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We know less about family homelessness in Europe
than we do about the experience of lone homeless
men and, also, less about the experience of children
who become homeless than we know about people
living rough. One reason for this, which the European
Observatory on Homelessness explored, in our 2017
research supported by FEANTSA Family Homelessness
in Europe1, is that social services in most European
countries provide protections for children facing destitution and it was long thought that this made family
homelessness unusual.
We have also assumed that women’s homelessness
is more unusual than men’s homelessness, because
when relationships break down and homelessness
occurs, dependent children are more likely to stay
with their mother. Children facing homelessness
should, again, be protected by social services who
should also protect their mother. There is growing
evidence that this assumption may be wrong and that
both family homelessness and women’s homelessness
may be more widespread than was thought2.
Women with children appear more likely to fall back
on family and friends when they experience homelessness than is the case for lone adult men3. Research
has suggested that a high proportion of women
lone parents with children only seek assistance from
homelessness or social services when they reach a
point where they cannot stay with family or friends
any longer. Homeless women with children may
only approach services weeks or months after they
first become homeless, because they only seek those
services when they can no longer stay with relatives
or friends 4.
Some families may stay living in these arrangements
with friends or relatives, experiencing hidden homelessness, for prolonged periods, but we are not sure
how widespread this might be and need to do some
more research. This is important, because while we
may not think of people staying with friends or relatives as ‘homeless’, the reality of these living arrangements can be harsh. A family staying with family or
friends has no legal right to live where they are, and
they may be without their own front door or private
space which they control, experiencing problems like
severe overcrowding and sometimes living in situa-

tions where there are safeguarding concerns. If you
have no control over your own living space, or privacy
and no legal rights saying that somewhere is your
home, then you do not have a home, even if there is a
roof over your head. A family in such situations might
also be living in badly overcrowded or hazardous
conditions.
When we think about a ‘family’ we tend to think
of two parents and one or more children. However,
family homelessness across Europe and also in North
America and Australia is often experienced by lone
women parents. Just as most of the adults living
rough are probably men5, family homelessness is
probably mainly experienced by lone women parents
with dependent children. Family homelessness is
highly gendered because it is mainly experienced by
women bringing up children on their own.
As with all forms of homelessness, simple poverty can
be a trigger for family homelessness, for example if
one or both parents loses their job. However, there is
evidence that family homelessness is most frequently
triggered by a relationship breakdown in combination with relative poverty. When a relationship has
come to a normal end, a lone woman parent with her
child, or children, can find themselves facing housing
costs they can no longer afford. Family homelessness happens, quite often, mainly because there is
less income than there used to be, i.e. if their home
were more affordable, or the family had more money,
homelessness would not occur.
Family homelessness can also be triggered by abusive
or violent relationship breakdown, where violence
or abuse has been directed by one parent against
another and/or a child may also have come under
threat. While it can be the case that men can be
victims of these forms of abuse, the reality is that
most cases involve a male perpetrator who directs
violence or abuse at a woman. In the UK, it has been
estimated that one in four women will experience
domestic abuse in their lifetime and 70% of victims of
domestic violence are women6. Research across mainland Europe, the UK and North America into family
homelessness has suggested that domestic violence,
by men against women, is one of the main causes of
family homelessness.
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Families may have been through traumatic experiences, where relationship breakdown, violence and
abuse in the home, or another life changing event,
such as the death of a partner, has led to homelessness. However, while there is some evidence that
rates of depression among adults in homeless families
can be higher than average, some of the other issues
and needs we tend to associate with homelessness
are not present.
Homeless families, for the most part, do not have high
and complex support needs, such as severe mental
illness or problematic drinking or drug use, nor are
they characterised by high levels of contact with criminal justice systems. This is a quite different picture
than that which we are used to with lone homeless
men, particularly those men who have been homeless
for a long time or on a repeated basis, where support
needs around addiction and severe mental illness
are much more common than among the general
population, as is contact with law enforcement and
emergency health services.
The best services for homeless families need to meet
two main needs. First, there is a need to ensure
support around domestic violence and abuse is in
place and second, any response to family homelessness must be housing focused and housing led.
The first need, where family homelessness has been
triggered by violence or abuse, centres on ensuring
that a woman and her child or children are safe.
While we tend to think of domestic violence services
as distinct from ‘homelessness’ services, refuges and
secure supported housing for women with children
play a significant role in reducing homelessness. We
often do not appreciate the full scale of that role
because we tend to design policy, administration and
measurement of domestic violence services separately
from ‘homelessness’ services. This is another reason
why family homelessness experienced by women

lone parents is probably more widespread than was
thought to be the case, because we apply the label of
‘at risk of violence and abuse’ to families who are also,
actually, homeless.
There are some examples of services developed specifically for homeless families who are at risk of violence
and abuse. One system is ‘sanctuary’ schemes, which
provide enhanced security for someone, usually a
woman and her children, with support services, in
combination with criminal justice interventions to
manage the (usually male) perpetrator. Sanctuary
schemes enable a family who were potentially at risk
of homelessness due to violence and abuse to remain
in their existing home, making them safe and secure
by removing the source of the threat, rather than
picking up the pieces after a parent and their children
has been forced to leave their home7. Another recent
development is DAHA accreditation (domestic abuse
housing alliance), which is designed to create much
better reporting and recording of abuse and violence
for social housing providers. DAHA accreditation is
designed to enable early interventions to stop abuse
and violence and to help prevent associated homelessness8.
As most lone parent and two parent homeless families do not have high and complex needs, most just
require a home that offers them legal security, sufficient space, adequate quality and an affordable rent in
a reasonable neighbourhood. While some families will
need support and there are interesting innovations
like Housing First services for families with high and
complex needs being developed, most family homelessness in Europe happens primarily for economic
and social reasons. This means family homeless can
often be best and most effectively solved by quickly
providing adequate, affordable homes, stopping
unnecessary evictions and other forms of homelessness prevention.

“Family
homelessness
happens, quite
often, mainly
because there is
less income than
there used to be.”
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