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Disclaimer: This evidence summary includes relevant literature 
identified from searches on the above topic. It is not an exhaustive 
list, it presents key finding and not recommendations for practice. 

Overview 
For the purpose of this report the term homelessness refers to those who are living 
in temporary accommodation, for example those living in shelters, with family / 
friends, or other temporary accommodation. It also includes people who are sleeping 
“rough” on the streets. 

This report looks at the factors associated with increased risk of homelessness, 
issues that are faced by people experiencing homelessness, issues for people living 
in temporary accommodation, and the impact supporting people experiencing 
homelessness has on housing support staff. It then looks at additional issues that 
specific groups of people experiencing homelessness may face. These groups of 
people include: 

• Ethnic minorities 
• Learning disabilities 
• Autism 
• LGBTQ+ 
• Older people 
• Children and young people 
• Gender differences 
• Physical and sensory disabilities 
• Gypsies and travellers 
• Refugee and asylum seekers 

The report focusses on research and reports based mainly on Wales or the UK. 
Research from elsewhere is only included when relevant.  
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Factors that may increase the likelihood of 
homelessness 
People who are experiencing homelessness have unique needs and reasons for 
being homeless, however, there are some factors that increase the likelihood of 
someone becoming homeless. These include: 

• Relationship breakdown 1,2 
• Poverty 1 
• Unemployment 1,2 
• Mental health problems 1 
• Drug or alcohol misuse 1,2 
• Parental drug or alcohol misuse 1 
• Domestic violence, sexual or physical abuse 1 
• Inability to manage in independent housing 1 
• Being care experienced 1–3 
• Previously been in prison / criminal justice involvement 1–5 
• Migration 2 

The more complex a person’s needs, or the more trauma a person has experienced, 
the more support they will need to recover from homelessness.1 Many people will 
require ongoing support to avoid them becoming homeless again.6,7 

It is important when considering prevention of homelessness that we look to address 
the underlying causes behind these behaviours and experiences, rather than just 
addressing the acute issues.1 
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Challenges faced by people who are 
experiencing homelessness 
People who are experiencing homelessness can face many challenges while being 
homeless. These might include: 

• A shortage of available social or affordable housing 3,6,8,9 
• Fewer properties in rural areas 3 
• Landlords being reluctant to rent to them, especially young people 1,10 
• Living in poverty 3 
• Stigma and prejudices about homelessness 2,10 
• Lack of food or poor quality, unbalanced diet 1,10 
• Difficulties gaining employment 10 
• Not always receiving person-centred, trauma informed support 6 
• Reduced life expectancy by 30 years on average 1,9 
• Substance misuse issues 2,4,5,11–13  
• People with substance misuse are at increased risk of being admitted to 

hospital 14 
• Illness and symptoms dismissed due to substance misuse 12 
• Half of deaths among homeless people being due to alcohol abuse, 

substance misuse and suicide 1 
• Being more likely to be a victim of crimes like theft, violence, or sexual assault 

1,11 
• Having to repeat information due to lack of co-ordination between services 1 
• Being excluded from services due to them being unable to access 1,12 
• Issues with relationships and feeling isolated 2 
• Being secretive about being homeless 2 
• Being reluctant to seek / use support due to previous experiences 2 
• Digital exclusion being barrier to accessing services 12,15 

Health and healthcare 
Being homeless can have a huge impact on a person’s health and on accessing 
healthcare services. Some of the problems they might face include: 

• Mental health issues and a lack of, or failed support 1,2,4,5,10–13,16 
• Difficulties accessing mental health services 1 
• Being more likely to have poor physical health 5,9,11–13  
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• Higher instances of respiratory conditions 5,11 
• Higher instances of infectious diseases 11 
• Being more likely to attend A&E and / or use an ambulance 1,11–13 
• Being discharged from hospital too soon or without appropriate place to go 

12,13 
• Being more likely to self-discharge from hospital 12 
• Risk of readmission to hospital 13 
• Poor uptake of screening and vaccinations 13 
• Finding healthcare too hard to navigate 15 
• Barriers to accessing GP services 1,11,13 
• Lack of access to dental care 12 

Temporary accommodation 
Some people who are homeless live in temporary accommodation. Although this can 
provide positive opportunities, it isn’t always great. There can be issues for people 
living in temporary accommodation. These might include: 

• Accommodation does not comply with guidance on provision of secure 
accommodation 17 

• Many having to stay there for a long time (often over 6 months) 6,17 
• Low standards without proper facilities for cooking or washing, sharing 

bedrooms, damp, or in a state of disrepair 17 
• Accessibility issues for people with mobility needs 17 
• Often being located far from family, schools, and work 1,17 
• Situation worsening their mental health 17 
• Shortage of social or affordable private rental housing 17 
• Lack of access to social care, needs can be too high for some services 12 
• Social care assessments rejected due to substance misuse / self-neglect 12 
• Hostels being challenging due to: 

o Concentration of many people with complex needs 1 
o Shared bathrooms and toilets 1 
o Buildings in poor condition 1 
o Exacerbating people’s problems 1 
o Being detrimental to mental health and well-being 1 
o Some considering sleeping on the streets safer / better option 1 
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Housing support staff  
It is important to note that housing support staff themselves are experiencing high 
levels of stress and burnout. Factors contributing to this may include: 

• The volume of people they deal with who are in crisis 8 
• Heavy workload with high stakes decision making 8 
• Low pay and feeling undervalued 8 
• Lack of access to skills and qualifications they need 8 
• Short term employment contracts 8 
• Possibly being at risk of homelessness themselves 8 
• Lack of time, resource and capacity to provide the reflective practice and 

support when staff experience trauma at work 8 

People with previous experience of homelessness 
People who are no longer homeless but have previous experience of homelessness 
can also still face challenges. These might include: 

• Loss of friendships they made while homeless / isolation 2 
• Being at risk of becoming homeless again 2 
• Struggling to cope 2 
• Receiving lower levels of support when no longer homeless 2 
• Increased risk of mental health issues 18 
• Increased risk of physical health problems 18 
• Alcohol / substance dependence 18 
• Increased risk of having more than one long-term health condition 18 

Challenges for specific groups of people who are 
experiencing homelessness 
Ethnic minorities 

Ethnic minority groups may face additional challenges with homelessness. These 
might include: 

• Higher rates of homelessness 9,19,20 
• Ethnic inequalities contributing to homelessness 20 
• Racism, discrimination, and integration challenges 20 
• Language barriers for some people 15,19 
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• Lack of safe and accessible accommodation 19 
• Poor living conditions and bad landlords 19 
• More likely to experience overcrowding 20 

Learning disabilities  

People with learning disabilities may face additional challenges with homelessness.  
These might include: 

• Being at increased risk of homelessness 16,21 
• Difficulties in identifying people with learning disabilities 21 
• Being placed in unsuitable accommodation that doesn’t meet their complex 

needs 8 
• Being seen as a burden, or experience shame / stigma from family 21 
• Co-morbidities (mental health, challenging behaviour) 21 
• Estrangement from family and less likely to reintegrate with family 21  
• Lifelong issues / dependence on care and support 21 
• Support staff may lack skills to meet their specific needs 21 

There are some risk factors that were found to contribute to homelessness among 
people with learning disabilities. These include: 

• Significant education deficits 21 
• Mental illness 21 
• Substance misuse 21 
• Challenging behaviours 21 
• Relationship breakdown 21 
• Death of a family member / main carer 21 

Autism 

People who are autistic may face additional challenges with homelessness. These 
might include: 

• Being at increased risk of homelessness 7,16,22 
• Being placed in unsuitable accommodation, that doesn’t meet their needs 8,22 
• Hostels and other temporary accommodation not being suitable and can be 

very distressing 10,16,22 
• Struggling to maintain the routine and structure they need while homeless 22 
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• Being vulnerable to manipulative or abusive relationships 22 
• Not knowing how to access / navigate support services 22 
• Not being considered high enough need to access services 22 
• Lack of awareness of the difficulties they may face 22 
• Some people choosing homelessness over hostels to reduce interactions and 

better control of sensory aspects 22 

LGBTQ+ 

People who identify as LGBTQ+ may face additional challenges with homelessness 
as well as issues that might contribute towards homelessness. These might include: 

• Being at increased risk of homelessness 7,19,23 
• Intolerance / family rejection being key trigger for homelessness 7,23 
• At increased risk of harm when homeless 7 
• Being less likely to have support from children 19 
• Increased risk of mental health issues 19,23,24 
• Homophobia, discrimination, and harassment, including when accessing 

homelessness services 19,23 
• Being more likely to be “hidden homeless” (services unaware) 19 
• Mediation or returning to their parents’ home is not always being appropriate 

19 
• Friendships being more important than family connections 19 
• Receiving inadequate support 23 
• Higher rates of illegal drug use 23 
• Engaging in harmful behaviours, such as smoking or unprotected sex 24 

People who are transgender can face additional issues whilst homeless or factors 
which might contribute to them becoming homeless. These might include: 

• Being more likely to become homeless due to domestic abuse 7 
• The family home being a place of harm or may lack support 25 
• Experiencing conflict at home, school, or work 25 
• Experience stress, trauma, substance use, mental health issues, isolation and 

lack of social networks while developing their trans identity 25 
• Being homeless impacting on their safety, health and well-being 25 
• Resorting to survival sex, putting them at risk 25 
• Concealing their identity or conforming to norms to access accommodation 25 
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• Feeling unsafe when staying in accommodation 25 
• Stigma, discrimination, bullying, or harassment 25 

Older people  

Older people may face additional challenges with homelessness. These might 
include: 

• People with complex needs being placed in unsuitable accommodation 8 
• Inaccessible and unsuitable accommodation 19 

Older people with memory problems can be vulnerable to homelessness and this 
can create additional difficulties for them. This may include: 

• Not being taken seriously / listened to / dismissed 26 
• Complex needs unmet by health, social care or housing services 26 
• Not being offered appropriate investigation, intervention, or medication 26 
• Being extremely vulnerable and feeling unsafe 26 
• Getting lost or disorientated, putting them at risk 26 
• Feelings of isolation and disconnection 26 

Children and young people 

When a child experiences homelessness it can impact on many areas of their lives. 
These might include: 

• Health and long term health 7,9,27 
• Mental health including anxiety, depression, and insecurity 9,27 
• Causing distress (bedwetting, night waking and behaviour issues) 27 
• Friendships and family relationships 27 
• Education 7,27 
• Diet 27 
• Hygiene 27 
• Their development 7,27 

When children and young people experience homelessness they may face additional 
challenges. These include: 

• Landlords being reluctant to rent to young people who are homeless 10 
• Feeling unsafe (exposure to violence, drug misuse, shouting, etc.) 27 
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• Being isolated when away from family, friends, or support networks 27 
• Moving to a new area, and worrying about future moves 27 
• Living in overcrowded conditions 27 
• Living in poor conditions 27 
• Difficulties accessing services 27 
• Living in poverty 27 
• Having to leave pets behind 27 
• Having to leave possessions behind 27 
• Living in a noisy environment 27 
• Having left a negative situation 27 
• Loss of security and stability 27 
• Feeling responsible for helping or providing for family 27 
• Some properties presenting risk of injury to babies and young children 27 
• Issues with education which can include: 

o Schools being unaware of homelessness or the issues it brings 10 
o Hostels not conducive to learning 10 
o Being unable to afford supplies and trips, feeling isolated from peers 10 

There are many situations children might experience that may increase their risk of 
becoming homeless in the future. These might include: 

• Young people not in education, employment or training (NEET) 7 
• Adverse childhood experiences, for example domestic violence, sexual or 

physical abuse 1,2,13 
• Being care experienced 1,2,7 
• Having a parent with a drug or alcohol problem 1 
• Poor school attendance 7 
• Poor mental health 7 
• Challenging behaviour and school exclusions 1,7 
• Low achievement at school 7 
• Childhood poverty 1,7 
• It being harder for young people to gain employment 10 
• The impact of COVID on existing vulnerabilities 7 

It is important when considering prevention of homelessness that we look to address 
the underlying causes behind some of the behaviours and experiences listed above. 
Rather than just trying to fix acute issues, for example increasing children in 
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education or employment, attendance, achievement, or reducing challenging 
behaviour and exclusions, but also working to identify and support what is 
contributing to these behaviours / situations.1 

Gender differences 

Women  
Women who experience homelessness may face these additional issues: 

• More likely to be homeless due to domestic violence 28 
• May have children living with family or in care 28 
• More likely to experience hidden homelessness 28 
• Increased risks for pregnant women 

o Premature birth 9 
o Low birth weight 9 
o Developmental delays in children 9 

Men 
Men who experience homelessness due to domestic violence may face specific 
issues. These might include: 

• Enduring financial, psychological, and sexual abuse over long periods 29 
• Struggling to seek help due to stigma and inadequate support services 29 
• A lack of male-specific support services 29 
• Continuing trauma, financial instability, and separation from their children 

even after their homelessness ends 29 

Physical and sensory disabilities 

Disabled people or people with sensory disabilities may face additional challenges 
with homelessness. These might include: 

• Being at increased risk of homelessness 16 
• Being homeless for longer than others without disabilities 16 
• Being placed in accommodation that doesn’t meet their needs 3,8,16,19 
• Few homes having accessibility features 16 
• Higher poverty rates and lower employment rates 16,19 
• Homelessness in this group being more hidden / subtle 19 
• Lack of awareness of their disability / circumstances 19 
• High thresholds for support acting as a barrier 16 
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Gypsies and travellers 

Gypsies and travellers may face additional challenges with homelessness. These 
might include: 

• Lack of suitable accommodation, often lacking basic facilities and away from 
amenities 19 

• Higher domestic abuse rates 19 
• Difficulty finding suitable accommodation for larger families 19 
• Experiencing stigma when accessing services 19 
• Lack of culturally appropriate accommodation 19 

Refugees and asylum seekers 

Refugees and asylum seekers may face additional challenges with homelessness. 
These might include: 

• Increased risk of homelessness 30,31 
• Lack of time to secure housing 30,31 
• Being failure to prevent homelessness 19 
• Unsafe temporary accommodation 19 
• Staff being unhelpful with a lack of sympathy 19 
• Lack of understanding and recognition of trauma 19,30 
• Lack of appropriate housing 19,31 
• Not being allowed to work while seeking asylum 19 
• Not wanting to contact authorities due to fear of deportation 19 
• Language barriers (verbal and written) 19,30,31 
• Digital barriers, as many refugees lack smartphones or reliable internet 30 
• Lack of official physical documents impacting opening bank accounts, 

claiming Universal Credit, and securing housing 30 
• Landlords reluctant to rent to people without a British passport 31 
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Search strategies 
Basic searches of Senedd research, Gov.wales, Bevan Foundation, Tai Pawb, 
Centre of Homelessness Impact, and Google were completed. A detailed search of 
Scopus was also completed. 

Scopus 
homeless OR homelessness OR "temporary accommodation" OR "sleeping rough" 
OR "on the streets" OR hostel (abstract) 
AND 
need* OR requirement* OR demand* OR support* OR assistance OR help OR 
barrier* OR challenge* OR obstacle* OR issue* OR problem* OR difficult* OR 
concern* OR risk* (abstract) 
AND 
england OR scotland OR wales OR "united kingdom" OR UK OR Britain (affiliation 
country) 
Limit: 2021-2026 
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