
What is homelessness? 

Homelessness may be defined 

in many ways, but is generally 

understood as the state of not 

having shelter, or a regular 

private space for sleeping, 

washing, and otherwise 

conducting one’s day-to-day life. 

People experiencing 

homelessness often have little 

choice but to live or spend most 

of their time in public spaces, 

such as in parks and on the 

streets. This is the most visible 

form of homelessness, and one 

we see often in Kuala Lumpur. 

Some people have experienced 

homelessness for years or 

months, while some people 

have only recently become 

homeless.  

Why does it happen? 

Homelessness has roots in 

poverty and social exclusion.  

People become homeless for 

many reasons. Some become 

homeless after retirement of 

loss of a job. Some people have 

injuries, illnesses, or disabilities 

that make it hard to earn an 

income. Some people become 

homeless as a result of debt 

and/or financial or legal trouble. 

Some people face barriers to 

adequate employment because 

of incarceration history, limited 

literacy, or discrimination (such 

as against LGBTs, rural-urban 

migrants, or other marginalized 

groups). Some people struggle 

with addictions that make it 

hard to maintain personal 

health and financial well-being. 

Some people become homeless 

as a result of domestic abuse, 

depression, or personal trauma. 

Some people end up homeless 

because of the break-up of a 

family. Some persons living on 

the streets are refugees who 

are poor and forbidden by law 

from working in Malaysia. 

Most of the time, homeless 

persons grapple with several 

problems simultaneously like: 

 Depression, addiction and debt; 

 Injury, unemployment and 

family break-up; or 

 Old age, illness and abuse. 

Therefore, even though 

homelessness is fundamentally 

a problem of poverty—where 

people have insufficient income 

(such as wages or pension) to 

pay for housing and basic 

needs—the solution requires 

much more than asking 

homeless people to “get a job”. 

The solution also requires much 

more than just charity.  

It is imperative that we develop 

public policies and strategies 

for reducing and preventing 

homelessness today. 
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Our solution:  

Working together  

to end inequality  

and exclusion  

It is no coincidence that 

socially marginalized and 

excluded groups, such as 

people with disabilities, 

victims of abuse, formerly 

incarcerated persons, 

LGBTs, senior citizens, 

refugees, and people 

struggling with addiction 

are vulnerable to 

homelessness. Problems 

faced by marginalized 

groups are not often 

taken seriously within 

society—which means that 

people from these groups 

encounter more difficulty accessing the 

education, income, health care, housing 

and/or other fundamental securities and 

assistance they need.  

Problems faced by persons experiencing 

homelessness are complex and cannot 

be solved by one person alone.  

We must work together  

as a community and a society to end 

socio-economic exclusion and inequality.  

Why must anyone sleep on the streets?    
What can we do to bring greater security to our communities and lives?  

Homelessness affects thousands of people across Malaysia.  
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      Factors Linked to Homelessness, Related Policy, and What Government Can Do. 

           1 in 5 *  
homeless persons  

surveyed named low  

wages as a factor in  

their homelessness.  

          1 in 2 *  
        persons surveyed  

named unemployment  

as a factor in their  

homelessness. 

             Persons hoping  
     To exit homelessness  

         are often frustrated by  

      a lack of affordable  

        housing within  

reasonable distance  

of their workplaces. 

* From Profiling Golongan Gelandangan (Homeless) di Wilayah Perasekutuan Kuala Lumpur, a report by the Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development on the 

Social Welfare Department’s 2010 survey of 1,387 persons experiencing homelessness in Kuala Lumpur.  



 

          15 to 30%**  
of persons living 

on the streets 

suffer from  

chronic illness. 

          1 in 5 **  
homeless persons  

surveyed suffers from  

poor mental health—

often depression. 

          Inability to 

access  

services or support for 

escaping  abuse at 

home motivates  some 

victims to  turn to the 

streets for safety. 

** From a survey of 48 persons living on the streets and 14 newly homeless clients of Anjung Singgah in Kuala Lumpur, conducted October-November 2012. 

    Factors Linked to Homelessness, Related Policy, and What Government Can Do. 



 

       Being deprived  

of compensation  

for a work injury  

or one’s regular labour 

propels some people 

into homelessness, 

and prevents workers 

who are already  

homeless from exiting 

homelessness. 

          1 in 10 *  
persons living 

on the streets 

has a physical, mental, 

developmental, or  

other disability. 

          1 in 5 *  
 persons living on the 

streets is over age 60. 

* From Profiling Golongan Gelandangan (Homeless) di Wilayah Perasekutuan Kuala Lumpur, a report by the Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development on the 

Social Welfare Department’s 2010 survey of 1,387 persons experiencing homelessness in Kuala Lumpur.  

    Factors Linked to Homelessness, Related Policy, and What Government Can Do. 



 

          1 in 20 *  
homeless persons  

surveyed came to KL 

from East Malaysia, 

while 1 in 10* came 

from less developed 

peninsular states. 

Many travelled in 

search for work to  

support their families. 

          Addictions to  
gambling, alcohol,  

or drugs are  

disorders that   

complicate one’s  

ability to avert or  

escape 

homelessness.  

          40% ** of 

newly homeless  

persons surveyed  

listed debt as a  

contributing factor to 

their homelessness. 

* From Profiling Golongan Gelandangan (Homeless) di Wilayah Perasekutuan Kuala Lumpur, a report by 

the Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development on the Social Welfare Department’s 

2010 survey of 1,387 persons experiencing homelessness in Kuala Lumpur.  
** From a survey of 14 clients of Anjung Singgah in Kuala Lumpur, conducted October-November 2012. 

    Factors Linked to Homelessness, Related Policy, and What Government Can Do. 



For more information,  
please contact Rayna:  

Email—faiyaque@gmail.com 

False. Many homeless persons work, 

usually in cleaning, security, or restaurant 

positions. A large number of companies 

actively send ‘scouts’ to the 

streets to hire homeless persons 

because they see them as a 

readily exploitable pool of labour, 

persons with little choice but to 

work long hours for low wages,  

and few demands. Jobs often 

require 10-12 hour shifts 

(sometimes at odd hours) and pay 

between RM 25-40 per day. 

Senior citizens and other persons 

who have difficulty finding work in 

the formal labour market often 

spend hours collecting recyclables 

in order to make a meagre income 

of RM 5-10 per day. 

Some homeless persons who do not work 

are frustrated by the lack of opportunity to 

gain fair compensation for their labour, or 

re-enter the field of work they are 

experienced in. It is certainly a rational 

decision for many to NOT undertake 

viciously exploitative work at degrading 

wages. At the same time, the stigma 

attached to homelessness results in 

discrimination that prevents people, 

including formerly professional or 

specialized workers, from finding work in 

formal labour markets. 

Among homeless persons who do not work, 

lest we forget, are significant numbers of 

people who endure sizable challenges 

because of health problems, disabilities, 

and/or addiction disorders. 

Whether they work, or not, homeless 

persons generally know that work alone is 

not the answer. Access to secure, non-

exploitative work at living wages, along with 

appropriate housing and health care, is key. 

Myth-

buster 

Can you Help Us Improve This 

Sheet? 

Please contact us with any 

corrections, additions, or ideas to 

improve the quality and accuracy of 

this sheet! 


