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Costs of Homelessness 

Introduction  

Homelessness is complex and often reflects other vulnerabilities or circumstances related to 
health, justice or social services. Homelessness therefore incurs costs – both to the homeless 
household and to public services.  
 
It is however very difficult to estimate the costs of homelessness as a homeless individual or family 
may rely on support from a number of different agencies – and the length of time someone needs 
support can vary from a few hours to many years. For example, a review1 of the costs of 
homelessness found that ‘many individual characteristics and circumstances both lead to, and are 
perpetuated by, homelessness. Drug and alcohol addiction, and offending, are examples of where 
causal and symptomatic effects can be difficult to separate… This creates significant challenges in 
identifying the true costs of homelessness, namely the ‘counterfactual’ which is needed to move 
from estimating gross costs, to estimating the additional, or net costs, i.e. the costs over and above 
the costs that would be incurred anyway were those same individuals were living in settled 
accommodation.’  
 

Key findings: 
 Homelessness incurs costs both to the homeless household and to the public sector; 

 It is very difficult to estimate the costs of homelessness as a homeless individual or family 
may rely on support from a number of different agencies; 

 The cost of homelessness in England was reported as being up to £1 billion (gross) a year in 2012 and 
the cost of a single person sleeping rough in the UK for 12 months was estimated at £20,128 (2015); 

 Preventing homelessness costs less than allowing homelessness to occur – and figures vary from 
saving 3.5 times the cost of homelessness up to 14 times the cost; 

 Temporary accommodation can be a very expensive type of housing and in 2017/18 it was estimated 
to cost Cornwall almost £3 million; 

 Supported accommodation is used to help homeless households although it is costly and not suitable 
for all.  

 Initiatives such as Housing First have the ability to successfully support people who have previously 
been failed by the supported housing sector and can be cost effective too. 

 

Human Cost 
When people are forced to move into temporary accommodation, their health suffers. The 
uncertainty of their situation - often combined with poor living conditions - impacts both 
physically and mentally on homeless individuals and families. Depression, an increase in visits to 
doctors or hospitals, falling levels of self-esteem and activity, social isolation, are not uncommon 
and create barriers to education, training and paid work. People housed in temporary 
accommodation are vulnerable to diseases such as bronchitis and tuberculosis, and existing 
physical health conditions such as asthma, are often exacerbated.  
 
Sleeping on the streets is the most visible and extreme form of homelessness and when this 
homelessness becomes prolonged, or is repeatedly experienced, there are further deteriorations 

                                                           
1 DCLG (2012) Evidence review of the costs of homelessness 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7596/2200485.pdf


Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Costs of Homelessness 

Cornwall Council Housing Strategy and Partnerships Team, September 2019 Page 2 of 4 

Information Classification: PUBLIC 

in health and well-being. The average age of death for someone who is homeless and rough 
sleeping is just 47 - thirty years younger than the national average. People affected by street 
homelessness are almost 17 times more likely to have been victims of violence, 15 times more 
likely to have suffered verbal abuse in the past year and are 9 times more likely to take their own 
life than on average.  
 

Public Sector Cost 
In 20122, the cost of homelessness in England was reported as being up to £1 billion (gross) a year. 
The cost of a single person sleeping rough in the UK for 12 months is estimated at £20,1283. 
Evidence4 shows that people who experience homelessness for three months or longer cost on 
average £4,298 per person to NHS services, £2,099 per person for mental health services and 
£11,991 per person in contact with the criminal justice system.  
 

Saving Costs through the Prevention of Homelessness 
Research shows that effective early interventions reduce the personal and financial cost of 
homelessness. In 20155, it was estimated that the cost of rough sleeping for 12 months was 
£20,128 as opposed to the cost of providing a successful intervention at £1,426. The report 
concluded that if 40,000 people were prevented from becoming homeless for one year in England 
it would save the public purse £370 million.  
 
The Crisis6 report on ending homelessness contains some calculations on the total costs of 
implementing their recommended solutions that would achieve the following objectives: 
1. No one sleeping rough; 
2. No one forced to live in transient or dangerous accommodation such as tents, squats, and non-

residential buildings; 
3. No one living in emergency accommodation; 
4. No one homeless as a result of leaving a state institution such as prison or the care system; 
5. Everyone at immediate risk of homelessness gets the help they need that prevents it from happening. 

Price Waterhouse Cooper7 (PwC) estimated that the total discounted costs of these solutions 
recommended to achieve the Crisis definition of ending homelessness between 2018 and 2041 is 
£19,289m, at 2017 prices. PwC’s analysis also estimates that between 2018 and 2041 solutions 
included in the analysis will deliver discounted benefits of £53,908m at 2017 prices. The amount of 
money estimated in terms of the benefits saved are 2.8 times higher than the cost of ending 
homelessness. 
 
The (weighted) average cost per person supported by the Crisis recommended mix of solutions 
across the five objectives between 2018 and 2041 is £34,460. This ranges from £53,900 – the 
(weighted) average cost per person of the mix of solutions recommended to achieve Objective 3 – 
to £6,282 – the average cost per person supported of the mix of solutions recommended to 
achieve Objective 5. On average, the cost per person supported of the mix of solutions to address 

                                                           
2 DCLG (2012) Evidence review of the costs of homelessness 
3 Crisis (2015) At what cost? An estimation of the financial costs of single homelessness in the UK 
4 Please & Culhane (2016) Better than Cure? Testing the case for Enhancing Prevention 
of Single Homelessness in England 
5 Crisis (2015) At what cost? An estimation of the financial costs of single homelessness in the UK 
6 Crisis (2018) Everybody In: how to end homelessness in Great Britain 
7 Crisis (2018) Everybody In: how to end homelessness in Great Britain 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7596/2200485.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/20677/crisis_at_what_cost_2015.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/20680/crisis_better_than_cure_2016.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/20680/crisis_better_than_cure_2016.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/20677/crisis_at_what_cost_2015.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/ending-homelessness/the-plan-to-end-homelessness-full-version/executive-summary/
https://www.crisis.org.uk/ending-homelessness/the-plan-to-end-homelessness-full-version/executive-summary/
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‘core’ homelessness (objectives 1-3) is 3.5 times higher than the average cost of the mix of 
solutions to prevent homelessness for people at immediate risk of ‘core’ homelessness (objectives 
4-5).  
 

Temporary Accommodation Costs 
Housing people in temporary accommodation rather than stable suitable accommodation is also 
costly. In Cornwall, there are generally about 250 households in temporary accommodation at any 
point in time and the cost of providing families with temporary accommodation in 2017/188 was 
estimated to be £2.8million. Cornwall Council aims to reduce this cost significantly by purchasing 
250 units of temporary accommodation, including 50 units for single persons and childless 
couples. This will benefit the homeless households as it will provide them with their own ‘front 
door’ and access to cooking and social space - which they generally don’t have in temporary 
accommodation - and will also cost the authority less than placing the household in temporary 
accommodation. 
 
For Cornwall, some data is available from 2017 on the additional costs to the Council of needing to 
use temporary accommodation which is not covered by the local housing allowance. It is 
estimated that: 

 Placing a single person in B&B or non-self-contained nightly let accommodation at £30 per 
night would result in a net cost to the Council of £120 per week or £6,240 per year; 

 Placing a single person in self-contained accommodation at £35 per night would result in a net 
cost to the Council of £155 per week or £8,060 per year; 

 Placing an adult couple at £52 per night would result in a net cost to the Council of £274 per 
week, £14,248 per year; 

 For families with children, the net cost can be up to £20,000 per year for each family. If the 
family is large and requires more than one room the cost can be doubled – with the risk of the 
family being impacted by the benefit cap which would have further financial implications for 
the Council. 

 

Supported Accommodation Costs 
Supported housing can be described as any housing scheme where housing, support and 
sometimes care services are provided to help people to live as independently as possible in the 
community9. Supported housing users include those who would otherwise be homeless, including 
those at risk of domestic abuse and can be very successful in terms of outcomes for a number of 
residents. The review estimated the annualised cost of the supported housing sector that is 
covered by Housing Benefit across Great Britain at the end of 2015 at £4.12bn. The review also 
conservatively estimates that the additional annualised spend on support and care services (that is 
in addition to Housing Benefit spend) at the end of 2015 is around £2.05bn.  
 
Supported accommodation tends to require residents to abstain from certain behaviours when 
they enter supported housing, and for some residents this is not something they can successfully 
manage if they have become reliant on something that has helped them cope with their 
homelessness. This results in individuals experiencing a ‘revolving door’ in that they enter 
supported accommodation but cannot meet the requirements, are evicted back to the streets and 

                                                           
8 Barker (2018) The cost of homelessness: council spend on temporary accommodation revealed 
9 DWP/DCLG (2016) Supported accommodation review 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/the-cost-of-homelessness-council-spend-on-temporary-accommodation-revealed-57720
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/572454/rr927-supported-accommodation-review.pdf
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then the process starts again. Not all supported accommodation is like this and there are some 
good examples of more ‘tolerant’ accommodation in Cornwall. Supported accommodation 
generally does not allow pets to be homed with their owner and this has meant that some 
homeless individuals refuse to be parted with, what is often seen as their only family, their pet.  
 

Housing First 
Housing First10 is an internationally evidence-based approach, which uses independent, stable 
housing as a platform to enable individuals with multiple and complex needs to begin recovery 
and move away from homelessness. Through the provision of intensive, flexible and person-
centred support, 70-90% of Housing First residents are able to remain housed. Having a place to 
call home also leads to improvements in health and wellbeing, and reduces ineffective contact 
with costly public services.  
 
Housing First11 costs an average of approximately £4,128 in total support costs per-person during 
the first year of use, including staffing, administration and any personal budgets provided. Total 
average costs, including housing, for the first year of use are £9,492 per person if an average social 
housing rent is being paid and £9,222, if an average rent in the cheapest third of the private 
rented sector is being paid, i.e. a private rent at level the benefit system is likely to wholly, or 
largely, pay. Housing First tends to cost less than fixed-site services, such as hostels and high 
intensity temporary supported housing. In part, this is because the level of support Housing First 
provides to service users tends to fall over time, which means Housing First services can redeploy 
resources, whereas fixed-site services tend to also have fixed costs.  
 
Housing First also tends to have lower daily support costs than fixed-site services and can 
sometimes help the NHS save money, when it helps homeless people with complex needs who are 
frequent flyer users of some NHS services, such as A&E and mental health services. Emerging 
evidence indicates that Housing First can also significantly reduce offending behaviour and contact 
with the criminal justice system. There is international evidence that Housing First can generate 
significant cost offsets, particularly when working with homeless people with very high and 
complex needs. Spending on Housing First can save money, but more importantly, the 
international evidence shows it is a good use of public funding, because it can help people who are 
frequent flyers out of existing services, work successfully with hard to reach groups and reduce 
overall homelessness.  
 

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

 Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness - Acceptances 

 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 
 

                                                           
10 Homeless Link (2019) About Housing First 
11 Please & Bretherton (2019) The cost effectiveness of Housing First in England 

https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904049/homeless-approaches.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904045/homeless-acceptances.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://hfe.homeless.org.uk/about-housing-first
https://hfe.homeless.org.uk/sites/default/files/attachments/The%20cost%20effectiveness%20of%20Housing%20First%20in%20England_March%202019_0.pdf



