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LEARN HOW YOU CAN HELP PEOPLE TR ANSIT ION OFF THE STREETS 

MISSION GUESTS SHARE THEIR PANHANDLING EXPERIENCES

Panhandling:
the Story 

Behind the Sign



LETTER FROM OUR CEO

Dear Friends,

Lately, in light of this pandemic, the loss of jobs, and 

the slowdown of the quarantine, I am seeing a lot 

more people on street corners with signs, asking for 

help. If you are like me, whenever you see people 

doing this, your heart goes out to them and you 

wonder, “What could have possibly happened in their 

lives? What circumstances have led them to have to 

be in a position of begging for money?”

As this month’s issue of our newsletter talks about, 

there are many reasons for becoming homeless and 

for having to panhandle to make ends meet. Like me, 

you might experience a pain in your heart when you 

see someone with a sign asking for help. For many 

of us, it is what makes us want to give someone 

our spare change or a couple of dollars. Although it 

might make us feel better, I am certain that it does 

not foster real change.

At Denver Rescue Mission, we are about fostering 

long-term change in people’s lives. We want 

men and women to become self-sufficient and 

productive citizens with homes to live in and 

addictions overcome. This is lasting change caused 

by your generous giving. This is why when someone 

encounters a person panhandling, I tell them to 

acknowledge them but say, “No, thank you.” And 

then, if you would like to help people with permanent 

change, give to Denver Rescue Mission, to your 

church or to other organizations who are advocating 

for the poor. People who panhandle and people 

experiencing homelessness need your help through 

Denver Rescue Mission, because we are committed 

to Changing Lives in the Name of Christ.

Let’s reduce the number of people who are forced 

to beg on our streets by advocating for them by 

encouraging real and lasting change. Thank you for 

your caring hearts and continued partnership!  

God Bless,

Brad Meuli

President/CEO

YOUNG
PROFESSIONALS
SERVE • LEARN • CONNEC T

at Denver  
Rescue Mission

DenverRescueMission.org/YP

The Mission’s Young Professionals group is in its second year! If 

you’re a young professional and want to join this growing network of 

250+ influencers, we invite you to serve, learn and connect with us.

As part of this unique group of supporters, you will receive regular updates, including:

Become a member of our monthly giving program! Your ongoing support will 
change lives and create lasting hope for individuals experiencing homelessness. 

• Stories of the lives you change

• Progress of our programs and services

• Ways your support helps our community

DenverRescueMission.org/PathwaysofHope



More to the Story
We sat down with Mission guests recently to ask them about their 

experiences panhandling. We asked them to write down words 

that describe their lives now—the way they see themselves today.

Anthony, a Denver Rescue Mission guest, panhandled in Denver in 
the early '90s and hopes to never have to do it again. “Panhandling 
is a hard thing to do, because it brings you down to a certain 
level,” he said. “It makes you seem like you’re needy—kind of 
bothersome. But at the same time, you’re doing what you have to 
do to get by.” Anthony has come a long way since then. He now 
works as a security guard at Allied Universal.

“It all depends on the path you’re on,” Anthony 
said, “and right now, I’m on a new path."

Humberto
Billy

Anthony



Humberto typically panhandles toward the end of the month when 
his disability benefits run out. Passersby don’t know his story, so 
when they yell things like “get a job,” he feels disrespected. They 
don’t know why he isn’t currently working. They don’t know that 
he suffers from a neurological disorder and scoliosis after being 
in an accident in 2016. “The worst is I can feel when people are 
looking down on me,” he said.

Panhandling, or soliciting money, food or other items, can be a 
short-term survival strategy, a long-term source of income, or, 
like Humberto, a way to supplement current income. 

In 2018, Francisco Conejo, a marketing instructor and researcher 
at the University of Colorado Denver, spent 40 weeks observing 
people panhandling along the 16th Street Mall, totaling 360 
observation sessions1. He discovered that panhandlers in Denver 
make an average of $10 per hour.

This observation holds true for Billy, who lived in a park for 
four months before making his way to Denver Rescue Mission’s 
Lawrence Street Community Center (LSCC).

He typically panhandled for about three to four hours at a time 
and made a total of $30-$40, and he mostly spent the money on 
food. But even a “good day” of panhandling was not sustainable. 
He once made $170 in seven hours, only to lose it after he fell 
asleep that night. He was robbed and assaulted and spent 10 
days in the hospital as a result.

Josh Geppelt, vice president of programs at the Mission,  spent 
more than a decade observing and conversing with people who 
panhandled and saw most people panhandling during morning 
and evening commutes as they targeted pedestrians or drivers 
during peak traffic times. He discovered that people use the 
money for a range of different things, such as food, drugs, 
alcohol, prescriptions, and hotel accommodation.

“There are certainly assumptions in society that people who are 
panhandling are simply trying to help with an addiction,” Josh said. 

“While I would never say that’s not the case, I think it is foolish 
to assume that’s everybody’s main goal.”

When you come across individuals begging for money, 
you don’t know much beyond what’s written on their 
vague, all-too-familiar signs. You don’t know their 
stories—where they’ve been or where they’re going. 
You don’t know their unspoken needs.

The Story Behind the SignPanhandling: 

Check it Out!



We often think giving money, food or other items to people who 

panhandle is the best we can do. While that may meet their immediate 

needs, giving your attention, taking time to share your knowledge of 

resources, and donating to organizations that foster lasting change can 

help fulfill their unspoken, long-term needs. 

— 1 —
Make eye contact and say hello, even if you don’t plan on giving 

anything. Individuals who panhandle are routinely ignored, and at times, 

sworn at, harassed, robbed, and assaulted. You have the opportunity to 

show them respect. “It’s important to treat them like they’re human—to 

acknowledge the request that was made of you and to answer in a way 

that you would want anyone else to answer you,” Josh said.

— 2 —
Get informed about the resources that Denver Rescue Mission and other 

service providers offer, and share this information in your interactions. 

That way, you have something more to say than “no” and can guide them 

toward options for long-term stability. “A lot of people who experience 

poverty also experience isolation, because our society often times doesn’t 

know how to interact with them,” Josh said. “Talk about what their needs 

are and talk about solutions.”

— 3 —
Donate to organizations that foster long-term change. Give 

to Denver Rescue Mission or other organizations or churches that are 

advocating for people experiencing homelessness. As we meet their 

immediate needs, we aim to build relationships and invite them to 

consider long-term solutions to foster lasting change in their lives.

DenverRescueMission.org/ChangingLives. 

Studies show that an individual who has a strong personal 
network to rely on is less likely to panhandle.3 We build 
relationships with guests to better understand their needs 
and help them take steps toward stability. Your gifts allow 
us to do this vital work. Give today at

Acknowledge. 
Inform.
Donate. 

How to 
Meet the 
Long-term 
Needs of 
People on 
the Streets

Sources: 

1. Historical Marketing Systems Research: Applying Layton’s (2015) MAS 
Framework to the Emergence and Growth of Denver Begging Systems
2. Income and Spending Patterns Among Panhandlers:  CMAJ
3. US Department of Justice Office of Community Oriented Policing Services 

“All you’re doing is taking care of that need in that moment, and 
you’ve not done anything to help with other needs that weren’t 
spoken,” Josh said.

That’s where Denver Rescue Mission comes in. When an individual 
steps in to LSCC for a meal, they get access to much more than 
food. The Mission provides additional services such as shelter, 
drinking water, restrooms, showers, laundry facilities, and chapel. 
As we meet the immediate needs of our guests, our staff builds 
relationships to help them reach self-sufficiency through services 
like Next Step, which offers targeted care to help men take steps 
toward stability, access to long-term rehabilitation and transitional 
programs, and guidance from case managers and Peer Navigators, 
staff members who have lived experience with homelessness.

With the help of Mission staff, Billy was able to access his birth 
certificate, apply for an ID and land a custodial job at a motel. He 
hasn’t panhandled since first visiting the Mission and would rather 
work than panhandle. “I’m used to working,” Billy said. “I’ve been 
working since I was 15, and I’m 51 now. Now that I’m going to have 
this job, it’s great to be able to start all over again.”

According to a study about the income and spending habits of 
panhandlers, about 70 percent of respondents said they prefer having 
a minimum wage job because of the desire to get off the street and 
receive a steady income, but many felt that conventional jobs were 
unattainable because of a physical disability, mental illness or lack 
of skills. Seventy percent of respondents reported that they had a 
chronic health condition or disability in the last year.2

Humberto has been eating meals at the Mission for the past few 
weeks and hopes to get a job and an apartment soon. “I used to 
feel ashamed and nervous, but I don’t anymore,” he said. “I know 
this will pass. I’ve got high hopes.”

While giving money can meet an 
immediate need, it won’t address the 
underlying circumstances that caused 
that individual to panhandle in the 
first place.

The back page of this newsletter contains cutouts with information about the Mission’s services 
that you can carry with you and share as you interact with individuals who are panhandling. Check it Out!
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People are invited inside, off the street where  
their immediate needs are met and critical 
relationships are built with Mission staff. 

emergency services

REHABILITATION

Men living with an addiction are equipped 
with work readiness skills, receive help to 
overcome destructive habits, find permanent 
housing, and begin a new life.

transitional programs
Families and individuals in need receive  
case management, develop life skills  
and save for permanent housing. 

COMMUNITY OUTREACH

People struggling in our community receive 
assistance with food, clothing, furniture, 
household items and holiday meals.

Lawrence Street Community Center: 
Meals, restrooms, showers, laundry, clean 
drinking water, and access to Mission staff for 
encouragement and guidance

Lawrence Street Shelter: Overnight shelter for 
men and chapel

Holly Center: Overnight shelter for men 
assigned weekly and lockers for storage

Harvest Farm: Rural rehabilitation program 
near Fort Collins

The Crossing: Transitional program for 
families and rehabilitation program for men

Fort Collins Rescue Mission: Meals, shelter 
and programs toward achieving self-sufficiency

48th Street Center: Overnight shelter for men, 
operated in partnership with the City of Denver

Administration & Education: Entry point for 
Mission transitional programs and home to the 
Mission’s administrative and development staff

Ministry Outreach Center: Central warehouse 
facility including food, clothing and  
furniture distribution

Cut out and share the Service Guides below to 
provide information to individuals who need help.

To print more Service Guides, visit 
DenverRescueMission.org/Get-Help.


