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What do we know?
Understanding what experiences and/or characteristics place Veterans at an increased (or decreased)
risk of homelessness is fundamental for shaping effective approaches to prevent homelessness among
Veterans. Thus, a number of prior studies have investigated risk factors for homelesness among
Veterans.1–9 On the one hand, these studies show that Veterans share certain common risk factors for
homelessness with the broader, non-Veteran population. These factors include adverse childhood
experiences,1,7 mental health issues,1,5 substance use disorders, economic shocks such as the loss of
employment,2and more limited familial or social support networks.7 On the other hand, existing
research points to experiences unique to military service that may contribute to an increased risk of
homelessness among Veterans. These service-specific risk factors include post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD),5,8 combat deployment,5 and having a negative discharage from the military.3,5,9
To date, there are few studies that have examined risk factors for homelessness among post-9/11 era
Veterans. Moreover, prior studies conducted among Veterans of this era are limited by their reliance
exclusively on VA data (thus excluding Veterans not using VA services) and on retrospective recall about
military experiences that often occurred far in the past, which leads to inaccurate reporting.
Consequently, we lack a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the factors that make post-9/11
era Veterans more or less likely to experience homelessness.

New information provided by the study
We used data from the Millenium Cohort Study (MCS) to examine risk factors for homelessness among
post-9/11 era Veterans.10,11 The MCS prospectively measures the health impacts of military service
during and after service members’ military careers. Since 2001, over 200,000 service members have
been enrolled. We analyzed data from 49,323 enrolled Veterans who answered survey questions on
their experiences of homelessness after leaving the military. Among these Veterans a total of 1,071
(2.2%) reported becoming homeless after separating from the military. We used logistic regression to
estimate the relative impacts of specific characteristics and experiences on the risk of homelessness.
These included demographic and military characteristics, military separation characteristics, mental and
physical health diagnoses, and stressful life events.
Table 1 summarizes the results of our final model, which included all of the predictors of homelessness
that we considered. The top half of the table identifies which predictors were found to be associated
with a higher likelihood of experiencing homelessness, whereas the bottom half of the table indicates
that the model did not find a statistically significant relationship between the predictor and the
likelihood of reporting homelessness. In other words, the model did not provide evidence that there was
a relationship between homelessness and the predictors in the bottom half of the table once other
predictors were taken into account.
A few key findings from Table 1 merit particular attention:
•

Female Veterans were less likely to experience homelessness than male Veterans.

•

Black, non-Hispanic Veterans were more likely to experience homelessness than white, nonHispanic Veterans.

•

Veterans who identified as gay, lesbian or bisexual were more likely to experience homelessness
compared to Veterans who identify as heterosexual.

•

In terms of education, Veterans with less formal education were more likely to experience
homelessness following separation from the military compared to Veterans with an associate’s
degree or higher.

•

Relative to Veterans separating from the military as officers, Veterans who were junior enlisted
personnel or senior enlisted personnel were more likely to experience homelessness.

•

Compared to Veterans who received an honorable discharge, Veterans who received a general
discharge or an other than honorable discharge both were more likely to subsequently become
homeless.

•

Veterans who served in the military for more than 20 years were less likely than those who
served for less than 20 years to become homeless. Service members with more than 20 years of
service are generally eligible for military retirement benefits, which may explain this protective
effect.

•

Apart from a diagnosis for bipolar disorder, which was associated with a higher likelihood of
homelessness, none of the mental health, alcohol use, or physical health predictors had a
statistically significant relationship with experiencing homelessness. This is likely due to the
interrelationships between these predictors and other psychological and military predictors
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(e.g., social support, discharge status, adverse childhood experiences), which may have
dampened the relationship between these predictors and experiencing homelessness.
•

Veterans who reported that their family and friends were not at all supportive, a little
supportive, or moderately supportive all had a higher likelihood of experiencing homelessness
than Veterans who reported extremely supportive family and friends.

•

Deployment and combat exposure were not associated with experiencing homelessness
following separation from the military.

•

A number of life stressors were associated with homelessness, including childhood traumatic
experiences, disabling injury, and being physically assaulted.

In sum, many of the risk factors of homelessness among post-9/11 Veterans identified in the current
study mirror prior studies on this topic among the general population and among earlier generations of
Veterans. In particular, our findings provide additional support for the well-documented relationships
between adverse childhood experiences, lower social support, and disability and the risk for becomnig
homeless. In finding higher odds of homelessness among black Veterans as compared to their white
counterparts, our results also reiterate prior evidence of racial disparities in the risk of homelessness, a
topic that deserves closer attention from a policy and programmatic perspective to ensure more
equitable outcomes for Veterans. We likewise found associations between post-discharge homelessness
and levels of education and military pay grade. This is likely because education and pay grade serve as
socioeconomic indicators related to income and post-military employment prospects.
On the other hand, our study differs from prior research in that we did not find large, positive
associations between mental health disorders and homelessness that have been identified in prior
studies.
Two key findings from our study provide more novel contributions toward understanding the risk of
homelessness among Veterans: the impacts of sexual orientation and discharge status. Our study is the
first to indicate that identifying as gay, lesbian or bisexual is associated with an increased risk of
homelessness among military Veterans. Additionally, our findings are consistent with one previous
study3 in showing that those with general or other than honorable military discharges had substantially
increased odds for subsequently becoming homeless.
These findings shed new light onto the risk and protective factors associated with experiencing
homelessness in post-9/11 Veterans. Future research should examine mechanisms that may be causing
these associations to occur and, further, develop policy and programmatic responses to reduce the rate
of homelessness among groups of high-risk Veterans identified in the current study.
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Table 1: Summary of relationship between demographic, military and separation factors, mental, physical and
social health, and life experiences and homelessness among Millennium Cohort Study participants (n=49,323)
Millennium Cohort Study participants with the following characteristics were more likely to experience
homelessness:


Male



Enlisted (compared to officer)



Black, non-Hispanic (compared to white,
non-Hispanic) race



Diagnosed with manic-depression

Having less than a college degree
(compared to having with a college degree)





Describing moderate or less social support
(compared to those describing stronger
levels of support) from family and friends



Identification as a gay, lesbian or bisexual
(compared to heterosexual)



Reported history of childhood trauma

Active duty personnel with general or
other than honorable discharge (compared
to honorably discharged active duty
personnel)





Reported history of a disabling injury



Reported history of being physically
assaulted



Separated with less than 20 years of
service

The following characteristics were not associated with homelessness among Millennium Cohort Study
participants:



Marital status



Positive screen for alcohol problems



Age



Diagnosed with schizophrenia



Military occupation



Diagnosed with hepatitis



Branch of service



Self-assessed general health



Reserve or National Guard service
members versus active duty who were
honorably discharged



Body mass index



Deployment experiences



Positive screen for major depression



Reported history of financial problems



Positive screen for suicidal ideation



Reported history of multiple moves



Positive screen for PTSD



Reported history of unplanned pregnancy



Positive screen for panic disorder/other
anxiety



Reported history of sexual assault or
harassment
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