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Structure
of the 
Presentation

I) What Is Family Homelessness?
● Define, describe, characterise the problem
● Outline the root causes and consequences 
● Explain the multi-dimensionality of problem

II) Toward Policy Solutions
● Map key stakeholders 
● Describe and evaluate current policy
● Suggest a two-pronged policy proposal to expand 

the scope of the current policy 



What is Family 
Homelessness? 



Defining 
homelessness

⚫Homelessness  UK  legal definition :

(1) A pers on is  homeless if he has  no accommodation available for 
his  occupation, in the UK  or els ewhere
(2) if he has  accommodation but- (a) he cannot secure entry to it, 
or  (b) it cons is ts  of a moveable structure, vehicle or ves s el 
des igned or adapted for human habitation and there is  no place 
where he is  entitled or permitted both to place it and to res ide in it.  
(3) A pers on s hall not be treated as  having accommodation unles s  it 
is  accommodation which it would be reasonable for him to continue 
to occupy.” 
Source: 1996 Housing Act

⚫S everal ways  to define homelessness , however, for the 
scope of the presentation we will limit ourselves  to the 
UK



0.25% of population

Describing
the problem

Source: OECD Affordable Housing Database



Characterizing 
family
homelessness

⚫ Family homelessness  implies  a family unit cons isting of at least 1 adult 
and 1 minor child or 1 pregnant woman. 

⚫ In the UK , 65%  of homeless  families  are headed by a lone mother
⚫ Not including young persons  16-18 living on their own; family 

characterised by the presence of at least 1 dependent child 
⚫ Homelessness  does  not always  imply rooflessness : hidden problem  

Source: Department for Communities and Local Government, 2017  



Magnitude
of the 
problem

• 1.6 million homeless children in Britain, over 1 
million live in overcrowded housing, over 70,000 in 
temporary accommodation

• Number of homeless families in 
London has increased by 51% 
since 2011 and nationally by 
15% since 2012. 

• Within homeless population, the number of couples 
with dependent children has increased by 73%, 
and lone parents by 50% (42 000 households). 

Source: OECD Affordable Housing Database

Source: Gov.uk - Public Health England 



Growing
magnitude
of the 
problem

Source: Crisis England Homelessness 
Monitor 2017



Root 
Causes
of Family 
Homelessness 

Structural: supply and affordability of housing, 
national/local land use policy, inequality, structural racism, and 
other macro level influences

Individual/Household: mental health, substance abuse, 
domestic violence, social isolation and lack of support, lone 
parenthood, and other forms of distress

Discrimination Poverty Domestic violenceMental health



Root 
Causes:
critical 
shortage of 
available and 
affordable 
housing 

Source: Crisis UK Homelessness 
Monitor 2016 



Root 
Causes:
critical 
shortage of 
available
housing 

Source: Department for
Communities and Local Government



Root 
Causes:
critical 
shortage of 
affordable
housing

Source: Shelter UK 



Consequences 
of Family 
Homelessness: 
Psychosocial, 
health, 
developmental, 
educational

1) Maternal depression and mental health problems (Bhui et 
al., 2006; Fazel et al., 2008) 

2) Mental health problems in children (Cumella et al., 1998; 
Haber and Toro, 2004)  

3) Hunger and malnutrition in children (Richards and Smith, 
2007) 

4) Physical health problems (Parks et al., 2007; Panter-Brick, 
2010; Tischler et al., 2006) 

5) Developmental delay and academic problems (Parks et al., 
2007)

6) Education (Noll and Watkins, 2003; Molnar et al., 1990; 
Masten et al., 1997; Rafferty, 1998; Whitman, 1990)

7) Social exclusion (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011)

8) Detrimental effects on emotional well-being (Shelter, 2006) 



Consequences 
of Family 
Homelessness

Source: Homeless Link



Family 
homelessness  is  a 
multi-dimensional 
problem with a 
number of complex 
and interconnected 
causes  and 
consequences , 
implying a 
multiplicity of 
different support 
needs .
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Toward 
Policy 
Solutions



Stakeholder 
mapping
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Homelessness 
Policy in the 
UK: The 
existing policy 
landscape

• Housing (Homeless Persons) Act of 1977
• Defined homelessness for first time, defined “priority need” populations 
including people with dependent children 

• Housing Act 1996
• Expanded “priority need” populations that local authorities were required 
to house, including single homeless people who may be social vulnerable 
(e.g., fleeing violence)  

• Homelessness Act of 2002
• Required local authorities to review extent of homelessness in their 
jurisdiction and create a strategy to tackle. 

• Homelessness Reduction Act 2017, to be implemented 2018

Sources: Shelter and legislation.co.uk



Existing 
homelessness 
policy 
landscape

Immediate Prevention

Immediate 
Relief

Homelessness 
Reduction Act 2017



Two-pronged 
policy 
approach: 
addressing 
upstream 
causes and 
downstream 
effects

Long-term structural root causes

Long-term social consequences

Increase the 
number and 
affordability of 
housing units

Increase the 
accessibility and 
coordination of 
social services

Immediate Prevention

Immediate Relief



First prong:
Addressing 
the lack of 
affordable 
housing

Objective: Increase the number and affordability of 
housing units

1. Immediate Action: Lift the freeze on the Local Housing 
Allowance (LHA) in order to make the amount more in line 
with real market costs (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017)
a. The LHA should be equal to the 30th percentile of 

local rent prices and adjusted for inflation annually
(Robson, 2017)



i) Lifting the 
cap on the 
Local 
Housing 
Allowance 

Source: Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2017



First prong:
Addressing 
the lack of 
affordable 
housing

Objective: Increase the number and affordability of 
housing units

1. Immediate Action: Lift the freeze on the Local Housing 
Allowance in order to make the amount more in line with 
real market costs (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017)
a. The LHA should be equal to the 30th percentile of 

local rent prices and adjusted for inflation annually 
(Robson, 2017)

1. Long Term Action: Increase the number of new public 
homes per year from 200,000 to 300,000  through an 
increase in funds for the Affordable Homes Programme 
(Jefferys et al., 2014) 
a. With a focus on affordable housing and units at social 

rent levels (Wilson, Barton, & Smith, 2017)



ii) Lowering 
the housing 
supply gap

Source: House of Commons Briefing Paper, No. 07671



Objective I : Improve coordination between all different 
services involved in the life of a homeless family

WHILST… 

Objective II: assisting and helping homeless families lead 
normal lives + protecting the children while in a state of 
homelessness

Why? 
→ There is evidence that greater collaboration is needed to 
protect these families whilst homeless (National Audit Office, 
Crisis Independent Expert Panel, 2015) 

Second 
prong: 
Increasing 
coordination 
between 
services



Lack of 
coordination in 
social services

● When a family becomes  homeles s ….
● Apply for hous ing at the local council level 
● G et appointed a Hous ing Options  Officer

● They inves tigate all c laims  of homeles s ness  and make    
appropriate decis ions  under the Hous ing Act of 1996, aid 
finding hous ing, manage cas eloads , and deal with legal 
matters

● The families  are left alone to navigate the different s ys tems  
and bodies  they come into contact with and have little 
contact with their Hous ing Options  Officer

● No coordination between s helters/ hous ing agencies / 
s chools / s ocial s ervices / job centers  etc. (S helter, 2002-
2003)



Introducing
Family 
Advisers 

● Introduce a new role under the 
umbrella of the Housing P revention 
Unit at local council level: Family 
Advisers

Family AdviserHousing Options 
Officers

Homelessness Prevention Unit 

- Investigate 
homelessness claims

- Make appropriate 
decisions 

- Who gets a council flat? 
Who doesn’t? 

- Legal affairs

- Appointed to support families 
- Help homeless families 

navigate the systems 
- Provide direction and support
- Liaise with all relevant 

department about the 
progress of the family



Responsibilities
Of Family 
Advisers

Family Advisers 

R esponsibilities  would include: ANYTHING  TO 
E NS UR E  THE  C HILDR E N AND THE  FAMILY 
C ONTINUE  HAVING  A NOR MAL LIFE .

- Informing the school of the children’s  
s ituation 

- S etting up appropriate measures  in the 
school for the children to be counselled by 
someone 

- Liaise with the school about the progress  
of the children 

- B eing there for all family members  
- Organis ing appointments  with specialis t 

doctors  if needed 
- S etting up meeting with job centres
- E ncouraging parents  to attend these 

meetings  
- G oing along with them 
- C onnecting victims  of domestic  abuse with 

the appropriate organisations

Schools

Job centres 

Hospitals 

Social 
Services 

Shelters and 
housing 
services



Why do we 
think it 
could work? 
A Policy 
Transfer 
Framework 

Adapting policy from other spheres of social 
services: 
In the UK victims of rape and sexual abuse receive the assistance 
of Independent Sexual Violence Advisers. 
● Not counsellors
● There to listen 
● There to help victims navigate the criminal justice system 
● Helps victims access healthcare
● Informs victims about their rights
● Accompany victims to meetings
● Helps victims in depositions 
→ Widely beneficial results: these victims feel heard and supported 
(Helster & Lilley 2015, Robison, 2009) 



Feasibility 
and 
Challenges 

Barriers
● Budgetary

○ Housing construction costs
○ Lifting LHA freeze 
○ Hiring family advisor 

● Political Will
● Local council and service 

provider pushback
● Real estate pushback 

Facilitators
● Costs of homelessness

○ 1 billion/year 
● Legislation 

○ HRA 2017
● NGOs/charities

○ Shelter and Crisis
● Media/Public Opinion

○ Poor press on increasing # 
of homeless families

● Policy “window” 
○ Post-Grenfell Tower 

[London]  



Thank You! 
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