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INTRO: Welcome to Voices of VA Research. This is Erica Sprey and I am talking with Dr. Jack Tsai who is a clinical psychologist and researcher at the VA Connecticut Healthcare System and the New England Mental Illness Research, Education and Clinical Center (MIRECC) in West Haven, Connecticut. He is also assistant professor of psychiatry at Yale School of Medicine. Dr. Tsai's research focuses on addressing and improving homelessness in Veteran populations. 

I met with Dr. Tsai to talk about his work to improve outreach and services for homeless Veterans, so that they can successfully live in independent housing.

Sprey: Why is it that there seems to be a great many Veterans who are vulnerable to experiencing homelessness?

Tsai: It's a very interesting question and an important one, it's something that VA has been focused on for many decades, but it's intensified its efforts in the past decade. It's really quite tragic that many of our military folks who serve our country and return end up on the streets or without housing. We've done a review of the literature and some of the major risk factors are substance use, mental illness, and obviously low income. There's a lot of complex factors, some Veterans are at risk for homeless before they enter the military. They enter the military with some mental health issues; sometimes they enter with income insecurity problems or substance use problems. There are also some Veterans who pick up these problems while they are in the military, and there are those that develop social adjustment problems after leaving the military. 

Sprey: In the editorial that you recently wrote for Health Affairs, you said that you felt the VA was a leader in addressing the problem of homelessness. Can you tell me a little bit about that? 

Tsai: VA has really embarked on a federal initiative starting in 2009, and over a period of six years they've spent over $10 billion now investing in housing and social services for Veterans with the stated goal of preventing and ending Veteran homelessness. So they really have been a leader in terms of investment in programs and services. And they've shown considerable progress, I think in the past six years, there has been a 47 percent decline in Veteran homelessness. So that's where the money has gone to. There are a few states that have announced that they have ended Veteran homelessness in their communities. That's pretty unprecedented in the homelessness world.

Sprey: You mentioned that this is a multifactorial problem, as you said, it's not just about mental illness, it can be about poverty, it could be about readjustment issues. What are some things that VA is doing besides funding programs for homelessness? 

Tsai: Homelessness is a really interesting condition, because it is not a disorder. It is really just a proxy for a lot of other problems, some of which I've mentioned — mental illness, substance use, and income insecurity. If you don't know, there's been a dominant movement in the housing services field in implementing something called "Housing First." Housing First is a model that basically tries to focus on providing immediate housing, permanent, supportive housing for Veterans. This is in contrast to previous approaches where Veterans would have to prove themselves, so they would start with more restrictive housing settings. Maybe supervised on-site housing arrangements, maybe even group housing. And then they would eventually graduate to permanent, supported independent housing. 

But the Housing First model focuses on helping homeless individuals gain immediate access to independent housing, with no prerequisites for treatment. And this has been shown to be pretty effective in several randomized clinical trials. But what we've done, our group has focused on helping a lot of Veterans with things besides their housing. We've found many Veterans who are housed through the Housing First model do show improvements in housing. It's a great model for helping Veterans obtain housing, but there are some Veterans who don't stay housed over long periods of time. 

We've found that over a five year period up to 25 percent of Veterans who go through the VA supportive housing program, HUD-VASH, leave housing over what we call negative events. So we are finding that there are certainly improvements in housing, but there haven't been dramatic improvements in mental health and substance use. And so our group has started to focus a little bit more on things besides housing. It's one thing to give somebody an apartment, but it's another thing to help them sustain their apartment. So we focus on helping Veterans develop money management skills, gain financial literacy. We have an intervention that's helping them focus on learning how to manage their money, budget, save, open a savings account, and start to develop independence. 

We also found that many homeless Veterans have civil-legal problems. They are not criminal problems, but problems like child support payments or gaining access to disability income. They often face issues with their landlords, whether it is evictions or not paying their rent on time. So we focus on providing some of these at-risk Veterans with civil-legal services. There's been a slowly growing number of medical-legal partnerships, so these are legal clinics that are embedded in the VA — they are run by outside legal providers. They come to the VA and hold legal clinics for Veterans and help them with their civil-legal problems. 

Sprey: Is this a partnership with the local community? 

Tsai: Yes, there's a lot of outside legal providers that are really interested in helping Veterans. Some of them work pro bono and some are nonprofit organizations. 

OUT: I want to thank Dr. Tsai for joining me on "Voices of VA Research." I hope you have found it informative. I'm Erica Sprey, please tune in again. To learn more about the latest in VA research, go to Research.va.gov. 

