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Homelessness survey: Discussion paper 

Summer 2018 

With homelessness and rough sleeping fast increasing, and in line with the sector’s long-standing 

social purpose, we are working with our members to increase our focus on this critical issue. In 

October 2017, we began a project to build the evidence base, strengthen the sector’s position as part 

of the solution to homelessness, and to consider what the future of homelessness and housing 

associations should look like. 

This work began with a survey open to all our members, to start to answer the questions outlined 

above. We received more than a hundred responses which helped us establish a baseline, but 

perhaps more importantly, they also highlighted a number of other important questions we want to 

address with the sector. 

The Federation is keen to develop with its members an ambitious, impactful workstream that actively 

contributes to ending homelessness. We will work with our relevant member groups to do this, but we 

are also keen to widen opportunities for all of our members to contribute to this important 

conversation. 

This paper is one of those opportunities. It outlines the key findings from the survey and sets a 

number of questions we would like feedback on. This can be by email, as part of a discussion at one 

of our regional or national member groups or via a phone conversation. You can find out more or 

arrange a phone call by contacting homelessness@housing.org.uk.  

The majority of survey responses came from smaller, supported housing providers. We would 

therefore particularly welcome feedback from larger and general needs associations to ensure our 

work reflects the views of members of all sizes across the country.  
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1. Questions 

The Federation recently ran a survey with members to understand what housing associations are 

doing around homelessness. The survey asked questions on the following themes: 

1. Working with local authorities. 

2. What housing associations already do to prevent and relieve homelessness. 

3. The barriers that housing associations experience in doing so. 

4. Housing associations’ experience of the current policy landscape. 

5. What members would like to see the sector continue and/or develop in the future. 

The survey ran between 8 January and 9 February 2018. We received 141 responses (106 complete, 

35 partial) and the results have informed the development of our homelessness project, as well as 

recent events on homelessness we ran with members. 

2. Who responded 

141 members responded. 76% of these provided supported housing and 55% had fewer than 

1,000 homes, and a quarter of responses were from Large Scale Voluntary Transfer (LSVT) 

organisations. The findings are therefore more reflective of supported housing providers and smaller 

housing associations than the housing association sector more widely.  

 

We received responses from housing associations across all England’s regions, with highest 

response rates from organisations based in London (24%) and the lowest in East Midlands (4%). 

 

Organisations who responded owned or managed 989,294 homes, which represents about 38% of 

stock of all member associations. 

 

Throughout the paper, the letter ‘n’ is used to refer to the number of housing associations that 

answered that particular question e.g. (n=139). 

3. Working with local authorities 

Housing associations were asked about 

the frequency and importance of working 

with a local authority on their local 

homelessness strategy, overseeing 

homelessness assessments, and if they 

have special arrangements with a local 

authority to house homeless households 

outside of nominations agreements.  

 

Most associations who responded 36% 

(n=141) said they always or often worked 

with their local authority on their strategy. 

It was rare for housing associations to 

oversee local authorities’ homelessness 

assessments, with just 13% (n=139) saying they did this. This is likely because it is a legal obligation 

 

I think we could work better with local authority 

partners on homelessness services and offer to 

do more – the main challenge is local authority 

budget cuts and reductions in support services for 

vulnerable people. 

As we all know, there is very little revenue funding 

available to offer support services to homeless 

people, but with a little more joint working, lots 

more could be achieved. 
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for the local authority and any undertaking of homeless assessments by another organisation would 

only be done under strict contractual agreement. 

 

For special arrangements, over a fifth occasionally did this (22%, n=137).  Figure 1 contains a 

detailed breakdown of results.  

 

The results showed interest in developing working relationships with local authorities. For example, 

one in five of those who never worked with their authority on strategy and one in six of those who 

never had special arrangements still thought it was important or very important to do so.  

 

When it came to types of provider and engagement, LSVTs were more likely to work often with their 

local authorities, with smaller housing associations less so.  

Figure 1 How often do you work with your local authority on...? 

  

These responses demonstrate valued working relationships between housing associations and local 

authorities, and point to areas where there is scope for developing this collaboration, particularly when 

it comes to enhancing opportunities for smaller housing associations and local authorities to work 

together. We would be interested in your views on this, particularly around the following questions:  

a. What would help you work with your local authority(ies) more effectively? How do you feel your 

stock size/specialism affects your relationship with your local authority? 

b. What sort of information do you bring to homelessness strategies? How could homelessness 

strategies work better for housing associations? 

c. If you work with your local authority on special arrangements, what do these look like? What 

works well/less well? 

4. Homelessness prevention 

Our survey asked associations what services they deliver to prevent homelessness. We specified this 

meant direct support offered to current tenants to help them stay in their tenancy. Options that could 
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be selected included tenancy sustainment advice and support, as well as other forms of advice, 

protocols and more specialist policies or advice. 

 

Most common answers (n=139) were tenancy sustainment advice and support (79%), welfare advice 

or support (77%), housing advice or support (76%), and general advice service for tenants (76%).  

Figure 2 Homelessness prevention services (n=139) 

 

 

Housing associations said 48,446 tenants were helped by these services in 2017.  

 

Given rising levels of homelessness, we were interested to know if demand for these services had 

changed recently. Most respondents who answered the question said that demand for these 

services was increasing or greatly increasing (77%, n=121).  

 
Figure 3 Change in demand for prevention services in the last year (n=121) 
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Housing associations were also asked how identify need for support. The main source of referral to 

tenancy sustainment advice and support was a support need being identified at the point of letting 

(93%, n=108) or the tenant being in rent arrears (92%, n=108).  

Figure 3 How identify need for tenancy sustainment advice and support (n=108) 

 

We were keen to improve our knowledge of the prevention services that the sector delivers, as this 

contribution to reducing homelessness can sometimes be overlooked. The results certainly 

demonstrate housing associations playing a key role in preventing homelessness and supporting tens 

of thousands of people not only to sustain tenancies through financial and welfare support, but also 

with issues such as domestic abuse and mental health. 

The results clearly show a huge increase in demand for support services. We are interested in your 

views on why this increase has happened and how we should respond to it, as well as wider 

questions around barriers and efficacy; 

a. Why do you feel the demand for support services has increased? How are you as an 

organisation responding to this increase and how should the wider sector respond? 

b. Does anything prevent you from offering prevention services? 

c. How do you think prevention services could be more effective (if at all)? 

d. Due to the cohort of respondents (largely smaller, or supported housing providers), we are 

particularly interested in services that general needs housing associations provide. If you are 

primarily a general needs provider, what do you feel are the three most important areas of work 

that your association does to prevent homelessness? 

Homelessness relief 

As well as homelessness prevention, the housing association sector has always played a central role 

in homelessness relief. The survey questions were designed to get a sense of the scale of the 

housing association role in relief, the type of housing homeless households are housed in, and the 

barriers housing associations might face in housing homeless households. 

 

CORE1 data for 2016/17 shows that for organisations who responded to the survey, a median of a 

third of their lettings went to households accepted as homeless, whether owed a duty or not. For the 

wider sector, CORE data shows that 16% of all housing association lettings are to homeless 

                                                
1 Continuous Recording of Social Housing Lettings and Sales 
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households. The higher percentage may reflect the number of supported housing providers who 

responded to the survey. 

 

For those who answered the survey, housing for homeless people was mainly provided by general 

needs (78%). Various types of supported housing were also provided, including hostel 

accommodation, sheltered housing, refuges, Housing First and other types. Other accommodation 

mentioned included rooms in shared houses/shared tenancies and move on housing in the private 

rented sector. 

 

Larger organisations were more likely to provide housing for the homeless through general needs 

stock (93% of all large housing associations, compared to 62% for smaller housing associations). 

70% of large associations provided sheltered housing for homeless (44% for smaller organisations). 

 

There was also an increase in demand in relief services. Most organisations said the number of 

homeless households they had housed this year compared to last year had stayed the same (58%, 

n=66), but over a third said it had increased or 

greatly increased (35%, n=66)  

 

The most common barriers to housing homeless 

households cited by respondents was lack of 

stock and lack of suitable properties, followed by 

welfare reform and prospective tenants failing pre-

tenancy checks (such as whether they had rent 

arrears, availability of appropriate support, history 

of anti-social behaviour). 

 

Figure 5 Breakdown of barriers to housing the homeless as selected by respondents (n=120) 
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At the moment we have limited control 

of stock, and find that there is a lack of 

support from government and the 

welfare system with regards to 

homelessness. 
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There is currently some interest from the wider sector in pre-tenancy assessment and refusals.2 To 

gain a better understanding of this, we included questions on refusals of nominations in the survey.  

15 organisations provided data. These organisations said refusals of accommodation were due in the 

main to the applicant, with the most common reason for refusal being the location of the property. The 

provider may have later housed these households in alternative accommodation, though the survey 

did not ask for information on this. 

There is much in these findings that can be further explored. We are keen to explore the increase in 

demand for relief. Alongside the demand in prevention services, what is the impact on the sector, and 

how should the sector and the Federation respond to this? 

Furthermore, we understand that recent changes such as cuts to support funding and welfare reforms 

have affected whether a household is likely to be able to maintain a tenancy. While this picture is 

complicated, we feel it is valuable to develop our understanding of the processes behind 

assessments, the effect on both the sector and individuals, and thoughts for the future of this 

conversation. The questions below delve further into these issues. 

Questions 

a. Sheltered housing seems to be a key source of housing for homeless households. Is this a 

problem (and why) or should sheltered housing be recognised as part of the solution (and how)? 

b. The findings highlighted Universal Credit and the Benefit Cap as key barriers. What aspects of 

theses welfare reforms create barriers to housing homeless households? How could these be 

overcome? 

c. To what extent do cuts to support funding affect your ability to house homeless households?  

d. Where prospective tenants fail pre-tenancy assessments, what are the main reasons why, and 

what happens afterwards? 

e. Where refusals take place, what proportion of these are by the applicant, and what proportion by 

the housing association? What are the main reasons for refusal, and what happens after the 

refusal? 

f. In what ways would you like the sector to contribute to the current conversation on issues such 

as pre-tenancy assessments and refusals? 

g. Are you developing any new approaches to help address these barriers? 

h. The survey didn’t cover the issue of evictions. Is there anything you would like to share on this? 

5. New solutions to halting homelessness 

Housing associations are also developing new approaches to homelessness, such as new support 

services, partnerships and opening new schemes. Some members are also delivering, or exploring, 

the Housing First model. 

 

Housing First was largely seen in a positive light, though organisations felt it should be seen as part of 

a range of solutions to homelessness rather than a one-size-fits-all approach. Housing associations 

emphasised the need for long-term support and additional stock to be able to provide Housing First. 

 

                                                
2 Homelessness Monitor 2018 

https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/238700/homelessness_monitor_england_2018.pdf
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It is important that housing associations are able to 

develop a range of solutions that help prevent and 

relieve homelessness, and we would welcome 

hearing more examples of how you are doing this, 

or the barriers you are coming up against in trying 

to do so.  

 

Additionally, we are keen to ensure that any 

government focus on Housing First recognises that 

it is just one part of the solution, and that other 

solutions, such as hostels and supported housing, 

are given the funding security needed to deliver a 

holistic homelessness relief service that meets the 

hugely varied needs of people who have 

experienced homelessness. 

a. Is there anything else your organisation is delivering that you would like to add? Is there anything 

you’d like to do but currently can’t? 

b. Is there anything you would like to add about Housing First? 

c. What can we do to ensure housing associations can continue to deliver – and enhance – 

established solutions to relieve homelessness, such as hostels and supported housing, while at 

the same time exploring new solutions? 

2. The Homelessness Reduction Act 

 

With the new legislation having come into 

force in April this year, we wanted to explore 

how this affected our members. At the time 

of the survey in January, housing 

associations were asked what they were 

doing to prepare for the Homelessness 

Reduction Act. 88% (n=77) of those who 

responded to the question said they were 

doing something to prepare. Themes 

included working with local authorities, 

training staff and introducing new policies and procedures. 

 

Now that the Homelessness Reduction Act has been implemented, we would like to better understand 

any related changes you are seeing, and if you would like to see any further amends to the Act when 

it is reviewed in two years’ time. 

a. Have you seen any change in partnership working with your local authorities since the 

Homelessness Reduction Act came into force on 3 April? 

b. What, if anything, would you like to see your organisation do to support the Act? 

c. The Homelessness Reduction Act will be reviewed in two years. What, from a housing 

association perspective, would you like to see change, if anything? 

 

 “You and Your Home visits every 

general needs property to spot any 

issues early. We take early action on 

rent arrears rather than waiting for 

higher level debt. Our tenancy 

sustainment service is about dealing 

with a person's whole support needs. 

“Housing First is not a solution to 

homelessness on its own but can make 

a valuable contribution as part of a 

wider service offer.” 

 

 “We work closely with the council and notify them 

of customers at risk of eviction and work 

alongside them to help prevent this. We engage 

other agencies to help the customer avoid 

eviction for example CAP and children services. 

Our arrears strategy is all about early 

intervention.” 
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3. Move-on accommodation 

Finally, you may have seen that the Federation has agreed with MHCLG to explore possibilities for 

extending the provision of move-on accommodation for rough sleepers. Housing associations would 

be key partners in this so we are keen to get your thoughts on how this might work. 

a. Would you be interested in allocating homes to a ‘Clearing House’ type model if it were to be 

extended?  

b. What do you think the barriers/challenges might be? 

c. What would the Government offer have to be to make taking part in this an option for you? 

4. Conclusions  

 

The survey has revealed the breadth of 

the work associations are already doing 

to halt homelessness and the depth of 

feeling in relation to being part of the 

solution. It also identified a number of 

challenges housing associations are 

facing, such as issues engaging local 

authorities in partnership work and 

ensuring adequate support is funded to 

support vulnerable tenants in sustaining 

their tenancies. Housing associations 

are clearly responding to the changing policy and funding landscape by developing new (types of) 

schemes, including shared housing, but lack of stock and welfare reform present a barrier to housing 

homeless households. 

There was a strong appetite for developing the housing association offer on homelessness, 

particularly around the need for more joint working and partnerships. However, there is concern that 

without a change in government position on welfare, supply, and support, homelessness would 

continue to rise. 

 

We recognise that key part of what 

housing associations do to relieve 

homelessness – supported housing – has 

undergone a lengthy consultation process 

which is yet to be resolved. While housing 

associations remain fully committed to 

building and providing these vital homes 

and services, to do so they need long-

term funding certainty. Many of our 

members are concerned that the current 

proposal of a local funding system will not 

be able to give long term security to these 

vital services. We will continue to lobby for 

 

 “Our vision is to provide good quality homes for 

those who could not otherwise afford them. In 

light of this, we would like to do more on 

homelessness. However, our actions are 

influenced by government policy and, without 

dedicated grants and/or policy changes to support 

us, it is challenging for us to do more.” 

 

I think there is a tendency in the wider media to 

underestimate the amount of good practice 

already out there around alleviation of housing 

need. We are aware of pockets of innovation 

around homelessness which aren't widely 

championed. In addition, it sometimes misses the 

fact that social landlords let hundreds of homes 

per year to households that would otherwise be 

homeless, providing them with greater security. 

Of course more always can be done.” 

https://www.housing.org.uk/resource-library/browse/homelessness-reduction-and-clearing-house-briefing/
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a robust, effective solution to funding this part of the sector that is so key in supporting homeless 

people. For further updates on this issue, sign up to our supported housing mailing list. 

 

The survey has been just the beginning of this project. Alongside this, we: 

 

• have run events to explore the current policy landscape and develop the next steps of the project; 

• conducted a webinar on the Homelessness Reduction Act 

• are working with MHCLG on developing a housing association ‘commitment to refer’, drawing on 

the Duty to Refer in the Homelessness Reduction Act 

• are working with MHCLG to explore the potential of expanding the Clearing House system 

• continue to play a role in the development of the new Rough Sleeping Strategy, expected in July, 

through our membership of the Rough Sleeping Advisory Panel, and chairing the related 

‘Recovery’ Task and Finish group, which considers the role of supply, support and access in 

reducing rough sleeping 

• lobbying for a long-term solution to short-term supported housing; 

• continue to scope out the future shape of the project with our member Homelessness Steering 

Group and the wider membership. 

 

In order to develop this project, there are some broader questions that we would value your 

comments on. This includes; 

 

a. What would you like the Federation to do next on homelessness?  

b. If you have specific policy asks in mind, what are they and how should they be prioritised? 

c. We have at times talked about the idea of a ‘sector offer’ on homelessness. If you like the idea of 

a sector offer, what should it look like and how should it work? If not, is there anything else you 

would like to see the Federation do on homelessness? 

 

6. Get in touch 

We would really value your thoughts on the questions raised by the findings of the survey. Please 

send your response to this paper to homelessness@housing.org.uk or let us know if you would like to 

discuss any of these issues further. 

 

https://www.housing.org.uk/email-updates/
https://www.housing.org.uk/events/browse-events/webinar-homelessness-reduction-and-the-role-of-housing-associations/
https://www.housing.org.uk/resource-library/browse/homeless-reduction-act-briefing/
https://www.housing.org.uk/resource-library/browse/homelessness-reduction-and-clearing-house-briefing/
mailto:homelessness@housing.org.uk

