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Editorial – Introduction to the Special Issue

Why Now?

The origins of this ‘What Works’ special issue of the European Journal of 

Homelessness goes back a few years, when I set up the Centre for Homelessness 

Impact to take on the challenge of improving our understanding of what works in a 

systematic manner. The creation of the Centre, and the stark realisation that much 

is known about how to address homelessness, but much remains unknown, led to 

the decision to produce a special edition of the journal which would highlight the 

evaluation and data work already being done across Europe and beyond, and put 

forward a plan to help accelerate impact.

For me and my co-editors, Eoin O’Sullivan and Hannah Green, this volume is a 

celebration of the best examples of robust evaluation and ‘knowledge into practice’ 

examples in the Global North. They offer a blueprint for how we might go about 

righting the ship by outlining how we can improve how homelessness is tackled, 

before exploring various ‘what works’ methodologies and themes that will enable 

us to address it. It brings together disparate voices to unite behind a movement for 

evidence in homelessness, and hopes to inspire the next generation of researchers 

to specialise in rigorous evaluation and synthesis methods.

We hope that readers will find, as we do, the mix of the more accessible and more 

technical contributions stimulating. We are grateful to each and all contributors.

Why a New Approach is Needed

This is a decisive moment for homelessness in Europe. In June 2021, the Portuguese 

Presidency of the European Commission negotiated a Declaration on the European 

Platform on Combating Homelessness. The declaration commits all 27 Member 

States of the European Union to ending homelessness by 2030, with the provision 

of permanent housing identified as the primary solution to ending homelessness 

(Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the European Union 2021, 2021). 

There is an opportunity to make limited resources go further and improve outcomes, 

by focusing on what works, pushing for greater experimentation and creativity, and 

changing the culture and behaviours around the use of evidence and data to drive 

continual improvements.
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European countries have long been admired for the housing rights they give to 

people. But despite all this great work and significant investment in solving home-

lessness over the years, we are not making rapid enough progress in addressing 

and preventing homelessness. The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic is making a chal-

lenging situation even worse. We lack proven, cost-effective, scalable strategies. 

Our fiscal predicaments may also be stifling innovation and creativity.

The Centre for Homelessness Impact (CHI) envisions a future in which rigorous 

evidence is created efficiently, as a routine part of government operations, and 

used to drive improvements to policies and services aimed at helping people 

access and maintain stable, affordable housing. Local and national governments 

across Europe have already taken many important steps towards accomplishing 

this vision, but much work remains.

So what more can be done? Based on our work at the CHI, three strategies offer 

the best chance of accelerating progress:

1.	 Build the evidence of the policies, practices, and programmes that achieve the 

most effective results to improve the lives of people who are homeless or at risk.

2.	 Build the capacity needed to act promptly on the best knowledge available to 

improve decisions and help limited resources go further.

3.	 Use evidence-led communications to change the conversation around home-

lessness, challenge stereotypes, and make sure that homelessness is not a 

defining factor in anyone’s life.

The underlying argument is that to succeed we need a new ‘what works’ movement 

in homelessness (Teixeira, 2020). The movement is about using evidence and 

reason to figure out what works and what does not, allowing us to reject the 

dangerous half-truths that can pass for wisdom. It advocates acting promptly on 

the best available knowledge, while being aware of the limits of what we know. Also 

important is using reliable evidence to craft campaigns and communications that 

get the public to change how they think and talk about homelessness, to create 

long-lasting change.

Why are the ideas of ‘what works’ in homelessness important? 1
The 19th-century French physician Pierre-Charles-Alexandre Louis put a lot of 

leeches out of business. For centuries before his research, doctors believed that 

removing a few pints of a person’s blood would help cure all types of ailments. In 

the 1830s, doubting bloodletting’s alleged benefits, Louis carried out one of the 

1	 This section draws on the section with the same title in Teixeira, L. (ed.) (2020) Using Evidence 

to End Homelessness (Bristol: Policy Press).

https://www.homelessnessimpact.org/ueteh
https://www.homelessnessimpact.org/ueteh
https://www.homelessnessimpact.org/ueteh
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first clinical trials. He compared the outcomes of 41 pneumonia victims who had 

undergone early and aggressive bloodletting to the outcomes of 36 pneumonia 

victims who had not. The results were clear: 44% of the bled patients subsequently 

died, compared to only 25% of the patients who remained leech-free (Morabia, 

2006). Louis’ discovery helped convince physicians to abandon bloodletting and 

his study became a touchstone of the modern evidence-based medicine movement, 

which trains physicians to conduct, evaluate, and act according to research.

Today, as then, the experimental, empirical approach matters. It matters because 

many attempts to do good fail — even those with a high profile. Scared Straight is 

a good example of misguided intuition passing for wisdom: this is a programme 

that originated in the USA which takes children who have committed misdemean-

ours to visit prisons and meet inmates to confront their likely future if they continue 

to offend (IMDB, nd). The concept proved popular not just as a social programme 

but as entertainment; it was adapted for both an acclaimed documentary and a TV 

show on the A&E Network and Netflix, which broke ratings records for the network 

upon its premiere. There is just one problem with Scared Straight: multiple studies 

have found that the programme actually increases rates of offending among its 

participants (Washington State Institute for Public Policy, 2004). More recently, 

teenage pregnancy prevention programmes which use ‘magic dolls’ to simulate the 

needs of a new baby have been found not to work, according to a previous study 

(Brinkman, 2016). The 1 000 teenage girls who took part in programmes in Western 

Australia were more likely to become pregnant than girls who did not. Similar 

programmes are still used in schools in 89 countries, including the USA.

Research shows that many attempts to do good are like Scared Straight and ‘Magic 

Dolls’: when tested with rigorous randomised controlled trials, nearly 80% of indi-

vidual interventions do not work, and between 1-10% have negative effects.2 But 

while many attempts to do good fail, some succeed, and the best examples of 

success are exceptional. Consider the evidence-informed provision of bed nets in 

sub-Saharan Africa, where malaria is one of the leading killers of children. 

Insecticide-treated nets (LLINs) effectively prevent deaths and many other non-fatal 

cases of malaria. They are also relatively inexpensive: about $5 per net (GiveWell, 

2021). The charity evaluator GiveWell estimates that a donation of $7 500 to the 

Against Malaria Foundation will save someone’s life.

In other areas of policy, giving cash grants to people living in poverty in low-

income countries has the strongest track record of success. Cash transfers — 

directly transferring money to poor individuals — are a priority programme of 

GiveWell as they allow individuals to purchase the things most necessary to them. 

2	 But see the latest 80 000 blog on this topic: https://80000hours.org/articles/effective-social-

program/#what-can-we-conclude-from-all-the-above, [accessed 15 April 2019].

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(16)30384-1/abstract
https://80000hours.org/articles/effective-social-program/#what-can-we-conclude-from-all-the-above
https://80000hours.org/articles/effective-social-program/#what-can-we-conclude-from-all-the-above
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Strong evidence indicates that cash transfers lead recipients to spend more on 

their basic needs (such as food) and may allow recipients to make investments 

with high returns, with no evidence of large increases in spending on items like 

alcohol or cigarettes, in spite of what many unhelpful stereotypes would suggest 

(GiveWell, 2012). 

Homelessness has yet to find its direct cash transfers or insecticide-treated 

mosquito nets. People are not aware of the best ways to help end homelessness for 

good, and so miss opportunities to make a tremendous difference. No wonder then 

that in lieu of evidence, leaders often base their decisions on dearly-held ideologies, 

the actions of others, and strategies they have used in the past. As a result, we 

inadvertently risk causing harm in the manner of Louis’ bloodletting doctors.

These challenges are not unique to homelessness, of course. We now take it for 

granted that when our doctor prescribes a treatment, it has good evidence behind 

it. Yet the body that assembles that evidence for medicine, NICE, only just passed 

its 20th birthday. The comparable bodies for education and policing are less than a 

decade old. For many areas of policy and practice, including homelessness, the 

journey is only just beginning. 

What has been the journey in homelessness?
Many things have changed for the better since I first started working in homeless-

ness 13 years ago. We have a much richer understanding of the causes and conse-

quences of homelessness and the need to address its root causes instead of its 

symptoms (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2019). The 

types of services offered to individuals and families experiencing housing instability 

have changed for the better in the past few decades. For example, there has been 

a shift towards a model of support that prioritises immediate housing and away 

from the traditional model of requiring preconditions, such as sobriety and employ-

ment, before obtaining permanent housing (MHCLG, 2019). Evidence played an 

important role in building support for this shift, with several randomised evaluations 

showing that a Housing First approach could more effectively house people expe-

riencing chronic homelessness than hostel-based approaches.3 

Evidence also played a key role in the move from a crisis-driven approach to 

prevention to a more strategic and targeted methodology. In the UK, post-devolu-

tion Scotland took the bold step of strengthening its statutory safety net for those 

affected by homelessness, culminating in the ambitious commitment to house all 

3	 The next challenge is to ensure that the intervention, in particular given how costly it is, is 

targeted effectively. There is a dangers that, unless local need is understood, more units than 

strictly required are made available, potentially diverting resources from other promising inter-

ventions such as Rapid Rehousing.
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those deemed to be homeless (The Homelessness [Abolition of Priority Need Test] 

[Scotland], 2012). More recently it took the decision to provide people with support 

from their local authority regardless of whether they have a local connection with 

them or are intentionally homeless (Scottish Government, 2019). In England and 

Wales, local authorities now have a duty to help prevent homelessness regardless 

of a person’s level of priority, and the period during which a person is deemed to 

be ‘threatened with homelessness’ has been extended from 28 to 56 days. In 

Finland, the introduction of a new evidence-led strategy in 2008 resulted in a signifi-

cant decrease in long-term homelessness at a time when numbers were rising in 

most other European countries. 

Also welcome is the increase in the number of rigorous studies on homelessness 

in recent years. On average, just four studies were published per year from 2000 to 

2009, but since 2010 that has increased to nearly 10 per year (CHI, 2018). The 

Centre for Homelessness Impact (CHI) Evidence and Gap Map of effectiveness 

studies demonstrates that there is now an evidence base on which to build an 

infrastructure for evidence-based policies (CHI Evidence and Gap Maps, 2021). 

With the exception of legislation, there are studies we can learn from in most 

outcome areas, even if significant gaps remain.4

According to a recent survey, 65% of the public think decisions about homeless-

ness should be mostly based on evidence, rather than just views about what is the 

right thing to do. A majority would like to see important decisions made based upon 

evidence of what works as well as the views of those affected by or at risk of 

homelessness. These featured ahead of expert’s views, the cost/amount of money 

needed, and public opinion itself (Ipsos MORI, 2020). 

However, you only need to cast a glance at CHI’s Evidence and Gap Maps to see that 

something is off as far as the European research tradition is concerned: while in North 

America a large number of impact evaluations exist, in Europe researchers have 

tended to be concerned with more qualitative and conceptual explorations, with 

profound implications for our ability to answer in a rigorous manner questions about 

effectiveness and value for money. Very few initiatives have been subject to rigorous 

evaluation – given the 80% rule (that most interventions turn out to be ineffective 

when subjected to rigorous scrutiny), this should be a matter of serious concern.

It is time to approach one of the seemingly intractable challenges of our time in a 

new way. If we fail to do this, then we risk looking unscientific when compared with 

other fields, further losing the public’s trust and, most importantly, failing the people 

we exist to help.

4	 The largest concentrations of studies are on health and social care interventions, followed by 

accommodation-based approaches.
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Where Do We Go From Here and Overview of the Special Edition

After nearly a decade and a half of building links between evidence, policy, and 

practice in homelessness, I have come to understand that we are in the business of 

capturing hearts and minds. All of us who aim to increase the use of evidence in 

homelessness and elsewhere should avoid assuming that the magic impact fairy will 

take our research and turn it into change on the frontline or in policy (Fiennes, 2020). 

Key to this is to ask what problems decision makers are trying to solve, building 

demand for more data-driven decision making, and not overselling the availability of 

evidence-based practices or underestimating what it takes to scale them. 

But if we want to gain momentum for evidence-based approaches with a view to 

ending homelessness for good, we also need to start routinely testing the effective-

ness of intervention while taking a bird’s eye view of the issue. Only then can we 

figure out how to achieve breakthrough results at population level and use data to 

drive improvement on an ongoing basis.

Since its inception in May 2018, the CHI has been reflecting on these questions. 

Our answer is threefold:

1. Build the evidence of the policies, practices, and programmes that achieve 

the most effective results to improve the lives of people who are homeless 

or at risk. Policymakers and practitioners must have good information on which to 

base their decisions about improving the viability and effectiveness of programmes 

and policies. Today, there is surprisingly little rigorous research on homelessness 

policy and programmes (Culhane et al., 2020). Examples of evaluations using 

experimental and quasi-experimental methods, such as the trials discussed in 

Chapters 2 and 3 of this special issue, are still rare. Of the 562 studies in CHI’s 

Evidence and Gap Map of Effectiveness studies, 8-9% are from North America and 

only around 15% of the total (87 studies) are from Europe. These shortcomings 

need to be addressed: we need more experiments to identify which interventions 

are effective and cost-effective in addressing homelessness, and we also need 

more – and better – systematic syntheses of those findings.

We also need to systematically reorient resources to the most promising interven-

tions and drive prevention upstream. For example, work by the CHI shows local 

authorities in England are spending an average of £12 500 per year/person or £240 

per week/person in Temporary Accommodation (TA). CHI estimates that moving 

25% of temporarily accommodated households in the 15 local authorities with the 

highest rates of TA use to ‘settled’ Private Rented Sector with support could 

produce savings of up to £500 million over a 5-year period (CHI Analysis, 2020). 
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Trialling promising interventions, such as family mediation and other prevention 

activities, in a range of UK settings would both enrich our domestic evidence base 

and help identify which variations of these interventions would allow a more 

effective and cost-effective response to the needs of particular parts of the 

homeless population. Crucially, to stop the flow of people who experience home-

lessness, we also need to address the larger, systemic housing affordability issues, 

and ensure welfare support and wages are adequate.

In the first section of this special edition, Tim Aubry and colleagues share their reflec-

tions on how insights from major studies they led challenged prevailing assumptions 

about how best to support people with long term experiences of homelessness in 

Canada and France. While Juha Kaakinen and Saija Turunen outline the successes 

and challenges of introducing Housing First at scale in Finland.

This section also addresses systems issues, reminding us that efforts to end home-

lessness for good will be fruitless unless we create housing systems that leave no 

one behind, or see homelessness through a public health prism. Kelly Doran and 

Adam Tinson set out lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic, and Rita 

Ranmal and colleagues explore how health inequalities intersect with housing and 

homelessness. Also in this section, Hal Pawson explores housing trends in Europe 

and Australia, and how they intersect with homelessness levels, while Danny 

Dorling reflects on the use of evidence to tackle homelessness and housing afford-

ability issues. Guillermo Rodirguez-Guzman and colleagues provide an overview of 

the first ever randomised controlled trials in the field in the UK, covering areas as 

diverse as cash transfers, out of borough placements, and landlord behaviour. 

Jonathan Roberts explores how social entrepreneurs and philanthropists can make 

the most difference and Dennis Culhane and Gary Painter examine the role of social 

investment in ending homelessness.

2. Build the data infrastructure and capacity needed to act promptly on the 

best knowledge available to improve decisions and help limited resources go 

further. Existing data-collection arrangements limit the sector’s ability to detect 

the incidence and duration of homelessness – for example, in the identification and 

monitoring of people sleeping out or ‘sofa-surfing’. Take, for example, how the 

COVID-19 pandemic brought into focus the scale of street homelessness in many 

European countries. In England, the numbers accommodated under Everyone In 

exceeded 33 000 between late March and the end of November last year – 

suggesting that the street homelessness population over a full year vastly exceeds 

the Government’s annual ‘snapshot’ headcount statistic (MHCLG, 2021). But 

outside of London (where the CHAIN database operates alongside the annual 
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headcount), there is no robust approach to data collection that allows comprehen-

sive monitoring of and insight into this larger street based sleeping population – in 

aggregate, and into how it changes on a daily basis through inflows and outflows.

Also, existing approaches to the analysis of data sets provide decision-makers with 

little ability to predict who is at risk of homelessness, limiting the ability of statutory 

and voluntary agencies to take preventative action. Encouraging initiatives are 

underway to address aspects of this agenda. But right now, the sector does not 

know enough about the problem – who is homeless or at risk of becoming homeless, 

why, and for how long.

In the UK, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and CHI are taking steps to improve 

data collection and data architecture in the homelessness sector. A new set of indica-

tors has been created that, for the first time, bring together all the data needed to 

understand success and track progress towards ending homelessness for good 

(Share Homelessness Indicators Platform, nd). The reporting platform could be used 

to support the European work plan, and the Institute for Global Homelessness and 

UN-Habitat are working hard to improve the state of global homelessness data as 

described by Louise Casey and Lydia Stazen.

But local areas and communities also need help using data and data analysis more 

effectively – as a management tool to generate innovation, systems reengineering, 

and continuous improvement. Local authorities across the UK produce a large 

volume of performance data, but many of the performance metrics are highly 

imperfect (e.g. focusing on outputs rather than outcomes), and find it very chal-

lenging to go beyond performance reporting to use data to drive performance 

improvement. CHI’s What Works Community (WWC) is helping build the required 

capacity where it is needed most: in local areas throughout the UK. Focusing on 

skill-building at the local level, identifying and implementing sentinel practices that 

can be replicated, and sharing and translating successes and challenges across 

the UK, the WWC is creating a new way of working for local areas in the UK that 

values and uses evidence to address and prevent homelessness in both the short 

and long-term.

In the second section of this volume, Stephen Aldridge sets out how improvements 

to data and evaluation have influenced policy in the UK and elsewhere, and Emily 

Tweed and Ian Thomas explore how data linkage is being used to reveal new 

insights on the root causes of homelessness in Scotland and Wales. Evelyn Dyb 

and colleagues set out how homeless registrations are being used in the Nordic 

countries to address homelessness more effectively. Also in this part of the journal, 

Dame Louise Casey and Lydia Stazen provide an overview of the Global 

Homelessness Data initiative, which is trying to answer the question “how many 

people are homeless around the world?” for the first time.
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3. Use evidence-led communications to change the conversation around 

homelessness, challenge stereotypes, and make sure that homelessness is 

not a defining factor in anyone’s life. Evidence shows how the public see the 

‘typical’ homeless person as an outsider or victim – someone whose circumstances 

place them in a separate category of society. When asked about their expectations 

for the future, most see homelessness as an impossible problem that personal 

actions can do very little to solve. This fundamental misconception may be 

preventing our work from progressing (Teixeira, 2017).

Sadly, communications from sector organisations and the media are supporting 

these paradigms and likely increasing the public’s sense of fatalism about homeless-

ness. Why? Because we tend to give weight to stories emphasising the depth and 

scope of the problem, headlining its prevalence and individual impact, while omitting 

evidence-informed solutions. By doing so we are encouraging the public to believe 

that homelessness is just an inevitable part of modern society (Teixeira, 2017). 

The good news is that we have the power to change this by telling different kinds 

of stories. Evidence suggests that people are able to think in more productive 

ways about homelessness when presented with a systems view on the subject. 

Currently, only one-third of the sector’s communications applies a systems 

perspective on homelessness, suggesting that we are missing valuable opportu-

nities to illustrate consequences and solutions, and to show how wider society 

benefits from collective action.

We can improve how we communicate about homelessness by following simple 

rules, e.g. by challenging the public’s image of a ‘typical’ homeless person (including 

avoiding images that reinforce the public’s stereotypes of homelessness), or 

discussing the social and economic conditions that shape people’s experiences, 

and avoid talking about personal choices and motivation (it may seem like a good 

idea but evidence shows this strategy backfires). We should also talk about how 

systems are designed – and can be redesigned. The public should understand that 

the current situation is largely due to policy decisions and that we can change it by 

making different choices.

If we follow these guidelines and make sure we tell stories that are concrete, collec-

tive, causal, conceivable, and credible, then our communications will be fuller, more 

systems-oriented, and a lot more likely to build public support, both for direct 

services and social and policy change. Just as importantly, it will ensure we are not 

reinforcing unhelpful attitudes and stereotypes. Simply suggesting that somehow 

communication is ‘the answer’ to ending homelessness is of course wrong. But 

strategic communication — when approached thoughtfully, informed by data, and 

delivered with precision — is an important part of the solution. 
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In the third part of this special issue we turn to the role of first-hand experiences of 

homelessness and what works for young people and children in care. Hannah 

Green reviews what works in engaging people with experiences of homelessness 

in service design, delivery, and evaluation, while Steve Gaetz and colleagues set 

out how international collaboration influenced how prevention in youth homeless-

ness is understood in Canada and Wales. Michael Sanders and colleagues address 

the perceptions of children’s social care in England, and we conclude with a paper 

from Matt Peacock on the role of the arts in preventing or ending homelessness.

Moving Forward

Homelessness is one of the most tragic forms of poverty and it blights rich countries 

as much as poor ones. A new approach is needed that includes a commitment to 

improving people’s lives through data and evidence as its centrepiece. A huge 

amount of commitment and effort has only taken us so far until now. And history 

shows — whether dramatically reducing smoking, alcohol-related traffic fatalities, 

or deaths from malaria — that bold goals seem impossible until they aren’t.

At the CHI and the European Observatory on Homelessness, we make the data and 

evidence on homelessness more accessible, and support that evidence to be 

applied in practice. But in this moment of great change, we are also aiming to 

mobilise a growing chorus of ‘what works’ champions – from local councils, to 

central government, and universities across Europe – to ensure that, as part of 

aiming to end homelessness for good, we use this opportunity to understand how 

to end it effectively, how to end it sustainably, and, most importantly, how to end it 

with evidence. Join us.5

Lígia Teixeira, Centre for Homelessness Impact

5	 To sign up to the End It With Evidence campaign, visit https://www.homelessnessimpact.org/

end-it-with-evidence.

https://www.homelessnessimpact.org/end-it-with-evidence
https://www.homelessnessimpact.org/end-it-with-evidence
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