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Mental Health & Homelessness across Europe: Calling for
Comprehensive, Sustainable & Inclusive Strategies.

World Mental Health Day & World Homeless Day — October 10, 2023

Existing evidence reveal higher prevalence of mental health problems among people experiencing
homelessness across Europe and within EU member states." Not having safe shelter has a significant
impact on people’s mental wellbeing. Mental health issues among children and young people
experiencing homelessness are often diagnosed late or go untreated, leading to poor health outcomes,
as documented in the UK and France.! Accessibility issues for mental health care and a lack of
professionals make the situation even more complicated. A recent report from Spain also reveals a
close link between homelessness and mental health, with 7/10 homeless people at risk and 11.6%
having a diagnosed mental problem." The report further highlights that women and young people are
significantly impacted by mental health issues - nearly 80% of those aged 30 and under experiencing
potential poor mental health. Asylum seekers, refugees and migrants living on the street, in insecure
accommodation or in asylum centres were likely at high risk of having mental health problems in the
aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic."

In an increasingly worrisome context for Europe’s mental health, in 2023 the European Commission has
prepared a ‘Communication on a comprehensive approach to mental health’. For a truly comprehensive
European Mental Health approach, FEANTSA enthusiastically supports the commission's initiative and
calls for structural reform to address trauma, addiction, and health difficulties caused by harsh living
situations, including support services for people experiencing homelessness.

On World Mental Health Day and World Homelessness Day — 10" of October FEANTSA raises awareness
on the significance of housing as a social determinant of health, especially Mental Health, and proposes
the following recommendations for a comprehensive approach to mental health:

1. Addressing homelessness while acknowledging its significant impact on mental health is crucial.

» Recognise the impact that homelessness has on peoples’ mental health in mental health initiatives:
international studies conducted in the last 20 years have found lifetime prevalence rates for mental
problems of between 60% and 93.3% among people experiencing homeless. The trauma of not
having a safe shelter has a huge impact on people’s mental wellbeing and should be addressed
consequently.

> Tackle homelessness and ensure access to adequate housing through ‘Housing first’: ‘Housing first"
projects ensure that people have a safe home, and it has been proved to bring major benefits on
mental health as it allows people to focus on treatment and rehabilitation and leads to better
engagement with support services." Evaluations of housing first projects show positive outcomes
around physical and mental health as well as substance/alcohol use."" It is therefore necessary to
ensure coordination between policies addressing housing, homelessness and mental health.

> Address specific challenges among people experiencing homelessness: certain groups encounter
specific inequalities in accessing health services and their mental health is hugely impacted by
homelessness and additional factors such as discrimination related to gender, ethnicity, age,
against LGBTI people or discrimination and restrictions determined by migration status.™

2. Gaining knowledge, learning lessons and generating community support while engaging with
professionals and experts by experience.

» Learn from the Covid-19 pandemic lessons: this period has significantly affected people
experiencing homelessness, in particular their mental health.* This was also a period of
mobilisation from the part of policy makers who implemented several promising policies to
protect people facing homelessness from the virus. Covid-19 served to highlight the
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importance of adequate housing as a social determinant of health.¥ The lessons learnt in this
period (such as sheltering people sleeping rough, allowing for unconditional and prioritised
access to health care, etc) could also be relevant for the upcoming initiatives on mental health.*

Develop mobile/outreach mental health services: people facing homelessness are severely
marginalised and excluded from society, reasons for which they often only seek healthcare in
case of an emergency. Their healthcare can be fragmented and lack coordination and people
may face stigma when attempting to access care. It is important that mental health supports,
as well as health services in general are brought to the locations of people who need it.

Involve community champions in mental health advocacy and people with experiences of
homelessness: local champions, such as volunteers, students from schools, colleges, and other
educational institutions, priests, and so on, could serve as a base for community and loco-
regional acceleration and implementation of such initiatives.” People who have lived with
Mental Health issues and have experienced homelessness may act as key stakeholders. X

3. Establishing and investing in enduring and inclusive mental health and health care systems

>

>

Invest in a sustainable and resilient Mental Health Work Force across Members States: capacity
building, training, and education of health professionals as well as other supporting disciplines
including social workers and psychologists is a fundamental approach to bridge existing gaps in
the mainstream of care pathway. Member States must put in place existing frameworks to
support their health-care systems in this regard.*

Care for the ones who offer care: As part of their profession, frontline health workers are
vulnerable to mental health issues themselves. Therefore, support services for the mental
health and well-being of doctors, nurses, and other hospital workers, such as peer support
groups or dedicated phone support lines, psychologists, and counsellors, must be offered and
supported in Member States. This will aid them in dealing with the high levels of stress, fatigue,
and psychological distress during these extremely challenging situations.

Support health services to become more inclusive and develop knowledge against
discrimination/stigma: due to stigma attached to people experiencing homelessness, they may
often feel pre-judged and rejected by the health systems. The inflexibility of the system, which
often fails to understand the trauma experienced by homeless individuals, leads to many not
accessing healthcare, including mental health. Therefore, any EU initiative on mental health
should (a) introduce measures at the level of the medical system for combating discrimination
and stigmatisation of people experiencing homelessness (such as training, health inclusion
projects) and (b) consider improving access to healthcare overall for marginalised people, as a
first step in accessing mental health supports.

Generate media momentum for mass Psycho-education initiatives: all Member States must
encourage accountability and participation in the media in all of its manifestations. This
comprises written and digital content, inspirational tales of resilience, and testimonies from
those who have actually experienced homelessness and mental illness. This content must be
multilingual, with an emphasis on broader engagement. This might enhance people's
knowledge of and help de-stigmatize mental health problems and homelessness among
different populations and subgroups.
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