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Women Veterans



Women Veterans
• Number of women Veterans has nearly doubled in the past decade; fastest growing segment of 

Veteran population

• Women Veterans are 2.1–3.4 times as likely as their non-Veteran counterparts to experience 
homelessness

• 1–2% of all women Veterans, 13–15% of women Veterans living in poverty will experience 
homelessness over the course of a year

• 8.9% (3,292) of Veterans who were homeless at one point-in-time in January 2019 were female
• 55% were sheltered
• 45% were unsheltered 

Montgomery, Byrne, & Dichter, 2019



Web of Vulnerability 

Hamilton, Poza, & Washington, 2011



Pre-Military Service

• Compared with their non-Veteran peers, women Veterans report 
higher rates of childhood maltreatment: physical, emotional, sexual 
abuse
• 1/3 enlisted women have a history of childhood sexual abuse

• Women Veterans generally—and homeless women Veterans, 
specifically—have reported joining the military to escape family 
violence or other pre-military adversity

Montgomery, Byrne, & Dichter, 2019



Military Service

• Exposure to combat

• Military Sexual Trauma (MST): experiences of sexual assault or 
repeated, threatening sexual harassment that a Veteran experienced 
during his/her military service
• 1/5 women Veterans accessing VHA healthcare has reported MST

• MST is associated with 4-fold increase in odds of homelessness; 2/5 women 
Veterans experiencing homelessness have reported MST

Montgomery, Byrne, & Dichter, 2019
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Post-Military Service
• PTSD

• Women entering the military are often at high risk of PTSD due to early abuse and 
increased risk of assault while in the military

• Sexual trauma is more influential than war trauma in the development of PTSD 
among women Veterans

• Intimate Partner Violence (IPV)
• Increases the odds of homelessness by a factor of 4
• Experienced at a greater rate among women Veterans than non-Veteran peers
• 1/5 women Veterans report experiencing past-year IPV
• Consequences of IPV: substance use, mental health issues, economic hardship

Montgomery, Byrne, & Dichter, 2019
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Transgender Veterans



Terminology

• Sex = assigned at birth (female, male), defined by genitals or 
chromosomes

• Gender identity = internal sense of self as man, woman, both, neither
• Does not depend on medical therapies or interventions or appearance

• Transgender = having a gender identity different from one’s sex 
assigned at birth
• Transgender woman assigned male sex at birth and identifies as female

• Transgender man assigned female sex at birth and identifies as male



Risk Factors for Homelessness

Level of Influence Examples

Intrapersonal • Mental health
• Substance use

Interpersonal • Familial conflict/rejection
• Relationship breakdown

Community • Sex-specific sheltering
• Homophobia, transphobia, discrimination
• Multiple layers of oppression
• Inadequate legal protection, exclusion from benefits

Ecker, Aubry, Sylvestre, 2019
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Housing Instability: Transgender Veterans
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Use of VHA Homeless Programs
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Implications



• Women Veterans and transgender Veterans are at increased risk for housing instability compared to 
their male and cisgender counterparts, respectively

• Services for women Veterans need to assess for and address experiences of trauma and housing 
instability together
• Ensure access to mental healthcare, especially related to MST, PTSD
• Carefully assess for trauma
• Use trauma-informed models of care

• Transgender Veterans more likely to use VHA Homeless Programs than non-transgender Veterans 
Train staff to work with transgender populations to address unique barriers: sex-specific sheltering, 
discrimination, violence

• The Fair Housing Act prohibits discrimination based on sex; HUD interprets this law to protect 
transgender people
• Potentially prohibitive because individual must file 
• Complaint that could lead to litigation (cost, time)
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EQUAL ACCESS RULE

The Equal Access Rule requires all HUD-funded housing 

services to be provided without discrimination based on sexual 

orientation or gender identity. Since 2016, the rule has 

protected transgender people from discrimination in homeless 

shelters by ensuring they are able to access HUD-funded 

shelter consistent with their gender identity. 

The Equal Access Rule is a regulatory requirement, not a law, 

and can therefore be changed unilaterally by the 

Administration without the approval of Congress. 

WHAT IS THE EQUAL ACCESS RULE?



EQUAL ACCESS RULE

In 2015, the US Trans Survey found that extraordinarily high 

numbers of trans people experience homelessness. 

• 1 in 5 that year

• 1 in 3 over lifetime

Discrimination testing by CAP and Equal Rights Center in 2016 

found very few shelters would appropriately house trans 

people.

BEFORE THE RULE



EQUAL ACCESS RULE

• All federally funded shelters are required to adhere to 

Equal Access Rule.

• HUD is actively working to gut the rule with new anti-trans 

shelter rule.

CURRENT STATUS
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