
Defining Homelessness 
To discuss solutions to reduce and prevent homelessness, researchers, policymakers, and service 
providers must define the circumstances in which someone is considered homeless. The current 
definitions of homelessness vary depending on which agency defines the problem. Specifically, 
homelessness definitions in education are inclusive of children and families in situations that are 
excluded from other federal definitions.  

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development  
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) definition of homelessness comes 
from the Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing (Hearth) Act, passed in 2009. 
The HEARTH Act creates four broad categories of homelessness: literally homeless, imminently 
homeless, homeless under federal statutes, and victims of domestic violence. If a person meets one of 
these categories, they are eligible for HUD funding. There are no time restrictions on these definitions.  

Literally homeless Individual or family living in a place not meant for human habitation. 
Includes people living on the street, in cars, emergency shelters, transitional 
housing, hotels and motels paid for by an organization or government 
program, or exiting an institution where they temporarily resided. 

Imminently homeless People who are losing their primary nighttime residence within 14 days and 
lack resources or support networks to remain in housing. 

Homeless under other 
Federal statutes 

Families with children or unaccompanied youth under the age of 25 who are 
unstably housed and likely to continue in that state. 

Victims of domestic 
violence 

People who are fleeing or attempting to flee domestic violence, sexual 
assault, or stalking and have no other residence, and lack the resources or 
support networks to obtain other permanent housing. 

Source: Homeless Emergency Assistance and Rapid Transition to Housing HEARTH Act of 2009, Pub L. 111–22. 123 Stat 1632. (2009) 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act 
In educational settings, the definition of homelessness comes from the McKinney-Vento Homeless 
Assistance Act, a federal legislative response to homelessness, which focuses largely on providing 
protections for school-aged children experiencing homelessness. McKinney-Vento expands HUD’s 
definition of homelessness to include all school-aged children who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence (Los Angeles County Office of Education, 2020). 

Fixed Stationary, permanent, and not subject to change. 
Regular Used on a nightly basis. 
Adequate Sufficient for meeting the physical and psychological needs typically met in home settings. 

Source: McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, 42 U.S.C. 11431 et seq. (1987). 

Nighttime residences that meet this definition of homelessness include but are not limited to: 
• Children living in hotels, motels, trailer parks, or campgrounds due to lack of accommodations.
• Families who have lost housing and are unable to stay together in same place.
• Children “doubled up” with more than one-family in a household due to loss of housing or

economic hardship.
• Children living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, or other substandard housing.

For questions about the Homelessness Policy Research Institute, 
please contact Elly Schoen at ebschoen@usc.edu.

https://socialinnovation.usc.edu/special-initiatives/homelessness-policy-research-institute/

