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Homelessness in America: Overview of Data and Causes 

 
The National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty currently estimates that each year at least 2.5 to 3.5 

million Americans sleep in shelters, transitional housing, and public places not meant for human 

habitation. At least an additional 7.4 million have lost their own homes and are doubled-up with others 

due to economic necessity.  
 

But data related to homelessness are far from exact. Part of the difficulty is that there are different 

definitions of homelessness now in use. For example, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

development (HUD) uses a narrow definition largely limited to people living in shelters, in transitional 

housing and in public places.
1
 The U.S. Department of Education (DoE) uses a broader definition that 

includes families who are doubled-up with others due to economic necessity. Another difficulty concerns 

methodology. HUD reports annual “Point-in-Time” counts of the “unsheltered” homeless population; 

however, the methodology used to collect those numbers varies by community and is often deeply 

flawed.
2
 HUD also reports annual counts of the sheltered population; this number varies with shelter 

capacity, which depends on variables such as available funding. 
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The numbers and percentages below derive from different sources; many are from the HUD counts and 

thus must be viewed with caution. Others are based on DoE data, and reflect the more expansive 

definition; these also are likely undercounts since not all homeless children are counted. The numbers thus 

may not be consistent.   

 

Overall population 
 

 Before the 2008 recession, an estimated 2.5 to 3 million men, women, and children were 

experiencing homelessness each year (using the HUD definition), including a total of 1.35 million 

children, and over a million people working full or part-time but unable to pay for housing.
4
 Since 

then, indications are that the crisis has deepened: 

o The number of people who have lost their homes and are living doubled-up with family or 

friends due to economic necessity remained at 7.4 million people in 2012 (the last year for 

which data is available), consistent with 2011, but some states saw as much as an 80% 

increase.
5
 

o Over 1.2 million school children were homeless (using the DoE definition) during the 

2012-2013 school year, an 8% increase over the previous school year.
6
 Almost 2.5 million 

children overall were homeless in 2013, an 8% increase over 2012.
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o A 2014 survey in the Law Center’s report, Welcome Home: The Rise of Tent Cities in the 

United States, showed media reports of tent cities in 46 states across the country.
8
 

o According to a June 2014 report by the Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard 

University, there is now a crisis in affordable rental housing.
9
 In 2012, more than one out 

of every four renters (27%) paid over 50% of their income in rent.
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 The number of cost 

burdened renters has increased each year since 2007.
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o According to the same report, racial and ethnic minorities are disproportionately affected.
12

  

In 2012, 27% of African-American households paid over 50% of their incomes in rent, 

along with 24% of Hispanic households and 21% of Asian households; only 14% of White 

households paid over 50% of their incomes in rent.
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o The safety net has failed to provide adequate resources. Only one in four of those poor 

enough to qualify for low-income housing assistance receives it.
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Demographics 

 According to data collected by HUD, over the course of 2012 the “sheltered”  homeless population 

was: 
o 63% male; 37% female

15
 (data based on sheltered adults) 

o 83.7% non-Hispanic/non-Latino; 16.3% Hispanic/Latino
16

  
o 38.9% White, non-Hispanic; 9.5% White, Hispanic; 39.4% Black or African American; 

5% other single race; 7.2% multiple races
17

 
o 22.6% under age 18; 23.5% 18 to 30; 35.0% 31 to 50; 15.6% 51-61; 3.2% 62 and older 

18
 

o 63.1% single-person household
19

 
o 38.6% disabled

20
 (data based on sheltered adults) 

 

 When compared to the total population and those living in poverty, those who are homeless are 

more likely to be adult, male, African American, not elderly, unaccompanied/alone, and 

disabled.
21 

o In 2010, one out of every 141 persons in Black families stayed in a homeless shelter, 

compared with one out of every 990 persons in White families.
22

 
o Black persons in families represented 38.8% of sheltered persons in families in 2010, 

though they only made up 12.1% of the entire U.S. family population.
23 

 

Children, youth, and families 
 

 People in families made up 37.4% of the total sheltered and unsheltered homeless population in 

2012.
24

   

 The proportion of homeless people who used emergency shelters and transitional housing as part 

of a family increased from 30% to 35% from 2007 to 2010, with the majority of homeless families 

consisting of single mothers with young children.
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 About 2.5 million children, or one in every 30, were homeless in 2013, an increase of 64% since 

2007.
26

  

 From 2011 to 2012, the number of unaccompanied children in shelter increased by 28%.
27

 

 For the 2012-2013 school year, 1,258,182 students were identified as homeless, an increase of 

7.6% over the previous year.
28

 Of those students identified as homeless, 75% were living 

“doubled-up” with family/friends; 16% were living in shelters; 6% were living in hotels/motels; 

and 3% were living in some type of unsheltered location.
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Veterans 
 

 On a single night in January 2014, veterans accounted for about 11.3% of all homeless adults.
30

  

 During a 12 month period from October 2011 to September 2012, homeless veterans accounted 

for one in 156 veterans.
31 

Domestic violence survivors 
 

 In a 2014 survey of 25 US cities, 15% of all homeless adults were identified as survivors of 

domestic violence.
32

  

 In a national census of domestic violence services conducted in September 2013, 36,348 victims 

of domestic violence received housing services from domestic violence programs, which includes 

emergency shelters and transitional housing, in a 24-hour period.
33

  



 The same domestic violence services census found that 60% of requests that service providers 

were not able to meet were those for housing (emergency shelter and transitional housing), with a 

total of 5,778 requests unmet.
34

 

 

Causes of homelessness 

 Insufficient income and lack of affordable housing are the leading causes of homelessness: 

o In 2012, 10.3 million renters (approximately one in four) had “extremely low incomes” 

(ELI) as classified by HUD.
35

  In that same year, there were only 5.8 million rental units 

affordable to the more than 10 million people identified as ELI.
36

 
o Additionally, only 31 out of every 100 of these affordable units were actually available to 

people identified as ELI.
37 

 After paying their rent and utilities, 75% of ELI households end up with less than half of their 

income left to pay for necessities such as food, medicine, transportation, or childcare.
38

 

 The foreclosure crisis also played, and continues to play, a significant role in homelessness: 

o In 2008, state and local homeless groups reported a 61% rise in homelessness since the 

foreclosure crisis began.
39

 

o Approximately 40% of families facing eviction due to foreclosure are renters; the problem 

may continue to worsen as renters represent a rising segment of the U.S. population.
40

 

 For women in particular, domestic violence is a leading cause of homelessness.
41

 

 According to the most recent annual survey by the U.S. Conference of Mayors, major cities across 

the country report that top causes of homelessness among families were: (1) lack of affordable 

housing, (2) unemployment, (3) poverty, and (4) low wages, in that order.
42

 The same report found 

that the top four causes of homelessness among unaccompanied individuals were (1) lack of 

affordable housing, (2) unemployment, (3) poverty, (4) mental illness and the lack of needed 

services, and (5) substance abuse and the lack of needed services.
43 
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