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Causes of Homelessness 
 

Introduction 
Homelessness can affect anyone at any time. As such it can be difficult to determine what the 
causes of homelessness are. Crisis1 states that ‘theoretical, historical and international 
perspectives indicate that the causation of homelessness is multidimensional, with no single 
“trigger” that is either “necessary” or “sufficient” for it to occur. Individual, interpersonal and 
structural factors all play a role – and interact with each other – and the balance of causes differs 
over time, across countries, and between demographic groups.’ 
 

Key findings: 
 Homelessness can affect anyone at any time although households that contain vulnerable 

individuals are more susceptible to the risks of homelessness. 

 There are many different reasons why households become homeless;  

 50% of homeless people were found to have 4 or more adverse childhood experiences;  

 Being poor in childhood can be a predictor of homelessness in adulthood; 

 The risks of becoming homeless can also be the result of external factors; 

 Economic factors such as low wages, high housing costs and increasing costs of living will 
have an impact on some people’s ability to afford their home; 

 Welfare reform changes such as the introduction of Universal Credit and caps on benefits 
will reduce the ‘safety net’ that many vulnerable people rely on; 

 Government austerity measures such as ending the ring fence around Supporting People 
funding and the freezing of Local Housing Allowance rates also mean there is less support 
for those on local incomes who need support; 

 There are a number of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors that explain why some former rough sleepers 
will end up back on the streets. 

 

Context 
A recent evidence assessment2  uses a hybrid approach which acknowledges that ‘structural 
factors create the conditions within which homelessness occurs and people with personal problems 
are more vulnerable to these adverse social and economic trends than others’.  
 
Homelessness in the UK3 states that ‘explanations of homelessness in the Global North have 
traditionally fallen into two categories: ‘individualistic’ explanations, which focus on the personal 
vulnerabilities and behaviours of homeless people, such as mental ill health and addictions, and 
‘structural’ explanations, which locate the causes of homelessness in broader forces such as 
housing market conditions, poverty and unemployment’. This paper suggest that our belief that 
anybody or almost anybody is ‘two pay packets’ away from homelessness detracts from the facts 
that some individuals are more at risk than others. 
 

                                                           
1 Fitzpatrick, Suzanne et al (2019) The Homelessness Monitor 2019 
2 Alma Associates (2019) Homelessness: Causes of homelessness and rough sleeping: rapid evidence assessment 
3 Bramley & Fitzpatrick (2017) Homelessness in the UK: who is most at risk? 

https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/240419/the_homelessness_monitor_england_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/793471/Homelessness_-_REA.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/02673037.2017.1344957?needAccess=true
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In terms of general causes of homelessness, evidence often cites affordability of housing, 
relationship breakdown and poverty. There are also wider societal and economic issues that affect 
opportunities for individuals such as labour market conditions, reduced welfare and benefits, 
rising levels of poverty and the growing fragmentation of the family. Individual factors apply to the 
personal circumstances of a homeless person and can include personal crisis, traumatic events, 
mental health, or addiction challenges. Relationship problems can include domestic abuse and 
violence, addiction, mental health problems of other family members and a lack of financial 
resilience. 
 

Adverse Childhood Experiences 
It is widely understood that ‘there is a correlation4 between young people experiencing emotional, 
sexual and physical abuse and homelessness in later life’. Public Health England5 describes 3 direct 
experiences (verbal abuse, physical abuse and sexual abuse) and 6 indirect experiences (parental 
separation, domestic violence, mental illness, alcohol abuse, drug use and imprisonment) that 
have an impact on childhood development. These are referred to as adverse childhood 
experiences of ACEs. 
 
Young people’s responses to dealing with trauma are often based on personal survival, separation 
anxiety and an impaired ability to make emotional and rational decisions. The more adversity a 
child experiences the more likely it is to impact upon their mental and physical health and 
evidence suggests children exposed to 4 or more adverse childhood experiences6 are more likely 
to participate in risk taking behaviours and find it more difficult to make changes. This can result in 
poorer health than those without ACEs, including: 

 2 times more likely to have a poor diet;  

 3 times more likely to smoke; 

 5 times more likely to have had sex under 16 years; 

 2 times more likely to binge drink; 

 7 times more likely to be involved in recent violence; 

 11 times more likely to have been incarcerated; 

 11 times more likely to have used heroin or crack 

 2.1 times more likely to have visited their GP in the last 12 months; 

 2.2 times more likely to have visited A&E in the last 12 months; 

 2.3 times more likely to have more than ten teeth removed; 

 6.6 times more likely to have been diagnosed with an STD 
 
In terms of the impact on other services: 64% of those in contact with substance misuse services 
had 4 or more ACEs and 50% of homeless people had 4 or more ACEs. 
 

Poverty 
Homelessness in the UK7 analyses the social distribution of the experience of homelessness in the 
UK to consider the inferences that can be reasonably drawn about the causes of homelessness 

                                                           
4 Evolve Housing & Support (2018) Breaking the cycle of trauma: The connection between trauma, mental health and 
homelessness 
5 Public Health England (no date) Introduction to adverse childhood experiences 
6 Public Health England (no date) Introduction to adverse childhood experiences 
7 Bramley & Fitzpatrick (2017) Homelessness in the UK: who is most at risk? 

https://www.evolvehousing.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Evolve_Trauma_Homlessness_Report_Master_June2018.pdf
https://www.evolvehousing.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Evolve_Trauma_Homlessness_Report_Master_June2018.pdf
https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/Documents/Children-and-families-services/Early-Years/ACES_and_social_injustice_DCP_SW.pdf
https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/Documents/Children-and-families-services/Early-Years/ACES_and_social_injustice_DCP_SW.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/02673037.2017.1344957?needAccess=true
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from data on the characteristics and circumstances of people who have experienced 
homelessness. The study concludes that experience of childhood poverty very often predates and 
is a powerful predictor of homelessness in adulthood. 
 

Causes of Homelessness by Age and Gender  
Findings8 show that men aged 18-25 were more likely to cite offending and release from 
institutions such as prisons as the main cause of their homelessness. This age group reported 
suffering from multiple childhood traumas across all areas and were more likely to suffer isolation 
and exclusion from friends and families and exclusion from society. Men aged 25+ are more likely 
to be parents and have previously experienced at least one episode of rough sleeping. This age 
group were also more likely to cite childhood trauma and leaving care as reasons for 
homelessness. Women were generally more likely to become homeless before 18 years old 
compared with men and are more likely to experience all forms of abuse whilst homeless. This 
group were also more likely to have lost someone close to them and experienced grief. Women 
were more likely to cite financial issues, stays in hospital and domestic violence as causes of 
homelessness.  
 

Economic Factors Impacting on Homelessness 
There are a number of economic factors that have the potential to impact on homelessness in 
England, including: 

 The economy continues to slow given the uncertainty around ‘Brexit’ and resulting in 
employers reluctant to expand or increase their workforce; 

 Earnings growth remains weak - median annual earnings remain 0.6% below the level of 2004 
and 2.8% below the level of 20109; 

 Relative poverty rates are important as higher levels of poverty are likely to put more 
households at risk of homelessness. Relative poverty rates have remained fairly stable over the 
past 15 years – with 22% of people living in poverty in 2017/18. Poverty rates have risen 
amongst children and pensioners since 2011/12 with around 30% of children living in poverty, 
compared to 20% of working age households and 16% of pensioner households10; 

 More families are living in the private rented sector and the costs of renting are generally 
much higher than renting from social landlords; 

 We are in the midst of a housing crisis and there are not enough homes being built to house 
everyone – which has the consequence of pushing up housing costs even further. Affordable 
housing being built is more likely to be rented at ‘affordable rent’ which is 80% of market rent 
and too expensive for many low income households. Very few social rented properties are 
being built which are generally rented at 50% of market rent and are more affordable. Shelter 
believes that we need to build 155,000 socially rented homes per year for the next twenty 
years to meet demand; 

 Access to home ownership – which can be a more affordable option than renting privately – 
has been made more difficult since the financial crash of 2007/8. 

 
 

                                                           
8 Evolve Housing & Support (2018) Breaking the cycle of trauma: The connection between trauma, mental health and 
homelessness 
9 Fitzpatrick, Suzanne et al (2019) The Homelessness Monitor 2019 
10 Fitzpatrick, Suzanne et al (2019) The Homelessness Monitor 2019 

https://www.evolvehousing.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Evolve_Trauma_Homlessness_Report_Master_June2018.pdf
https://www.evolvehousing.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Evolve_Trauma_Homlessness_Report_Master_June2018.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/240419/the_homelessness_monitor_england_2019.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/240419/the_homelessness_monitor_england_2019.pdf
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Welfare Reform Factors impacting on Homelessness 
There are a number of welfare measures introduced that have the potential to impact on 
homelessness in England. The Welfare Reform Act 2012 introduced Universal Credit, changes to 
Housing Benefit, Local Housing Allowance, Council Tax Benefit and Child Support and reforms to 
the Disability Living Allowance – and this has resulted in many changes including: 

 The cap introduced on the total amount of benefit that working age people can receive 
(combined income from the main out-of-work benefits, plus Housing Benefit, Child Benefit and 
Tax Credits) is £500pw for couples and lone parents, and £350pw for single adults; 

 Council Tax Benefit no longer exists and has been replaced by localised Council Tax Support 
Schemes administered by local authorities; 

 The ‘Bedroom Tax’ in social housing means that children of different sexes are expected to 
share a bedroom until the age of ten and children of the same sex are expected to share a 
bedroom until they are 16 years old. Housing benefit is calculated on this basis and in 
households where families are viewed as ‘under-occupying’, tenants are required to meet any 
shortfall in rent; 

 Housing Benefit for under 35s is based on the single room rate - the rate of a room in a shared 
house – so single tenants occupying a one bedroom flat and receiving housing benefit are 
required to meet any shortfall in rent; 

 Community care grants and crisis loans were replaced by locally administered schemes; 

 Personal Independence Payment (PIP) has replaced Disability Living Allowance (DLA) for 
people aged 16 to 64 making new claims and is based on how a person’s condition affects 
them, not the condition they have; 

 Universal Credit has combined and replaced a number of existing benefits for people who are 
out of work and tax credits for people in work. It is expected to be delivered ‘digital by default’. 
People will now be responsible for paying their rent and council tax and for many this will be 
for the first time in their lives. Although not fully implemented, Universal Credit is leading to 
increased levels of homelessness as households struggle to manage their finances. 
Discretionary Housing Benefit Payments are available for those struggling to pay the rent 
because of an imposed sanction through welfare reform. 

 

Government Austerity Measures impacting on Homelessness 
The Government has consistently reduced public spending for the last ten years as part of its 
‘austerity’ measures. These measures included: 

 The ending of the ring fence around ‘Supporting People’ funding within its overall grant to 
local government. This will have significant impact on the level of support services available to 
residents. 

 The four year 1% rent reduction in social rents until 2020 has meant that local authorities have 
had less income than they previously expected, which has meant that it has been even more 
difficult for local authorities to build affordable new homes. 

 Local Housing Allowance (the maximum rent that can be claimed in an area) was reduced to 
the 30% percentile of market rents in 2011 from the 50% percentile, and were then frozen for 
4 years in 2016. This effectively means that LHA rates no longer meet the 30% percentile of 
local rents as shown below for all house types in Cornwall: 
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House 
Type 

Minimum 
Private Rent 

Maximum 
Private Rent 

30th Percentile 
Private Rent 

LHA Kernow 
West 

LHA  
Plymouth 

LHA North 
Cornwall  

Shared £50 £110 n/a £69.10 £71.21 £68.70 

1 Bed £49.94 £207.12 £114 £104.89 £96.98 £93.23 

2 Bed £84.87 £287.67 £144 £132.32 £122.36 £120.06 

3 Bed £113.92 £391.23 £172 £151.50 £145.43 £139.84 

4 Bed £119.67 £575.34 £229 £185.29 £182.45 £173.04 

 

‘Revolving Door’ – Return to Street Homelessness 
London homelessness charity St Mungo’s has undertaken some work11 to better understand why 
some people return to the streets. ‘Push’ factors include:  

 ‘Being evicted (for rent arrears or for behaviour) or leaving temporary shelters when they close; 

 Being asked to leave after relationship breakdown (partner or family); 

 Leaving prison after a sentence or being held on remand; 

 Leaving accommodation because it didn’t meet needs (e.g. no couples, no pets) or was poor 
quality; 

 Leaving because of noise or anti-social behaviour, or excessive rules and regulations; 

 Leaving informal accommodation (sofa-surfing) because of being asked to leave or feeling like 
a burden; 

 Leaving accommodation because of isolation and loneliness; 

 Escaping criminal victimisation (e.g. abuse or tenancy hijack).’ 
 
‘Pull’ factors include:  

 ‘Feeling competent in survival (compared to feeling incompetent managing a tenancy); 

 Knowing (how) you can meet your basic needs; 

 Feeling ‘addicted’ to the streets; 

 Freedom of living life free from rules/constraints; 

 Life on the streets is busy and interesting (compared to boredom or loneliness or lack of 
occupation in accommodation); 

 Having people around (other rough sleepers, and members of the public showing care); 

 Being pulled back to dangerous/abusive relationships.’ 
 

Links to further information 
 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Definitions 

 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Approaches 

 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Prevention Duty 

 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Relief Duty 

 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Main Duty 
 
Sarah Thorneycroft 
September 2019 

                                                           
11 St Mungo’s (2018) On my own two feet: Why do some people return to rough sleeping after time off the streets? 

https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/39536712/homelessness-definitions-v2-aug-19.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904049/homeless-approaches.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904057/homelessness-prevention-duty.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904061/homelessness-relief-duty.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904053/homelessness-main-duty.pdf
https://www.mungos.org/app/uploads/2018/06/StM_PRR_TEXT_0718_web.pdf

