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URBAN PLUNGE 101


(Marking the Ability to Successfully Survive the Harsh Conditions of Life on the Streets)

History
While we would like to take credit for this novel way to learn about homelessness, plunges are not new.

One of the earliest plungers in this century was George Orwell who wrote of his experiences in Down and Out in Paris and London published in 1933.

In Michael Shelden's Orwell: The Authorized Biography the author writes of Orwell's experiences:

"Given his landlady's absurd social pretensions, it is just as well that she was ignorant of his activities elsewhere in London. She would have been appalled to know that her polite young lodger was making secret expeditions to the East End, spending time in the company of tramps and beggars. He began this unusual activity not long after moving to London. He wanted to learn about the living conditions of the poorest of the poor, and his plan was to go among them disguised as a tramp. Worried that his educated accent would raise suspicions that he was spying for the police, he planned his first trip with some trepidation. He took great care to make himself look like a real tramp, acquiring a shabby coat, black dungaree trousers, a faded scarf, and a rumpled cap. Walking to a seedy area near the West India Docks, he began his investigations surrounded by rough characters‑‑stevedores, sailors, and unemployed laborers. But much to his surprise, his effort to pass himself off as a tramp worked perfectly, and he was delighted to discover that he was treated no differently from anyone else. Clothes did indeed make the man. He stayed in the district for two or three days, sleeping at a common lodging house in Limehouse Causeway and paying ninepence a day for the privilege. This experience encouraged him to go "on the road" for a short period. Looking ragged and dirty, he wandered through the outskirts of London, spending his nights in crowded "spikes"‑‑the casual wards of local workhouses.”

"By the early 1930’s, he had made quite a few of these tramping expeditions, and some of his experiences eventually found their way into the pages of Down and Out in Paris and London, which came out in 1933. It is doubtful that there was a clear literary purpose in his mind during his early trips to the East End. He seems to have had only a vague desire to collect information for a book, without really knowing whether he would put it to use in a novel, a book of short stories, a series of essays, or a long autobiographical report. One definite source of inspiration was Jack London's The People of the Abyss, which is based on the American writer's close observation of life in the East End at the beginning of the century. Blair knew the book and was following its example when he chose to assume a disguise before entering the unfamiliar world of the slums. Jack London began his exploration of the world by changing into old clothes that he had purchased at a rag shop in Stepney, and in this disguise, he had lived among the poor for most of one summer. "What I wish to do," London declares in his first chapter, "is to go down into the East End and see things for myself. I wish to know how those people are living there, and why they are living there, and what they are living for." He wrote his book with lightning speed, finishing it in less than a year, but Blair‑‑who was too inexperienced and unsure of himself​‑needed much more time to find his voice as a writer and to discover the best form for his work. Like many good writers, Blair discovered a subject worthy of his talent long before he found an appropriate style."

"In any event, it was not merely for literary reasons that he wanted to spend time among the lowest classes of society. Apart from his desire to collect material for his writing, he had a genuine desire to understand how the poor lived and to experience something of their suffering. It was not enough to view such things from a distance or to think about poverty and class as abstract problems. He needed to see the poor at close quarters, talking directly with them about their lives, sharing meals with them, sleeping in the same rooms. Having rejected "every form of man's dominion over man," he wanted "to get right down among the oppressed, to be one of them and on their side against the tyrants."

"Pretending to be a tramp was also a quick way of satisfying his urge to fail, without costing him any permanent sacrifice. Simply by changing his clothes and dirtying his face, this former officer of the Indian Imperial Police could sink to the lowest level of society and subject himself to a brief, but intense spell of misery. The misery was certainly real, but when he had experienced enough of it, he could always retreat to his other, more respectable life and resume his struggle to establish a literary career for himself. He was never truly down and out. There was always a way out of the abyss. The truth is that his tramping was something of a game, one that reflected his profound ambivalence toward his background, his ambitions, and his future. But it is important to remember that the game had its serious uses. It was never frivolous, never anything so pointless as slumming. He cared about the destitute people whose sufferings he shared, and he wanted to help them, but he could not ignore the fact that he was not one of them. He had talent, an education, and parents and other relatives who were willing to help him. The best he could do for those who were less fortunate was to speak out for them, to remind the rest of the world that they existed‑‑that they were human beings who deserved better and that their pain was real. And this he did, again and again.”

Other Literary Works

The most current books on the urban plunge experience are:   1.  Under the Overpass:  A Journey of Faith on the Streets of America—Mike Yankoski (2005).  Two college students lived on the streets for five months in the following cities:  Denver, Phoenix, Portland (OR), San Diego, San Francisco, Washington, DC; 2.  The Emptiness of Our Hands.  A Lent Lived on the Streets—Phyliss Cole-dai and James Murray.

Other older literary works dealing with the urban plunge experience include:  BLACK LIKE ME by John Howard Griffin (1960); and AMERICAN PICTURES by Jacob Holdt (1985); Urban plunge experiences were common in the 1960's with the advent of the War on Poverty. Many priests and ministers initiated urban plunges in large cities to familiarize themselves and their parishioners with the plight of the disadvantaged. And the Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) had as part of its training program, an urban plunge experience.

More recent urban plunges included:

In 1986, John R. Coleman, president of the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, took a firsthand approach to understanding homeless people by posing as a homeless person for ten days in New York City.  In addition to experiencing the very negative reactions of his fellow citizens and what below freezing weather means on the streets at 6 a.m., Coleman discovered the horrors and humiliations of the shelter system.  He writes: 

"At 3:30 p.m., with more cold ahead, I sought out the Men's Shelter at 8 East 3rd St. This is the principal entry point for men seeking the city's help. It provides meals for 1,300 or so people every day and beds for some few of those....”
"I've seen plenty of drawings of London's workhouses and asylums in the time of Charles Dickens. Now I've seen the real thing in the last years of the twentieth century in the world's greatest city....”
"The air was heavy with the odors of Thunderbird wine, urine, sweat and, above all, nicotine and marijuana. Three or four Human Resources Administration police officers seemed to be keeping the violence down to tolerable levels, but barely so....”

"It was time to get in line to eat. This meant crowding into what I can only compare to a cattle chute in a stockyard. It ran along two walls of the sitting room and was already jammed. A man with a bullhorn kept yelling at us to stand up and stay in line. One very old and drunk man couldn't stay on his feet. He was helped to the chair, from which he promptly fell onto the floor. The bullhorn man had some choice obscenities for him, but they didn't seem to have any affect. The old man just lay there, and we turned our thoughts back to the evening meal.”

Several activists (including the late Mitch Snyder of the Community for Creative Non‑violence) lived on the streets for six months during the winter of 1986/87 and lobbying Congress during the daytime resulting in the passage of the McKinney Homeless Assistance of 1987. As part of this winter‑long vigil, 13 Members of Congress plus several celebrities (e.g. Martin Sheen, Dennis Quaid, Brian Dennehy) spent a night living outside on the streets of Washington, D.C. This event was appropriately dubbed the "Grate American Sleep Out."

A college student from George Mason University (VA) wrote of her urban plunge experience in Atlanta.

"When I told people what I was doing, especially my parents, they thought it was interesting, but surprised. I think what was most surprising to hear was that I was going to participate in a 24‑hour urban plunge. The urban plunge was an activity in which we were divided into three groups. Each group was dropped off in Downtown Atlanta. For 24 hours we had no money, and no place to sleep. I do not think my parents were too thrilled about the idea of their youngest and only daughter, who is barely over five feet all, roaming around Atlanta."

"When I look back to my trip to Atlanta, the 24 hour urban plunge is the most vivid in my memory. I learned a lot about both the homeless population and myself during the day. it was definitely an eye‑opening experience. However, what surprised me the most was how positive I felt after the whole experience. Perhaps what caused this feeling was learning that the many stereotypes were not true. I did encounter some very disturbing things. However, I was expecting to. What I was not expecting to find was how caring and full of hope the men I met were."

"When we arrived at soup kitchens, people gave us inquisitive looks. A group of five college students actually waiting in line to be served instead of serving is not a normal occurrence. However, within minutes, people came up and asked us what we were doing. "Are Ya’ll stranded?" "Are Ya’ll following the Grateful Dead?" were questions they asked us. We told them the truth. They were surprised when they found out we were doing this voluntarily.   Most of these homeless were happy to have us along, with only a few that were skeptical. They talked quite readily. We did not have to ask them too many questions. They were just as curious as we were."

"There were two things that surprised me the most about the whole day. One was realizing how giving these men could be with what little amount they had. At the first soup kitchen we went to, some of the homeless men asked us if we wanted to get in front of the line. Once in there, they made sure we had enough to eat. There were five men that stayed with us the whole day to make sure we were safe. They were our travel guides of Downtown Atlanta. When we tried to lie down on a park bench, they would warn us to get up. In Atlanta, they informed us, this is against the law. They also made sure that we did not fall asleep in the library. If the security guards catch you with your head down three times, they can kick you out."

"We gave each other experiences that I know I will never forget and I hope they will always remember. What they gave me was much more valuable than any material item I could have bought. I know during that day I did not solve the homeless problem. However, I gave myself faces and stories of the homeless to base all those facts and statistics on. We gave them faces of the future that will offer hope and help for them."

"The second thing that amazed me is that I rarely learned how these men became homeless. I was expecting them to tell us their stories and hardships. However, the only way we found out about their particular situations was if we asked them. I did find out some very surprising things. For example, several men I met had attended college or professional school. They have the skills and intelligence, but no outlet for them. Several others had jobs, but were still homeless. These men have desires to live a life that our society accepts. However, this society has prevented them from doing so."

All in all, literally several thousand Americans have done urban plunges from the 1960's to the present time and homeless advocates in a number of U.S. cities sponsor urban plunges throughout the year. To arrange a plunge in your city, the closest metropolitan area or in Washington, D.C., please contact Michael Stoops at the National Coalition for the Homeless at (202) 462-4822 x19 or email: mstoops@nationalhomeless.org, or visit our website at www.nationalhomeless.org

Definitions
Urban Plunge‑‑When economically‑privileged people dress down, empty their wallets, and spend time on the streets as "poor" people, that experience is called a plunge.

Why Take the Plunge?

It generally is very difficult for housed Americans to comprehend the realities of daily life for several million homeless Americans who constitute the poorest of the poor. How do we overcome the separation of where so many housed people who live side‑by‑side with homeless people, yet know so little about each other lives?

Thomas Merton said it best when he wrote in 1949 that "it is easy enough to tell the poor to accept their poverty as God's will when you yourself have warm clothes and plenty of food and medical care and a roof over your head and no worry about the rent. But if you want them to believe you, try to share some of their poverty, and see if you can accept it as God's will yourself."

You've probably never really put yourself in the shoes of homeless people. Oh, you might have said, "I can't imagine living like that" once or twice, but you've never really experienced what it is really like. And we hope you never do.

Our answer to breaking down at least some of the barriers between housed and homeless Americans is the urban plunge where the streets become your teacher.

The National Coalition for the Homeless wants you to do this so you will be able to know (even better than you already know) how it feels to be without a home. We think that participants will come away with a better understanding of the scope of the problem, and of how the system currently deals with the trauma of homelessness. We think you will be better able to address solutions at your level when you have an experiential and emotional knowledge of some parts of a homeless person's situation. We also want to bring more attention to the dire situation of both homeless people and of social services providers (who lack adequate resources to address the problem)‑​both are worthy of your time and understanding. This urban plunge will be a great way to see the problem from the inside out and from the bottom up.

"Aimless wandering" is what one plunger called it. Many of those who go on the streets lead very hectic, structured lives, with every hour accounted for. On the streets you meander aimlessly looking at everything from the street level. You notice things you don't usually have time to notice. You talk to people. You ask them how they're doing. You ask them where there's a good place to get food. "Walking everywhere, but arriving nowhere," the plunger concluded.

The plunger continued, "When I go on the streets I feel as if I've put behind me all the details and concerns of my daily life. I feel lighter on my feet and in my heart. Life is simple. When it rains, we try to find a dry spot; if we don't, we get wet. When it's cold, we try to find a warm spot.   If we're tired, we're just tired. If we're hungry, we're just hungry."

One benefit of doing the plunge, you'll feel freer than you have felt for years. Back home and in the office, people will think you have gone crazy. Even before you do the plunge, you'll find rejection, anger, and indifference from your friends and family when you tell them what you are proposing to do. But most important, your family and friends will wonder what it is all about. But with no money or credit cards in your wallet, and just the clothes on your back, you'll be a little happier.

If you truly experience this, you will never avoid street people again, as they are now you. They always have been but now you are aware of it.  Because you listened, and all of these people are now you.  While we know the plunge concept is not for everyone, it is essential if you want to work with people who are homeless and hungry.

moments to think about the story you would use went out on the streets.  What would you tell people?

Purposes of the Plunge

1.
To familiarize and sensitize middle class people with the realities and hardships of inner city life.

2.
To see a different side of the city in which you live and work.

3.
To gain firsthand knowledge of the growing crisis of homelessness. You will no doubt be struck by how many homeless people look just like you, tearing away a little at the myth of who the homeless really are.

4.
To bring homelessness to a very personal level.

5.
To sensitize yourself as to what it is like being homeless.

6.
To see the world through the eyes of a homeless person. When suburban people on a plunge experimentally dress as homeless people, loneliness is the pain they most often report. You become invisible and as one plunger reported, "Nobody looks at you.”

Stephen Beachy wrote about his experiences in the novel, The Whistling Song.

"I learned how to walk without looking scared, how to be invisible, to look impoverished and insane. How to talk to myself, gesticulating wildly.... How to slide down the streets, steal candy bars, bananas and bran muffins for that extra fiber we needed so bad. We washed up in fountains on hot days, collected the wet change from lovers' wishes. Sometimes we split up. I liked to hang out with tourists by the arch or in bookstores or in malls. I'd follow families around, pretend they were mine, wait for them to leave their table at McDonald's or Wendy's and eat the food they left behind.... I learned to eat and run, find dry corners out of the afternoon rain, search for quarters on laundromat floors. I asked strangers for money. most just ignored me or said, "Afraid Not!" in a tone implying that they were good citizens and I was hardly human at all. Others threw me change so I'd have to chase nickels or dimes ... across the sidewalk. Some suggested various paths to salvation, some offered money if I'd do certain things...”

7.
To have the world view you as a homeless person.

Ralph Ellison, author of the Invisible Man wrote in his novel about how invisible the black person was in America.  He writes,  "I am an invisible man.... I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me .... When they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves or figments of their imagination ‑‑ indeed, everything and anything except me."

8.
To make friends with homeless people. You will accomplish this by sitting in the subway stations, watching the trains go by, getting into the rhythm of your homeless friends, talking, sharing a smoke, etc.

9.
To become aware of community attitudes toward homeless people. 

10.
To become familiar with the social services network for homeless people, and how homeless people survive.

Is the Plunge Experience Safe?

People who have done the plunge themselves have designed this program. In the 20 years of sponsoring plunges, no one has yet been hurt on a plunge.

However, there are no guarantees and the NCH assumes no responsibility or liability for any participants and no liability insurance is provided by NCH for this activity. Participants take part in the plunge at their own risk.

What the Plunge Is

1.
It is intended as a real educational program. This is more of an educational experience for yourself than helpful to homeless people.

2.
It can be a serious, sobering and very helpful experience. Some past participants have found that it was even a life‑changing experience. The only thing we can promise is that "it will be good for you."

3.
This plunge experience gets you closer inside the story of a homeless person. But you can go through souplines, and you can be addressed by tourists, receptionists, police, etc. as if you were "riffraff." That in itself proves instructive and will make you forever a better advocate for homeless people.

What the Plunge Isn’t

1.
It is not a chance for you to masquerade as a homeless person or be a "tourist" looking at poor folks.

2.
You cannot really feel like a homeless person as long as you have a home to return to once the plunge is over. All of us know that this is just for 48 hours and that you'll return home, exhausted, to a hot shower, hot food, and a warm, clean bed. By having a home to return to after the plunge, you'll be reminded of the privilege of class in American society. We’re talking about the privilege of being able to step in and out of what we perceive to be the homeless experience. If it gets too painful, demanding or inconvenient, we can just simply leave. So don't think that you will actually get the experience of a homeless person in only a few days time.

3.
As a plunger, you are not doing this for research or journalistic endeavors. And you are not "slumming" to find out how it really is being homeless in America.

4.
You are not going "undercover" to find out what it is really going on in the streets of the city. You will stick out "like a sore thumb" among the homeless population.

Financial Cost of the Plunge:

The only cost to your urban plunge group is for an honorarium for each of your homeless guides. The urban plunge group is responsible for giving a $50 honorarium ($25 a night for two nights) to each guide at the end of plunge.

We recommend your group have this money raised/planned for in advance of the plunge.  This honorarium should be given in cash as homeless folks have a hard time cashing checks and/or don’t have bank accounts. The honorariums should be given to the NCH staff person who will then give the honorariums to the guides. 

When plungers do the plunge, they panhandle.  The plunger can do whatever they want with the money (only exception is that they can't buy drugs or alcohol).

Most plungers turn over their panhandling profits to the NCH staff member who then divides it up with the homeless guides.

The $50 honorarium can come from your panhandling profits. However, some plunge groups are more successful than others at panhandling.. So we don't recommend you counting on making enough money panhandling that will cover cost of the honorariums).

Our goal is to make sure that guides get at least a $50 honorarium at the of the plunge.

When you return to your home/campus, we recommend that you and your organization become dues-paying members of the National Coalition for the Homeless.

Common Criticisms of the Plunge

Some people have called the entire practice of going on the streets outrageous. Over the years I've been told that the urban plunge is condescending and disrespectful of homeless people. Some have even said that since none of us were really homeless, we wouldn't learn very much from being on the streets for two days. Some have called it "slumming."   Others have said it was gimmickry.

A social worker once asked me how much food, clothing and blankets we bring with us to give out to homeless people when we are on the streets doing the urban plunge. When I told him that we bring nothing with us, and that instead of bringing things, we actually end up needing the same things homeless people need.  He asked, "If you don't bring anything with you, what the hell are you doing out there?"

Our response is that we don't go on the streets to bring things to people or to convince them to change their lives. There's nothing to bring and no one to change. There are simply the issues of eating, sleeping, going to the bathroom, and staying warm and dry ‑‑ all while living on the streets.

When we go spend time living on the streets, we are there to bear witness to life on the streets. We're offering ourselves, not blankets, not food, not clothes, just ourselves. We put away the things we identify with, such as watches, jewelry, money and credit cards.

Duration of the Plunge


Over the years we have had people take part in plunges lasting from one day, two days to a full week. We recommend doing a plunge for an entire 48 hour period. Whatever length of time you choose to be on the streets, do your best to stick to the commitment. However, if you choose to end your plunge early, it is okay and no will put you down for it.

Whatever length of time you choose, a person only needs to do a plunge experience once in a lifetime to get a  limited sense of what it is like to be homeless in America.

What to Expect

1.
After just one day on the streets, people will begin to reject you. When you walk into a restaurant, they won't serve you. When you ask if you can use the restroom, they are likely to say no. People will walk away from you because they don't like they way you smell or look.

2.
Expect sleeping outside on the ground or on cold, hard concrete.

3.
Expect a lot of walking from place to place.

4.
Expect to spend a lot of time standing in lines for food, clothing, selling your plasma, etc.

5.
The "great outdoors" is likely to be your restroom facility. So bring along your own roll of toilet paper.

Questions To Ask Yourself Before Going on the Plunge

Please take a few moments to write down your perceptions now, before experiencing an Urban Plunge.  We would like you to be able to see the progression of your understanding.

What do you think your experiences will be like on the Urban Plunge?

What are your current perceptions of what it would be like to be homeless?

How do you think an Urban Plunge will impact your view of homelessness?

What are your fears about doing an Urban Plunge?

Getting Ready for the Plunge Experience
1.
Please fill out the Liability Agreement (near the end of this manual).

2.
Ask a empathetic reporter/photographer to cover your plunge experience from beginning to end. If it is done right, such reporting will not wreck your cover and will serve to educate a broader audience than just your small group of plungers. Be sure your photographer respects people's rights to privacy by asking before taking a picture. Be especially courteous if anyone's house (e.g. shack, tent, sleeping space, etc.) is in the picture. Remember that even the simplest dwelling is someone's home.

3.
Consider the plunge experience as if you have just wound up in the city and you know very little of what social services are available and where these services can be obtained. We will furnish you with a list of local helping agencies. Bring along a city map as it will help you get around.  When possible, we will recruit a couple of our homeless friends to serve as your initial guides to the plunge experience. You can ask the guides what to expect and they will give you many practical suggestions. If no guides are available, you will generally find that other homeless people are more than willing to assist you. Remember, be honest with this select group of homeless friends. Let them know who you really are and why you are doing this plunge experience. If the guides want to know what you are doing, tell the truth‑‑that you are social justice activists who want to live on the streets for several days. Again, don't feel obliged to tell every homeless person you meet that you are doing an urban plunge.  Relying on these initial guides and other homeless people will help overcome the initial panic that you will no doubt feel upon hitting the streets at the beginning of the plunge.

4.
Dress in your worst clothes‑‑not a hard assignment for college students. Clothing should be old and comfortable which you won't mind getting dirty. A warm coat is a really good idea.

5.
Wear no jewelry or watches.

6.
Refrain from taking a bath for at least 2 days before beginning the plunge.

7.
Don't shave for 5 days before starting the plunge.

8.
No cologne, deodorant or use of scented soap.

9.
Rub unscented baby oil into your hair to make it look like your hair hasn't been washed for sometime.

10.
Rub your scalp, face, neck, arms and hands with wet coffee grounds. Let the coffee grounds dry on your skin; then brush off the visible grains. Good old-fashioned dirt also works well.

11.
Wear extra layers of clothes even if it is warm out. Homeless people wear extra clothes as they have no place to store clothes in the daytime and it keeps them warm at night. You must wear a stocking cap at all times.

12.
Wear ruffed up old shoes.
13.
Bring along a paper bag and a bottle (empty beer or wine).

14.
Bring along a sheet of cardboard for use as a mattress.

15.
Bring along a heavy‑duty plastic garbage bag or a dark color Army Surplus‑type duffel canvas bag to carry your "stuff" around in. As you will have to physically carry around everything you bring, you are advised to bring very little with you.

16.
If you can "borrow" a grocery cart for a few days, bring one along or "commandeer" one from a local grocery store. The cart is extremely useful in lugging around everyone's stuff.

17.
Bring along an old blanket. Sleeping bags are okay, but not the state‑of‑the‑art down sleeping bags. we recommend the flannel type of sleeping bags used by Boy and Girl Scouts. A sheet of plastic will also be useful in case of rain or snow.

18.
Bring along one piece of ID and bury it in your sock

19.
Bring along $.50 (enough to make a call on a pay phone) for each day you are on the plunge.

20.
Women are encouraged to bring along sanitary napkins, as shelters don't always have sanitary napkins available for free.

21.
Purchase several temporary tattoos to affix to your arms or face.

22.
Bring along a pack of smokes, plus matches, to share with homeless people. Giving someone a smoke is a good way to start a conversation.

23.
Remember, you will soon be part of the homeless population if only for a short period of time. Don't expect any special privileges due to your status as a student, social worker, etc.

24.

Bring along a deck of cards. Card playing is a great way to make new homeless friends and to pass the time.
Activities to Take Part in During Your Plunge Experience
1.
Talk with and listen to other homeless people

2.
Beg for money. This is an absolute requirement. After all, asking for money is about giving someone the opportunity to do a good deed. Plungers are sometimes reluctant to do this. We're taught that nothing in life is for free, that it's better not to ask people for anything. Panhandle rich and poor alike. You're likely to get a better response from the so‑called working poor.  Split up, but keep your partner in sight. Panhandle for at least 2 hours. Re-group to see who was the most successful and what techniques worked best.

Make a sign for panhandling. You have the option of either keeping the money for your own survival needs or giving the money to other bona fide panhandlers. Be creative and humorous. Exas: Will Work for Food; Will Pray for Food; Will Consult for Food; Will Work for Food except for the Stuff They Serve on Airlines; Victim of the Recession; I Used To Own a Bank; Unemployed College Grad; Out of Work; Currently Experiencing a Meaningful Downturn;  Imagine We're Hurricane Victims; MIAs‑​Missing in America; I'm a Domestic Refugee; Starving and Alone; Too Poor for Loopholes, Too Rich for Govt. Assistance; Bring Back the Decade of Greed; If Not a Handout, How About a Bailout?; Will Vote Republican for Food; Just Had a Bath; I Know a 1000 Jokes;  If You Don't Give, I'll Vote Republican; Homeless(I Am To Blame); Nobody's Fault But My Own; The Buck Stops Here; Will Work to Pay Taxes;  Financially- Challenged; Homeless American‑‑Foreign Aid Needed; Will Play Golf for Food; Hey, Buddy, Can You Spare a Few Hundred Yen?; My Broker Said It Was Just A Slight Market Correction; Residentially-Challenged; Won Heisman, Flopped in Pros; Will Work for Food or Pampers; Temporarily Non‑Residential; I'm Not A Panhandler, but an Unaffiliated Applicant for Private Sector Funding; Panhandler of the Year; "Find It Hard To Get Going? Let Me Cheer You On! $.25; Fiscally‑Challenged; Spare Change To Throw at the Deficit, Thanks; 100% of Your Gift Will Go To Help Fight Homelessness; Out of Work; Please Help!; Lost Everything After the IRS Thought I Was Willie Nelson; Never Interviewed by Larry King;  Need $$$ for Windows '98; Victim of Over‑Indulgent Parents; Middle Class Until Just Recently,   Sit on a park bench and have a sign that says: "This Is My Address"; have two people each carrying a sign: one says "Will Work for Food," and the other from the person in a business suit will read: Will Work for $2 million, +bonus, +stock options, +full benefit package, +limo, & +corporate jet.”; "Republicans:  I will listen attentively to a stern lecture on the work ethic, and the evils of the welfare state. $10 first‑‑5 minutes, $5 each additional minute;" If You Lived Here, You'd Be Home Now; No Job, No Home; I Don't Want Your Money, Just Say Hi! Lost My Desire To Buy & Sell; "Benefactor: $5, Patron: $2, Friend: $1; Forgot to Phrase Final Jeopardy Answer in Form of Question; Rich? Yes! But Not Enough! Will Work for Beer or Food; I Need A Cold Beer; "Why Lie? Need Beer Money. Let's Party."   "My name is _____: I want a job. I am strong, healthy, honest and will work hard. The first person who stops me, gets me." Will Work for Vague, Non‑committal Grunts of Approval;  I Plan to Run for Public Office. How About A Campaign Contribution?" "We Thank You for your Patience and Kind Understanding During This Unfortunate Housing Crisis."    Will Work for Viagra; How's My Begging? Call 900‑Pay‑Dirt; and Now Accepting Compassionate Conservatism; If I Was a Dog, Would You Help Me?  In a Former Life, I Was You; I See You Not Looking; WillWorkforFood.Com; Soft Money Accepted, and Pretend I Don’t Exist--Only $1.  A Smile Doesn’t Cost Anything; hold an empty Starbucks cup along with a sign that says:  “Spare a few bucks to fund my Startup,”

For a female plunger, “Help me hire a hit man to kill my husband,”  If you are a male, a sign that reads:  I need a Penis Enlargement,” “I’ll guess your career for a $1,” “Tell me off for $5, “  Make a sign similar to an American Express card that reads:  “American Distress Card—Don’t Be Homeless Without It,”  For a former aerospace worker, “Will build space shuttle/moon rockets for food,” front side of sign to read:  “Please give to the Homeless,”—if rejected, the back side of the sign reads, “Die Yuppie Scum,”  “Yada, yada, yada, Who Reads Signs Anyway,” “Hey Buddy, Can You Spare Some Eye Contact?”  “This homeless gentleman says anything will help, even a smile.”  Unemployed due to 9/11.  Arthur Andersen Says I’m Rich.  Http://www.anysparechange.beg;  No Talent.com; Need $.42; Need $$ for Budweiser.  Thank You;  WWW.Why Lie, I Need A Drink.Com; Hungry Man; Homeless Vet; Ex-Bank Robber Needs Money for Bullets; Don’t Wonder Why I’m Out Here All the Time, If You Never Help; Don’t Hate Me for Being Out of Work and Poor! Dreaming of a Hamburger!  The hell with the food, I just want to get high!  “Help! All Money is Tied Up in How To Get Wealthy Books;  One More Unemployed Worker For Bush; Need Money for a Flu Shot;  Kick Me While I’m Down--$1; Need Cash for Alcohol Research; Ignore Me for $1; Doing Alcohol Research;

3.
Lie or sit in the middle of the sidewalk with your sign and blanket wrapped around you. Have your partner watch out for you.

4.
Wander the city streets with your blanket wrapped around you.

5.
Sleep outside. Don't expect to get much sleep as you are likely to be chased off by the police.

6.
Try talking to as many non‑homeless people as possible.

7.
Go into cafeterias, fast food restaurants and look for food scraps left on the tables.  Don’t ask for permission from the manager.  Use a plastic bag. Eat the food and stay in the facility until the manager runs you out.

8.
Go to restaurants and ask if you could sweep the sidewalk for a sandwich.

9.
Go into fancy restaurants, hotels, office buildings and ask if you could use the restroom.

10.
Eat 3 meals a day or even more at the local soup kitchens. In most cities finding food is a relatively easy endeavor. So don't worry about eating food meant for homeless people as there is plenty of food to be found while on the streets. Even if you are not hungry, go to the soup kitchens anyway. This will familiarize yourself with other homeless people and the different food programs in the city.

11.
Shelters/Missions/Day Centers‑‑When talking to your fellow homeless people, you will find out that most shelters and missions are full to capacity and that many homeless people have an aversion to a social services system that either treats homeless adults like children or that all homeless people have some sort of pathology that needs fixing. And in the large shelters in big cities, homeless people are concerned about the rampant crime that occurs inside of the shelter.

As plungers, we don't want you to stay in shelters as you might be taking away a bed from someone who really needs it. We want you to sleep outside, regardless of the weather, with the unsheltered homeless.

Social workers who work at shelters are generally overworked, stressed out, and lack adequate resources to deal with the streams of homeless people who come in to see them on a daily basic. Don't waste their time and energy by having them do an hour-long intake interview with you. If a shelter worker asks for your name and ID, give it to them. If more information is requested, just tell them you are new to town and just passing through.

However, we encourage you to hang out in or in front of shelters, day centers or religious missions to get to know better your fellow homeless people.

Many religious missions nationwide still require that homeless people attend church services as a condition for getting a meal or a bed for the night. To get a feel of how homeless people are treated by religious institutions, sit in on a church service.

12.
Find a highly visible place to sleep (e.g. park bench, heat grate, bus stop bench). Go to these places late at night to guarantee you are not taking away someone's favorite spot. If this somehow happens, give up you spot and move somewhere else.  Have someone stay awake at all times. Do this in two-hour shifts.

13.
Go to the local plasma center and donate your plasma for money. If you prefer not to do this, or simply hate needles stuck in your arms, still go through at the least the intake part and hang out in the waiting room. You can spend your plasma money however you wish.

14.
Go dumpster diving looking for food and recycling materials. One of the biggest issues you'll learn from doing the urban plunge is that you will be shocked by the "abundance from the streets." Watch out for needles. Use a stick instead of your hands. If you must use your hands, borrow a pair of gloves. I once had a male plunger who didn't want to pick up cardboard and plastic to sleep in or on atop of because these materials were filthy. As he recounted to me, "it wasn't his routine way of preparing for bed." After one night without either cardboard or plastic, he decided that cardboard and plastic (no matter how dirty) were necessary, and then he gathered them on his second night with determination and enthusiasm.

15.
Get a can of dog or cat food; empty out the contents; and replace with corn flakes. Eat from the can in full view of tourists to get their reaction. This is an old hippie trick and a proven money raiser.

16.
Apply for work at fast food restaurants. Tell them you live in a well‑known shelter or on the streets. Tell them that you don't have an address, but you are willing to come back daily to find out if there are any job openings.

17.
Bring along a small notebook to write down some of your thoughts and reflections. Do this writing when you are in a secluded place away from other plungers and homeless people.

18.
If you are doing a plunge over a weekend, pick out an affluent downtown church/synagogue and go to the Sunday morning worship service. Sit in one of the pews with your blanket wrapped around you.

Don’ts When Doing the Plunge

1.
Don't ever let your partner out of your sight.

2.
Don't argue with people (homeless and non‑homeless alike).

3.
Don't get yourself arrested (e.g. panhandling, camping, loitering, etc.) as no one will come and bail you out. 
Talk your way out of it. Blow your cover if necessary to avoid arrest.

4.
Stay out of the "crime areas" of any city. Hang out where only homeless people and tourists congregate.

5.
Don't use any drugs or alcohol.

6.
Don't bring any weapons or mace with you.

7.
Don't accept anyone's invitation to go back to their apartment or hotel room.

8.         Don't talk too much. Your costume makes you invisible, but your voice will betray you. Listen. Don't ask too many questions. Don't be too friendly or jolly at first. Get your mood low and sort of sullen. Believe it or not, that's how to get a conversation going with somebody who feels different from you. The normal tendency when you are with another person is to be bright and cheerful, signaling how friendly you are, how neat you'd be to talk to!  People's natural reaction to this manner is to clamp up as though you were a salesperson. But if you get your mood a little below theirs, they feel more comfortable about talking with you. If you talk low key, not all pumped up with cheer, many...will converse with you at a high level of sophistication.

9.
Don't bring a camera or a tape recorder. Let your reporter and photographer friends handle this.

10.        No cell phones.

When the Plunge is Over
1.
As you are likely to be worn out when the plunge is over, set up a time with your fellow plungers to meet several days later to share experiences and to reflect on the plunge experience.

2.
Using your journal entries, write an article for your school or community newspaper.

3.
Talk about your experience with family, friends and classmates.

4.
Encourage others to do the plunge.

Other Courses Offered Personally by Michael Stoops:

1.
Freight Train 102‑‑Marking the Ability to Successfully Survive the Harsh Conditions of Riding the Rails.

2.
Hobology 103‑‑For Attendance at the National Hobo Conventions in Britt, Iowa (always the second weekend of August).

3.
Shelter Plunge 104‑‑Spending 48 hours living in one or more shelters; Done only when there are empty beds available.

4.
Rural Plunge 105‑‑living in the unheated, uninsulated plywood shacks that typically house migrant and farmworkers, and working alongside with them.

5.
Honorary Doctorate of Hobology (Ph.D.)‑‑awarded to persons completing American Urban Plunge 101, Freight Train 102, Hobology 103, Shelter Plunge 104 and Rural Plunge 105.

For more information about the urban plunge program contact:

National Coalition for the Homeless

Attn: Michael Stoops 

2201 “P” St., NW

Washington, DC  20037-1033

Ph:  (202) 462-4822 x19

Fax:  (202) 462-4823

Email:  mstoops@nationalhomeless.org
Website:  www.nationalhomeless.org
Urban Plunge Checklist:

(Items we recommend you bring along)

____
Toilet paper (small roll)

____
Signed Waiver of Liability Agreement. You'll give this to the urban plunge trainer before 
the plunge begins.

____
Notepad/pen for journal entries

____
Map of the city

____
$.50 for each day (enough for a phone call) you are on the plunge

____
Picture id‑‑a driver's license is better than a college id

____
Warm jacket

____
Knit stocking cap even if it is warm out

____
Blanket or old sleeping bag

____
Piece of rope for rolling up your blanket/bag & then slinging it across your shoulder

____
Large sheet of plastic in case it rains or snows

____
Large, heavy‑duty garbage bag for carrying around your stuff

____
Pack of cigarettes and lighter (even if you don't smoke)

____
Make a panhandling sign using a small sheet of cardboard. Use black magic markers for the lettering.   For slogan suggestions for your sign, see no. 2 under Activities to take part.

____
Small bottle of water

Waiver of Liability Agreement

1.
I, _______________________________, am a participant in the National Coalition for



                        (Printed Name)
 the Homeless’ Urban Plunge 101 in ________________________________(city/state).

through the dates of __________________  to ______________________.



                        (day/month/year)
              (day/month/year)

2. 
 I have voluntarily enrolled in this urban plunge program.  I understand that doing an urban plunge in a new place, especially in a low income neighborhood, may involve changes in plans, unexpected delays, and limited access to health care and other emergency services.  I understand that I am subject to the laws and regulations of the city and state in which I am doing the urban plunge in, and that the National Coalition for the Homeless (NCH) cannot be held accountable for the actions of the city, state or federal agencies and their representatives.   I am aware that the use of transportation, housing (e.g. sleeping outside or inside shelters), food, and other goods, services or activities in connection with participation in the urban plunge program carries a risk of personal injury, property damage or loss.

3.              I release and discharge the NCH, its officers, directors, employees and legal representatives from liability or injury, damage or losses arising out of the arrangement or provision of transportation, housing, food and other services or goods involved in the urban plunge program.  I agree not to sue or make a claim against the NCH or any co-sponsoring organization and its officers, directors, employees and legal representatives for any liability, damage or loss incurred during or in connection with the urban plunge program, including any losses caused by the negligence of the parties mentioned above.  I do not release the above-mentioned parties from liability for any willful or intentional act(s).

Signature_____________________________________________________________________

Printed Name__________________________________________________________________

Address______________________________________________________________________

City/State/Zip__________________________________________________________________

Phone________________________________________________________________________

Email_________________________________________________________________________

Name and Phone Number of Person to Contact in Case of an Emergency:

Name________________________________________________________________________

1. Relationship to Plunger (e.g. parent, friend, teacher)____________________________________

Phone________________________________________________________________________

Email____________________________________________________________________________________




