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Key findings

• More than 150,000 young people a year across the UK 

present to their local authority asking for help because 

they are homeless or at risk of homelessness

• More than 136,000 young people a year in England and 

Wales present to their local authority asking for help 

because they are homeless or at risk of homelessness

• Over eight times more young people aged 16-24 ask 

their local authorities in England and Wales for help 

because they are homeless than the number accepted 

as ‘statutory homeless’

• At least 30,000 young people experiencing or at risk 

of homelessness are turned away from their local 

authority every year in England and Wales

• The proportion of young people deemed ‘statutory 

homeless’ in England and Wales is falling: from 20 per 

cent in 2012 to 12 per cent in 2013 and 2014

• English young people are consistently less likely to 

be formally assessed or to receive support than their 

counterparts in the devolved nations

• Increasing numbers of young people are receiving support 

outside of the statutory framework - the proportion of 

young people in England and Wales receiving some level of 

support through ‘prevention and relief’ services has grown 

from 54 per cent in 2012 to 64 per cent in 2014 

• Scottish data shows that a lack of affordable housing is 

playing a role in driving homelessness presentations

• Government data highlights the rapid increase in all-

age English homelessness as a result of a private rented 

sector tenancy ending - from an average of 14 per cent in 

the 13 years up to 2011 rising to 29 per cent in 2014

• Our analysis highlights poor data standards, problematic 

reporting and a lack of consistency - better data is  needed 

to make appropriate decisions in a tough funding climate
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The Youth Homelessness Databank team builds digital tools for the youth homelessness 

sector. Launched in late 2014 with funding from the Google Impact Challenge, we have 

two key products: 

• an interactive website to collate, measure and display youth homelessness data from 

multiple sources

• an app for young people who have experienced homelessness which, for the first time, will 

allow youth homelessness charities and service providers to monitor the long-term impact of 

the support they provide 

 

We have some prototype tools already in development:

• a map that allows users to explore the data currently available about youth 

homelessness in England -   

centrepoint.org.uk/youthhomelessnessmap

• a ‘minimum viable’ dashboard that uses different data visualisation techniques to display 

currently available data on youth homelessness in the four nations, and the results of the 

Freedom of Information requests that form the basis of this report 

isthisuseful.info

The data collected by the Databank project will help all of us better understand the extent of youth 

homelessness, why young people become homeless and the impact of services region by region. 

The Youth Homelessness Databank is the first of its kind; an independent, open data resource for 

the whole of the UK, helping to build the weight of evidence necessary to create real change. 

The project
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This report investigates what happens to young people when they seek to access help because they are homeless or at risk of 

homelessness. How many young people are turned away with little or no support, how many access some help, how many are formally 

assessed to see if they qualify as ‘statutory’ or officially homeless? As Figure 1  lays out for England, this is a complicated process 

punctuated with substantial confusion.

Through conducting our research, we have been surprised at the paucity of data out there and at inaccuracies highlighted in official 

homelessness figures. Our analysis is based on the most complete dataset currently available, which took thousands of hours to collect, 

clean and compile. 

Our overriding conclusion is that central government and local authorities are making policy in the dark. Until they have a clear picture 

of the problem, government can’t expect to tackle youth homelessness or give local authorities adequate funding to ensure they help 

young people in need.       

We aim to work collaboratively and are seeking to collect and display as much data as possible on youth homelessness in order to create 

an open dataset that all can use. You can find the data your local authority submitted to our Freedom of Information request by going to 

http://isthisuseful.info/viz/charts. 

If the information is missing or seems incomplete, ask your local authority to issue it, either by asking nicely or through a Freedom of 

Information request, for example using https://www.whatdotheyknow.com. Ours is a living, breathing project, and we will add new data 

to our datasets as and when we receive it. Where appropriate and practical, we will then be releasing data received as open datasets.

If you are a local authority or a youth homelessness provider, please get in touch. We aim to collate everyone’s data for the full sector’s 

benefit and are building digital tools that will make this easier; please join us!

Gaia Marcus 

Youth Homelessness Databank Manager

An introduction from the team
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Homeless young people within the housing system in England
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Figure 1: Homeless young people within the housing system in England



To understand the data held by local authorities, Freedom of Information (FOI) requests 

were issued to all local authorities in England and Wales between March and June 2015. The 

requests related to the numbers of 16-24 year-olds who: presented to their local authorities 

as homeless or at risk of homelessness, were assessed under the Housing Act, were offered 

prevention and relief, and were accepted as statutory homeless. 

Responses were received from 275 local authorities (73 per cent) 

151 English districts (75 per cent) 

87 English unitary authorities (70 per cent) 

19 English counties (70 per cent) 

18 Welsh local authorities (82 per cent)

Of these, 30 (11 per cent) were refusals under Section 12 of the Freedom Of 
Information Act (2000). 

Equivalent data requests were submitted to the Housing Access and Scottish Welfare Fund 

Statistics team within the Communities Analytical Services Division of the Scottish Government 

and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, to which both responded reporting all available data.

An online survey was also conducted with over 350 charities and housing providers offering 

accommodation services to young people facing homelessness to understand the data they 

collect. We received 186 responses (approximately 50 per cent of organisations contacted): 

161 respondents’ organisations worked in England, 14 in Wales, 15 in Scotland, and 6 in 

Northern Ireland. 

Methodology
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Where we got the data from:

• Housing Access and Scottish Welfare Fund Statistics team

• 15 youth homelessness housing providers and charities  
in Scotland

• Northern Ireland Housing Executive

• 6 youth homelessness housing providers and charities in 
Northern Ireland

• 257 local authorities in England 

• 161 youth homelessness housing providers and charities  
in England

• 18 local authorities in Wales

• 14 youth homelessness housing providers and charities in Wales
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Overall youth homelessness

Across the UK, we estimate that approximately 150,000 young people a year ask their local 

authorities for help because they are homeless or at risk of homelessness.

England

130,000

40,000

100,000

20,000

80,000

60,000

120,000

3,800
9,800

6,800

Northern 
Ireland

Scotland Wales

Figure 2: 150,000 young people a year ask for help from their local 
authorities because they are homeless or at risk of homelessness
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Estimates for England and Wales are based on the average proportions observed in the FOI data 

(see appendix for methodology). Numbers from Scotland and Northern Ireland were received in 

response to our data request.



Based on Freedom of Information research and government data from 

the four nations, the Youth Homelessness Databank estimates that at 

least 150,000 young people ask their local authorities for help every year 

across the UK, because they are homeless or at risk of homelessness.1

The data for Scotland and Northern Ireland are based on government 

figures: 9,800 young people in Scotland and 3,800 young people in 

Northern Ireland asked for help every year.2

In England and Wales there is no national data on how many young 

people ask their local authorities for help. The Freedom of Information 

research we carried out suggested that, on average, over eight times 

more young people aged 16-24 ask their local authorities for help than 

the number accepted as officially or ‘statutory’ homeless.3 This could 

mean that across England and Wales, at least 136,000 young people ask 

their local authorities for help every year because they are homeless or 

at risk of homelessness.

The most alarming aspect to the England and Wales findings is that they 

are likely to be a significant underestimate - the local authorities where 

youth homelessness is most prevalent did not respond to our Freedom of 

Information requests, and we have veered on the side of caution in our 

analyses. The data received raise serious questions about how different 

local authorities record who asks them for help and what actually 

happens to the young people who disappear from the official figures. 

Estimating overall youth homelessness

10



Official statistics only provide part of the picture

Most people who are homeless are not counted in official homelessness 

statistics. The picture provided by the majority of data currently collected 

by governments across the UK is a limited one, reflecting ‘statutory 

homelessness’ (i.e. this data only represents people eligible to be housed 

under the Main Homelessness Duty).4

Even if a young person is accepted to be homeless by their local 

authority, they will not be considered statutory homeless if they are: 

deemed ‘intentionally homeless’ (for example if they were evicted due 

to rent arrears or antisocial behaviour); or if they are deemed to not be 

in ‘priority need’. The definition of priority need differs across the four 

nations of the UK, and has been abolished completely in Scotland. In 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland, most single young people over 18 

are not deemed to be in priority need.  In England, priority need includes 

people who are pregnant or who have dependent children, 16 and 17 year 

olds, care leavers aged 18-21, and people who are vulnerable due to ill 

health or domestic violence.  

A lack of coherent national data makes measuring the true scale of youth 

homelessness very challenging. Figures compiled by the Department 

for Communities and Local Government and by devolved authorities 

show that there were 26,852 statutory homeless young people across 

the UK in 2013-14. However, recent research by Cambridge University for 

Centrepoint suggests that the numbers experiencing homelessness are far 

higher. Cambridge found that over 83,000 homeless young people were 

accommodated by local authorities or homelessness services during 2013-14.5

Beyond data on statutory homelessness, other sources only provide 

a limited picture of youth homelessness because few of them report 

figures which can be broken down by age. The research underlying this 

paper explores the number of young people presenting themselves 

to local authorities for help because they are homeless. We estimate 

that across 2013 and 2014  more than 136,000 young people a year 

presented to their local authority in England and Wales asking for help 

because they were homeless or at risk of homelessness. Less than half 

of these young people (41 per cent) received a formal assessment under 

the Housing Act, and as few as one in eight (12 per cent) were accepted 

as statutory homeless.6
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Beyond statutory homelessness: are the official numbers the full picture?

Over 83,000 homeless young people were accommodated by local authorities or homelessness services during 2013-14, 

according to recent Cambridge University Research.

• In England and Wales, the proportion 

of young people receiving prevention 

and relief support has been 

increasing since 2012: 64 per cent 

of young people who presented 

as homeless in 2014 received 

prevention and relief support 

compared to 54 per cent in 2012. 

• In England, young people presenting 

as homeless are three times more 

likely to receive prevention and 

relief support than their older 

counterparts: 9.5 per 1000 16-24 

year olds were offered prevention 

and relief support, compared with 

3.7 per 1000 for all ages.

Figure 3: The proportion of young people presenting to their local authorities 
who are given prevention and relief is increasing as the proportion accepted as 
statutory homeless decreases 

% presenting % Prevention and Relief % Accepted as statutory homeless 
(DCLG* and StatsWales data)

2012 
(n=87)

2012 
(n=80)

2012 
(n=7)

2013 
(n=93)

England and Wales England Wales

2013 
(n=86)

2013 
(n=7)

2014 
(n=98)

2014 
(n=90)

2014 
(n=8)

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
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*DCLG - Department for Communities and Local Government

Number of local authorities reporting their data is shown in brackets



Support provided outside of the statutory framework (1)

This is not the full story. Our data highlights 

that local authorities are providing support 

and assistance to thousands of young people 

who are not found to be statutory homeless 

and in priority need through ‘prevention and 

relief’ provisions.

All local authorities are required to have a 

strategy for preventing homelessness which 

applies to all those at risk, including homeless 

people who are not in priority need and 

those found to be intentionally homeless. 

The Department for Communities and Local 

Government states that “prevention involves 

providing people with the ways and means to 

address their housing and other needs to avoid 

homelessness”; “relief occurs when an authority 

has been unable to prevent homelessness but 

helps someone to secure accommodation, even 

though the authority is under no statutory 

obligation to do so”.7

While the proportion of young people being 

accepted by their local authority as statutory 

homeless has decreased over time, the 

proportion receiving prevention and relief has 

been increasing since 2012 (figure 3). 64 per 

cent of young people who presented as homeless 

in 2014 received prevention and relief support 

compared to 54 per cent in 2012.8

In England the data suggest that people 

presenting as homeless are far more likely 

to receive prevention and support if they are 

young. Our Freedom of Information requests 

show that the rates of prevention and relief 

among young people were almost three times 

higher than in official, all-age data: 9.5 per 

1000 16-24 year olds were offered prevention 

and relief support, compared with 3.7 per 1000 

for all ages within the same local authorities. 
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Support provided outside of the statutory framework (2)

Statistics from the Department for Communities 

and Local Government show a variety of 

strategies used by local authorities to prevent and 

relieve homelessness. Whilst these data cannot 

be broken down by age, the national figures for 

England do shed some light on what prevention 

and relief involves on the ground. For example, in 

11 per cent of cases, homelessness was prevented 

by resolving housing benefit problems and 3 per 

cent remained at home as a result of mediation. 

Others were assisted by the local authority to 

obtain alternative accommodation. 10 per cent 

obtained private rented sector accommodation 

through the landlord incentive scheme, 6 per 

cent obtained hostel accommodation or a House 

in Multiple Occupation and 8 per cent obtained 

supported accommodation.7

Though this prevention and relief support will 

be extremely valuable for many young people, 

it is not equivalent to the ongoing level of 

support provided through a statutory duty. 

Further research is needed to understand the 

trend towards increases in this kind of support 

alongside decreases in the statutory numbers.

Our survey of homelessness service providers 

also underlined that many young people are being 

supported outside of the statutory framework.  

148 organisations offering accommodation 

services reported working with 45,727 young 

people in 2014 – while there may be some double 

counting where young people have accessed 

multiple services within the same year, this is 

more than half of the estimated 83,000 young 

people who were housed through services 

in 2013-145 and is almost double the annual 

statutory homelessness figure of 26,852 young 

people in 2013/14. This provides further evidence 

that the statutory figures do not represent the full 

extent of youth homelessness, nor the amount of 

work being done across the sector to address it.

Further research  
on prevention
As the proportion of young people 

receiving prevention and relief 

support increases whilst the number 

being accepted as statutory homeless 

decreases, it is essential to establish 

what prevention support is available 

to this age group. Centrepoint is 

currently undertaking research to 

better understand the causes of 

homelessness and how they could 

have been tackled earlier. We aim to 

shed light on the different routes into 

prevention support available to young 

people, how they are funded and 

delivered, and which appear to be the 

most effective prevention models.
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Turned away? 

In England and Wales we estimate that more than 136,000 

young people present to their local authority in a year 

asking for help because they are homeless or at risk of 

homelessness. Of these, at least 30,000 are turned away 

with no help and only 16,000 receive a full statutory 

entitlement to homelessness support.

12%  
received their full 

statutory entitlements to 
homelessness support

Of the young people 
presenting to their 
local authorities in 
England and Wales:

22%  
are presumed 

turned away with  
no practical help

At least 60%  
received prevention and 

relief assistance
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These proportions do not add up to 100% because we are using minimum estimates 
to allow for the inherent error introduced by the incomplete sample



Turned away? 

The extent of support being provided to non-statutory 

homeless young people is encouraging. Unfortunately our 

data show that thousands of young people are still being 

turned away with little or no help.

In accordance with the Housing (Homeless Persons) Act 

1977, if a person is homeless or at risk of homelessness, the 

local authority has a duty to provide advice and appropriate 

assistance. For those who are found to be in priority 

need, the local authority must ensure accommodation is 

made available or support them to remain in their current 

accommodation if they have not yet become homeless.

Total young people presenting 
as homeless in a year in 

England and Wales

136,000

16,000

80,000-90,000

Young people accepted as 
statutory homeless and therefore 

received a full housing duty

Young people offered 
‘prevention and relief’ support 

by their local authority

Young people 
presumed turned away 

with no help

Figure 4: Young people presenting as homeless in a year in England and Wales

Of the estimated 136,000 young people presenting as homeless in a year in England 

and Wales,1 we know that only 16,000 are accepted as statutory homeless and therefore 

receive a full housing duty. We estimate that between 80,000 and 90,000 are offered 

‘prevention and relief’ support by their local authority. This suggests that at least 

30,000 homeless young people are turned away from their local authority with no 

help, or at best with some advice but no practical assistance.1 

This is a minimum estimate because local authorities are not required to record the 

number of people asking them for help – the true number could well be higher. Further, 

local authorities that responded to the FOI request had significantly lower rates of 

statutory youth homelessness compared to areas that did not respond,9 suggesting 

that the data collected will underestimate the full extent of the problem.
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The situation is getting tougher for young people, especially in England

Figure 5: Patterns of assessments and acceptance rates were not 
consistent throughout the UK, with young people in England least likely 
to be assessed and accepted as statutory homeless.   

Data for England and Wales were collected from local authorities through Freedom of Information 

requests (number of responses shown in brackets); statutory data for England and Wales were 

derived from Department for Communities and Local Government and StatsWales figures. The 

Northern Ireland Housing Executive and the Housing Access and Scottish Welfare Fund Statistics 

team provided data covering all local authorities in their respective countries. The Northern Ireland 

Housing Executive reported that “all presenters’ circumstances would be assessed” but the data 

were not available to confirm this.

%  presenting to 
local authorities

% assessed under 
the Housing Act

% accepted as 
statutory homeless

• In England and Wales, fewer young people who ask for 

help are given full support: the proportion of young people 

deemed ‘statutory homeless’ fell from 20 per cent in 2012 

to 12 per cent in 2013 and 2014. 

• Young people are more likely to receive full support if they 

live in Wales than if they live in England: young people in 

Wales are one and a half times more likely to receive a 

formal assessment than young people in England. Young 

people in Wales are twice as likely to be accepted as 

statutory homeless than young people in England. 

England 
(n=133)

Wales 
(n=11)

Northern 
Ireland

Scotland
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%
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Fewer young people over time 
are receiving a full housing duty

Our findings suggest that the proportion of young people 

asking for help who receive statutory support from their 

local authority has been dropping over the last few years 

despite the fact that other measures of homelessness are 

on the rise.  For example, the number of young people 

seen rough sleeping in London by outreach teams has 

more than doubled over the past few years; rising 177 per 

cent between 2010/11 and 2014/15.10

Even when young people are assessed, fewer are being 

found eligible for a statutory housing duty than in 

previous years.  The proportion of young people presenting 

to local authorities who were accepted as statutory 

homeless reduced from 20 per cent to 12 per cent between 

2012 and 2013, where it remained during 2014.11  The reason 

behind this drop is not entirely clear, and a similar drop was 

not observed in Northern Ireland (where it remained around 

40 per cent) or Scotland (where it increased from 74 per 

cent to 79 per cent in the same time period). Interestingly, 

the drop observed in England mirrors the reduced 

number of assessments rather than an evidenced 

reduction in need. 
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Differences in devolved nations

This pattern of decreasing assessments and 

acceptance rates was not found throughout 

the UK. Our data reveal that young people 

presenting as homeless in Wales were more 

likely to receive a statutory duty than their 

counterparts in England. The proportions 

being both assessed and accepted as statutory 

homeless were consistently higher in Wales than 

in England for the years 2012 to 2014. Young 

people in Wales are one and a half times more 

likely to be assessed12 and over twice as likely to 

be accepted as statutory homeless compared to 

their counterparts in England.13 The proportions 

are much higher in Scotland, with almost 100 

per cent of young people filing homelessness 

applications14 to their local authorities being 

assessed and 97 per cent being accepted as 

statutory homeless in 2014.15

The low rates of assessment in England and 

Wales are concerning because without a full 

assessment, it is hard for local authorities to 

know whether a young person will qualify for 

full statutory support. For example, vulnerability 

due to ill health or domestic violence are both 

very hard to identify without looking in detail at 

a young person’s circumstances. This difference 

in the assessment rate could mean that more 

are falling through the net and missing out on 

the full homelessness duty that they are entitled 

to, particularly in England.

Differences in the proportions of young people 

being assessed and accepted as statutory 

homeless in England and Wales could be a 

result of different legal duties governing the 

systems in these two nations. In Wales, local 

authorities now have a legal duty to prevent 

homelessness, as well as a legal duty to provide 

support to those who are already homeless and 

in priority need.16 This new duty has led many 

local authorities in Wales to review how they 

respond to people who are homeless and at risk 

of homelessness in their area, and may help 

to explain the differences in trends between 

the two nations. The Welsh Government also 

introduced new powers to scrutinise local 

authority expenditure on homelessness 

services, potentially allowing them to intervene 

if local authorities make disproportionate 

reductions in their homelessness budget, above 

the rate of cuts to their overall budget.

In Scotland, priority need was abolished in 

2012. As a result, all people in Scotland who 

are unintentionally homeless have a right to 

settled accommodation to be provided by 

local authorities. This likely explains why the 

proportion of young people presenting as 

homeless in Scotland who are assessed and 

accepted as statutory homeless is much higher 

than in the rest of the country. 97 per cent of 

all young people who presented14 to Scottish 

authorities were assessed and accepted as 

homeless in 2014,17 compared to 10 per cent 

being accepted in England and 25 per cent 

being accepted in Wales for the same year. The 

Northern Ireland Housing Executive reported 

that “all presenters’ circumstances would be 

assessed” but the data were not available to 

confirm this.18
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The housing crisis appears to be driving rates of homelessness presentations

In Scotland, we identified a significant association between the length of waiting lists for 

social housing and the number of young people submitting homelessness applications. 

• English government data suggest that the increasing 

pressure on the private rented sector market is also 

contributing to homelessness in England. The proportion of 

people who became homeless due to a private rented sector 

tenancy ending rose steadily from 2011, from an average of 

14 per cent between 1998 and 2010 to 29 per cent in 2014. 

• Our Freedom of Information data from England suggest that 

a similar pattern was evident for young people between 2012 

and 2014. The proportion of them who became homeless due 

to a private rented sector tenancy ending rose from 14 per 

cent in 2012 to 16 per cent in 2014. ‘96 ‘98 ‘00 ‘02 ‘04 ‘06 ‘08 ‘10 ‘12 ‘14 ‘16

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Figure 6: The proportion of people who became homeless due 
to the end of a private rented sector tenancy in England
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Data shown are for all ages and are from the Department for Communities and 

Local Government.



A lack of affordable housing could be driving rates 
of homelessness presentations

As a result of the more comprehensive data 

received from the Scottish Government, we were 

able to investigate which factors had a significant 

association with the level of young people 

submitting homelessness applications in Scotland.1 

This analysis revealed a clear association between 

the length of waiting lists for social housing in a 

local authority and the number of young people 

submitting homelessness applications.19 This 

suggests that the lack of affordable housing 

provision is playing a role in driving rates of young 

people presenting as homeless.

While we were not able to investigate the same 

effect in England and Wales due to the more 

limited dataset available, other research suggests 

that this trend is likely to be a problem beyond 

Scotland. The Homelessness Monitor highlights 

the effect of the lack of affordable housing on 

homelessness.20 The lower levels of available 

social lettings and continuing constraints on 

mortgage availability can make entering the 

housing market a real challenge, particularly for 

young people.  For those who cannot remain at 

home, it could lead to homelessness. It also raises 

a challenge for local authorities that need to find 

suitable accommodation for those found to be in 

priority need.

Government data suggests that the increasing 

pressure on the private rented sector market is 

also contributing to homelessness in England.  The 

proportion of people who became homeless due to 

a private rented sector tenancy ending rose steadily 

from 2011, from an average of 14 per cent between 

1998 and 2010 to 29 per cent in 2014 (figure 6). 

Our Freedom of Information request also suggests 

that a similar pattern was evident for young people  

between 2012 and 2014 - the proportion of 18-24 

year olds who became homeless due to a private 

rented sector tenancy ending rose from 14 per cent 

in 2012 to 16 per cent in 2014. This suggests that 

in 2014, 2,000 young people who were accepted 

as statutory homeless became homeless due to a 

private rented sector tenancy ending.
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Analysis: What do these findings suggest?
Better data are needed to make appropriate decisions in a tough funding climate 

Our Freedom of Information request revealed discrepancies between the data reported to us by 

local authorities and the official data reported by the Department for Communities and Local 

Government during the same period.

• In England, the 12,000 16-17 year olds who 

approached their local authorities for help because 

they were homeless in 2013/2014 were still largely 

invisible in official homelessness statistics as the 

majority of data reporting on this group is to the 

Department for Education. 

• There has been a huge increase in data not being 

adequately reported to government;  25 per cent 

of the most recent reporting to government about 

statutory homelessness by age was either missing or 

not correctly reported. 

• We need more age specific data about prevention and 

relief to understand the effects of this support on 

the ground.
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England: a higher standard of data is needed to make 
appropriate decisions in a tough funding climate (1)

Conducting the Freedom of Information and data requests across the four nations has given us an 

unprecedented insight into the way data and information about youth homelessness are collected 

and used across the UK. The following section highlights four key ways in which data collection 

in England is a barrier to truly understanding youth homelessness and making funding allocation 

decisions accordingly. 

Data not collected by age 

Our understanding of the nature of support 

that young people are receiving on the ground 

is severely hampered by the way in which many 

of the datasets are collected. In particular, 

the data recorded by local authorities on how 

homelessness is prevented and relieved cannot 

be broken down by age. This is important 

because the factors that lead young people to 

become homeless can often be different from 

those of older cohorts, and young people have 

distinct needs arising from their inexperience 

of living independently and their inherent 

vulnerability as a result of their age.21 Young 

people are also entitled to a lower rate of 

benefits than older groups, both in terms of 

housing benefit rates and in other out of work 

benefits such as Jobseeker’s Allowance. It is 

vital that in future these datasets include an 

age breakdown so that we can understand how 

young people are supported by local authorities 

and whether support differs in older cohorts. 

Working with local authorities, the Department 

for Communities and Local Government should 

also provide improved guidance to ensure 

greater consistency in how prevention and 

relief statistics are reported. The widely varying 

numbers of young people receiving support 

through this route in different areas suggest 

that different authorities may be categorising 

people differently; making comparison and the 

sharing of best practice difficult.
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England: a higher standard of data is needed to make 
appropriate decisions in a tough funding climate (2)

Inter-departmental gaps 

Our research highlights the need for the 

Department for Communities and Local Government 

and the Department for Education to take a 

joined up approach to data collection. Official 

data on homelessness in 16-24 year olds likely 

underestimates the amount of 16-17 year olds 

receiving homelessness support as the figures are 

derived from the Department for Communities and 

Local Government. The Children Act 1989 takes 

precedence over the Housing Act 1996, so 16 and 17 

year olds who are homeless should receive support 

under the Children Act and therefore from children’s 

social services.22 Homelessness is not recorded in the 

Department for Education statistics meaning that 

the number of homeless 16-17 year olds supported 

by children’s services cannot be separated from the 

number of young people in this age range supported 

by children’s services for another reason. This group 

is therefore invisible in the official statistics. 

The group receiving support from Children’s services 

which is absent from official homelessness figures 

could be significant: 12,000 16-17 year olds approached 

their local authorities for help because they were 

homelessness in 2013/2014.23 Five in every six young 

people in this group who were assessed under the 

Children Act 1989 were still largely invisible in official 

homelessness statistics as the majority of this data is 

reported to the Department for Education.

Discrepancies between the data reported to 

us by local authorities and the official data 

reported by the Department for Communities 

and Local Government 

Our Freedom of Information requests revealed 

discrepancies between the data reported to us by 

local authorities and the official data reported by the 

Department for Communities and Local Government 

during the same period. While it is unclear what has led 

to this discrepancy in data, this finding highlights the 

urgent need to improve data collection and reporting 

practices and to ensure consistency of approach.
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England: a higher standard of data is needed to make 
appropriate decisions in a tough funding climate (3)

Problems with the quality of data which  

some local authorities are reporting to  

the Department for Communities and  

Local Government

We also identified problems with the quality of 

data which some local authorities are reporting 

to the Department for Communities and Local 

Government. While the reporting of total 

homelessness figures has remained high, there 

has been a large increase in the number of 

local authorities reporting incomplete data for 

their area (figure 6). This would require further 

investigation, but it appears to be linked to local 

authorities’ recently established requirement 

to  submit an entry of ‘less than five’ to the 

Department for Communities and Local 

Government when fewer than five individuals 

are recorded in a certain category, rather than 

submitting the actual number itself. 

In the six quarters up to September 2013, where 

full numbers were reported to the Department 

for Communities and Local Government, 30 per 

cent of the quarterly figures submitted indicated 

that the local authority had accepted less than 5 

homeless 16-24 year olds in that quarter. In the 

seven quarters up to the most recent reporting 

in January-March 2015, the number of ‘under 

five’ responses received had jumped up to 55 

per cent - if this were correct, it would represent 

a 40 per cent decline in overall levels of youth 

homelessness within a period of less than two 

years. According to official figures, this reduction 

has not been observed. 

Further, the ‘under five’ category appears to be 

resulting in data errors in some cases: in the 

most recent detailed homelessness returns, 

25 per cent of the data that details the age 

of those accepted as statutory homeless was 

either  missing or incorrectly entered, whereby 

the number of ‘under five’ entries recorded was 

incompatible with the total reported figure. For 

example one London borough reported that 

there were fewer than five people in each of 

the six age categories, but gave a total of 253 

across all age groups.
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England: a higher standard of data is needed to make appropriate 
decisions in a tough funding climate (4)

Measures of equality

The way that statutory datasets are structured 

in England, Wales and Northern Ireland provides 

very little insight into the rates of homelessness 

among different equalities groups in the 16-24 

cohort. Statistics by ethnicity for example are 

only available for all ages.24 As a minimum, the 

existing statutory homelessness data should be 

collected in a way that allows it to be reported 

by both age and other equality categories such 

as ethnicity.

As is happening in Wales, the Government 

and devolved authorities should also consider 

collecting additional equalities categories – 

particularly those which other research has 

shown to have a significant impact on rates 

of homelessness such as sexuality.25 This 

proposal was supported by many attendees at 

our discussion event from both providers and 

local authorities as they felt it would help them 

better target and plan their services. 

Figure 7: Large increase in missing data between 2013 and 2014, shown by white areas

Last quarter before ‘less than 5’ introduced 
as a reporting category: 2013 Q3

Dark red to light pink: 20 per cent of authorities with the highest to lowest levels of youth homelessness

Grey: local authority reported a count of fewer than five young homeless people in the last three months

centrepoint.org.uk/youthhomelessnessmap

White: no data available (this includes data supressed by DCLG to prevent the value from being calculated)

12 months later: 2014 Q3
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Conclusions

With over 150,000 young people a year 

presenting as homeless across the UK, tackling 

youth homelessness represents a huge challenge 

to local authorities across the nations. Our FOI 

results make it clear that many local authorities 

are already providing extensive support beyond 

their statutory duties, but that many young 

people are still being turned away without 

practical support.

To tackle this problem and ultimately end 

youth homelessness, we must improve our 

understanding of how many young people 

experience homelessness across the country and 

what happens to them once they present for help. 

It is vital that the Department for Communities 

and Local Government and local authorities 

work together to improve how data on youth 

homelessness is defined and collected at both a 

local and national level. 

Better data collection will help improve our 

understanding of the scale and nature of the 

problem.  This knowledge will probably identify 

substantially increased demand which is likely 

to require additional resource to be allocated to 

deliver the necessary provision.  

To underpin the commissioning of this provision, 

the sector must work together to collect and record 

data on youth homelessness in a thorough and 

consistent way.  If we do this, limited resources 

can be better targeted across different areas and 

towards the services that are most effective in 

creating positive outcomes for young people. 
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Recommendations (1)

• The homelessness data return should be amended so 

that all the data collected is available by age group 

– both in the prevention and relief statistics and the 

detailed breakdowns of the statutory homelessness 

figures, such as the reason for loss of last settled home.

• The homelessness return should include additional 

equality measures such as sexuality (which can be 

broken down by age).

• Department for Communities and Local Government 

and the devolved authorities should issue more detailed 

guidance about how and when to record prevention and 

relief activity, as well as its relationship with statutory 

assessments, to ensure that data is comparable across 

areas and that young people receive their proper 

entitlements in all areas.

• Stronger central guidance should be issued about 

when and how to record homelessness presentations 

to ensure that local authorities are using a consistent 

approach.  This will enable accurate comparisons and 

best practice sharing between different areas.

• Department for Education, Department for Communities 

and Local Government and the devolved authorities 

should work together to ensure that there is accurate 

and transparent data available about the number of 

homeless 16 and 17 year olds supported by both housing 

and children’s services.  As a minimum, this should 

include the addition of a homelessness category in the 

Department for Education statistics.  

• The central departments should also work with local 

authorities to develop a way of better tracking the journey 

of 16 and 17s through both the housing and children’s 

services systems to understand the implications of the 

Southwark Judgement26 on the ground.

• Department of Communities and Local Government 

should investigate the quality of data reported about 

statutory homelessness in order that national data 

become robust and meaningful. Specifically, the increase 

in subcategories being inaccurately reported as ‘under 5’.

In order to improve the quality of data collected about youth homelessness, particularly in England:
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Recommendations (2)

• Central government should provide additional funding 

to local authorities to support both statutory and 

non-statutory homeless young people in need of 

accommodation and support. To ensure that this money 

is spent on homelessness services, central government 

should consider either ring-fencing this funding or 

using additional scrutiny powers as has been done in 

Wales to ensure that homelessness budgets do not face 

disproportionate cuts.

• To ensure that no young person is turned away without 

support, every local authority should have a robust 

system in place to assess the needs of every young 

person presenting as homeless, whether or not they 

make a formal homelessness application.  This will ensure 

that their circumstances are fully understood and that 

no one is inappropriately denied statutory support. If 

coupled with suitable data collection on all assessments 

and resulting support, this will also provide a fuller 

understanding of the nature of youth homelessness – 

both statutory and non-statutory – in each local area. It 

is likely this depth of insight will enable authorities to 

intervene earlier and save money in the long-term.

In order to improve the support available to young people on the ground:
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Notes

1. See the appendix for details of the methodology. 

2. Average numbers presenting to their local authorities for help across 2013 and 2014, according to the Scottish Welfare Fund Statistics team and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive.

3. 146 local authorities from England and Wales reported that 29,647 young people asked for help in 2014, of which 3598 were accepted as statutory homeless.

4. Where a main homelessness duty is owed, the local authority must ensure that suitable accommodation is available for the applicant and his or her household. 
The duty continues until a settled housing solution becomes available for them or some other circumstance brings the duty to an end.

5. Clarke , A., Burgess, G., Morris, S. & Udagawa, C. (2015) ‘Estimating the scale of youth homelessness in the UK’; Cambridge: Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning Research; 
Available online: www.centrepoint.org.uk/83000. 

6. 146 local authorities from England and Wales reported that 29,647 young people asked for help in 2014, of which 12,445 were assessed and 3598 were accepted as statutory homeless. In 2013, 35,154 young 
people asked 146 local authorities for help, of which 14,158 were assessed and 4,379 were accepted as statutory homeless. 41% is the average proportion observed across the two years.

7. Department for Communities and Local Government (2015) Homelessness Prevention and Relief: England 2014/15 Official Statistics.

8. 98 local authorities reported that in 2014, of the 25,355 young people asking for help because they were homeless or at risk of homelessness, 15,396 received prevention and relief assistance. In 2012, 14,110 
of the 26,709 young people asking for help from 87 local authorities received prevention and relief assistance. 

9. Median rate 1.1 per 1,000 compared to 1.5 per 1,000, respectively: p < 0.05.

10. CHAIN statistics, compiled by St Mungo’s Broadway.

11. 139 local authorities reported that in 2012, 37,755 young people asked for help, of which 7,718 (20%) were accepted as statutory homeless. 146 local authorities reported that in 2013 and 2014, of the 35,154 
and 29,647 young people presenting, 4,379 and 3,598 were accepted as statutory homeless, respectively.

12. In 2014, 40% of those presenting were assessed in England compared to 60% in Wales: p < 0.001.

13. In 2014, 10% of those presenting were accepted as statutory homeless compared to 25% in Wales: p < 0.001.

14. Homelessness applications and subsequent assessments are recorded in Scotland. In this report we assume that they equate to ‘presentations’ recorded in England and Wales.

15. Data received from the Housing Access and Scottish Welfare Fund Statistics team. The same is not observed for all ages where 81% of applicants are assessed 
(http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/06/7213/4).

16. Housing (Wales) Act 2014 http://gov.wales/topics/housing-and-regeneration/legislation/housing-act/?lang=en

17. Operation of the Homeless Persons Legislation in Scotland: 2014-15. ISBN 978 1 78544 507 1. Available online: http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/06/7213/4

18. Personal communication with Homelessness Policy Team, Northern Ireland Housing Executive

19. Linear regression investigating the relationship between length of waiting list for social housing and rate of young people submitting homelessness applications in Scotland, 
Intercept p = 0.02; Adj R2 = 0.14; p = 0.04.

20. Fitzpatrick, S. et al (2015) ‘The homelessness monitor: England 2015’; London: Crisis.

21. Centrepoint (2010) ‘The changing face of youth homelessness: trends in young people’s support needs’; London: Centrepoint.

22. Our research also highlighted the many 16 and 17 year olds still receiving support through housing services rather than social services, in contravention of the 2009 Southwark Judgement  
http://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/231269/G_v_Southwark_briefing_revised_Nov_11.pdf 

23. ‘Getting the house in order: Keeping homeless older teenagers safe’; The Children’s Society, March 2015. Available online: 
http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/getting-the-house-in-order_PCR025aHousing_Report_LR_final_6_web.pdf.

24. This is due to change in Wales following a recent consultation around data collection: 
http://gov.wales/consultations/statistics/proposed-changes-homelessness-data-collections/?lang=en.

25. ‘LGBT Youth Homelessness: A UK National Scoping of Cause, Prevalence, Response and Outcomes’; The Albert Kennedy Trust, 2015. Available online: 
http://www.akt.org.uk/webtop/modules/_repository/documents/AlbertKennedy_ResearchReport_FINALInteractive.pdf.

26. The Southwark Judgement (2009) http://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/231269/G_v_Southwark_briefing_revised_Nov_11.pdf
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Data Collection

Freedom of information (FOI) requests were issued 

to all local authorities in England and Wales between 

March and June 2015 asking for the numbers of 16-24 

year olds who presented to their local authorities as 

homeless or at risk of homelessness, were assessed 

under the Housing Act, were offered prevention and 

relief, and were accepted as statutory homeless. By 

August 2015, responses had been received from 275 

(73%) local authorities (151 (75%) English districts, 87 

(70%) English unitary authorities, 19 (70%) English 

counties and 18 (82%) Welsh local authorities), of 

which 30 (11%) were refusals under Section 12 of the 

Freedom Of Information Act (2000). 

Equivalent data requests were submitted to the 

Housing Access and Scottish Welfare Fund Statistics 

team and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, 

to which both responded reporting all available 

national data. We further compiled publically available 

data from the Department for Communities and 

Local Government (DCLG), StatsWales, the Scottish 

Government’s Homelessness Data Provider site, and 

Northern Ireland’s Department for Social Development.

Methodological Appendix
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Data Analysis 

Estimating total number of young people presenting as homeless or at risk of homeless 

across the UK

Using the official statutory data reported by DCLG and StatsWales, and the data collected through 

FOIs, we derived an estimate for the proportions of young people presenting to their local authorities 

who were offered prevention and relief assistance and accepted as statutory homeless across the 

country. This was based on the average proportions observed in the data across the years 2013 and 

2014, to take into account low-level variation between these years. These proportions were used to 

extrapolate the numbers presenting to their local authorities and accessing prevention and relief from 

DCLG’s and StatsWales’s official homelessness statistics. Estimates for England and Wales were added 

to the data received from Scotland and Northern Ireland to generate an estimate for the UK. 

Figure 8: Average proportions (top) and the subsequent estimated numbers (bottom) of 
young people presenting to their local authorities as homeless or at risk of homeless who 
access prevention and relief or statutory assistance in England and Wales. The remainder 
are presumed to have been turned away.

Total young people presenting as homeless in England and Wales

Estimated number of young people presenting as homeless in England and Wales

≥22%

≥30,000

≥60%

~80,000-90,000

12%

16,000

Average proportions shown here are based on the analysis of data received through FOIs for the years 2013 and 2014. These 
proportions do not add up to 100% because we are using minimum estimates to allow for the inherent error introduced by the 
incomplete sample. According to DCLG data, the average number of young people that were accepted as statutory homeless in 
England and Wales across 2013 and 2014 was 16,005. Therefore, we assume that 16,005 equates to 12% of the total number of 
young people presenting to their local authority as homeless or at risk of homelessness.

Presumed turned awayPrevention and reliefAccepted as statutory homeless



Methodological Appendix (2)
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Proportion of young people presenting as 

homeless who are assessed and accepted as 

statutory homeless

Through the FOI, data were available on the 

numbers of young people presenting and being 

assessed from 146 local authorities in England 

and Wales. Using DCLG and StatsWales data 

on official homelessness acceptances, the 

proportion of those presenting, being assessed 

and accepted as statutory homeless were 

calculated for the years 2012, 2013 and 2014. 

The same analysis was replicated for Scotland 

and Northern Ireland using the data submitted 

by the Housing Access and Scottish Welfare 

Fund Statistics team and the Northern Ireland 

Housing Executive. 

Proportion of young people presenting  

as homeless who receive prevention and 

relief assistance

Through the FOI, data were available on the 

numbers of young people presenting and receiving 

prevention and relief assistance from 98 local 

authorities in England and Wales. Using DCLG 

and StatsWales data on official homelessness 

acceptances, the proportion of those presenting to 

their local authorities who were given prevention 

and relief and accepted as statutory homeless 

were calculated for the years 2012, 2013 and 2014. 

Rates of prevention and relief in young people 

were calculated per 1,000 16-25 year olds and 

compared to rates of prevention and relief in all-

ages per 1,000 all-age population. 

Chi2 tests were conducted to compare 

proportions being assessed, accepted and 

receiving prevention and relief across the years 

reported and between nations. Median rates 

of prevention and relief in young people were 

compared to rates in all-ages using the k-test for 

medians. Data quality and discrepancies between 

the data received through FOIs and that reported 

by DCLG were explored and are discussed. 

The relationship between homelessness 

applications and housing in Scotland

The relationship between the rates of young 

people making homelessness applications in 

Scotland and Scottish housing data, including 

the length of the social housing waiting list 

within each local authority were explored 

through correlations and linear regression. The 

same analysis was not possible for England and 

Wales due to the limited data available; the data 

we received from Northern Ireland did not break 

down geographically, and was therefore not 

suitable for this analysis. 
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