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Executive summary  

This year I was honoured to receive a Churchill Fellowship to travel for 5 weeks and find out what we 
in the UK can learn from Canada, Finland and Sweden on women’s homelessness, with a particular 
focus on young women’s housing and support. Building on my homelessness prevention work at 
Safer London, my Fellowship focused on how to prevent women’s homelessness, and enable young 
women to better access support and safe housing before their situation escalates to years of 
homelessness.  

 

Although we do have some excellent 
examples of housing and support for women 
experiencing homelessness in the UK, there 
are still big gaps, including safe 
accommodation for young women. In 
England, a young woman at risk of 
homelessness could be housed via the care 
system (under 18) or through some form of 
supported housing, Nightstop or refuge, if 
these vital services are available and 
accessible. If not, the only option through 
housing benefit is often a short-term room in 
a mixed shared house, which can put them at 
more risk.  

With the Homelessness Reduction Act coming 
in this year, now is the time to put what’s 
needed in place to end homelessness for 
women. The sector has an opportunity to re-
consider which options are offered, and better 
take into account gender, trauma and age.  

My Fellowship gave me an opportunity to 
reflect on the strong history of Violence 
against Women and Girls (VAWG) and 
homelessness support we do have in the UK, 
and the momentum building across a range of 
networks to improve our response to 
women’s homelessness.  

 

 

This Fellowship research trip has produced the 
following findings themed under five areas 
below: 

1. Preventing women's homelessness  
My Fellowship trip confirmed for me the 
importance of accessible safe spaces to 
prevent women’s homelessness. A great 
example was Unga Stationiii in Stockholm, a 
drop-in centre for young women aged 13-20. 
Those I met there had experienced 
homelessness or were at risk, living in 
overcrowded households, in care or had 
insecure immigration status. I heard many 
examples of how the centre had prevented 
homelessness via 1:1 support including 
housing and immigration advocacy. This was 
possible because young women liked going 
there and felt safe, felt ownership over the 
space they had decorated, and trusted the 
staff.  
 
In Helsinki, MONIKAiv also exemplified a 
gender and trauma informed informal space 
which migrant women could access regularly 
for groups and 1:1 support in various 
languages, as well as access housing. In both 
centres, women can remain anonymous and 
don’t have to disclose their immigration 
status.  
 
In Toronto, The Upstream Projectv 
implemented strategies in schools to identify 
students at risk of homelessness and provide 
support, recognising that young women may 
have different risk indicators. Another project, 
Making the Shiftvi focused on seeking out 
supportive adults through community 
networks, beyond parents/family/care system, 
who could play a role in supporting or housing 
a young woman. 
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 There is a need for informal physical 
spaces for young women to go to and 
receive support if needed that are not 
just homelessness, crisis or criminal 
justice related centres. 

 More work is needed in schools that 
specifically makes the link to VAWG, 
homelessness and multiple disadvantage 
– sharing case studies of women's lives 
and causes of homelessness. 

 Holistic case work models are needed 
that look beyond parents/care system or 
supported housing- models which use 
other networks of supportive adults and 
community responses to prevent 
homelessness should be considered. 

 
2. Proving women's homelessness exists 
Everywhere I visited I heard stories of 
professionals struggling to evidence women’s 
homelessness, especially young women’s 
homelessness, and the need for services. 
In 2012 Hamilton had a 9 bed women’s 
shelter. Aware that demand was much higher, 
front line agencies came together to prove 
women’s homelessness exists, engage the 
community and lead a successful campaign 
called ‘how’s the weather’vii. Hamilton now 
has 45 women’s homelessness beds, a range 
of VAWG shelters, specific women’s substance 
use supportviii, and coordinated pathways for 
women, First Nations community, and young 
people. 
 
The most comprehensive national approach of 
measuring women’s homelessness I found 
was in Finland. In Finland women’s 
homelessness statistics also includes those 
who are ‘sofa surfing’ or in more hidden 
homeless situations and they collate the total 
from service data, data from social services 
and homelessness departments and from 
population data and surveys. 
 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 A much broader system for data 
collection on women’s homelessness and 
rough sleeping is needed including 
hidden homelessness and multiple data 

sources, ensuring women and the 
support they need is recorded, including 
age and other demographic information. 

 
3. Recognising the experiences of women 
across lifespans, generations and different 
communities 
Common to all of the most successful projects 
I visited was a ‘gender and trauma informed’ 
approach, but also recognition of the 
importance of the experiences of women 
from different groups and communities whose 
needs may be distinct (an intersectional 
approach), and for women throughout their 
lives including from adolescence to adulthood 
and across generations (a life-course 
approach). 
 
In Vancouver, women’s rough sleeping and 
substance use is very visible in the Downtown 
Eastside, and the First Nations community are 
overrepresented. I met some incredible 
organisations working to tackle women’s 
homelessness, despite extreme circumstances 
of acute housing shortage and a devastating 
opioid crisis. Atira Women’s Resource Societyix 
worked at evidencing and providing for the 
specific needs of young women, having seen 
them sneaking into adult housing projects, 
often running away from foster care looking to 
reconnect with family, or being trafficked or 
exploited. Despite a ‘ton of pushback’ from 
locals worried the project would attract young 
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women in, they set up Imoutux, a high support 
house for young women aged 16-20 and it has 
been constantly full since. They also set up 
Sisters Spacexi, the worlds’ only women-only 
safe injecting site. Atira has an emphasis on 
connection with community, for example 
through initiatives working with First Nations 
Elders.  

 
 
Another project which looked to address 
intergenerational trauma and homelessness 
was in Finland which has 6 Holding Tightxii 
treatment services that women can stay at 
with their children, aiming to avoid children 
going into care. In the whole of the UK there is 
only one or two detox/rehabs where this is 
possible, and loss of children to the care 
system or experience in care are common 
factors for many women who are homeless. 
 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Investment is needed in specific 
supported accommodation or refuges for 
young women, specialist BAME VAWG 
and homelessness provision, and 
accommodation for women experiencing 
multiple disadvantage. 

 Better coordination is needed between 
approaches to homelessness for women 
under and over 18, including links 
between the care system, youth 
homelessness and child safeguarding 
support, with adult VAWG and 
homelessness support. Practice and 

policy should better recognise women at 
risk of homelessness, VAWG and multiple 
disadvantage across their lifespan. Inter-
generational trauma also needs to be 
recognised in service and system design. 

 Further support for mothers at risk of 
homelessness is needed e.g. substance 
use treatment which pregnant women or 
mothers can access, aiming to avoid 
children going into care. 

 Policy and legislative change is needed to 
break the cycle of criminalisation of 
women experiencing homelessness. 
Fines and short sentences for non-violent 
offences (generally a result of coercive 
relationships including domestic abuse 
and sexual exploitation) causes further 
homelessness, social exclusion and 
separation from children.   

 
4. Funding services to be sustainable and 
accessible 
There has been much debate this year around 
how the UK should fund supported 
housing/refuges and I saw interesting echoes 
of these discussions on my trip. For instance, 
Finland previously had a system of local 
municipalities funding shelters, but this is now 
national since they ratified the Istanbul 
Convention in 2015xiii. This shift has seen new 
domestic abuse shelters opening every year 
since, and a more accessible network of 
provision across Finland. 

In Toronto and Hamilton, the model of 
national and local funding for the VAWG and 
Homelessness services I met meant that bed 
spaces were fully funded rather than reliant 
on housing benefit from each individual. This 
meant that the organisations I visited estimate 
that 5-10% of those they house had ‘no 
papers’. They were quite shocked by the 
situation in the UK where women with no 
recourse to public funds remain on our 
streets. 

One similarity between welfare models in 
Ontario and Finland is that they both had 
trialled basic income pilots (payments for a 
population with no conditions such as job 
seeking). The professionals I met had 
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examples of how basic income had helped 
prevent homelessness. It is individual rather 
than household based and means women can 
freely change their housing or marital 
status/leave a partner. There is learning to be 
gained, particularly in light of the roll-out of 
Universal Credit in the UK, and joint payments 
to couples that will heighten the risk of 
financial abuse.xiv 
 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS  

 Any changes to supported housing or 
refuge funding in the UK needs to take a 
national/regional approach to ensure 
sustainability and accessibility for 
women at risk. 

 A safety net for women with no recourse 
to public funds is needed across the UK, 
including fully funded emergency and 
VAWG bed spaces. 

 The potential for Universal Credit to 
heighten the risk of financial abuse and 
homelessness for women needs to be 
acknowledged and policy adapted to 
mitigate this risk. 

 Further analysis of Basic Income pilots is 
needed to explore the potential for this 
model to prevent and tackle inequality 
and homelessness for women. 
 

5. Having a Regional and National Strategy 
The two examples I found of regional or city 
wide approaches to women’s homelessness 
were in Hamilton as mentioned, but also and 
Halifax, Nova Scotia. In Halifax services took 
into account the rural geography and 
relatively small population in Nova Scotia to 
still ensure women fleeing abuse could access 
emergency accommodation and a pathway of 
safe housing on from that. They also have 
specific supported housing for First Nations 
women. 

 
In terms of National strategy, Finland is the 
only country in the EU where homelessness is 
recorded as decreasingxv. This is attributed to 
the long term national adoption of a ‘Housing 
First’ approach. In Helsinki, visible ‘rough 
sleeping’ was pretty much non-existent. 
Despite this decrease overall, there was a 
slight increase for women. In light of this, a 
new national project on women’s 
homelessness has been funded: NEA.xvi They 
have three years funding for 10 roles sitting in 
different agencies that have not traditionally 
worked together, but were selected based on 
research on the causes of women’s 
homelessness. This includes women’s housing 
first units, VAWG shelters, mother and child 
homes, substance use clinics, women offender 
agencies, peer support, outreach and training 
services, a prevention organisation, and 
oversight by Y Foundation.xvii We have some 
excellent examples of collaboration in the UK, 
however with a focused programme that built 
capacity in agencies at the root of women’s 
homelessness, we too could work to prevent 
and end women’s homelessness. 
 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Specific regional and local strategies on 
women's homelessness prevention and 
relief are needed that take into account 
particular geographies and needs. This 
should also be included within local 
housing, homelessness reduction and 
VAWG/DV strategies. Strategies should 
promote all possible safe housing models 
(a ‘whole housing’ approach). 

 The UK should develop a National 
Strategy on ending women’s 
homelessness, aligned with and learning 
from the Finnish national NEA project.

Recommendations Summary 
1. Investment in a broad range of prevention programmes  
2. Improving data on women's homelessness to include ‘hidden homelessness’ and use a 

range of data sources  
3. ‘Intersectional’ and ‘life-course’ approaches that recognise women across communities 

and generations and tackle cycles of disadvantage 
4. Funding services to be sustainable and accessible, including for women with no recourse to 

public funds 
5. Having a Regional and National women’s homelessness strategy

https://www.feantsa.org/download/full-report-en1029873431323901915.pdf
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Background  

Why undertake this Fellowship research? 

In the UK, pathways to homelessness for women often include abuse or exploitation when young, 
time in care or criminal justice system, and a history of mental and physical heath trauma.xviii Any 
secure housing is often lost or abandoned because of these circumstances.  
 
Supported accommodation for young women 
at risk of homelessness in the UK includes 
hostels, Nightstopxix or hosting arrangements. 
There is some specific provision for young 
mothers however little specifically for other 
young women at risk. There are statutory 
routes to housing for some young women via 
social services or local authority homelessness 
teams, however this is often mixed or not 
specific to young women. In light of Local 
Housing Allowance benefit changes,xx 
specifically the single room rate for those 
under 35, many young people are only able to 
access a shared room in the private rented 
sector. Young people can find this situation 
challenging, and for those who have 
experienced VAWG, a room in a mixed shared 
house can put them at more risk, leading 
them to then abandon the accommodation.  
 
If a young woman needs to leave their home 
because abuse is from within their home or 
their own relationships, refuges may take 
young women from 16 and over. However, 
using data for London from 2015 to illustrate 
the gap, only 4 out of 339 referrals to refuge 
for under 18's were successful.xxi Provision is 
often targeted at children who live in 
households where there is domestic abuse 
rather than young people experiencing abuse 
in their own intimate relationship. While 
specialist support exists, there is a disjoint in 
the provision and approach between youth 
and child safeguarding focused services and 
domestic abuse or VAWG services.  Support 
for young people, including accommodation 
support, often does not take gender or VAWG 
into account, and VAWG services are often 
designed to support adults, which may not be 
suitable for young women.  
 
There are not only gaps in accommodation for 
young women, but also prevention work more 

generally, and support that recognises the 
experiences of women across their lives which 
may lead to homelessness. The care system is 
a key factor in many women’s journey to 
homelessness as well as loss of children to the 
care system themselves. I wanted to also 
explore approaches that recognised inter-
generational trauma. 
 
Before my Fellowship trip I did online research 
on many countries and their approach to 
women’s homelessness and my findings led 
me to choose Canada, Sweden and Finland as 
they had interesting policy and practice in the 
area of education/prevention as well as 
secure housing solutions for women. 

 
Why Now? 

The Homelessness Reduction Act 
The Homelessness Reduction Actxxii which 
came into force this year puts a new duty on 
Local Authorities to prevent homelessness for 
anyone who approaches them. Also a ‘duty to 
refer’ on other agencies such as prisons and 
health services for anyone they come onto 
contact with who is at risk of homelessness. 
Local authorities, housing providers and other 
agencies now have an opportunity to re-
consider which options are offered, and better 
take into account gender, trauma and age. 

New innovations and partnerships in 
women’s homelessness in the UK 
We have a housing and homelessness sector 
which in the last six or seven years I have seen 
increasingly prioritise women’s homelessness. 
Although there are still gaps (such as young 
women’s accommodation provision), there is 
also momentum behind working better and 
more in partnership particularly for survivors 
of domestic abuse and other forms of VAWG. 
There is a range of networks which have 
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developed and focused on women’s 
homelessness in recent years including the 
London VAWG and Housing Groupxxiii, The 
Women’s Outreach Networkxxiv, The National 
Domestic Abuse and Housing Groupxxv, The 
East London Housing Partnershipxxvi, Agenda: 
Alliance for women and girls at riskxxvii as well 
as a National Conference on women’s 
homelessness to be held this year by 
Homeless Link.xxviii 

Professionals I met in Canada, Finland and 
Sweden were very interested in how they 
could replicate UK partnership models such as 
our Pan-London Housing Reciprocalxxix, the 
accreditation of housing by the Domestic 
Abuse and Housing Alliance (DAHA)xxx, the co-
location and support in housing by Solace 
Women’s Aidxxxi or housing First models for 
women such as by Standing Togetherxxxii and 
Threshold Housingxxxiii. 

Strong networks and history of VAWG 
provision  
I came back from my Fellowship with a deeper 
appreciation of the support and 
accommodation we do have in place, and the 
unique history that underpins this. In Helsinki 
for example, professionals I met suggested 
that historically they didn’t have a women’s 
movement like we did in the UK, and 
therefore hadn’t developed refuges or 
support provision in the same way or scale, 
with services traditionally focussing more so 
on child welfare. This was also echoed in 
other locations I visited. 

We have a strong and unique VAWG sector in 
the UK, including refuges, accommodation 
and support, and it was great to appreciate 
this from afar. On a personal level, my mother 
helped set up one of the earliest refuges in 

Telford in the 1970s with a group of women 
who had been affected by the issues and who 
supported each other (calling themselves the 
Shropshire Women’s Action Group ‘SWAG’). 
She was also at the Greenham Common 
women’s protest and peace campxxxiv, a key 
moment in the women’s movement in the UK 
(incidentally, I was technically present as an 
unborn baby!). It was great to appreciate the 
importance of this small piece of my family 
history in a global context, and the foundation 
that my mother and others like her set up for 
the vital safety net we have for women in the 
UK today.  

  

Despite cuts, the sector has continued to 
develop and includes provision that would be 
very sought after in the countries I visited, for 
instance refuges which can support women 
experiencing multiple disadvantage such as 
substance use or mental health support 
needsxxxv and a range of specialist provision 
for BAME womenxxxvi. Increasingly in the UK 
the VAWG and homelessness sector are 
starting to work together. Now is the time to 
build on this momentum and put what’s 
needed in place to end homelessness for 
women. 

 

 

 

SWAG fundraising for their refuge, mid-1970s (Photo from family album) 
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Aims and objectives of the Fellowship and purpose of this report 

 
My fellowship aimed to look at: 

 How to prevent women’s homelessness? 

 How to provide housing with support which is safe and secure for women, and in particular 
young women? 

 How to coordinate and fund a response that is effective, accessible and sustainable?  
  
This report aims to start the discussion and inform thinking for new regional and national strategies 
on women’s homelessness, including prevention, support and accommodation. I would like this 
report to add to the evidence base and effort to end women’s homelessness in the UK.  
 

Overview of Journey and Methodology  

 

 
  
London-Vancouver-Toronto-Hamilton-Toronto-Halifax-Helsinki-Stockholm-London 
 
Through my online research I contacted many organisations, professionals and academics via email 
and through social media and set up meetings in every city of my journey. I primarily conducted 
semi-structured interviews with professionals which I recorded and wrote up throughout my trip 
through my blog (www.preventwomenshomelessness.wordpress.com) and shared links via twitter 
(@estherhsample). I also met with women in services directly and attended residents meetings and 
women’s groups. I took disposable cameras and conducted a ‘photo voice’ group in Vancouver, giving 
out cameras to women in Atira Women’s Resource Societyxxxvii accommodation and allowing to 
document their views of Downtown Eastside Vancouver.   
 
 

Map produced at https://triphappy.com 

http://www.preventwomenshomelessness.wordpress.com/


 

     

11 
 

Findings  

1) Preventing women's homelessness  

Informal physical spaces 

My Fellowship trip confirmed for me the 
importance of accessible safe spaces to 
prevent women’s homelessness. One of my 
favourite visits was to Unga Stationxxxviii in 
Stockholm, a drop-in centre for young women 
aged 13-20. Those I met there had 
experienced homelessness or were at risk, 
living in overcrowded households, in care or 
had insecure immigration status. Some may 
be referred by school or support professionals 
but also some just ‘googled it’ and attended.  

I heard many examples of how the centre had 
prevented homelessness via 1:1 support 

including housing and immigration advocacy. 
This was possible because young women liked 
going there and felt safe trusted the staff and 
felt ownership over the space they had 
decorated. Reasons young women couldn’t go 
home included abuse from family or a partner, 
so called ‘honour based’ violence, and 
neglect. The staff described familiar stories of 
negotiating with social services that a young 
women was unsafe and therefore alternative 
accommodation was needed (including a 
safehouse where appropriate). If social 
services don’t provide this, Unga station will 
pay temporarily rather than see a young 
woman on the streets.  

Unga Station, Stockholm 
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In Helsinki, MONIKAxxxix also exemplified a 
gender and trauma informed approach in 
offering an informal space which migrant 
women could access regularly for both group 
based and 1:1 support in various languages, as 
well as access a crisis shelter and housing (2 
years) for those affected by domestic abuse or 
trafficking (addresses are confidential which is 
rare for shelters in Finland).  

As in the UK, young migrant women in Finland 
also face particular barriers: not accessing 
support/housing because of fears about 
immigration status. In both centres, women 
can remain anonymous and don’t have to 
disclose their immigration status and children 
are also welcome.  

 

 

 

 

In Vancouver, innovative and creative projects 
are taking place where physical spaces are 
used to do more than provide a traditional 
homelessness day centre. One such example 
is the weekly Women’s Marketxl and EWMAxli 
Store run by and featuring art and craft by 
women in services in the Downtown Eastside. 
The market provides skill development and 
income opportunities for women, as well as 
bringing in funds to support another centre- 
the Downtown Eastside Women’s Centrexlii, all 
spaces that are preventing and diverting 
women from homelessness. 

In the UK we have seen cuts to both youth 
centres and women’s centres. I have 
volunteered with a migrant women’s project 
and a young women’s group at centres in 
London that have both since ended or closed 
due to lack of resources.  
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Support in Schools 

 ‘…of course we need more housing, but the reality is that it’s also early abuse, trauma and impact 
on self-esteem and mental health which can mean they are more likely to experience exploitation 
and homelessness. We have to provide mentors to girls and support in schools, including work with 
young men. We look for a band aid solution, ‘just give them housing’, but if they are in 
abusive/controlling relationships they can lose their housing again. If you want to stop the cycle 
you have to get back to what caused it, and it wasn’t just housing.’ Director of a Youth Charity 

In Ontario, The Upstream Projectxliii 
implemented strategies in schools to identify 
students at risk of homelessness and provide 
support, recognising that young women may 
have different risk indicators.  

The Upstream Project is in its Pilot Phase. Four 
schools from two Ontario communities are 
participating in this phase of the project. The 
project is based on a model pioneered in 
Australia (The Geelong Project) which saw the 
number of adolescents entering the Specialist 
Homelessness Service system in Geelong 
decline by 40 percent.xliv  

In Ontario they work closely with the 
community surrounding the school including 
teachers and parents to raise awareness of 
the prevention approach. The intervention 
includes screening those at risk and then 
putting wrap-around support and housing in 
place. One of the pilots was being supported 
by a youth charity I visited called 360 Kidsxlv 
which also had available mixed, young 
women’s and young men’s housing, as well as 
a specialist housing project for young women 
who had been trafficked. 

Holistic case work and flexible solutions 

Another project, Making the Shiftxlvi included 
piloting a range of prevention interventions 
including Housing First for young people 
including specific focus on young people 
leaving care and the indigenous community. 
They have also taken on the Nightstop model 
from the UK to house young people for short 
periods in the community.  

The Youth Reconnect early intervention model 
supported young people who, though not at 
home, are able to remain within their 
communities long term, supported by 
numerous other community connections.xlvii 
This model in particular was of interest as in 
the UK our systems are not set up to seek out 
supportive adults through community 
networks beyond parents/family/care system, 
who could play a role in supporting/housing a 
young woman.  

As mentioned, for young women under 18, 
the choice is usually stay with family or find 
accommodation through statutory routes via 
social care or homelessness departments, 

which may not always be tailored or suitable. 
If a more extensive network of supportive 
adults can be organised around a young 
woman through services, schools, and other 
community groups, then she may be able to 
stay in semi-independent or tailored shared 
housing in the community where this option 
would not currently be considered. 

 There is a need for informal physical 
spaces for young women to go to and 
receive support if needed that are not 
just homelessness, crisis or criminal 
justice related centres. 

 More work is needed in schools that 
specifically makes the link to VAWG, 
homelessness and multiple disadvantage 
– sharing case studies of women's lives 
and causes of homelessness. 

 Holistic case work models are needed 
that look beyond parents/care system or 
supported housing- models which use 
other networks of supportive adults and 
community responses to prevent 
homelessness should be considered. 
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2) Proving women's homelessness exists  

Everywhere I visited I heard stories of professionals struggling to evidence women’s homelessness, 
especially young women’s homelessness, and the need for services. As one professional in Sweden 
highlighted: 

‘When we started it was like people didn’t want to talk about it, it doesn’t exist, but 
we did research and met young girls who had fled home. It is a question that should 
be talked about, it’s not that we are a welfare state and everything is ok, there are 
still social problems that are underneath, many young women we meet, they don’t 
even know their rights.’ Support professional in Stockholm 

 
The extent of women’s hidden homelessness 
has been well documented, with reports 
suggesting as many as 70% of homeless 
women having been at some point in a 
‘hidden homeless’ situation, including sofa 
surfing or sleeping on buses for instance.xlviii  

This means that traditional ways of counting 
‘rough sleeping’ such as snap-shot street 
counts often miss women. In the UK around 
14% of people counted as sleeping rough in 
the official statistics in 2017 were womenxlix. 
Homelessness accommodation and day 
centres are also traditionally very male 
dominated and have been set up with adult 
men in mind. This means that women, and 
young women in particular may choose many 
other options (such as sofa-surfing) before 
they would consider approaching mainstream 
homelessness provision.  

In the UK around 28% of those in 
homelessness provision are women, while in 
day centres it is slightly lower at 24%. This 
figure is significantly higher when looking at 
the number of young women (under 25 years 
old) accessing homelessness services, which is 
around 46%. Only 11 per cent of 
accommodation projects are able to offer 
women-only provision within their service.l 

The most comprehensive example I saw of 
proving women’s homelessness exists and 
then getting services set up was in Hamilton, 
Ontario. In 2012 Hamilton had a 9 bed 
women’s shelter. Aware that demand was 
much higher, the women’s housing planning 
collaborative led a successful campaign called 
‘how’s the weather’li. Hamilton now has 45 
women’s homelessness beds, a range of 
VAWG shelters, a women’s substance use 

servicelii  and coordinated pathways for 
women, First Nations community and young 
people. If a young indigenous women fleeing 
violence approaches for help, they would have 
a choice of accommodation and support from 
a network of professionals who recognise this 
intersectionality, coordinate with each other.  

Hamilton also has Housing First programmes 
for women, and Good Shepherd - a housing 
team (created through VAWG and housing 
funds combined) - work to prevent eviction 
and secure private rented accommodation for 
women. They hold landlord appreciation days 
and have community members and landlords 
who now champion their cause to the point 
that: 

‘If we say ‘we have a woman who is 
dealing with a lot of trauma and 
symptomatic mental health, there might be 
screaming in the middle of the night, do 
you have an apartment that is above a 
store front?’ If they don’t, they will buy 
one. Those are the sorts of relationships, 
but it has taken years to build up.’ Assistant 
Director, Women’s Services 

The most comprehensive national approach of 
measuring women’s homelessness I found 
was in Finland. In Finland women’s 
homelessness statistics also include those 
who are sofa surfing or in more hidden 
homeless situations and they collate the total 
from service data, data from social services 
and homelessness departments and from 
population data / surveys. As explored in 
section 5, this broader definition has helped 
professionals plan and work in a more 
coordinated way to try and end women’s 
homelessness. 

http://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/supporting-our-sisters-womens-housing-planning-collaborative
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Despite their counts being much broader than 
the UK, professionals in Finland suggested 
there were still groups that don’t show up in 
the figures. I met with the USVAliii Project who 
provide flexible outreach support to young 
women 16-25 affected by substance use and 
sexual violence/exploitation, who echoed that 
this group will often not access mainstream 
support, and may not be included in statistics. 

A recent St Mungo’s and University of York 
reportliv suggests that Denmark perhaps has 

the most comprehensive model of counting 
women’s homelessness, as they also merge 
other service data sets with homelessness 
figures such as health statistics.  

 A much broader system for data 
collection on women’s homelessness and 
rough sleeping is needed including 
hidden homelessness and multiple data 
sources, ensuring women and the 
support they need is recorded, including 
age and other demographic information. 

 

3) Recognising the experiences of women across lifespans, generations and different 
communities 

Common to all of the most successful projects I visited was a ‘gender and trauma informed’ 
approach, but also recognition of the importance of the experiences of women from different 
groups and communities whose needs may be distinct (an intersectional approach), and for women 
throughout their lives including from adolescence to adulthood and across generations (a life-course 
approach). 

 

An intersectional approach 

Intersectionality is the study of intersecting 
identities which relate to systems of 
oppression, domination or discrimination. 
Intersectionality looks at all parts of your 
identity which intersect including race, 
gender, social class, ethnicity, nationality, 
sexual orientation, religion, age, mental 
health and physical disability. It was first 
coined by Kimberle Williams Crenshaw in 
1989.lv My team at Safer London and I 
conducted a needs assessment on domestic 
abuse and housing support in London which 
found that young women, alongside BAME, 
older, disabled, LBT, women with no recourse 
to public funds or with mental health and/or 
substance use issues all faced access 
barriers.lvi 

In Canada in particular, when looking at 
women’s homelessness, it was impossible not 
to look at the intersections between systems 
of discrimination and gender, race, ethnicity 
and age in particular. The most effective 
housing and support interventions I saw had 
an ‘intersectional’ understanding of the 
support they provided. In Hamilton, as 
mentioned, the women’s housing planning 
collaborative’s campaign led professionals to 

set up specific pathways for young people, 
women and the indigenous or First Nations 
community. Homelessness for First Nations 
women was very topical as Canada is just one 
year into a new 'Truth and Reconciliation' 
process. One professional highlighted 'there 
has definitely been more truth but we are 
nowhere near there yet with reconciliation'. I 
was impressed by the open way in which this 
was discussed with me and the acceptance 
that this is not just historical, but very real and 
present in Canada today. A high proportion of 
the professionals I met were acknowledging 
systemic racism, in a way that for example the 
over-representation of the BAME population 
in the criminal justice system is not widely 
spoken about in the UK.  

Some people I met had only just learnt about 
this history, including that in the 1960's, the 
'60's scoop' involved the government 
removing children from their families in 
indigenous reserves, and taking them to 
'residential schools'. In residential schools, 
children were brought up speaking English 
and with no First Nations cultural traditions as 
an attempt at integration. This not only meant 
that those children were not able to speak the 
same language as their families, but also felt 
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disconnected from a First Nations identity. 
The residential schools were also plagued by 
physical and sexual abuse towards students. 
Many survivors faced homelessness and social 
exclusion on leaving. There are public posters 
of individuals saying 'I AM AFFECTED- by the 
Canadian Indian Residential School System' 
and there are now women who are second or 
third generation survivors. 

                                      

In every part of Canada I visited this history 
was apparent. In Nova Scotia I was primarily 
based in Halifax, a city with a complex history 
that influences their homeless population 
today, including an overrepresentation in 
services of the indigenous community 
(Mi’kmaw) and African Nova Scotians, a 
community that dates back to slavery and 
1848. The Africvillelvii area was bulldozed and 
the community displaced or rehoused 
primarily in the North End in the 1960s to 
build a bridge (there is a permanent protest 
still on site). The homelessness services I 
spoke to were acutely aware of this history 
and that there is still work to do to support 
their diverse community. Positively one 
development is that the Mi’kmaw Native 
Friendship Centrelviii now has funding for four 
units of women’s housing that will open soon. 
This is in recognition that not only are First 
Nations women overrepresented in the 
homelessness population, they are also six 
times more likely to be killed than non-
Aboriginal women and 2.5 times more likely 
to be victims of violence than non-Aboriginal 
women in Canada.lix 

In Vancouver I met some incredible 
organisations working to tackle women’s 
homelessness, despite extreme circumstances 
of acute housing shortage and a devastating 
opioid crisis.lx When asking professionals and 
women in services in Downtown Eastside 
Vancouver why young women become 
homeless, a clear theme emerges of 
intergenerational trauma and intersectional 
systemic disadvantage. One First Nations 
professional described this as the 
‘criminalisation of gender, race and poverty’ 
with indigenous women overrepresented in 
services, and their daughters also often 
growing up to experience violence and 
homelessness. Institutions such as the care 
system and prison are a very common part of 
the picture, as they are for women who are 
homeless in the UK. 

Both Canada and Sweden have changes their 
laws so that women involved in prostitution, 
many of whom experience homelessness, 
cannot be prosecuted for this (the Nordic 
model), an advantage that stops women being 
as continually criminalised as in the UK. 
Despite this, women are still imprisoned for 
non-violent offences for example shop lifting 
linked to coercive relationships such as 
domestic abuse or sexual exploitation.   

Atira Women’s Resource Societylxi worked to 
tackle these cycles of criminalisation and 
homelessness in a range of ways such as 
always ensuring accommodation is available 
for any woman they support before and after 
they leave prison.  

They also worked at evidencing and providing 
for the specific needs of young women, having 
seen them sneaking into adult housing 
projects, often running away from foster care 
looking to reconnect with family, or being 
trafficked or exploited: 

‘The young women were already 
here, they would sneak in through 
back doors, hide behind someone or 
even in suitcases. Somebody would 
call the Ministry of Children and 
Family Development or Aboriginal 
Services, they would take them back 

Poster in Central Hamilton 
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to whatever foster care or 
children’s  home they were in, and 
they would run away again, it was a 
constant cycle of young women at 
risk.’ 

Despite a ‘ton of pushback’ from locals 
worried the project would attract young 
women in, they set up Imoutulxii high support 
house for young women aged 16-20 and it has 
been constantly full since. One staff member 
highlighted that rather than alternatives such 
as ‘hooking up and living with an older man 
who becomes their pimp’, the young women 
have their own space to come back to, their 
own home that is safe. 

This was very clear sitting in the kitchen with 
young women at Imouto, and hearing 
comparisons to other shelters they had stayed 
in. The emphasis on connection with 
community was also welcomed, for example 
through initiatives working with First Nations 
Elders.  

Staff maintain a welcoming and trauma-
informed environment in their youth and 
adult women’s housing projects despite 
struggling under the weight of the opioid 
crisis. It is a common sight to see support staff 
and women themselves with small black 
naloxone kits, sometimes attached to their 
waistband, to inject and try to save lives if 
they witness someone overdosing. The 
prevalence is such that after just four days in 
the Downtown Eastside, I was present in a 
housing project when a woman sadly had an 
overdose. The calm professionalism of the 

staff and emergency services was humbling to 
witness, and not something I’m ever likely to 
forget. The week I was in Vancouver 7 women 
in their housing had fatal overdoses in what 
they described as 'the worst week since this 
began.' One of those woman had just a few 
days previously been taking part in the 
photography project I led with disposable 
cameras (photos overleaf), she was laughing, 
joking and supporting her friends in the 
project. This tragic loss of life, and the scale of 
the opioid crisis I saw in the first week of my 
Fellowship trip affected me deeply. It has also 
made me more certain than ever of the 
importance of the work done by charities such 
as Atira Women’s Resource Society who look 
for gaps in services for women experiencing 
homelessness, prove the need is there and set 
up services to fill these gaps. 

Crucially, Vancouver is the only city in the 
world with a women only safe injecting site 
set up by Atira, Sisters Space.lxiii For some 
women this is a vital lifeline. Potential 
harassment, for example from abusive former 
partners, previously prevented many from 
accessing the mixed sites, instead injecting 
alone or somewhere unsafe, with much 
higher risks of overdose. There is also a 
women only health cliniclxiv who support all 
including ‘undocumented’ migrant women 
and children (which is particularly important 
now given the recent increase in migration 
from and through the US).  
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Women’s photography group: Views of Downtown Eastside Vancouver 

Photos include the Imouto and Aneki Women’s Housing Projects and the surrounding area taken on 
disposable cameras by the women’s photography group I facilitated in Vancouver: 
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A life-course approach: adolescence to  

adulthood and across generations 

The route to women’s homelessness is so 
often caused by a range of factors from 
childhood or adolescence and into adulthood, 
and yet youth and adult services generally 
work in isolation and we look at age 18 as a 
cut-off point where children services and 
policy ends and adult begin. As outlined in the 
introduction, because of this there is a disjoint 
between the support that a young woman or 
an adult woman facing homelessness can 
access. In every county I visited their social 
services had a responsibility to care for any 
young person under 18, and therefore this can 
mean that child/youth services are often 
generic and not tailored to young women or 
their experiences, such as domestic abuse in 
intimate relationships, with them taking a 
more traditional ‘child safeguarding’ 
approach. When younger women transition 
into adult services they can find the 
environment intimidating or unsafe and as 
such, services may be inappropriate. 

In Sweden, I visited a hostel which supports 
adult women with areas of need including 
substance use, mental health and sexual 
exploitation. Professionals there highlighted 
that they do get young women aged 18-20 
referred from social services, but they do not 
always think it is the best accommodation for 
them: 

‘We can’t say no to social services, 
we can say ‘this girl is much too young 
to stay here’ or negotiate that she 
can stay one night, but what if they 
don’t find something else? Also in 
some cases you could say to a young 
girl, ‘you’re too young to be here’ and 
she would say ‘what’s the matter with 
you, I’ve been using heroin since I was 
11 and I know all these people 
already.’ When they are using drugs 
it’s very hard for social services to 
find a place’. Homelessness 
professional 

They explained that in some cases young 
women can get drug treatment paid for and 
then a place a in a foster/family home, but of 

course there can be relapses and as in the UK, 
they can be moved multiple times.  

In Halifax, Nova Scotia, recent draft figures 
suggest that women are becoming homeless 
much younger than men in Halifax (16-24 
being the biggest group compared to men in 
40s or 50s). One homelessness professional 
suggested there is a particular link with the 
care system for young women and described 
the need they saw as: 

‘The main overarching reason women 
come to us is poverty and systemic 
barriers such as access to resources, 
alongside factors such domestic abuse 
and substance use. Another common 
thread is the care system for young 
women, in just under a year, of 60 women 
headed homeless families accessing our 
outreach service, only one women had not 
been a child in care.’ Women’s Project 
Manager 

This story of young women getting caught 
between youth and adult services, between 
VAWG and homelessness services, between 
supported environments and independent 
housing, was present in Canada, Finland, 
Sweden, as it is in the UK. 

Watarilxv in Vancouver provide outreach and 
support to access housing for young women 
aged 16-24, including subsidies for pregnant 
or parenting young womenlxvi who are 
homeless or at risk, to access market rate 
housing alongside groups and floating 
support. They estimate that around 80% of 
the women they support on this scheme are 
First Nations, helping prevent cycles of 
homelessness mentioned previously. They 
also provide very accessible ‘low barrier’ drug 
and alcohol counselling services to women of 
any age, as well as children, young people and 
families, however they are using or affected 
by drugs. 

In Finland, for women using substances who 
are pregnant or have children, the Federation 
of Mother and Child Homes and Shelters have 
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6 Holding Tightlxvii treatment services that 
women can stay at with their children, aiming 
to avoid children going into care. In the whole 
of the UK there is only one or two 
detox/rehabs where this is possiblelxviii, and 
loss of children to the care system or the 
impact of their own experience in care are 
common factors for many women who are 
homeless. 

As well as substance use, children can be 
taken into the care system when women are 
experiencing abuse and violence and so are 
seen to not be creating a safe home, or for 
example if they can’t access housing because 
they have no recourse to public funds. As one 
professional described: 

‘We need more affordable housing so 
women could leave abusive partners and 
take children with them, instead of having 
their children apprehended because their 
home is unsafe or they can’t find a safe 
home. Lack of housing and violence against 
women in our society are two things key to 
our homelessness situation for women.’ 
Service manager in Vancouver 

 Investment is needed in specific 
supported accommodation or 
refuges for young women, specialist 
BAME VAWG and homelessness 
provision, and accommodation for 
women experiencing multiple 
disadvantage. 

 Better coordination is needed 
between approaches to 
homelessness for women under and 
over 18, including links between the 
care system, youth homelessness and 
child safeguarding support, with 
adult VAWG and homelessness 
support. Practice and policy should 
better recognise women at risk of 
homelessness, VAWG and multiple 
disadvantage across their lifespan. 
Inter-generational trauma also needs 
to be recognised in service and 
system design. 
 

 Further support for mothers at risk of 
homelessness is needed e.g. 
substance use treatment which 
pregnant women or mothers can 
access, aiming to avoid children going 
into care. 

 

 Policy and legislative change is 
needed to break the cycle of 
criminalisation of women 
experiencing homelessness. Fines 
and short sentences for non-violent 
offences (generally a result of 
coercive relationships including 
domestic abuse and sexual 
exploitation) causes further 
homelessness, social exclusion and 
separation from children.  

 

4) Funding services to be sustainable and accessible  

National and regional sustainable funding 

There has been much debate this year around 
how the UK should fund supported 
housing/refuges and I saw interesting echoes 
of these discussions on my trip. For instance, 
Finland previously had a system of local 
municipalities funding shelters, but this is now 
national since they ratified the Istanbul 
Convention in 2015.  

This shift has seen new domestic abuse 
shelters opening every year since, and a more 
accessible network of provision across 
Finland. 

‘We had a major change in 2015 in 
the founding of shelters as a result of 
ratifying the Istanbul Convention. 
Before the local municipality gave 
payment for each individual/family 
and got to say if and how long they 
could stay. Now the national state 
took responsibility for funding and 
anyone can apply. Because of this 
model now every year more domestic 
abuse shelters have opened.’ Child 
Welfare Professional 
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In comparison to the UK, Finland’s shelters 
came from a ‘child welfare’ rather than a 
women’s movement and because of this the 
focus and priority for shelter has been more 
focused on parents with children. This also 
influenced other common features- some 
male residents/staff, lack of confidential 
addresses (differing views on this from 
professionals I spoke to). In light of this 
history, national funding has now made 
shelters more accessible to single women: 

 

‘Single women have always been 
welcome in shelters but before the 
new law, it was harder for them to 
get local municipality to pay, and 
they were more easily sent to some 
other housing system. Now you can 
apply and choose which shelter you 
go to across Finland.’ Child Welfare 
Professional 

 

Safety Net for women with no recourse to 
public funds 

In Toronto and Hamilton, the model of 
national and local funding for the VAWG and 
Homelessness services I met meant that bed 
spaces were fully funded rather than reliant 
on housing benefit from each individual. This 
meant that they will house those with no 
recourse to public funds and estimated that 5-
10% of those they house had ‘no papers’. 
When I explained the situation for women 
with ‘no papers’ in London to professionals in 
Toronto, I was met with a certain amount of 
disbelief: 

‘You cannot leave them on the 
street? If someone comes in without 
income or without their landed 
papers we still support them, they 
can stay with us. All the shelters take 
people without papers, you cannot 
leave them- that’s the funding and 
what we are doing, we have to be 
able to take them. Canada has just 
opened their doors more so recently 
so we are seeing an increase, and its 
women with traumatic experiences, 

they may have witnessed war.’ 
Homeless Charity Director, Toronto 

We have examples of some bed spaces 
funded for women with no recourse for public 
funds in London but they are very few and far 
between, for example a bed in the East 
London Women’s Projectlxix and some beds 
through the Ascent partnershiplxx funded by 
London Councils. A consistent and 
coordinated approach is needed to fully fund 
emergency and VAWG beds for women with 
no recourse across the UK 

Basic Income Pilots 

One similarity between Ontario and Finland 
was that they had both piloted a basic income 
pilot (payments for a population with no 
conditions such as job seeking). 

In Finland the results should be published 
next year and focused on 2000 people 
selected at random who were unemployed 
2017-18.lxxi In Ontario the pilot started this 
year for unemployed people or those on low 
incomes, and I was there the week that the 
new provincial government announced they 
were cutting the pilot.lxxii The professionals 
and academics I met all expressed dismay at 
this, and had examples how the pilot had 
already helped prevent homelessness or 
supported women fleeing violence: 

‘In the current welfare model women can 
be very tied to their current situation, the 
rate is based on household type and who 
you are living with. Basic income is 
individual not household based and it’s 
guaranteed, you just register once a year. 
So you can freely change your housing 
status, change your marital status or 
leave a partner, all of that is not going to 
affect the income you get.’ Homelessness 
Academic  

There is learning to be gained from these 
models, particularly in light of the roll-out of 
Universal Credit in the UK, and joint payments 
to couples that will heighten the risk of 
financial abuselxxiii, an issue which has been 
campaigned on by the new charity set up 
following a Churchill Fellowship, Surviving 
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Economic Abuse (SEA).lxxiv  Before new funding 
models are brought in, we need to look at the 
evidence, including from overseas, on the 
potential impact this will have on women 
experiencing or at risk of abuse and 
homelessness. 

 Any changes to supported housing or 
refuge funding in the UK needs to take a 
National/regional approach to ensure 
sustainability and accessibility for 
women at risk. 

 A safety net for women with no recourse 

to public funds is needed across the UK, 
including fully funded emergency and 
VAWG bed spaces. 

 The potential for Universal Credit to 
heighten the risk of financial abuse and 
homelessness for women needs to 
continue to be acknowledged and plans 
adapted to mitigate this risk. 

 Further analysis of Basic Income pilots is 
needed to explore the potential for this 
model to prevent and tackle inequality 
and homelessness for women. 

 

5) Having Regional and National women’s homelessness strategies  

The UK does not have a specific national women’s homelessness strategy. At a regional level often 
there are strategies for Homelessness and Violence against Women and Girls but nothing that brings 
together the issues which women experiencing homelessness face at a strategic level or maps out all 
the housing provision that should be available for this group.  
 

Regional Strategy 

My work in London focuses in particular on 
Pan-London strategy and approaches to 
VAWG and Housing. The two most 
comparable examples I found of regional or 
city wide approaches were in Hamilton and 
Halifax. As outlined in Section 2, Hamilton is 
an example of a small city/regional approach 
to women's homelessness. The other smaller 
regional approach I learnt about in Canada 
was in Halifax, Nova Scotia. The rural nature of 
Nova Scotia and its small, dispersed 
population represent a significant challenge 
for service provision: 

 
‘We house women from all over Nova 
Scotia, women in more sparsely populated 
areas may come in for services, although 
rural communities do have informal ways 
of supporting, sharing accommodation and 
transportation, that’s a big issue as there 
are no buses. Just because there are no 
shelters there doesn’t mean women don’t 
become homeless.’ 

 
Alice Houselxxv run ‘second stage’ semi-
independent scattered safe houses for single 
women and women with children fleeing 

domestic abuse, generally for 2 year stays as a 
step on from their crisis shelter. They also 
support women from rural areas and have 
chosen to provide safe houses in Halifax 
because having one in a village with ‘one 
grocery store is not safe, even with a small 
population of 400,000 it’s a lot safer.’ 

 
On a daily basis my team who work on the 
Pan-London Housing Reciprocal scheme see 
the importance of considering geography and 
physical distance for women fleeing VAWG. A 
move to a neighbouring borough is often not 
far enough, but in a city as well networked as 
London even the other side of London doesn't 
guarantee that someone won't have a chance 
encounter with the person(s) from whom they 
are fleeing.  

 
The Alice House safe houses have floating 
support available in the week, as well as 
access to counselling for women and children, 
group support and legal support for court 
cases (including child protection which are 
often lengthy). All properties have CCTV, 
alarms, kick proof doors and are flagged with 
police to respond quickly and regularly patrol 
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the area. Tenants agree to keep the address 
confidential and a women/children only space 
for that period. Although the transition to 
market rent following the 2 years can be 
difficult, many do want to move on at that 
point to have no rules, male visitors etc. 
Halifax also has a crisis shelter and they say: 
‘It’s important to have the two pieces, crisis 
and second stage, otherwise when a crisis 
occurs those spaces are not available.’ This is 
certainly an issue we see in London.  

 
As part of their regional approach, Halifax also 
has the Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centrelxxvi 
with new housing for First Nations women, 
and also Adsum for Women and Childrenlxxvii 
who provide emergency shelter, transitional 
housing, and something we don’t have in the 
UK, permanent or long term supported 
housing. Women can access support for a 
range of issues including mental ill health and 
substance use from support on site, and stay 
as long as they want. They also have scattered 
housing and outreach support for single 
women and families. This includes intensive 
case work (Housing First model), and lighter 
touch support. Like Hamilton, Halifax has 
professional networks and forums alongside 
data collection to identify trends, such as in 
Halifax women becoming homeless earlier 
than men. 

 
 
 

Although the context is clearly very different 
to London, the solutions and networks I saw 
in both small cities/regions highlighted a 
transferable lesson about the importance of 
providing a range of housing options and a 
coordinated strategy for particular needs and 
geographies.  
 
In the UK the Domestic Abuse Housing 
Alliance promote a ‘whole housing’ approach 
for survivors of domestic abuse which 
explores all the prevention and housing 
options that a local area should put in 
place.lxxviii This is a useful framework that can 
be applied to other groups and represents 
many of the housing options local women’s 
homelessness strategies should include, 
including prevention such as sanctuary 
schemes (support to stay in your home), 
housing reciprocals, also refuges, other 
specialist supported accommodation, housing 
first and access to safe social and private 
rented housing. 

 

 Specific regional and local strategies on 
women's homelessness prevention and 
relief are needed that take into account 
particular geographies and needs. This 
should also be included within local 
housing, homelessness reduction and 
VAWG/DV strategies. Strategies should 
take a ‘whole housing’ approach 
promoting all possible safe housing 
options 

 
 

National Strategy 

Finland is the only country in the EU where 
homelessness is recorded as not only not 
increasing, but actually decreasing year on 
yearlxxix. This is attributed to the long term 
national adoption of a ‘Housing First’ 
approach (in basic terms providing housing to 
all, with support if needed). Since arriving in 
Helsinki, it is quite clear that visible ‘rough 
sleeping’ is pretty much non-existent. 
In 2017lxxx official statistics suggest there were 
6,615 single homeless persons and 214 
families, but using a wide definition of 
homelessness (80% living temporarily with 
friends and relatives). This included 1,538  

 
 
women, 1,585 young people (under 25 years) 
and 1,742 people from outside of Finland.  
 
There was a slight increase from the previous 
year for women in long term homelessness, 
and also an increase in homelessness 
generally for young people. 2016 also saw a 
rise in women's homelessness. 

 
Some homelessness professionals I spoke to 
suggested that this is because the support 
element of Housing First needs to be tailored: 
‘help that they want to take, or are able to 
take’ so women can sustain their housing. I 
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had an excellent discussion with the peer 
support charity No Fixed Abodelxxxi, who 
highlighted that women’s perceived 
‘traditional roles’ in society as 
mothers/homemakers, and the stigma 
experienced if these are lost, can prevent 
women accessing support. They suggested 
services need to be non-judgemental, trauma-
informed and recognise and address abuse 
and exploitation. For young women, they saw 
trafficking and sexual exploitation as a key 
route into homelessness/housing insecurity, 
with many having also been in the care 
system. 

 
In light of these statistics of women's 
homelessness rising, there is now a new 
national project on women’s homelessness 
that has been funded: NEAlxxxii. NEA project 
started this year and they have three years 
funding from national lottery proceeds which 
sit under the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Health (approx. 450,000-485,000 Euro per 
year). This funds an equivalent of 7 full time 
posts, split across 10 roles. The 10 roles are 
sitting in agencies that have not all 
traditionally worked together and some which 
have not previously had a focus on women. 
They have been selected based on research 
on the causes of women’s homelessness and 
other relevant agencies have also come 
forward to collaborate. This includes: 
 

 Women’s housing first units  

 VAWG shelters and crisis centres, 
including for women from outside 
Finland  

 Mother and child homes and drug 
treatment centre, including work with 
care system and young women  

 Substance use drop in clinic, outreach  

 Support for women prisoners  

 Peer support, outreach and training 
services  

 An organisation focused on 
prevention (including housing, 
finance, work advise)  

 
 
In keeping with Finland’s housing first 
approach, the primary goal will be securing 

housing that women are able to maintain, and 
hopefully thrive in with the right support. As 
well as supported units of flats together, they 
want to explore how a ‘scattered housing’ 
model could work better for women. Plans 
also include training for professionals, 
agreeing new work methods, improving the 
evidence base and giving a platform to 
women’s voices within all the work. 
 
They have the advantageous starting point of 
accessible affordable housing, and now a 
cross-sector project which is boosting the 
capacity of support services. Key to success 
will be the role of the coordinating staff at Y 
Foundation bringing people together with a 
shared vision that no woman should be 
homeless.  
 
We have some excellent examples of 
collaboration for women in the UK, for 
example Agendalxxxiii, DAHAlxxxiv, the Ascent 
Projectlxxxv, The Pan-London Housing 
Reciprocallxxxvi and the Women’s Outreach 
Network and London VAWG and Housing 
Group I co-chair. Some of the networks are 
already there, however with a focused and 
funded programme that builds capacity in 
agencies known to be at the root of women’s 
homelessness, builds bridges across youth 
and adult support and VAWG and 
homelessness provision, we too could work to 
end women’s homelessness. 

 
 
 
‘We need more housing – all different types 
of housing for all different types of women 
and their children so they can stick 
together, like low barrier, high barrier, 
medium barrier, affordable, right? If we 
had the housing, women would be able to 
access services, points of contact, be out of 
isolation, be involved in the community. 
Seems pretty simple.’ Women’s housing 
professional in Vancouver 

 

 The UK should develop a National 
Strategy on ending women’s 
homelessness, aligned with and learning 
from the Finnish national NEA project.
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Conclusion  

Canada, Finland and Sweden all had incredible 
examples of practice, strategy and policy that 
are having a significant impact in preventing 
women’s homelessness, as well as providing 
housing and support which means that 
women do not face years of rough sleeping or 
homelessness. 
 
I am so grateful for the breadth of learning 
received from all the visits I had, and the in-
depth discussions on how services compare to 
the UK. I feel I got a unique perspective on the 
gaps in the UK in this area, as well as a new 
appreciation for some of the excellent support 
and networks we have in place and can look 
to build on. 
 
It was difficult to focus purely on young 
women’s homelessness because as explored 
in section 3, many of the most impactful 

approaches I saw had an awareness of women 
across their lifespan and across communities 
and generations, rather than purely a ‘youth’, 
or ‘adult’ only perspective. They also bridged 
the gap between VAWG and homelessness 
approaches, sometimes by combining funding 
or joining together networks and resources. 
 
There is a need for more specific 
accommodation solutions for different groups 
of women, including housing first, refuges and 
specialist supported accommodation for 
young women. Now is also time for 
comprehensive systemic change for all women 
at risk of or experiencing homelessness, 
including better data and evidence, more 
prevention work, comprehensive and 
sustainable funding, and regional and national 
strategies. 

 

 

 
                Lake Kivijarvi, Finland
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Recommendations  

1. Preventing women's homelessness  

 There is a need for informal physical spaces for young women to go to and receive support if 
needed, that are not only homelessness, crisis or criminal justice related centres. 

 More work is needed in schools that specifically makes the link to VAWG, homelessness and 
multiple disadvantage – sharing case studies of women's lives and causes of homelessness. 

 Holistic case work models are needed that look beyond parents/care system or supported 
housing- models which use other networks of supportive adults and community responses 
to prevent homelessness should be considered. 

 
2. Proving women's homelessness exists 

 A much broader system for data collection on women’s homelessness and rough sleeping is 
needed including hidden homelessness and multiple data sources, ensuring women and the 
support they need is recorded, including age and other demographic information. 

 
3. Recognising the experiences of women across lifespans, generations and different communities  

 Investment is needed in specific supported accommodation or refuges for young women, 
specialist BAME VAWG and homelessness provision, and accommodation for women 
experiencing multiple disadvantage. 

 Better coordination is needed between approaches to homelessness for women under and 
over 18, including links between the care system, youth homelessness and child safeguarding 
support, with adult VAWG and homelessness support. Practice and policy should better 
recognise women at risk of homelessness, VAWG and multiple disadvantage across their 
lifespan. Inter-generational trauma also needs to be recognised in service and system design. 

 Further support for mothers at risk of homelessness is needed e.g. substance use treatment 
which pregnant women or mothers can access, aiming to avoid children going into care. 

 Policy and legislative change is needed to break the cycle of criminalisation of women 
experiencing homelessness. Fines and short sentences for non-violent offences (generally a 
result of coercive relationships including domestic abuse and sexual exploitation) causes 
further homelessness, social exclusion and separation from children. 

 
4. Funding services to be sustainable and accessible 

 Any changes to supported housing or refuge funding in the UK needs to take a 
National/regional approach to ensure sustainability and accessibility for women at risk. 

 A safety net for women with no recourse to public funds in needed across the UK, including 
fully funded emergency and VAWG bed spaces. 

 The potential for Universal Credit to heighten the risk of financial abuse and homelessness 
for women needs to continue to be acknowledged and plans adapted to mitigate this risk. 

 Further analysis of Basic Income pilots is needed to explore the potential for this model to 
prevent and tackle inequality and homelessness for women. 
 

5. Having a Regional and National Strategy 

 Specific regional and local strategies on women's homelessness prevention and relief are 
needed that take into account particular geographies and needs. This should also be 
included within local housing, homelessness reduction and VAWG/DV strategies. Strategies 
should take a ‘whole housing’ approach promoting all possible safe housing options. 

 The UK should develop a National Strategy on ending women’s homelessness, aligned with 
and learning from the Finnish national NEA project. 
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Next Steps 

Since returning from my Fellowship I have shared learning with a range of forums including the London Women’s 
Outreach Network and London VAWG and Housing forum which I co-chair. I have met and shared learning with 
MHCLG, spoke at the ELHP VAWG and Housing Conference in November 2018, and Homeless Link’s National 
Women’s Homelessness conference in December 2018.  
 
I ran a National webinar on my findings, kindly supported by Homeless Link that is accessible at: 
https://www.homeless.org.uk/women-and-homelessness-churchill-fellowship-findings  
 
A next step is for my team at Safer London and the partners we work with, including Local Authorities, to look at how 
the support and housing models identified in this report can be useful and applicable in the UK.  
 
In December 2018 I facilitated the Finnish women’s homelessness project (NEA) team to meet various homelessness 
and VAWG professionals in London, and the Women’s Outreach Network in February 2019 will be discussing how we 
can look to replicate their model and strategy. I will work with the forums and networks mentioned to plan and 
promote Regional and National Strategies, so that learning can be used to work towards ending women’s 
homelessness in the UK.  
 
In 2019, Safer London are part of a partnership project with the Domestic Abuse Housing Alliance (DAHA) and 
Surviving Economic Abuse (SEA) to support three areas nationally to implement a ‘whole housing approach’ for 
survivors of domestic abuse. I will be sharing our Pan-London Housing Reciprocal model to prevent homelessness for 
those in social housing, and will also share wider learning from my Fellowship to ensure the needs of younger 
women at risk of homelessness are considered within this project. 

 
Finally, I will be sharing this report with all the professionals I met on my Fellowship and will follow up with those 
who were interested to replicate UK models, for instance the homelessness professionals in Toronto who wanted to 
set up a Pan-Toronto Housing Reciprocal.  
 
I hope to sustain and grow this global network of professionals dedicated to preventing and addressing women’s 
homelessness into the future.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.homeless.org.uk/women-and-homelessness-churchill-fellowship-findings
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Appendix – Agencies consulted or referenced 

 
Vancouver 

 Atira Women's Resource Society 
http://www.atira.bc.ca/  

 Watari http://www.watari.ca/  

 EWMA http://www.atira.bc.ca/enterprising-
women-making-art 

 Women’s market http://dewc.ca/market  

 Downtown women's centre http://dewc.ca/ 

 Women’s Health Collective 
https://www.womenshealthcollective.ca/  

 
Toronto 

 360 Kids https://www.360kids.ca/ 

 Raising the Roof 
https://www.raisingtheroof.org/what-we-
do/our-initiatives/the-upstream-project/  

 A Way Home Canada 
http://awayhome.ca/what-we-do/making-
the-shift/  

 Fred Victor http://www.fredvictor.org/  

 School of Nursing, Western University, 
representing the Homelessness Hub: 
http://homelesshub.ca/  

 
Hamilton 

 SYPC  http://www.sprc.hamilton.on.ca/street-
youth-planning-collaborative/  

 Good Shepherd 
https://www.goodshepherdcentres.ca/wome
ns-services  

 Women’s Housing Planning Collaborative 
http://howstheweather.ca/about/  

 Womenkind addiction service 
https://www.stjoes.ca/hospital-
services/mental-health-addiction-
services/addiction-services/womankind-
addiction-service  

 
Halifax 

 Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre 
https://www.mymnfc.com/  

 Adsum for Women and Children 
http://www.adsumforwomen.org/ 

 Alice House https://alicehouse.ca/   
  
Finland 

 Federation of mother and child homes and 
shelters https://ensijaturvakotienliitto.fi/en/  

 No fixed abode https://vvary.fi/in-english/  

 USVA https://exitry.fi/in-english/  

 Y foundation: https://ysaatio.fi/en/home  

 Housing Finance and Development Centre of 
Finland http://www.ara.fi/en-US  

 MONIKA: https://monikanaiset.fi/en/  

 Also thanks to Guddy Burnet, Churchill Fellow 
and co-founder of DAHA who came to Finland 
and hosted me in her family summer house. 

 
Sweden 

 Unga station 
https://www.stadsmissionen.se/vad-vi-
gor/barn-och-unga/unga-station-soder  

 Stadsmissionen 
https://www.stadsmissionen.se  

 Stockholm City homelessness team 
 
UK practice references: 

 Domestic Abuse Housing Alliance (DAHA) 
https://www.dahalliance.org.uk/ 

 ELHP http://newsite.elhp.org.uk/  

 Agenda https://weareagenda.org/  

 Homeless Link https://www.homeless.org.uk/  

 Safer London, Pan-London Housing Reciprocal 
https://www.saferlondon.org.uk/plhr  

 Solace Women’s Aid 
https://www.solacewomensaid.org/ 

 Depaul, Nightstop 
https://uk.depaulcharity.org/NightstopUK  

 Women at the Well https://watw.org.uk/  

 St Mungo’s https://www.mungos.org/  

 Standing Together 
http://www.standingtogether.org.uk/  

 Threshold housing women’s housing first: 
http://thp.org.uk/services/HousingFirst  

 Nia 
http://niaendingviolence.org.uk/refuge/index.
html  

 Imkaan https://www.imkaan.org.uk/  

 Trevi House, Rehab for mothers and children 
to stay together http://www.trevihouse.org/  

 Ascent project specialist and no recourse bed 
spaces 
https://thelondonvawgconsortium.org.uk/serv
ices/refuge-provision/ 
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