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Some Facts on Homelessness, Housing, and Violence Against Women 
 
Domestic and sexual violence are leading causes of homelessness nationally, especially for women.  In 
varying regions around the country, significant percentages of homeless women report that domestic 
violence was the immediate cause of their homelessness.  Up to 100% of homeless women have 
experienced domestic or sexual violence at some point in their lives.  Some survivors and their families 
become homeless when they flee abuse.  Others become homeless upon being denied alternate housing or 
after being wrongfully or discriminatorily evicted from their current housing as a result of the violence 
against them.   
 
Understanding the connections between homelessness, housing, and violence against women is important 
in order to identify solutions to homelessness for survivors and their families.  NLCHP works as the legal 
arm of the movement to prevent and end homelessness in the U.S., including by working explicitly to 
improve access to housing for survivors of violence against women and their families.  Additional 
information about NLCHP’s Domestic Violence Program is available online at 
http://www.nlchp.org/program.cfm?prog=3
  
 
A significant majority of homeless women have experienced domestic or sexual violence at some 
point in their lives, depending on the region and type of study. 
 
• A study of homeless and low-income women in Worcester, Massachusetts, found that 63% of these 

women had experienced some form of severe physical violence by their current or most recent 
partner.1 

 
• The same Massachusetts study found that 92% of women interviewed had experienced severe 

physical violence or sexual assault at some point in their lives.2 
 
• A survey conducted in ten locations around the U.S. in 2003 found that almost all of the 100 

participating homeless mothers had experienced or witnessed domestic violence during their 
lifetimes.3 

 
• In a study from Chicago, Illinois, 56% of women in shelters revealed that they had experienced 

domestic violence, and 36% stated that they had experienced physical or sexual abuse in their homes 
as a child.4 

 
• In Minnesota, 45% of women reported being physically abused as a child, and 42% had been sexually 

abused as a child.5 
 
• Almost 50% of homeless women in San Diego, California, reported being victims of domestic 

violence.6 
 
• Approximately 50% of families in the city’s mainstream homeless shelter system in Washington, 

D.C., have experienced domestic violence.7 
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• Over 1,300 homeless individuals surveyed in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area in 2005 
reported being victims of domestic violence, or about 12% of individuals surveyed.8 

 
• In Los Angeles, California, 34% of homeless family members reported being victims of domestic 

violence.9 
 
• In Kentucky, Tennessee, and the Carolinas, 60% of homeless parents living in shelters with their 

children reported experiencing domestic violence for a 2000 study.10 
 
• According to a 1999 report, 47% of homeless school-aged children and 29% of homeless children 

under five have witnessed domestic violence in their families.11 
 
• In a 1997 study conducted among homeless women who had been diagnosed with major mental 

illness, 50% of the women surveyed reported histories of child physical abuse, child sexual abuse, 
adult physical abuse, and adult sexual abuse.12 

 
 
Violence against women is a principal cause of women’s homelessness.  Between 22% and 57% of 
homeless women report that domestic or sexual violence was the immediate cause of their 
homelessness, depending on the region and type of study. 
 
• A comprehensive study released in 2005 found that one out of every four homeless women is 

homeless because of violence committed against her.13 
 
• A survey conducted in ten locations around the U.S. in 2003 found that 25 out of 100 homeless 

mothers had been physically abused within the last year.14  The cities were: Albuquerque, New 
Mexico; Los Angeles, California; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Pueblo, Colorado; Minneapolis, Minnesota; 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; New Orleans, Louisiana; Springfield, Massachusetts; Phoenix, Arizona; 
and Seattle, Washington. 

 
• In Chicago, Illinois, shelters, 22% of homeless women reported being homeless as a result of 

domestic or sexual violence.15 
 
• In Minnesota, 27% of homeless women in the Twin Cities area reported that domestic violence was 

the immediate cause of their homelessness in 2003; in greater Minnesota, 39%.16 
 
• In Fargo, North Dakota, and Moorhead, Minnesota, one in five homeless women in 2004 reported 

fleeing abuse as one of the main reasons for leaving their last housing.17 
 
• A 2004 study in Los Angeles, California, showed that 34.3% of homeless women had experienced 

domestic violence during the past year.  Of these homeless women, 57.8% reported becoming 
homeless as a direct result of fleeing the domestic violence.18 

 
• In Massachusetts in 2005, 57% of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) victims of domestic 

violence reported becoming homeless as a result of the domestic violence.19 
 
• In New York City in 2002, almost half of all homeless parents had experienced domestic violence; 

25% of all homeless parents were homeless as a direct result of the abuse.20  
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• A 1997 survey found that 22% of homeless parents in ten cities around the U.S. left their last 
residence because of domestic violence.21 

 
• In New York, 25% of homeless heads of households reported being homeless because of domestic 

violence.22 
 
• In a 2001 study of homeless youth, 61% of homeless girls and 19% of homeless boys reported having 

been sexually abused before leaving home.23 
 
• In 1995, 35% of homeless persons in Virginia shelters reported being homeless because of family 

violence.24 
 
• According to a 1990 study, 50% of all homeless women and children are fleeing abuse.25 
 
• In 2005, 50% of U.S. cities surveyed reported that domestic violence was “a primary cause of 

homelessness” – overall – in their cities.  These cities were: Burlington, Vermont; Cedar Rapids, 
Iowa; Charleston, South Carolina; Chicago, Illinois; Los Angeles, California; Nashville, Tennessee; 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; St. Paul, Minnesota; Salt Lake City, Utah; San Antonio, Texas; Seattle, 
Washington; and Trenton, New Jersey.26 

 
• According to a 2005 survey, domestic violence is one of the top five factors contributing to 

homelessness – overall – in Iowa.27 
 
• In 2001, 27% of homeless individuals in Missouri shelters were survivors of domestic violence, 

making domestic violence a leading cause of homelessness in the state.28 
 
• In 1995, a survey of homeless adults in Michigan found that a leading cause of homelessness was 

physical abuse.29 
 
 
Women-headed households are disproportionately represented among homeless families, among 
residents of subsidized housing, and in court eviction proceedings. 
 
• Little or no national data is available that disaggregates national housing trends by sex or gender.30 
 
• Over 85% of homeless families are headed by women – specifically, by single women with children.31 
 
• In Washington, D.C., families account for 43% of the city’s homeless population.  Single-parent 

families comprise 93% of that figure.  Single women without children represent 15% of the city’s 
homeless population.32 

 
• National data collected in 1996 indicated that women constituted 61% of homeless individuals who 

never had been homeless in the past.33 
 
• Fully 79% of households receiving federal housing assistance are headed by women.34 
 
• Households that are headed by women constitute 84% of the households receiving assistance through 

the federal Housing Choice Voucher Program (tenant-based Section 8 assistance).35 
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• In 100% of 331 metropolitan areas surveyed for a 2005 national fair lending study, “subprime” 
lenders (with higher-than-average interest rates) significantly outpaced “prime” lenders in their rates 
of mortgage loans to women borrowers.36 

 
• A 2006 study based on federal data confirms that women, and especially women of color, are more 

likely than men to receive subprime mortgages.  This disparity holds true across subprime loans for 
home purchase, refinance, and home improvement.37 
 

• The majority of tenants in Baltimore, Maryland, who face eviction have been found to be low-income 
women of color with limited economic resources.38 

 
• Research has found that 70% of tenants facing eviction in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, were women of 

color, and that 83% of the same tenants were persons of color.39 
 
• One study found that in Los Angeles, California, households that were headed by African-American 

women with children faced higher eviction rates than others.40 
 

• A 2004 national report found that women living in disadvantaged neighborhoods were more than 
twice as likely to be the victims of intimate violence compared with women living in more advantaged 
neighborhoods.41   

 
 
Inadequate housing and shelter options, evictions, discrimination, poverty, and other factors 
contribute to the crisis.  Furthermore, many women remain in an abusive relationship because of 
these barriers. 
 
• A 2005 survey in New York City found that 27.5% of housing providers who had a vacancy either 

flatly refused to rent, or failed to follow up as promised, after they learned that a domestic violence 
survivor would be residing in the apartment.42  
 

• A 2005 survey of 76 legal and social services providers around the country found that 28% of all 
housing denials handled by these advocates, and 11% of all evictions, resulted from domestic violence 
against the tenant.43 

 
• In 1987, 31% of domestic violence victims in New York City returned to their abuser after leaving 

because they did not have access to long-term housing.44   
 
• In 1984, New York City shelters turned away 59% of domestic violence victims and their children 

because of insufficient space.45  
 
• In 2003, 44% of homeless women in Fargo, North Dakota, reported that they had previously stayed in 

abusive relationships because they had nowhere else to go; in Minnesota, 46%.46 
 
• A manager of a confidential domestic violence shelter in Los Angeles, California, reported for a 1991 

article that 85% of their clients returned to abusive relationships because of a lack of housing and 
employment.47 

 
For more information, please contact NLCHP’s Domestic Violence Staff Attorney, Kathy Zeisel, at 
kzeisel@nlchp.org or 202-638-2535 or visit our website at www.nlchp.org. 
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