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Definitions  

Introduction 
Homelessness can affect anyone at any time. There are a range of different definitions applied to 
homelessness. These include legal definitions that relate to statutory duties, but there is no 
consistent or recognised definition of what an end to homelessness means.  
 

Key findings: 

• Homelessness can affect anyone at any time; 

• You are defined as homeless if you have nowhere to stay and are living on the streets, 
but you can also be homeless even if you have a roof over your head; 

• Those experiencing the most acute forms of homelessness will include those sleeping rough, 
sofa surfing or living in hostels, night shelters or unsuitable temporary accommodation; 

• Those in insecure or poor housing at risk of homelessness will include those with notice to 
quit who cannot afford to rent anywhere else, those in suitable but temporary 
accommodation and those about to be discharged from prison or hospital with nowhere to 
live permanently. 

 

Defining Homelessness 
The Housing Act 1996 (as amended by the Homelessness Reduction Act) defines homelessness 
and threatened with homelessness as: 
‘(1) A person is homeless if he has no accommodation available for his occupation, in the United 
Kingdom or elsewhere, which he— 

• (a) is entitled to occupy by virtue of an interest in it or by virtue of an order of a court, 

• (b) has an express or implied licence to occupy, or 

• (c) occupies as a residence by virtue of any enactment or rule of law giving him the right to 
remain in occupation or restricting the right of another person to recover possession. 

(2) A person is also homeless if he has accommodation but— 

• (a) he cannot secure entry to it, or 

• (b) it consists of a moveable structure, vehicle or vessel designed or adapted for human 
habitation and there is no place where he is entitled or permitted both to place it and to reside 
in it. 

(3) A person shall not be treated as having accommodation unless it is accommodation which it 
would be reasonable for him to continue to occupy. 
(4) A person is threatened with homelessness if it is likely that he will become homeless 
within 56 days. 
(5) A person is also threatened with homelessness if— 

• (a) a valid notice has been given to the person under section 21 of the Housing Act 1988 (orders 
for possession on expiry or termination of assured shorthold tenancy) in respect of the only 
accommodation the person has that is available for the person's occupation, and 

• (b) that notice will expire within 56 days.’ 
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According to Shelter1, the definition of homelessness means not having a home. You are homeless 
if you have nowhere to stay and are living on the streets, but you can also be homeless even if you 
have a roof over your head. You count as homeless if you are: 

• Staying with friends or family temporarily i.e. sofa surfing; 

• Staying in a hostel, night shelter or B&B; 

• Squatting; 

• At risk of violence or abuse in your home; 

• Living in poor conditions that affect your health; 

• Living apart from your family because you don't have a place to live together. 
 
Crisis2 suggest that we need to consider a future where homelessness is ended and create a 
definition that would allow all those participating in efforts to tackle homelessness to have a 
shared vision. It also allows them to see their component activity as part of that ambition. Without 
definition, advocates, policy makers and service providers risk disassociated or even conflicting 
ambitions. Therefore – the definition proposed by Crisis in terms of ending homelessness means:  
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, such as shelters and hostels, without a plan for 
rapid rehousing into affordable, secure and decent 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 that prevents it happening.  
 
The MHCLG definition3 of a person sleeping rough, for the annual single night snapshot is as 
follows:  
‘People sleeping, about to bed down (sitting on/in or standing next to their bedding) or actually 
bedded down in the open air (such as on the streets, in tents, doorways, parks, bus shelters or 
encampments). People in buildings or other places not designed for habitation (such as stairwells, 
barns, sheds, car parks, cars, derelict boats, stations, or “bashes” which are makeshift shelters, 
often comprised of cardboard boxes). The definition does not include people in hostels or shelters, 
people in campsites or other sites used for recreational purposes or organised protest, squatters or 
travellers. Bedded down: is taken to mean either lying down or sleeping. About to bed down 
includes those who are sitting in/on or near a sleeping bag or other bedding.’ 
 

Which Groups are more likely to Experience Homelessness? 
Crisis4 in their report divided hose most likely to experience homelessness into two groups: a core 
homelessness group and a wider homelessness group. 
 
Core Homeless Groups:  this refers to the population of people experiencing the most acute forms 
of homelessness or who are living in short term emergency and unsuitable accommodation. This 
includes those: 

• Rough sleeping; 

                                                           
1 Shelter (2019) What is Homelessness? 
2 Crisis (2018) Everybody In: how to end homelessness in Great Britain 
3 MHCLG (2019) Rough Sleeping Statistics Autumn 2018, England (Revised) 
4 Crisis (2018) Everybody In: how to end homelessness in Great Britain 

https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/homelessness/rules/what_is_homelessness
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/239951/everybody_in_how_to_end_homelessness_in_great_britain_2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/781567/Rough_Sleeping_Statistics_2018_release.pdf
https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/239951/everybody_in_how_to_end_homelessness_in_great_britain_2018.pdf
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• Sleeping in cars, tents, public transport; 

• Squatting (unlicensed, insecure); 

• Unsuitable non-residential accommodation e.g. ‘beds in sheds’; 

• Hostel residents; 

• Users of night/winter shelters; 

• Domestic abuse survivors in refuges; 

• Unsuitable temporary accommodation (including bed and breakfast accommodation, hotels, 
etc.; 

• ‘Sofa surfing’ – staying with others (not close family), on short term/ insecure basis/wanting to 
move, in crowded conditions (this does not include students). 

 
Wider Homeless Groups: will include those in a range of situations including other statutory 
homeless households who have been housed in suitable forms of temporary accommodation; and 
people at risk of core and statutory homelessness. 

• Staying with friends or relatives because unable to find own longer term accommodation; 

• Threat of eviction or under notice to quit and unable to afford the rent and/or deposit for a 
new home; 

• Asked to leave by friends or relatives; 

• In intermediate accommodation and receiving support; 

• In other temporary accommodation (e.g. conventional social housing, private sector leasing); 

• Being discharged from prison, hospital or other state institutions without permanent housing. 
 
Those within the wider homelessness group are a broader group of people who are experiencing 
insecure or poor housing. They may have recently experienced core homelessness, or are 
statutorily homeless and have been rehoused in suitable temporary accommodation including 
social housing. Crisis are clear that it is important to acknowledge this wider group in the 
definition of ending homelessness because of the crossover between core and at risk 
homelessness. In reality, the two groups will cross over in a number of ways and some households 
in the wider homeless group are more at risk of experiencing core homelessness than others. 
 

Links to further information 
• Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Legislation 

• Housing in Cornwall 2019: Homelessness – Approaches 
 
 
 

https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/39536716/homelessness-legislation-v2-aug-19.pdf
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/38904049/homeless-approaches.pdf

