

7. Have you or anyone that you know been the victim of a hate crime? Do you feel comfortable 
telling me about that experience?

8. Do you think that more crimes are committed against DC’s homeless than reported? If so, 
why?

Interactions with Social Service Agencies

1. Do you think that changes in government welfare programs have had an impact on 
homelessness?  If so, how?  If not, why not?

2. Are there any programs now or in the past that have had a great impact on homelessness, 
positive or negative?  

3. What are some of the social services that you have relied on while you have been homeless?  
Has the availability of these services changed over time? 

4.  Are there any services that existed in the past that no longer exist today that you think were 
helpful?

5. Have the kinds of people who are homeless changed since you have been here?  If so, why 
do you think these changes have occurred? 

6. What services does the city provide to the homeless?

7. What services do private organizations or churches provide?

8. In your experience, who provides better services to the homeless: the government or private 
organizations? 

9. Are there reasons why some homeless people might avoid seeking assistance through these 
types of agencies?

10. Have you stayed in a shelter?  Which one/ones?

11. How have shelter conditions and availability changed since you have been homeless?

12. What role do you think shelters play?  Are they helpful?  How so or why not?

13. Can you tell me about the conditions of shelters in DC? Have they gotten better or worse 
since you were first homeless? 

14. What is the most challenging part of living in a shelter?

15. What do you take into consideration when choosing which shelter to stay in?

16. Have you ever spent the night outside?  How do you decide where to sleep? 

17. Why might some homeless individuals choose to sleep outside or avoid shelters? 



Community  (Be very sensitive with these questions- they are potentially very problematic if 
you push people to discuss intimate details they are not comfortable with)

1. Do you have any family in the Washington, DC area?  

2. Do you keep in touch with your family? 

3. Do they or can they support you in any way, even small ways?

4. Do you ever think about reconnecting? What do you imagine that would be like?

5. Are you married or in a relationship? How does being homeless affect this relationship? 

6. Do you have children? Can you tell me how being homeless affects them? 

7. Can you share with me what the homeless community is like in DC?

8. Do you have friends who are homeless?  Does that make it harder or easier being homeless?

9. Is there a place where you like to hang out with friends? What makes it a good place?

10. How do you respond to others stereotyping homeless individuals or speaking in a negative 
way about the homeless?  

11. How do you explain your homelessness to others (including friends, potential employers, 
acquaintances)? 

Advocacy Efforts (Be attentive to everyday, unorganized spontaneous acts of resistance)

1. How did you first become politicized?  How did you know there was something wrong and 
that it was possible for people to do something about it?

2. How did you first get involved with SHARC?

3. Are you a part of any other groups or organizations that work to end homelessness?

4. Can you describe the types of advocacy work that you do?

5. What do you think is the most important issue or issues for homeless advocates to deal with 
right now?

6. What do you feel are the most effective ways to address those issues?

7. Have you seen those methods effectively used?  What have been the less effective strategies 
you have used?

8. Do you see anything differently today than you did before you started working as an 
advocate?

9. What are some of your proudest achievements as an activist?

10. What are the biggest challenges you face as an advocate?

11. How do you think meaningful change will take place?

12. What role does the internet play in homeless advocacy?



13. Do you have advice for others wanting to get involved in advocacy work? 

Conclusion

1. We’ve talked about lots of aspects of being homeless in DC. What do you think is the most 
important issue for you?

2. Are there any questions that I have failed to ask which you would like to raise?

3. Are there any topics that you would like to return to or say more about?

Closing Statements:

Is there anything else you would like to add?

Thank you for taking the time for this interview with me. This interview will be a valuable 
contribution to helping residents of the District think about the causes of homelessness in the 
District and find solutions. 

After I transcribe the interview, I will give you a copy to review. Do you have any questions for 
me about what will happen with your interview? 

[Ask to sign release forms]


