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Abstract

The challenges facing the homeless in Europe are numerous and often 
insurmountable. The number of people living rough is growing, and 
there is no concerted EU effort to combat this phenomenon. This study 
investigates the extant issues and new challenges created by a cash-free 
economy. Structured interviews were conducted with 50 participants 
using a questionnaire developed specifi cally to understand how the 
homeless participate in our economy. A literature review was conducted to 
fully understand the positive and negative impact of a cash-free economy. 
The resultant research shows that there is a deeply negative impact on the 
homeless, as they are particularly vulnerable to changes in their ability 
to earn money. The authors conclude that there is a simple and practical 
solution to this problem that also has positive ripple effects on the 
community. The development of this solution will allow the homeless to 
participate in a cash-free economy, alleviates the negative impact, and will 
create new opportunities for service organisations, the homeless, and the 
larger community. Once the solution is implemented, a follow-up study 
will be conducted.
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Introduction

This study aims, with a combined review of the literature and research 
conducted locally, to determine the impact of the swiftly growing cash-
free economy on the homeless population. How does this impact their 
ability to raise the funds needed to survive, and is there a solution that 
is practical to implement and that can be duplicated over the larger 
European area? As one can easily see, the world is moving toward a system 
where cash is less likely to be carried and used by the average person. 
A large percentage of the income of the homeless is raised through the 
solicitation of donations from the public, referred to as ‘panhandling’ for 
the purposes of this paper. The author posits that although this number 
is reported as being a small percentage of the income for the homeless, 
anecdotal data and research show that this number is underreported, and 
that panhandling is a larger percentage of the income of the homeless 
than reported. Finally, the author will develop and present a solution to 
this problem that crosses into other problem areas, potentially alleviating 
those issues as well.

Literature Review

The problem of homelessness in EU countries is diffi cult to 
understand and, because of inconsistency in counting methods and 
defi nitions, diffi cult to measure. The best estimate is that on any given 
night, there are almost 1 million people unhoused in Europe (Alexiev, 
2023). The most recent Overview of Housing Exclusion for Europe, from 
2023, provides details about the unhoused within Europe, but the report 
consists only of governmentally-provided data, and most countries 
have an antiquated method of data collection that is underfunded. 
Thirteen EU Member States use a point-in-time counting method, 
and is a method which involves counting homeless numbers over one 
night or one week, with workers going out into the community and 
attempting to attain such data. Because of the transient nature of the 
homeless population, they are often diffi cult to fi nd, so this method 
may be fl awed. Based on this method, however, a number was arrived 
at; the report uses this number to determine the percentage of the 
population that is homeless in the countries under study. This data was 
then applied to the other Member States, and this is how the number 
of 895,000 used in the report was calculated, so the authors cannot be 
sure of the exact number.
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Figure 1. Count Types. Classifi cation According to the Method Used 
and Quality of Data Collected
Source: Alexiev, 2023.
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While differing methodologies and application of solutions conform 
to the idea of subsidiarity – an important concept in the EU, it does not 
best serve the homeless. Governments are wary of making the defi nition 
too broad as it might impact their numbers in a negative way. However, 
the real focus should be on understanding the problem, not the optics.

The report notes that Germany, with one of the largest homeless 
populations, takes additional care in counting, using two distinct methods 
(Alexiev, 2023). This may be why the German numbers are so high, and 
it also provides a more complete understanding of the issues it faces and 
can help prevent homelessness in the future.

 The EU work strand on homelessness states that it is necessary to 
“strengthen evidence on homelessness” (Homelessness – Employment, 
Social Affairs & Inclusion – European Commission, n.d.). The barriers 
to good data are: the lack of will; an inconsistent defi nition; and a fl awed 
process. Although Poland has made progress in trying to understand 
the issues facing the unsheltered, there have been no national studies 
conducted, and there is no corresponding national approach. Rather, 
communities have their own solutions which may or may not be 
coordinated with other regions (Dębski, 2003). This is the same throughout 
the EU with few exceptions. There has been no reliable methodology for 
counting and tracking the homeless in Poland, although progress is being 
made to understand the complex issue and its causes (Burak, Ferenc, 
2021). Additionally, there are very few projects attempting to understand 
homelessness at the local level (Daňková et al., 2019).

Denmark has, however, made a concerted effort to understand their 
own homeless, and as at 2019, they reported a little over 6000 homeless 
individuals living in Denmark (Lars Benjaminsen, 2019). This same 
report noted that of these 6000 individuals, 41 percent indicated mental 
illness as their primary cause of homelessness (Lars Benjaminsen, 2019). 
Even though this information is known, Denmark’s joint agreement on 
homelessness and housing makes no mention of this (Lars Benjaminsen, 
2019). The evidence itself is not enough; the information must be 
appropriately integrated into policy, research, and practice, otherwise 
it is an exercise in futility. Knowing who is homeless and why they are 
unhoused makes little difference if this information is not integrated 
into solutions. But as we see in most of Europe there is little information 
on homeless populations, and the process of counting and gathering 
information is largely unscientifi c.

Poland, along with many other EU states, has a mismatch of efforts 
as regards both counting the homeless and serving them. This lack of 
coordinated effort has created a system that has no long-term solutions 
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nor preventative measures. The research shows that the longer someone 
remains in a homeless state, the more despondent they become and, after 
10 years, they are considered chronically homeless with little chance of 
changing their situation (Dębski, 2003). A 2003 survey of the homeless 
population in the Tri-city area of Poland (Gdansk, Sopot, and Gdynia) 
showed that there were over 2800 individuals, 85% of whom were male 
(Dębski, 2003). This is higher than the average of 80% identifying as 
males in most homeless populations. It is relevant to this study because if 
panhandling is to be looked at as a source of income critical to survival, 
a homeless man may be seen by the public as more of a threat, and people 
are less likely to give directly to that person. Debski’s fi ndings were 
reinforced by his continued study 10 years later in 2013 which found that 
the homeless population’s average age was increasing (Dębski, 2014). An 
indication, it seems, of the persistence of the problem. 

The longer someone has been in a state of homelessness, the higher 
the chances are that they may be considered to be more threatening. 
The manner in which someone acclimates to living rough may make 
the public perceive that individual as being less like them and more of 
a threat, and this would also discourage direct giving to that person. The 
average period of homelessness in the research was 7.6 years, and this 
constitutes the category of long-term homelessness (Dębski, 2003). 48% 
of the people surveyed in the Tri-City area were considered long-term 
(6–10 years – 22%) or chronically homeless (10 plus years – 26%). Of the 
2800 individuals questioned, 31% of them were either unhoused (16%) or 
living in sheltered but unhoused conditions (15%).

Table 1. The Homeless Population of The Tri-city Area by Housing Type

Percentage of people Type of Housing
60% Shelters
15% Railway stations, uninhabitable buildings
16% Outside, in gardens, or in other allotments
5% Flats
4% Staying with friends 

Source: Dębski, 2003.

The goals agreed upon at the Lisbon Conference and outlined in the 
Lisbon Declaration state that no one should be living rough. The fully-
defi ned goals go further in looking to not only prevent homelessness. but 
also prevent the homeless from being excluded from society (Homelessness 
– Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion – European Commission, n.d.). 
The homeless are excluded fi nancially, socially, and psychologically from 
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society. As indicated in the work of FEANTSA, the European Federation 
of National Organisations Working with the Homeless, there are so-called 
“structural”, “institutional”, and “individual” causes of homelessness, 
and are listed below.

1. Structural Factors
– Housing Market Dynamics: In many European cities, housing 

affordability has decreased due to rising rents and an insuffi cient 
supply of affordable housing. Economic disparities often exacerbate 
this issue;

– Economic Crises: Events such as the 2008 fi nancial crisis signifi cantly 
raised unemployment rates and reduced social security nets, leading 
to more individuals and families facing homelessness.

2. Institutional Factors
– Inadequate Social Policies: Variability in welfare support and 

housing policies across European countries affects homelessness’ 
prevalence. Countries with robust social services tend to have lower 
rates of homelessness;

– Discrimination and Marginalisation: Certain groups, such as 
migrants, minorities, and the mentally ill, face higher risks of 
homelessness due to systemic discrimination.

3. Individual Factors
– Mental Health and Addiction: Many homeless individuals struggle 

with mental health issues or substance abuse, which can hinder 
their ability to secure stable housing;

– Family Breakdowns: Relationships can collapse due to various 
pressures, leading to a cycle of homelessness, especially among 
youth (FEANSTA, 2024).

 
All EU states have pledged to fi ght homelessness and make signifi cant 

progress by 2030, but only Finland and Denmark have made any actual 
progress (Alexiev, 2023). The highest rate of homelessness is in France, 
and the highest number of homeless live in Germany (O’Carroll, 2023). 
While understanding the causes of homelessness and creating an EU-wide 
data collection system and approach to homelessness-based services is 
important, the aim of this study is to understand how the homeless are 
impacted by a cash-free economy and whether there are steps that can be 
taken to address these issues. One of the EU’s six priority issues is an economy 
that works for all people (Priorities 2019–2024 – European Commission, n.d.). 
Addressing homelessness in an effort to reduce social exclusion aligns with 
this priority, as “homelessness is one of the most extreme forms of social 
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exclusion, negatively affecting people’s physical and mental health, well-
being, and life expectancy, as well as their access to employment and access 
to other economic and social services” (Homelessness – Employment, Social 
Affairs & Inclusion – European Commission, n.d.). Whether or not a cash-
free economy that excludes a million people is working for the homeless is 
a question the EU will have to address.

Economies are moving toward a cash-free system. Since 2013, there 
has been an almost tripling of cash-free transactions in Europe (Statista, 
2020). As will be discussed, there are both benefi ts and risks to this.

Figure 2. Cash-Free Payments by Country
Source: the author’s own interpretation of gathered data (Statista, 2022).

Sweden is leading the way in cashless payments, with 80% of the 
population paying predominantly by card and just 1.3% of the country’s 
GDP being circulated in cash (Poon, 2020). Cashless payment availablibilty 
lags in the US as compared to Europe. Additionally, there are twice as 
many unbanked households in the United States as compared to Europe; 
7.5% and 3.4% respectively (Ampudia and Ehrmann, 2017a). These 
circumstances may account for the US conversion to cashless transactions 
at a slower rate than in Europe. 

The study shows that the economically disadvantaged, including the 
homeless, are more likely to be unbanked than more affl uent people. Not 
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only is being unbanked inconvenient, but it is also costly, with unbanked 
individuals in Europe having $72,000 less wealth (Ampudia, Ehrmann, 
2017). The abovementioned cost of being unbanked is just one part of the 
issue. Financial inclusion means fully participating in the economy as 
both a consumer and a producer of economic activity. With a percentage of 
the population existing outside of normal economic activity, this makes it 
challenging for those individuals to have an equal opportunity to achieve, 
and it hurts the economy as well. 

An OECD report on employment found that although employment 
is the primary solution for poverty, it is not all about pay; it is also about 
having a regular wage to count on. Benefi t schemes and working time are 
far more important than minimum wage, although the wage is certainly 
an issue (OECD, 2009). Being able to have a regular wage that is deposited 
in a bank each pay period opens that person up to additional services 
the bank may offer, such as savings, lines of credit, so-called “round up” 
programs, and fi nancial counselling. 

Economic segregation (Poon, 2020) exacerbates the challenges facing 
the unbanked and, most severely, the homeless population. They feel 
the impact in two distinct ways; they experience it fi rstly as a typical 
unbanked individual living outside the fi nancial system and struggling 
to participate, and this lack of inclusion also impacts them as a producer 
as a secondary effect. As the banked increase cashless transactions, the 
homeless fi nd it more diffi cult to raise funds through their panhandling 
activities and other ways they raise funds, thereby furthering their 
isolation.

 A small study out of Toronto surveyed panhandlers to ask how they 
felt about this activity, what they raised, and what they spent it on and 
found that 48% of those surveyed said it was degrading to panhandle 
(Bose, Wang, 2002). The study’s participants also found that 43% said 
they enjoyed meeting people through their panhandling (Bose, Wang, 
2002). The results noted that half of the income of these individuals came 
from panhandling (Bose, Wang, 2002).

How a Cash-free Economy Impacts GDP

A broader understanding of the implications of a cash-free economy is 
necessary. A cash-free economy is defi ned as one where goods and services 
are traded without the exchange of physical cash (Tee, Ong, 2016), and 
while no economy is completely cash-free, we are certainly moving in that 
direction, and there are both positive and negative implications. 
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Positive factors: These include increased GDP, ease in consumption 
smoothing, a shrinking of the so-called “gray” economy, increased tax 
revenue, and savings for customers and vendors are a few of the positive 
factors. According to Armey et al., theft is less likely to occur under 
a cashless system; stores hold much less cash, customers are not walking 
around with cash, and so thieves have less incentive to target those stores 
and/or individuals (Armey et al., 2014). 

The impact on GDP is potentially the strongest argument for 
governments to encourage the movement toward a cashless society. It is 
reported that since the adoption of electronic card payments, a version 
of cashless exchange, $683 billion in real US dollars has been added to 
the GDPs of 56 countries (Tee, Ong, 2016). Indeed, there is a marked 
increase in GDP for countries as they increase cash-free payments, and 
while this increase is larger for developing economies, it is still signifi cant 
for developed economies. We can see that a mature economy can realise 
a 1% increase in GDP, and an emerging economy can see a 3% increase 
(Massi et al., 2019). Some of this increase in GDP is from fewer “gray” 
transactions occuring.

Potential Economic Benefi t of Move to Cashless Payment 
as Percentage Increase

Figure 4. Benefi ts From Cashless Payments
Source: the author’s own interpretation of gathered data (World Bank, 2017).
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GDP elasticity is an essential component of this study as is an 
understanding of the positive impact of metrics such as card penetration. 
According to data in a Moody’s study, a 1% increase in card penetration 
added .017% to global GDP, raising it from 1.6% per year to 1.8% in the 
impacted year (Zandi et al., 2016).

Table 2. GDP Growth From Greater Card Penetration

Cumulative Contribution to GDP Growth from Greater Card Penetration 
2008–2012 (2008 USD bil.)
Country Total Country Total
UAE 4.2 Malaysia 4.2
Argentina 20.8 Netherlands 13.2
Austria 4.7 Norway 3.2
Belgium 11.5 New Zealand 3.5
Brazil 51.3 Peru 1.7
Canada 9.7 Philippines 2.0
Switzerland 3.2 Poland 7.9
Chile 6.4 Puerto Rico 0.2
China Mainland 374.5 Portugal 2.6
Colombia 0.7 Russia 36.0
Czechia 1.6 Saudi Arabia 4.7
Germany 16.1 Singapore 3.3
Egypt 0.0 Serbia 0.3
Spain 5.7 Sweden 0.8
Finland 5.1 Thailand 1.8
France 52.7 Turkey 15.4
U.K. 68.0 Taiwan 3.0
Greece 0.6 Ukraine 1.8
Hong Kong 2.8 U.S. 127.4
Hungary 9.1 Venezuela 0.5
Indonesia 6.4 Vietnam 1.2
India 1.5 South Africa 7.8
Ireland 5.1 Kazakhstan 0.8
Italy 11.4 Qatar 0.4
Japan 24.5 Costa Rica 0.3
South Korea 23.0 Dominican Rep. 0.3
Kuwait 1.2 Rwanda 0.0
Mexico 7.8
TOTAL:                                                                                                 983.9

Source: the author’s own representation of Moody’s Analytics Data.
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Negative Impact: The positive impact is quite signifi cant, and it 
benefi ts the World Economy and those who participate in the fi nancial 
system. But for the unbanked, it is a different story. There is a signifi cant 
impact on the fi nances of the unbanked from living in a parallel economy. 
Their economy is proximate to the traditional version, but without having 
any of the benefi ts. This two-system approach, where some are in and 
some are out, leaves the unbanked devoid of the opportunities frictionless 
payments afford and out of a growth economy (Bruhn et al., 2009). While 
being unbanked is a factor that is impacted by a cash-free economy, it is 
not caused by it, but the information included here is to make us aware 
of the impact of the cash-free economy on those who are unbanked and 
how it further excludes them from the fi nancial system. This should 
be carefully considered as we make conscious decisions to move in the 
direction of a cash-free economy.

The importance of the topic of the unbanked is evident when we look 
at how the homeless raise money, and how the banked are participating 
in the economy, using cards and other fi ntech tools. These tools are out of 
the reach of the homeless and, therefore, so are the ways the homeless can 
interact with the economy.

Research Methods

This study of the homeless was conducted over the Summer of 2022 
in the Tri-city of Poland. The population and size of the Tri-city area are 
similar to other communities where homelessness persists in Europe. It is 
estimated that the homeless population of Poland is almost 40,000 people 
(Alexiev, 2023), following the average number of homeless living in EU 
states (Alexiev, 2023). 

 Working with a local NGO serving the homeless in the Tri-city, 
50 homeless individuals were administered a questionnaire asking about 
their income, where it comes from, how much they need, and how they 
spend it (see appendix A). Some of the results were eliminated once the 
condition of the subject was clear to the interviewer (i.e., intoxication or 
active mental health crisis) and their inability to give consent, although 
most were cooperative and described themselves as being happy to help. 
They stated that it made them feel useful by assisting to develop solutions 
to combat the problem. The interviews were conducted at several homeless 
shelters or service providers within the greater Tri-City.

Conducting research on homeless populations is delicate, and it is 
important to uphold ethical standards and established protocols. As part 
of their study, the authors observed the following protocols: informed 
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consent; anonymity; respect for the participants; collaboration with local 
organisations; use of ethical research methods; and benefi cence.

Research Results

The questions were asked using an interpreter, with little explanation, 
and the interpreter recorded the answers. The interpreter was used to 
help make the participants feel comfortable, as the author does not speak 
Polish. The participants answered the questions often in indirect ways, so 
every effort was made to take the answers at face value, although sometimes 
conversation ensued, as the participants were generally interested in the 
purpose of the study. 

Figure 5. Survey Question Regarding Length of Time in Homeless 
Condition
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

Similar to the Dębski study (48%), it was found that 42% of individuals 
fell into the categories of chronic or long-term homelessness. Notably, some 
of the participants presented in a manner one would expect from living 
outdoors, while others did not. One individual reported being homeless 
for 27 years. This was the longest reported instance, and he appeared to 
have adjusted to his circumstances. This adjustment, however, can make 
it diffi cult to live in a housed situation later on. The shortest instance 
of homelessness was a few weeks. There were several individuals who 
did not identify as homeless; rather, they stated that they were housed. 
This is diffi cult to determine because there is no consistent defi nition of 
homelessness in Poland (Dębski, 2003). Using the United States Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) defi nition of homelessness, “individuals 
who lack resources and support networks to obtain permanent housing 
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meet HUD’s defi nition of homeless”. Based on their answers, these 
individuals would mostly meet this defi nition. As mentioned before, this 
is a frustration of the current system in the sense that there is no standard 
defi nition in most countries in the EU and no defi nition for the Union 
itself. 

The participants were then asked where their funds came from. 
They were given several choices: Social Support (MOPS); work-for-pay; 
panhandling; and other options. 

Figure 6. Survey Question Related to the Income Sources of Homeless 
Individuals
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

As the chart shows, most of the participants stated that their money 
comes from Social Support; they receive funding from the government. 
Individuals who are deemed indigent by the government can receive some 
funding from MOPS (Miejski Osrodek Pomocy Spolecznej), a program 
that provides social support in Poland. The amount they can receive 
monthly is 776 PLN (City Centre of Social Assistance, 2022), equivalent 
to approximately $170 US dollars a month. If we look at this through 
the lens of purchasing power parity, it is equal to approximately $300 US 
a  month. It is still a far cry from what is needed to survive and certainly 
not enough to lift oneself out of poverty.

In the survey, the second largest reported funding source was work-for-
pay. Some participants reported aluminium/tin can collection as work for 
pay and other non-wage jobs, although research does support the idea that 
many homeless people work. In the US, it is reported that as many as 65% 
of homeless people work, but one study found that 30% of homeless were 
engaged in some type of formal work (National Center for Biotechnology 
Information, 1988).
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The third reported income source is panhandling. It is thought, however, 
based on research from Toronto, that the number of people panhandling 
may be underreported (Bose, Hwang, 2002). Broadly speaking, it seems 
that the average amount per hour raised is between $2 and $16 adjusted 
to 2020 USD (Reinhard, 2021), although the wide range of hourly income 
also corresponds to a range of expenses. Even at the high end, $16 per 
hour does not allow for particularly favourable living conditions in cities 
such as London or Paris, where the cost of living is high.

The “other” category was reported at over 10%, so it is statistically 
signifi cant, but it is challenging to know what is included in this category, 
and it may include sources such as family support.

Figure 7. A Survey Question Related to Daily Expenses
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

Knowing the income and the sources where it is earned is one part of 
the equation, but we also need to know what it is spent on. When asked 
how much money is needed to survive per day in this area of Poland, the 
responses varied. As the chart above indicates, it ranged from 10 PLN to 
over 100 PLN. Firstly, we must understand the Purchasing Power Parity 
(PPP) of the country. Knowing this, we can try to translate these amounts 
into an amount that can be understood in a European context. If we 
compare this to the amount received from MOPS 776 PLN (City Centre 
of Social Assistance, 2022), it is lower than the amount the respondents 
reported they needed to survive. This implies that there are other sources 
of income such as panhandling or “scrapping”, and this may lead us to 
believe that these other sources of income are underreported. 

What this information tells us is that what a person can buy in the 
United States for $1 they can buy 1.837 of that same good in Poland in 
2021 (Eurostat, 2012). This goes the very same for the homeless, so when 
we look at the amount raised by the homeless in Poland, their ability 



293

Ch. Orobello, Homeless in Europe: A Closer Look at the Homeless in a Cash-free…

to purchase goods is the important aspect of what they raise in terms of 
converted USD. So, although the amount may be lower, we can consider 
the purchasing power of those funds.

Table 3. Purchasing Power Parity for Poland

Country 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Poland 1.801 1.796 1.762 1.767 1.765 1.733 1.743 1.748 1.787 1.790 1.837
USA 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

This brings us to a discussion of what the homeless are spending their 
money on. It was challenging to gather this data because of the potential 
of a large number of data points. For this reason, it was decided that it 
made the most sense to create a list of potential categories and ask the 
respondents to rank them in order of importance.

They were given the chance to rank the six categories, although most 
people only used 3 of the six.

Figure 8. What Is Your Largest Monthly Expense?
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

Figure 9. What Is Your Second Largest Monthly Expense?
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.
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Figure 10. What Is Your Third Largest Monthly Expense?
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data

Figure 11. What Is Your Fourth Largest Monthly Expense?
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

Figure 12. What Is Your Fifth Largest Monthly Expense?
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.
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The question of “What is your sixth largest monthly expense?” went 
unanswered, so there is no fi gure which accompanies this data. It was 
clear from the results that food, alcohol, and cigarettes all ranked very 
high in the data. It was, however, unclear as regards the veracity of the 
results. It could be considered that perhaps there was some apprehension 
caused by a possible fear of being judged. It was noted that the longer the 
individual was homeless, the more likely they ranked alcohol as the most 
important. This may be correlated with a higher instance of candor based 
on the number of years living unhoused, or a correlation of alcohol use 
to the persistency of homelessness in the individual. It is diffi cult to say 
with certainty. 

When asked whether they had seen an increase or decrease in the 
amount of money received from all sources over the last few years, 
the respondents overwhelmingly stated that they had seen a decrease.

Figure 13. Decrease in Income
Source: the author’s own interpretation of the gathered data.

Over 63% of participants stated that they had seen a decrease in the 
money they receive from all available sources. This is signifi cant especially 
considering that 9 respondents did not reply to this question. Where this 
decrease comes from needs to be explored more thoroughly, but within 
the context of the hypothesis for this paper, and with fewer cash-carrying 
tourists in this area, it may be connected to an increasingly cash-free 
economy. Or, at the very least, to a growing distaste for panhandling. 
Either way, it creates an issue for the homeless as even a slight decrease in 
their income has a large impact on their livelihood. 
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Suggested Solutions to the Homeless 
in a Cash-free Economy

If we can consider the hypothesis that a cash-free economy is damaging 
for the homeless across the EU and contributes to their social exclusion, 
and that hypothesis is proven, then targeted solutions should then be 
developed to address the challenges facing the homeless, especially 
considering that the cash-free nature of transactions will continue to 
increase in the future. One of the goals of this paper was to gather data 
and create a solution that could easily be implemented and duplicated 
across the EU. 

The proposed solution addresses the issue from the perspectives of 
the homeless, the public, and communities. The solution is conceived 
by understanding that there is a growing crisis among the homeless with 
regard to their ability to raise funds, either because people are not carrying 
cash or they do not want to give to panhandlers. The proposed solution is 
able to account for both of these causes and, at the same time, educate the 
public. As at 2022, the EU has a new “4-year Partnership Agreement that 
will contribute towards combating homelessness in Europe” (European 
Commission, 2022). The author believes that his solution is consistent 
with this in that it touches several of the points, most notably by building 
an evidence base, monitoring the participants in the program, and 
mobilising stakeholders.

The author’s solution encourages the homeless to interact with 
so-called “helpers” in the community, or, more specifi cally, those in 
the community who are committed to helping the homeless, either as 
individuals or as part of an NGO or government department. By doing so, 
some non-identifying data can be collected that will prove useful in both 
counting the homeless population and understanding the underlying 
causes. Without this understanding, we are developing solutions in 
a vacuum, and that will not be helpful to anyone.

As the aim is to interact in a positive and helpful manner with both 
the homeless and the community, we need to implement a solution that 
can be useful to both. In considering options, it has been decided that 
a kiosk is a solution that can meet both the needs of the homeless and the 
community. In the International Journal of Information Management, 
Slack and Rowley show that the new generation of kiosks, termed “Kiosk 
21”, are useful tools for interacting with the public (Slack, Rowley, 2002). 
They describe them as tools for “information provision/promotion, 
interaction, transaction, and relationships” (Slack, Rowley, 2002). We 
intend to use them for all four functions.
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Creating a touchfree kiosk in high-traffi c areas where the public 
could donate to the homeless, learn about the problem of homelessness, 
interact with the interface, and create a relationship with an NGO can 
help mitigate the continuing problem of homelessness not only in the 
Tri-City, but also in other locations around the EU. The kiosk would 
discourage people from giving to panhandlers; it would provide a cash-
free method to enable donations to be made, and the collected funds would 
be donated to a local NGO. The centralisation of the funds also makes the 
public more comfortable with donating, as they can be assured of some 
oversight. The second issue that is addressed relates to how the money 
is distributed. The NGO would distribute the funds via prepaid cards. 
These cards are formatted so that they cannot be utilised for the purchase 
of alcohol or cigarettes, but could rather be used for food, transportation, 
or other necessities such as clothing (socks, gloves, and/or underwear, 
for example). Creating a system that allows the homeless some agency in 
their purchases would help relieve some of their despondency at being 
part of a system that cares little for them and gives them few choices in 
life. The limited nature of their spending could also protect them from 
spending a large portion of their funds self-medicating by purchasing 
alcohol. Although this may seem like a paternalistic approach to social 
welfare, it is rooted in the research found here and elsewhere, and it is the 
beginning of a larger program serving the homeless. While the nature of 
monitoring the spending might seem controlling, the largest food support 
program in the United States has similar restrictions on its programs of 
SNAP and WIC (USDA, 2023) with great success and little impact on 
the agency of the participants. This helps to make cash-free an option for 
the homeless, ultimately including them in the cash-free economy while 
also informing those members of the public with the intention of placing 
funds on cards for the homeless to use. Because the kiosk is adopting the 
trend of cash-free transactions, we would expect to offset the reduction in 
income seen by the homeless in the last few years, make it easier for the 
public to help, and perhaps make it safer for the homeless and the public 
by creating a more dignifi ed process.

One of the goals of the kiosk is to help the donor feel that they are 
doing good. The donation goes to an NGO with oversight and a mission 
to help the homeless by breaking down the barriers to housing. Donors 
do not want to exacerbate problems through their charity. Communities 
can also be made to feel that they are helping the public by informing 
them of the best way to help, reducing panhandling (especially in tourist 
areas), and caring for the homeless at the same time. This is a key element 
of the program. There needs to be buy-in from an NGO, the homeless, 
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the public, and the local government. Reducing negative behaviour 
towards the homeless seems to be a good way to encourage governments 
to participate in the program.

Keeping the information hyper-local creates a stronger connection to 
the community. The design allows for the signage to be easily updated and 
customised to communities across the EU. One of the best elements of 
the solution is that it can be replicated in countless communities around 
Europe in phase two of the project. As this is implemented across the EU, 
a database of useful, non-identifying data can be created to build on the 
lexicon of research and create better solutions.

Conclusions

While the evidence points to a cash-free economy being a leap 
forward, the concerns addressed in this paper are for the people left 
behind in the wake of this advancement. It is essential to realise that 
most progress has some negative externalities. In an advancing economy, 
the poor often suffer the consequences of such an advancement. 
The aim of this paper is to discuss these consequences and develop 
a solution to allow for the economic growth that comes from a cash-free 
system while eliminating the detrimental consequences that homeless 
experience under a system in which cash is scarce. The research found 
that homeless individuals live in a parallel economy. Over-reliance 
on cash transactions further segregates the homeless from the rest 
of society and cuts off a major part of their income. The solution 
mentioned in this paper would allow for more reliable information on 
the spending and earning habits of the homeless while inviting them 
into the mainstream economy.

 While the author does not address all the potential issues, there is 
certainly a solution to the exacerbated circumstances of the homeless in an 
economy where a portion of their livelihood might disappear. An additional 
benefi t can be found in the ease of duplication this system affords. It can 
be done in any community for a small price. There simply needs to be the 
will to do it, access to the Internet, and an NGO or non-profi t with whom 
a partnership can be formed. The benefi ts to the community are that it 
reduces panhandling, increases awareness of the issues of homelessness, 
and gives a solution to those who want to help while also giving some 
agency to the homeless community under a protective system that allows 
them to make purchases for necessities. It is infrequent that a solution has 
no negative impact, but the author believes that this solution may be free 
of negative externalities.
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Further research will be conducted on a larger population when 
the solution has been implemented. The additional data gathered will 
be useful to this paper’s researcher and others as it is shared with the 
research community. The author feels confi dent that collecting data on 
income, expenses, barriers to economic participation, and homelessness 
mitigation strategies will be important for policy makers, community 
leaders, and the homeless community.
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