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• Why we need a women’s rough sleeping census specifically?

• Our gender-informed methodology 

• Findings and recommendations

• What next?

Today I’ll be talking about….



How do we define ‘rough sleeping’ in England?

Rough sleepers are defined for the purposes of rough sleeping counts and estimates as:

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’).

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.

The annual rough sleeping snapshot records those people seen sleeping rough on a single night 

in Autumn each year.
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Our gender informed methodology 

Challenge Approach

Women are less likely to bed down visibly on the streets as they conceal 

themselves due to constant high risk of violence. This means they are often 

not seen in rough sleeping counts and not ‘verified’ as sleeping rough.

The census guidance for outreach to direct them to look in places women 

tell us they shelter/sleep – stations, 24 hour cafes, hospital toilets and 

waiting rooms, libraries etc.

Women are even less visible to outreach at night as this is the most 

dangerous time for them. They will walk all night, sex work in flats or hotels, 

or accept high-risk offers of shelter from strangers from rather than face 

the streets at night.

Outreach advised to conduct day shifts in order to find women they could 

never access at night, and services that women access in the day can also 

do the census survey.

Women’s patterns of rough sleeping are transient and intermittent – 

meaning snapshot counts are highly likely to underrepresent them and 

traditional outreach shifts are unlikely to result in them being found and 

verified.

Data collection window 7 days and women asked about experiences over 

the past 3 months. Census survey to determine circumstances rather than 

needing to see the respondent in a particular place. 

Women are often known to non outreach/housing services (health, Violence 

Against Women and Girls, substance use), but data is not shared between 

these sectors. 

After the census survey week, each LA holds a ‘Local Insights’ meeting, 

bringing together data from all services and sectors who support or 

encounter women who sleep rough.

Rough sleeping provision has been designed for how men sleep rough. 

Understanding and recognition of how women sleep rough is limited.

The census goes beyond counting and asks women questions to better 

understand their circumstances, and every interaction is an opportunity to 

link women in to support. We now have a body of data from over 2000 

women across England telling us how, when and where they sleep rough.



omen 

experience 

violence & abuse

Women hide 

themselves 

away

Hidden from  

support & 

statistics
Data driven funding 

& commissioning 

neglect women

Lack of 

specialist 

services& 

accommodation 

for women



1014 women had slept rough in the last three months
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371 women in the 33 local authorities in London

643 women in the 55 local authorities that took part in 

the rest of England



Women’s rough sleeping is hidden
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 54% (545 women)

Had slept rough in a place that wouldn’t be included in the official 
snapshot.

This includes:

• 24 Hour Services such as McDonald’s, A&E waiting rooms etc. 

• On a bus or a train

• Walking around all night

• In a squat



Women’s rough sleeping is transient and intermittent
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While 23% of women reported sleeping rough 
every night in the last three months, for most 
women, rough sleeping was interspersed with 
periods in other forms of accommodation.

Just under half (46%) of women told us they 
had slept rough the night before completing 
the census. This is likely a reflection of much of 
the data being collected by outreach teams and 
therefore seeing women who are sleeping 
rough ‘right now’. 

Number of nights slept rough in the last 
3 months 



Women experience other forms of homelessness before 

rough sleeping
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When asked where they had stayed most recently before 
sleeping rough, most women reported already being in 
insecure forms of accommodation. 

• 26% were sofa surfing

• 37% were in homelessness accommodation (supported 
housing, hostel, TA from council, emergency 
accommodation refuge accommodation, asylum 
accommodation

Accommodation provided to women who present as 
homeless continues to be poorly suited to their needs and 
isn’t resolving their homelessness.



Services are not consistently reaching women
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• 77% of women weren’t accessing support from a housing 
officer or council housing department

• 43% of women weren’t accessing support from a 
homelessness service

• 33% of women weren’t accessing support from either a 
housing officer or support service

Far too many women sleeping rough are not receiving 
statutory support to resolve their homelessness.



Ethnicity intersects with gender to shape experiences
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• 74% of respondents identified as white.

• The proportion of census respondents who identified as Black (12%) is higher than the general 
population in England (4%), however aligns with the 11% owed a prevention/relief duty in 2023/24. 

• 3% of respondents identified as Asian – a smaller proportion than exists in the general population (9%) 
and those owed a prevention/relief duty in 23/24 (7.5%). 

• 76% of women identifying as white reporting having slept on the street, compared to 64% of women 
identifying as from a global majority ethnic group.

• Women from global majority ethnic groups reported higher rates of sleeping in 24hr services such as 
McDonald’s, on busses and trains and in night shelters. 

These differences warrant further examination in future years.



Recommendations to Government

Recognise women’s homelessness: Adopt a gender-

informed definition of rough sleeping that reflects women's 

hidden, transient and intermittent experiences.

Improve the data: Give councils the tools, resources, and 

guidance they need to collect accurate, inclusive data on 

women sleeping rough.

Fund safe services: Ensure homelessness services are 

accessible, safe, and equitable for women, backed by the 

funding to make this possible. 



Recommendations

Join the dots: Develop joined-up strategies across 

departments, including the upcoming VAWG Strategy, so 

women can get housing and support wherever they turn - 

‘No Wrong Door’ and ending verification

Act earlier: Invest in prevention and early intervention so 

women can avoid homelessness or get help when needed. 

Developing access routes and 24/7 women’s safe spaces 

and expanding priority need of housing to all forms of 

VAWG.   

We have secured major policy wins through London Rough Sleeping Plan of 

Action, but more needs to be done        



What has the census achieved?

2022 2024

The census has collected the 

biggest data set in Europe on 

women's experiences of 

sleeping rough. More than 

2000 women have been 

reached since the census 

pilot in 2022. 

Their voices are being used to shape changes locally and nationally.



Women’s homelessness is firmly on the agenda, senior decision makers 

who previously were dismissive of women’s needs are now advocating for 

the needs of women across commissioning and service delivery.

What has the women’s census achieved?

The women’s census has resulted in the development of a 

women’s only accommodation service. Women clients have 

been more responsive to the bespoke offer for women, and 

clients that have struggled to sustain accommodation have 

responded well to the new approach, and are not just 

sustaining their accommodation but are thriving!



We used the census data to successfully apply for funding for a new 

Respite Rooms style service for women, as well as a women’s only SWEP 

provision.

What has the women’s census achieved?

We are showing we believe women, and will put interventions 

in place as soon as they need them.



Maps

• "



What next?

The next census will be Monday 22nd September – Sunday 28th 

September 2025

We will continue lobby the government with our national manifesto 

asks.

Could the methodology work in a European context? It would be 

great to hear from areas who want to pilot the census!



Thank you!
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