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Letter to the Editor 

The Board of Directors for the National Coalition for the Homeless [NCH], the oldest national 
homeless advocacy organization in the nation, applauds Malcolm Gladwell’s article, “Million 
Dollar Murray,” for calling for an end to homelessness rather than continuing to merely manage 
homelessness.  That is why NCH has worked with Congresswoman Julia Carson to reintroduce 
the Bringing America Home Act [H.R. 4347], a comprehensive bill whose goal is to end 
homelessness for all in this nation. 

We also support the point that it is much more cost effective to build homes, community based 
treatment centers, rather than jails and emergency rooms being our national housing policy for 
homeless people. 

But there are three flaws that tarnish this important article. 

First, the two “theories” or “paradigms” [normal distribution theory and power-law theory] are 
only diametrically opposed to each other if we assume an era of limited resources.  If we assume 
such an era, we are forced to make the cost effective decision of focusing on the “chronically 
homeless” over other homeless populations, like youth or families.   It begs the morality of 
making “Sophie’s choice”- the single man, over the homeless family.  NCH does not accept this 
choice, nor do accept we live in an era of limited resources.  We have seen hundreds of billions 
magically appear for wars.  Billions appear, at least on paper, for victims of natural disasters.  On 
the flip side, we take billions off the table in tax cuts to wealthy Americans.  We have the 
resources to end homelessness for all, without pitting one group against another.  What we are 
lacking is the national vision and political will to do it. 

Second, the power-law theory naively assumes that the savings to institutions by focusing on the 
“chronically” homeless users of these systems, will automatically be re-programmed back into 
affordable housing and services.  Assuming that millions are saved in a community, there will be 
competing interests for those savings, such as a hospital wanting to purchase new equipment, or 
hire back nurses they had to lay off in the last recession.  These savings will not necessarily be 
used to help end homelessness for youth and families who were left out in the cold while we 
“solved” the “chronic” problem. 

Finally, the “power-law” theory blindly accepts HUD’s definition of “chronically” homeless, i.e., 
over the age of 18, single adult, who has been homeless for more than a year, and has either a 
substance use issue and/or is mentally ill.  This immediately leaves off youth and families, many 
who of whom have been homeless for more than a year and have the same issues.  As a matter of 



fact, there are currently seven different federal definitions of homelessness, and HUD’s is the 
most restrictive, while the US Conference of Mayors and many national homeless organizations 
would like to see the Department of Education’s  definition be adopted since it includes families 
who are doubled up and living in motels, which the HUD definition does not. 

NCH wants to thank Mr. Gladwell, for sparking a national public policy debate on the shame of 
homelessness in our communities.  We should dedicate our national will that not one more 
“Murray” dies on our streets.   We must reject Bush’s “leave no billionaire behind” policies, and  
have a policy in this nation that no person gets two homes, until everyone has one.  

Bob Erlenbusch, 
President, Board of Directors 
National Coalition for the Homeless  

 


