
Who are homeless Veterans? 

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) states that the nation’s homeless Veterans are predominantly male, with roughly 9% being 
female. The majority are single; live in urban areas; and suffer from mental illness, alcohol and/or substance abuse, or co-occurring 
disorders. About 11% of the adult homeless population are Veterans. 

Roughly 45% of all homeless Veterans are African American or Hispanic, despite only accounting for 10.4% and 3.4% of the U.S. veteran 
population, respectively. 

Homeless Veterans are younger on average than the total Veteran population. Approximately 9% are between the ages of 18 and 30, and 
41% are between the ages of 31 and 50. Conversely, only 5% of all Veterans are between the ages of 18 and 30, and less than 23% are 
between 31 and 50. 

America’s homeless Veterans have served in World War II, the Korean War, Cold War, Vietnam War, Grenada, Panama, Lebanon, Persian 
Gulf War, Afghanistan and Iraq (OEF/OIF), and the military’s anti-drug cultivation efforts in South America. Nearly half of homeless 
Veterans served during the Vietnam era. Two-thirds served our country for at least three years, and one-third were stationed in a war zone. 

About 1.4 million other Veterans, meanwhile, are considered at risk of homelessness due to poverty, lack of support networks, and dismal 
living conditions in overcrowded or substandard housing. 

How many homeless Veterans are there? 

Although flawless counts are impossible to come by – the transient nature of homeless populations presents a major difficulty – the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) estimates that 39,471 Veterans are homeless on any given night. 

Approximately 12,700 Veterans of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation New Dawn (OND) 
were homeless in 2010. The number of young homeless Veterans is increasing, but only constitutes 8.8% of the overall homeless veteran 
population. 

Why are Veterans homeless? 

In addition to the complex set of factors influencing all homelessness – extreme shortage of affordable housing, livable income and access 
to health care – a large number of displaced and at-risk Veterans live with lingering effects of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 
substance abuse, which are compounded by a lack of family and social support networks. Additionally, military occupations and training are 
not always transferable to the civilian workforce, placing some Veterans at a disadvantage when competing for employment. 

https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/2016-PIT-Estimate-of-Homeless-Veterans-by-State.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/2016-PIT-Estimate-of-Homeless-Veterans-by-State.pdf


A top priority for homeless Veterans is secure, safe, clean housing that offers a supportive environment free of drugs and alcohol. 

Doesn’t VA take care of homeless Veterans? 

To a certain extent, yes. Each year, VA’s specialized homelessness programs provide health care to almost 150,000 homeless Veterans 
and other services to more than 112,000 Veterans. Additionally, more than 40,000 homeless Veterans receive compensation or pension 
benefits each month. 

Since 1987, Veteran Administration’s programs for homeless Veterans have emphasized collaboration with such community service 
providers to help expand services to more Veterans in crisis. VA, using its own resources or in partnerships with others, has secured nearly 
15,000 residential rehabilitative and transitional beds and more than 30,000 permanent beds for homeless Veterans throughout the nation. 
These partnerships are credited with reducing the number of homeless Veterans by 70% since 2005. More information about VA homeless 
programs and initiatives can be found here. 

What services do Veterans need? 

Veterans need a coordinated effort that provides secure housing, nutritional meals, basic physical health care, substance abuse care and 
aftercare, mental health counseling, personal development and empowerment. Additionally, Veterans need job assessment, training and 
placement assistance. 

NCHV strongly believes that all programs to assist homeless Veterans must focus on helping them obtain and sustain employment. 

What seems to work best? 

The most effective programs for homeless and at-risk Veterans are community-based, nonprofit, “Veterans helping Veterans” groups. 
Programs that seem to work best feature transitional housing with the camaraderie of living in structured, substance-free environments with 
fellow Veterans who are succeeding at bettering themselves. 

Government money, while important, is limited, and available services are often at capacity. It is critical, therefore, that community groups 
reach out to help provide the support, resources and opportunities that most Americans take for granted: housing, employment and health 
care. Veterans who participate in collaborative programs are afforded more services and have higher chances of becoming tax-paying, 
productive citizens again. 

What can I do? 

http://www1.va.gov/HOMELESS/Programs.asp


• Determine the need in your community. Visit with homeless veteran service providers. Contact your mayor’s office for a list of 
providers, or search the NCHV database. 

• Involve others. If you are not already part of an organization, align yourself with a few other people who are interested in attacking this 
issue. 

• Participate in local homeless coalitions. Chances are, there is one in your community. If not, this could be the time to bring people 
together around this critical need. 

• Make a donation to your local homeless veteran service provider. 
• Contact your elected officials. Discuss what is being done in your community for homeless Veterans. 

 

HOMELESS VETERANS FACTS 

DEFINITIONS, DEMOGRAPHICS AND ESTIMATED NUMBERS 

What is the definition of "homeless"? 

The United States Code contains the official federal definition of homelessness, which is commonly used because it controls federal 
funding streams. In Title 42, Chapter 119, Subchapter 1, "homeless" is defined as follows: 

§11302. General definition of homeless individual 
(a) In general 

For purposes of this chapter, the term "homeless" or "homeless individual or homeless person" includes–– 

1. an individual who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence; and 
2.  an individual who has a primary nighttime residence that is–– 

    A. a supervised publicly or privately operated shelter designed to provide 
    temporary living accommodations (including welfare hotels, congregate shelters, and 
    transitional housing for the mentally ill); 
    
    B. an institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be 
    institutionalized; or 
    
    C. a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping 
    accommodation for human beings." 

http://nchv.org/index.php/help/help/locate_organization/
http://uscode.house.gov/


Who is a veteran? 

In general, most organizations use U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) eligibility criteria to determine which veterans can access 
services. Eligibility for VA benefits is based upon discharge from active military service under other than dishonorable conditions. Benefits 
vary according to factors connected with the type and length of military service. To see details of eligibility criteria for VA compensation and 
benefits, view the current benefits manual here. 

 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF HOMELESS VETERANS 
• 11% of the homeless adult population are veterans 
• 20% of the male homeless population are veterans 
• 68% reside in principal cities 
• 32% reside in suburban/rural areas 
• 51% of individual homeless veterans have disabilities 
• 50% have serious mental illness 
• 70% have substance abuse problems 
• 57% are white males, compared to 38% of non-veterans 
• 50% are age 51 or older, compared to 19% non-veterans 

back to top 

 

INCARCERATED VETERANS 

In May 2007, the Bureau of Justice Statistics released a special report on incarcerated veterans. The following are highlights of the report, 
“Veterans in State and Federal Prison, 2004,” which assessed data based on personal interviews conducted in 2004: 

Numbers and profiles: 

• There were an estimated 140,000 veterans held in state and federal prisons. State prisons held 127,500 of these veterans, and federal 
prisons held 12,500. 

• Male veterans were half as likely as other men to be held in prison (630 prisoners per 100,000 veterans, compared to 1,390 prisoners per 
100,000 non-veteran U.S. residents). This gap had been increasing since the 1980s. 

• Veterans in both state and federal prison were almost exclusively male (99 percent). 

http://www1.va.gov/opa/publications/benefits_book.asp
http://nchv.org/index.php/news/media/background_and_statistics/


• The median age (45) of veterans in state prison was 12 years older than that of non-veterans (33). Non-veteran inmates (55%) were nearly 
four times more likely than veterans (14%) to be under the age of 35. 

• Veterans were much better educated than other prisoners. Nearly all veterans in state prison (91%) reported at least a high school diploma 
or GED, while an estimated 40% of non-veterans lacked either. 

Military backgrounds: 

• The U.S. Army accounted for 46% of veterans living in the United States yet 56% of veterans in state prison. 
• In 2004, the percentage of state prisoners who reported prior military service in the U.S. Armed Forces (10%) was half of the level reported 

in 1986 (20%). 
• Most state prison veterans (54%) reported service during a wartime era, while 20% saw combat duty. In federal prison two-thirds of 

veterans had served during wartime, and one quarter had seen combat. 
• Six in 10 incarcerated veterans received an honorable discharge. 

Mental health: 

• Veteran status was unrelated to inmate reports of mental health problems. 
• Combat service was not related to prevalence of recent mental health problems. Just over half of both combat and non-combat veterans 

reported any history of mental health problems. 
• Veterans were less likely than non-veteran prisoners to have used drugs. Forty-two percent of veterans used drugs in the month before 

their offense compared to 58% of non-veterans. 
• No relationship between veteran status and alcohol dependence or abuse was found. 

Convictions and sentencing: 

• Veterans had shorter criminal histories than non-veterans in state prison. 
• Veterans reported longer average sentences than non-veterans, regardless of offense type. 
• Over half of veterans (57%) were serving time for violent offenses, compared to 47% of non-veterans. 
• Nearly one in four veterans in state prison were sex offenders, compared to one in 10 non-veterans. 
• Veterans were more likely than other violent offenders in state prison to have victimized females and minors. 
• More than a third of veterans in state prison had maximum sentences of at least 20 years, life or death. 

 

 

 



2016 PIT Estimate of Homeless Veterans by State 
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Alabama 399 75 474 321 52 373 -78 -23 -101 -19.5% -30.7% 

Alaska 149 31 180 112 56 168 -37 25 -12 -24.8% 80.6% 

Arizona 672 548 1,220 663 373 1,036 -9 -175 -184 -1.3% -31.9% 

Arkansas 385 71 456 159 63 222 -226 -8 -234 -58.7% -11.3% 

California 4,309 7,002 11,311 4,012 5,600 9,612 -297 -1,402 -1,699 -6.9% -20.0% 

Colorado 644 306 950 906 275 1,181 262 -31 231 40.7% -10.1% 

Connecticut 241 41 282 173 43 216 -68 2 -66 -28.2% 4.9% 

Delaware 74 5 79 103 4 107 29 -1 28 39.2% -20.0% 

District of Columbia 366 42 408 322 28 350 -44 -14 -58 -12.0% -33.3% 

Florida 2,372 1,554 3,926 1,825 1,077 2,902 -547 -477 -1,024 -23.1% -30.7% 

Georgia 866 682 1,548 581 474 1,055 -285 -208 -493 -32.9% -30.5% 

Guam 1 22 23 6 15 21 5 -7 -2 500.0% -31.8% 

Hawaii 275 417 692 264 406 670 -11 -11 -22 -4.0% -2.6% 

Idaho 174 75 249 202 65 267 28 -10 18 16.1% -13.3% 

Illinois 769 457 1,226 713 236 949 -56 -221 -277 -7.3% -48.4% 

Indiana 726 64 790 614 49 663 -112 -15 -127 -15.4% -23.4% 

Iowa 175 32 207 154 16 170 -21 -16 -37 -12.0% -50.0% 

Kansas 276 35 311 138 31 169 -138 -4 -142 -50.0% -11.4% 

Kentucky 541 50 591 452 60 512 -89 10 -79 -16.5% 20.0% 

Louisiana 350 42 392 363 37 400 13 -5 8 3.7% -11.9% 



Maine 142 9 151 125 21 146 -17 12 -5 -12.0% 133.3% 

Maryland 586 128 714 436 119 555 -150 -9 -159 -25.6% -7.0% 

Massachusetts 1,101 32 1,133 915 34 949 -186 2 -184 -16.9% 6.3% 

Michigan 991 76 1,067 758 64 822 -233 -12 -245 -23.5% -15.8% 

Minnesota 253 44 297 248 31 279 -5 -13 -18 -2.0% -29.5% 

Mississippi 87 119 206 58 86 144 -29 -33 -62 -33.3% -27.7% 

Missouri 430 110 540 494 81 575 64 -29 35 14.9% -26.4% 

Montana 98 179 277 92 73 165 -6 -106 -112 -6.1% -59.2% 

Nebraska 231 16 247 211 8 219 -20 -8 -28 -8.7% -50.0% 

Nevada 516 344 860 437 414 851 -79 70 -9 -15.3% 20.3% 

New Hampshire 124 14 138 119 4 123 -5 -10 -15 -4.0% -71.4% 

New Jersey 616 80 696 485 71 556 -131 -9 -140 -21.3% -11.3% 

New Mexico 214 64 278 150 64 214 -64 0 -64 -29.9% 0.0% 

New York 2,268 131 2,399 1,156 92 1,248 -1,112 -39 -1,151 -49.0% -29.8% 

North Carolina 904 188 1,092 730 158 888 -174 -30 -204 -19.2% -16.0% 

North Dakota 90 47 137 63 53 116 -27 6 -21 -30.0% 12.8% 
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Ohio 1,073 110 1,183 845 85 930 -228 -25 -253 -21.2% -22.7% 

Oklahoma 253 98 351 260 98 358 7 0 7 2.8% 0.0% 

Oregon 769 695 1,464 603 738 1,341 -166 43 -123 -21.6% 6.2% 

Pennsylvania 1,295 80 1,375 1,088 48 1,136 -207 -32 -239 -16.0% -40.0% 

Puerto Rico 55 109 164 37 109 146 -18 0 -18 -32.7% 0.0% 



Rhode Island 105 2 107 89 0 89 -16 -2 -18 -15.2% -100.0% 

South Carolina 470 211 681 452 286 738 -18 75 57 -3.8% 35.5% 

South Dakota 170 7 177 109 11 120 -61 4 -57 -35.9% 57.1% 

Tennessee 756 189 945 654 177 831 -102 -12 -114 -13.5% -6.3% 

Texas 1,490 903 2,393 1,285 483 1,768 -205 -420 -625 -13.8% -46.5% 

Utah 313 24 337 311 24 335 -2 0 -2 -0.6% 0.0% 

Vermont 113 6 119 97 13 110 -16 7 -9 -14.2% 116.7% 

Virgin Islands 4 30 34 2 30 32 -2 0 -2 -50.0% 0.0% 

Virginia 513 91 604 439 76 515 -74 -15 -89 -14.4% -16.5% 

Washington 886 407 1,293 999 485 1,484 113 78 191 12.8% 19.2% 

West Virginia 227 78 305 126 17 143 -101 -61 -162 -44.5% -78.2% 

Wisconsin 515 19 534 392 23 415 -123 4 -119 -23.9% 21.1% 

Wyoming 83 29 112 56 31 87 -27 2 -25 -32.5% 6.9% 

National Total 31,505 16,220 47,725 26,404 13,067 39,471 -5,101 -3,153 -8,254 -16.2% -19.4% 
 


