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Abstract 

Housing has long been considered a social determinant of individual and population health. 

Older adults with low incomes face several challenges to maintain stable, affordable housing. 

Using data from a previous explanatory study of older adults waitlisted for housing assistance 

(n= 267), we explore individual characteristics and themes associated with older adults’ 

perceived housing instability and risk of future homelessness. This mixed methods study 

identifies salient themes of financial insecurity, age discrimination, employment and health, 

interpersonal relationships, and trauma. Our analysis and findings highlight experiences of 

instability over the life course related to older adults’ current housing circumstances.  

Key words: housing instability; low-income older adults; rental assistance; cumulative 

disadvantage; life course 
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INTRODUCTION 

About 10% of U.S. older adults (ages 65 and older) have annual incomes below the 

federal poverty level of $11,756, and 63% of older adults who reported an income earned below 

$35,000/year in 2017 (Administration for Community Living, 2018). Almost one-third of older 

adult households in the U.S. spend more than 30% of their incomes on housing costs (Joint 

Center for Housing Studies, 2019). Low-income older adults are more likely to rent than own a 

home compared to persons with higher incomes (Harrell & Houser, 2011). About 1.3 million 

older adults receive subsidized rental assistance, such as public housing (American Association 

of Homes & Services for the Aging, 2010) and 37% of the nearly five million households that 

receive rental assistance are headed by a person age 62 or older (Locke et al., 2011). However, 

the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development rental assistance programs currently 

serve only 25% of eligible households (Joint Center for Housing Studies, 2020). Older renters 

have worse health compared to homeowners of the same age—over half of older adult renters 

have a disability (Harrell & Houser, 2011). 

Housing conditions are a social determinant of individual and population health, because 

substandard or lack of housing exacerbates health disparities, including infectious and chronic 

disease morbidity, injuries, mental health, air quality, and access to social support (Krieger & 

Higgins, 2002; Miller et al., 2011; Swope & Hernández, 2019). Housing instability is 

conceptualized along a range of indicators including frequent moves, inability to pay rent, late or 

behind on payments, and threat of foreclosure/eviction (Burgard et al., 2012; Kushel et al., 

2006). Though not as conceptually severe as homelessness, unstable or unaffordable housing 

poses significant barriers to health care access, food security, and quality of life (Kushel et al., 

2006; Martin et al., 2019; Pollack et al., 2010; Rauh et al., 2008).  
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Individuals with very low incomes who have one or more indicators of housing 

instability are at risk of homelessness. Homelessness represents the nexus of poverty and housing 

instability. In the past three decades, the share of people who are age 55 or older and 

experiencing homelessness has increased, from 11% to 50% (Sorrell, 2016). One study found 

that older adults experiencing homelessness had higher rates of falls, vision impairment, 

incontinence and difficulty with at least one activity of daily living compared to sheltered older 

adults twenty years older (Brown et al., 2017).   

The relationship between older adults and the places they live, referred to as 

environmental gerontology, has long been a major focus of gerontologists (Byrnes et al., 2006; 

Golant, 2012; Lawton, 1985; Park et al., 2017; Wahl & Oswald, 2016). Less attention has been 

paid to housing instability among older adults with very low incomes, including those who have 

experienced homelessness, resulting in a gap in the environmental gerontology literature. Four 

reasons to examine housing instability include: increasing numbers of people ages 55 and older 

have incomes below median family income limits, the relationship between housing and health, 

an increasing share of older adults who are homeless, and the unique position of affordable 

housing and services in promoting aging in place (Stone, 2018). This study identifies quantitative 

and qualitative characteristics associated with housing instability and perceived risk of future 

homelessness among a sample of people age 55 and older who had applied for rental assistance 

in the Pacific Northwest. 

METHODS 

Data Source 

The data used for this analysis was from a study of older adults (≥55 years) who had 

applied and were waitlisted for publicly subsidized rental assistance in two Oregon counties in 
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2013 (n=1079). With assistance from housing authorities in these counties, paper surveys were 

successfully mailed to potential respondents, and 267 returned a survey for a 28% response rate. 

Of the respondents, 59 indicated they would be willing to participate in a follow-up in-depth 

interview. Twenty-nine individuals ultimately completed an in-depth semi-structured interview. 

Applicants represent a category of people who might be experiencing or anticipating future 

housing instability. Detailed descriptions of sampling, data collection, and primary findings can 

be found at (HIDDEN FOR REVIEW).  

Explanatory & Convergent Designs: Analytic Integration 

This paper uses secondary analysis of an existing mixed methods dataset created by the 

third author, who developed the survey questions and conducted some of the interviews. The 

parent study on which this paper is based used an explanatory (QUANT → qual) mixed methods 

design to describe older adults’ experiences being waitlisted for housing assistance (HIDDEN 

FOR REVIEW; Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2018; Morgan, 2014). The goal of this study was to 

emphasize the interface of qualitative and quantitative data sources through analytic integration 

(Castro et al., 2010; Guest, 2013) to investigate older adults’ experiences with housing instability 

over the life course. Initial literature review guided statistical analysis and model construction, 

specifically which measures were included in the regression analysis. Thematic analysis and 

code construction of the transcribed qualitative interviews further informed quantitative 

modelling. The qualitative results contributed to the framing of frequent themes and application 

of the life course perspective. In this way, the lived experiences of a sub-sample of survey 

respondents further contextualized the quantitative results.  
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Quantitative Measures  

Dependent variables. The two dependent variables of interest were the perceived risk of 

future homelessness of older adults and insufficient housing among those who had applied for 

rental assistance. Regarding the first variable, respondents were asked to rate on a scale of 0-10 

how likely it was they might become homeless in the future. Respondents’ answers clustered 

along the eleven-point scale and collapsed into four categories: not at all likely (0), somewhat 

likely (1-4), likely (5-7), and very likely (8-10). Insufficient housing was measured by asking 

respondents if there was ever a time in the prior 12 months they did not have their own place to 

stay: yes (1) or no (0).  

Independent variables. Based on review of housing literature, the following independent 

variables were selected. Income-level was measured through respondents’ self-report, monthly in 

U.S. dollars. Employment status was categorized into three groups: employed (0), not employed 

(1), and retired (2). Health status was measured as a respondent’s self-rated health: poor (0), fair 

(1), good (2), very good/excellent (3). Relationships and support were captured by three 

measures: the availability of a friend, relative, or neighbor who could assist the respondent for a 

few days if necessary: yes (1) or no (0); current relationship status: married (0), widowed (1), 

divorced/separated (2), and never married (3); and whether they had children over the age of 18: 

yes (1) or no (0).  

Covariates. Age (in years) was calculated by subtracting the respondent’s birth year from 

2013, the year the survey was administered. Sex was dichotomized as male (0) or female (1). 

Due to a high proportion of non-Hispanic White respondents, race and ethnicity were 

dichotomized: non-Hispanic White (0) and Hispanic and/or persons of color (1) (see 

Limitations). Education level comprised four categories:  some high school (0), high school 
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diploma or equivalent (1), some college, trade school, or associate’s degree (2), and more than 

four year college (3).  

Statistical Analysis  

Informed by previous research on housing instability and risk factors for housing 

instability and homelessness, we proposed two a priori models of the factors associated with an 

older adult’s insufficient housing and their perceived risk of future homelessness. In all 

quantitative models, the following demographic characteristics were included: age, sex, 

race/ethnicity, and education level. All statistical analyses for this study were conducted using 

Stata 15 software (StataCorp, 2017). 

Both models examined associations of self-reported health, employment status, income 

and social support with respondents’ insufficient housing (Model 1) and perceived risk of future 

homelessness (Model 2). We used logistic regression to estimate Model 1 and ordered logistic 

regression to estimate Model 2. Model 2 included insufficient housing as an independent 

variable.  

Multiple chained imputation. Almost every measure on the original survey had some 

missing observations. Given the sample size of 267 observations, only conducting analysis on 

complete cases would greatly reduce statistical power and increase selection bias. To mitigate 

bias in regression estimates due to missing data, we used multiple chained imputation to estimate 

a set of plausible values for the missing information based on distributions of observed data 

(Royston & White, 2011; White et al., 2011). Item missingness ranged between 1.1% and 10.9% 

(Table 1). Data was imputed using 100 iterated data sets, given the low proportion of missing 

information and to maintain statistical power.  

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License



HOUSING INSTABILITY OLDER ADULTS 7 

Qualitative Analysis 

A purposive subsample of 29 survey respondents who responded ‘yes’ to a question 

about participating in a follow-up interview were interviewed in person. Prospective 

interviewees were originally identified with the goal of describing the experiences of a diverse 

range of older adults waitlisted for housing assistance (e.g., race/ethnicity, self-rated health) 

(HIDDEN FOR REVIEW). Through semi-structured interview questions, respondents were 

asked to describe their demographic identity in their own words (e.g., what is your gender?). 

Next, questions asked about the place where respondents currently lived, the best and most 

challenging aspects of their home or neighborhood, thoughts about where they would prefer to 

live, and their work, educational, familial, and housing history.  

The three authors worked collaboratively to apply directed content analysis to transcripts 

from all in-depth interviews (n=29) (Assarroudi et al., 2018; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This 

method identifies both manifest and latent topics guided by prior theory and analysis. To develop 

codes, each team member individually read a random selection of three transcripts and created a 

list of draft codes. The team then discussed and refined a code list representing manifest topics. 

These included various components of instability (food, housing, family/relational), sense of 

community, attitudes towards subsidized housing or those experiencing homelessness, family or 

friend involvement, personal experiences of the past, and traumatic events. Some codes required 

sub-codes that captured the duality of positive and negative components. For example, attitudes 

towards homelessness and those experiencing homelessness was a manifest topic we coded for in 

the interviews. Some respondents positively framed their attitudes towards homelessness (e.g., 

resilience, empathy) while others expressed negative framing (e.g., laziness, individual choices, 

deserving). All transcripts were reread and coded in the software program Dedoose (Dedoose 
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Version 8.0.35, 2018). All authors met once a week over a four-month period throughout the 

coding process to iteratively discuss any discrepancies or analytic questions, latent topics, as well 

as how these qualitative topics explained, expanded, and informed the ongoing quantitative 

analyses. 

RESULTS 

Sample Characteristics 

We present descriptive characteristics for both the survey (n=267) and interview (n=29) 

samples (Table 1). Based on the overall survey sample, the average age of respondents was 66 

years old, ranging from 54 to 98 years of age. Respondents received an average of $1,011 in 

monthly income (range: $0 to $3,594) and paid an average of $455 in rent (range: $0 to $1,250). 

Non-Hispanic White respondents comprise over two-thirds of both survey and interview 

samples. The remaining survey respondents identified as multiracial or another not listed 

category (8.2%), Black/African American (6.7%), Asian/Pacific Islander (5.2%), and American 

Indian/Alaska Native (1.9%). Seven percent of survey respondents identified as Hispanic/Latinx. 

Over half of survey and interview respondents had some college or more than four years of 

college education and were either not employed (31.5%) or retired (46.4%). 

Just under one in five respondents reported there was a time in the last 12 months they 

did not have a place to stay. A comparable proportion of respondents felt that it was likely or 

very likely they would be homeless in the future (37.4%) compared to the share of respondents 

who perceived it was not at all likely (35.6%).  

[Insert Table 1 here] 

Convergent Themes 
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We present and center the following results according to salient themes identified in the 

survey and interview data related, either directly or indirectly, to housing instability. These 

include financial insecurity, age discrimination, employment and health, and interpersonal 

relationships. To contextualize participants’ quotes and demonstrate the range of interview 

participants, we include age, racial/ethnic identity, and gender identity alongside quotes.  

Theme 1: Financial Insecurity as a Barrier to Stable Housing   

Financial insecurity in the form of limited income, irregular income, or insufficient funds 

to cover current expenses poses obstacles for older adults to maintain housing. In this sample, 

older adults with higher income and of older age were less likely to report having no place of 

their own to stay in the prior year. Specifically, each dollar increase in monthly income was 

associated with 1% decrease in odds of not having a place to stay in the past year (OR= 0.99; p < 

.05) and for each year increase in age there was a 14% decrease in the odds of respondents 

reporting having no place of their own to stay (OR= 0.86; p < .01) (Model 1; Table 2). Initial  

bivariate analysis suggested older respondents reported significantly lower perceptions of risk for 

future homelessness (data not shown), but when insufficient housing was included in the model 

age and income were not significantly associated with respondents’ perceived risk of future 

homelessness (Model 2; Table 2).  

In response to being asked why they applied for rental assistance, participants described 

having trouble making ends meet and choosing between necessities. One participant cited limited 

income in older age, along with discrimination, as obstacles to finding housing. She said, 

“The trick is finding housing for people 65 and older on limited incomes… There’s a lot 

of bias against older people renting. [Landlords] anticipate that you’re going to be needy 
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and cause a lot of problems, and they tend to be rude unnecessarily.” - White woman, age 

65  

However, limited income does not pose the only barrier to affording rent. Income 

restrictions that accompany public programs, such as Supplemental Security Income, place 

individuals in precarious positions regarding eligibility. One participant (Black man, age 57) 

described eligibility for public assistance as a catch-22.  

“I made $23,000, but they took over $6,000 out in taxes so I made $17,000 for the whole 

year, but that still qualifies you for food stamps and everything else, you’re living in 

poverty. But when I apply for benefits I’m caught in a catch-22 because they look at your 

gross, not your net. So they say, ‘you’re makin’ too much money.’ I’m like, ‘no I don’t!, 

‘$17,000.’”  

Limited income also poses significant obstacles in affording necessities. For some 

respondents, this meant choosing between food or other needed items.  

“You know how frustrating it is to take from your mouth, not to eat, to buy toilet paper. 

And after a life when I worked! I didn’t slack in life. I worked since I was 16! To end up 

not buying food to buy toilet paper!”- White woman, age 68 

While interviewees attributed their housing instability to inadequate incomes, participants 

also discussed societal problems that foster instability among populations (e.g., rents being too 

high and not choosing investments that benefit entire communities).  

“The community is not being served with the present system and all they’re building is 

luxury apartments. I mean I go by these places and they’re empty for months and months 

and months. What good is that? People need a place to live. You don’t have to be a 

billionaire. More affordable housing, we don’t need anything terribly fancy. I don’t 
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understand this lust for money that we have. It’s kind of scary.” - White trans woman, 

age 64 

[Insert Table 2 here] 

Theme 2: Connecting Housing Instability to Employment and Health 

Employment and health-related questions were asked on both the survey and during the 

interview. Survey measures captured the current employment and self-rated health statuses of 

respondents. Employment and self-rated health status were not significantly associated with 

housing instability (Model 1) or perceived risk of future homelessness (Model 2; Table 2). 

Though, compared to respondents with a four-year college degree or more, respondents with a 

high school degree or equivalent or some high school were 64% less likely to report perceived 

risk of future homelessness (Model 2; Table 2).  

Interview participants directly connected housing instability with past employment 

experiences. When one participant (Black woman, age 58) described her prior homelessness, she 

said, “I got laid off, didn't have no job, didn't have no money, can't get nowhere. Simple.” The 

cause of unemployment was regularly connected to health problems. Some interviewees 

described chronic health conditions that prevented them from working or ended their 

employment, and others talked about work-related injuries that, either directly or indirectly, 

prevented them from pursuing education or getting jobs. One interviewee (White woman, age 

71) described a heart condition that prevented her from working, resulting in later housing 

instability. She said, 

“I had all these heart issues and was in the hospital several times within a few months and 

one day I came back to work… I came from the hospital to my room and there was a note 

under the door telling me to get back to work by Tuesday or leave. So I couldn’t work. 
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Through these heart things we discovered I had a bleeding disorder. So the last three, four 

surgeries I bled a lot and had to have transfusions and so I was [in an] even more 

weakened state. So time goes on, I tried to get housing assistance, I didn’t qualify. No 

income, no place to live, but I didn’t qualify.”  

Several other interview participants described work-related injuries that had long-lasting 

implications for their careers. These injuries occurred in participants’ earlier to middle 

adulthood, but clearly impacted their current circumstances. 

“I got hurt on the job in 2000… I went to lift something and twisted something in my 

back, and I had to go have like four back surgeries… I would walk around with like 85 

stitches in my back. I had no one to care for me then, everything I did I had to do it 

myself. And then you know it got to the point where the doctor told me I couldn’t work 

no more… I probably could’ve sued [the company] if I’d wanted to, but at the time I 

wasn’t trying to sue nobody. I had a $400,000 doctor bill, and they paid it off.” - Black 

man, age 56 

Theme 3: Stability of Interpersonal Relationships and Housing 

Several survey items assessed interpersonal relationships, including potential sources of 

support in the present. None of the social support measures were significantly associated with 

not having a place to stay in the prior year (Model 1) or perceived risk of future homelessness 

(Model 2; Table 2). However, respondents who said they had someone who could provide 

assistance for a few days if necessary were less likely to report higher perceived risk of future 

homelessness (OR= 0.64; p = .07).  

Interview participants shared stories about interpersonal relationships with children, 

partners, friends, and neighbors. Some viewed these relationships as fulfilling and necessary, 
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highlighting roles their support networks play in terms of finances, housing, and caregiving. One 

woman (White, age 65) said this in response to a question about prior homelessness,  

“As an adult, no, I’ve never been homeless as an adult. I don’t think my kids would ever 

let it go that far.”  

Another interview respondent (Black man, age 68) described his children in connection 

to feeling safe and secure.  

“I mean safe, I feel safe at home too. And I suppose if I really thought that I needed to go 

somewhere to feel safe I'd probably go to my daughters’ [place].”  

One respondent (White woman, age 71), described a time when her neighbors supported her 

through an unforeseen financial hardship where she was at risk of losing her housing:  

“Some financial stuff happened and all of a sudden; I’m behind on my rent, 72-hour 

notices are on the door, and that was hard because I’d been here so long, but they had to 

do what they have to do. I was finally able to work through that. As a matter of fact 

something happened that I never ever thought would ever happen—a bunch of the guys at 

work got together and gathered enough money to pay my rent, got me caught up.”   

Other participants told interviewers about complicated and tumultuous relationships, past and 

present, that have added burden or pain across their lives. A man who was homeless at the time 

of the interview (Black man, age 56) said, 

“I kind of blame it [my current life situation] on my upbringing because I never had any 

positive role models or father figure, I mean my dad wasn’t close, he was an alcoholic, he 

died from alcohol. Both sides of the family are just alcoholic, drug addicts.”  

One participant (White woman, age 66) indicated deep unhappiness and dissatisfaction 

with her current situation but was simultaneously dependent on a husband who she described as 
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“tight,” “never does anything warm,” and “does not like me.” In relation to feeling dependent she 

said, 

 “I don’t know what to do when he [dies], how am I going to pay the bills or the rent?”  

DISCUSSION 

This study contributes to the gap in our understanding of housing instability experienced 

by older adults. We found that older adults who reported no place of their own to stay in the last 

year were more likely to express perceptions of future homelessness. Adults over 50 years old 

are more likely to experience homelessness for the first time in older adulthood compared to 

adults who have experienced homelessness earlier in their lives (Brown et al., 2016; Crane et al., 

2005). We can frame trajectories to vulnerability in older adulthood as dynamic, 

multidimensional, and temporal processes of stress and resources over the life course (Spini et 

al., 2017). Socioeconomic inequality earlier in the life course can expand health disparities 

among high and low socioeconomic groups later in life (Corna, 2013; Ferraro & Shippee, 2009). 

Although the quantitative analysis did not show an association between older age and having no 

place to stay in the prior year, interview participants repeatedly discussed how being older and 

aging is linked to both financial insecurity and housing quality/instability. Chronic illness, 

disability, and social support across respondents’ lives intersected with the ability to maintain 

stable employment, finances, and food, all of which related to housing instability. As a social 

determinant of health, affordable and stable housing underlies older adults’ overall health and 

wellbeing (Hernandez & Suglia, 2016; Vega & Wallace, 2016). 

As our themes support, low-income older adults seeking affordable housing or assistance 

with housing do not simply enter into poverty, as if it were an on/off switch. Rather, various 

forms of instability across the life course of these respondents contributed to the production and 
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reproduction of cumulative (dis)advantage (Elder, 1994; 2003; Dannefer, 2003; 2020). The 

individual experiences a series of events and cascading transitions that result in cumulative 

effects, both positive and negative, that shape circumstances in older life. Disruption of 

employment and education earlier in life impact an individual’s professional development over 

time, which may influence income and ability to afford housing in older adulthood. Interview 

respondents identified societal problems that affect older adults, ranging from discrimination to 

not investing in affordable housing. For example, some respondents involved in government 

benefit programs (e.g., food stamps, Section 8) did not feel those benefits were enough to get by, 

often choosing between food, utilities, or other necessities. Other respondents were caught in 

between not making enough money to comfortably support themselves, but too much money to 

qualify for various public assistance programs. Other examples not captured in this study, but 

certainly relevant to housing (in)security, include more explicit intersections with structural 

racism (e.g., housing policies, structured opportunities, gentrification) and discrimination based 

on gender identity or sexual orientation that result in systematic exclusion over the life course for 

minoritized groups (Bates et al., 2019; Romero et al., 2020; Versey et al., 2019) Reimagining our 

social institutions by adopting an equity and life course perspective is a key component of 

successful aging (Rowe & Kahn, 2015). Applying a life course perspective calls us to consider 

how policies that support people in a variety of crisis moments earlier in life can mitigate 

housing stability later in life. 

 Regarding social supports, there was no statistically significant association between 

relationships and our measures of housing instability, though interviewees made explicit 

connections between them. These incongruent findings may point to the limitations of the survey 

design rather than lack of association between these concepts. Even with housing, older adults 
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may be forced to remain in situations that are overall negative for their wellbeing. Some 

respondents reflected on past and current experience where they stayed with abusive or harmful 

partners, siblings, or friends to maintain their housing. Almost half of the survey respondents 

were divorced or separated from their partners. Through interviews, it became clear that past 

relationships impact life trajectories. For example, making the choice to leave a relationship may 

impact finances, which further influences available and accessible opportunities. Both positive 

and negative relationships over the life course impact on current relationships and housing or 

financial supports that do or do not accompany those relationships. 

 Though the survey instrument and in-depth interview guide were not designed to examine 

participants’ experiences with suffering, many shared personal histories with adversity, abuse, 

loss, and trauma in a variety of forms. While not strong enough to be included as a theme, 

several respondents with current or prior histories of homelessness described the pain of feeling 

subhuman, and exposure to violence due to being homeless. Others described regaining their 

humanity through access to housing. Existing research has focused on the lifelong impact of 

trauma experienced by youth and younger adults who have experienced or are currently 

experiencing homelessness (Ferguson et al., 2012; Milburn et al., 2019; Morton et al., 2018). The 

homeless population in the U.S. is aging, with more than half of older adults becoming homeless 

for the first time after age 50 (Brown et al., 2016; Culhane et al., 2013). Studies are beginning to 

focus attention on the causes of homelessness in older adulthood, particularly early life events 

and trauma (Pope et al., 2020). There is a need for trauma-informed policy practice related to 

housing assistance at different phases of life.   
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Limitations & Future Directions 

This study has several limitations and statistical findings should be interpreted with 

caution. Data used in this study were collected in 2013 and may not reflect current economic and 

sociopolitical conditions in the U.S. However, the global coronavirus pandemic has further 

underscored inequity and hardship for older adults including those in precarious housing 

situations (Benfer et al., 2021; Garcia et al., 2021). Sampling and respondents are restricted to 

two counties in the Pacific Northwest, so findings may not be generalizable to other populations. 

Further, our measure of “perceived risk of future homelessness” is not a validated scale, rather a 

take on existing rating scales (e.g., Numerated Rating Scale for Pain) and our measure of 

insufficient housing is a subjective self-report of whether respondents did not have a place to 

stay in the prior year, which could have variable interpretations by participants. While the racial 

makeup of survey and interview respondents generally reflected the counties’ larger populations, 

relatively few survey and interview respondents were Black, Indigenous or people of color, and 

participants identifying as Hispanic/Latinx were underrepresented. We decided to dichotomize 

the race and ethnicity variables because we did not have an explicit hypothesis regarding 

differences in housing instability or perceived risk of future homelessness by race or ethnicity in 

this sample, though structural racism causes wealth, housing, and health disparities (Assari, 

2018; Bailey et al., 2017), specifically, historical and persistent housing discrimination and 

segregation and experiences of multiple levels of racism across the life course (Findling et al., 

2019; Korver-Glenn, 2018; Thorpe et al., 2019; Williams & Collins, 2001). We acknowledge 

Black, Hispanic/Latinx, Asian, Pacific Islander, Indigenous, and multiracial persons of color 

have different histories, cultures, communities, and experiences with interpersonal and structural 

racism. A future research effort could more intentionally partner with communities of color to 
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design a community-engaged and culturally appropriate study that focuses on the housing, rental 

assistance, health services, and social supports needs of older adults in the context of their life 

course and communities. Finally, analyses presented in this study did not address heterogeneity 

in the experience of housing instability by age. It is important to remember that older adults as a 

population are not a monolith and future research could explore, for example, how experiences 

of housing instability in the young-old may differ from those in middle- or oldest-old age groups.  

IMPLICATIONS & CONCLUSIONS 

Housing instability for older adults will continue to rise as costs of living and the 

proportion of older adults in the population increase and housing assistance fluctuates (Stone, 

2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has placed additional stressors on low-income households, 

resulting in an increased risk of eviction and foreclosure, which can lead to housing instability 

and homelessness (Benfer, 2020; McKay et al., 2020). National estimates indicate that 20 to 28 

million renters in the US were at risk of eviction in 2020 (Benfer, 2020). While we lack 

estimates about effects on older adults, low-income older renters—especially people of color— 

are likely to be at an increased disadvantage as they are more likely than younger renters to be in 

poor health and to face additional challenges in replacing lost employment due to racism and 

capitalism (Cornelissen & Hermann, 2020; Hermann & Cornelissen, 2020). To prevent older 

adult housing instability and homelessness, it is important to understand both the current life 

experiences of older adults, in addition to the historical events that contributed to their current 

situations. Researchers, policymakers, and housing officials should consider the complex and 

interconnecting relationships among employment, health, disability, and life-history when 

offering recommendations or policy alternatives for affordable housing. Instability is not a point 

in time concept. Understanding how continuous exposure to instability—and conversely, 
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stability—impacts older adults’ housing, financial, health, and relational circumstances in later 

life should underlie the design of programs and policies for older adults.  
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Table 1. Descriptive characteristics of survey (n =267) and interview (n= 29) respondents. 

Characteristic Categories Survey Sample Interview Sample 

n %1 n %1 

Sex Male 82 30.7 8 27.6 

Female 182 68.2 21 72.4 

Missing 3 1.1 0 0 

Race  White 203 76.0 20 69.0 

Black/African American 18 6.7 4 13.8 

American Indian/Alaska 

Native 

5 1.9 1 3.4 

Asian/Pacific Islander 14 5.2 1 3.4 

Multiracial/Other 22 8.2 3 10.3 

Missing 5 1.9 0 0 

Of Hispanic, Latinx, or 

Spanish origin?  

Yes  18 6.7 1 3.4 

No 240 89.9 26 89.7 

Missing 9 3.4 2 6.7 

Education  Some High School 45 16.9 8 27.6 

High School 

Diploma/GED 

60 22.5 0 0 

Some College, Trade 

School, or Associate 

Degree 

107 40.1 15 51.7 

More Than Four Year 

College 

41 15.4 5 17.2 

Missing 14 5.3 1 3.4 

Employment Status  Employed 30 11.2 4 13.8 

Not Employed 84 31.5 11 37.9 

Retired 124 46.4 12 41.4 
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Missing 29 10.9 2 6.9 

Self-Rated Health  Poor 34 12.7 6 20.7 

Fair 92 34.5 11 37.9 

Good 88 33.0 10 34.5 

Very Good/Excellent 50 18.7 2 6.9 

Missing  3 1.1 0 0 

Marital Status  Married 35 13.1 5 17.2 

Widowed 45 16.9 5 17.2 

Divorced/Separated 140 52.4 16 55.2 

Never Married 42 15.7 3 10.3 

Missing 5 1.9 0 0 

Has adult children  Yes 193 72.3 22 75.9 

No 69 25.8 7 24.1 

Missing 5 1.9 0 0 

Has someone who 

could be of assistance 

for a few days if 

necessary  

Yes 154 57.6 14 48.3 

No 106 39.7 15 51.7 

Missing 7 2.6 0 0 

There has been a time 

in the last 12 months 

where respondent has 

not had a place to stay  

Yes 50 18.7 4 13.8 

No 210 78.7 24 82.8 

Missing 7 2.62 1 3.4 

How likely is it that 

you might become 

homeless in the future? 

Not at all likely 95 35.6 11 37.9 

Somewhat likely 60 22.5 5 17.2 

Likely 54 20.2 7 24.1 

Very likely 46 17.2 6 20.7 

Missing 12 4.5 0 0 

 Mean SD Mean SD 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License



HOUSING INSTABILITY OLDER ADULTS 31 

Age (years) 65.6 7.9 66.7 9.4 

Income (2013 dollars) $1011 $584 $1019 $513 

Rent (2013 dollars) $455 $280 $529 $232 

1. Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.  
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Table 2. Effects of individual and social characteristics on housing instability and perceived risk 

of future homelessness presented as odds ratios (OR).   

Variables 
Model 1: Housing 

Instability  

Model 2: Perceived Risk 

of Future Homelessness 

 OR t OR t 

Income 0.99* -2.24 0.99 -0.78 

Age 0.86** -3.48 0.97 -1.58 

Female (ref. Male) 0.75 -0.66 1.24 0.76 

Hispanic/Latinx and/or persons of 

color (ref. non-Hispanic White) 

1.64 1.09 1.22 0.62 

Some High School (ref. 

Bachelor’s +) 

0.39 -1.37 0.34* -2.31 

High School Diploma or 

equivalent 

0.44 -1.31 0.39* -2.33 

Some College, Trade School, or 

Associate’s Degree 

0.35 -1.88 0.74 -0.87 

Unemployed (ref. Employed) 0.92 -0.11 2.02 1.47 

Retired 0.95 -0.07 1.32 0.64 

Self-Rated Health: Poor (ref. 

Very Good/Excellent) 

0.94 -0.10 1.79 1.23 

Self-Rated Health: Fair 0.57 -0.96 1.26 0.63 

Self-Rated Health: Good 0.44 -1.32 0.94 -0.18 

Widowed (ref. Married) 0.44 -0.97 0.66 -1.04 

Divorced/Separated 0.97 -0.05 0.68 -0.99 

Never Married 0.38 -1.32 1.49 1.02 

Has adult children >18 0.83 -0.42 1.15 0.46 

Has someone who could be of 

assistance for a few days if 

necessary 

0.66 -1.09 0.64 -1.77 

No place to stay in the last year   2.63** 2.91 

*p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001  
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