
There is some troubling evidence that homeless-
ness is beginning to increase among elderly

adults. In addition, there are demographic fac-
tors—such as the anticipated growth of the elderly
population as baby boomers turn 65 years of age
and recent reports of increases in the number of
homeless adults ages 50 to 64—that suggest a dra-
matic increase in the elderly homeless population
between 2010 and 2020. While the country’s
changing demographics may make this finding
unsurprising, it has serious implications for
providers of homeless services and should be
deeply troubling to the policymakers that aim to
prevent poverty and homelessness among the eld-
erly through local and federal social welfare pro-
grams. This paper provides an assessment of the
recent and projected changes in homelessness
among the elderly and assesses the ability of public
affordable housing programs to handle the pro-
jected growth in elderly persons at-risk of housing
instability and homelessness.

Homelessness Among the Elderly

While there is a fair amount known about elders
experiencing poverty and about the general home-
less population, there is relatively little known
about the elderly homeless population. This section
details what we know from existing research about
incidence and growth of homelessness among the
elderly.

Incidence
The elderly population has historically been
underrepresented among the homeless population.
The limited national homelessness data that have
been collected over the past two decades are con-
sistent in revealing that homelessness is much

more prevalent among younger adults than among
older adults and the elderly. A 1996 national study
by the Urban Institute found that, while those over
age 55 represented 28 percent of the general adult
population, they made up only 8 percent of the
homeless population.1 This underrepresentation is
also reflected in HUD’s 2008 annual homelessness
data, which reveal that the incidence of sheltered
homelessness among adults over 18 years of age is
55 per 10,000, while the annual incidence among
those ages 62 and older is 9 per 10,000.2 While
these findings speak to the relative infrequency of
homelessness among the elderly, any level of
homelessness among the elderly is concerning.

Changes
There is very limited national data on the chang-
ing demographics of the homeless population, but
the data that do exist show that homelessness
among the elderly and older adults is modestly
increasing. HUD’s first Annual Homelessness
Assessment Report to Congress (AHAR), which
covered a three-month period ending in April
2005, estimated that 2.4 percent of sheltered
homeless adults were older than 62 years of age.3

HUD’s fourth AHAR, which covered the twelve-
month period ending September 2008, showed
that 2.8 percent of sheltered homeless adults were
older than 62 years of age.4 To the extent that the
two data points are comparable, they suggest very
modestly increasing representation of the elderly
among the homeless.

While the national data show only modest
increases in the representation of the elderly among
the homeless population, there is some city-specific
research that shows more rapid increases in home-
lessness among adults ages 50 and older, but not
necessarily among the elderly. 
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� Researchers studying the street homeless 
population in San Francisco found that from
the period 1990–1994 to 2000–2002, the 
representation of those ages 50 and over 
went progressively from 11.2 percent to 32.3
percent.5

� Data from New York City indicates that the
median age of the homeless population in New
York City went from 28 to 42 years of age
from 1987 to 2005.6

� A study of the homeless population in
Massachusetts found homelessness among
those ages 55 and older increased from 
8 percent of the homeless population in 1999
to 14 percent in 2003.7

� A study by the Chicago Alliance to End
Homelessness and Loyola University found
that homelessness is increasing among adults
between the ages of 50 and 64, but not among
those over the age of 64.8

The limited existing research tells a story of
increasing homelessness among adults ages 50 and
older and more modest increases among the elderly
population. The trend is suggestive of an increase in
the elderly homeless population over the next few
decades as the current older adult population
reaches and exceeds age 65. 

Demographic Changes Among 
the Elderly

This paper predicts that homelessness among elderly
persons will increase substantially over the next
decade. There are two primary demographic factors
that contribute to the projected increase in home-
lessness among the elderly. One is the overall growth
in the elderly population, which is expected to more
than double in size between now and 2050. The
other factor is the relative stability in the proportion
of the elderly population facing economic vulnera-
bility. Together, these factors signal an increase in
elder economic vulnerability and homelessness.

The Growing Elderly Population
There are more Americans over the age of 65 today
than ever before and the number is rapidly increas-
ing. During the past century, the number of elderly
people has grown from 3.1 million in 1900 to 37
million in 2008—an increase of over 1,100 percent.
The proportion of elderly Americans has also
increased since 1900, when adults ages 65 and older
made up only 4.1 percent of the population.9 Today,
at 37 million, elderly Americans make up 12.6 percent
of the population.10 This demographic shift means
that we have become an older nation, with the
median age at almost 37 years old—the country’s
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Figure 1. Historical and projected U.S. elderly population

Who is considered elderly? This paper focuses on homelessness and economic vulnerability among
elderly and, to a lesser extent, older adults. The Census Bureau defines the elderly as those ages 65
and older. As much of the analysis in this paper is based upon Census data, we define the term
“elderly” as those over 65 years of age unless otherwise specified. U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) reports on homelessness include an ages 62 and older age category,
which is also considered “elderly” for the purposes of this report. “Older adults” are those between
ages 50 and 64 unless otherwise specified.



highest median age on record. Further, the U.S.
Census Bureau projects that by 2050 there will be
approximately 89 million people over the age of 65,
which more than doubles our current elderly popu-
lation.11 This projected increase in elderly Americans,
illustrated in Figure 1, merits significant attention at
the federal policy level. An increased number of eld-
erly persons will mean an increased need for 
federal programs aimed at preventing economic 
vulnerability among older persons. 

Economic Vulnerability among the Elderly
The most common measure of economic instability
among the elderly is poverty. Poverty among elderly
Americans has been relatively low since the 1960s.
In 1959, the poverty rate for elder Americans was
35 percent. This fell to approximately 15 percent by
1975, due in large part to increases in government
programs such as Social Security.12 Since that time,
poverty rates among the elderly have steadily
declined, remaining between 9 and 11 percent for
the past decade. According to the 2008 American
Community Survey, 9.9 percent of people over 65
years of age had annual incomes below the poverty
threshold of $10,326 for a single person and
$13,030 for a couple.13

A measure of even greater economic vulnerability
is the proportion of elderly persons in deep poverty—
earning only half of the poverty threshold. In 2008,
there were over 969,925 elderly persons, or 2.6 per-
cent of the elderly population, in deep poverty.14

Figure 2 shows the trends in rates of poverty and deep
poverty for both the general population and the eld-
erly population since 1975 and reveals that the deep
poverty rate among elderly persons has remained
around 2 percent since 1975. Federal programs such
as Social Security, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Programs (formerly known as the Food

Stamp Program), and housing programs directed to
the elderly have helped decrease the number of
persons over 65 years of age living in precarious
housing situations due to insufficient income.
Despite the overall effectiveness of these programs,
some elderly people are not prevented from experi-
encing economic hardship and homelessness. 

Projected Increase in Homelessness
among Elderly 

In the most recent AHAR, HUD estimates that
there were 43,450 sheltered homeless people over
the age of 62 in 2008.15 Because of anticipated
increases in the elderly homeless population as the
general population ages, a projection of the elderly
homeless population is made in this paper. It is
based on the following assumptions:

� The elderly population will increase as projected
by the U.S. Census Bureau through 2050.

� The rate of deep poverty in the elderly popula-
tion will remain constant at 2 percent through
2050, as it has remained since 1975.

� The 2008 ratio of 1 sheltered elderly homeless
person to every 22 elderly persons in deep
poverty remains constant thorough 2050. 

The resulting projection of the elderly home-
less population is illustrated in Figure 3. It shows
that homelessness is projected to increase by 
33 percent from 44,172 in 2010 to 58,772 in 2020
and will more than double between 2010 and 2050,
when over 95,000 elderly persons are projected to
be homeless.16

This projected increase in homelessness among
elderly persons is alarming. The remainder of this
paper is focused on pathways into elder homeless-
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ness and actions that can be taken to end homeless-
ness among elderly persons.

Pathways Into Elder Homelessness

To the extent that both political will and resources
have been committed to preventing elder homeless-
ness and destitution, the natural next question is:
How does homelessness among the elderly and
older adults occur? 

The two basic pathways are the aging of the
chronically homeless population and new homeless-
ness among elderly adults who did not experience
homelessness prior to turning 65 years of age.
Research into this question is rare, but two regional
studies provide evidence supporting each of the two
pathways. 

The Shelter Partnership conducted an extensive
study of the older and elderly homeless adults that
presented at the Los Angeles area’s largest homeless
shelter. This study examined the differences between
those ages 50 to 61 and those ages 62 and older. The
study revealed that 28 percent of homeless persons
over 62 years of age came to the shelter directly from
the streets, 25 percent came from another shelter,
and 15 percent were living with family or friends
prior to homelessness. For those between ages 50
and 61, 37 percent arrived from the streets, 19 per-
cent arrived from another shelter, and 10 percent
were living with family or friends.17 The high per-
centage of older and elderly homeless adults coming
to the shelter from the streets and other shelters
highlights the first pathway—the aging of the chron-
ically homeless.

An international, three-city study points more
toward the second pathway—new homelessness

among formerly stably-housed elders. Boston was
one of the three cities (and only U.S. city). The data
from Boston revealed that most elderly homeless-
ness people were newly homeless with a history of
stable adult employment. Most were last housed in
a private rental unit and a plurality had lived alone.
The common causes of their homelessness were, in
decreasing order of frequency: financial problems,
mental health problems, relationship breakdown,
physical health problems, and issues related to
work.18 A Chicago study also looked at homeless
adults over 50 years of age and found the following
reasons as common causes of their homelessness:
recent job loss, drinking problems, discontinued/
inadequate public assistance, inadequate income,
disagreement with family or friends, and injury or
illness on the job.19

Understanding the pathways into homelessness
for the elderly is important when determining the
right policy response. Those older Americans who
become homeless as senior citizens require more
preventive action. Federal housing programs are
fundamental in reducing the economic hardship
experienced by the elderly whose only income is
often Social Security and/or Supplemental Security
Income. Alternatively, those older adults—ages 50
to 64—who are chronically homeless and remain
homeless as they age have intensive housing and
service needs that must be addressed to end their
homelessness. Both pathways are addressed in the
following sections.

Precariously Housed Elderly Households

At its root, homelessness is the result of an inability
to afford housing. With rising housing costs, elderly
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households often must choose between housing and
other basic needs such as food and medical care.
Housing cost burden exists when a household pays
more than 30 percent of their income on housing
costs. This burden is considered “severe” when the
portion of a household’s income dedicated to
housing exceeds 50 percent. This housing expense
can leave a household economically vulnerable. This
is particularly concerning for elderly people who
often rely on a fixed income. In 2007, over 8.7
million households with a householder over the 
age of 65 experienced housing cost burden. This
represents 38 percent of all households with an
elderly householder. Further, over 4.8 million of
them experienced severe housing cost burden,
accounting for approximately 21 percent of total
elderly households.20

In recent years, the increase in the rate of severe
cost burden among elderly households has outpaced
the overall growth of elderly households. While the
share of total households headed by a person over
the age of 65 remained relatively unchanged
between 2001 and 2007, the percent of elderly
households experiencing a severe housing cost
burden increased by over 14 percent. Further, while
elderly households constituted over one-quarter (26
percent) of the total number of severely cost bur-
dened households in 2007, they accounted for only
20 percent of total households.21 This overrepresen-
tation of severely cost-burdened elderly households
among all households, as well as the faster rate of
growth among severely cost burdened elderly house-
holds, has significant policy implications. Federal
housing policy should be expanded and adjusted to
meet the needs of poor and vulnerable Americans—
who increasingly are our elderly.

Chronically Homeless Older and 
Elderly Households

Chronically homeless older adults who age into
elderly homelessness often have critical health and
service needs in addition to their obvious housing
needs. Homeless seniors are more likely to experi-
ence multiple medical issues at a time and often
have chronic illnesses that go untreated. Exposure
to harsh weather and the often unhealthy environ-
ment of shelters can affect the susceptible health
and well-being of the elderly population.
Substance use disorders, particularly alcoholism,
are not uncommon among the elderly homeless
population and are often presented alongside
mental health disorders, especially among the
chronically homeless population. The mental
health issues of the elderly are also particularly
important when examining the reasons that older
people become or remain homeless. Mental illnesses
associated with memory loss, for example, can

affect the ability to secure housing as acquiring
housing often involved multiple appointments
and self-initiated persistence.22

Elderly chronically homeless people often
require intensive service coordination. This helps
them transition into permanent housing smoothly
and ensures they remain there. Case management
is often critical in coordinating care—primary
health care, housing assistance, food, and other
services can get lost without some assistance and
supervision. Elderly homeless people often face
barriers to accessing resources and benefits such as
Social Security, Medicare, and Supplemental
Security Income (SSI). They may not know that
they are eligible for such benefits, they may not
know where to start, and/or they may have a hard
time following up with service providers, meeting
appointments, or completing the necessary 
paperwork due to health limitations (mental or
physical).23 A coordination of services, coupled
with housing assistance, can help homeless or 
formerly homeless seniors age in their own housing
with dignity. 

Federal Housing Assistance 
for the Elderly

There are a few federal programs that provide housing
assistance to seniors. These programs provide the
housing safety net for the most vulnerable low-
income people. According to the 2007 American
Housing Survey, 6 percent of elderly households
either lived in housing owned by a public housing
authority or identified themselves as recipients of
some form of housing subsidy.24 While this is likely
an underestimate, it still represents over 1.3 million
households. This section outlines the primary federal
rental housing assistance programs that support sen-
iors. Because there are many state and local pro-
grams that support seniors, this is not a
comprehensive account of all housing services for
the elderly. 

Section 202 Supportive Housing for the
Elderly Program. Created in 1959, Section 202 is 
a project-based housing program that provides
housing and supportive services to very low-income
elderly households. Eligible persons must be over 62
and have incomes at or below 50 percent of the area
median income (AMI).25 This program is the only
government-subsidized program dedicated exclu-
sively to senior housing. There are currently over
300,000 units of Section 202 housing and for each
unit that becomes available there are an estimated
ten seniors waiting.26

Public Housing. Public housing is a federally
subsidized housing program providing units to
persons at or below 80 percent of AMI. While open
to all persons below this income threshold, most
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Public Housing Authorities (PHA) target funds to
those at very low or extremely low-income levels.
Some PHAs give preference to elderly applicants.
Currently, 31 percent—or over 350,000 public
housing units—have a senior householder.27

Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8). The
Housing Choice Voucher Program provides tenant-
based and project-based housing assistance to 
persons with incomes at or below 50 percent of
AMI. Approximately 17 percent of the 1.9 million
vouchers currently in use are being utilized by sen-
ior citizens.28 The demand for vouchers far exceeds
the supply of vouchers, with average waiting lists
ranging from 5 to 10 years in some cities.

Project-Based Section 8. Project-based
Section 8 is a public-private partnership in which
the owner (private or non-profit) signs a contract
with HUD to provide affordable rental units to
low-income tenants. There are currently 1.27 million
units of Project-based Section 8, and approximately
50 percent are occupied by elderly householders.
With the exception of a small number of units for
homeless people, there have been no units added
under this program since the mid 1980s. Further,
the total number of these units has been declining
by over 10,000 a year as owners choose not to
renew their expiring contracts.29

Section 515 Rural Rental Housing Program.
Section 515 is a federally subsidized program 
providing rental assistance to rural areas. This pro-
gram serves very low and extremely low income 
persons, with about half of the units being allocated
to seniors. Since the program’s creation in 1962,
over 523,000 units have been built. At its peak 
in 1979, 38,650 units were created; this figure
dropped to 1,621 in 1994 and to only 486 units 
in 2006. In recent years, funding has been limited,
with approximately 1,000 units funded each year.
In new construction projects, 95 percent of the eli-

gible participants must have incomes at or below 
50 percent of the AMI, compared with 75 percent
at existing projects. Elderly households occupy 
58 percent of the units.30, 31

Table 1 reveals that together, these programs
provide approximately 1.9 million units to low-
income elderly households. However, these 
programs have long waiting lists spanning several
years, an indication that the number of units both
affordable and available to elderly households is
insufficient. While federal programs targeted to the
elderly have helped lessen the number of precariously
housed elderly households who fall into homeless-
ness, the number of units is not keeping pace with
the increasing demand. If the deep poverty projec-
tions hold true, the government will have to fund
between 700,000 and 822,000 additional units
through these programs by 2020 simply to maintain
the current deficit.32

A Call to Action and Inquiry

In the coming years, the United States will experience
a monumental societal shift as baby boomers become
senior citizens. Meeting the needs of this population,
particularly the economically vulnerable portion of
the population, will be one of the greatest domestic
policy challenges in our lifetime. Social Security,
Medicare, and housing programs targeting the elderly
will be critical for meeting the challenge and reducing
risk of homelessness. Below is a list of recommenda-
tions to reduce and eventually eliminate homelessness
among elderly persons in the United States.

1. Increase the supply of subsidized affordable
housing on which economically vulnerable
elderly persons rely. In addition to the
Section 202 Supportive Housing for the
Elderly Program, elderly persons also make up
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Table 1. Housing Units Serving Elderly Households by Program

Program
Number of Units with

Elderly Households
Percent of Program 

Serving Elderly

Section 202 300,000 units 100%

Public Housing* 359,882 units 31%

Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8) 323,000 subsidies 17%

Project-Based Section 8 624,750 units 49%

Section 515 (Section 521) 303,340 units 58%

* Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, “Decade of Neglect has Weakened Federal Low-Income Housing Programs: New
Resources Required to Meet Growing Needs,” 2009, http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa= view&id=2691.
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either the majority or a large fraction of the
beneficiaries of the other federal affordable
rental housing programs—public housing,
Housing Choice Voucher Program (Section 8),
Project-Based Section 8, and the Section 515
Rural Rental Housing Program. These programs
must be preserved and expanded to keep pace
with expected increases in demand and to
provide a way of providing housing stability 
for the tens of thousands of elderly persons
who experience homelessness every year.
Capitalization of the National Housing Trust
Fund, which will be used to build, rehabilitate
and preserve housing for the lowest-income
households, will be a critical element of ensur-
ing that the programs upon which elderly per-
sons depend are adequately sized.

2. Create sufficient permanent supportive
housing to finish the job of ending chronic
homelessness. The aging of the chronically
homeless population from the older adult to
the elderly age group is one of the ways that
homelessness among elderly persons is expected
to grow in the coming years. This pathway can
be largely averted if the job of ending chronic
homelessness is successfully completed in the
next 10 years. This requires the creation of suf-
ficient supportive housing units to house the
approximately 120,000 persons who are 
chronically homeless today. Because of the 
progressive health care and support needs of
this population, it is critical that this popula-
tion receives housing combined with flexible
and adaptive support services. 

3. Research to better understand the needs of
the homeless elderly population. One of the
recurrent themes of this paper is the paucity of
information available about the elderly home-
less population. Research is needed to better
understand the characteristics of the popula-
tion. Specifically, research is needed into the
patterns of homeless and mainstream service
utilization, the frequency and duration of
homeless episodes, and health status and 
functionality of elderly homeless people. This
information is necessary to form a typology of
the elderly homeless population that can be
used to better plan and target effective inter-
ventions, including supportive housing and
homelessness prevention strategies.

The existence of homelessness among the eld-
erly indicates that our safety nets are failing our
most vulnerable citizens. However, with thoughtful
and strategic planning, we can greatly reduce elderly
homelessness and prevent the population at-risk
from experiencing homelessness. Addressing the
unmet housing and service needs of our at-risk and
homeless elderly, as well as understanding the 

characteristics and needs of the elderly population
at-risk of homelessness can help us end elder home-
lessness. As a nation, we are judged by how we care
for our most vulnerable citizens. It is a failing of
public policy that any of our elderly are homeless.
To fail to act would be, in short, irresponsible. 
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