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With the increasing prevalence of homelessness among older 
adults, particularly individuals born in the second half of 
the Baby Boom generation (Culhane et al., 2013, 2019), 
research is needed to help guide policy solutions and identify 
evidence-based clinical interventions. Though we know that 
people who experience prolonged periods of homelessness 
age rapidly with early onset of geriatric conditions (Brown 
et al., 2013) and experience premature mortality measured in 
decades rather than months or years (Roncarati et al., 2018), 
we also know that there are effective ways to end home-
lessness for this population such as permanent supportive 
housing (PSH) using a Housing First approach, which refers 
to providing immediate access to affordable housing along 
with wrap-around support services (Canham, Humphries, et 
al., 2022; Padgett et al., 2015). However, there is much that 
remains unknown about how homelessness accelerates aging, 
whether “tertiary prevention” strategies improve poor health 
outcomes (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2018), and how to best support individuals to age 
in the community once they have successfully transitioned 
from homelessness to a suitable housing option (Canham, 
Weldrick, et al., 2022; Henwood et al., 2023). Although we 
know that many people are growing older while experiencing 
homelessness, it is estimated that approximately half of the 
older adult homeless population first became homeless after 
the age of 50 (Brown et al., 2016), which highlights the need 
for primary prevention and a better understanding of the 
pathways into homelessness among older adults.

This special issue of The Gerontologist includes papers 
related to homelessness and aging across a broad range of 
topics, given that late-life homelessness includes a num-
ber of unsafe and unstable situations for persons aged 50 
years and older (Brown et al., 2016), including individu-
als and families who lack or will imminently lose a fixed, 
regular, and adequate nighttime residence as well as older 
people fleeing or who are attempting to flee violence (U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2011). As 
Editors, we note that the language used in this issue primarily 
adopts a person-centered approach, with authors generally 
referring to “people experiencing homelessness” rather than 
“homeless person.” However, this terminology is contested, 
and some authors advocate for using “houseless” instead of 
“homeless.”

Multiple articles describe issues concerning health dispar-
ities experienced by older people experiencing homelessness, 
including cognitive impairment and cardiovascular disease, 
which provide an important rationale for studies of the chal-
lenges and successes with specialized healthcare services for 
older people experiencing homelessness across multiple set-
tings. In recognition that healthcare can facilitate the iden-
tification of unmet needs, Ferguson and colleagues (2025) 
use a validated natural language processing model and data 
from a large medical system to report that of the 0.6% of 
older patients screened positive for housing insecurity, only 
7% were referred to social services. King et al. (2025) com-
pared people experiencing homelessness to individuals who 
are housed and found that the former experienced cardiovas-
cular disease deaths at a significantly younger age. Although 
noting the success of the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development-Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing (HUD-
VASH) program in reducing veteran homelessness, Beydoun 
et al. (2025) highlight unmet needs of older veterans in the 
program compared to veterans who are housed such that 
the former have higher rates of physical and mental health 
morbidities and inpatient and emergency service use, but 
lower use of outpatient services. Su and colleagues (2025) 
also examined the HUD-VASH program and identified inter-
vention considerations, including staffing, focus, modality, 
timing, and duration to better support aging in place among 
veterans. Using data from the Health and Retirement Study, 
Hanes and Clouston (2025) found that lifetime experiences 
of homelessness and incarceration are associated with an 
increased risk of poor cognitive functioning in later life. Using 
ethnographic interview and observation methods with older 
people experiencing memory problems and homelessness as 
well as hostel staff and health practitioners, Rapaport and 
colleagues (2025) describe residents having limited social 
interactions and staff feeling unqualified to provide adequate 
care.

Other articles in this special issue describe using novel 
methods to better understand the role of social integration, 
connection, and support for older people experiencing home-
lessness. Recognizing the value in having a sense of place 
attachment, Versey (2025) used photo methods to elicit 
descriptions of areas that hold meaning for unhoused older 
adult participants and conditions that led to either feelings 
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of invisibility and isolation or a sense of belonging and social 
capital. Nixon et al. (2025) report on how older clients liv-
ing in PSH learned new skills and built a sense of connec-
tion through collaborative recreation programming with 
staff. Similarly, Weldrick et al. (2025) identified how social 
connection, support, and participation are facilitated among 
older adults living in a temporary housing program through 
access to technology and digital literacy programs, regular 
communication with program staff, and accessible spaces. 
Relatedly, Gaber and colleagues (2025) explored the value 
and role of technology in supporting older unhoused women 
and found that while eHealth may exacerbate fear and mis-
trust of healthcare, technology can also provide less stigma-
tizing and more flexible support and contribute to one’s sense 
of home, ability to navigate social supports, and ability to 
remain socially connected.

Several articles in this special issue discuss structural fac-
tors that challenge the housing security of older adults. Traver 
and colleagues (2025) describe how older adults experiencing 
homelessness face frequent relocations and unstable housing 
due to low incomes, rising rental prices, loss of relationships, 
and overburdened housing services. Complementing these 
findings, Sheppard et al. (2025) found that eviction threats 
to older tenants in social housing include physical and men-
tal health challenges, confusing paperwork, and financial 
difficulties, and recommend improving eviction prevention 
by addressing root causes, adopting senior-friendly com-
munication practices, and enhancing community supports. 
Combining gerontological and spatial theories, Van Vleet 
and de Medeiros (2025) present a novel gentrification accel-
eration press (GAP) schema for researchers to use to under-
stand the impacts of gentrification on older adults’ ability 
to age in place and examine how historical disinvestment in 
communities and cumulative disadvantage contribute to the  
gentrification-induced displacement of vulnerable older adult 
populations. Related, Van Berkum and colleagues (2025) 
offer a guide for intervention research to provide the evidence 
needed for policy change and subsequent wrap-around ser-
vice implementation for older adults who are both socially 
vulnerable and experiencing complex health needs. Finally, 
Schachner and colleagues (2025) examine two current inter-
vention programs (PSH and rapid rehousing [RRH]) among 
older adults of color (aged 55+) and report that both PSH 
and RRH considerably reduce the risk of returning to home-
lessness across age-race subgroups and may be particularly 
effective for Black adults aged 55–64.

In exploring trauma among older adults who have expe-
rienced homelessness, Goldszmidt et al. (2025) identified 
themes in the existing research that include feeling let down 
by society and systems, feeling that the world is not a safe 
place, differentiating between survivor and victim, and liv-
ing in the long shadow of trauma. Cormier and colleagues 
(2025) describe narratives from formerly homeless older 
adults who had relocated into long-term transitional housing 
and the various forms of grief experienced (grief related to 
past losses, current practices and resources, and anticipated 
losses), which requires adopting humanistic practices to best 
support older adults experiencing homelessness. Capp and 
VandenBosch (2025) examine fiction and nonfiction films 
related to older adult homelessness that depict older adults 
who have experienced homelessness and how solutions to 
homelessness are being tested and developed. Dolenc Nott 
and colleagues (2025) also explored public perception by 

presenting scenarios depicting unhoused individuals who 
were discernibly either older or younger and found that there 
was more dehumanization toward those who were older, 
which was more likely among male and older participants.

Together, the articles in this special issue offer new empiri-
cal findings and insights on a range of issues related to older 
adult homelessness. We value the unique contributions of 
each paper and thank the authors for their efforts in shedding 
light on this important topic.
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