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Abstract 
 

Young people, because of their life stage, are widely thought to have distinct routes into 

homelessness and require different interventions than older adults.  Youth-specific 

interventions are championed by those working in this sector.  However, the scholarly 

case for what form such responses should take remains unclear.  This thesis explores and 

strengthens the underpinning rationale and assumptions of current responses to youth 

homelessness.  Specific research questions are as follows: What are the key factors 

influencing young people’s routes into homelessness?  How useful is age as a proxy for 

understanding young people’s support and housing needs?  In what circumstances, if any, 

is congregate supported accommodation a legitimate housing option for young people? 

What difference do distinct national and local policy approaches make to young people’s 

experiences of homelessness? 

Answers to these research questions draw on youth studies literature and a critical realist 

understanding of homelessness causation and new empirical data collection.  The 

fieldwork for this study compares two local case studies, Newcastle upon Tyne and 

Glasgow, within the UK jurisdictions of England and Scotland.  Interviews with National 

Key Informants (n = 16) involved in statutory and third sector policy and practice roles 

provided nation-level context on recent trends in youth homelessness.  Local-level data 

from the two case studies included interviews with local practitioners (n = 15) and young 

people with current or recent experiences of homelessness (n = 23). 

Key findings are that young people’s routes into homelessness can be better explained by 

adopting learning from youth studies on the transition to adulthood.  A proper 

understanding of youth studies literature, in combination with the findings of this study, 

makes clear that age has limited usefulness as a proxy for support and housing needs.  It 

is argued that congregate supported accommodation is not an appropriate housing option 

for young people because of the intrinsically problematic impact such models have on 

developmental processes.  The examples of local policies on prevention and housing-led 

approaches show meaningfully positive differences in young people’s homelessness 

experiences.  However, lower welfare entitlements for young people create barriers to 

resolving homelessness and delay the developmental processes of reaching adulthood.  

Based on these findings, this thesis makes the case that a greater understanding of life 

stages is essential in delivering effective interventions for youth homelessness.  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Discussions about young people’s experiences of homelessness are particularly pertinent 

in the current policy climate of Great Britain, given the increasing focus on preventative 

and housing-led approaches.  For homelessness generally, key legislative changes have 

been seen in England: the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 and in Wales, the Housing 

(Wales) Act 2014.  In Scotland, a number of initiatives seek to build on the already robust 

rights-based approach to tackling homelessness (Fitzpatrick and Davies 2021).  These 

initiatives include current work on developing prevention duties on a range of public 

bodies, strengthened prevention duties on local authorities (Reid 2021) and the Scottish 

Government action plan to “end homelessness” (Scottish Government, 2018).  Within 

this policy context, only limited attention is given to young people, although the overall 

provisions do offer the opportunity for improving responses for this group.  Within the 

youth homelessness sector, it is recognised that young people benefit from coordinated 

responses from support and housing providers to prevent and relieve homelessness (A 

Way Home Scotland, 2021; St Basil’s, 2019).  Despite the positive ‘pathways’ approach, 

there remain in policy and practice age-based assumptions about how best to respond to 

young people experiencing homelessness, which this thesis addresses. 

The rationale for researching youth homelessness 

Researchers describe youth homelessness as a “wicked problem”, referring to its systemic 

and complex nature (Vitopoulos et al. 2018), one that is an urgent challenge for policy 

(Gaetz and Redman 2019).  Accordingly, understanding and responding to youth 

homelessness is an essential concern for social policy in the UK.  Primarily, concerns in 

the UK about youth homelessness arise from two areas.  First, despite a decline in the 

proportion of young people in the homeless population overall, they remain 

overrepresented (A Way Home Scotland 2021; Watts et al. 2015, Williams-Fletcher and 

Wairumbi 2020).  Second, it is internationally well documented that young people who 

experience homelessness are especially vulnerable because they have a high likelihood 

of experiencing difficulties in other areas, such as poor mental health, substance misuse, 

low educational attainment and problematic relationships with family and friends 
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(Rosenthal et al. 2006, Quilgars et al. 2011, Watts et al. 2015, Gill 2016, Mayock and 

Parker 2020, Ellis and Laughlin 2021). 

To date, research on young people’s homelessness experiences has largely focused on the 

social constructionist approach of “homelessness pathways” (Fitzpatrick 2000, Clapham 

2002, 2005, Ford et al. 2002, Mallet et al. 2010).  However, there has been little research 

that considers youth homelessness through a critical realist account of causation – an 

approach that would provide a more robust explanatory framework for why this social 

phenomenon occurs (Fitzpatrick 2005, Hastings 2020).  Whilst some have begun to 

account for the layered nature of youth-specific causal factors (Watts et al. 2015, Mayock 

and Parker 2020), further work is necessary to strengthen our understanding of why young 

people experience homelessness.  Accordingly, though the main recorded routes into 

youth homelessness are relationship breakdown between a young person and their family 

and loss of housing amongst those who have left local authority care (Quilgars et al. 2008, 

EOC 2012, Watts et al. 2015, Gill 2016, Scottish Government 2018), a critical realist 

approach seeks to understand the causal factors operating at different layers of social 

reality from which these outcomes emerge. 

Responses to youth homelessness in the UK have largely concentrated around the 

consensus that young people require different interventions due to their life stage.  Not 

only is it argued that young people’s routes into homelessness are different from adults 

(Quilgars et al. 2008, Watts et al. 2015, Centrepoint 2019, St. Basil’s 2019) but also that 

there is a different constellation of needs arising from being young.  Youth homelessness 

policy and practice have sought to target young people with interventions considered 

appropriate to this group’s distinct needs and circumstances.  Common interventions for 

homeless young people include family mediation, employability services, housing 

readiness and accommodation in shared housing.  Over the last 10 years, there has also 

been significant emphasis on housing-led models of intervention, such as Housing First 

for young people (Gaetz 2014, FEANTSA and Fondation Abbé Pierre 2017, Mayock and 

Parker 2020) and the implementation of positive development pathways aimed at 

providing a structured route into settled housing for young people (Basil’s 2019, Scotland 

2021).  However, the use of Housing First with young people remains at a small level 

compared to congregate supported accommodation – that is, temporary shared housing 

with on-site support and a ‘staircase’ approach requiring evidence of increasing housing 

readiness to access more secure forms of housing (Johnsen and Teixeira 2010). 
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In policy and practice, age is often used to restrict what entitlements (to welfare benefits 

and services) are available, what level of support is received, and how long the provisions 

apply to individuals.  This is most starkly seen in the lower levels of welfare benefit 

entitlements young people can receive to meet their housing and living costs (Clarke et 

al. 2015, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2017).  In this context, age is a proxy for the 

support and housing needs – a proxy predicated on the assumption that young people 

should be treated differently from the wider adult population.  The premise for focusing 

on young people’s support and housing needs is that their life stage requires a different 

approach from others experiencing homelessness.  Consequently, if youth-specific 

interventions succeed in meeting these needs, young people will be protected from more 

entrenched forms of homelessness.  Additionally, young people will be better supported 

in other policy areas – most notably, the welfare system, economy and housing.  What is 

problematic is that youth homelessness interventions appear to be predicated on the 

assumption that all young people require youth-specific services.  However, it is less clear 

whether this assumption is the result of actual unique needs rooted in the core 

characteristics of being a young person or the result of policy structures within the UK 

that standardise views of reaching adulthood. 

The literature on youth studies offers significant insight into understanding young 

people’s life stages and the processes involved in reaching adulthood.  This phase of life 

is frequently referred to as the transition to adulthood, a period where, according to the 

literature, individuals move from the care of others (parents or carers) to greater 

individual responsibility (Arnett 1997, 2001, 2015, Shanahan 2000).  Reaching adulthood 

is understood to be one of many transitions that occur during the life course (Elder 1998), 

taking place at socially normal times and with support.  The exact timing and type of 

support can be the subject of investigation, including the expected developmental 

processes and the impact of problematic events.  Understanding the life course requires 

an understanding of how transitions and experiences of homelessness are shaped by the 

developmental processes taking place. 

Integrating these two bodies of literature (youth homelessness and the transition to 

adulthood) is pertinent to investigating the appropriateness of youth-specific 

homelessness interventions in two ways: first, explaining the extent to which the 

experience of reaching adulthood in the UK contributes to the causes of youth 

homelessness;  second, investigating whether services are appropriate for meeting the 
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support and housing needs of young people who experience homelessness.  However, 

whilst current youth homelessness literature addresses young people’s distinct 

circumstances, there is little engagement with how an understanding of life stage informs 

the design and implementation of policy and practice interventions. 

Research objective and questions 

This research further develops our understanding of the causes of youth homelessness 

and the policy and practice responses utilised to address this social problem.  In doing so, 

this thesis integrates youth studies on the importance of timely support during the 

transition to adulthood.  Such support is a precursor for preventing the piling up of 

subsequent problematic experiences throughout the life course.  To this end, this thesis 

answers four questions about young people’s homelessness experiences during the 

transition to adulthood: 

1) What are the key factors influencing young people’s routes into homelessness? 

2) How useful is age as a proxy for understanding young people’s support and housing 

needs? 

3) In what circumstances, if any, is congregate supported accommodation a legitimate 

housing option for young people? 

4) What difference do distinct national and local policy approaches make to young 

people’s experiences of homelessness? 

Each of these four research questions addresses a different element of understanding how 

life stage informs effective interventions against youth homelessness.  By identifying the 

key factors that influence young people’s routes into homelessness, I contribute to the 

understanding of why the transition to adulthood is an important factor in homelessness 

and wider welfare policy and practice interventions.  Unpacking the usefulness of age in 

determining the support and housing needs of young people allows investigation into 

whether and to what extent youth-specific interventions are an essential part of the 

response to youth homelessness.  The issue of young people requiring youth-specific 

accommodation is pertinent to whether there is a place for congregate supported 

accommodation or whether, because of intrinsic elements of the model, there are no 

legitimate circumstances for using this model of housing with young people experiencing 
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homelessness.  Finally, the fourth research question explores whether national and local 

policy makes a positive difference in young people’s homelessness experiences, 

considering the differing policy regimes that exist in England and Scotland. 

Thesis structure 

The thesis has the following structure.  Chapter 2 addresses literature on interventions to 

respond to youth homelessness.  Chapter 3 explores youth development literature on the 

transition to adulthood, the bioecological theory of human development, and the 

relevance of these perspectives to youth homelessness research.  The thesis methodology, 

approach to fieldwork, selection of case studies, and approach to data analysis are 

described in chapter 4.  Three chapters analyse qualitative data: chapter 5 presents 

findings on youth homelessness policy and practice from National Key Informants in 

England and Scotland; chapter 6 provides data from my case study of Newcastle upon 

Tyne; and, similarly, chapter 7 analyses data collected in Glasgow.  In chapter 8, I discuss 

and answer the research questions of this thesis.  To conclude, in chapter 9, I apply my 

research findings to specify the core contributions of this thesis, the implications for youth 

homelessness policy and practice and an agenda for future research. 
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Chapter 2 – Youth homelessness: Experiences, causes and 

responses 

This chapter describes current thinking on causes of young people’s homelessness, their 

pathways through homelessness, and ways to support them and meet their housing needs.  

The first section of the chapter outlines how the pathways metaphor has been used in 

research to describe young people’s housing and homelessness experiences.  In the 

second section, I draw on critical realist ontology to demonstrate how youth homelessness 

occurs – namely, because of causal factors operating across multiple layers, or strata, of 

the world.  In the third section, I present evidence on the support needs of and 

interventions for young people who experience homelessness.  To conclude, I identify 

three areas where developing our understanding of young people’s homelessness 

experiences and the appropriate responses require further investigation. 

Using the pathways metaphor for young people’s housing and 

homelessness experiences 

Young people’s experiences of housing and homelessness are commonly framed with the 

metaphor of a pathway.  The pathway metaphor describes young people’s movement into, 

through and out of housing (Clapham 2005) and homelessness (Fitzpatrick 2000, Mayock 

et al. 2008, Mallet et al. 2010).  Pathways metaphors are thought to describe the 

“meaning[s] of home” (Clapham 2005) and are “sense-making devices that comprise and 

constitute meanings of homelessness” (Raitakari 2020, p. 1684).  In this section, I outline 

how the pathways metaphor is used to describe young people’s housing pathways and 

how young people’s homelessness experiences are framed as pathways. 

Young people’s housing pathways and the challenges of establishing a 

home 

The idea of housing pathways arises from dissatisfaction with the allegedly atheoretical 

and empirical approach of housing research (Clapham 2002, 2005).  In contrast, Clapham 

(2005) argues that the metaphor of a housing pathway provides a mechanism to consider 
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“patterns of interaction (practices) concerning house and home, over time and space” 

(p27).  Thus, housing pathways offer a framework to investigate meaning and choices 

about ‘home’ throughout a person or family’s life.  The social constructionist perspective 

of housing pathways diverges from previous work on housing ‘histories’ and ‘careers’ 

that consider past or anticipated housing to explain current behaviour.  Instead, “pathways 

can be traced back in time and this information used to provide a basis for forward 

projections of the future” (Clapham et al. 2014) 

According to Clapham (2005), two discourses exist in public policy on the shape and role 

of the family in contributing to an individual’s housing pathway.  On the one hand, the 

nuclear family is an essential protective factor in society.  On the other, policy should 

reflect the changing nature and increasing diversity of the family.  However, Clapham 

argues that housing pathways reinforce the “importance of taking a twin approach on both 

individual and household pathways” and that “there needs to be a focus on the individuals 

but also on the functioning of the households of which they are part”.  Mackie (2012) 

summarises the essence of the approach in a study of the housing pathways of disabled 

young people: “The framework assumes that housing pathways have both an agency and 

a structural dimension and that there are constantly changing discourses between them” 

(p808). 

Brueckner et al. (2011), from their study in Western Australia, found that young people 

can experience difficulties establishing a sense of home because of the negative 

perceptions of other community members.  Housing providers and the community see 

young people as problematic because they do not meet the perceived standards of a 

‘normal’ housed person: 

Young people are rarely referred to in public discourse as ‘dream 

neighbours’ in contrast to insiders, the ‘normal’ home occupiers who do not 

threaten the image of the area (Richards 1990).  Instead, young people are 

often seen as a danger to common values surrounding property maintenance, 

noise, and privacy (Bostrom 2001).  This is even more pronounced for young 

people in public housing.  (Brueckner et al. 2012, p. 12) 

Consequently, young people’s choices about where to live (tenure, with whom, and 

location) are increasingly crucial for housing and homelessness research.  However, the 

ability to realise the ideal pathway is subject to the constraints on an individual’s capacity.  
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For example, Hochstenbach and Boterman (2015), in their study of young people’s 

housing pathways in Amsterdam, found that young people are subject to structural 

constraints and a lack of financial resources with which to establish a “linear housing 

pathway”, where young people “move through the official housing sectors only and are 

characterised by high levels of stability” (p264).  In contrast, young people who lack 

financial or social resources are likely to “become ‘trapped’ in a reproductive chaotic 

pathway” (p272). 

Ford et al. (2002) provide a helpful description of young people’s housing pathways in 

the UK, combining three dimensions: “constraints, family support, and the degree of 

planning and control by the individuals” (Hochstenbach and Boterman 2015, p. 261).  The 

resultant housing pathways highlighted by Ford et al. (2002) are “a chaotic pathway, an 

unplanned pathway, a constrained pathway, a planned (non-student) pathway and a 

student pathway” (2002, p. 2463).  Which pathway a young person sets out on when 

leaving the family home is a function of “the socioeconomic circumstances of the 

household in which they reside, the area in which they initially live and their motivations 

for leaving” (Ford et al. 2002, p. 2465). 

For this thesis, the interest is in the chaotic housing pathway of some young people, of 

which there are two core characteristics.  First, young people experience instability 

through “a series of temporary, unstable housing episodes, typically in the PRS [Private 

Rented Sector]” (Ford et al. 2002, p. 2463) and “repeated entry and exit into the social 

and private rented sectors” (Clapham et al. 2014, p. 2027).  Second, young people 

experience substantial constraints on their housing options because of their poor 

economic and welfare position and lack of support from either the family or the state.  

The main reason for young people embarking on a chaotic pathway can be attributed to 

an initial expulsion from the family home because of “family conflict” (Clapham et al. 

2014) or “ejection from the family home” (Ford et al. 2002). 

Young people’s homelessness pathways  

Research in multiple national contexts uses the homelessness pathways metaphor to 

understand young people’s homelessness experiences (Fitzpatrick 2000, Martijn and 

Sharpe 2006, Mayock et al. 2008, Mallet et al. 2010, McNeill and Bowpitt 2020).  The 
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uses of the homelessness pathways metaphor in literature have a consistent structure of 

describing the processes of entering and exiting homelessness and young people’s use of 

services and support needs. 

An important example of homelessness research utilising a pathways approach is Mayock 

et al.’s (2008) longitudinal study of young people’s experiences in Dublin, Ireland.  With 

a focus on young people’s exits from homelessness, Mayock et al. identify three 

pathways: independent exits, dependent exits and continued homelessness.  The 

distinction between independent and dependent exits is the extent to which a move to 

settled accommodation requires intervention by services, such as providing transitional 

housing before gaining independent accommodation. 

A core finding in the Dublin study is that speedy independent exits (and some dependent 

exits) from youth homelessness involved positive or restored relationships with family 

members (Mayock et al. 2013).  A similar finding on the importance of family 

involvement in resolving homelessness experiences appears in Mallet et al.’s (2010) 

study of young people in Australia.  In both studies, when a supportive relationship with 

family was maintained or re-established quickly, young people’s homelessness 

experiences were mainly short and did not involve subsequent re-entries to homelessness. 

In a subsequent analysis of the Dublin study, Mayock and Parker (2020) offer two reasons 

why young people remain homeless.  First, the authors note that prolonging involvement 

with homelessness interventions did “not provide effective responses to the challenges 

faced by youth who experience homelessness and may, inadvertently, serve to entrench 

them in patterns of long-term housing exclusion” (Mayock and Parker 2020, p. 476).  

Second, it was observed that young people could not access the available housing options 

to make a speedy exit from homelessness.  The authors conclude that, to prevent 

prolonged experiences of homelessness, effective and rapid housing options for young 

people must be established: 

Supporting young people to transition quickly from homeless service settings 

must, therefore, be a policy imperative.  The study’s young people were 

clearly motivated to seek a route out of homelessness, suggesting that efforts 

directed at enabling youth to transition to stable housing at the earliest 

possible juncture will be effective.  (Mayock and Parker 2020, p. 476) 
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The pathways metaphor provides a helpful framing for young people’s experiences of 

housing and homelessness.  Understanding young people’s homelessness pathways 

allows us to describe the circumstances in which young people experience homelessness, 

their movement through homelessness and their routes into settled housing.  With its 

origins in social constructionism, most pathways-inspired research emphasises the 

meanings that young people give to their housing circumstances. 

Whilst the pathways metaphor is highly insightful, it is recognised that a degree of caution 

is needed when utilising such framings so that structural explanations of homelessness 

are not downplayed (Fopp 2009, Mayock et al. 2011).  Raitakari (2020) also cautions that 

difficulties can arise when the use of a metaphor diverges from individuals’ understanding 

of their circumstances.  However, some have found the pathways metaphor to provide a 

practical analytical framework for understanding “both structural and personal 

dimensions of young people’s paths out of homelessness as well as the shifts in meaning 

and interpretation that contribute to these successful exit routes” (Mayock et al. 2011, p. 

804).  Moreover, it is evident from pathways research there are substantial layers of 

complexity in the causal factors that contribute to young people’s homelessness 

experiences.  For these reasons, this thesis orientates its pathways analysis towards a 

critical realist ontology, as explained below. 

Explaining youth homelessness causation  

A critical realist approach to homelessness causation 

Critical realist explanations of homelessness have sought to understand how multi-

layered factors operate across different times and places to cause people to lose their 

accommodation without an alternative place to go to (Fitzpatrick 2005, Hastings 2020).  

This approach aims to resolve previous difficulties that arose when describing the causes 

of homelessness “simplistically and somewhat atheoretically as either a housing or a 

welfare problem” (Neale 1997, p. 36).  In seeking to understand the link between 

structural and individual causes, Pleace (2000) states that “consistent associations 

between experience, characteristics or structural factors and entering homelessness have 

not been demonstrated, in fact, the opposite has tended to have been demonstrated” 
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(p592).  The understanding of causation espoused by Pleace requires wholly consistent 

empirical correspondence between the proposed cause, such as mental ill-health or 

increasing housing costs, and homelessness.  A similar ‘constant conjunctions’ 

understanding of causal relationships is captured in the extract below: 

Housing shortages, poverty, unemployment, personal difficulties such as 

mental health, drug or alcohol problems are sometimes said to be the causes 

of rough sleeping.  However, there are continuing problems of rough sleeping 

in areas with no housing shortage.  Equally, the great majority of people in 

poverty or with mental health, or substance abuse problems, do not sleep 

rough [...] It follows that housing shortages, poverty, mental health and 

substance misuse problems cannot be said to cause rough sleeping. (Randall 

and Brown, 1999, p. 3; quoted in Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 5) 

The understanding of causality posited in the work of Bhaskar (2008), in outlining a 

realist theory of science, provides a fundamentally different conception of social 

causation to that encapsulated in the quotation above.  According to Bhaskar’s realist 

view, the world is stratified, consisting of objects and structures that possess ‘necessary 

tendencies’ (i.e. real causal power) within the natural and social world. 

On these foundations, critical realism rejects both a positivist understanding of causality 

and the social constructionist denial of causality.  Instead, it describes how generative 

mechanisms operating at the level of the ‘real’ may or may not be activated at the level 

of the ‘actual’, depending on contingent conditions (Hastings 2020).  Fitzpatrick (2005) 

demonstrates how this explanation of causality works in the example of how poverty acts 

as a cause of homelessness: poverty is extensive amongst those who experience 

homelessness; however, not all those who experience poverty experience homelessness, 

and not all those who become homeless are poor.  For critical realists, though poverty is 

not ‘necessary’ or ‘sufficient’ for homelessness to occur, it does not negate its causal 

power. 

Bhaskar (2008) describes two types of knowledge: 1) intransitive objects of knowledge – 

that is, fundamental objects of reality that exist and operate irrespective of human activity, 

and 2) transitive knowledge, consisting of humans’ varying theories about the nature and 

operation of the world.  The manner of interaction between these two forms of knowledge 

is significant.  Sayer (2000) states, “When theories change […] it does not mean what 



 

 12 

they are about changes” (p10).  Therefore, our theories can and do change over time, as 

the ‘critical’ element implies: “our knowledge of that world is wholly fallible and open 

to alteration through criticism” (Somerville and Bengtsson 2002, p. 124).  In critical 

realism, the world consists of three dimensions: whatever exists and the structures, power 

and mechanisms of reality (the real); the products of power being activated, creating 

events and structures that affect the world (the actual); and people’s experience of the 

world (the empirical).  Research and data analysis aid the building of hypotheses about 

the causal mechanisms present in social phenomena within a given time and place (Sayer 

2000, Danermark et al. 2002, Fitzpatrick 2005, Bhaskar 2008, Hastings 2020). 

A similar conclusion can be drawn from Mallet et al.’s (2005) work, where it was found 

that drug use, for some young people, is a causal factor that leads to relationship 

breakdown and homelessness.  However, over half of the young people in their study did 

not identify drug use as a factor in their homelessness experiences.  Thus, though drug 

use does cause homelessness for some young people, it is not a necessary cause (i.e. drug 

use does not need to be present for homelessness to occur) nor a sufficient cause (drug 

use being present does not mean young people will always experience homelessness).  

This example demonstrates the layered and complex nature of causality, an essential 

feature of reality described by critical realism. 

To explain homelessness, we need to examine the strata that underpin a particular event, 

recognising that at each layer, different ‘real’ mechanisms are operating that may, or may 

not, be relevant as a causal factor.  The implication of this understanding for this study is 

that though youth homelessness can be caused by relationship breakdown and family 

conflict, we must examine how such causal factors operating across different strata of 

reality contribute to young people’s homelessness experiences. 

Understanding young people’s ‘homelessness pathways’ from a critical 

realist perspective 

From the international youth homelessness literature, it is apparent that the causal factors 

of youth homelessness operate across four strata (or levels): personal, interpersonal, 
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institutional and socioeconomic.  In the following sections, I consider the evidence for 

each stratum in turn. 

Personal strata 

Multiple international studies have described the personal, or individual, factors amongst 

young people that can lead to homelessness.  These factors relate to specific 

characteristics or behaviours of a young person that contribute directly to their 

homelessness experiences.  Three factors appear to be relevant: mental ill-health 

(frequently linked with trauma, experiences of abuse and neglect), substance misuse and 

‘problem’ behaviours. 

Referring to Australian young people, Martin and Sharpe (2006) describe pathways into 

youth homelessness involving mental ill-health, trauma and substance misuse.  Several 

US studies have noted a prevalence of mental ill-health (Edidin et al. 2012, Perlman et 

al. 2014) and substance misuse (Gomez et al. 2010, Santa Maria et al. 2018) amongst 

young people experiencing homelessness.  Similarly, in the UK, young people who have 

mental ill-health or who participate in substance misuse are at additional risk of 

experiencing homelessness (Quilgars et al. 2008, Watts et al. 2015). 

There is a question regarding the extent to which mental ill-health and substance misuse 

precede or follow the first experience of homelessness.  For example, Mallet et al. (2005) 

describe circumstances where drug use preceded family conflict for some young people 

and followed family conflict for others in their Australian study.  Edidin et al. (2011) also 

note difficulties in determining the sequence of relevant events in the onset of mental 

health problems in those experiencing homelessness. 

At an individual level, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) describe how childhood 

events are connected to later negative outcomes.  ACEs describe “childhood events, 

varying in severity and often chronic, occurring within a child’s family or social 

environment that cause harm or distress, thereby disrupting the child’s physical or 

psychological health and development” (Kalmakis and Chandler 2015, p. 458).  In their 

US study, Barnes et al. (2021) found that the presence of ACEs are a significant factor in 

young people’s homelessness experiences and contribute to the risk impact of those 

experiences. 
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Interpersonal strata 

Relationship breakdown and family conflict are key factors in young people’s 

homelessness experiences.  In their work on understanding the factors contributing to 

youth homelessness, Thompson et al. (2010) identify “a history of family discord or 

dysfunction” (p201) as a key underlying factor.  As Thompson et al. explain, youth 

homelessness due to family conflict could result from 

parental substance use, religious beliefs, sexual orientation (Cochran, 

Stewart, Ginzler, & Cauce, 2002), school performance, and personal style 

such as dress, hair color, or piercing (Hyde, 2005).  [And/or d]isagreements 

between parents and youths regarding peer groups and choice in romantic 

partners also generate conflict.  (Thompson et al. 2010, p. 202) 

Similarly, Mayock et al. write about young people’s experiences in Ireland: 

These home-based difficulties and tensions ranged from conflict between 

parents and young people over their behaviour (e.g. mixing with 

‘troublemakers’, drug use, staying out late) to resentments on the part of 

young people towards their parents linked to feelings of abandonment and 

neglect.  (Mayock et al. 2008, p. 70) 

In the UK, research shows that relationship breakdown and family conflict are core 

reasons for youth homelessness (Quilgars et al. 2008, Watts et al. 2015).  Gill (2016), 

from a study in England, argues that family conflict and relationships breakdown can be 

caused by personal, interpersonal and structural factors (such as poverty, overcrowding 

and transitions from care) and that in their sample, “the families of many homeless young 

people had experienced long-standing, complex problems” (p16). 

On the link between personal and interpersonal factors, Barker (2012) argues that “the 

breadth of these categories [i.e. mental ill-health, drug use and young people’s behaviour] 

does little to tell us why the relationship or family support has ended or the reasons for 

the conflict.  Moreover, many homeless young people continue to have a relationship 

with their families” (p730-1).  Instead, Barker identifies ‘the family’ as a core driving 

force of establishing social capital within society (i.e. the extent to which an individual 

can draw upon social groups to access resources).  However, the consequence of the loss 
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of family as social capital is “one of the most significant factors that shape their [young 

people’s] lives: homeless young people lack the support that families normally provide”, 

which “leads them to explore other options of support” (Barker 2012, p. 732). 

 

Institutional strata 

Within the institutional strata are causal factors relating to young people’s engagement 

with the systems and structures they participate in.  Most notable are care and educational 

systems, where a problematic transition from these institutions is likely to increase the 

risk of experiencing homelessness. 

In the UK, evidence suggests that young people who experience state care have a higher 

likelihood of entering homelessness despite their well-known need for support (Quilgars 

et al. 2008, Watts et al. 2015, Whalen 2015, Cameron et al. 2018, Stirling 2018).  The 

evidence for care leavers being at increased risk of experiencing homelessness is reflected 

in the international literature, as demonstrated, for example, in research in the US 

(Dworsky and Courtney 2009, Kelly 2020), Australia (Heerde et al. 2012) and Canada 

(Gaetz et al. 2013). 

Young people who experience homelessness have frequently fared worse in education 

than their housed peers.  Edidin et al. (2011) found that young people in the US are at 

high risk (though this varies between states) of dropping out of education, more slowly 

developing life skills and missing out on obtaining qualifications.  Also, in the US, 

Morton et al. (2018) find that a lack of educational qualifications is “one of the strongest 

risk correlates for homelessness” (p20).  In the UK, Watts et al. (2015) report that leaving 

school with no qualifications places young people at a higher risk of experiencing 

homelessness. 

Socioeconomic strata 

Critical to the causes of young people’s experiences of homelessness is the 

socioeconomic disadvantage that they face.  In the UK, researchers attribute this 

disadvantage to the programme of welfare reform that has taken place since 2010 (Clarke 

et al. 2015, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2017).  However, the link between youth 

unemployment levels and youth homelessness is a longstanding concern in the UK (Smith 



 

 16 

1999).  Before the 2010 (and subsequent) reforms, Johnsen and Quilgars (2009) linked 

young people’s homelessness experiences with the structural disparity between earnings 

or welfare benefits and increasing housing costs.  They found young people to be at a 

greater risk of experiencing homelessness because of lower levels of financial protection 

and higher exposure to difficulties in the labour market.  Similarly, young people who 

experience homelessness in Canada and the UK are likely to face barriers to entering 

employment to help with exiting homelessness (Crisp and Powell 2017, Axe et al. 2020).  

In large part, those barriers are due to the financial constraints imposed by the welfare 

system.  For example, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar (2017) describe the impact that 

welfare reform has had on young people, who are generally “forced into [home] sharing 

through economic constraint” (p339). 

In summary, the available evidence on the causes of youth homelessness, undoubtedly 

shows that relationship breakdown and family conflict are important considerations when 

examining young people’s homelessness experiences.  However, as Barker (2012) argues, 

we must look for a richer understanding of the multi-layered factors that explain the role 

of family conflict as a frequent antecedent to youth homelessness.  The critical realist 

approach outlined above provides such a framework. 

Support needs and service responses for young people who experience 

homelessness 

Having examined the factors that can cause youth homelessness, I now turn to the support 

needs and interventions deployed.  First, I explore evidence regarding the nature of 

primary support needs amongst young people who experience homelessness.  Second, I 

explore the types of youth-specific interventions used by the state and Third Sector 

organisations.  These support needs and interventions are closely aligned with the causal 

factors arising in the personal and interpersonal strata, typically focused on responding to 

problems or deficits within young people.  However, as I show, there is a shortfall in 

interventions at the institutional and socioeconomic levels, particularly regarding the 

availability and affordability of housing options for young people. 
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The support needs of young people experiencing homelessness 

I present here four areas of support need described in existing research relevant to young 

people’s experiences of homelessness: a lack of independent living experience, mental 

ill-health, substance misuse and low socioeconomic status.  Whilst there is a clear overlap 

of these areas with the personal and interpersonal factors that can cause youth 

homelessness, the focus here is the presentation of these support needs during young 

people’s experience of homelessness. 

The need for young people at risk of homelessness to gain life skills or to show “housing 

readiness” is present in numerous international studies (Aviles and Helfrich 2004, 

Quilgars et al. 2005, Helfrich et al. 2006, Brueckner et al. 2012, Watts et al. 2015, Steen 

and MacKenzie 2017, Sisselman-Borgia 2021).  Whilst housing readiness and life skills 

are relevant to other groups, such as those experiencing complex needs, these factors are 

considered to have specific relevance to young people because of their life stage and lack 

of prior housing experience (Reid and Klee 1999, Crane et al. 2014).  Crane et al. (2014) 

link resettlement with “taking on the responsibilities of a tenancy when unusually young, 

often without the experience of a secure family home” (p163).  Such a gap in experience 

can result from the family conflict that frequently precedes youth homelessness (Crane et 

al. 2014).  Others have described young people’s need to gain financial management 

skills as a gap (Fieldhouse and Greatorex 2019).  Finally, amongst their sample of young 

people in Greater Manchester, Reid and Klee (1999) identify a lack of sufficient 

knowledge about housing and finances and a lack of confidence in accessing the 

information or resources needed.  Despite differences in the labelling of young people’s 

lack of experience, there does appear to be consensus that young people require support 

to gain the skills necessary to maintain independent settled housing.   

In their systematic review of youth homelessness interventions, Morton et al. (2020) 

found that most studies of youth homelessness interventions relate to young people’s 

mental health and involvement in harmful behaviours.  Perlman et al. (2014) describe 

from their US study a higher prevalence of mental ill-health amongst homeless high-

school-age young people (two-thirds of the sample were 16 years old or older) compared 

with their housed peers.  These findings recur across a broad spectrum of youth 

homelessness literature, indicating that meeting the need arising from mental ill-health is 

a critical concern for intervention providers (Rosenthal et al. 2006, Quilgars et al. 2008, 
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Watts et al. 2015, Schwan et al. 2018).  During an experience of homelessness, the 

presence of a higher level of mental health difficulties compared to other young people 

has been attributed to the impact of family conflict (Schwan et al. 2018, Milburn et al. 

2019) and, from a study in the US, from experiencing multiple transitions through the 

care system (Tyler and Schmitz 2013).  Furthermore, international research provides 

evidence that mental ill-health can intensify with homelessness (Hodgson et al. 2013, Fry 

et al. 2016, Gallardo et al. 2020).  This intensification can lead to experiences of 

“depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, suicidal ideation, and substance use 

disorders” (Gallardo et al. 2020, p. 1).  Others have noted the complex link between 

mental ill-health as a causal factor of homelessness and the challenge it poses for young 

people as they seek to access settled housing: 

Mental illness is thought to not only increase risk for first incidence of 

homelessness, but also to make completing tasks necessary to cope with and 

move on from homelessness more difficult.  (Hodgson et al. 2014, p. 4) 

Substance misuse amongst young people who experience homelessness is a well-

recognised concern for developing interventions and meeting support needs (Klee and 

Reid 1998a, Gomez et al. 2010, Thompson et al. 2010, Watts et al. 2015, Schwan et al. 

2018).  As with the support needs arising from mental ill-health, there is a complex 

relationship between substance misuse as a cause and as a result of experiencing 

homelessness.  Three dimensions are evident in the relationship between substance 

misuse and homelessness.  First, as discussed above, the onset of substance misuse can 

pre-date or post-date the experience of homelessness (Mallett et al. 2005).  Second, 

substance misuse can be an integral part of young people’s social networks (Gomez et al. 

2010).  Third, in Greater Manchester, Klee and Reid (1998b) describe how young 

people’s substance use acts as a means of coping with their homelessness experience, 

mental ill-health and trauma.  For the participants in Klee and Reid’s research, this type 

of “self-medication” was considered by young people to be more effective than accessing 

mainstream medical help: 
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It was a technique in many ways superior to a standard medical intervention.  

Medical help was not only difficult to access but made demands for a level of 

compliance in terms of prompt attendance and regular use of medication that 

were difficult to meet in the context of an uncertain and sometimes chaotic 

life.  (Klee and Reid 1998a, pp. 130–131) 

Finally, as noted above, young people’s generally low socioeconomic status not only 

contributes to the causation of youth homelessness; it also generates support needs 

concerning their ability to afford suitable housing (Johnsen and Quilgars 2009, Wilkinson 

and Ortega-Alcázar 2017) and living essentials such as food (Brothers et al. 2020). 

Support interventions for young homeless people 

Responses to youth homelessness have tended to concentrate on family mediation, help 

with employability, and preparing young people for independent living as part of a 

“staircase” model of transitional accommodation.  Below, I consider each of these in turn. 

Family-focussed interventions 

Family mediation has been part of the response to youth homelessness over the last two 

decades (Watts et al. 2015, Gill 2016), with Quilgars et al. (2008) describing an increasing 

use of family mediation to prevent youth homelessness in England.  These family-based 

interventions appear internationally, suggesting a broad consensus that, when possible, a 

return home is a preferential outcome for young people (Quilgars et al. 2008, Gaetz 2014, 

Watts et al. 2015, Schwan et al. 2018).  Despite the ubiquity of family mediation as a 

response to youth homelessness, there is concern about a lack of research “on the effect 

of family and natural support programmes on housing stability for youth” (Schwan et al. 

2018, p. 37).  Operationally, there is some evidence of difficulties with family-focused 

interventions: Quilgars et al. (2008) found variation amongst English local authorities on 

the form and effectiveness of family mediation services, and Pawson (2007) and Ng 

(2011) found family mediation being used by local authorities in England to potentially 

deny young people rights in the context of homelessness legislation.  However, there is a 

consensus in youth homelessness literature (Watts et al. 2015, Dej et al. 2020, Mayock 
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and Parker 2020) that family-focused interventions are a vital element of responding to 

youth homelessness.  

Employability 

The second strand of supportive interventions to be considered focuses on developing the 

employability of young people who experience homelessness.  Watts et al. (2015) identify 

three stages in the types of employment interventions offered to young people: “getting 

young people ‘work ready’; engaging employers and other partners; and ensuring in-work 

progression for homeless and formerly homeless young people” (p114).  The need for a 

spectrum of interventions results from the marginalisation of young people in the labour 

market and welfare system and the high likelihood of a disruption in the education of 

those who experience homelessness (Quilgars et al. 2008).  Crisp and Powell (2017) 

argue that UK policy frameworks on employability have become increasingly complex 

and punitive, making it more difficult for marginalised young people to effectively move 

into the labour market.  Whilst support to gain employability skills is a central theme of 

youth homelessness interventions, this support has not consistently translated to 

improving outcomes.  Crisp and Powell surmise, “Some young people (invariably the 

least powerful) have found it more and more difficult to negotiate this complexity [of 

employability policy] than others” (Crisp and Powell 2017, p. 1804). 

Transitional accommodation and housing readiness 

In their study of young people’s homelessness experiences in England, McCoy and Hug 

(2016) explored the impact that different temporary living environments (e.g. state or 

third-sector youth-specific supported accommodations, generic small and large hostels, 

accommodations with family or friends and community hosting) can have on physical 

and emotional well-being, safety and future housing options.  Based on these findings, 

McCoy and Hug (2016) categorise young people’s experiences of living in different 

temporary living situations according to the level of risk posed and the host’s (or 

organisation’s) capacity to provide support.  Further analysis from the same study argues 

that we cannot presume different types of accommodation are more appropriate than 

others for young people because “assumptions in relation to the safety or supportiveness 

of living arrangements based on accommodation ‘type’ are also unreliable” (Rowland 

and McCoy 2020, p. 62). 
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The practice of providing transitional forms of accommodation to young people is seen 

to be a response to the support needs above.  Making transitions through accommodation, 

termed a housing ’staircase’ (Johnsen and Teixeira 2010), requires young people to 

demonstrate increasing housing readiness before they can access accommodation with 

higher levels of stability and privacy (by being in self-contained accommodation and not 

dependent on shared living spaces).  Busch-Geertsema and Sahlin (2007), in their 

discussion of hostels, indicate that amongst youth homelessness organisations in Europe, 

there has been the view that transitional forms of housing are necessary to avoid 

“dumping” (p. 87) young people in independent accommodation without the necessary 

support in place.  

Despite the plethora of housing readiness interventions for young people, this approach 

is criticised.  Stewart (2019) explains that housing readiness approaches create 

conditional pathways in young people’s access to settled housing.  Under this form of 

conditionality, young people are required to participate in rites, such as participating in 

support plans, and this approach is believed to offer “the chance of ‘redemption’, to 

expunge their negative identity and reclaim their entitlement” (Stewart 2019, p. 1133).  

Clarke et al. (2020) demonstrate the role that this conditionality plays in determining 

young people and others’ access to settled housing despite the trend in Scotland 

(compared to Australia in the authors’ study) towards housing-led responses to 

homelessness. 

In an international review of youth homelessness prevention, Schwann et al. (2018) 

reflect on the importance of housing-led interventions, stating “housing stabilisation 

interventions are critical to transitioning youth off the streets and preventing re-entry into 

homelessness” (p. 47).  Others explain that housing stability is a necessary but poorly 

measured marker of the success of youth homelessness interventions (Gaetz et al. 2019).  

Gaetz et al. are critical of predominantly short-term housing readiness or independent 

living skills interventions.  Instead, these authors propose that “in supporting young 

people to resolve their homelessness, this means not only access to housing but also 

supporting and encouraging young people to become healthy adults at their own pace” 

(Gaetz et al. 2019, p. 75). 

There is now a nascent shift away from transitional forms of housing to more housing-

led responses (Watts et al. 2015, Gaetz and Dej 2017).  This shift in policy follows from 
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the understanding that strengthening housing stability has a positive impact on young 

people’s ability to address other support needs as well as to maintain an exit from 

homelessness: 

Without stable accommodation it seems unlikely that many of this study’s 

young people would have been able to re-engage with education or training 

and, for a considerable number, stability of housing enabled them to address 

their drug consumption and peer affiliations, issues which had previously 

undermined their ability to exit street life. (Mayock et al. 2011, p. 823) 

Watts et al. (2015) highlight the need in the UK for a range of accommodation options 

that provide varying levels of independence and support.  However, the participants in 

the review by Watts et al. (2015) point to supported lodgings and Housing First as options 

more suited to young people’s needs.  Mayock and Parker (2020) confirm this view of 

young people’s housing needs and call for the development of more housing-led 

approaches that overcome the structural barriers to achieving stability. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has drawn on the pathways metaphor as a helpful descriptive framework for 

understanding young people’s movement through homelessness.  However, the social 

constructionist and agency-focused emphasis of the pathways approach does not give the 

necessary depth of explanation about young people’s experiences.  To address this gap, I 

outline a critical realist theory of causation, wherein social phenomena emerge from 

causal mechanisms operating across multiple layers of reality that may or may not be 

directly observable to the individual.  Finally, I present evidence on young people’s 

support needs and the main interventions used with young people experiencing 

homelessness.  I now highlight three areas for further investigation. 

First, young people’s entry into homelessness is commonly associated with leaving the 

family home due to a relationship breakdown.  Evidence collected over the last two 

decades shows that family conflict and relationship breakdown are fundamental to 

explaining why young people experience homelessness.  The predominant approach to 

understanding young people’s homelessness experiences has been to adopt a pathways 

framework.  However, there has been little discussion in youth homelessness literature of 
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how a critical realist approach to causation can deepen our understanding of why youth 

homelessness occurs.  In response, I outline a critical realist approach to explaining youth 

homelessness; that is, youth homelessness occurs through causal factors operating across 

four strata in the structure of the world: personal, interpersonal, institutional and 

socioeconomic. 

Second, the youth homelessness literature broadly accepts that young people, compared 

to other adults, have distinct support and housing needs.  In reviewing youth 

homelessness literature, I observe that the focus in practice and policy has largely been 

on individual or interpersonal “problems” that young people experience.  This view has 

led to the perspective that young people require bespoke or youth-specific interventions, 

though some are now calling for greater attention to housing-led responses.  These 

debates indicate the importance of adopting a critical realist ontology, whereby the factors 

that cause youth homelessness and cause interventions to be effective can operate across 

the strata described above.  What remains to be done is to investigate how our 

conceptualisation of youth, as a basis for offering bespoke interventions, integrates with 

this understanding of the causes of and responses to youth homelessness. 

Third, interventions in response to youth homelessness have remained generally 

consistent over the last two decades, focusing on restoring relationships with family and 

establishing young people’s housing readiness.  It is also evident that certain types of 

accommodation are deemed preferential for young people on the assumption that they 

best suit their support and housing needs.  However, the calls for improved housing 

options for young people, and the apparent lack of progress in this area, indicate that 

further work is required to address the structural barriers young people face.  At the heart 

of this debate is how the support needs of young people relate to their housing needs and 

whether it is defensible to limit their housing options based on assumptions about their 

readiness for settled forms of accommodation. 

The review of youth homelessness literature in this chapter highlights important gaps in 

our understanding of young people’s experiences, needs and interventions deployed.  A 

theme throughout is how young people are treated differently from other adults, based on 

trends in their routes into homelessness and the types of support needs presented.  The 

following chapter addresses the conceptualisations of young people’s life stage in the 
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youth studies literature and the importance of understanding developmental processes 

during this period of life. 
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Chapter 3 – Young people and reaching adulthood 

Introduction 

This chapter presents youth studies and sociological literature addressing the 

developmental processes young people undergo during the transition to adulthood.  The 

purpose here is to identify the factors contributing to successful or problematic 

transitions. Understanding those factors can help evaluate youth homelessness 

interventions.  I start by outlining two theories that explain the significance of the timing, 

processes, relationships and characteristics of individual young people in connection to 

developmental processes. The work of Glen Elder Jr. on life-course theory and the 

bioecological theory of Urie Bronfenbrenner underpin this outline.  I then describe how 

sociologists understand society to have become increasingly individualised and how this 

is thought to affect young people who experience homelessness.  The next section 

discusses emerging adulthood, claimed to be a novel life stage that sees young people as 

being “in between” adolescence and adulthood.  In the final section of this chapter, I apply 

the critical realist framework to show the complex and layered structure of the factors 

that affect young people’s development.  To conclude, I summarise gaps in the literature 

to be addressed by this thesis. 

Reaching adulthood in the wider developmental context 

Life course theory 

The study of human development from birth to death, or the life course, has been a key 

focus in sociological work since the early twentieth century (Bengtson and Allen 1993, 

Elder et al. 2003, Hutchison 2019).  Since that time, there has been increasing recognition 

of the linkages of developmental processes with the social and historical context (Elder 

and Shanahan 2007).  Central to the development of life course theory is the notion that 

individual trajectories through the life course consist of a series of transitions, where a 

person moves from one social context to another (Elder 1998).  Thus, taking a “life course 

perspective” involves examining the specific historical and social context during which 
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cohorts (individuals born at a similar time and who experience comparable sequencing of 

life events; Hutchison 2019) pass through the series of socially expected transitions, such 

as leaving home, starting their own family and entering work. 

The implication for research is that “the life course provides a framework for studying 

phenomena at the nexus of social pathways, developmental trajectories, and social 

change”(Elder et al. 2003, p. 10).  Within this view of developmental change, Elder et al. 

(2003) identify five principles that should inform work that considers the life course, 

summarised below. 

First, development is an ongoing process occurring throughout an individual’s life.  By 

implication, Elder et al.  (2003) argue that research must take a “long-term” view of 

human development, especially recognising that individuals do not stop developing at 

any age or stage of their life course. 

Second, “individuals construct their own life-course through the choices and actions they 

take within the opportunities and constraints of history and social circumstance” (Elder 

et al. 2003, p. 11).  Elder (1998) refers to this as “human agency” in that during significant 

transitions individuals adapt to their circumstances or work on “building a new life-

course” (p. 4) within the constraints they experience.  Historical and social timing is a 

significant concern within this agency principle in that the choices an individual can make 

are opened up or closed down in ways outside of their control because of factors.  For 

example, Elder et al. (2003) refer to the extent to which “planfulness” (p. 11, referring to 

the ability to plan and make choices within one’s own context) is constrained by historical 

context; that is, in their samples and despite both groups demonstrating planfulness 

through gaining higher levels of education, the opportunities of men born earlier (1900–

1911) were significantly constrained by the Great Depression, whereas a younger group 

(born 1911–1930) benefitted from the economic spending prior to World War II. 

Third, and as in the example above, “the life course of individuals is embedded and 

shaped by the historical times and places they experience over their lifetime” (Elder et al. 

2003, p. 12).  Sironi (2018), in a cross-national study, found that the 2008 recession led 

to a general but imbalanced decline in young people’s economic position, with an increase 

in the proportion of “low-paid” young people.  Differences were found, though, according 

to the generosity of the welfare system in a country (e.g. Norway) or the vocational 

approach to education (e.g. Germany) but also according to gender and social norms, such 
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as when a young person leaves home (e.g. young people from Southern Europe staying 

longer in the family home). 

Fourth, Elder et al. (2003) describe the impact of the timing of events on development, 

saying, “The very meaning of the event can change at different developmental stages” (p. 

12).  When transitions occur outside of socially prescribed norms, there can be an ongoing 

impact on the individual.  For the cohorts in the US study, Elder (1998) records that 

marriage or childbearing occurring early in the life course correlates with poor 

socioeconomic outcomes.  Elder et al.’s (2003) findings align with those of Harley and 

Mortimer (2000) – namely, that transitions such as “leaving the parental home at a 

relatively young age” (p. 12) can be associated with poor mental health outcomes.  

Additionally, when transitions ‘pile-up’, there is an additional risk of negative 

developmental outcomes for individuals (Harley and Mortimer 2000, Elder et al. 2003). 

Fifth, the principle of “linked lives” represents the interdependence and influence of 

relationships on the timing, significance and ordering of transitions throughout the life 

course.  Elder (Elder 1994, p. 6) describes relationships as providing “social regulation 

and support” such that “socialization, behavioral exchange, and generational succession” 

take place.  A consequence of linked lives is that individuals can be vicariously affected 

by the events shaping their historical context.  Elder’s (1994) example is of the impact of 

the economic hardship of the Great Depression on childhood.  More recently, Fanjul 

(2014), in a UNICEF-IRC report, provides evidence of an increase in childhood poverty 

within “rich countries” after the 2008 recession.  One outcome reported was that “children 

feel anxious and stressed when parents endure unemployment or income loss, and they 

suffer family downturns in subtle and painfully evident ways” (Fanjul 2014, p. 2).  In 

another example, on the issue of criminal behaviour, Wright et al. (2001) found in their 

New Zealand study that prosocial relationships can contribute to desistance, whereas the 

converse can occur with antisocial relationships. 

Setting young people’s development in the context of the life course draws attention to 

the impact and importance of the timing and quality of the transitions.  Hofmeister (2015) 

describes life course theory as a useful framework through which to ask questions on 

“how individuals live their lives over time, and what patterns emerge in society from all 

these pathways” (p. 281).  Life events that disrupt the ordering, timing and nature of 
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transitions can have a long-term negative impact on individuals’ social, economic and 

health outcomes. 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model 

I now consider Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) bioecological theory, focusing on the 

contribution made to understanding the processes of development.  At the core of the 

bioecological model are four nested environments (Bronfenbrenner 1979).  The 

microscale addresses the intimate caregiving context, primarily the parent-child 

relationship.  Developmental factors within the mesoscale environment include the wider 

direct relationships between individuals and their siblings, peers and colleagues.  At the 

exo-scale are indirect environments such as parents’ work or a sibling’s antisocial 

behaviour.  The macroscale environment contains the community- and national-level 

structures in which the individual is raised. 

Bronfenbrenner describes “ecological transitions” that occur “whenever a person’s 

position in the ecological environment is altered as the result of a change in role, setting, 

or both” (1979, p. 26). The significance of these transitions is that “roles have magic like 

power to alter how a person is treated, how she acts, what she does, and thereby even 

what she thinks and feels” (1979, p. 6).  The later iteration of Bronfenbrenner’s work 

reflects a shift from focusing on the context in which development takes place to the 

actions of the developing person. 

Proximal processes, as they are labelled, are seen to be the “primary mechanism 

producing human development” (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2007a, p. 795) and are 

defined as follows: 

A proximal process involves a transfer of energy between the developing 

human being and the persons, objects, and symbols in the immediate 

environment.  The transfer may be in either direction or both; that is, from 

the developing person to features of the environment, from features of the 

environment to the developing person, or in both directions, separately or 

simultaneously. (Bronfenbrenner and Evans 2000, p. 118, emphasis in 

original) 
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In this bioecological model, proximal processes can affect the developing person by 

increasing competence or dysfunction (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998).  Thus, growth 

in knowledge, skills and ability to conduct oneself well can result in competence in a 

developmental task, whereas repeated problems with control and integration of 

behaviours can result in dysfunction.  Bronfenbrenner and colleagues consider such 

proximal processes to take place across different domains of an individual’s life, such as 

intellectual, physical, motivational, socioemotional and artistic.  According to the above 

definition, proximal process can have bidirectional effects between the individual and 

their environment, whether in the form of other people or systems. 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2005, developing the earlier iteration in Bronfenbrenner and 

Evans (2000) make two propositions about the nature of proximal processes for human 

development: 

Proposition 1: Especially in its early phases, but also throughout the life 

course, human development takes place through processes of progressively 

more complex reciprocal interaction between an active evolving 

biopsychological human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in 

its immediate external environment.  To be effective, the interaction must 

occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time.  Such enduring 

forms of interaction in the immediate environment are referred to as proximal 

processes.  Examples of enduring patterns of proximal process are found in 

feeding or comforting a baby, playing with a young child, child-child 

activities, group or solitary play, reading, learning new skills, athletic 

activities, problem solving, caring for others in distress, making plans, 

performing complex tasks, and acquiring new knowledge and know-how.  

(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2007a, p. 797) 

Proposition 2: The form, power, content, and direction of the proximal 

processes effecting development vary systematically as a joint function of the 

characteristics of the developing person, the environment – both immediate 

and more remote – in which the processes are taking place, the nature of the 

developmental outcomes under consideration, and the social continuities and 

changes occurring over time through the life course and the historical period 

during which the person lived.  (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2007b, p. 798) 
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Focusing on the second proposition, the process-person-context-time (PPCT) formulation 

can be derived to facilitate the investigation of developmental activity (Bronfenbrenner 

and Evans 2000).  First, an examination of the developmental processes taking place asks, 

for example, whether the parent-child relationship meets a child’s physical and emotional 

needs.  Second, the individual and their unique characteristics should be considered.  

Characteristics here involve the behaviours of the individual and the choices they make 

but can also, according to Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994), include genetic and 

heritability issues.  Third, the context in which developmental processes occur must be 

examined in terms of the nested environments of micro, meso-, exo- and macro-scales.  

Context can also refer to the wider social and historical environment, consistent with the 

perspectives of life course theory.  Fourth, time refers to the duration over which proximal 

processes occur, including the opportunity for repetition.  As Bronfenbrenner and Morris 

explain, “proximal processes [involve] progressively more complex reciprocal 

interaction.  [Proposition I] stipulates that to be effective, the interaction must occur on a 

fairly regular basis” (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2007a, p. 820). 

A small number of studies on youth homelessness utilise Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

theory to understand the distinct support needs of young people.  Wenzel et al. (2012) 

utilised ecological theories, including Bronfenbrenner (1979), in their US study on the 

social networks of young people who experience homelessness.  The authors use socially 

focused ecological theories to emphasise the role social context plays in forming 

behaviours and impacting the health of young people who are homeless.  Though 

referencing the first phase of Bronfenbrenner’s work, Wenzel et al. describe social 

networks in terms consistent with the two-way nature of proximal processes, as outlined 

above: “Social networks are groups in which members may influence each other’s 

behaviors through social comparison, social sanctions and rewards, exchange of 

information, and socialization of new members” (Wenzel et al. 2012, p. 562).  Brothers 

et al. (2020) utilise a socio-ecological model (also referencing Bronfenbrenner, 1979) in 

their US study on food insecurity amongst young people living in permanent supportive 

housing.  From their findings, Brothers et al. highlight the multiple factors across 

individual, institutional and societal levels affecting young people’s capacity to meet their 

own needs, such as rules on kitchen use, the experience of stigma and a lack of cooking 

skills. 
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A criticism of the current uses of ecological theories in youth homelessness research is 

that the focus is predominantly at the microsystem level.  According to Crawford (2018), 

the lack of youth homelessness research that includes the broader levels of 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model is a significant gap in our understanding.  

However, Brothers et al.’s (2020) work postdates Crawford’s paper and includes the 

impact of structural factors in their research.  Consequently, work remains to be done on 

understanding how the policy and practice of institutions operating at the broader levels 

of the bioecological model affect young people’s homelessness experiences. 

The use of the bioecological theory is of particular interest in this study because of the 

significance of the quality of parent-child relationships and the role that the environment 

plays in development.  Understanding how the context and social environment (the exo-

scale and macroscale) can affect developmental processes through parent-child 

relationships and then parent-adolescent relationships (both microscale factors) are 

interesting for explaining why relationship breakdown is a central factor in young 

people’s homelessness experiences.  This understanding of developmental processes 

supports the construct of homelessness pathways that Ford et al. (2002) describe.  That 

is, the intersection between a young person’s pathway (being a feature of socioeconomic 

status, the area where a family lives and the motivations for leaving) and the quality and 

consistency of the developmental processes that take place from early childhood have the 

potential to act as causal factors for homelessness. 

In this section, I outline life course theory and the bioecological model of human 

development.  Applying this work provides two specific insights into considering the 

impact of interventions during the transition to adulthood: First, it shows the need to 

understand the context at each level of the ecological model and within the historical and 

social context. Second, this work shows the need to examine how the quality and duration 

of developmental processes can be affected by factors such as physical environment, 

social relationships and individual choices. 

Individualisation and youth homelessness 

This section focuses on accounts of societal change described in the literature as the 

individualisation thesis.  I start by outlining two features of the individualisation thesis: 

First, some writers consider changes to have taken place in individuals’ identity formation 
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explore how these changes affect individuals’ interactions with societal institutions. 

Second, the individualisation thesis can be used to explain young people’s homelessness 

experiences. 

Bauman (2000) describes the process of individualisation as largely consisting of the 

“deregulation and privatization of the modernizing tasks and duties” (p. 29).  For Bauman, 

the implication of individualisation transforms “human ‘identity’ from a ‘given’ into a 

‘task’, charging the actors with the responsibility for performing that task and for the 

consequences (also the side-effects) of their performance” (Bauman 2000, pp. 31–32).  

Consequently, individualisation means identity formation is no longer “given” by 

traditional institutions (e.g., family, religion, state) but becomes a “task” that must be 

undertaken, with the ultimate responsibility resting on every individual. 

To help explain the changes occurring through individualisation, Bauman (2000) uses the 

analogy of the individual becoming a “shopper” of identity because of the new and 

extended choices being made available through capitalism.  Whilst this freedom suggests 

the emancipation of the individual, Bauman sees it as a “mixed blessing” since as “the 

task shared by all has to be performed by each under sharply different conditions, it 

divides human situations and prompts cut-throat competition rather than unifying a 

human condition inclined to generate co-operation and solidarity” (Bauman 2000, p. 90).  

For Bauman, the resources available to individuals shape their ability to participate, or 

“shop” – hence the varying outcomes people experience in life. 

In practice, individualisation has been said to occur through three interlinked processes – 

detraditionalisation, emancipation and heterogenisation (de Beer and Koster, 2009).  To 

say that society has become detraditionalised refers to the removal of traditional 

institutions’ role in forming an individual’s identity.  These traditional institutions include 

government, educational establishments, religion and social structures of class, gender 

and ethnicity.  In place of these traditional institutions, some authors now see that a 

requirement is present for individuals to form their own traditions, which are “chosen and 

often invented” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002, pp. 25–6).  Emancipation of the 

individual refers to the increasing ability of people to choose their own life course.  

Bauman (2000) describes the process of emancipation in terms of liberation and freedom 

but also acknowledges the cost that this status brings for the individual, who subsequently 

bears the responsibility to act.  The third element of individualisation, heterogeneity, is 
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not just that an expanding range of life choices are open to people but also that it is normal 

to see increasing evidence of diversity in this environment.  De Beer and Koster describe 

the implications of this diversity as follows: “If people no longer appeal to traditional 

institutions for guidelines for their conduct and increasingly make their own choices, they 

will most likely make different choices” (de Beer and Koster 2009, p. 56). 

For Beck and Beck-Gernshein (2002), a consequence of individualisation is that our 

relationship with institutions (such as the welfare state) changes.  Accordingly, through 

the process of individualisation, there has been the “disintegration of previously existing 

social forms – for example, the increasing fragility of such categories as class and social 

status, gender roles, family, neighbourhood, etc.” and the imposition on individuals of 

“new demands, controls and constraints” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002, p. 2).  

However, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) see institutional individualisation as a 

paradox whereby the individual, responsible for managing their own identity, becomes 

increasingly dependent on adhering to the guidelines and rules of institutions. 

Consequently, lives become standardised.  Failure to participate within the guidelines set 

by institutions, according to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, happens “on pain of economic 

sanction” (2002, p. 24). 

I turn now to how the individualisation thesis has been applied to understanding young 

people’s homelessness experiences.  Farrugia (2011), from a study of young people in 

Australia, addresses the relationship between young people’s homelessness experiences 

and their individualised subjectivity – that is, how the homelessness experience 

contributes to shaping the choices and meaning a young person gives their life.  In the 

context of the individualisation thesis, Farrugia directs us to reflect on the fact that young 

people who experience homelessness are required to establish their own subjectivity (or 

identity), which changes when moving into or out of homelessness.  At one level, the 

identities of young people who experience homelessness “can be understood in relation 

to the social conditions that all contemporary youth are facing” (Farrugia 2011, p. 773).  

However, for young people experiencing homelessness, the subjective and material 

impact they face is doubly damaging.  As Farrugia writes, “moralised personal 

responsibility makes the experience of homelessness a form of suffering which goes 

beyond material deprivation” (Farrugia 2011, p. 772).  It is also argued that the ‘homeless’ 

identity subsumes other facets of an individual’s subjectivity (McCarthy 2013).  

However, it is unclear how this observation holds for young people, who are treated 
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differently from others who experience homelessness (because of the different service 

offers and routes into homelessness, described above).  For young people experiencing 

homelessness, the suffering described by Farrugia is particularly pertinent given the 

internalised “self-blame” (Farrugia 2011, p. 773) that can occur, the negative views of 

others (e.g. when seeking housing, Brueckner et al. 2012) and the substantial harm 

homelessness can inflict on mental and physical health (e.g. Edidin et al. 2012). 

Individualisation has become a core element of young people’s engagement with society 

– particularly regarding how they access the support necessary to, in Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim’s words, live “a life of one’s own” (2002, p. 22).  In the example of young 

people who experience homelessness, the risks that individualisation poses are 

significant; however, some now claim that changes to the developmental processes of 

reaching adulthood are due to the appearance of a new and normal life stage characterised 

by individualism.  

Emerging adulthood 

In this section, I present work on how the transition to adulthood is thought to have 

changed over the last several decades, leading to the perspective that a new developmental 

life stage has appeared.  Arnett (2015) describes emerging adulthood (the new life stage) 

as the result of young people subjectively accepting adulthood through a period of 

uncertainty and identity exploration, which I examine in this section.  First, I give an 

overview of the demographic literature describing the elongation and increasing 

heterogeneity in reaching adulthood.  Second, I outline the theory of emerging adulthood, 

which describes a new life stage occurring between adolescence and young adulthood.  

Third, I address criticisms of emerging adulthood that seek to redress what is thought to 

be a failure of the theory to account for the structural factors that could otherwise explain 

why the process of reaching adulthood is changing. 

The individualisation of society is thought to represent a shift away from traditional 

markers of adulthood (such as leaving home, starting one’s own family and entering the 

labour market) to young people being increasingly seen to be responsible for the 

construction of their adulthood.  Liefbroer and Touleman (2010) explain this process as 

young people increasingly identifying adulthood with factors such as “personal qualities 

that express individualism, like accepting responsibility for one’s actions” (p. 54).  
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Support for such views comes from demographic studies evidencing delays to and 

shifting priorities amongst young people regarding key “adult” life events (leaving home, 

marriage, the birth of a first child), for example. Such shifts have been noted in Europe 

(Billari and Liefbroer 2010, Schwanitz 2017); internationally, in low- and middle-income 

countries (Pesando et al. 2021); and in a comparison of the US, Germany and China 

(Fulda et al. 2019).  Others agree that the nature of the transition to adulthood is changing 

but also observe that new forms of standardisation may be forming, such as increasing 

levels of co-habitation (Huinink 2013).  Huinink (2013) also affirms the view that though 

the nature of the transition to adulthood is changing, life events such as leaving home 

(Billari and Liefbroer 2007) remain important elements of reaching adulthood.  

Furthermore, despite broad acceptance within the literature that the transition to 

adulthood is becoming increasingly heterogeneous, some note that different social and 

political structures within countries play important roles in the rate at which change 

occurs (Schwanitz 2017, Fulda et al. 2019). 

Young people as emerging adults 

In the theory of emerging adulthood, it is proposed that there is a new normative 

developmental stage between adolescence and young adulthood that spans the “late teens 

through the twenties” (Arnett 2000a, 2015).  Core to Arnett’s work is that this new 

developmental stage of emerging adulthood explains the elongation and individualisation 

of reaching adulthood, as summarised above.  A focus on the individual meaning that 

young people give to adulthood and the identity of being an adult is central to emerging 

adulthood, such that Arnett claims that young people in the US increasingly demonstrate 

individualistic attitudes in a number of areas: accepting responsibility for oneself, making 

independent decisions and becoming financially independent (Arnett 2001, 2007).  The 

new self-focused trend supposedly indicates that reaching adulthood no longer occurs 

when socially prescribed events have occurred but rather when the young person 

subjectively accepts their new social role as an adult. 

The theory of emerging adulthood consists of five elements – identity explorations, 

instability, self-focus, feeling in between, and possibilities and optimism (Arnett 2015).  

First, identity exploration emphasises the independence young people have from their 
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parents and that there is a “psychological moratorium granted to young people . . . ‘during 

which the young adult through free role experimentation may find a niche in some section 

of his society’” (Arnett, 2015, pp. 9-10, quoting Erikson, 1968, p. 150).  According to 

Arnett (2015), identity exploration has been extended beyond the adolescent years and 

has become characterised by individuals’ own asking of questions about who they are 

and why and where they want to work.  Second, emerging adulthood is a period of 

instability for young people as, in the process of identity formation, they remain unsettled 

and change perspectives frequently.  As an example of this instability, Arnett (2015) 

points to an increase in the number of residential moves emerging adults make compared 

to other ages.  Third, being self-focused through the loss and remaking of ties (or 

commitments), emerging adults are increasingly responsible for deciding what they want.  

Arnett stresses that “to be self-focused is not necessarily to be selfish, and to say that 

emerging adulthood is a self-focused time is not meant pejoratively.  There is nothing 

wrong about being self-focused during emerging adulthood; it is normal, healthy, and 

temporary” (Arnett 2015, p. 14).  Fourth, the feeling of being in between characterises 

the sense that young people are uncertain about whether they have reached adulthood and 

how they should betreated by society.  Finally, emerging adulthood is a period of 

possibilities and optimism, capturing a sense of adventure and discovery through 

experimentation with the choices that become available beyond the ties of family and 

societal background. 

Criticisms of emerging adulthood 

Criticisms of the theory of emerging adulthood focus on an apparent lack of evidence that 

the demographic changes researchers observe result from a distinct developmental life 

stage.  Côté and Bynner (2008), comparing accounts of young people in the UK and 

Canada, found that structural factors can explain why young people experience delays 

and changes in attitudes towards adulthood – for example, difficulties in entering the 

labour market, mediation of access to society by the family and the impact of leaving 

school without qualifications.  Focusing on the role of leaving school, Côté and Bynner 

(2008) suggest that social exclusion occurs because of a lack of qualifications or because 

of bearing the ‘NEET’ title (not in education, employment or training) and that “the 

significance of these phenomena for the emerging adulthood thesis is that the EA model 
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ignores the social exclusion outcome of transition for which NEET is just the extreme 

case” (Côté and Bynner 2008, p. 256). 

A further criticism is made of what some see as a failure to show the universality of 

emerging adulthood (Bynner 2005, Côté and Bynner 2008, Côté 2014).  Côté (2014) 

challenges the methodology of Arnett’s research, suggesting that the universality of his 

claim does not have sufficient evidence and that the existence of counterexamples negates 

it.  Hendry and Kleop’s (2010) study of 38 17–20-year-olds in Wales on their perceptions 

of adulthood offers evidence of the lack of universality of emerging adulthood.  This 

research shows that “many young people . . . perceive themselves as having definitively 

achieved adult status . . . but not in all sectors of their life” (Hendry and Kloep 2010, p. 

177).  Thus, the authors argue, there is not a ‘normative’ developmental stage of emerging 

adulthood; instead, reaching adulthood can consist of a variety of factors: “self-agency, 

individual life experiences and health, relationships, economic and social changes, 

structural forces, and a problematic labour market” (Hendry and Kloep 2010, p. 178). 

Marc Molgat (2007) hypothesises that emerging adults’ perspectives on adulthood should 

demonstrate greater agreement amongst those 25- to 29-years-old than for younger 

groups when positively answering the question ‘do you consider yourself to be an adult?’  

Such a trend would confirm emerging adulthood’s developmental perspective, especially 

if those who consider themselves adults share this perspective without emphasising the 

traditional markers of adulthood.  The Canadian study involved 45 retrospective 

interviews of those aged 25–29, controlling for other factors, such as gender, living in the 

parental home and income.  Malgot (2007) finds that whilst the individualistic criteria 

consistent with emerging adulthood are present, traditional markers persist: “events such 

as finishing school, having a ‘real job’, entering into financial obligations, leaving home, 

partnership and parenthood are central elements in their [young people’s] self-perceptions 

as adults” (Molgat 2007, p. 508).  Societal factors such as family structures, public policy 

and the economic environment were all identified as drivers for delaying or assuming 

‘adult’ behaviours.  Accordingly, Malgot (2007) and others’ (Bynner 2005, Côté and 

Bynner 2008, Hendry and Kloep 2010, Côté 2014) work suggests that the concept of 

emerging adulthood does not sufficiently explain current trends of elongation and 

heterogeneity in the transition to adulthood. 
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The concerns about the evidence base and universality of emerging adulthood as a new 

life stage mean that research into young people’s experiences must account for how 

structural factors shape choices, behaviours and views on adulthood.  However, as Malgot 

(2007) indicates, the individual perspectives of young people are entwined within 

structural opportunities and constraints, meaning the factors that affect the processes of 

reaching adulthood are complex and multi-layered. 

Bringing together critical realist understandings of homelessness 

causation with the youth development literature 

In this final section, I apply the critical realist framework (used above to consider the 

causes of youth homelessness) to the factors that affect the transition to adulthood.  

Consistent with the critical realist view of causation, factors operating within different 

strata can contribute to a successful or problematic transition to adulthood, though no 

individual factor is either necessary or sufficient to explain either outcome.  I now discuss, 

in turn, the evidence within each of the following strata: personal, interpersonal, 

institutional and socioeconomic. 

Personal 

A core element of Bronfenbrenner’s third phase of the bioecological theory is the role of 

individual agency and physiological (particularly genetic) variation between people 

(Bronfenbrenner and Ceci 1994, Tudge et al. 2009).  Consequently, the timing and quality 

of development processes during the transition to adulthood vary between individuals.  

Darling (2007) summarises this element of Bronfenbrenner’s work as follows: 

“Bronfenbrenner hypothesized that the power of proximal processes varied depending on 

characteristics of the individual and the environment as well as the developmental 

outcome” (p. 209). 

Proponents of the individualisation thesis make the claim that individuals are now 

responsible for choosing their own life course, their own biography.  However, as 

Brannen and Nilsen (2005) argue, “choice” for young people is largely rhetorical when 

separated from “the systematic properties that underlie and structure” (2005, p. 425).  This 

criticism resonates with the critique of emerging adulthood (Molgat 2007, Hendry and 

Kloep 2010) regarding the extent to which young people’s experiences can be explained 
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as the subjective acceptance of adulthood.  However, within critical realist ontology, a 

young person can describe themselves as an adult, but reaching adulthood does not mean 

nor require that the wider society accepts this description as adult status. 

Young people’s experience of reaching adulthood can also be affected by mental ill-

health or participation in substance misuse.  Research shows that during the life stage of 

emerging adulthood, young people in the US have a high likelihood of experiencing 

mental ill-health (Kuwabara et al. 2007).  Arnett et al. (2014) also describe a high 

occurrence of mental ill-health during emerging adulthood in numerous “high-income” 

countries.  On the issue of drug use, Arnett sees the high prevalence amongst emerging 

adults in the US and “other industrialized countries” (Arnett 2005, p. 235) as consistent 

with the five developmental features of this life stage, also noting that use normally 

decreases as individuals move closer to reaching adulthood.  Arnett (2005) makes two 

hypotheses that are of specific interest to this thesis: “instability will increase substance 

use in emerging adulthood […] the relation between instability and substance use will be 

mediated by mood disruptions” and that “substance use in emerging adulthood will rise 

after specific instability events” (Arnett 2005, p. 243).  Thus, the relationship of emerging 

adulthood with mental ill-health and substance misuse are of interest for understanding 

young people’s experiences of homelessness because of the dual risks posed: 

experiencing homelessness and being within the life stage of emerging adulthood.  Lastly, 

in a study of young people in Wales, Fry et al. (2020) identified a potential overlap 

between experiencing homelessness and emerging adulthood in the effectiveness of 

individuals’ executive functioning (goal-based cognitive processing that contributes to 

adaptative behaviours).  A key finding from the study is that risk-taking and impulsivity 

did not significantly distinguish between the housed and homeless groups of young 

people, whereas working memory (used to analyse data, make decisions and filter 

information in the brain) was lower amongst the latter group.  Whilst cautious about the 

implications of their study, Fry et al. (2020) indicate the possibility that developmental 

functions, such as executive functioning, are relevant to understanding young people’s 

capacity to gain and sustain settled accommodation.  However, the authors also 

acknowledge that this does not exclude the role that structural factors (such as the 

availability of affordable housing and educational participation) can have in youth 

homelessness experiences. 
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Interpersonal 

Proponents of life course theory describe the importance of individuals’ relationships 

with others in two ways.  First, transitions through the life course are expected to occur 

within historical and social contexts, meaning that variations in the timing or sequencing 

can have consequences for an individual’s subsequent development and participation in 

society.  Second, Elder (1998) describes how others’ transitions can affect an individual 

– for example, the impact on children that can occur through parental separation (i.e. the 

parents’ transition can affect the child’s future transitions). 

Consideration must also be given at the interpersonal level to the role of adverse 

childhood experiences (ACEs) in explaining why young people experience difficulties in 

the transition to adulthood.  A link between ACEs has been demonstrated in several areas 

affecting young people’s development, including mental ill-health (Schilling et al. 2007), 

health outcomes (Boullier and Blair 2018) and substance misuse (Asmussen et al. 2020).  

These difficulties for young people are linked by Asmussen et al. (2020) with the 

important role of neglect or abuse by caregivers, or otherwise difficult relationships, in 

creating multiple adversities.  It is reasonable, then, that the presence of multiple ACEs 

would negatively affect young people’s transition to adulthood. 

In bioecological theory, a factor affecting developmental progress is the quality of the 

relationship between the developing person and others with whom proximal processes 

are occurring.  Two examples of the interpersonal relationships that can positively 

improve young people’s developmental processes are relationships with family members 

and peers.  Positive parental-youth relationships have been shown from longitudinal data 

in the US to increase enrolment in post-secondary education (Orthner et al. 2009) and 

improve adolescents’ health outcomes (Hair et al. 2009).  The quality of peer 

relationships is thought to become increasingly important when young people leave the 

parental home, which, when a positive experience, can contribute to “the degree of 

companionship, help, security, and closeness, and the lack of conflict in this relationship” 

(Doumen et al. 2012, p. 1418). 

Institutional 

According to the individualisation thesis, young people’s relationships with institutions 

are increasingly individualistic (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002).  The implication is 
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that individuals are responsible for managing their engagement with institutions and for 

the success or failure of these endeavours.  However, the work of Beck and Beck-

Gernstein (2002) describes how constraints are applied to individuals’ choices by 

institutions, thus determining the routes to access the service or support provided.  In the 

UK, Jeffs and Smith (2002) track how individualism has changed the policy landscape 

for the provision of youth work and employability services.  A key change Jeffs and Smith 

describe is that interventions are increasingly targeted at individuals with institutionally 

prescribed problems rather than providing support for young people (as a group).  Crisp 

and Powell (2017) also track the continuation of this individualising trend, concluding 

that policymakers and practitioners’ terminology of ‘employability’ can focus on young 

people’s education and employment deficits rather than the collective experience of 

reaching adulthood as a necessary transitionary period. 

Another relevant factor in young people’s experiences of homelessness and the impact 

on later developmental progress is their participation in education.  In the US, Kull et al. 

(2019) highlight that education-based prevention activities are essential elements of work 

to prevent youth homelessness.  The authors conclude that there is a “need for homeless 

systems and education systems to work together to simultaneously prevent youth 

homelessness and promote educational attainment” (Kull et al. 2019, p. 3).  The link 

between reaching adulthood and preventing homelessness is significant but appears to be 

underutilised in practice in the UK (Watts et al. 2015). 

Research on the experiences of care leavers, who leave as emerging adults, demonstrates 

that the care leaving process is likely to present difficulties for developmental progress.  

In a US study, Fowler et al. (2011) attributed the problems care leavers face to the 

disconnect between the age restrictions of leaving care and young people’s developmental 

needs.  In the UK, a similar picture emerges when considering the experiences of young 

people who leave care and subsequently become homeless.  Schwann et al. (2018) 

attribute this risk of homelessness to a lack of support provision despite the well-known 

needs of care leavers.  Accordingly, young people’s prior involvement with institutions 

such as the care system and criminal justice system (Uggen and Wakefield 2008) can 

contribute to poorer long-term outcomes in education, employment and housing 

compared with their peers. 
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Socioeconomic 

Multiple studies have shown that young people are widely marginalised within the labour 

market and welfare system.  Watson (2020) compared two cohorts of Australian young 

people – before and after the Global Financial Crisis in 2008 – considering their 

experiences entering the labour market.  Whilst there was undoubtedly a worsening of 

young people’s economic position because of the 2008 recession, Watson (2020) places 

this decline within a longer-term trend beginning in the 1960s caused, in part, by a loss 

of entry-level jobs as opportunities to start a career.  Schoon and Bynner (2019) found 

from a study of young people in Europe and the US that evidence suggests the 2008 

recession did not transform young people’s school-to-work transitions; rather, “the main 

effect was to accelerate pre-existing trends towards prolonged, and, in particular, more 

precarious youth transitions” (Schoon and Bynner 2019, p. 168).  Lastly, findings from 

the Understanding Society study (ISER, 2012), based on longitudinal research in the UK, 

show that young people generally experience a decline in their economic participation 

during “macroeconomic shocks” but that those whose parents also have lower levels of 

education are disproportionately negatively affected. 

Of relevance to young people in the UK, and as already discussed in this thesis, is the role 

that lower levels of welfare protection have on the opportunities to participate in identity 

exploration, engage in economic activity, and achieve housing stability.  Continuing this 

trend, young people have been a main target of austerity policies in the UK, reducing their 

entitlement to welfare benefits, including those to meet housing and daily living costs 

(Brooks 2017, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2017).  Melrose (2012), in a review of UK 

welfare policy, highlights a prevailing attitude amongst successive governments – that 

“being unemployed and claiming benefits was a ‘lifestyle choice’ for young people” (p. 

7) despite evidence to the contrary.  A consequence of this policy approach is that young 

people consistently experience higher unemployment rates than older adults (2012).  

McKee (2012) links this disadvantage to young people’s exclusion from accessing 

homeownership in the UK, noting also, however, that there are “record high levels of 

youth unemployment, spiralling higher education costs, more conditional welfare 

provision, plus they [young people] are being expected to work longer for a much less 

generous state pension” (McKee 2012, pp. 859–60). 
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Overall, the evidence indicates that socioeconomic structures can cause young people to 

experience a problematic transition to adulthood.  When considered in conjunction with 

the roles of institutions, such as the welfare system in the UK, the trend towards 

individualisation amongst young people and deficit-focused policy creates a difficult 

environment in which to reach adulthood (Fahmy 2017).  For Fahmy, the trend in 

socioeconomic policy and public discourse in the UK is to see “youth disadvantage as an 

essentially voluntary condition reflecting poor background and upbringing” (Fahmy 

2017, p. 44).  When seen in this way, the focus of welfare policy is on behavioural change 

(see also, Crisp and Powell 2017) and fails to address “young people’s actual living 

standards” or “young people’s wider inclusion and well-being” (Fahmy 2017, p. 44). 

In this section, I demonstrate how a critical realist approach to explaining the causation 

of social phenomena aids in understanding the layered and complex nature of young 

people’s experiences of reaching adulthood.  A consistent theme here is that young 

people, whether labelled as emerging adults or otherwise, are in a period of transition that 

normally resolves with support from family or, when necessary, the state.  When this 

support is not available or is ineffective, a consequence for young people is that their 

developmental progress can be delayed.  What remains unstudied, and what is addressed 

by this thesis, is to understand the extent of the interaction between the causes of youth 

homelessness and the factors that lead to a problematic transition to adulthood.  Where 

such interactions exist, it is necessary to ask what implications there are for youth 

homelessness policy and practice. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I present four frameworks through which we can understand young 

people’s experiences of reaching adulthood.  In the first section, I outline how social and 

historical contexts shape individuals’ life course through the timing, order and nature of 

transitions.  I then outline Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development 

as a method for researching the developmental processes that occur within nested 

environments around the individual.  The subject of the second section is the 

individualisation thesis, which describes individuals as increasingly responsible for 

creating their own identity outside of traditional institutions (e.g. family, religion, state).  

I also present discussions on how the individualisation thesis affects young people’s 
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homelessness experiences.  In the third section, I outline the theory of emerging 

adulthood, which describes a new life stage where young people undergo processes of 

identity formation and the subjective acceptance of adulthood.  I go on to discuss 

criticisms of emerging adulthood that focus on whether changes to reaching adulthood 

are better explained by examining the structural factors that limit or constrain young 

people’s opportunities.  The fourth section of this chapter uses the critical realist 

framework discussed in chapter 2 to examine the evidence on how different 

developmental factors can contribute to a successful or problematic transition to 

adulthood.  I now outline four areas to be addressed by this thesis. 

First, the way youth studies literature understands the transition to adulthood has 

undergone extensive change over the last several decades.  These changes focus on three 

areas: the impact of globalisation, the increasing individualisation of society and the 

impact of ‘macroeconomic shocks’, which unfavourably target young people.  Evidence 

indicates that not all young people experience these changes the same way and that 

specific groups of young people are at additional risk of longer-term negative outcomes 

during the life course.  There is a challenge here for youth homelessness policy and 

practice regarding the individual responsibility of young people and the extent to which 

instability is developmentally necessary.  However, critics of the individualisation thesis 

rightly highlight the impact that structural issues can have in constraining young people’s 

choices and creating problematic transitions.  Therefore, this thesis seeks to understand 

how youth homelessness and welfare policy and practice landscapes in the UK have 

accommodated learning about the nature of the transition to adulthood. 

Second, and as an extension to the gap just identified, is the need to understand that the 

factors affecting young people’s transition to adulthood are complex and layered, 

consistent with a critical realist view of causation.  The evidence I present shows that the 

factors affecting the transition to adulthood operate across four strata: personal, 

interpersonal, institutional, and socioeconomic.  Adopting this understanding of causation 

develops previous work that criticises overly individualistic explanations of the transition 

to adulthood and deficit-based policy approaches towards young people.  As indicated 

above, this leaves a question about how this understanding of the factors that affect the 

transition to adulthood interacts with the previously described causes of youth 

homelessness – namely, family conflict and relationship breakdown. 
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Third, the literature discussed in this chapter points to the understanding that young 

people have distinct developmental needs during the transition to adulthood compared to 

other age groups.  However, there is debate about the extent to which these are a 

normative element of young people’s life stage or the result of institutional and 

socioeconomic factors that marginalise young people.  The primary example for this 

thesis is whether this developmental status provides a defensible basis for reducing the 

welfare entitlements or housing options of young people, as is currently the case, given 

the levels of support available and the socioeconomic barriers to housing. 

Fourth, the bioecological model provides a useful analytical tool for understanding the 

impact of social relationships, environments and individual agency on development.  

However, to date, there appears to be only a limited application of this work for young 

people’s experiences of homelessness and the services available to them, an issue 

addressed by this thesis. 

To summarise, reaching adulthood is a complex process that can be positively or 

negatively affected by causal factors acting across personal, interpersonal, institutional 

and socioeconomic strata.  The insight provided by youth studies and sociological 

literature on the nature of the transition to adulthood, the factors shaping developmental 

processes and the impact of societal and historical contexts offers a beneficial but 

underexplored approach to understanding young people’s homelessness experiences.  In 

the following chapter, I present the research questions arising from the literature review 

and the methodological approach to fieldwork and data analysis. 
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Chapter 4 – Methodology 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the methodological approach adopted in this 

thesis.  I demonstrate in the first section the basis for a comparative case study approach 

using qualitative data from two local authority areas: Newcastle upon Tyne, in England, 

and Glasgow, in Scotland.  The second section describes my fieldwork, which involved 

interviews with National Key Informants, local practitioners in each case study area and 

young people who have experienced homelessness.  I then present my approach to 

analysing the qualitative data collected, utilising the described critical realist framework.  

Finally, I address ethical issues and outline the limitations arising from my 

methodological approach. 

The methodology outlined in this chapter is purposively selected to answer my four 

research questions: 

1) What are the key factors influencing young people’s routes into homelessness? 

2) How useful is age as a proxy for understanding young people’s support and 

housing needs? 

3) In what circumstances, if any, is congregate supported accommodation an 

appropriate housing option for young people? 

4) Which, if any, elements of the local and national policy frameworks make a 

material difference to young people’s experiences of homelessness? 

Research design 

This section presents the basis for adopting a qualitative research approach, utilising a 

comparative case study design.  The choice of methodology is rooted in discussions about 

how critical realism translates into research practice and the types of research that 

generate interesting and useful data to answer the research questions driving the study.  I 

then describe the selection process that led to choosing Newcastle upon Tyne and 

Glasgow as the case studies for this research. 
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A qualitative and comparative case study approach 

Critical realism is not considered a methodological approach but rather a framework in 

which knowledge might be developed (Danermark et al. 2002, Fletcher 2017, Lennox 

and Jurdi-Hage 2017).  Efforts to explain how researchers can apply critical realism 

within the social sciences identify two approaches, intensive and extensive research 

(Danermark et al. 2002).  Intensive research is characterised by a concentration on a small 

number of cases, seeking to understand the causal mechanisms operating in those specific 

circumstances.  By contrast, extensive research focuses on generalising social phenomena 

through large-scale data collection.  Despite the difference in the approaches, Danermark 

et al. (2002; and, for example, as also applied by Fletcher, 2017) emphasise that “in the 

practical research process very often both intensive and extensive approaches are needed 

in the search for answers to the fundamental questions of generative mechanisms” 

(Danermark et al., 2002, p. 166).  For this thesis’s research objective and questions, I used 

intensive research because of the emphasis on developing our understanding of what can 

cause youth homelessness via a detailed exploration of two specific examples and what 

works when responding to this social problem in these contexts. 

A qualitative research approach was taken in this study because it best fit the research 

questions.  Ritchie (2003, p. 27) describes qualitative research as fulfilling four functions: 

contextualising, explaining, evaluating what exists and generating “theories, strategies or 

actions”.  Qualitative research is also concerned with examining and explaining why 

social phenomena occur, according to Bryman (2012), by using words as data.  It is also 

the case that quantitative research methodologies, focusing on establishing trends and 

generalities, would not have provided the type of data that would help answer the research 

questions of this study.  For example, this study’s objective is not to quantify how many 

young people have different or similar experiences of homelessness but to understand 

why homelessness has occurred in certain situations.  Thus, whilst I use some quantitative 

data to contextualise the research and select the case studies – for example, through 

published administrative data – the contribution of new data is qualitative. 

I adopted a comparative case study approach to identify and collect data.  Case studies, 

according to Yin (2008), are a suitable approach when the questions of research pertain 

to the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of social phenomena.  The benefit of this approach for answering 

the above research questions is the focused attention case studies give to a select group 
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of samples to make theoretical extrapolations.  This approach fits well with a comparative 

design as a helpful way of understanding how social phenomena can change or remain 

constant within different contexts.  Collins (2013) argues that a comparative approach is 

beneficial for understanding homelessness and governmental responses in New Zealand 

and Canada.  Similarly, Gin et al. (2020), in their study on homelessness service responses 

in California, say that a comparative study “enables an examination of similarities and 

differences across cases to identify factors that make a difference as well as aspects that 

held across the examples” (p. 4).  This comparative approach contributes to answering 

my research question on the difference that policy frameworks make at national and local 

levels. 

Case study selection 

I now turn to the issue of selecting case studies for my research.  The selection process 

consisted of three parts: choosing the national contexts that would provide a helpful 

comparison, deciding on a unit of analysis and determining the criteria for selecting the 

case studies. 

National context 

Choosing England and Scotland as the locations for this study provided an interesting 

comparison for the research because of the similar statutory frameworks that afford some 

people a legal right to housing when experiencing homelessness.  However, the respective 

homelessness frameworks differ in at least two ways.  A primary difference between the 

two nations is the priority need test within homelessness assessments in England.  This 

test, assessing if a household is within a prescribed category of need, was removed from 

Scottish legislation, meaning all eligible (due to immigration status) unintentionally 

homeless persons have a legal right to housing.  Fieldwork for this study took place in the 

context of new homelessness legislation in England, the Homelessness Reduction Act 

2017, placing new duties on local authorities – namely, to prevent and relieve 

homelessness regardless of priority need status. 

In a subsequent chapter, I describe, along with National Key Informants’ perspectives, 

how well these statutory frameworks meet young people’s support and housing needs. 
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Unit of analysis 

Local authorities were the chosen unit of analysis for two reasons.  First, they are the 

administrative structure through which legal duties pertaining to homelessness are 

discharged.  Second, contextual factors, such as the housing market, political hue and the 

local labour market within a local authority, are likely to contribute to the overall support 

available to young people experiencing homelessness.  The types of services available in 

a local authority inform young people’s experiences in multiple ways, including factors 

such as the presence of a coordinated approach to youth homelessness and the extent to 

which youth-specific services are available rather than generic adult-homelessness 

responses.  These reasons for using local authorities as the unit of analysis fit well with 

seeking to understand how the drivers of youth homelessness and the explanations of 

different service responses are stratified, for example, between individual, local and 

national levels. 

Case study selection 

The case studies in this study were purposively selected to identify similar areas within 

the different national homelessness frameworks using three criteria: the type of local 

authority (urban or rural), the structure of the local authority and the prevalence of youth 

homelessness.  I chose one local authority in each nation, following the criteria outlined 

below, as this allowed me to make comparisons across nations whilst enabling a focused 

research approach in each area.  Two areas were out of scope for selection – London (and 

the constituent boroughs), because there is no similar area in Scotland for comparison, 

and the City of Edinburgh, because of the likely conflict of interest for the researcher, 

who, at the time, worked for the local authority in commissioning homelessness services. 

The first selection criterion addressed the distinctions in the experiences of youth 

homelessness between rural and urban areas, as explored in a Scottish context by McKee 

et al. (2017).  Urban areas were the focus of this study because of the frequently greater 

concentration of young people experiencing homelessness and a broader provision of 

youth homelessness services in such areas.  Statutory classifications of rural and urban 

local authorities differ between England and Scotland; however, both administrative 

structures have a ‘large urban’ category suitable for this study.  For England, this meant 

selecting the local authority areas classified as ‘urban’ with major or minor conurbation 
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(DfEFR, 2014).  In Scotland, the selection of local authority areas focused on those 

classified as at least 50% ‘large urban’ (Scottish Government, 2014). 

For the second criterion, choosing comparable local authority structures was necessary to 

ensure similarity in the responsibilities held by each administrative body.  Local 

authorities in Scotland are all unitary authorities responsible for all relevant services in 

their area.  In England, however, the two-tiered nature of some authorities, such as district 

councils, means that responsibility for services is distributed within a wider county 

council.  A reasonable comparison was available by restricting the case study selection to 

only large urban unitary areas and metropolitan districts (some of the larger urban areas 

outside of London). 

The third criterion was that the local authorities must have had broadly similar levels of 

youth homelessness.  This criterion was achieved by estimating the rate at which young 

people approach the local authority.  In general, case study areas with higher levels of 

youth homelessness were of interest because there were likely to be more youth-specific 

homelessness services and an increased likelihood that young people could be contacted 

during fieldwork.  The data for this selection comes from freedom of information requests 

by the youth homelessness charity Centrepoint to create a ‘youth homelessness 

database’.1  Whilst administrative data on homelessness is not directly comparable 

between England and Scotland because of the different legal duties, I used the counts of 

young people approaching the local authority as a baseline to calculate rates rather than 

homelessness cases.  The number of young people approaching the local authority was 

combined with Office of National Statistics 2015 mid-year population estimates (ONS, 

2015) to provide a rate per 1,000 young people. 

Applying these three principles provided a shortlist of local authorities (in England and 

Scotland) for comparison.  The comparable authorities are shown in Table 1 (below), 

with the calculated rates of approaches by young people and the overall population of 16–

24-year-olds.  Of the comparisons made in Table 1, the most similar are Newcastle upon 

Tyne and Glasgow City.  Web-based searches showed multiple youth homelessness 

 
1 Centrepoint have created a ‘youth homelessness database’ to address the gap in 

statutory data available for young people experiencing homelessness, see 

https://centrepoint.org.uk/databank/ 
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services in both areas, indicating various sites where data collection would be possible.  

Finally, practical considerations were also relevant: the cost and travel time of reaching 

the case study areas and the presence of links with key informants in each area who could 

help facilitate the research. 

By applying the principles outlined above, Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow City were 

chosen as the case studies for this research. 

Table 1: Comparison of local authorities. For each pair (horizontally), the top number is 

the 16- to 24-year-old estimated population, and the second number is the calculated rate 

of approaches per 1,000 16–24-year-olds. 

English local authorities Scottish local authorities 

Sunderland 
33,055 22,685 

Dundee 
20.0 21.4 

Newcastle Upon Tyne 
57,876 83,586 

Glasgow City 
16.9 15.1 

Rochdale 
24,152 33,084 

Aberdeen City 
11.3 11.8 

Oldham 
25,833 19,003 

Renfrewshire 
13.6 12.9 

 

Fieldwork 

Fieldwork for this study took place over two phases and was conducted part-time between 

November, 2017, and March, 2019.  National Key Informants were interviewed between 

November, 2017, and February, 2018, and a further interview in February, 2019, provided 

a national context for the study.  Interviews for local authority case studies were 

conducted between July, 2018, and March, 2019, to explore the specific contexts and to 

enable me to answer research questions 1 and 2.  In this section, I outline the structure of 

each phase, the characteristics of participants and the research methods used for data 

collection. 
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Phase 1 – National Key Informant interviews 

Phase one focused on the national context of the case studies by eliciting National Key 

Informants’ perspectives on the policy and practice drivers shaping youth homelessness 

and the transition to adulthood in England and Scotland.  Sixteen National Key 

Informants (England = 7, Scotland = 9) participated in this study, selected to give a range 

of views from the statutory and non-statutory sectors in practice, policymaking and 

academia.  Table 2, below, provides a breakdown of informants by field of expertise and 

nation. 

Table 2: Summary of National Key Informants 

 England Scotland 

Statutory sector 2 policymakers 2 policymakers 

Third sector 4 practitioners 
6 practitioners 

1 academic 

Total for nation 7 9 

 

Interviews took place via a mixture of face-to-face and telephone interviews depending 

on the cost of travel and participant availability.  Informants received an information sheet 

(Appendix A) and consent form (Appendix B) describing the study, the voluntary nature 

of their participation, the commitment to confidentiality and a summary of how their 

contribution would be used.  All informants signed the consent form for the study, 

confirming their willingness to participate.  A disclosure statement described when 

anonymity could not be guaranteed – for example, if a young person was at risk of harm. 

A semi-structured interview format was used following the topic guide provided in 

Appendix C of this thesis.  The flexibility of this interview style meant that there was 

freedom to allow different ordering of and emphasis to questions whilst ensuring the same 

topics were covered.  During interviews, it was often the case that informants were able 

to offer relevant insights beyond the set questions of the topic guide.  I include these 

additional insights in my analysis when they significantly contribute to the research. 
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The topic guide for this phase of fieldwork covered issues central to the above research 

questions: the role of the informant’s organisation or their position in responding to youth 

homelessness; how their organisation defines someone as a ‘young person’ and when, in 

their or their organisation’s view, this life stage ends; the support available to young 

people during their transition to adulthood; current trends in youth homelessness and the 

profile of young people experiencing homelessness; and the effectiveness of policy and 

practice interventions available to young homeless people. 

Phase 2 – Local case studies 

During this fieldwork phase, I conducted face-to-face interviews with 15 practitioners 

(Newcastle upon Tyne = 8, Glasgow = 7) and 23 young people aged between 17- and 25-

years-old (Newcastle upon Tyne = 11, Glasgow = 12).  In the following, I outline the 

research approach for each group of participants in turn. 

Service practitioners 

Practitioners for this study were recruited via direct contact with organisations providing 

temporary and supported accommodation for young people.  I selected services to give a 

range of different types of youth-specific interventions but focused on congregate 

accommodation, either hostels or supported accommodation.  In Newcastle upon Tyne, 

the practitioners I spoke to worked in a mixture of statutory (n = 4) and non-statutory 

(n = 4) youth homelessness accommodation or advice services.  In Glasgow, the 

practitioners predominantly were recruited from the non-statutory sector (n = 6) 

compared to statutory (n = 1), despite efforts to recruit a more balanced sample.  In 

seeking to gain access to statutory services in Glasgow, I was asked to register for a 

Protecting Vulnerable Groups membership; however, I was unable to do so because I was 

not, at the time, employed to deliver a registered service.  All the staff interviewed in 

Glasgow were working as a team leader or service manager, though in Newcastle upon 

Tyne, three staff members were frontline workers.  Overall, the range of views gathered 

in both case studies represented a broad range of practitioner experience, including staff 

with backgrounds in youth work, mental health, employability services and housing.  
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Before the interviews, all practitioners received a copy of the information sheet 

(Appendix D) and completed the consent form (Appendix E), available in Appendix 1, to 

confirm their understanding of the study, the voluntary nature of participation and the 

intended use of their contributions.  Participants were also invited to ask questions about 

the research before each interview to ensure that there was informed consent. 

As in phase one of the fieldwork, a semi-structured interview style was used to cover the 

same subjects with all participants but also to allow flexibility to draw on their broader 

sets of experience.  The topic guide used with practitioners (see Appendix F) focused on 

understanding the service provided by a specific organisation and its role in the local 

context.  In this set of interviews, I was particularly interested in how practitioners 

assessed young people’s support and housing needs and how age affected decisions about 

eligibility for the service.  Finally, understanding the structure and operation of services 

on a local basis allowed for comparison with the national perspectives gathered during 

phase one to explore how the national policies played out in these specific contexts. 

Young people 

The young people who participated in this study were recruited via youth homelessness 

agencies working in each case study area.  Young people were selected for inclusion in 

this study based on having had an experience and based on recently (within a year or 

currently) living in youth-specific congregate supported accommodation.  The services I 

approached to recruit young people were selected to give a sample of young people’s 

experiences in hostel, supported and self-contained accommodation units.  Support staff 

within these services enabled the recruitment of young people on behalf of the researcher, 

using a flyer (Appendix G) and information sheet (Appendix D) describing the research 

and contact details of supervising staff.  The staff in each service were asked to identify 

and approach young people aged 18- to 25-years-old who were interested in the study 

(after being provided with the information sheet and flyer).  I initially chose not to include 

16- and 17-year-olds because of concerns about comparability between England and 

Scotland because of the additional provisions of the Southwark Judgement.  However, on 

reflection, I think this was not a necessary delimitation for the selection as outlined below.  

For the young people who expressed an interest, the staff provided me details of who had 

agreed to participate and when they were available.  However, this was not completely 

effective as several young people either did not appear or changed their minds.  To 
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address this obstacle, staff approached different young people living in the 

accommodation to participate in the study.  An impact on my sample is that I included 

two young people who were under 18-years-old.  Whilst this necessary adjustment gave 

me less control over the sample selection, it was a pragmatic solution and did not result 

in significant variation between the two case studies, as shown in Table 3 below.   

Every young person signed a consent form (Appendix E) before the interview.  At the 

outset of each interview, I explained the voluntary nature of participation and the freedom 

for participants to choose not to answer certain questions or to stop the interview.  The 

purpose of this process was to mitigate the risk of young people experiencing any further 

harm from recounting situations where they had experienced harmful or abusive events.  

In one interview, a young person did ask to move on from a question, to which I checked 

they were otherwise okay to continue with the interview and offered to take a break.  

Finally, young people were given a £15 high street voucher as a token of thanks for 

participating in the study. 

The sample of young people I spoke to includes a range of temporary accommodation 

experiences, from the first incident of homelessness to having lived in multiple temporary 

accommodation settings, both youth-specific and generic provisions.  Some of the young 

people had also moved into independent, self-contained accommodation within the last 

year when I spoke to them.  I used a focused interview style (Bryman, 2012) when talking 

to young people, following the topic guide in Appendix H.  Using this approach meant 

that I was able to ask specific questions about young people’s experiences and how they 

understood their situations.  Key topics were the young person’s explanation of how they 

became homeless, their engagement with services, and their perception of becoming an 

adult (including individually or by family, friends, services and society generally).  

During interviews, I was able to elicit thoughts on experiences of living in congregate 

versus self-contained accommodations, focusing on what worked well and where 

difficulties had occurred.  Lastly, through questions about engagement with the 

economic, housing and interpersonal structures that affected them, the interviews 

contributed to forming knowledge about the different strata through which homelessness 

or a problematic transition to adulthood can occur. 
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Table 3: Summary of case study participants 

Stage Newcastle upon Tyne Glasgow 

Practitioners 
4 public sector 

4 third sector 

1 public sector 

6 third sector 

Young people 11 12 

 

Gender 

Female 4 4 

Male 6 7 

Transgender 1 1 

Ages 

Age Range 17- to 25-years 17- to 23-years 

Average Age 20.09 years 20 years 

Housing Situation 

Hostel 4 4 

Supported accommodation 5 6 

Self-contained accommodation 2 2 

 

Total participants 19 19 

Data collection and approach to analysis 

I now outline how data was collected, processed and analysed.  All interviews in this 

study were digitally recorded and subsequently transcribed by the researcher into 

Microsoft Word.  During this process, I replaced all names with pseudonyms, and the 

recordings and transcripts were stored on a password-protected computer.  To assist with 

organising and processing the data and analysis, I used the NVivo 11 for Mac software. 

My approach to data analysis drew on previous work applying critical realism to research 

(Danermark et al. 2002, Fletcher 2017, Lennox and Jurdi-Hage 2017).  I describe below 

three steps of analysis: assigning codes to the data to identify themes, extrapolating 

understanding from the data by comparing similarities and differences and inferring the 

causal mechanisms that led to young people’s experiences within the distinct contexts of 

case study and national levels.  This analysis was not linear.  It was necessary to revisit 

each element of the analysis process to further develop my understanding of the data, to 

gain insight into the comparisons being made, and ultimately to answer my research 

questions. 
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To help identify patterns in the data, I arranged my NVivo codes according to three key 

themes, deductively imposed to address the themes of the literature review of this study 

and research questions.  These themes include the cause and demographics of 

homelessness; structures and experiences of homelessness interventions; and 

perspectives on what it means to reach adulthood and the support necessary during this 

life stage.  Individual quotations from the transcripts were assigned an NVivo code 

according to the theme and subject, with new codes being generated or assigned as 

required.  Once all relevant sections of the interview had been allocated an NVivo code, 

I aggregated similar codes to organise the data to distinguish the most dominant or 

interesting themes.  From this process, patterns, or ‘demi-regularities’ (Danermark et al. 

2002, Fletcher 2017), were identified by merit of being frequently discussed by 

participants and became the initial focus of the initial analysis of my data.  Fletcher (2017) 

describes the process of identifying demi-regularities as being necessary because the 

world is an open system in which “any number of occurrences and events can overlap 

and interact and in which people can learn and change” (p. 185).  Using this approach 

allowed empirical key findings to be identified, such as the importance of peer and staff 

relationships and the significance of longer-term financial pressure on families leading to 

relationship breakdown.  In this study, attention was also paid to one-off or alternative 

views of participants – for example, where there were positive and negative views of 

congregate accommodation settings. 

In the comparative step of this analysis, as recorded in the following case study and 

discussion chapters, I compared the identified themes within and across the case studies.  

Using comparison in this way aided with thinking about why young people’s experiences 

differed or were similar within the local and national contexts of the study.  For example, 

substance misuse within hostels and supported accommodation was a significant 

occurrence in both case studies, and almost all young people and practitioners talked 

about this issue.  Accordingly, for this example, I could consider how young people’s 

experiences of substance misuse were affected by the type of accommodation and how 

this differed between the case studies. 

The third analysis step involved utilising comparisons from the previous step and the 

underlying data to explain why similarities or differences existed.  This process is referred 

to as retroduction (Danermark et al. 2002, Fletcher, 2017, Hoddy 2019), where, according 

to Hoddy (2019), the analyst conducts “a thought operation that involves postulating 
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relevant causal mechanisms” (p. 114) for the observed demi-regularity.  For example, in 

this study, the discussions about how relationship breakdown operated as a cause of youth 

homelessness in both case studies can be explained by causal factors consistent with the 

social world’s layered nature in critical realist ontology.  Lennox and Jurdi-Hage (2017) 

highlight that retroduction allows the researcher to “identify structures and mechanisms 

not directly observable in the empirical domain” (p. 32).  For example, young people I 

spoke to describe the interpersonal difficulties in congregate supported accommodation 

as playing a role in their negative experiences but not necessarily recognising the 

interaction with their own developmental processes. 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval for this research was granted by the Ethics Committee in the Energy, 

Geoscience, and Infrastructure School of Heriot-Watt University.  In the following, I 

address ethical issues arising from the involvement of vulnerable young homeless people, 

protecting participants’ confidentiality, establishing informed consent, and 

acknowledging the ‘insider’ status of the researcher.  I consider these in turn below. 

Involving young people who had first-hand experience of homelessness was an essential 

element in answering the research questions of this study.  However, doing so involved 

the risk that the young people would recount events during which they were subject to 

distress or harm, factors that are common amongst young people who experience 

homelessness (Ensign and Ammerman 2008, Jackson 2015, Hoolachan 2016).  It was not 

the study’s intent to directly elicit such responses.  Still, when such accounts were given, 

the interest was the link that the disclosed events had to the young person’s homelessness 

experience, not details of the distressing or harmful event.  For example, in several cases, 

when the young people described why they could not return home, it involved violence 

and abusive behaviour that they had fled.  Because of the risk of recounting harmful or 

traumatic events, three steps were taken to protect young people participating in this 

research.  First, interviews were arranged through organisations with whom the young 

person had an existing relationship to access support if required.  Second, interviews took 

place at the accommodation service the young people already had a relationship with and 

were offered to have a support staff member sit in on the interview, though no young 
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people required this.  Third, as indicated above, it was emphasised to young people that 

they could participate to the extent they felt able.   

The confidentiality of participants was maintained by protecting the identities of 

participants and organisations.  Practically, this was achieved using pseudonyms, broad 

groupings of participants to attribute quotations (e.g. ‘young person’, ‘local practitioner’ 

and ‘policy maker’) and separate secure storage for transcripts of interviews and 

participants’ data.  The purpose of ensuring confidentiality is to protect those individuals 

and organisations from harm that could arise from them being identified (Bryman 2012), 

albeit there was a low risk given the nature of the study.  Additionally, this condition was 

an essential step in protecting the integrity of the study because the participants, without 

the assurance of confidentiality, may have been reluctant to disclose sufficient detail in 

their responses. 

Informed consent was met by providing a written information sheet as described above 

and by providing verbal information on the purpose of the study, including how 

contributions would be used.  Participants were asked to complete consent forms before 

interviews to confirm that they were aware of the aim of the research and how their 

contribution would be used.  Previous work raised the need to consider how young 

homeless people are engaged in the research process.  In their respective ethnographies, 

Jackson (2015) and Hoolachan (2016) found that young homeless people’s participation 

in interviews can be shaped by a lack of trust in the interviewer and that for the young 

person, the interview may be part of repeated re-telling of their stories.  Consequently, 

without having built up trust and understanding of the research process, the accounts can 

become “stilted” (Jackson, 2015, p. 56).  The methodology in this study meant that a 

degree of trust had to be established quickly.  This requirement was addressed by 

providing the information sheet and flyer and allowing the young person to ask questions 

about the research at the outset of the interview.  The researcher was also able to draw on 

his experience as a support worker to aid communication when explaining the purpose of 

the study and when rephrasing questions, if necessary. 

The last consideration is the extent to which the researcher has an insider status.  The term 

insider refers to whether the researcher “possesses a priori intimate knowledge of the 

community and its members” (Hellawell 2006, p. 484) and that this might include 

numerous dimensions beyond whether or not it is their organisation that is being 
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researched (Merton 1972).  Where insider status exists, there is a potential bias towards 

assumed interpretations of the data.  A partial insider status arose during this study 

because of the researcher’s employment as a commissioning officer of homelessness 

services in the City of Edinburgh Council and past work for a third-sector homelessness 

organisation.  Some practical considerations were made in the fieldwork design to 

minimise the likelihood of bias in the study.  First, the City of Edinburgh was not chosen 

as the Scottish case study because of the conflict of interest and the potential power 

differential between a commissioner and commissioned services.  Second, service 

providers were made aware of the researcher’s employment ahead of the interviews and 

informed that discussion of the researcher’s work as a commissioning officer would not 

form any part of the interview.  However, the experience as an ‘insider’, albeit in a 

different local authority, opened the possibility for additional insight through familiarity 

with the language used by national and local informants and understanding of the 

structure of services. 

Limitations of the study 

I now discuss the key limitations of this study’s design and implementation that affected 

the extent to which the research questions could be answered.  These limitations focus on 

the characteristics of the case study selection and the samples of participants. 

A first limitation is that the fieldwork in England occurred during the implementation of 

significant legislative change, with the commencement in April, 2018, of the 

Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 (HRA).  Consequently, the experiences of key 

informants, practitioners and young people in England were subject to a changing policy 

regime.  Despite this important change in the English homelessness framework, the 

impact on analysis for this study was minimal because Newcastle upon Tyne had 

proactively sought to prevent homelessness prior to the implementation of the HRA, 

which was not the case in other English local authorities (Watts et al. 2019). 

The second limitation was the reliance upon single case study sites within England and 

Scotland, which are known to have features that are not representative of or common 

across urban contexts in these countries.  Newcastle upon Tyne, as noted above, has a 

well-established record of being a leading local authority in pursuing proactive 

homelessness prevention measures focused on financial inclusion and poverty reduction 
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(Watts et al. 2019).  Conversely, criticisms were made around the time of my fieldwork 

about the extent to which the Scottish housing-rights approach was implemented in 

Glasgow (SHR 2020), particularly for those who experience complex needs and rough 

sleeping.  The second distinction of Glasgow is that it is the only urban local authority in 

Scotland where housing associations entirely own the available social housing because 

of the stock transfer of council housing in 2003 (Scottish Government 2016). 

Including additional case studies would reduce the impact of the above limitations by 

allowing further comparison with other urban authorities in England and Scotland.  

However, the decision to investigate a single case study site in each country was a trade-

off between the required depth of investigation and limited fieldwork time and resources.  

The case study sites were also chosen, as described above, because of similarities relating 

specifically to youth homelessness.  In my interpretation and analysis of data, I sought to 

engage with how the unique characteristics of both case study sites affected young 

people’s homelessness experiences. 

Now, regarding the selection and composition of the samples of young people and 

practitioners, as discussed above, access to statutory sector practitioners and young 

people staying in statutory temporary accommodation was limited in Glasgow because 

of requirements for PVG checks that the researcher could not meet.  Accessing greater 

numbers in these groups would have enhanced the analysis by offering additional insights 

into the distinct organisational and operational environment of statutory sector 

organisations compared to third sector organisations in the city.  However, the impact on 

the analysis of not having access to young people currently living in statutory services 

was substantially mitigated because over half of the young people I spoke to in Glasgow 

had previous, and often recent, experience of statutory accommodation. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I outline my approach to fieldwork, data analysis and handling of ethical 

issues, and I address the limitations of the study.  I highlight four areas that provide the 

methodological framework for this research and the resulting arguments. 

First, this study provides insight through new qualitative data collected through semi-

structured and focused interviews with National Key Informants, young people and 
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practitioners.  The breadth of experience within this group of participants provides rich 

and informative data through which I make new arguments about youth homelessness 

and the effectiveness of policy and practice interventions informed by a critical realist 

framework to aid theory building. 

Second, the study uses a comparative approach to evaluate policy and practice structures 

on three levels: the differing homelessness experiences of young people in different 

circumstances, the impact of national and local policy approaches and the appropriateness 

of different responses to youth homelessness. 

Third, the data collected was analysed to understand young people’s experiences and the 

structures within which they live.  Consistent with the critical realist account of the 

stratified nature of the world, the young people interviewed described factors affecting 

their experiences across multiple levels, such as the interpersonal relationships between 

family and peers and their engagement with the welfare benefits systems. 

Fourth, I identify and address the ethical issues and limitations of the study. 

In the remainder of this thesis, and based on the methodological approach presented 

above, I analyse the primary data collected in order to answer the research questions and 

outline the contribution made to knowledge, including the policy and practice 

implications resulting from this study. 
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Chapter 5 – Youth homelessness: Perspectives on national 

policy and practice 

The purpose of this chapter is to review core areas of policy and practice affecting young 

people’s homelessness experiences and National Key Informants’ perspectives on these 

topics.  Data for this chapter comes from Phase 1 of fieldwork and contributes evidence 

to answering all four research questions by providing national-level views on how young 

people’s homelessness experiences are shaped by policy and practice.  The first section 

describes the homelessness legislative frameworks in Scotland and England, through 

which young people can seek assistance from a local authority for support to access 

settled housing.  I then present National Key Informants’ views about the protection 

available to young people under these frameworks.  The second section focuses on young 

people’s access to financial assistance for housing costs and income-related benefits.  In 

the third section, I address National Key Informants’ accounts of the causes of youth 

homelessness in England and Scotland.  The fourth section addresses National Key 

Informants’ views about current practice approaches, focusing on the prevention of youth 

homelessness, the need for youth-focused support and housing, and the main challenges 

to delivering effective interventions. 

National homelessness frameworks 

Central to youth homelessness responses in England and Scotland is the legislation and 

guidance that defines when and how local authorities have a duty to assist and support 

young people experiencing or at risk of homelessness.  This legislative response, along 

with the rest of the UK, is internationally recognised in that legal entitlements underpin 

homelessness policy by creating duties on local authorities for certain households 

(Fitzpatrick and Davies 2021).  These legal duties were established by the Housing 

(Homeless Persons) Act 1977, whereby eligible2 households that were unintentionally 

homeless and in priority need of rehousing were to have temporary accommodation made 

available to them until suitable settled housing could be accessed.  These duties were 

placed on the local authority to which the household had a local connection, generally 

 
2 Due to immigration status. 
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obtained by the presence of family or employment or by having resided there for a 

duration of time.  Within the 1977 Act, households were in priority need if they were 

within specified categories of people, notably “families with children and ‘vulnerable’ 

adults” (Fitzpatrick and Davies 2021, p. 179).  The category of priority need for 

accommodation was later extended to include 16- and 17-year-olds as well as care leavers 

under the age of 21 by the Homelessness (Priority Need for Accommodation) (England) 

Order 2002. 

This section describes how the devolution of housing and homelessness legislation within 

the UK has created national-level distinctions in the protection offered to young people 

experiencing homelessness in England and Scotland.  I then present National Key 

Informants’ perspectives on the comparative protection each nation’s homelessness 

framework provides for young people. 

Scotland 

The primary devolved legislation in Scotland is the Housing (Scotland) Act 1987.  

However, important changes to Scottish legislation were subsequently made by the 

Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 and then the Homelessness etc. (Scotland) Act 2003, which 

expanded the extent of the duties on local authorities.  In the changes initiated by the 2003 

Act, the removing of the priority need element was phased in by local authorities and was 

fully removed from the start of 2013.  Consequently, in Scotland, all eligible homeless 

households who were unintentionally homeless were entitled to temporary 

accommodation until settled housing became available.  In November, 2019, after 

consultation, the Scottish Government commenced the provision in the 2003 Act to 

change the duty to assess intentionality to a discretionary power.  Work is also underway 

to remove, from the 2003 Act, the local connection element in the homelessness 

framework. 

The Code of Guidance accompanying Scottish homelessness legislation was published in 

2005 (Scottish Executive 2005), with an interim update published in 2019 (Scottish 

Government 2019).  Under this guidance, local authorities are advised to take additional 

steps when considering the homelessness applications of young people.  Local authorities 

are directed to provide additional support to young people leaving care, including 
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cooperation with services delivering continuing care duties under the Children and Young 

People (Scotland) Act 2014.  The updated version of the Scottish Code of Guidance 

removes references relating to the priority need tests and adds the continuing care 

responsibilities to care leavers who experience homelessness.  However, other provisions 

for young people remain the same, which I now summarise. 

Local authorities in Scotland are directed to consider the place of family mediation when 

relationship breakdown has occurred but caution about situations where abuse may be or 

is taking place.  The Scottish Code of Guidance refers to some young people experiencing 

homelessness as requiring “independent living skills […] if they are to sustain their 

tenancy” (Scottish Government 2019, para. 2.90).  Advice is also given that an intentional 

decision should only be made “where there is compelling evidence that the applicant 

deliberately refused to accept advice or engage with agencies who could provide support 

and were aware of the consequences of their actions” (Scottish Government 2019, para. 

6.19).  Similarly, a young person who has had a “clash of lifestyles” with their parents 

“should not automatically be considered intentionally homeless” (Scottish Government 

2019, para. 6.20). 

The possibility of additional support for young people experiencing homelessness in 

Scotland is enacted in the Housing (Scotland) Act 2010 and the accompanying guidance 

from the Scottish Government (Scottish Government 2013).  This legislation creates a 

duty to assess “housing support needs” where the local authority has reason to believe 

that a person requires support and to refer to services providing help so that someone can 

find or keep a home.  On the specific needs of young people, the Housing Support 

guidance directs local authorities to the Having and Keeping a Home Report (Equal 

Opportunities Committee 2012), which presents the findings of an Equal Opportunities 

Committee investigation on youth homelessness.  Core findings of the committee centre 

on the importance of prevention through mediation and respite, support for care leavers 

and the need for young people to gain independent living skills.  A later report on 

homelessness by the Local Government and Communities Committee (Scottish 

Parliament 2018) adds little regarding how local authorities ought to meet the needs of 

young people but does address the new duties for care leavers and the impact of welfare 

reform, and it recognises that certain types of temporary accommodation (e.g. generic 

access hostels and B&B type accommodation) are less suitable for young people. 
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Most recently, in Scotland and in response to current duties to prevent homelessness being 

weaker than in England, there are calls to introduce an enhanced homelessness prevention 

duty on local authorities, which goes further than recent legislative reform in England and 

Wales, and to introduce homelessness prevention duties on a wide range of other public 

bodies, including health and social care, children’s services, and Police Scotland (Reid 

2021).  Changing Scottish homelessness legislation has been part of a wider development 

of policy and practice through the Ending Homelessness Together Action Plan (Scottish 

Government 2018b).  In addition to developing new homelessness prevention duties on 

local authorities and a wide range of other public bodies, work is underway to move to a 

response to homelessness driven by rapid re-housing by default.  Whilst these areas of 

work are important developments in the Scottish homelessness framework, including the 

inclusion of young people in rapid-rehousing plans and promoting the use of youth-

specific accommodation interventions, they post-date the fieldwork of my study.  

However, in the conclusion of this thesis, I identify factors that should be accounted for 

when implementing these policy approaches to young people based on the findings from 

this study. 

England 

In 2018, the homelessness framework in England was substantially strengthened by the 

Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 (the HRA).  The advancements in the HRA introduce 

new duties on local authorities to prevent and relieve homelessness for all households 

eligible for assistance (with limits related to immigration status), regardless of their 

priority need or intentionality status.  Evidence from implementing this new legislation 

is that some improvements have occurred in local authorities’ response to homelessness 

(Fitzpatrick et al. 2019).  When homelessness cannot be prevented or relieved, local 

authorities must assess, as outlined above, whether eligible homeless households are 

owed the main rehousing duty, including the provision of temporary accommodation until 

settled accommodation. 

The key distinction is that in England, compared with Scotland, the priority need element 

of local authorities’ duties remains and is an important factor in understanding young 

people’s ability to access support when experiencing homelessness (Watts et al. 2015).  
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In addition to the brief description above, the groups of young people considered to be in 

priority need are prescribed by the Homelessness (In Priority Need for Accommodation) 

Order 2002, which includes those who are 16- or 17-years-old, care leavers and young 

people who are deemed vulnerable.  The definition of vulnerability has been tested in 

case law3 and instructs local authorities to consider whether a person experiencing 

homelessness is more vulnerable than an “ordinary person” (para 93, p. 31).  According 

to s189(1)(c) of the Housing Act 1996, vulnerability, in the context of the priority need 

test, includes physical disability, mental ill-health and old age.  However, the pre-HRA 

Code of Guidance (DCLG 2006) directed local authorities to consider whether a young 

homeless person who does not fit into the categories described by the 2002 Order or any 

other category is vulnerable.  Following the commencement of the HRA, the updated 

Code of Guidance extends the understanding of how young people may be vulnerable, 

including those who do not have the ‘back-up’ of “support from families, friends or an 

institution (e.g. a college or university)” and those who are “without adequate financial 

resources to live independently” (MHCLG 2018, para. 8.40) 

Further protection for 16- and 17-year-olds experiencing homelessness in England is the 

Southwark Judgement 2009.4  The impact of the Southwark Judgement is that for 16- or 

17-year-olds who approach their local authority as homeless, the primary responsibility 

for the provision of support is to be met by children’s services under the Children’s Act 

1989.  Whilst it is intended that children’s services primarily provide support, the HRA 

Code of Guidance accommodates the situation where a young person “declines to become 

looked after under the Children Act and instead applies for assistance under homelessness 

legislation” (MHCLG 2018, para. 8.23).  In either situation, the responsibility is on the 

local authority to ensure that there are clear protocols in place to “prevent young people 

from being passed over and back between housing and children’s services authorities” 

(MHCLG 2018, para. 8.23) 

 
3 Hotak v Southwark London Borough Council (Equality and Human Rights 

Commission and others intervening) [2015] UKSC 30. 

4 R (on the application of G) (FC) (Appellant) v London Borough of Southwark 

(Respondents) [2009] UKHL 26.  On appeal from: [2008] EWCA Civ 877. 
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National Key Informants’ perspectives 

This section discusses three themes from my data about the efficacy of these 

homelessness frameworks in England and Scotland in protecting young people 

experiencing homelessness. 

First, the continuing role of the priority need test in England means that young people 

have less protection when compared to those facing homelessness in Scotland.  

It makes sense, doesn’t it [the rights-based approach in Scotland].  People 

don’t just disappear if you say they’re not in priority need.  In England, [when 

not in priority need] they get a piece of paper [with advice about accessing 

housing], often with out-of-date information. That doesn’t help at all in terms 

of solving their homelessness.  (Practitioner, third sector, England)  

I think a lot of young people aren’t protected by the legislation – they won’t 

meet the criteria for being in priority need – so that’s why they rely on other 

services for accommodation and other forms of support.  (Policymaker, third 

sector, England) 

By comparison, the Scottish framework is seen as a protective factor when other 

socioeconomic changes occur (in this case, welfare reform, which is discussed later in the 

chapter).  The policymaker in the following quote identifies the importance of the 

housing-rights approach for young people. 

We’ve been looking at the changes made through Welfare Reform coming in 

from the UK government and saying that in Scotland, for example, a young 

(16–24) single person who is assessed as being homeless has an entitlement 

to settled accommodation.  Which wouldn’t be the case down South [England] 

or other parts of the UK because they would have to have a priority need.  

(Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

Second, National Key Informants in both countries identified steps being taken or that 

were under consideration that could improve the protection available for young people.  

The HRA in England – implemented during the fieldwork for this thesis – was seen by 
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the following practitioner as increasing the opportunities to support young people 

compared with the pre-HRA framework.   

I’m certainly hopeful that it [the HRA] is going to provide more of a safety 

net.  And less of a risk that people are going to slip through the net.  I think 

the key is going to be seeing how many young people know that that advice is 

there for them.  I think that they will have had experiences of working with 

the local authority, and they probably weren’t massively positive, or they will 

have had friends who went to present as homeless, and they were just turned 

away.  So, I’m hoping that word does get out there enough so that enough 

young people actually say, “I can get some kind of help from there.” 

(Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Because of fieldwork timing, the developments in the Scottish homelessness policy 

landscape were still in an early stage of development.  However, one policymaker did 

point towards the work underway, albeit at an early stage, to consider new prevention-

based duties and seek to increase the available routes to access support for young people 

experiencing or at risk of homelessness. 

We were looking at the Welsh prevention duty.  So, looking at that prevention 

duty and how we could use it in Scotland […].  There’s the duty on all public 

bodies to create a ‘no wrong door’, and we’re not quite sure how we would 

do that […], and I think that is relevant to youth homeless […] where, if we 

could through legislation, place that duty on a range of public bodies to 

respond so that you don’t get that passing folk around.  (Policymaker, 

Statutory, Scotland) 

Overall, the agreement was that the changes in England and plans for Scotland should 

increase opportunities to intervene with young people at risk of or experiencing 

homelessness. 

Third, National Key Informants saw the implementation of legislation as a major 

challenge for local authorities. 

The legislation does [provide protection], but the legislation is only as good 

as its implementation.  (Policymaker, third sector, Scotland) 
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I think the challenge is how local authorities are going to meet that new duty 

without [sufficient] budget, which seems to be the current panic by a lot of 

local authorities.  (Policymaker, third sector, England) 

One policymaker in Scotland addresses this issue bluntly by asking, “The strong rights 

are there in legislation, but are they actually being implemented?” (Policymaker, 

Statutory, Scotland).  This view is likely referring to the high-profile case of Glasgow 

relating to significant concerns about gatekeeping (Scottish Housing Regulator 2020) and 

Edinburgh’s extensive use of unsuitable temporary accommodation.  However, the 

implementation issue led another policymaker in Scotland to ask whether legislation was 

still the best way to achieve positive outcomes, positing that a renewed focus on practice 

is required. 

I’m not sure that, if we’re looking to improve housing outcomes for young 

homeless people, whether a legislative solution is required.  I think it is much 

more about our delivery, our practice.  (Policymaker, third sector, Scotland) 

The National Key Informants in this study saw the homelessness legislation in Scotland 

and England as offering a high level of protection for eligible young people.  However, 

under the main homelessness duties, young people in Scotland have greater access to that 

protection because of the removal of the priority need requirement.  With the 

commencement of the HRA, a core objective is that fewer young people in England 

should require the main homelessness duty because of the emphasis on preventative and 

relief measures.  Whilst there is consensus that homelessness legislation is developing 

positively (with the HRA and proposed prevention duties in Scotland), there remain 

concerns about the capacity of local authorities to effectively implement the additional 

duties that are created.  Consequently, the relationship between national-level 

frameworks and local policy and practice approaches remains a critical factor in 

determining how well young people can realise the rights that legislation affords them. 

Young people’s access to welfare benefits 

This section focuses on how young people are treated within the welfare system compared 

to older adults and in light of welfare reform since 2010.  Unlike homelessness legislation, 

welfare legislation is consistent across England and Scotland, being mainly reserved for 
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the UK government.5  In this context, a longstanding aim of social security in the UK is 

to help people meet their housing costs, to ensure “people on low incomes can afford 

adequate housing” (Stephens et al. 2015).  Since 2010, the types and levels of welfare 

assistance available have fundamentally changed through the extensive programme of 

welfare reform that, as described by the Westminster government, aims to make the 

welfare system “fairer and more affordable” and to “reduce dependency and promote 

work” (HM Treasury 2010a, p. 3).  The flagship policy within these reforms is merging 

multiple income and housing cost benefits into universal credit. 

Young people have borne a disproportionate level of cuts in welfare benefits in the post-

2010 period, though not all proposed youth-specific changes have been implemented.  

Justifications, below, given by the UK government for targeting young people focus on 

addressing what is perceived to be a problematic behaviour of leaving home before being 

financially self-sufficient. 

[to] ensure that Housing Benefit rules reflect the housing expectations of 

people of a similar age not on benefits.  (HM Treasury 2010b, p. 69) 

to prevent young people slipping straight into a life on benefits.  (HM 

Treasury 2015, p. 41) 

[so that] young people in the benefits system face the same choices as young 

people who work and who may not be able to afford to leave home.  (HM 

Treasury 2015, p. 41) 

A core change under welfare reform, implemented at the start of 2012,6 is the extension 

of the shared accommodation rate (SAR) to apply to those under 35 years old rather than 

under 25 years old.  This change currently affects young people who live in the private 

rented sector (PRS) and who claim local housing allowance (LHA) to meet costs by 

limiting the financial assistance to the cost of a room in a shared home.  However, the 

UK government also proposed (but then backtracked on) further reforms that affected 

 
5 At the time of writing there has been a partial devolution of welfare legislation to 

Scotland, for example, on the timing of payments and direct-to-landlord payments.  

However, this policy remains largely reserved to the UK government.  

6 The Housing Benefit (Amendment) Regulations 2011 (SI 2011/1736) 
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young people’s ability to claim financial support for housing costs.  First, it was proposed 

by the UK government to extend the local housing allowance (LHA), including SAR, to 

the social rented sector.  Second, young people (18- to 21-years-old) were set to lose their 

automatic entitlement to the housing costs element of universal credit.  Commentators on 

these proposed changes describe the policies as potentially resulting in “the fault-lines in 

the housing market [being] increasingly marked by age rather than tenure or even 

locality” (Cole et al. 2017, p. 37) 

Young people living in temporary accommodation are entitled to claim housing benefit 

to pay for that accommodation.  The amount of housing benefit that can be claimed is 

means-tested based on earnings and is subject to the benefit cap that limits the total 

amount of benefits a person can receive, though the cap is unlikely to apply to single 

young people. 

For young people out of work who require universal credit, the standard claim is less than 

for those who are 25 years old or over.  Within the program of welfare reform, a “Youth 

Obligation” in England was introduced in April, 2017, aimed at assisting young people 

18 to 21 years old who claim universal credit to “participate in an intensive regime of 

support” (HM Treasury 2015, para. 1.158).  At the start of 2021, the Youth Obligation 

was extended to include young people 18 to 24 years old.  Young people referred to the 

youth offer program must participate for six months, including attendance at training, 

work experience, apprenticeships or other work-related activity.  Research on the impact 

of the youth offer has found evidence that the scheme is insufficiently flexible for young 

people from disadvantaged backgrounds, including those experiencing homelessness 

(Atfield and Green 2019). 

By means of example, the following shows the potential income for a 21-year-old living 

in supported accommodation in Glasgow.  The rent for temporary accommodation in 

Glasgow during 2021 was £355.68 (Wearing 2021), which, if the young person is 

unemployed, is entirely covered by housing benefit.  For this young person, their weekly 

available income is the £79.09 they receive from universal credit.  If this young person 

started employment of 40 hours per week at the 2021–22 minimum income rate of £8.36 

per hour, after income tax and national insurance contributions, they would have to 

contribute £152.02 towards weekly rent and £17.72 for council tax (the lowest rate in 

Glasgow).  Consequently, the young person would have £128.03 per week to spend, 
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increasing £48.94 per week over their income when not working.  Whilst this young 

person would have more money each week, the additional income they earn from working 

40 hours per week is small, at around £1.22 per hour more.  This marginal difference 

could be a key factor in why young people see working whilst living in temporary 

accommodation as unworthwhile.  Whilst this example is for Glasgow, the reserved 

nature of welfare policy means the calculations for young people in Newcastle upon Tyne 

are equivalent.  In the subsequent chapters, I further explore through my case studies the 

relationship between the cost of temporary accommodation and the financial difficulty 

young people can experience when entering employment. 

All key informants in this study were critical of this social security and employment 

policy framework, which they saw as driven by certain ideological attitudes towards 

young people.  The policymaker below was strongly opposed to what they saw as an 

apparent attitude of seeing young people as undeserving or “scroungers”.  

I think it [welfare reform] is the vision that young people should live at home, 

which we know isn’t acceptable for lots of young people, for lots of reasons, 

and that they should just go and find a job.  And, that they’re lazy, and they’re 

scroungers, and there are all these awful words that people use to describe 

young people who aren’t in education and who aren’t in employment.  

(Policymaker, third sector, England) 

Similarly, the following English and Scottish policymakers challenged the welfare policy 

of normalising family as the source of financial support for young people.  

What I’m concerned with is that whilst this statistic [relationship breakdown 

as the main cause of youth homelessness] is important, I think it challenges 

wider assumptions that young people can rely on family support, which I think 

is one of the drivers of changes to welfare benefits.  (Policymaker, third 

sector, England) 

I don’t think there’s a rationale to it.  It’s based on an ideology which assumes 

parents and family should stay together and should be forced to stay together.  

(Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 
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Another policymaker in England agreed, though to a limited extent, with the principle of 

preventing dependency on benefits and that a ‘benefits culture’ should be considered 

unhealthy.  However, this policymaker contrasted this view with what they saw as the 

damaging effect of targeting young people with welfare cuts.  Two critical issues were 

apparent regarding the impact of welfare reform: an actual increase in dependency on the 

welfare system and exposure to greater vulnerability. 

To remove universal rights from a group purely based on their age, to me, is 

discrimination in its purest sense.  And, it prevents young people from 

resolving their own issues. It means they have to be in touch with advisory 

agencies in order to get through that, or they have to disclose vulnerability to 

landlords who may or may not take advantage of that.  (Policymaker, third 

sector, England) 

For the National Key Informants in this study, the impact of welfare benefits on young 

people’s homelessness experiences is a significant and persistent factor in explaining the 

difficulties faced.  Consequently, this is a key area for examination in the cases studies in 

the subsequent chapters. 

The causes of youth homelessness in England and Scotland 

The youth homelessness literature, as discussed above, shows that relationship 

breakdown is a major causal factor in young people’s routes into homelessness.  

According to statutory data in Scotland,7 over 70% of young people in 2019–20 (and 

similar numbers in previous years) were homeless because of being asked to leave or 

because of a dispute within their household.  Comparable data in England is not available 

because of the different definitions of homelessness, and the reasons for youth 

homelessness were not disaggregated in statutory data before the HRA.  However, as also 

described above, the causes of youth homelessness can be more deeply understood 

through a critical realist ontology, whereby causal factors operate across multiple strata 

of reality.  The challenge presented by this complex and multi-layered understanding of 

 
7 Youth homelessness statistics: 2019 to 2020, Table 2.  Accessed on 25 October 2021.  

Available from: https://www.gov.scot/publications/youth-homelessness-statistics-2019-

to-2020/. 
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the causes of youth homelessness is succinctly captured in one National Key Informant’s 

statement that “if there was just one cause of homelessness, it would be great because 

we’d be able to fix it” (Policymaker, third sector, England).  In this section, I explore, 

through National Key Informants’ perspectives, evidence for the major factors that 

contribute to youth homelessness in the UK.  

All National Key Informants confirmed relationship breakdown as the most significant 

cause of youth homelessness: 

The primary reason for young people becoming homeless is still relationship 

breakdown, family breakdown, being asked to leave the family home.  

(Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

In terms of the main trends, family [relationship] breakdown remains the main 

reason.  (Practitioner, third sector, England) 

National Key Informants in England and Scotland point past the event of leaving home 

to the factors that precede young people’s entry into homelessness.  The examples below 

show multiple factors operating over extended periods, culminating in a young person 

being asked to or having to leave home.   

The idea that young people are living within a household that will have 

experienced significant deprivation, poverty, probably also a lot of adverse 

childhood experiences – death and trauma – the likelihood of that is 

exceptionally high.  That critical point, when somebody thinks, “I can get out 

of this house”, or “I should get out of this house”, then they will.  

(Policymaker, third sector, Scotland) 

There was one final event or breakdown that propelled them into youth 

homelessness, but actually, they had a significant number of adverse 

childhood experiences that meant they needed something more than 

mainstream youth homelessness.  (Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

A practitioner in England spoke about the same issues but wanted to know more about 

how longer-term structural factors contribute to building pressure within families that 

leads to a relationship breakdown. 
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What I would be interested in exploring more is how changes to welfare 

benefits, experiences of poverty, difficulty in young people accessing 

relationships, young people accessing employment, difficulty with parents 

accessing employment, all these different factors to the underlying factors 

that lead to family breakdown – how families might be placed under 

increasing pressure as a result of different benefit changes, austerity, poverty, 

housing crisis . . . all these wider structural factors. These are all interesting 

and important factors.  (Practitioner, third sector, England) 

For the following practitioner, the underlying factors within relationship breakdown can 

have an ongoing detrimental effect on young people’s ability to sustain future 

accommodation.  So, not only have young people left home in a problematic way, but 

they also lack the social capital (as described in chapter 2, social capital is the collection 

of social relationships from which someone can draw on resources) to access support 

when addressing tenancy-related problems. 

For me, it always links back to family [relationship] breakdown because it’s 

around that support network . . . whether it’s a tenancy or a relationship or 

sexuality.  If you haven’t got that support network around you, all those other 

bits start to crumble.  So, I think you could track those things further back to 

those relationships.  (Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Whilst relationship breakdown was the most significant reason given for youth 

homelessness, the National Key Informants indicated several other reasons, including 

specific issues relating to care leavers. 

One third sector policymaker in England linked relationship breakdown to the creation of 

unstable tenancies in the private rented sector, referencing that statutory data in England 

indicates that (pre COVID) the ending of private tenancies had seen a significant increase 

as the main reason for homelessness for all ages for many years (Fitzpatrick et al. 2019). 
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Thinking about the number one cause of homelessness being the loss of a 

private tenancy, and for a lot of young people, the main obstacle being, they 

might be chucked out of home and then find themselves unlikely to be in 

priority need and will have to find some kind of private rented 

accommodation, and that is increasingly difficult for young people.  

(Policymaker, third sector, England) 

The same policymaker also identified a lack of information and awareness about housing 

options amongst young people.  Underpinning this view appears to be a concern about 

how young people learn to navigate the world outside of the family when there is a lack 

of support available to provide guidance.  In this context, schools are potentially the only 

statutory intervention where learning about establishing a home, navigating the housing 

market and hearing about the risks associated with homelessness can occur. 

I really think there’s a lack of information in schools for young people.  I think 

that’s a major barrier […] a contributing factor to why people end up in 

homelessness.  I don’t think they understand what their options are, and there 

may still be a perception amongst young people that if you leave home, you 

can get a council flat.  (Policymaker, third sector, England) 

An important factor contributing to homelessness is the precarity of young people’s 

employment and the welfare benefits system, as described by the following policymaker. 

There’s lots of reasons why: people can’t find a job, or the only jobs they are 

given are zero-hour contracts which completely mess up their benefits cause 

them to get into arrears. (Policymaker, third sector, England) 

Similarly, Scottish National Key Informants expressed concern about how the welfare 

benefits system operates to cause homelessness.  The policymaker below, referring to 

experiences in their wider organisation, talked about young people lacking key money 

management skills but linked this deficit directly to the complexity and lack of clarity 

within the welfare benefits system.  Of note is that this policymaker suggested that young 

people in Scotland are not taking up the options agreed upon by the Scottish government 

to mitigate welfare reform because they are available. 
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We are also seeing issues around how we are explaining to people what 

universal credit includes.  So, basically, people not taking up alternative 

payment arrangements [more regular payment of benefits or direct to 

landlord] because they don’t know that those exist.  We’re seeing young 

people declaring themselves bankrupt, so they can get away from these huge 

debts that they’ve built up to private landlords […] So, rent arrears, the lack 

of understanding around what your money is there for and the fact that 

sanctions are taken out of your overall amount.  (Policymaker, third sector, 

Scotland) 

In relation to care leavers, the following policymaker indicates how this group of young 

people experience homelessness after the initial transition from a care placement.  This 

view correlates with previous research findings (Schwan et al. 2018) regarding the 

availability of support for care leavers. 

What happens is young people present as homeless further down the line.  

Failed tenancy, rent arrears, eviction – then they would maybe present as 

homeless.  (Policymaker, third sector, Scotland) 

One practitioner notes the risks care leavers can face in England when leaving a 

placement.  The concerns are with the timing of exiting a care placement and whether 

support structures are in place to facilitate a successful transition to independent living. 

I think ‘independent living’ can be a really daunting task for some people.  

And, I know that some staff have said in the past that the move to independent 

living can happen too quickly, and, actually, that falls apart very quickly, and 

that’s when they end up needing other homeless services.  (Practitioner, third 

sector, England) 

National Key Informants in England and Scotland shared consistent views about the 

causes of youth homelessness.  These findings point to the necessary work of 

understanding the factors that can lead to relationship breakdown, such as experiencing 

deprivation as well as limited capacity within families to support a young person’s 

transition into independent living.  Homelessness experiences after the initial leaving 

home event and the factors that cause this outcome are also significant.  A lack of 

knowledge and experience is a factor; however, these normal characteristics of this life 
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stage, as described above, are exacerbated by the welfare benefits system and young 

people’s precarity in the labour market. 

Examining practice responses to youth homelessness 

In this section, I present the perspectives of National Key Informants on the practice 

responses within the legislative and policy context outlined so far.  The purpose here is 

to provide national-level context on delivering effective youth homelessness 

interventions that are explored further in the subsequent chapters containing my analysis 

of the Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow case studies.  Three themes stood out as 

important for delivering interventions in England and Scotland: preventing youth 

homelessness, providing youth-focused support and housing, and the challenges to 

delivering effective interventions.  I now address each of these in turn. 

Preventing youth homelessness 

In their responses, National Key Informants focused on primary prevention – that is, 

preventative interventions made before the first episode of homelessness.  They also 

focused on secondary prevention – that is, efforts to quickly resolve homelessness if it 

does occur in order to avoid young people entering the homelessness system. 

All but one National Key Informant talked about education as a gap in the preventative 

provision or as a priority for expanding examples of effective work.  A fundamental issue 

that primary prevention raises is the difficulty of housing and homelessness services in 

identifying young people at risk of homelessness to target support towards them; an 

important factor is that providing such an intervention to all young people is not 

considered an effective or affordable approach (see Watts et al. 2015).  This factor led 

National Key Informants to look to education and social service staff – individuals who 

are most likely to first know that a young person is at risk of homelessness.  This view 

was held in Scotland and England, as the quotes below demonstrate. 
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Peer education in schools as well, particularly teachers and welfare staff are 

aware of us, and if the young person confides in one of the teachers, “me and 

my Mum, we’re having really big arguments”, that’s a signifier that it may 

end up when they get to 16-years-old and they’ll be getting kicked out, if not 

earlier. (Practitioner, third sector, England) 

They’re the canary in the mineshaft [education staff]. They know that 

something is wrong often, yet there’s very little work done [about housing] at 

that point.  If you went and asked a teacher and told them, “Joe Bloggs here 

has become homeless”, they may nod and say, “That doesn’t surprise me”.  

So why are we not working back then?  (Practitioner, third sector, Scotland) 

A question was raised about the extent to which activities that seek to prepare young 

people for independent living are a sufficient intervention to prevent youth homelessness.  

In the case of preparing young people to leave care, this practitioner cautioned, 

Care leavers who ‘should’ be ‘easier’ to engage with because we know where 

they are, and we know they’re at risk, but we’re still seeing huge issues with 

young people coming out of units, coming out of the old YPCs, coming out of 

foster care, with very few independent living skills. (Practitioner, third sector, 

Scotland) 

Whilst there is a need to question the effectiveness of support available to young people 

already known to have a high likelihood of experiencing homelessness, complex factors 

shape care leavers’ support needs, including the impact of multiple placements and 

childhood trauma.  However, the quote above suggests that interventions such as housing 

readiness models are limited in the extent to which they can prevent homelessness for this 

group. 

In one policymaker’s words, primary prevention of youth homelessness is “really difficult 

to evidence” (Policymaker, third sector, England).  National Key Informants in this study 

wanted to see more education-based work taking place about the risks associated with 

homelessness and broader collegiality on the importance of identifying and supporting 

families and young people where homelessness is a possible outcome. 
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In addition, regarding views about secondary homelessness prevention, a critical issue for 

National Key Informants is when interventions occur.  The practitioner below spoke 

about the importance of intervening with young people and families as soon as a young 

person leaves home. 

It is about working with them immediately after they leave home, rather than 

necessarily when they are already homeless and presenting as homeless.  

(Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Providing interventions between leaving home and entry into the homelessness system 

was seen to play a critical role in the relationships of young people with their families.  In 

the context of the new prevention duties under the HRA, the policymaker below saw an 

opportunity for local authorities to provide mediation and respite accommodation if 

necessary. 

I think for young people that’s a very crucial thing – young people presenting 

at the point where it’s make-or-break. It’s going to go one way or another. 

(Policymaker, third sector, England) 

The views of National Key Informants in England and Scotland agreed on the importance 

of involving families, whenever possible, in preventing youth homelessness.  There was 

consensus in both countries that delivering preventive youth homelessness services 

requires integration with family support and education services that are currently 

inconsistent across local authorities.  With the prevention duty element of the HRA, there 

is now a stronger legal basis in England by which preventative measures, such as family 

mediation and education services, can be more extensively utilised.  However, whilst such 

services are present in Scotland, there is not yet a legal duty that would formalise such 

types of interventions. 

Providing youth-focused support and housing 

A core issue amongst National Key Informants is that support should assist young people 

whilst they are reaching adulthood.  The practitioner below described this objective in 

three ways: to help young people gain the independence associated with adulthood, to 
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decrease the precarity arising from dependence on welfare benefits and to reduce the 

impact on health due to homelessness. 

Let’s ensure that these young people will reach independence and be self-

financing, and whatever, whichever, way you look at it, makes sense to 

support them during that inexperience – to reduce the vulnerability, even if 

you do it from a financial perspective.  You reduce vulnerability, you reduce 

financial dependence on public services, you reduce future health problems, 

you reduce . . . you know what I mean, all of those issues.  (Practitioner, third 

sector, England) 

The process of reaching adulthood was seen as creating tension between dependence and 

independence, the sense of being ‘in between’ described above in relation to the theory 

of emerging adulthood (chapter 3).  For the policymaker below, the status of being in 

between is linked to the need for support to navigate this life stage.  If the family cannot 

provide support, the intention is that services meet the gap. However, as addressed by the 

following policymaker, there are significant challenges to this being a dependable option. 

I think there’s something about being [not] fully independent yet and needing 

support to reach that independence.  And if that’s not coming from the family, 

then that’s where services will step in.  (Policymaker, third sector, England) 

In the following quote, the policymaker describes what they see as a fundamentally 

problematic housing system that artificially links assumptions about young people’s age 

with their ability to manage a home.  From the next practitioner’s perspective, what is 

needed is more flexibility in the types of housing models available for young people.   

There’s an expectation, and I think it’s a reasonable expectation, that unless 

supported in every way you can, the majority of sixteen-year-olds, when given 

a tenancy, will fail. And that failing isn’t necessarily a bad thing because 

that’s how you learn.  It’s an expensive thing, and that’s why we don’t like it, 

and it’s an inflexible thing because our law doesn’t allow for a flexible tenure.  

By the time someone’s reached 25, regardless of the adverse childhood 

experiences that they’ve had, the expectation is that they can manage.  It’s 

that expectation that is the issue rather than the age and stage of a young 

person.  (Practitioner, third sector, Scotland) 
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For the Scottish policymaker below, it is necessary to distinguish between the role of age 

boundaries, as set out in policy and legislation, in assessing what support or housing 

someone needs. 

I think to some degree that [being an adult] can be defined by the person 

themselves.  It’s partly down to them to define that because, obviously, people 

will have different experiences.  You can’t define people by their housing.  

You could say, “You’re 16.  Therefore you qualify for social housing; last 

year, you were 15, and you didn’t” […] On a housing rights basis, yes, 

absolutely, there was a change, but that doesn’t mean the person can 

necessarily be defined by that.  (Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

A practitioner in England held a similar view on separating age from decisions about the 

type of housing someone needs. 

In terms of accommodation options, it’s about where somebody is on their 

homelessness journey, rather than their age […].  I think it would be 

interesting to frame it more in where you are within your housing situation, 

rather than your age necessarily.  (Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Regarding whether young people should share their accommodation and the assumption 

that underpins the shared accommodation rate, the practitioner below challenged the idea 

that this is a required housing model for young people.  Whilst they see shared housing 

as an important contribution to meeting housing needs, it is a policy informed by an 

economic concern rather than what is in the best interest of young people. 

I think that people not being able to get full-time jobs that are well paid, are 

secure, and not being able to rent their own place.  I’m a big believer in 

shared accommodation.  I think it’s fantastic for lots of people.  I think it can 

have a really positive outcome for lots of people, but it’s not forever. People 

need to be able to then move on their own property, and rents prohibit that in 

lots of areas.  I think there are structural-economic issues that certainly make 

that more difficult.  (Practitioner, third sector, England) 

In summary, the key issue amongst National Key Informants in England and Scotland is 

recognising that young people need support to obtain and sustain settled accommodation.  
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Similarly, in meeting young people’s housing needs, a shared view in both countries is 

that though models such as shared housing can be a positive and affordable experience, 

this cannot be assumed to be the preferred or required type of accommodation for young 

people.  Finally, National Key Informants agreed that the welfare benefits environment 

set by the UK government problematically limits young people’s housing options. 

Challenges in meeting young people’s support needs 

I focus now on the perspectives of National Key Informants regarding the challenges that 

exist when providing support for young people who are experiencing homelessness.  Two 

issues were central to the views shared: the impact of reducing budgets and the scale of 

need. 

All but two of the National Key Informants spoke about the impact of local authority 

funding cuts on the delivery of youth homelessness services.  For the Scottish 

policymaker below, the key issue is that a priority in the support offered to young people 

is navigating the welfare systems and not about developing individual skills. 

A lot of the time and energy into the policy has been about how do we deal 

with welfare reform and cuts.  That employability side is something that needs 

to be developed further, not just “how do you cope with welfare reform”, but 

broader than that – skills development and all that sort of side of things.  

(Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

A consequence of reducing support budgets for homelessness services is the limits on the 

length of support offered to young people.  The following practitioner described the 

consequence of their contract with local authorities, having enforced 12-month and 6-

month time limits for the support they can offer.  As suggested in the quote below, an 

alternative is to build relationships with “trusted providers”, but as also acknowledged, 

this is a difficult and potentially ambiguous aim. 
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We’ve got huge numbers going through, and we work on that basis.  The 

problem is that you’re on autopilot; as soon as that person comes in, you’re 

already starting to prepare them for moving on […] How do you have 

relationships with trusted providers who will not hold on to young people 

longer than they need to but will hold on to them long enough, in order for 

them to be ready to move.  And that’s an art rather than a science, I think.  

(Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Another practitioner linked the impact of funding cuts to a direct decline in their and other 

organisations’ capacity to deliver youth homelessness accommodation across multiple 

local authorities. 

What we are hearing is that services are having to provide a lot more support 

to young people because there are no places for them to get that elsewhere.  

(Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Similarly, the following practitioner in Scotland described their conversations with local 

authority commissioners about the necessary funding cuts.  These budget pressures are 

not youth-specific but reflect the broader challenges taking place in delivering 

homelessness interventions in the context of austerity policies. 

We’re looking at big budget cuts going forward, which has been openly talked 

about, which isn’t going to help, clearly […] regarding homelessness, the 

council has to cut by ‘X’ amount of money, has to save by ‘X’ amount of 

money, because of a big black hole. Meetings recently, that’s already been 

evident.  (Practitioner, third sector, Scotland) 

A Scottish policymaker specifically linked the reduced funding to decisions about the 

provision of temporary accommodation.  For this policymaker, the challenge of services 

having insufficient funds to deliver temporary and supported accommodation has been 

avoided but seemingly only after significant pressure from the homelessness and housing 

sectors.  
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There’s also been concerns about the funding of temporary accommodation 

and supported accommodation which just seems to change week to week in 

terms of what the announcements are […] One of the reasons, I think, that 

the UK government announced the turnaround on the supported 

accommodation funding is because people weren’t going to be building 

supported accommodation.  They couldn’t see how they could make it work 

[financially].  (Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

When asked whether support needs amongst young people were changing, the following 

practitioner described an intensifying of support needs.   

It is changing in that because young people are presenting as homeless or 

approaching other support organisations with housing issues. There’s also 

an increase in young people with poor mental health.  There’s an increase in 

young people with substance misuse issues, particularly around the new 

psychoactive substances that aren’t actually that new, apart from the fact that 

they are continually changing. There is increased acrimony within family 

breakdown.  We seem to be sliding towards greater intolerance of difference.  

(Policymaker, third sector, England) 

The root of more complex needs amongst some young people was attributed to the lack 

of an earlier intervention by specialist services.  On the issue of a breakdown in early 

intervention as a factor contributing to increasing complexity amongst young people’s 

support needs, the English policymaker below shared feedback they had received from 

another service provider: 

The lack of support for young people in earlier adolescence means that by the 

time they are reaching the age range of 16–21, they are really experiencing 

complex issues, such as substance misuse, family breakdown, etc. […] Youth 

services, children’s services would have previously picked these young people 

up in early adolescence, 13–16, and worked directly with them.  But those 

services are either no longer there, or so severely cut, that workers have to 

focus on crisis rather than prevention. (Youth homelessness manager quoted 

by policymaker, third sector, England) 
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However, one practitioner was cautious about the idea that young people’s needs have 

become more complex over the last two decades, pointing instead to the complexity of 

the structural factors around this life stage.  When asked to expand on what they meant, 

this practitioner indicated factors at multiple strata (interpersonal, institutional, and 

socioeconomic) that create a complex and challenging environment for young people. 

I think that young people are young people, and they’re going through 

adolescence, and they are coping with whatever is being thrown at them in 

their environment.  Without a doubt, their operating environment has got 

more complex […] It’s around education systems, it’s around services, it’s 

around social media, it’s around family pressures and austerity, and cuts in 

services and welfare, it’s around the fact there is no housing offer now for 

youth, not that there ever really was, but there certainly isn’t now.  

(Practitioner, third sector, England) 

A different perspective was given by a policymaker in Scotland, who saw that the 

increasing complexity of young people’s needs is not unique to this group but a reflection 

of trends amongst those experiencing homelessness. 

I think the trend with young people is probably following the trend with adults 

– that, yes, much more complex needs in terms of mental health and substance 

misuse as well.  (Policymaker, Statutory, Scotland) 

The challenges facing practitioners in responding to youth homelessness have broad 

similarities in England and Scotland.  National Key Informants in both countries talked 

about the impact of austerity policies since 2010 that have, in their experience, 

significantly curtailed local authorities’ ability to respond to youth homelessness.  Given 

that reduction in the capacity of support and homelessness services combined with 

decreasing welfare benefits, young people face a significant challenge. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I present National Key Informants’ perspectives from England and 

Scotland on the extent to which young people are protected by homelessness policy, the 

impact of the current welfare benefits system, the main routes into youth homelessness 



 

 88 

and the key issues in providing practice responses for young people.  I now summarise 

the key differences and similarities between Scotland and England. 

The protection of young people through the statutory homelessness frameworks differs 

between Scotland and England in at least two ways.  First, the removal of the priority 

need test in Scotland ensures that more young people can benefit from the protection 

offered by the Scottish homelessness framework compared to the English system, which 

retains this rationing criterion for the main rehousing duty.  Second, the prevention and 

relief duties introduced by the HRA in England, which require local authorities to respond 

to youth homelessness, offer further protection for young people, whereas Scotland has 

much weaker prevention requirements in legislation.  Because of the timing of the 

fieldwork, the overall consensus was that young people had greater protection in Scotland 

but that the introduction of the HRA in England would contribute to bridging some of the 

gaps, especially in the area of prevention. 

Despite the different legislative frameworks on youth homelessness, there is a high level 

of similarity in the perspectives of National Key Informants on the level of protection for 

young people.  This similarity seems to stem from the agreement that young people 

require specific types of support relating to family mediation and independent living 

skills.  It is also the case that little has changed over the last two decades regarding the 

guidance on meeting the needs of young people who experience homelessness despite 

significant changes that have taken place in the areas of welfare reform and access to 

services.  Finally, inherent to the structure of the homelessness frameworks in both 

countries, significant emphasis is placed on how local authorities interpret and apply the 

duties within their areas. 

Similarities in both countries also arose in the perspectives of National Key Informants 

on the main factors leading to youth homelessness.  Whilst a lack of knowledge and 

experience can act as causes of homelessness, National Key Informants pointed to the 

impact of structural factors: Young people’s lower entitlements within the welfare 

benefits system are seen by policymakers and practitioners in England and Scotland as a 

causal mechanism of youth homelessness. 

In the following chapters, I extend my analysis by examining how young people and 

practitioners’ experiences of youth homelessness are affected by national and local policy 

and practice. 
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Chapter 6 – Newcastle upon Tyne case study 

This chapter presents my findings from the Newcastle upon Tyne case study, following 

the methodology outlined above.  This case study mainly draws data from interviews with 

11 young people aged 17–25 and eight practitioners working in youth homelessness, 

though it also refers to National Key Informants’ contributions when relevant.  The first 

section explores the policy and practice in Newcastle upon Tyne that affects the provision 

of youth homelessness interventions.  Central to the context is the progressive work on 

preventing homelessness generally and the early adoption of the principles within the 

Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 (HRA).  Young people’s routes into youth 

homelessness are discussed in the second section, expanding further on the views of 

National Key Informants in England about the significance of relationship breakdown 

and the support available for care leavers.  In the third section, I provide accounts of 

young people’s experiences accessing homelessness services in Newcastle upon Tyne, 

focusing on how the role of an advocate can contribute to better access to youth-specific 

interventions.  The fourth section addresses key factors affecting the experiences of young 

people living in congregate supported accommodation: the instability of accommodation, 

the problematic nature of welfare benefits, the presence of substance misuse, relationships 

with staff and peer relationships.  The conclusion of this chapter explains the contribution 

of this data to answering the research questions of this study. 

Youth homelessness services in Newcastle upon Tyne 

Under the auspices of the Active Inclusion Unit, Newcastle upon Tyne’s homelessness 

strategy from 2014 to 2019 outlined measures taken to strengthen the delivery of all 

homelessness prevention services in the city.  Using a public health approach to 

homelessness (Watts et al. 2019), this homelessness strategy addressed core factors 

leading to the loss of housing by providing targeted advice on preventing evictions and 

tackling poverty.  A National Key Informant in Newcastle upon Tyne claimed that the 

floating support provided to young people is an example of how the wider prevention 

approach has been applied: “The young person’s service, in particular, has been effective 

in preventing homelessness at an earlier stage” (National Key Informant, Policymaker, 

Statutory, England). 
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Newcastle upon Tyne was a homelessness prevention trailblazer as part of the UK 

government’s work leading to the commencement of the HRA.  As one of the two early 

adopters, the local authority in Newcastle upon Tyne set out to answer this question: 

“How do we [the authority] identify someone threatened with homelessness or actually 

homeless? what steps do we take to respond? and who carries out the different stages of 

the response?” (Parker 2017, p. 1).  This view resulted in the production of guidance 

documentation, called locally the ‘homelessness pathway’, which for young people is 

informed by the Positive Youth Pathway framework (St. Basil’s 2015).  In this new 

framework, young people requesting assistance can access homelessness services through 

the Housing Advice Centre (HAC), where a homelessness assessment is conducted to 

determine whether the main duty is owed and whether the young person should be 

directed to youth-specific accommodation services.  This route into services also provides 

prevention and relief duties to young people under the HRA.  Care leavers and 16- or 17-

year-olds also have access to the Young Person’s Service, jointly provided support 

between housing and social work, as an additional layer of protection required by 

children’s legislation and the Southwark Judgement. 

Homelessness services in Newcastle upon Tyne use Gateway – an online portal – to 

manage access to temporary accommodation and case management.  Gateway’s positive 

role in managing access to homelessness services is a long-standing feature of the 

authority’s response to homelessness (Harding et al. 2013).  For a young person to access 

accommodation, they must first be registered in Gateway, typically by HAC or via their 

social worker.  Commissioned services in the city receive their referrals through this 

system which is seen locally as an efficient way of managing access to services.   

At the time of fieldwork, the local authority, Your Homes Newcastle (the local arms-

length management organisation for social housing) and a commissioned consortium of 

third sector providers delivered the range of youth homelessness services in Newcastle 

upon Tyne.  Young people who need temporary accommodation could access one of five 

congregate youth-specific accommodation services.  One supported accommodation unit 

had self-contained flats and offered young people a tenancy agreement and on-site 

support during the day.  Other youth-specific accommodation services used occupancy 

agreements, had varying staffing levels and numbers of residents, and provided individual 

rooms in congregate buildings. 
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Young people’s routes into homelessness 

The main routes into homelessness for young people in this case study are relationship 

breakdown with family and a failure in the accommodation of care leavers.  In this 

section, I examine how, for this group of young people, these factors operate to cause 

homelessness. 

Relationship breakdown 

The literature describing relationship breakdown as a causal factor in youth homelessness 

is discussed above.  In summary, relationship breakdown primarily refers to the event of 

a young person being asked to leave the family home because they or their 

parents/guardians are no longer willing to live together.  In the words of Gemma (17), 

who had recently moved into supported accommodation, “I didn’t want to live there 

anymore, and my mam didn’t want us anymore.  So, I basically packed my bags.  I went, 

‘I’m leaving,’ so then I left.” 

The role of relationship breakdown as an explanatory factor is consistent within youth 

homelessness literature: “Relationship breakdown has historically been and continues to 

be a primary cause of homelessness across the UK” (Watts et al. 2015, p. 64).  Key 

informants for this study confirmed that nationally this remains the leading driver of 

youth homelessness. 

In terms of the main trends, family [relationship] breakdown remains the main 

reason.  We’ve just been looking through our figures for 2017, which have 

just come through.  About 65% of people have come to us because of family 

breakdown. (National Key Informant, Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Young people predominantly become homeless because the parents or 

caregivers are no longer willing to look after them. (National Key Informant, 

Policymaker, third sector, England) 

The relationship between being able to cope and young people exiting the family home 

is evident in the language used by practitioners: parents “can’t cope anymore” and are “at 

the end of their tether”. 
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Well, a lot of young people came here because their parents have decided 

they can’t cope anymore; throw them out basically. (Statutory practitioner, 

hostel, Newcastle upon Tyne) 

A lot of the time, when they come to our service, parents will be at the end of 

their tether; they’ll say, “Can’t deal with it anymore, I’ve just had enough.” 

(Practitioner, Statutory, Hostel, Newcastle upon Tyne) 

The analogy of a “pressure cooker” was used by a third sector practitioner to describe the 

sense of a family’s structural constraints (whether economic, housing or health-related) – 

only being able to be managed for so long before reaching a point of crisis.  Another 

practitioner’s experience (below) describes the impact of overcrowding and parents or 

carers having their attention pulled in multiple directions by household members’ needs.  

Consequently, the home is characterised as “chaotic” because of a lack of routines and 

structure. 

Through experience, Mum, Dad or whoever the guardian is just simply can’t 

cope.  There’s too much going on.  It’s too chaotic.  It’s too unpredictable.  

They’re often really big families living in really small homes.  So, they might 

have four or five other siblings who they’re trying to keep control of.  A lot 

that seems to come up, even from a young age, no routine or structure – 

everything seems quite chaotic, and it’s just another thing for the guardian to 

cope with.  That’s what I hear a lot “I just can’t cope with this”, “I just can’t 

manage it any longer.” (Practitioner, third sector, Advice) 

David, 19, living in a large hostel, described problematic events occurring throughout his 

childhood.  The ‘piling-up’ of events in David’s life demonstrates how pressure can build 

in a family at multiple levels; in this case, factors are evident across individual, 

interpersonal and institutional levels over a period of at least 13 years. 

They kind of disowned . . . ‘cause I got adopted when I was six and all that.  

And, like, I’ve been through all the care system and all that.  But, she [Mum] 

just couldn’t handle us anymore, so I said, “I’m going to live with me pal” 

[…] smoking drugs, mate, and I was getting in trouble with the police and 

that, and she just couldn’t handle it. So, it was easier for me to leave.  And, 

she’s happier now.  (David) 
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Therefore, relationship breakdown can be seen as a process unfolding over time rather 

than as a sudden event.  The multiple factors contributing to relationship breakdown 

extend over years and across different spheres of social life, such as housing, economy 

and interpersonal relationships.  Therefore, the point of exit is a threshold where a young 

person and their parent or carer pass can no longer cope. 

Practitioners understood that young people who experience relationship breakdown 

frequently leave the family home before gaining the necessary experience for independent 

living.  In the quote below, the practitioner demonstrates this connection between the 

young person’s behaviours, the increasing independence sought and the carers’ capacity 

to manage these factors within the family home. 

There’re a lot of issues with family.  People coming of age and challenging 

family rules and the teenage transition is a difficult time.  They come to the 

age where they want to kick against whatever […] Sometimes I feel either 

their parents or grandparents or whoever is looking after them aren’t 

prepared for that.  (Practitioner, Statutory, Hostel) 

Homelessness legislation offers protection for young people who leave home because 

they are asked to or because it is unsafe to remain there.  This legislation is also a means 

by which pressure in the family home becomes an entry to homelessness.  We see this in 

the following quote from a supported accommodation practitioner who describes families 

as  coping with the young person’s behaviour by removing them from home.  In this way, 

homelessness becomes a solution to the problems within the household. 

I mean, family [relationship] breakdown is probably your number one.  I know 

that’s kind of been consistent […] when they get to 16/17, from the family’s 

perspective is “they don’t need to be at home, we don’t need to deal with their 

issues anymore”, and then they become homeless.  (Practitioner, third sector, 

Supported Accommodation) 

A struggle to cope is seen in Will’s explanation of his route into homelessness.  At the 

time of the interview Will, 19, lived in his own YHN flat and previously had spent a year 

in a medium-sized supported accommodation and a year in a trainer flat.  Will’s 

homelessness occurred because his mum asked him to leave after ongoing difficulties 

with alcohol use and anger management.  Despite being offered his own home, Will 
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requested support on account of not seeing himself as ready and being “scared” of this 

change. 

I was with my Mum. But I was, like, an alcoholic, and I had a violent temper, 

so she chucked me out.  I was working with somebody from YHN, and they 

found me this place.  They wanted to move me into my own property first, but 

I told them that I needed support first before I move into my own place. I had 

no idea of what the outside world would be like, and, obviously, going into a 

property on my own – it’s a bit scary. (Will) 

Emma, 21, had lived in a large youth-specific hostel for seven months after being asked 

to leave her mum’s home.  This period of homelessness was the second occasion that 

Emma had needed to approach HAC; however, on the first occasion, she returned home 

after a few hours at her mother’s request.  Emma explained that a similar situation had 

occurred already in the family, where “my older brother used to live there [the family 

home] then he moved into here [the hostel].”  There is a different dimension here to the 

family not coping; accessing homelessness services seems to form part of the family’s 

approach to reaching adulthood. 

Despite the prevention focus within Newcastle upon Tyne, this practitioner believed that 

earlier support was not reaching families – neither through family intervention services 

nor under children’s social work legislation. 

There is support – there’s the family intervention, but we get very few clients 

that have been linked up with those services.  The types of clients that we get 

have been missed, where you hear their stories, and you think, ““Why were 

you never picked up by social services?  Why were you allowed to stay in the 

family home?” (Practitioner, third sector, Supported accommodation) 

The issue of targeting support to families reflects the findings from National Key 

Informants, who saw primary prevention as a necessary but challenging response to youth 

homelessness. 
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Homelessness after leaving care 

The second route into homelessness described by case study participants is the breakdown 

of a care placement or post-care accommodation.  Grant, 20, had been in local authority 

care since three years old.  On turning 18, Grant moved first into a small hostel for one 

month and then to supported accommodation.  The interaction with Grant below outlines 

how his route into homelessness services occurred because he was about to turn 18.  The 

pathway planning process (as part of children’s legislation in England) prevented an early 

exit from his care placement because he was not ready for independent living.  It is 

necessary to note that the social worker’s role here was to delay a discharge from care 

against the apparent assumed leaving age of 16. 

Grant: I was supposed to leave at 16, but my Social Worker at the time pushed 

it till I was near enough 18 ‘cause she thought it’d be better. 

Interviewer: Did you agree with that? 

Grant: Yeah, yeah. I was not ready at 16. 

Interviewer: Were any other options explored for where you might live after 

care? 

Grant: It wasn’t really my choice; I was just put into the hostel.  I was only 

given two different places, and they were two different hostels around this 

area, and I was told to pick out one of the two […], and that was it. 

Harry, 20, living in a large hostel, was homeless after leaving his foster carers at 16 years 

old. He had left to not “put my carers in danger or nothing” because he had “got into a lot 

of trouble, and I got trouble at the door”.  The “trouble” indicated by Harry’s description 

of the difficulties arising with his carers was that “they found out I was taking drugs, and 

they found out I was fighting all the time and just being a nuisance.”  The request for help 

from his Social Worker resulted in Harry presenting to HAC as homeless. 

[After choosing to leave his foster carer’s] I went to me Ma’s for a couple of 

days. And then we rang me social worker. Then my social worker was, “We’ll 

sort something out.”  I stayed at my Ma’s two, three, nights, went to me social 

worker’s and then me social worker got me to HAC.  (Harry) 
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Local practitioners in Newcastle upon Tyne expressed concern about a growing 

concentration of care experienced by young people in homeless accommodation services.  

The use of the “end of placement” language in the quotes below suggests doubt amongst 

participants about who is responsible for meeting care leavers’ accommodation needs.  

For these practitioners, too many care leavers were accessing homelessness interventions 

as a default route to housing. 

We were talking about relationship breakdown and things like that.  Not all 

young people who come here, I suppose, it’s relationship breakdown.  It’s the 

end of placement and things like that – having to leave foster care and 

whatever else. (Practitioner, Statutory, Hostel) 

What I’d say what is happening – it’s definitely leaning towards higher needs, 

and care leavers are coming more into our service (Practitioner, Statutory, 

Hostel) 

However, a further practitioner commented about the growing group of care experienced 

by young people in their service whose post-care accommodation had broken down rather 

than being directly placed there from care. 

We used to get care leavers in our service [leaving directly from a care 

placement]. We don’t get as many as what we used to.  We get a lot of clients 

who have been care leavers but aren’t currently open to the care because 

they’re a bit older. (Practitioner, third sector, Supported accommodation) 

The practitioner just quoted explained this shift by stating they understood the local 

authority to have increased the availability of supported accommodation for care leavers.  

However, given that statutory providers were also describing an increase in care leavers 

going directly to their services, this likely reflects the joint working between social work 

and statutory homelessness provisions.  If this is the case, it could explain why a third 

sector service would report seeing more young people who had previously left care than 

those being placed directly 
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I know that the local authority has invested in more care leaver 

accommodation.  They’ve commissioned more care leaver accommodation to 

have more suitable options for care leavers.  So, I don’t know whether that’s 

impacted on it.  (Practitioner, third sector, Supported accommodation) 

At a local level through poverty reduction, Newcastle upon Tyne is recognised as having 

a proactive and effective approach to preventing homelessness.  However, at the time of 

research and as suggested by the evidence provided by the study participants, the policy 

approach did not appear to be as effective in preventing youth homelessness as hoped.  

The findings in this case study confirm the understanding in the literature and the National 

Key Informants’ perspectives that relationship breakdown and being care-experienced 

are significant factors in explaining youth homelessness.  As described by the critical 

realist account of causation, these causal factors operate across multiple levels in the 

accounts provided here, an issue I address in the subsequent discussion chapter.   

Experiences accessing homelessness services 

This section presents the perspectives of two groups of young people from my sample.  

The first group (n = 5) approached HAC directly for assistance without a support worker 

or social worker (though some had friends or family members who directed them to 

HAC).  The second group (n = 6) had direct support from a social worker or another 

support worker to approach HAC.  The advocacy role of support for this second group 

appeared to speed up allocation processes and increase the likelihood of accessing 

suitable temporary accommodation. 

After being asked to leave the family home when he was 16 years old, Jake (22 years old 

at the time of this interview) had had multiple homelessness service experiences.  At the 

time of the interview, Jake lived in a large youth-specific hostel but had also spent time 

living with others, sleeping in rough conditions and staying in abandoned buildings 

during the six years since first becoming homeless.  Jake described temporary 

accommodation allocation via HAC as involving significant waiting and frustration.  At 

his last presentation, Jake felt he had more success after approaching Shelter, which 

appears, to him, to have expedited the allocation process. 
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The service [HAC] could be better . . . When you ring up, they tell you to get 

down there for half nine, and they never see you till half four.  Now, I’m not 

being funny, but that’s bang out of order.  With Shelter, you don’t need to 

wait.  You just need to wait until a vacancy comes up.  HAC, you could be 

waiting a week for a bed.  Shelter, I was only waiting three days.  (Jake) 

Geoff, 25, who lived in independent housing but who had previously stayed in multiple 

temporary accommodation units, also described the experience of spending a lot of time 

at the HAC.  Each time a temporary accommodation placement ended, Geoff went “back 

through the whole process – risk assessment, Gateway, everything.  Spent a lot of hours 

in that Homeless Advice Centre”. 

Rich, 21, living in supported accommodation, talked about his family guiding him to 

HAC and getting a place in a hostel: “She’d called up some people and took us down to 

there [HAC], got a room set up and everything.”  Emma’s experience above is similar – 

whilst she did not have an advocate, the knowledge in her family provided the assistance 

she needed to access homelessness services in Newcastle upon Tyne. 

Other young people had a positive view of the service they had received from HAC.  

Gemma, who at 17 was eligible for the Young Person’s Service, met a social worker at 

HAC – providing evidence for the impact of the Southwark Judgement – who started the 

assessment process.  After a further breakdown, HAC staff quickly identified youth-

specific temporary accommodation for Gemma. 

By the time Rachel, 20, living in a small hostel, left her privately-let supported 

accommodation, her social worker had already started looking for an alternative 

accommodation. 

I was already on Gateway.  My social worker was trying to find us 

somewhere.  So, when I rang them, and I said, “I think I’m already on 

Gateway,” and then they rang us, and they said I had an interview and to go 

down.  (Rachel) 

Harry, 20, also benefited from the advocacy provided by his social worker, attributed to 

them knowing someone “at the desk”; the different pathway routes for care leavers in 

Newcastle upon Tyne’s homelessness strategy likely played a role here. 
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My social worker knew someone at the desk [of the Homelessness Advice 

Centre], so we jumped the queue.  So, we just went straight to the front of the 

queue, and then got seen straight away.  I was only there for about half an 

hour (Harry) 

For one practitioner, a young person not having prior involvement with social services 

led to a question about how people knew to approach HAC for assistance. 

Then I think, how do they find out about HAC then?  Some of them have had 

social workers; some of them don’t have social workers.  I guess the ones 

who’ve been sofa-surfing a long time probably won’t have social workers; 

otherwise, social services would have intervened.  (Practitioner, Statutory, 

Hostel) 

In comparing these experiences, having a social worker or another support worker 

advocate on behalf of a young person appears to result in a better experience of accessing 

homelessness services.  There is also evidence in this case study of families’ tacit 

knowledge about access to housing and homelessness services playing an important role 

in navigating homelessness services, such as in Rich and Emma’s case.  Functions of the 

advocacy role are understanding local homelessness systems, knowing young people’s 

entitlements and having the confidence to pursue suitable accommodation and support. 

Young people’s experiences of congregate supported accommodation 

Central to this study is evaluating whether congregate supported accommodation is an 

appropriate housing option for young people.  In this section, I present five key themes 

concerning young people’s experience of living in congregate supported accommodation: 

the instability of the accommodation, financial instability, experience of substance use in 

congregate accommodation, young people’s relationship with staff and young people’s 

peer relationships.  These themes help examine the impact that congregate support 

accommodation can have on the developmental process of young people reaching 

adulthood and help illuminate why such accommodation can be experienced positively 

for some young people and negatively for others. 
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Experiencing accommodation instability 

I consider here how movement between accommodation placements contributes to the 

effectiveness of the support provided and the impact on young people’s development. 

Amongst the young people participating in this study, I identified three similarly sized 

groups describing different moving experiences between homeless accommodation 

services.  The first group comprised complex or chaotic movement between 

accommodation (both generic and youth-specific) and having moved between family, 

friends and rough sleeping (n = 4).  A second group moved between homeless 

accommodation placements to increase independence levels (n = 3).  A third was a group 

of young people whose current accommodation was their first experience of the 

homelessness services in Newcastle upon Tyne (n = 4). 

Multiple moves 

Using the language of instability is appropriate when considering the experiences within 

the group that had made multiple moves.  Instability refers to the lack of security where 

the young people live and to frequent moves between homeless accommodation units.  

Jake, 22, talked about the instability he had experienced through constant moves.  

Recognising that “I don’t think I can get out of the routine […] it’s all I know” points to 

the developmental impact that insecure accommodation has. 

I’ve been homeless since I was 16.  In and out of hostels.  In and out of 

parents’ house.  In and out of families [foster placements].  In and out of care 

[…] that’s it, one big circle.  To be honest, I don’t think I can get out of the 

routine; to be honest, it’s all I know.  Move here, move there.  I cannae get 

settled in one place.  I’m that used to fucking kipping here, packing, and the 

next day I’m fucking packing and moving. (Jake) 

Living in a small hostel, Rachel was also in this group of young people, though she had 

experienced fewer moves than Jake.  At the time of the interview, these two young 

people’s current accommodation had a degree of stability compared to their histories, but 

both did recognise the risk that this could change. 
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Geoff shared a similar experience, describing multiple moves between homeless 

accommodation units. For him, the design of the homelessness system created a “cycle” 

and “vicious circle”.  However, Geoff’s experience diverges from Jake and Rachel’s as 

his most recent homeless accommodation experience was positive, and he was living in 

his own home. 

You’ve got an amount of time, and if you don’t find somewhere in that time, 

you get kicked out anyway.  Most of them in Newcastle are waiting for you to 

do one little thing so they can kick you out and get somebody else in.  There’s 

always somebody who they’d rather have out and come back in.  I went 

around the system a couple of times. You leave one, you go to another, and 

you go to another, and when you leave there, you go back to one you went to.  

I was going around in a cycle.  It was a vicious circle.  I hated it.  I got myself 

sent to prison just to get away from the hostels.  (Geoff) 

Progressive moves 

Three young people were in the progressive moves group.  This stepped model of 

homeless accommodation is consistent with the staircase model of interventions where 

young people must evidence “housing readiness” to qualify for a home with greater 

independence (Johnsen and Teixeira 2010).  Grant’s experiences of services exemplify 

this approach within Newcastle upon Tyne; his being “well-behaved” contributed to 

being moved from a hostel to supported accommodation.  

I lived there for about a month.  It wasn’t long, ‘cause I was well-behaved.  I 

did everything I needed to do, so they wanted to get me out as fast they can. 

(Grant) 

Will’s account of a progressive move came after a longer stay in supported 

accommodation.  The experience appears to have been positive and involved, as discussed 

below; the supportive environment allowed Will to address the difficulties he faced.  

I used to live here.  It must have been about two years ago or something.  I 

lived in here [the supported accommodation] for a year, and then I moved up 

to the transitional flats, just up the road, and I lived there for a year (Will) 
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Some young people’s experiences were characterised by both the multiple and 

progressive moves groups.  For example, the latter part of Geoff’s homelessness 

accommodation experience would fit within the progressive moves group.  Geoff 

describe a supportive relationship with staff, an extended stay in the supported 

accommodation and subsequent moves to increasingly independent accommodation.  

However, because of the multiple moves and the negative impact of drug use, criminality 

and mental ill-health, Geoff’s experience also fits within the multiple moves group. 

First homelessness experience 

The third group (n = 4) comprises those in their first experience of homeless 

accommodation, with lengths of stay ranging from a few weeks to around one year.  The 

anticipated routes out of their current accommodation, for these young people, were either 

to more supported accommodation or to mainstream housing. 

Having stayed in a large hostel for a year, Harry was now “moving out because I’m in 

talks with another hostel [Harry meant supported accommodation here].  It’s a smaller 

one; it’s only like 13 people.”  The accommodation’s size was a crucial factor in Harry’s 

reason for wanting to move: “13 people or something, so that’s better for me.  I get in too 

much trouble when I’m around loads of people.”  Still, he also talked about needing a 

“fresh start” as “when I’m around all these nuggets [other residents], I end up doing mad 

stuff.” 

This subsection introduces three descriptive groups in order to understand young people’s 

experiences of moving through homeless accommodations.  From this, we can say that 

the instability of multiple unsupported and unstructured moves between accommodation 

units contributes to extending homelessness experiences in terms of the length of time 

and negative impact on the young person. 

Inadequate financial support for young people in homeless accommodation 

In this subsection, I examine how young people’s access to welfare benefits is affected 

by the lower level of entitlements they receive and the barriers that arise when seeking 

employment whilst living in congregate supported accommodation. 
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Young people’s views of the level of welfare they received were stark.  David and Geoff, 

living in different congregate supported accommodation, were both aware of what their 

benefits would cover. 

I can’t even live off that.  I have to pay rent [service charge], I have to buy my 

food, I have to go buy my essentials. It’s just […] you’re left with nothing 

[…], and it’s kind of depressing; it makes people depressed, not having 

money.  (David) 

I get a hundred and seventy pounds a fortnight, which isn’t much.  I need to 

pay 20 gas, 20 electric, 20 water, 26 council tax – I’m left with about 60 quid 

a fortnight – food, living expenses, toiletries.  (Geoff) 

On the issue of lower levels of entitlements for young people, local practitioners 

understand welfare policy to counter young people’s need for financial support.  Not only 

is the capacity to obtain the essentials for establishing a home limited, but the ability “to 

have a bit of a life beyond just being able to feed themselves” is diminished, as the 

following practitioner stated. 

[The welfare system is] unrealistic, unreasonable, unfair, naïve […].  Young 

people – they’ve got the same bills to pay, they’ve got the same living costs 

as any individual, they’ve got the rent, they’ve got council tax, they’ve got the 

water rates, they’ve got their phones, they’ve got the gas, they’ve got the 

electricity, they’ve got to buy food, they’ve got to have travel, they’ve got to 

buy clothes.  If they’re lucky, they’ve got to have a bit of a life beyond just 

being able to feed themselves.  They’ve got to be able to run a home, replace 

goods and all that.  So, how do you think young people can manage that on 

less money than adults?  There’s no rationale; it’s just discrimination. 

(Practitioner, Statutory, Hostel) 

A Newcastle-based National Key Informant also linked inadequate financial support with 

a negative impact on young people’s basic needs.  The issue here is the welfare system 

and the cumulative effect of local government funding cuts on the ability of local 

authorities to mitigate the negative impact on young people. 
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You can’t start to think about health and well-being if you haven’t got 

anywhere to live – you haven’t got enough money to feed yourself, you cannot 

manage your money, and you’ve got no opportunities to escape the welfare 

system.  And, in Newcastle, we’re facing £136m a year cuts through welfare 

reform, and we know the welfare state no longer provides sufficient money to 

cover people’s basic needs. (National Key Informant, Policymaker, Statutory, 

England) 

Another practitioner talked about the importance of having sufficient income if young 

people are to participate in the community they are part of. 

It’s about having a stake, feeling part of a community.  I think that is difficult 

because they’re [young people] not financially viable.  One of the things that 

we really have to get our heads around is that we’re going to have a 

population who are never going to be full time employed.  Or they’re not 

going to be employed consistently over time as well.  So, how do we give those 

people a stake in a community when so much of it is based on having money?  

I think that sense of belonging, feeling part of something, is absolutely crucial 

to long term success.  (Practitioner, third sector, Advice) 

Participants in this case study raised concerns about the costs of entering employment 

whilst staying in homeless accommodation.  Living in a large hostel, Harry saw the costs 

incurred by entering employment as financially unviable in his (or anyone’s) position. 

If you get a job, you must pay £1300 a month in rent because housing benefit 

pays.  So, if you’re paying, what £1300 a month? . . . I probably don’t even 

make that, if I get a job […] you just end up in grands and grands worth of 

debt. (Harry) 

Emma, who had previously worked as a carer when living with her Mum, also described 

the financial disincentive of working when living in homeless accommodation. 

It’s too expensive.  It’s three hundred and something pounds a week to live 

here, so it would be just far too much money if I had a job. (Emma) 
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This disincentive to work is also evident in the advice to residents in supported 

accommodation.  When I asked Grant if he would like to get a job, he responded, “not 

really.  They [staff] said, ‘Just don’t do it’”. 

When considering the worked example in chapter 5 of young people’s low level of 

income when moving from benefits to paid employment, the above views should be seen 

as incomplete.  Young people entering work would have more income than when not 

working.  However, as the example in chapter 5 shows, it is likely that the low additional 

financial value of working for young people and the potential for arrears to be incurred 

for the accommodation provider lead to conflicting accounts of whether entering the 

labour market should be a priority when experiencing homelessness. 

The findings on welfare benefits and income in this case study are that young people face 

significant constraints when experiencing homelessness, especially when also seeking to 

engage with the labour market.  Consequently, when living in congregate supported 

accommodation, entering work appears to be actively discouraged until the young person 

accesses settled housing or addresses other support needs first. 

Experience of substance misuse in congregate supported accommodation 

According to the accounts of young people in this study, substance misuse was ubiquitous 

within congregate supported accommodation.  Seven of the young people participating in 

the research described current or previous drug use, and three young people described 

problematic alcohol use.  Similarly, the practitioners in this study also talked about the 

significant impact of drug use and, to a limited extent, alcohol use on the provision of 

congregate supported accommodation.  Two outcomes for young people relating to 

substance misuse were evident in these accounts.  First, the exacerbation of young 

people’s pre-existing substance misuse occurred through the presence of (mainly) drugs 

and their need to find coping mechanisms.  Second, a small number of young people 

could also identify the support they had received to address their substance use. 

Grant talked about being introduced to drug use within a youth-specific hostel service as 

part of ‘fitting in’ with the culture of the accommodation. 
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It was hectic; it was mad.  The people there were just smoking drugs all the 

time, parties. That’s not kinda my thing.  So, it was pushing me in a different 

direction.  (Grant) 

Such experiences of seeking to ‘fit in’ were not unique to youth-specific accommodation.  

Geoff attributed his drug use to a response to a fear of other residents’ hostile treatment 

in generic temporary accommodation where he had previously stayed.  The assumption 

being made, as Geoff describes, is particularly stark – if a person in a homeless hostel 

took drugs, they were “normal, leading to a range of highly stigmatising assumptions and 

accusations if they did not. 

You cannae point anything why is just the type of people that it attracts, if you 

want to fit in – because that was me, that’s why I started taking drugs, and I 

wanted to fit in – everyone was asking us what I took and I was like “I don’t 

take anything” and well “what the hell you doing here? Oh, you’re a 

paedophile or something”, and I was like “well, do I look like one?” they were 

questioning – “he doesn’t take drugs, he’s dodgy, stay away from him”. 

(Geoff, talking about previous generic temporary accommodation) 

Harry points to the challenge he sees himself and other young people facing in his current 

hostel accommodation: the potential for exclusion and the normalisation of substance 

misuse within the peer group within the hostel. 

‘Cause I think what happens is, they have to feel like they fit in, so they have 

to take drugs, they have to drink with them.  But, obviously, they’ve got their 

own minds, they can choose […], but it’s hard when you’re surrounded by 

everyone drinking and taking drugs.  (Harry) 

Substance misuse is also a coping mechanism to manage current circumstances and 

previous experiences. The link to mental ill-health is evident. Rachel describes her 

experience of starting to use drugs as an attempt to manage her declining mental health 

and a resignation to the immediate context of extensive drug use and dealing. 
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I was trying to get him [Rachel’s partner] off the drugs, but then like he started 

selling them, so he was taking them all the time, and then I thought I’d rather. 

I got so depressed, I thought “I’d rather take the drugs with you than sit and 

watch you kill yourself on them.”  I started taking them with him, and I 

couldn’t get off them.  (Rachel) 

From young people’s comments, a practitioner confirmed the wider link between 

substance misuse and mental ill-health from young people’s comments to them. 

What young people are telling us is that they are using substances as a method 

of coping with feelings, with circumstances, with lots of chaos in their lives, 

just to stop for a while. (Practitioner, third sector, Advice) 

Practitioners confirmed that drug use amongst young people experiencing homelessness 

is high.  According to some local practitioners, trends in drug use have seen a decline in 

the use of New Psychoactive Substances (NPSs, e.g. Spice), though cannabis use remains 

common. 

For me, over the past five years, that’s the one that stands out.  Cannabis is 

the main one.  Four and half years ago, legal highs, NPS, was the main one, 

but not now.  Cannabis is a big issue.  That’s a definite change. (Practitioner, 

Statutory, Hostel) 

Despite an apparent decline in NPS use, others remained concerned about the severe and 

unpredictable effects for those who still used. 

Substance use and NPS is there […] we seem to have calmed over a little bit 

to what it was, but crikey, that a massive impact […]. It was a rough couple 

of years. (Practitioner, Statutory, Supported accommodation) 

These findings on the prevalence of substance misuse and its link to mental ill-health, or 

trauma, were confirmed by the National Key Informant below.  There is a dual concern 

here – the growing breadth of drug use amongst young people experiencing homelessness 

and the depth of involvement for those dealing with traumatic events in their lives. 



 

 108 

Over the years, we’ve seen many credible studies have been done around the 

use of substances; what’s always come out is that for young people that have 

other underlying trauma or difficulties, it goes beyond recreational use into 

self-medication, whether it’s alcohol, whether it’s drugs or whatever.  I think 

that the baseline of use is much broader now, but still, those that really 

struggle are those that have other issues going on. (National Key Informant, 

Practitioner, third sector, England) 

Whilst the accounts of the young people suggest the ubiquitous nature of substance 

misuse in youth-specific homeless accommodation, there were also accounts of young 

people seeing congregate supported accommodation as a catalyst for addressing these 

difficulties.  Grant talked about moving into supported accommodation as prompting 

desistence from drinking.  For him, this was linked to improvements in his mental health 

as he had received support from staff in the accommodation to access GP services. 

The thing that helped me most was when I moved into here – that stopped me 

from drinking […], which was good.  I felt a lot better in myself that I didn’t 

drink, and then I stopped self-harming, which helped me really well.  The 

marks on my skin were disappearing and stuff like that. Yeah, I found this 

place really helpful. (Grant) 

Emma, living in a large youth-specific hostel, talked about having a supportive 

relationship with her key worker, providing an opportunity to talk about “stuff to do with 

my drinking and then stuff to do with things that have previously happened and stuff like 

that.”  For Emma, the support to address substance misuse was closely linked to, though 

she did not want to provide details, dealing with past traumatic events in her life. 

Substance misuse is a significant concern in all forms of congregate supported 

accommodation.  This concern is driven by the prevalence of substance misuse, its role 

in young people’s relationships with other residents and its function as a coping 

mechanism in connection to mental ill-health.  Whilst some young people had accessed 

help to reduce substance misuse because of these identified drivers, this type of 

accommodation plays a significant role in or introducing young people to substance 

misuse. 
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Experience of a supportive relationship with staff 

All the young people in this research were allocated to support workers within the 

accommodation they stayed in.  However, the quality of the relationship was determined 

by the number of other young people the staff member was responsible for supporting 

and the knowledge and attitude of the staff.  

Regarding their experiences in different supported accommodation units, Will and Rich 

saw their current accommodation as a place where support could be sought.  They said 

staff were available to help, which was distinct from previous support settings. 

That’s what you want.  You want people to treat you with respect and to get 

along with them. And, they have – I’ve got along with them really well, and 

it’s helped me a lot because it means I can come to them for anything […] 

you know what I mean? I don’t have to be scared to ask them anything.  I’ve 

got a good relationship with them.  (Will) 

That’s the relationship I’ve had with all the key workers.  I’m not a scared 

person.  If I ever needed help, I’d just go, “Can you help us?” and they would 

always help us.  I always had a positive relationship with the worker.  They’re 

great.  (Rich) 

In Lucy’s account of her relationship with the staff at her supported accommodation, she 

described the attitude with which support is provided as important.  These attributes were 

being non-judgemental; seeing the young person as an interconnected, whole person; and 

focusing on working towards that young person’s future. 

Here it’s like they’re working with us.  It’s not just focusing on the issue of 

housing; they look at you as a person and work with other areas as well […] 

It’s the way they’re non-judgemental and accepting of all things.  For me 

personally, I’ve come out with a three-month admission to a psych hospital.  

People tend to have a lot of stigma against mental health patients, but they 

don’t look at you in that sense; they look at you as a person; they don’t look 

at your history.  Obviously, history comes into it, but they don’t focus on that; 

they focus on you in the present and your future.  (Lucy) 
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At a national level, there are common themes here in what works well for young people’s 

relationship with staff.  The national practitioner below connected young people’s 

perceptions of how they are seen by support staff as potentially reinforcing and extending 

negative experiences from childhood. 

I think if young people feel “you’re judging me”, and that’s their experience 

through a difficult childhood, then they often disengage very easily. (National 

Key Informant, Practice, third sector, England) 

However, young people did not always have positive experiences with staff in temporary 

accommodation.  For Emma, the inconsistent experience with staff in hostel 

accommodation meant she felt the need to choose which staff to speak with, limiting the 

availability of support.  Rachel also felt that staff in the large hostel accommodation were 

not proactive in building relationships with residents. 

I don’t know, but some of them are clueless.  Some of them know nothing 

about what they’re talking about, and some do.  There are certain people in 

here, like the staff, that I would go and speak to, and some I just wouldn’t.  

(Emma) 

There were kitchens in the [service name], but the staff from the office 

wouldn’t come and sit in the kitchen with you and have a cuppa with you.  But 

everybody comes downstairs and sits in that kitchen [in current 

accommodation]. (Rachel) 

A supported accommodation practitioner described the impact of funding cuts as reducing 

the practical support staff can provide.  Staff are increasingly required to remain on-site, 

meaning that direct assistance to support young people off-site is severely reduced,  for 

example, to advocate when young people claim benefits and aid access to settled housing. 

The long-term impact of that [funding cuts] is that staff can’t go out and 

attend doctor’s appointments.  They can’t attend job centre appointments.  

They can’t take young people to training providers.  All those really important 

pieces of work to get a young person to develop, our budget is getting 

squeezed and squeezed. (Practitioner, third sector, Supported 

accommodation) 
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Not only are staff in temporary accommodation increasingly limited in the interventions 

they can provide, but this gap in support is compounded by the impact of the loss of 

preventative and early intervention activities for youth homelessness.  This gap appears 

to occur despite the prevention focus of the homelessness strategy in Newcastle upon 

Tyne.  The following practitioner gave examples of how the funding cuts had affected 

provision. 

We hope to have a full-time education worker in the Northeast next year.  

Subject to funding.  But the likes of mediation services, a few years back, were 

the big thing, but as cuts got more and more severe, they were one of the first 

services to go, which is a bit of backward thinking because it is a cost-saving 

type of service, in my thinking. (Practitioner, third sector, Advice) 

My interviews show that supportive relationships can and do occur within congregate 

supported accommodation.  For the young people in my sample, a positive relationship 

with staff in congregate supported accommodation means staff being non-judgemental, 

approachable and understanding of young people’s specific needs.  However, reductions 

in staff capacity mean less available time as a result of higher caseloads, and the 

concentration on housing management tasks directs support away from the 

developmental support needs of young people.  Services with lower staffing levels and 

the risk factors associated with prevalent substance misuse lead to the view that 

congregate supported accommodation increases young people’s risk because sufficient 

support is not available in the service. 

Impact of sharing accommodation with other young people 

This last subsection focuses on the peer relationships within congregate supported 

accommodation.  As described above, substance misuse is a significant factor in these 

relationships given its role in young people’s interactions when living in congregate 

supported accommodation. 

For Lucy, avoiding isolation through participation in everyday activities was a positive 

element of the congregate supported accommodation she lived in.  Will also reflected on 

the same setting as having a non-judgemental common ground with other young people. 



 

 112 

I thought I’d hate it [their current accommodation], but it’s actually really 

nice.  Even simple things as bumping into someone when you’re making food 

or whatever, it’s nice to not be on your own if you like.  It’s like a big, shared 

house. (Lucy) 

Everybody was nice and kind.  I got along with everybody in the place.  

Nobody caused any trouble or anything. I made good friends.  And the best 

part was that when you moved in here, nobody talks about your situation 

when you moved in. (Will) 

These views were shared in other supported accommodation units, as we see in Rich’s 

description of his experience in a small hostel of building relationships with other young 

people by connecting others to activities. 

I got the people [other young people] from the hostel to try and come with us 

because they didn’t really do much.  So, I was like, “come with us,” and then 

it was good because I got a positive relationship with them.  (Rich) 

However, when staying in a large youth-specific hostel, Harry recognised the importance 

of building relationships with other young people outside of the accommodation.  Harry’s 

advice to other young people in the service was to “go out with friends you have outside” 

and not get “tangled up in here”. 

I dunno.  It’s hard because you’re living here.  You’re going to see people.  

You’re going to bump into people.  Just try to keep your head down.  Go out 

with friends you have outside.  And don’t get tangled up in the […] because 

what people do, people get caught in like a web, and once you’re stuck here, 

you’re stuck.  (Harry) 

The difficulty of sustaining relationships should not be underestimated.  For example, 

Emma talked about the requirement for self-protection whilst living in the hostel, and 

Jake pointed to the negative impact of the seemingly constant proximity to each other. 

When you move in here, you’ve got to fend for yourself.  You’ve got to have 

your own back.  You can’t rely on no one else in this building.  You’ve gotta 

rely on yourself.  So, you’ve got to step up for yourself.  (Emma) 
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That was terrible, mate.  People being at your door at 3 o’clock in the 

morning asking for a tab.  [I] was saying, “I haven’t got one,” they were going 

away, coming back five minutes later braying on the door – “Can I have your 

ashtray . . .” So, I put myself homeless because of that.  (Jake) 

Thus, young people described a shared experience of being homeless and the self-interest 

required to ‘fend for yourself’. These factors risk pulled young people into homelessness 

rather than facilitating an exit.  The requirement to navigate peer relationships is intrinsic 

to congregate supported accommodation.  Whilst it is feasible that positive relationships 

can occur, as some in this case study experienced, they appear to be the exception rather 

than the rule. 

This section considers young people’s experiences of youth-specific congregate 

accommodation in Newcastle upon Tyne.  The findings suggest that an evaluation of the 

effectiveness of such services requires a layered and nuanced understanding of the 

different drivers that shape young people’s experiences.  Structural factors of housing and 

economic policy, substance misuse and the impact of funding reductions on staffing 

levels all contribute to these types of services being problematic.  Interpersonal 

relationships are also under pressure because of the proximity with which young people 

live (compared to the two young people in independent accommodation), causing 

personal challenges and structured challenges relating to substance misuse and mental ill-

health. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presents findings from the Newcastle upon Tyne case study as part of the 

second fieldwork phase.  In concluding, I address here the contributions of this analysis 

to answering the research questions for this thesis. 

On the issue of the factors influencing young people’s routes into homelessness, the 

analysis in this chapter confirms the importance of relationship breakdown and being care 

experienced, both of which are also described by youth homelessness literature and 

National Key Informants.  The layered nature of the causal factors that underpin the 

identified routes into youth homelessness is evident in my data.  Core to these findings is 

the importance of factors operating at the institutional and socioeconomic layers, which 
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I now summarise.  Families’ experience of poverty, poor housing and intergenerational 

difficulties is like a “pressure cooker” in which relationship breakdown occurs.  These 

negative factors appear to be driven by and compounded by austerity policies that reduce 

economic stability and result in cuts to support services.  For young people, the lower 

welfare entitlements and barriers to economic activity can prolong homelessness 

experiences and shut off potential routes into settled housing.  Institutionally, a reliance 

on homelessness services as routes to housing for care-experienced young people appears 

to act as a causal factor by default.  That is, the lack of suitable settled housing options 

for care leavers results in an institutional assumption that homelessness services are the 

correct route for this group of young people. 

Turning now to the usefulness of age as a proxy for support and housing needs, it appears 

that services in Newcastle upon Tyne are structured by default on a staircase, or housing 

readiness, approach to meeting young people’s support and housing needs.  Young people 

in this case study and the experiences of practitioners reflect the findings in my literature 

review and the opinions of National Key Informants – namely, that risk-taking and age-

related problematic behaviours are necessary areas of support.  However, there is some 

evidence from my study that these are not unique to youth homelessness – for example, 

in the account of drug-taking in general-access temporary accommodation.  My analysis 

also shows that the needs around mental ill-health and substance misuse can commence 

or be significantly worsened by living in congregate supported accommodation.  Whilst 

age was a factor in the accounts of young people and practitioners (e.g. by merit of 

determining the eligibility and the type of interventions required), there is no strong 

evidence here that it is a necessary factor for evaluating support or housing needs. 

The accounts of young people living in congregate supported accommodation raise 

significant concerns about the appropriateness of this intervention model as a housing 

option for young people.  Whilst the data presented in this chapter includes some positive 

accounts of support provision and peer relationships in congregate supported 

accommodation, these benefits are overshadowed by the problems relating to substance 

misuse, cost of the accommodation, negative peer relationships and the impact of funding 

reductions on providing support.  These factors act contrary to the evidence in youth 

studies literature discussed above regarding what supports positive developmental 

processes.  Two examples of this negative impact of congregate supported 

accommodation are of importance: Young people’s peer relationships are characterised 
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by being in forced proximity, which 1) reinforces unhelpful developmental processes, 

such as drug use, and which 2) creates barriers to participating in formative economic or 

educational activities.  Consequently, the evidence from my case study of youth 

homelessness in Newcastle upon Tyne indicates that congregate supported 

accommodation is unlikely to be appropriate as a housing option for young people. 

Regarding evidence of the meaningful difference policy frameworks make, whilst 

Newcastle upon Tyne is a leader in England in preventative approaches to homelessness, 

the evidence in this chapter indicates that young people do not necessarily see the benefit 

of this approach.  The explanation for this gap in youth homelessness prevention arises 

from a disparity between local and national policies on welfare provision.  As a route into 

youth homelessness, relationship breakdown can be caused by economic and housing 

pressure on households, leading to individual and interpersonal difficulties. These 

difficulties are then resolved by a young person leaving the family home.  Local policy 

initiatives, such as Newcastle upon Tyne’s homelessness pathway, can improve young 

people’s experiences by enabling supported routes into settled housing.  Additionally, the 

Active Inclusion Unit has taken significant actions to address poverty as a cause of 

homelessness in the city.  However, the previously noted views of National Key 

Informants and those of local practitioners are that in Newcastle upon Tyne, the ability to 

reduce the likelihood of relationship breakdown is hindered by the national-level funding 

cuts that have been implemented through the post-2010 austerity policies. 

The housing readiness and staircase approaches in Newcastle upon Tyne are consistent 

with national perspectives and youth homelessness literature.  The evidence presented 

here is that there is a significant cost to young people who fall outside of this approach, 

resulting in instability and an increased risk of the problematic behaviours described 

above.  Whilst staircase approaches can work as a route to settled housing,  this model 

should not be viewed as the only response to youth homelessness.  Accordingly, 

significant investment is needed to address the broader range of support needs of young 

people, including care leavers.  In the discussion chapter below, I consider this issue 

further. 

This case study of Newcastle upon Tyne contributes important evidence for answering 

the research questions of this thesis.  The following chapter focuses on my findings from 
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Glasgow, presenting the evidence collected there and comparing how experiences differ 

or are similar to those in Newcastle upon Tyne. 
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Chapter 7 – Glasgow case study 

In this chapter, I present my findings from the case study in Glasgow, drawing on semi-

structured interviews with young people currently or recently living in congregate 

supported accommodation and with practitioners working within this sector.  

Furthermore, in this chapter, I also compare the data from my Glasgow sample with the 

Newcastle upon Tyne case study accounts and the perspective of National Key 

Informants. 

Whilst this chapter retains the same section structure as in the Newcastle upon Tyne case 

study, key differences arise because of the housing-rights approach in the Scottish 

homelessness framework.  The first section presents accounts of the main routes into 

youth homelessness, focusing on relationship breakdown, care leavers’ experiences and 

the role domestic and racial abuse plays in the loss of young people’s homes.  In the 

second section, I provide an overview of youth homelessness services in Glasgow.  The 

third section describes the experiences of young people and views of local practitioners 

on accessing youth homelessness services, which, as I also observed in Newcastle upon 

Tyne, highlight the benefit that arises from having an advocate.  The fourth section 

presents my main findings on the experiences of young people and practitioners regarding 

the appropriateness of congregate supported accommodation.  In concluding this chapter, 

I link the data presented to the contribution made towards answering the research 

questions of this thesis. 

Young people’s routes into homelessness 

Amongst the young people I spoke to in Glasgow, I identify three main routes into youth 

homelessness: relationship breakdown, being care experienced, and the role of abuse in 

housing loss.  The inclusion of fleeing abuse as a main route into youth homelessness 

contrasts with the findings from Newcastle upon Tyne. This difference can be accounted 

for by the higher number of young people in the Glasgow sample having had the 

experience of living in independent accommodation. 
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Relationship breakdown 

Descriptions of relationship breakdown appeared in most of the young people’s accounts 

and were largely consistent with the accounts in the youth homelessness literature 

presented above, descriptions of National Key Informants, and interviews in the 

Newcastle upon Tyne case study.  The distinction in the accounts in Glasgow is the 

emphasis on individual and interpersonal factors; less was said about family-related 

socioeconomic factors, which were important to participants in Newcastle upon Tyne. 

Jay, 20, described the previous and ongoing conflict in their mother’s home, despite living 

in supported accommodation.  In fact, being asked to leave, for Jay, was not an isolated 

event but rather the outcome of a longer period of instability. 

There was a lot of ongoing conflict in the family home between me, my Mum 

and my younger sister.  (Jay) 

For Julie, 19 and living in a large hostel, instability had been a theme throughout her 

childhood and into young adulthood: “Me and my Mum didn’t get along, so I jumped 

around family members and friends’ houses”.  The difficulty in the relationship between 

Julie and her Mum has a compounding effect because of the instability of her alternative 

accommodation arrangements, which had been a pattern for about a decade.  When asked 

whether any support had been available for the family, Julie described a negative 

experience: 

Yeah, they came to her trying to do family counselling.  My family can’t sit in 

one room with the other without fighting.  The guy ended up having to leave, 

most of the time, early.  Because we’d just start fighting.  (Julie) 

A further dimension to family breakdown is parents’ ability to cope with the changing 

behaviours of young people.  Practitioners described families resorting to putting young 

people out of the home to manage the behaviour. 
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It’s cannabis and alcohol, bringing the friends home, partying in the house, 

causing disruption, possibly younger siblings in the house, parents being 

worried about the behaviour, maybe some fighting . . . the parents just cannae 

cope with them any longer and put them out.  (Practitioner, third sector, 

Under-35s hostel) 

Giving a differing perspective, Kate, 18 and living in a large hostel, associated her 

experience of becoming homeless with a desire for more independence that was not 

possible whilst living in her mother’s home.  There are characteristics evident here of 

how young people can want greater independence as they approach adulthood, which can 

conflict with parental expectations about the support that should be provided. 

I’d moved in with my boyfriend for a couple of months, and then we had fallen 

out for a couple of months, and I moved back to my Mum’s.  So, I think I was 

used to my own freedom, used to doing what I wanted and going in and out 

whenever I wanted, whereas my Mum had strict rules.  So, it was kind of going 

back to having rules that I didn’t really like . . . I wanted to be independent.  

(Kate) 

There are similarities between the Glasgow and Newcastle upon Tyne samples at the 

individual and interpersonal levels regarding the factors that can cause youth 

homelessness.  The evidence from Glasgow (while slightly less evident) does indicate 

that relationship breakdown takes place over multiple years, pointing to more systemic 

issues pertaining to the support available to families. 

Care leavers 

The second group of young people in the Glasgow sample were those who had entered 

the homeless system at the end of a care placement.  Practitioners in Glasgow point to the 

transition – care to homelessness accommodation – as increasingly being used for young 

people ageing out of their care placement.  The accounts I present here overlap with my 

findings in the Newcastle upon Tyne case study. 
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We don’t see as many people just being kicked out.  That was when we first 

started.  It’s more about that young people are getting to a certain age, and 

they’re leaving care, and they have to leave the unit.  (Practitioner, third 

sector, Supported Accommodation) 

We would be the step between children’s home and whatever adulthood looks 

like for that person.  (Practitioner, third sector, Hostel) 

These views differed from the views of National Key Informants involved in care leavers 

policymaking about the general trend in Scotland.  Here, the concern for young people 

leaving care is not the initial exit from a care placement but what happens after an initial 

period of living independently. 

Homelessness applications from care are minimal, very small.  However, 

two/three years further down the line, the figures go up.  So, the initial 

transition out of care into the community is dealt with and handled.  But it’s 

that longer-term . . . in terms of that adult transition.  How long is the 

transition?  That is my question.  (National Key Informant, Statutory, 

Policymaker, Scotland) 

However, there is a link between leaving care and homelessness in Glasgow because of 

the local policy approach of combining the accommodation resources.  According to the 

following Glasgow-based National Key Informant, whilst the method of approaching the 

local authorities differs, the allocation of the accommodation is managed through the 

same process (the Resource Prioritisation Group, which I describe below). 

The routes in [Glasgow] are still a bit different in terms of the care leaving 

population and the youth homelessness population.  You still present as a 

young person through casework, but your access to a resource is through that 

joint approach.  (National Key Informant, Statutory, Policymaker, Scotland) 

One practitioner saw using the referral route to homelessness services as an abdication 

by the local authority of responsibilities to care-experienced young people.  The service 

where this practitioner works, in their view, was being used to “move on” young people 

out of the care system by the utilisation of homelessness services. 
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A lot of the time, I feel from social work that once they’re here, “[service 

name] will support them now”, that’s it.  There doesn’t need to be a plan – 

well, that is the plan, or the plan hasn’t worked, so off you go into [service 

name].  (Practitioner, third sector, Hostel) 

Amongst the young people in my sample, there were mixed experiences with the 

accommodation available when leaving care.  For example, Laura, 23 and living in a large 

hostel, outlined the instability of the care placements she had experienced and her 

subsequent homelessness. 

I was in three foster care placements.  None of them worked out, so when I 

was 15, I got taken to residential up in Bathgate, and I stayed there for a year.  

I came back to Glasgow for my 16th birthday.  I got put into a children’s 

home.  When I was 17, I left there to move in with an ex-partner and then 

from there I was homeless really.  (Laura) 

Gary, 20, talked about moving into his accommodation from his care placement before 

he was ready – describing problems with drinking and mental ill-health that led to 

returning the tenancy and moving into his current supported accommodation.  Whilst 

support was available for Gary in his tenancy, the move to supported accommodation was 

seen as a preventative intervention to avoid further deterioration in mental health or loss 

of tenancy through eviction. 

I did have my own place, but it was from my unit.  I went from foster home to 

a unit to independent living, but I wasn’t ready at the time.  (Gary) 

In Glasgow, youth homelessness can be caused by the institutional approach of using 

youth-specific homelessness accommodation when a care placement ends.  This local 

policy approach appears to be less extensive than that in Newcastle upon Tyne. 

Experiencing abuse 

Four young people in my sample attributed the reason for their homelessness to their 

experiences of abuse, including domestic abuse (n = 2), racial abuse (n = 1) and anti-
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social behaviour (n = 1).  In presenting these accounts, I focus on how homelessness, for 

these young people, was a route out of the abusive situations they were experiencing.  

Fleeing domestic abuse was described by Annie, 21, and John, 21, who lived in the same 

hostel for people under the age of 35.  In their accounts, homelessness was a route to 

safety and new accommodation. 

I was staying with my ex-partner of four months, and it was toxic already.  

Every day he was saying, “Pack your stuff and get to fuck”.  He came home 

full of ecstasy one time, and there was violence.  I just packed my bag and 

literally came with this bag and another bag.  (Annie) 

I’ve only been in here now, two weeks today.  It was because I was fleeing 

domestic violence from my ex-partner […].  There was nowhere safe that I 

could reasonably stay, so I went to present as homeless, and they got me in 

here.  (John) 

At the time of the interview, Mark, 19 and living in a hostel, had made several 

unsuccessful requests for asylum, having entered the UK as an unaccompanied minor.  

The trigger for becoming homeless was a fire in Mark’s previous social-work-allocated 

tenancy.  After this event, Mark was allocated generic homelessness accommodation in 

a hotel for eight months by a casework team.  Then, with the help of the guardianship 

service, Mark moved to his current youth-specific hostel.  Mark described the fire that 

ended his tenancy as causing a decline in his mental health and self-care, which he 

connected to the racial abuse he was experiencing. 

They ask you for fag [cigarette]. I don’t have. they swear at you, spit on you, 

they make fun of you.  I was very stressed in that area: It was like junk. I had 

too much hair, couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat good. Every day I was in the 

house, every day.  (Mark) 

For Mike, 21 and living in supported accommodation, anti-social behaviour and threat 

from neighbours played an important role in his homelessness experience.  Because of 

the reported drug dealing and anti-social behaviour of neighbours, Mike, who described 

deteriorating mental health, made what he felt was the safest choice, presenting as 

homeless. 
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I says I had my own reason, and you can see that there’s a police report. 

There are housing reports that I kept going, trying to get moved, and they 

wouldn’t do anything.  So, I had to give it up.  It wasn’t good for my own 

mental health.  (Mike) 

In these accounts, we see homelessness services providing a safety net for young people 

who have had to flee abusive situations.  Apart from John’s situation, the most recent 

experience of homelessness for these young people was part of a longer series of events 

and multiple stays between temporary, supported and independent accommodation. 

The evidence in this section highlights the broad similarities of young people’s main 

routes into homelessness between the samples from Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow.  

Young people in both samples described the event of leaving the family home with similar 

language, and their responses show a reliance on youth-specific homelessness 

accommodation in care leavers’ transition planning.  Differences between the two case 

studies can be attributed to the higher likelihood of young people in Glasgow having 

experience of living in their own accommodation.  However, this difference was most 

starkly evident in my Glasgow sample, in which young people had fled abuse and lost 

housing as a result. 

Youth homelessness services in Glasgow 

Glasgow’s youth homelessness services are provided directly by Glasgow City Health 

and Social Care Partnership (the HSCP) or by commissioned third sector organisations.  

To access homelessness services, young people can approach community casework teams 

based in the city’s northeast, northwest, or south areas.8  Out-of-hours access to 

homelessness service takes place through a local third sector organisation or via the 

citywide social work contact centre. 

 
8 The HSCP also provides two further casework teams for specific groups of people - 

the Asylum and Refugee Support Team and the Prison Casework Team located in HMP 

Barlinnie. 



 

 124 

If you’re homeless, you just present at one of these casework teams, and 

they’ll phone about, see who’s got a bed, make the referral, and then they’ll 

just come here for whatever time of day or night it is.  (Practitioner, third 

sector, Hostel) 

At the time of fieldwork, there were 17 youth-specific9 temporary or supported 

accommodation services in Glasgow.  These included three variations in service: 1) hostel 

accommodation having a higher number of bed spaces and lower staffing levels (n = 5), 

2) supported accommodation having a smaller number of bed spaces and higher staffing 

levels (n = 5) or 3) dispersed supported flats (n = 7). 

Funding for and allocation to youth-specific accommodation is managed by the Resource 

Prioritisation Group (RPG) operated by the HSCP.  The purpose of the RPG is to match 

young people to specific services based on an assessment by a social worker or 

caseworker.  Prior agreement to funding is required; however, practitioners in this study 

reported having been able to seek in-principle agreement for emergencies. 

Supported move-on opportunities are available as temporary furnished flats (TFFs) or 

Scottish short secure tenancies (SSSTs).  Several of the above youth accommodation 

services are part of Registered Social Landlords and have a structured transition process 

between temporary and settled accommodation.  Young people in this route are required 

to demonstrate housing readiness consistent with the “staircase” or “continuum of care” 

model (Johnsen and Teixeira 2010).  However, this is not a consistent approach in 

Glasgow as young people may also directly access mainstream accommodation via the 

local social housing register and independent housing associations, depending on which 

congregate supported accommodation they were placed in by the local authority. 

For those who did access independent accommodation, participants in this study saw the 

availability of floating support as frequently insufficient to meet the level of needs.  A 

statutory participant explained that floating support in Glasgow was available for young 

people through the generic homelessness services.  However, when available, this support 

 
9 Including those with age limits capped at 35-years due to the extension of the Shared 

Accommodation Rate. 
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is generally short term and aimed at re-settlement in accommodation rather than a young 

person’s longer-term needs. 

If somebody was just moving and didn’t fall neatly into any of those groups 

[with diagnosed needs], they could access generic housing support from 

homelessness to help them resettle.  But that’s time-limited; it’s about six 

months.  (Policymaker, Statutory, Glasgow) 

The practitioner below explained that support for young people moving to their own 

accommodation depends on the area of Glasgow in which they are housed.  A 

consequence is that the service in the quote below has young people contacting them 

about problems within their independent tenancy even though this is outside of the remit 

of the hostel. 

We already do a lot more than we’re commissioned or supposed to do with 

young people because we’re the people they will phone for help when they 

need it.  It often can depend on what area they’re going to, what support.  It’s 

a bit of a postcode lottery in terms of where you get your flat, whether you 

can get outreach support or not.  (Practitioner, third sector, Hostel) 

Youth homelessness services in Glasgow are concentrated on meeting temporary 

accommodation duties through youth-specific congregate supported accommodation.  

There is evidence of individual providers, typically housing associations, that provide 

emergency accommodation with the opportunity for structured moves consistent with the 

staircase model.  It is also the case that young people are more likely, compared with 

Newcastle upon Tyne, to be directly allocated self-contained housing, though there is 

lower provision for ongoing support to sustain that accommodation. 

Experiences accessing homelessness services 

I now turn to experiences accessing homelessness services in Glasgow.  Consistent with 

the Newcastle upon Tyne case study, I consider the impact of having an advocate, either 

a support worker or social worker, in facilitating access to appropriate homelessness 

interventions.  Within my Glasgow sample, four young people had approached 

homelessness services independently, and eight had the assistance of an advocate. 
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John described the inconsistency he experienced with a casework team in Glasgow.  

Whilst accommodation was ultimately sourced, John explained that a caseworker had 

initially refused assistance.  However, having sought independent advice and re-

presenting to the casework team, a different decision was made. 

She [a casework officer] literally threw me out and said that I can’t present 

as homeless because I have a live tenancy.  Then when I spoke to my housing 

officer at my housing association, she phoned her, and then I phoned up 

Shelter Scotland.  They said, ““You’ve got a right to present as homeless; go 

back down”.  Then I got this different woman that’s dealing with the case 

now, and she was brilliant.  (John) 

Having been placed in a B&B/hotel, Kate, 18 living in a large hostel, was required to 

attend the casework team each day and wait for alternative temporary accommodation to 

be identified.  Using the language of “atrocious”, Kate expressed frustration with the 

bureaucratic nature of unnecessarily waiting at the casework team for extended periods. 

For four days, I was sitting from nine o’clock in the morning till quarter to 

five to get sent back to the same place . . . I think four days is quite atrocious 

to be making you sit all day.  Whereas, I’ve got a phone they could have 

phoned me.  That’s the way I see it.  (Kate) 

Julie’s account gives the impression of being ‘processed’ by the homelessness service 

instead of the service being led by any wider support or housing needs.  This experience 

is evident in the seemingly mechanistic approach and lack of clarity about her next steps. 

I don’t know.  They never told me much.  I sat there waiting for about an 

hour… and then they took us into this wee room . . . and no one came in for 

about 20 minutes.  Then they came in, asked me what had happened – I said 

to them what had happened – they disappeared again . . . They came back 

and said, ““We’re going to put you in a hotel”, but they never really told me 

[what was happening].  (Julie) 

The experiences of these young people contrast with those who accessed homelessness 

services with the support of an advocate.  Joe, 22, explained that he had specifically asked 

his social worker for the hostel accommodation he was living in.  Thus, Joe was exerting 
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control over his situation, control that was only possible because of the advocacy role 

provided by his social worker. 

I spoke to my social worker.  I more or less picked to go in here.  I said, “Get 

me in [service name]”, and the next day she phoned me back and said, 

““There’s a bed in [service name]; they’re willing to take you”.  Not 

everybody’s as lucky, just asking for a place and getting it that easy.  (Joe) 

One hostel practitioner indicated a reason for distinguishing between the two sets of 

experiences when accessing homelessness services.  Their view was that casework staff 

are tasked with meeting the immediate accommodation need of the young person and are 

not necessarily allowed to take account of the wider support needs a young person may 

have. 

And then we can look […] maybe they’re only seeing them for half an hour 

or an hour.  “My Ma’s just thrown me out”, and they’re [the caseworker] just 

thinking, “That’s what they need, a roof over their head.” (Practitioner, third 

sector, Under-35s hostel) 

Consistent with my findings in Newcastle upon Tyne, having someone to advocate for a 

young person is beneficial when accessing temporary accommodation and support.  

Based on the evidence in Glasgow, the presence of such an advocate generally requires 

previous involvement with social work services.  However, the experience of some of the 

young people in my sample is that this does not guarantee timely access to youth-specific 

supported accommodation or settled housing. 

Young people’s experiences of congregate supported accommodation 

This section now reports young people’s experiences of living in congregate supported 

accommodation.  Whilst largely retaining the same structure as my Newcastle upon Tyne 

case study, two key differences arise.  First, the evidence provided by young people and 

practitioners in my Glasgow sample emphasises the impact of substance misuse in 

congregate supported accommodation and provides additional material on the links of 

substance misuse with mental ill-health.  Second, because of the importance of the 

housing rights approach within the Scottish homelessness framework, an additional 
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section is added to record the experiences of young people trying to access settled housing 

when living in congregate supported accommodation. 

Experiencing accommodation instability 

To understand young people’s moves through congregate supported accommodation, I 

use the same three groups as in the Newcastle upon Tyne case study.  These groups are 

the multiple moves group, the progressive moves group and the first-homelessness- 

experience group. 

Multiple moves 

Four young people’s experiences can be characterised as chaotic or churning through 

multiple accommodation placements.  After leaving care, Laura made multiple moves, 

including four stays in her current hostel and her own independent housing.   

I got my first flat when I was 17, just up the road there.  And then, I’d moved 

out there and got another flat through the same project […], and I got kicked 

out there because of all the parties I was having […]. After there, pretty much 

17/18, that’s when I started going into hostels and stuff like that.  (Laura) 

Joe, 22, described multiple stays in youth-specific congregate accommodation, B&B-type 

temporary accommodation and his own tenancy. 

I’ve been to a lot of projects about the place, and some of them don’t work. 

Some of them wilnae take me back ‘cause of the circumstances that I’ve 

left . . . stayed in one [B&B] at the West End for a few nights.  It was like a 

normal hotel . . . I was put in here [first stay in current accommodation] when 

I was 16/17 and then bounced about places and done a full circle and come 

back here.  (Joe) 

The experience of Carl, 17 and living in a large hostel, involved fewer moves than the 

young people above but did have a high degree of precarity because of three periods in 

prison.  A positive aspect of Carl’s account is that he could point to a degree of stability 

in his current accommodation.  This stability was due to the interventions of his support 
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worker, who ensured that Carl, on release from prison, had been able to return to the same 

service. 

I’ve been in [prison] three times.  But I was in there the first time, and they 

[previous accommodation service] never kept my room open.  Whereas in 

here, I’ve had the jail twice whilst being here. (Carl) 

Annie described her moves through different accommodation units as a ‘whirl’, including 

temporary furnished flats, hostels and her ex-partner’s home.  Annie described the 

experience of instability in her current under-35s accommodation as follows. 

I do believe it’s all about survival mode in here. You know you could have 

people speaking to you, so nice to your face, and as soon as your back’s 

turned, they can be nasty. I’ve had stuff stole from me; I’ve had money took. 

And that’s what made me realise that no one’s really your friend in places 

like this.  (Annie) 

Overall, the experience of young people who have had multiple moves through 

homelessness accommodation is like my sample in Newcastle upon Tyne.  The key 

difference here is that more of the young people in Glasgow had the experience of losing 

independent accommodation as part of this instability. 

Progressive moves 

The second group consisted of five young people who had made progressive moves 

through temporary and supported accommodation services consistent with the staircase 

approach to accommodation.  Typically, in this sample, young people had made moves 

from larger youth-specific accommodation units to smaller youth-specific 

accommodation units.  Two young people in this group now had their own self-contained 

accommodation with a Scottish short secure tenancy agreement and floating support from 

a central hub. 

For Mike, his experience of moving through homeless accommodation occurred during 

his second period of homelessness.  Previously, Mike had lived in other youth-specific 

accommodation units, though he had also at times returned to his mother’s.  The following 

quote shows how Mike described his most recent experience of homelessness 

accommodation. 
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I came through the youth homeless way.  I was in a hostel before this.  I went 

to [service name], and I put an application in for house; but they said that 

they’d got a supported tenancy where I could speak to a support worker […]. 

And that’s how I came to know [service name], and then I got offered a flat 

with them.  (Mike) 

The experience of moving from supported accommodation to independent 

accommodation with floating support was shared by Lindsay, 18, who said, “I have a 

little one-bed flat close to here, and I get support from the staff in here, the same staff 

members that I had when I was staying here”. 

Mark’s, 19, experience of progressive moves took place after his extended stay (8 

months) in a generic B&B hotel accommodation.  With the support of social work, Mark 

was moved into a youth-specific hostel to ensure that adequate support was available for 

him. 

First experience of homelessness accommodation 

For those in their first experience of homeless accommodation, I include the young people 

who had stayed for short periods (less than a week) in a hotel or B&B-type 

accommodation: John had spent two weeks in the under-35’s hostel, Kate had lived in a 

large youth-specific hostel for three weeks and Julie for one and a half months.  Given 

the brevity of these young people’s homelessness experiences, it is difficult to know how 

their future experiences will progress.  However, in each young person’s account, there 

were different factors relevant to meeting housing needs, including income, access to 

settled housing and use of drugs in congregate supported accommodation. I discuss these 

issues below. 

Young people’s experience of restricted welfare and economic insecurity 

A core experience for the young people in my sample was the restricted access to 

employment and settled housing through their financial precarity.  Because of the UK-

wide welfare policy, the issues in Glasgow I observed are similar to those in Newcastle 

upon Tyne and linked to three factors: 1) the reduced entitlements and problematic access 

to welfare that young people experience; 2) the way the interaction between welfare and 
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the funding of temporary supported accommodation makes accessing employment or 

education financially inviable; and 3) the disingenuity of age being used as a proxy for 

determining the housing costs of young people compared to older adults. 

Accessing benefits requires direct support from staff to navigate application processes.  

Lindsay and Gary described the importance of the support received to access benefits in 

the following quotes. 

It wouldn’t have been [straightforward] if the staff here hadn’t done it for me.  

(Lindsay) 

I had to get support, and it’s a lot of papers and stuff I don’t know about it.  

They support you through it.  (Gary) 

Evidence of the difficulty facing young people approaching the welfare benefits service 

can also be seen in the conflicting information being given.  With the number of changes 

taking place through welfare reform since 2010, it is understandable to see how this could 

happen.  Below, John described his experience of this lack of clarity in the guidance given 

by the differing advice of practitioners. 

There’s not very good guidance either because a housing officer was talking 

about the housing benefit idea with a live tenancy.  She said you could have 

a tenancy running and get housing benefit for a month or two months.  My 

caseworker in here says that it’s stopped.  So, it seems like there’s a 

miscommunication with them on that side.  (John) 

The practitioner below confirmed the additional support that young people require to 

realise their entitlements under the welfare system. 

I know, sometimes, when young people have come, they don’t even know what 

they’re entitled to, and they’re going over to the job centre, or they’re 

applying for benefits, and then so much down the line they’ve heard of 

somebody else, or there’s a worker working with them that’s more 

experienced, and they’re like “you can apply for this, you can apply for that”.  

Why are they not getting that information when they’re presenting at the job 

centre?  (Practitioner, third sector, Hostel) 
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For those participating in this study, the necessity of compromising or giving up entirely 

on entering work was a prominent feature of their experiences.  Local practitioners in the 

study spoke about the challenge they faced of wanting to encourage work but being 

impeded by the cost to the young person.  Young people are trapped in a difficult place: 

they are required to engage with support in order to build towards employment, but they 

are financially penalised if they do so. Thus, even if they want access to settled housing, 

they do not have the support necessary to meet this goal. 

There are good interim work opportunities or training courses.  But then 

there are barriers in terms of benefits and work.  Employability’s something 

that we can’t even promote because they would have to pay something like 60 

or 70 per cent of their wage to us.  If they’re doing well, they want to get into 

employment, so maybe it’s onto their own tenancy, but they’re going to face 

the same issue there.  They don’t have that support network where they can 

maybe stay with somebody for a whilst, build up a bit of financial . . . behind 

them.  That’s a huge barrier.  (Practitioner, third sector, Hostel) 

The language of barriers is key – the benefits system and structure of congregate 

supported accommodation costs are seen to prevent young people from accessing 

employment.  The practitioners below work in a youth-specific hostel and supported 

accommodation. 

[Young people] say they do want to go and get an education; then they’re 

almost punished by the way the benefits system works.  (Practitioner, third 

sector, Supported Accommodation) 

Whenever they’re in accommodation like this, they’d find it a double 

whammy.  I’d hear staff when I first came here: ““It’s not your worthwhile 

working because the formula will take so much money off you.”  (Practitioner, 

third sector, Under-35s hostel) 

Carl confirmed this experience of the unaffordability of employment whilst living in the 

hostel. 
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“It’s too dear [expensive] to work and stay in here.  I couldn’t justify paying 

that, whereas I’d rather go private let.  I’d rather do that than pay two 

hundred pounds a week here.”  (Carl) 

In my sample, Julie was unique in that she continued to work whilst living in a large 

youth-specific hostel.  The significance of this situation was not lost on Julie, who said, 

“When you look in here – how many of us are actually trying to get jobs?  But we can’t 

afford to get jobs because our benefits will go down” (Julie).  However, work is affordable 

for Julie because she only declares income below the thresholds at which reductions to 

support to meet housing costs are applied. 

These examples of young people’s struggle with entering the labour market resonate 

strongly with the accounts in Newcastle upon Tyne and the low added value of working 

shown in chapter 5.  This combination of difficulties appears to lead to the reluctance of 

staff to suggest working and to young people’s doubts about the value of entering the 

labour market. 

The lower level of entitlement to benefits and lower earnings due to minimum wage were 

seen by practitioners as lacking an acceptable rationale.  In this situation, age is not an 

adequate indicator of the housing costs of a young person being lower than the housing 

costs of older adults. 

Just because you’re between 16 and 25, what’s the difference when you’re 25 

and over. If you’ve still got a house, you still need to buy gas, electricity and 

food.  You’re not telling me . . . fair enough, maybe 16/17-year-olds and there 

are different criteria […], but you’re not telling me at 20 or 21, if you’ve got 

a house, it’s any different from when you’re going to be 26.  (Practitioner, 

third sector, Under-35s hostel) 

Young people in this study also saw the discrepancy between the cost of living and their 

benefit entitlement as being indefensible.  John described the problem of limiting benefits 

to specific age groups as inconsistent because housing costs do not share the same age 

constraints. 

At the end of the day, you’ve still got the same bills to pay as somebody who’s 

25, 30, even 70.  So, why is it not the same level?  (John) 
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The evidence of the impact that barriers in the welfare system create for young people 

seeking to exit homelessness is consistent across my case studies.  Given that practitioners 

and young people in Glasgow and Newcastle upon Tyne described the costs incurred 

when living in congregate supported accommodation as a deterrence to entering work 

suggests that earnings from employment are not a feasible route into settled housing. 

Substance misuse and mental ill-health as risk factors 

I now consider how the use and availability of drugs and the challenges in accessing 

services to address mental ill-health act as risk factors within congregate supported 

accommodation. 

Mike expressed his concern about the ready availability of drugs, though he distinguished 

between different types of temporary accommodation. 

In a hostel, it’s just a totally different environment with the number of people 

that’s in it.  Supported accommodation, it’s your own support, out the way.  

But in the hostels, there’re just so many people and drug use.  It’s constant.  

(Mike) 

The following practitioner explained that a key issue when working with this group of 

young people is not a lack of substance misuse support services but engaging young 

people to participate in the available help. 

Addictions, a lot of the time, there’s support for them.  [name of organisation], 

it’s them [the young person] choosing to buy into that.  (Practitioner, third 

sector, Under-35s hostel) 

Carl expanded on this, offering insight from his own experience that it is not a lack of 

support causing difficulties for young people but rather the ease of availability of drugs 

when living in congregate supported accommodation. 
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A drugs counsellor, they do make a difference.  But it’s just the availability of 

drugs that make it that much more difficult.  Whereas, you think to yourself, 

a tenner, will I go do this or I could go buy a tenner batch of Valium, and I’ll 

be out my nut all night and even the next day you’re still feeling it?  I think 

that’s what makes it hard for people.  (Carl) 

For practitioners, the concern about drug10 availability is a defining factor in providing 

temporary accommodation for young people.  Certain drugs, like cannabis and NPS, are 

seen as acceptable by young people and are commonplace in youth-specific 

accommodation units. 

I don’t know.  I think the drug scene has got a lot to answer for.  Definitely.  

Especially for young people.  Cannabis is just like smoking a cigarette, it’s 

so acceptable, and you see that in a lot of the younger men.  (Practitioner, 

third sector, Under-35s hostel) 

The fact is drugs and alcohol are a huge part of a lot of young people’s life.  

It’s a coping mechanism; it’s how they socialise.  (Practitioner, third sector, 

Hostel) 

Now regarding the impact of mental ill-health, the extent of young people’s difficulties 

had clear implications for the decisions they made about their housing.  Mike linked his 

poor housing situation and lack of safety with his deteriorating mental health.  Presenting 

as homeless was Mike’s solution in his situation when the root problem – the surrounding 

anti-social behaviour – was seemingly left unaddressed. 

I played up a lot in my head, too, because of my mental health, so I don’t 

know. I’ve always preferred staying on my own.  (Mike) 

Problems with mental health, as Annie explained below, pervades day-to-day life and acts 

as a barrier to progressing with her goals for the future. 

 
10 And alcohol, though in this study to a lesser extent. 
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I thought that if you had [ill] mental health, you were in and out of the 

hospital, or you were just bonkers.  But I know now, it can be silly little things 

like not wanting to go out, even not brushing your hair.  I have realized a lot, 

but I do believe I do want to go and see a counsellor because I still believe 

that there are things from the past that’re blocking my future.  (Annie) 

One practitioner described good practice in the co-location of health services for those 

staying in temporary accommodation.  The benefit identified here is the quick responses 

across health specialities, providing timeous support and enabling accommodation staff 

to access assessments and care for those experiencing mental ill-health. 

For medical services, we have a great service called the Hunter Street 

Homeless Service. That’s based up by the Barras.  That’s for the use of people 

who are in temporary accommodation, homeless, NFA [no fixed abode], 

transient […] It has a drop-in service every day from 12.30 to see the doctor, 

which is great.  They have a myriad of people – podiatrists, CPNs, a mental 

health team, doctors, nurses.  That’s a great service.  It’s been around for as 

long as I can remember.  (Practitioner, third sector, Under-35s hostel) 

However, the quote below demonstrates conflicting views about access to mental health 

support when combined with young people’s substance misuse.  For this practitioner, the 

response to the comorbidity of mental ill-health and substance misuse is an unacceptable 

barrier to accessing support, arguing instead that mental health staff miss key 

opportunities to build relationships with young people that could, over time, lead to better 

outcomes. 

It’s really hard to engage mental health services. Often, it’s that old one of 

them saying, “they need to stop drinking, taking drugs”, “they were stoned, 

so I couldn’t meet them today”. Come on; you could have, you could have sat 

and built a relationship with that young person. That’s a huge barrier for us 

and for young people. It’s really frustrating. (Non-statutory practitioner, 

youth-specific hostel) 

Congregate supported accommodation, based on the experiences of the young people in 

this study, is a place of significant risk because of the prevalence of substance use and the 

impact on mental health.  These two factors operate in separate ways: the extensive 
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presence of substance misuse creates a normalisation of use within congregated support 

accommodation; second, the gaps in support to address mental ill-health mean that young 

people experience an intensification of their difficulties. 

Experience of a supportive relationship with staff 

In this sample, a positive relationship between young people and staff stems from two 

factors.  First, staff are engaged with providing support for young people.  Second, young 

people benefit when staff enjoy their work.  These two dimensions were apparent in 

several of the young people’s experiences. 

“The staff and that, they’re all really helpful.  They would bend over 

backwards to help the service users.”  (John) 

I just believe that for people who haven’t got many friends or families, to have 

understanding staff makes it a lot easier.  (Annie) 

The staff are very nice.  Very kind, they talk to everyone, they speak nicely.  

(Mark) 

I think they really do enjoy their work; I think they get a lot of reward out of 

knowing they’re helping people.  (Lindsay) 

They understand; somebody’s actually going through a tough time. They keep 

pushing, asking, ““Is there anything we can do”, and eventually, there is 

something I want to talk to you about, something I want to talk to staff that’s 

really bugging me.  (Julie) 

However, Joe and Mike valued whether the staff ‘care’ about the young people; just doing 

‘their job’ is not always sufficient. 

Staff can talk to you, and there’ll be a few. Some places, the staff members 

just don’t care.  They’ll maybe do their job.  But some of the staff in here 

actually do give a fuck, which is good.  (Joe) 
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Half and half, aye.  Some staff do, and some staff don’t.  Some of the staff 

weren’t really helpful at all in there.  (Mike) 

Young people’s view of staff in congregate supported accommodation is that they are 

generally positively engaged with providing support to young people, understand that 

there can be challenging needs and work hard to meet those needs.  This experience 

contrasts with the wider difficulties young people face in living in congregate supported 

accommodation, including those risk factors above and, as I now turn to, the relationships 

with other young people. 

Impact of sharing accommodation with other young people 

Annie talked about the risk of violence in the under-35 hostel where she was living, 

though she had not experienced this herself.  However, given that others in the sample 

spoke about fighting and violence within congregate supported accommodation, it is 

understandable that this is a genuine fear for Annie. 

There’re violent people sometimes in places like this.  I haven’t really met 

anyone that’s really started on me, so that’s quite good.  (Annie) 

Whilst acknowledging the presence of difficult interactions between young people, Joe 

talked about the fact that there is also a degree of respect for each other. 

Not everybody gets on in here, all the time.  Sometimes the young people can 

have a bit of a bitch at each other.  But they are dead respectful, turning music 

down and stuff like that.  (Joe) 

Mike, based on his previous experience, talked about limiting the extent to which 

relationships were built with other residents as a self-protective behaviour.  Interestingly, 

young people in the Newcastle upon Tyne sample used similar language from their own 

experiences. 

I’ve ended up just wanting to keep it to a minimum.  In the past, when I built 

relationships, it just came back to, as they call it, bite you in the arse.  Keep 

my distance from people.  (Mike) 
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Lindsay, talking about the same accommodation as Mike, had similar reservations about 

the social environment with others who lived there. 

I wasn’t into the way that they hung out.  They would hang out all day, every 

day.  I was like, “I don’t want to live with you and hang out with you all day, 

every day”.  But I got along with them plenty; you know what I mean?  

(Lindsay) 

Jay compared living in congregate supported accommodation with their current 

independent housing, describing the privacy they had gained and distance from other 

young people who were targeting them. 

To be honest, it’s better than staying with folk that you don’t get on with.  

Especially when [other residents are] standing outside waiting to get you.  

(Jay) 

Interacting with other residents of congregate supported accommodation for the young 

people in my sample was risk-laden because of the threat of violence or negative past 

experiences.  The physical nearness inherent in congregate supported accommodation 

intensified relationships between young people.  However, problematic relationships are 

not unique to congregate supported accommodation, as we see in Annie, John, Mark and 

Mike’s accounts of difficult and abusive relationships in their previous accommodation. 

Young people’s experiences accessing housing 

The last area of young people’s experiences of congregate supported accommodation is 

the options available to young people looking to move on to independent housing.  At the 

time of fieldwork, there was a strategic acknowledgement that the housing options 

available for this group were inadequate.  The Glasgow City Housing Strategy 2017–

2022 states that “research found that young people did not have a good knowledge about 

housing options and many saw the lack of social housing as a barrier forcing them to turn 

to other options such as private renting” (Glasgow City Council 2017, pp. 85–86) 

(Glasgow City Council, 2017, pg85-86). 
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In the following quote, the practitioner (from an under-35s hostel) identified the disparity 

between how young people are offered move-on accommodation compared to the wider 

adult population.  It is true that there is a positive point here: prospects interviews 

(housing options interviews) were occurring more quickly in response to the policy drive 

for rapid re-housing. Nevertheless, the gap is that this offer is restricted on assumptions 

of how age affects the ability to manage or afford a tenancy.  Those at a younger age (up 

to 20 years old in this case) must show they can manage a house without being offered 

one or improve their financial position even though, as outlined above, young people are 

structurally hamstrung in terms of financial welfare and earnings. 

Interviewer: So, some housing options might be closed to young people? 

Practitioner: Un-rightly so. If you were turning up there, even as 19 or 20, 

people might go, ““They’re too young to manage a house, and they don’t 

have enough money. We’ll just stick you in . . .” instead of saying, ““That’s 

available, that’s available, what do you think meets your needs?” It would 

just be, ““You need to go somewhere to be assessed.  You just need to go to 

some emergency place” instead of actually looking at the person. 

Now they’re doing what they call “rapid re-housing”.  It’s the buzzword.  So, 

we’re finding actually, just in the last month, that the people who have come 

in who would maybe have sat here for months and months waiting to see their 

casework are actually getting prospect interview really quick now. 

(Practitioner, third sector, Under-35s hostel) 

Contrary to those barriers to housing, there was evidence that providers can facilitate 

access to housing within the social rented sector.  On these occasions, the housing 

provider and support provider are the same organization, or at least closely linked.  The 

practitioner below explained their organisation’s process of converting dispersed 

supported accommodation into settled accommodation.  The language of the support 

service – moving out of the young person’s home – reinforces their statement of being a 

“community-based housing association”.  The support offered in this context is about a 

young person establishing a home instead of evidencing readiness before seeking settled 

accommodation. 
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It’s not a temporary tenancy.  When that young person no longer needs our 

support, we move out; they keep the tenancy.  The idea is that because we’re 

a community-based housing association, it’s trying to link them in with 

everything that’s going on in the community so that they feel part of that.  

(Practitioner, third sector, Supported Accommodation) 

Several of the young people (n = 7) in this study had an experience of their own self-

contained accommodation, suggesting that young people can access settled 

accommodation in Glasgow, most likely because of the wider housing rights approach in 

Scotland.  However, what appears to be missing is the support necessary to sustain that 

accommodation, challenging the position that young people’s housing rights in Glasgow 

are being fully realised. 

For two young people I spoke to, the imposition of supported temporary accommodation 

as a first step was a barrier to independent living.  The barrier here is the gated access to 

social housing by Registered Social Landlords based on life stage (‘age’ in terms of 

service allocation) and the assumption of support being required.  Not only did this 

assumption lead to frustration for Lindsay (“just because of my age”), but it also impedes 

the realisation of a right to housing. 

I didn’t think I needed this.  But, just because of my age stuff, they [housing 

staff] just put me here – “just do at least three months”.  So, I did that.  They 

were like, ““Yeah, you’re cool, go get a flat.”  (Lindsay) 

Julie’s account adds to how assumption of required support fails to address the structural 

factor of a lack of housing affordability for young people. 

They put me in supported [part of the service], which I don’t think I should 

be.  I can cook well enough to keep myself alive, and I can clean […] I’ve 

looked at private lets, I’ve looked at sharing flats, I’ve looked at council’s 

[housing]. I’ve done everything I can to find somewhere, and yet I’m still 

struggling for money, even though I work.  (Julie) 

The frustration expressed by these young people living in congregate supported 

accommodation is that their access to housing is not based on any actual support needs.  

Instead, access is gated by the normative expectation of housing providers in allocation 
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processes and the cost of housing being constrained by what they can claim through 

welfare benefits or earn by working. 

Conclusion 

In concluding this chapter, I draw together the key analytical themes from my Glasgow 

case study and explain the contributions to answering my research questions. 

The accounts from Glasgow of young people’s main routes into homelessness confirm 

that multiple causal factors operate across different levels, as described by the critical 

realist account of causation.  Within the experiences of young people and practitioners in 

Glasgow, there is an emphasis on factors operating at the individual and interpersonal 

levels.  However, these accounts also indicate that relationship breakdown and leaving 

care have strong institutional components.  In the context of the higher prevalence of 

young people in Glasgow having experience with their own accommodation (compared 

to Newcastle upon Tyne), it is important to note the role that abuse played in the loss of 

housing.  This distinct factor in my Glasgow sample indicates the gap created by a lower 

emphasis on preventing homelessness through the available support interventions.  

Furthermore, regarding the main routes into youth homelessness, it is necessary to 

consider the impact of lower financial support for young people in meeting housing costs.  

Several of my participants referred to having less money as a barrier to exiting 

homelessness; young people cannot afford the available housing, and the welfare system 

does not meet the gap. 

Concerning the usefulness of age as a proxy for young people’s support and housing 

needs, the evidence from this chapter is that there is a limited role for using age when 

evaluating what interventions are most appropriate when responding to youth 

homelessness.  The ongoing nature of interpersonal and individual support needs in young 

people and their families are not confined within clearly defined age boundaries.  As the 

main route into youth homelessness, relationship breakdown occurs in families as a 

continuum before, during and after a young person experiences homelessness; it is not 

associated with a specific age range.  In welfare benefits, the use of age ranges to limit 

the level of entitlement is an example where a proxy creates specific support and housing 

needs that might not otherwise exist.  The findings in this chapter (and in the previous 

Newcastle upon Tyne case study) are that the financial support young people need to 
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access settled housing is not demonstrably different from that of older adults.  However, 

because such boundaries exist, youth experiences lengthened periods of homelessness, 

and their housing options are severely limited.  The discussion in this chapter on the risk 

factors young people experience and the impact of proximity to other young people 

indicate that congregate supported accommodation is intrinsically problematic by 

intensifying the visibility of support needs. 

The evidence in this chapter indicates that congregate supported accommodation is a 

highly utilised but inappropriate model for meeting young people’s housing needs.  In 

addition to the intensification of support needs already mentioned, participants in my 

Glasgow sample also highlighted the problem of the lack of private space, the barriers to 

entering employment and the role such services play in young people’s experiences of 

multiple moves through homelessness accommodation.  These problems are largely 

issues related to delivery and the levels of support available to young people, which, as 

discussed above in reference to National Key Informants’ perspectives, have increasingly 

been impacted by local authority funding cuts.  However, in this case study, the accounts 

relating to congregate supported accommodation also contain problematic elements 

intrinsic to the model.  The primary concern expressed in this chapter is that the 

congregate nature of the accommodation creates an artificial environment in which youth 

experiencing hardship and vulnerability are required to interact either by intent or 

accident.  Whilst some can thrive in this environment and some experience difficulties in 

independent accommodation, these exceptions do not detract from the evidence that 

congregate supported accommodation has limited appropriateness for housing young 

people. 

I now turn to the meaningful difference that local policy approaches in Glasgow make for 

young people experiencing homelessness.  There is evidence in this case study that young 

people do benefit from the Scottish housing rights approach because of a higher level of 

experience in independent housing.  Whilst this may be attributable to the accounts of the 

specific young people in my sample, the accounts from practitioners also indicate an 

expectation that young people will be applying for settled social housing as a route out of 

homelessness.  However, some practitioners also described the staircase approach as a 

planned or preferred approach for the young people living in their accommodation 

service.  In the case of Glasgow, the accommodation route for young people appears to 
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be determined by the individual service providers rather than a coordinated approach for 

the city. 

In Glasgow, as described by National Key Informants for Scotland as a whole, the impact 

of welfare benefits policy on young people has a significant detrimental effect on young 

people’s experiences of homelessness.  As indicated above, lowering the level of welfare 

entitlements based on age in a deterministic way is a barrier to young people exiting 

homelessness.  Furthermore, the problems of homelessness during the transition to 

adulthood are intensified by the fact that practitioners and young people are actively 

discouraged from entering the labour market because of the impact of doing so on their 

housing costs. 
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Chapter 8 – Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter is to answer my research questions, which pertain to the main 

routes young people take into homelessness; the usefulness of age as a proxy for support 

and housing needs; the appropriateness of congregate supported accommodation for this 

age group; and, what impact, if any, local and national policy has on young people’s 

experiences of homelessness. 

The arguments in this chapter draw on three components of the thesis: 1) theoretical 

frameworks for explaining youth homelessness and understanding the transition to 

adulthood; 2) analysis of new qualitative data collected from national informants and two 

local authority case studies with young people and practitioners; and 3) comparative data 

derived from my case studies on the impact of differing national and local policy contexts 

on youth homelessness. 

What are the key factors influencing young people’s routes into 

homelessness? 

Youth studies literature describes leaving home as a normal and important part of 

reaching adulthood (Holdsworth and Morgan 2005, Cepa and Furstenberg 2021).  The 

theory of emerging adulthood suggests that a subjective acceptance of adulthood takes 

place through a young person’s exploration, uncertainty and identity formation (Arnett 

2000b, 2015).  Other authors are critical of the subjective nature of the emerging 

adulthood theory (Côté and Bynner 2008, Côté 2014), arguing that the transition to 

adulthood is better explained by examining the structural factors that affect entry into the 

labour market, for example, as a key marker of adulthood (Molgat 2007, Hendry and 

Kloep 2010).  However, a matter of consensus is that leaving home to form an 

independent household is an expected and important step within the developmental 

processes of reaching adulthood. 

According to national and local key informants in England and Scotland, there are three 

key dimensions to the support a young person requires during the transition to adulthood: 

housing, financial and social.  This layered and complex description of support is 

consistent with the structure of the social world described by critical realism.  The first of 
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these, housing, refers to the assistance that young people require to identify and access 

suitable housing options.  On the second matter, financial, national and local practitioners 

in this study gave two examples where support was required: establishing a young 

person’s income through earnings or welfare and a young person’s capacity to manage 

their money.  Thirdly, the social support required concerns the quality of the relationships 

young people form with peers, family networks, and the wider community.  One way to 

frame the provision of this support is to distinguish between that which is provided by 

family and that which is provided by the state.  I examine below how the absence or 

ineffectiveness of these dimensions of support contribute to young people’s routes into 

homelessness.  

First, according to the experiences of young people in my case studies and to 

practitioners’ views, family support had been undermined by increased pressure on 

families because of austerity policies from 2010 onwards.  A key impact of these policies 

has been the reduction of income for families, simultaneous with the costs of basic goods 

rising (Family and Childcare Trust 2013).  Stenning (2020) describes this trend as families 

“feeling the squeeze”.  A second trend is that since 2010 there has been an increased 

emphasis in welfare policy on families being responsible for managing their own 

circumstances (Jupp 2017) despite families increasingly lacking the means to do so (Jupp 

2017, Stenning 2020).  This trend of ‘responsibilisation’ is not new and is seen as part of 

the wider individualisation of society, contributing to youth being “at risk” (Kelly 2001); 

what is new and relevant to the support available during the transition to adulthood is the 

reduced means of families because of austerity policies. 

The views of National Key Informants and local practitioners were consistent with this 

analysis of the impact of welfare reform on the increased expectation of familial support 

for the transition to adulthood; however, for the young people I spoke to, family support 

was described as having been insufficient or absent; for some, the relationship with family 

was harmful.  Key informants gave two reasons as to why this expected avenue of support 

had not sufficiently met young people’s needs: First, as described above, the pressure on 

families through welfare reform had led to overcrowding and poverty. Second, 

practitioners and young people in both case studies talked about parents no longer being 

able to cope with the young person’s behaviour.  The feeling of not being able to cope 

was a consistent theme amongst all my participants, the common examples given being 

drug use, lack of “positive” economic activity, not helping around the house and 
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independence in gender identity or sexuality.  These reasons were deeply interconnected, 

creating what one practitioner described as a “pressure cooker” within the home. At a 

point of crisis, this environment results in the family being unwilling or unable to provide 

support to the young person, resulting in a ‘relationship breakdown’ as the recorded cause 

of homelessness. 

Now regarding support from the state during the transition to adulthood, national and 

local participants described such support as having been subject to significant reductions 

since the 2008 recession (McDowell 2020) and, since 2010, the UK government’s 

policies of austerity (Davies 2013, Edmiston 2017, Squires and Goldsmith 2017).  Within 

this policy context, two critical factors were identified by key informants as affecting 

young people’s experiences of homelessness: financial precarity and a decline in service 

provision. 

Since 2010, young people have been subject to lowered welfare eligibility (on meeting 

the costs of housing, see Cole et al. 2017, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2017) and have 

increasingly been targeted for welfare conditionality (Watts et al. 2014, Squires and 

Goldsmith 2017).  The impact on young people of these policy positions includes a 

deepening exposure to poverty and a heightened risk of homelessness (Watts et al. 2015).  

Furthermore, young people are understood to experience “youth marginality” and 

exclusion from “normal and everyday” activities (Blackman and Rodgers 2017, p. 6). In 

this context, young people in this study described difficulties in developing new social 

relationships, being unable to participate in education or employment and facing 

constraints in their capacity to purchase essential items (food, clothing, travel and housing 

costs).  Consequently, young people’s financial precarity and exclusion contribute to 

routes into homelessness and to the difficulties experienced in creating housing stability 

(Mayock and Parker 2020). 

On service reductions, key informants pointed to a decreased provision of early 

interventions for mental ill-health and a decline in youth work.  The role of mental ill-

health in experiences of youth homelessness is internationally well documented (Perlman 

et al. 2014, Watts et al. 2015, Schwan et al. 2018).  Consistent with wider findings in the 

literature (Mattheys 2015), young people and practitioners in this study claimed that 

access to mental health services had been reduced to the level where it appeared that a 

crisis was required – for example, the young person being suicidal or having severe levels 
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of self-harm – before services would intervene.  Youth work services have also seen a 

decline in provision, attributed in the literature to the impact of austerity policies (Davies 

2013, Jupp 2017, McPherson 2019).  Practitioners in both case studies saw the loss of 

youth work services as the removal of an important avenue of support, especially when 

the family was not a safe or supportive environment. 

I now briefly turn to specific factors relating to care leavers’ experience of homelessness.  

It is well documented that young people leaving local authority care have a heightened 

risk of homelessness and other forms of harm (Quilgars et al. 2008, Barnardo’s 2014, 

Watts et al. 2015, Whalen 2015).  Writers on this topic have attributed this experience of 

homelessness to a breakdown of independent accommodation through a lack of support, 

despite wide recognition of the needs of care leavers (Whalen 2015, Stirling 2018).  

Amongst the care leavers I spoke to, some had experienced a breakdown of their 

independent accommodation; however, others described being directly placed into 

congregate supported accommodation when leaving foster care or kinship care or having 

been under at-home care duties.  These two factors – the breakdown of independent 

accommodation and the transfer directly to homelessness accommodation – suggest that 

care leavers’ routes into homelessness result from an under provision of support and a 

lack of suitable housing options.  Despite this shortfall in support and key informants’ 

views that homelessness legislation was not a positive mechanism for meeting care 

leavers’ housing needs, there is evidence in my study that access to homeless 

accommodation was being utilised by practitioners to prevent a worse outcome, such as 

rough sleeping or returning to an unsafe home environment. 

To sum up, during the transition to adulthood, leaving home is an important process 

during which young people should reasonably expect to receive support from family and, 

when necessary, the state.  Adopting a critical realist approach to causation enables a 

richer understanding of young people’s routes into homelessness: that is, there is no 

necessary youth-specific cause; different factors operate across multiple levels.  

Specifically, evidence from this study shows that in Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow, 

relationship breakdown, as a major route into homelessness, took place in the context of 

wider structural difficulties affecting families’ ability or willingness to provide support 

when a young person leaves home.  In such circumstances, the extent to which the state 

will intervene has been undermined since 2010 because of the withdrawal or limiting of 

welfare benefits and supportive services as key avenues for helping young people. 
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How useful is age as a proxy for understanding young people’s support 

and housing needs? 

In this section, I first consider the extent to which young people have distinct support 

needs that merit bespoke interventions.  I then turn my attention to the efficacy of using 

age as a proxy for understanding young people’s housing needs.  The findings I present 

here are strengthened by the critical realist framework of causation because young 

people’s support and housing needs can arise across multiple levels, regardless of young 

people’s awareness of those factors.  Based on these arguments, I conclude this section 

by assessing how useful age is as a proxy. 

In youth studies literature, reaching adulthood is a phase of life where young people move 

towards greater levels of independence and acceptance of responsibility (Roberts 2013, 

Arnett 2015); however, this phase is also a period of risk and uncertainty (Kelly 2001).  

There are two relevant implications when considering the support a young person may 

need: a lack of experience in core home management skills (e.g. budgeting, cooking and 

cleaning) and a tendency towards higher levels of risk-taking behaviour (Sharland 2006, 

MacDonald 2014). 

First, lacking the experience of managing a home during the transition to adulthood is 

axiomatic in the sense that young people would not normally have had an opportunity to 

be responsible for their own homes.  Given the pressure on families, as described above, 

it is also reasonable to expect that the opportunities to learn these household management 

skills will be diminished.  This factor applies, to some extent, to all the young people I 

spoke to, including those in Glasgow who had previous experience of their own 

accommodation.  Poor tenancy management (e.g. demonstrated in anti-social behaviour 

or failure to pay housing costs) was attributed by local and national informants to a lack 

of ‘housing readiness’.  The existence of these perceived needs is used to defend a 

‘staircase’ route into housing for young people. Some researchers, Stewart (2019) and 

Clarke et al. (2020), describe this model as an application of conditionality on young 

people that undermines their housing rights.  It is interesting, though, that in both case 

studies, this view was not held by local practitioners, who maintained that there was merit 

in providing young people with opportunities to gain “maturity” or “life skills” before 

accessing settled housing.  However, there is agreement between these two perspectives 

that young people have a higher propensity for lacking housing management skills. Thus, 
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if this lack of skills remains unaddressed, it can become problematic for them in 

sustaining settled accommodation. 

Moving on to the second point flagged above, I now address the association between risk-

taking and the transition to adulthood.  Young people and practitioners in both studies 

described two dimensions to these behaviours: the normal process of reaching adulthood 

and the behaviours arising from experiences of homelessness.  First, risk-taking is 

considered in youth studies literature to be a normal developmental process associated 

with exploration and identity formation when reaching adulthood (Arnett 2015).  For the 

young people in my study, this phase of life involved being “a bit daft” or “foolish”, but 

this would pass through gaining experience and ageing.  Risk-taking, described in this 

sense, is not pejorative but rather is an essential part of reaching adulthood. As described 

in literature, it is the “result of normal development and the inevitable lack of experience 

associated with engaging in these novel behaviors” (Romer 2010, p. 264).  The second 

type of risk-taking described by young people and practitioners came as a response to 

homelessness; this view of risk-taking is consistent with the literature, portraying it as an 

attempt to control one’s environment (Zinn 2019) and as a coping mechanism (Santa 

Maria et al. 2018a).  Criminal activity (drug dealing, violence and theft) was described 

by informants in both case studies as a means of raising income or securing 

accommodation, a pattern previously noted in literature (Pain and Francis 2004).  Some 

young people I spoke to in Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow made a direct link between 

the insufficiency of the welfare support they received and their involvement in income-

generating crime as a means of securing food and clothing; this activity was not just about 

the amount of money provided but also was a way to avoid the conditionality of the 

welfare system.  Substance misuse, particularly cannabis and new psychoactive substance 

(NPS) use, was described by all groups of participants as ubiquitous in youth-specific 

homeless accommodation; though it is also relevant that drug use is also observed in the 

wider youth population (in around one in five 16- to 24-year-olds in England and Wales, 

ONS, 2020; and similar in Scotland, Scottish Government, 2019) and amongst adults 

experiencing homelessness (for example, NPS use, Ralphs and Gray 2018). 

Despite the commonality in the types of support needs, there was significant variation in 

young people’s experiences and local practitioners’ accounts of the extent to which these 

were evident in the individuals with whom they worked.  Variation in young people’s 

requirement for support can be explained by the frameworks on human development 



 

 151 

outlined in chapter 3: Elder (1998) identifies timing and support as essential components 

of a successful transition, and Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2007b) identify the 

importance of timing, environment and relationships for developmental processes.  A 

practical example of this variation, seen in both case studies, is practitioners’ assessment 

of chronologically younger individuals demonstrating more effective tenancy 

management skills than older individuals.  This difference is potentially explained by the 

extent to which the young person had a positive experience of education, encouraging 

quicker learning of key “life skills” and a higher capacity for the organisation of 

household tasks, compared to those who had struggled at school.  These variations in 

developmental progress mean young people’s individual capacity to gain housing 

readiness skills and navigate life-stage appropriate risk-taking cannot be determined 

purely by age but rather as the product of compounded transitions and experiences 

through the life course. 

Taking account of the outlined areas of support – the experience of tenancy management 

and a higher propensity for risk-taking – the literature above indicates that these are 

typical characteristics of young people.  However, as also explained above, the 

experiences of local practitioners and young people demonstrate the important individual 

variations on the presence and impact of these support needs.  These variations are 

consistent with a critical realist ontology, with individual factors being neither necessary 

nor sufficient explanations; nevertheless, they still demonstrate real power to cause 

support needs to emerge.  Consequently, age is only a useful proxy to a limited extent 

regarding assessing young people’s support needs: there are certainly relevant 

propensities associated with age, but the use of age categories in a deterministic or blanket 

fashion risks masking the complexity of individual development. 

I turn now to the issue of using age as a proxy for assessing the housing needs of young 

people experiencing homelessness.  In this discussion, I address three areas: first, the 

extent to which young people’s support needs impact the form of housing they require; 

second, the role of young people’s housing preferences in understanding their housing 

needs; third, the challenges that young people face regarding the affordability of the 

housing available to them. 

Regarding the relationship between young people’s support and housing needs, as just 

discussed, using age to deterministically assume youth-specific housing needs overlooks 
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the capacity of young people to develop (with or without support) the skills necessary for 

sustaining mainstream settled accommodation.  Furthermore, whilst age does indicate a 

propensity for risk-taking behaviour, this is not a universal condition for young people 

nor, by definition, means that young people cannot sustain independent accommodation.  

Moreover, wider homelessness research indicates the important role settled housing can 

play in supporting a reduction of risk-taking behaviours (for example, as with the Housing 

First model, see Johnsen and Teixeira 2010).  Taking these arguments together indicates 

that age and the (often but not always) distinct support needs of young people do not 

automatically necessitate supported or congregate accommodation being provided as a 

precursor to settled accommodation, as is often the practice at present (Clarke et al. 2020).  

Congregate supported accommodation is further discussed in the section below. 

Discussing young people’s preferences about where they live is a question of how these 

desires are considered when meeting housing needs.  A key issue here is that a critical 

realist ontology shows that empirical data, such as an expressed preference of where to 

live, is an important (but not necessarily the only) factor that affects what type of housing 

a young person needs.  Literature on housing pathways (Clapham et al. 2014) also 

demonstrates that preferences vary dramatically because of the constraints and 

experiences that emerge from the economic, housing and interpersonal structures in 

which young people live.  These variations were demonstrated in both cases studies, 

where some young people living in temporary or supported accommodation expressed 

their desire to move to mainstream housing as soon as possible.  Others felt they benefited 

from moving through accommodation with increasing levels of independence as an 

opportunity to gain experience in managing a home or in response to a fear of being 

isolated.  Like the above discussion on housing readiness and in my case studies, these 

preferences appear to be widely overridden by the presumption that the staircase model 

better meets young people’s needs (Clarke et al. 2020).  Young people’s preference for 

independent mainstream accommodation was also not indicative of the support needs 

they presented nor their progress towards obtaining housing.  This disparity was most 

noticeable in Glasgow, where several young people expressed their intent to access their 

own social home as soon as possible even though they also reported having not started 

bidding for properties or had, for example, outstanding arrears that they knew would be 

a barrier.  Based on these findings, age is not a clear basis for identifying young people’s 

preferences about where they live or the support necessary for these to be realised. 
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Third and finally, for the young people in my sample, the key constraint to meeting their 

housing needs appeared to be the availability of housing they could afford.  Many of the 

young people I spoke to in Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow were out of work and 

reliant on welfare benefits to meet their housing costs; consequently, the housing options 

available to them were limited.  The few young people who had paid work had low 

incomes or insecure employment, which meant they were equally restricted in their ability 

to afford housing.  Young people’s housing needs were therefore driven largely by 

welfare and economic policies that failed to provide sufficient income.  These experiences 

were reflected in the views of local practitioners and National Key Informants, who 

described the shortfall in income as a major barrier to meeting young people’s housing 

needs, a view consistent with the literature about the impact of welfare reform since 2010 

(Melrose 2012, Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2017).  Young people, therefore, cannot 

afford the same housing as older adults (because of welfare restrictions and lower wages). 

Consequently, they are dependent on lower quality, shared housing or sofa-surfing to 

meet their housing needs (Crisp and Powell 2017). 

In summary, age is a useful but limited proxy for young people’s support and housing 

needs.  There are relevant propensities amongst this age group (for example, little 

experience of running a household, higher levels of risk-taking and reduced financial 

means as compared with older adults), but at the same time, there is immense variation 

concerning the extent to which support needs are present and individual developmental 

progress towards reaching adulthood.  Moreover, it is vitally important to distinguish 

between when youth is being used as a proxy for real differences in need and when its 

deployment is instead masking the constraints imposed by housing, economic and welfare 

structures. 

In what circumstances, if any, is congregate supported accommodation 

an appropriate housing option for young people? 

Congregate supported accommodation is defined in chapter 2 as a service model with two 

essential components: multiple young people experiencing homelessness housed together 

and the provision of on-site support.  The findings presented here demonstrate that youth 

homelessness interventions can be examined through a critical realist ontology to 

determine how factors affecting outcomes for young people operate across multiple 
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levels.  In this section, I do the following: First, I consider the intended benefits for young 

people; second, I describe the operational challenges present in my case studies; and third, 

I address the impact on young people’s development from the intrinsically congregate 

nature of this type of accommodation. 

Young people and local practitioners in both case studies described positive outcomes 

having been achieved in some cases whilst living in congregate supported 

accommodation. For example, some young people had seen reduced substance misuse 

and had restored relationships with family, both these outcomes being recognised as 

effective contributors to routes out of homelessness for this age group (Mayock et al. 

2011).  According to the local practitioners and young people I spoke to, congregate 

supported accommodation is intended to provide a number of benefits: the on-site 

presence of staff enhancing the supportive relationship with young people; youth-focused 

support protecting individuals from entrenched experiences of homelessness and meeting 

the perceived needs of young people; and positive peer relationships forming between 

young people. 

The first benefit, the on-site presence of support staff, was seen by local practitioners and 

young people as an effective method of meeting the perceived support needs of this age 

group.  Specifically, successful outcomes were attributed to the importance of building, 

over time, trusted relationships between young people and staff (see also McCoy and Hug 

2016, p. 20).  The importance of these relationships for all types of youth homelessness 

interventions is consistent with previous research in this area (Aviles and Helfrich 2004, 

Quilgars et al. 2008, Heinze et al. 2010).  However, local practitioners and young people 

in the present study felt that the on-site presence of staff throughout the day (and 

overnight in some services) created additional opportunities to develop these beneficial 

relationships, compared with floating support, through informal activities such as ‘getting 

a cup of tea’ or ‘having a chat’.  That said, local practitioners in Newcastle upon Tyne 

were more positive about the likelihood of young people receiving effective support in 

their own accommodation because of the prevention focus within the local authority’s 

floating support service. 

Moving on to consider the benefits of youth-focused support, two factors were significant 

for local practitioners and young people: preventing young people’s exposure to more 

entrenched experiences of homelessness and the perceived need for youth-specific staff 
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training and approaches to support.  Local and national practitioners described youth-

specific accommodation as necessary because of young people being particularly 

vulnerable to be influenced into risk-taking by older adults in general-needs temporary 

accommodation.  In the above discussion on risk-taking, it is evident that youth-specific 

accommodation does not negate the risk of participating in harmful activities; however, 

local practitioners distinguished between age-appropriate risk-taking and vulnerability to 

influence from the risk-taking behaviours amongst older people experiencing 

homelessness.  On the second factor, meeting youth-specific needs, practitioners in both 

case studies described the activities and support they offered as relevant to young people’s 

perceived needs, including training on home management skills, socialisation and 

direction towards education and employment opportunities.  In comparison, these 

participants were pessimistic that such youth-focused support would be offered in generic 

homelessness services. 

Third and finally, the creation of positive peer relationships was seen by most 

practitioners and some young people as an intended benefit of congregate supported 

accommodation.  These participants highlighted the importance of avoiding isolation and 

the shared experience of reaching adulthood as key components of the relationships 

young people form.  However, developing social relationships within youth-specific 

congregate supported accommodation was not consistently seen as a positive experience, 

as some young people I interviewed articulated frustration with other residents’ 

behaviour, the abuse they received from other young people and a lack of privacy. 

I turn now to address three operational factors that impede the realisation of the benefits 

listed above: the impact on support services of cuts to local government budgets; the 

impact of substance misuse on local practitioners’ ability to provide support; and the 

dependence on housing benefit as a barrier to young people’s participation in 

employment. 

On the impact of cuts to local government funding since 2010, the core factor for the local 

practitioners and national informants was the reduced number of support staff in youth 

homelessness services.  This perspective is consistent with previous research (McCoy and 

Hug 2016), where the writers have highlighted a negative impact on the quality of the 

support in youth homelessness accommodation when fewer staff members are present.  

In both case studies, the local practitioners in congregate supported accommodation 
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reported that since 2010 their services had been restructured to have fewer staff members 

with increased responsibilities – for example, having a higher caseload of young people, 

covering additional administrative tasks and managing the security of the building.  

According to these participants, the changes resulted in staff facing tension between 

managing the building and providing support – for example, not being able to attend 

essential appointments with young people because there were insufficient numbers of 

staff to meet safety standards. 

The second operational matter, the impact of drug misuse, was a consistent theme across 

all participants.  These practitioners saw drug misuse in congregate supported 

accommodation as affecting the capacity of staff to deliver ‘housing readiness’ support.  

At the time of my fieldwork, there were three trends in drug use that were of concern: 

NPS, ‘street Valium’ and cannabis.  The presence of the first two of these drugs was 

described by local practitioners as having produced unpredictable harmful effects, leading 

to recurring crises within the service, whereas cannabis use impacted young people’s 

capacity to engage in the developmental support that was being offered.  Overall, 

responding to drug-linked incidents was essential but shifted staff’s attention away from 

the developmental support they felt was the purpose of the service. 

Finally, my analysis shows that entering the labour market (as a key process in the 

transition to adulthood) is impeded by the financial operation of congregate models.  

Local practitioners in both case studies explained that to pay for the congregate supported 

accommodation, the staff of these services were required to ensure that the housing 

benefit was applied as soon as possible.  Once the housing benefit was in place, however, 

it created a barrier to entering employment as doing so meant that the young person would 

have to contribute towards the high rent costs of congregate supported accommodation.  

These costs created a dependence on housing benefit to prevent young people from 

incurring arrears that would further impede their future housing options; consequently, 

not only did young people experience delays in their entry into the labour market, but 

they also did not benefit from the positive impact that employment can have on 

developing supportive social relationships, which can contribute to an exit from 

homelessness (Mayock and Parker 2020). 

I now consider the intrinsic feature of the congregate nature of the service models 

discussed in this section.  Whilst the operational challenges already discussed can be 



 

 157 

explained by the policy and funding context of homelessness services under austerity, the 

congregate nature of the accommodation raises an underlying question about the 

appropriateness of the model for young people experiencing homelessness: whether it is 

good for multiple young people experiencing homelessness to live in proximity and, in 

most cases, to share basic facilities for cooking, washing and relaxing.  Such 

accommodation models create an enforced social environment to be managed by staff.  

In the experience of the young people in both case studies, this setting involves frequent 

frustration at others’ behaviour, victimisation by other residents and pressure to 

participate in substance misuse or anti-social behaviour.  In this study, the noted 

mechanisms for managing residents, encouraging participation in support and addressing 

problematic behaviour are the occupancy rules and the capacity of staff to ask young 

people to leave the accommodation.  Collectively, the impact of the congregate nature 

and the rules imposed to manage residents can be understood as “instability, lack of clear 

structure, and unpredictability of events that undermine developmental processes” 

(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2007b, p. 815).  The connection to development processes 

within Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory (see Chapter 3) is that without stability in 

the environment surrounding the young person, positive factors that aid development, 

such as supportive relationships with staff, are undermined.  For young people living in 

congregate supported accommodation, this effect on developmental processes suggests 

that, compared to peers living with families or in independent accommodation, a lower 

level or slower rate of success is likely to occur in their progress towards gaining effective 

experience managing their accommodations and navigating risk-taking behaviour. 

Some have suggested feasible alternatives to congregate supported accommodation (Hug 

and McCoy 2016, Watts et al. 2018), including community hosting models, Housing First 

for young people and other housing-led approaches.  The findings in this thesis agree that 

young people are generally better served in smaller and more highly supported 

accommodation settings when settled mainstream housing is not readily available. One 

example of why this model is considered better is the capacity for staff to move beyond 

crisis support (e.g. addressing substance misuse) onto developmental support.  

Furthermore, smaller, more highly supported accommodation increases the opportunity 

for young people to establish trusted relationships, an important factor in a successful 

intervention. 
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When settled housing is available, as discussed in the previous section, the propensity of 

young people to have support needs and a lack of experience must also be addressed.  

Furthermore, providing adequate levels of floating community-based housing support is 

necessary to ensure young people can sustain their accommodation whilst gaining 

valuable experience.  Such an approach can contribute to the recent policy agenda on 

rapid re-housing and gives young people greater control over the social and physical 

environment they wish to live in.  Evidence of this type of support was seen in Newcastle 

upon Tyne and in some instances in Glasgow, but it is an intervention that should be 

consistently available to young people. 

In summary, the appropriateness of congregate supported accommodation as a housing 

option for young people depends on whether the intended benefits are realised in practice 

and whether such actualised benefits outweigh the operational and intrinsic problems 

associated with such service models.  In line with a critical realist understanding of 

causation, the factors affecting young people’s experiences of congregate supported 

accommodation may not be immediately visible, for example, as argued in the impact on 

developmental processes from living in this type of housing.  There is then a further 

question of whether an ‘optimal’ deployment of congregate models (maximising benefits 

and minimising harms) can be achieved in the current financial and policy climate.  Based 

on my analysis of these two case studies, I claim that the congregate nature of the 

accommodation and the significant operational barriers are insurmountably problematic, 

meaning congregate supported accommodation is not an appropriate housing option for 

young people experiencing homelessness. 

Which, if any, elements of the local and national policy frameworks 

make a material difference to young people’s experiences of 

homelessness? 

The present study compares two local authorities (Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow) 

operating within two distinct national homelessness frameworks and within a UK-wide 

economic and welfare policy structure.  Starting with the similarities I observed in young 

people’s experiences between the two case studies, I discuss the extent to which these can 

be attributed to local or national level policy frameworks.  Using a similar approach, I 

then address how young people’s experiences of homelessness differed between the two 
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case studies.  Whilst similarities may exist in young people’s experiences, these may be 

based on the different policy influences at local or national levels, an issue I address as 

part of this discussion. 

Starting with the observed similarities, my analysis shows three key overlaps in the 

experiences of young people in Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow: the main routes into 

homelessness; the experience of youth-specific homelessness interventions; and barriers 

to employment as a route out of homelessness. 

Young people’s routes into homelessness, as discussed above, are concentrated on the 

role of relationship breakdowns – a consistent theme in Newcastle upon Tyne and 

Glasgow.  National Key Informants also indicated that relationship breakdown was the 

most significant route to experiencing homelessness for young people in both countries.  

This finding is consistent with the homelessness literature (Quilgars et al. 2008, Watts et 

al. 2015) and indicates that the underlying causes of youth homelessness described above 

are most likely driven by cross-national factors, such as the impact of the global recession 

in 2008 and the austerity policies since 2010 that have reduced support services, which 

otherwise may have intervened.  Similarly, care leavers’ routes into homelessness were 

similar in both case studies.  Despite the extensive throughcare and aftercare duties placed 

on local authorities by children’s legislation in each country, it is apparent from this study 

that local policy and practices were dependent on the provision of temporary and 

supported accommodation through the homelessness system to meet care leavers’ 

housing needs. 

The structure and objectives of youth-specific homelessness services were consistent 

across the case studies; that is, the services shared the aims of assisting young people to 

gain “housing readiness”; to move towards adulthood by demonstrating maturity and 

desisting from risk-taking behaviour; and, when assessed as ready to do so, to move on 

to more settled forms of accommodation.  Some of the local practitioners I spoke to could 

identify variations in the delivery of individual services working with young people 

experiencing homelessness; however, these did not significantly deviate from the 

overarching shared objectives just outlined.  The notable exception to this is the provision 

of floating support, a more fundamental difference between the case studies that I discuss 

below.  Whilst individual local authorities are responsible under legislation for preventing 

and alleviating homelessness in their area, the similarity in approaches to delivering 
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services for young people suggests a wider consensus about the types of intervention best 

suited to this group’s needs.  This similarity is likely driven by the commonality at a 

national level of young people’s routes into homelessness but also the intention, as 

discussed above, to protect young people from entrenched forms of homelessness. 

Thirdly, there was similarity in young people’s experiences of barriers to entering 

employment because of their dependence on the housing benefit to meet the costs of 

supported or temporary accommodation.  The similarity is an unsurprising finding on 

account of the UK-wide welfare policy framework, which offers lower levels of financial 

support and conditional entitlements for young people, an issue well understood in the 

literature (Quilgars et al. 2008, Watts et al. 2015, Crisp and Powell 2017).  Youth 

homelessness practitioners in both case studies described their role as providing stability 

and safety first, followed by supporting access to settled housing where the young person 

could pursue employment at a future date. It was also the case that some young people I 

spoke to in both case studies had given up or turned down employment to financially 

sustain their temporary or supported accommodation.  Despite this approach amongst 

local practitioners, tension was described with the requirement from funders to evidence 

“employability” outcomes, which, given the barriers already described, were deemed 

unrealistic.  Whilst there may be explicit benefits to participating in such activities – for 

example, establishing positive social networks (Mayock and Parker 2020) and gaining 

individual confidence – the experiences of young people as well as criticism in youth 

studies literature on the use of these approaches in welfare and economic policy (Crisp 

and Powell 2017), reflect the apparent failure to create opportunities for stable and 

meaningful paid work as a route out of homelessness. 

Turning now to the differences between young people’s experiences, I address three 

issues: young people’s eligibility for homelessness assistance, young people’s 

experiences of social housing allocation and the provision of floating support for young 

people living in settled accommodation. 

Eligibility for homelessness assistance differed between England and Scotland, in 

significant part because of the role of the priority need test: that is, to receive the full 

homelessness duty, young people in England must be assessed as being in a priority need 

category (see chapter 5), whereas the wider housing-rights of the Scottish framework 

extended this duty to almost all unintentionally homeless young people.  These 
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differences are explored in the youth homelessness literature (Watts et al. 2015), and the 

findings here are consistent with concerns raised about the level of protection for young 

people in England who are not assessed as being in priority need.  It is noteworthy that 

my sample did not reflect this difference, as all the young people I spoke to in Newcastle 

upon Tyne had been awarded priority needs.  However, the perspective of local 

practitioners in Newcastle upon Tyne and of National Key Informants in England was 

that young people had insufficient levels of protection when not assessed as being in 

priority need.  In these circumstances, young people were treated the same as other adults 

despite their perceived age-specific support needs, lower financial stability in 

employment and welfare and assumed additional vulnerability.  Given the timing of this 

research, national and local informants were cautiously optimistic about the 

commencement of the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017; nonetheless, all these 

participants were uncertain about the extent to which it would, in practice, increase the 

level of protection for young people, their reasons being the extent to which individual 

local authorities varied in their youth homelessness provision. 

On the issue of social housing allocation, the difference in young people’s experiences 

stemmed from the housing rights approach in Scotland versus the needs-based system in 

England.  Despite some similarities in processes – the need to register with a housing 

provider and bid for accommodation – the main difference in young people’s experiences 

was driven by the local social housing provision structure.  In Newcastle upon Tyne, a 

single social housing provider meant that young people and practitioners could make a 

single application for all socially rented housing.  Allocation of housing in Newcastle 

upon Tyne, once registered, then depended on the priority band a young person was 

assigned and the shortlisting process for properties.  Housing allocations in Glasgow were 

dependent on a referral under Section 5 of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 being made 

by a casework team to specific social housing providers, depending on the areas of the 

city chosen by the young person.  Once registered, young people in Glasgow were 

required to approach individual housing associations based on the area of the city they 

wanted to live.  This process resulted in some of the young people I spoke to in Glasgow 

having the perspective that, provided they had been assessed as homeless, they could 

choose to access housing when they felt ready.  In contrast, in Newcastle upon Tyne, the 

perspective shared amongst young people was that they had to follow the staircase 

approach to access settled housing.  An interesting consequence of this difference is that 
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young people in Newcastle upon Tyne appeared to have more confidence over the 

stability of the housing once accessed, compared to a more uncertain attitude amongst 

young people in Glasgow, where there was a higher level of housing rights. 

Finally, on the provision of floating support, local practitioners in Glasgow viewed the 

gap in this provision for young people as making a materially negative difference to the 

likelihood of sustaining settled accommodation.  In comparison, as previously mentioned, 

local practitioners in Newcastle upon Tyne were optimistic about the available floating 

support once young people entered settled housing.  A tentative suggestion from my 

analysis is that in Glasgow, the housing rights approach of Scotland is undermined by 

insufficient emphasis within the local policy on preventing youth homelessness.  The 

contrast with Newcastle upon Tyne is that, despite weaker housing rights at a national 

level, young people’s experiences are positively affected by the local policy priority on 

preventing homelessness (Watts et al. 2019). 

The extent of the similarities in young people’s experiences is surprising given the 

differences between England’s and Scotland’s national homelessness frameworks.  These 

similarities may partly be due to the methodological challenge of drawing national-level 

conclusions on the basis of one case study in each country.  However, the discussion here 

and the supporting data strongly indicate that local policy and practice approaches can 

influence, for better or worse, young people’s experiences of homelessness: a primary 

example being the provision of an effective floating support service in Newcastle upon 

Tyne compared to the limited capacity of such interventions in Glasgow. 

In summary, based on the analysis in this study, the main negative impact on young 

people’s experiences of homelessness is the restrictive, even punitive, policies of the 

welfare system, which prevent young people from entering employment and which make 

housing options unaffordable.  Consistent with the critical realist stratified understanding 

of causation, young people’s homelessness experiences are meaningfully affected by the 

socioeconomic and institutional structures in which they live.  Accordingly, 

understanding how responses to youth homelessness operate requires investigation across 

the range of different levels at which causal forces can operate, from the personal through 

to the socioeconomic.  It is also of note that UK-wide austerity has played a significant 

role in decreasing the capacity of families and community- or state-provided services to 

support young people during the transition to adulthood: Not only do these policies drive 
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young people’s initial experiences of homelessness, but they also contribute to prolonging 

the duration of homelessness by limiting the routes into settled accommodation. 

Conclusion 

This chapter provides answers for all four of my research questions, focusing on how 

perceptions about young people’s life stage interact with their experiences of 

homelessness.  My analysis is driven by the critical realist understanding that causal 

forces can operate at multiple levels and that different factors can cause homelessness.  

In using the critical realist framework, the discussion in this chapter demonstrates how 

we can effectively investigate youth homelessness rather than requiring overly 

individualistic or structural explanations.  I argue that whilst there is some distinctiveness 

to the routes into homelessness, support needs and housing needs of young people, these 

are fundamentally driven by the economic and welfare structures that discriminate against 

young people.  To conclude this chapter, I draw out the key arguments to be addressed 

when considering this thesis’s implications for policy and practice. 

Young people’s routes into homelessness are embedded in housing and economic 

structures and in structures where poverty or unsuitable housing issues remain 

unaddressed.  The “pressure cooker” analogy is apt, describing the interpersonal 

difficulties created within families and the crisis point of a young person being asked to 

leave or leave for their safety.  Housing, economic and welfare structures also reduce 

young people’s entitlement to financial support, leading to the entrenchment of youth 

homelessness.  This discrimination is part of a wider marginalization described within 

youth studies literature and suggests a problematic ambiguity at a national level about 

how and by whom housing and support are to be provided during the transition to 

adulthood.  Consequently, youth homelessness emerges as a harmful outcome that can 

contribute to a problematic experience of reaching adulthood. 

I argue that for young people experiencing homelessness, age is useful to a limited extent 

as a proxy for housing and support needs.  Young people demonstrate a propensity for 

some distinct support needs that must be accounted for when seeking to prevent or 

alleviate homelessness.  However, there are three reasons why age is not a suitable proxy 

for deterministically assigning youth-specific interventions.  First, young people’s 

support needs are also contingent on their developmental progress, which cannot be 
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deterministically established from chronological age.  Second, the distinct support needs 

described are insufficient reasons to limit young people’s access to settled housing.  

Third, the constraints imposed by economic and welfare structures on young people’s 

perceived support needs, not age, are the key factors determining young people’s housing 

needs. 

Regarding the appropriateness of congregate supported accommodation, I balance the 

intended benefits of such models with the observed operational challenges and impact on 

young people from its congregate nature.  At the core of this argument is the role that 

such accommodation has in affecting the developmental processes of reaching adulthood.  

Though individual services make efforts to mitigate them, the concerns identified in this 

study suggest that models of congregate supported accommodation are intrinsically 

unsuitable as a housing option for young people. 

Young people’s experiences of homelessness show a high level of similarity despite the 

different national frameworks in England and Scotland as well as important variations in 

the local approaches to homelessness in Newcastle upon Tyne and Glasgow.  My 

conclusion is that the key driving factor behind young people’s experiences of 

homelessness is the treatment of this age group within UK-wide welfare policy – not only 

as a driver to young people’s routes into homelessness but as a barrier to participation in 

economic activity, limiting affordable housing options for young people compared to 

other adults.  The comparison of my case studies shows the importance of a locally 

coordinated approach to meeting young people’s housing needs; however, these 

approaches are also constrained by national funding and policy requirements, an issue I 

discuss further in the following chapter as I outline the implications of my research. 
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Chapter 9 – Conclusion 

In concluding this thesis, I outline the contribution made to knowledge, this study’s policy 

and practice implications and an agenda for future research.  These findings aid our 

understanding of the changes to current policy and practice, increasing the likelihood that 

young people who experience homelessness make a successful transition to adulthood.  

A key issue is the singling out of young people in current homelessness and welfare 

frameworks as having distinct needs and taking more risks than older adults.  Whilst there 

are significant challenges to implementing the recommendations I make, these are largely 

ideologically driven and are insufficient to sustain the status quo.  Finally, by scoping out 

an agenda for future research, I consider critical shifts in homelessness policy that have 

taken place since my fieldwork. 

Contribution to knowledge 

The primary contribution of this thesis is the application of a critical realist ontology to 

understanding young people’s homelessness experiences.  In doing so, I have, starting 

from the concept of homelessness pathways, demonstrated how an application of the 

stratified nature of causation as described by critical realism enables a deeper 

understanding of why young people experience homelessness and how deterministic 

responses to this social phenomenon can be problematic.  This contribution is further 

developed by integrating learning from youth studies to understand the impact of life 

stage on assessing the effectiveness of youth homelessness policy and practice 

interventions.  In the remainder of this section, I expand on specific ways this thesis 

contributes to knowledge as a precursor to outlining implications for policy and practice 

and avenues for further research. 

In this thesis, I demonstrate how welfare and homelessness policy has adopted, 

unhelpfully, a disjointed view that young people are vulnerable because of their life stage 

and are individually responsible for their actions.  This assumption has led to seeing this 

group of young people as ‘not ready’ or ‘too risky’ for settled housing and concentrating 

on individualistic approaches to youth homelessness.  I have shown that this view is no 

longer a defensible basis for developing policy about young people for two reasons.  First, 

such approaches fail to adequately account for how youth homelessness emerges from 
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layered structural and individual causal factors.  Second, the assumptions underlying 

these policy approaches are based on erroneous conceptualisations of how transitions 

occur through the life course. 

The present study shows that discrimination against young people in welfare policy 

constrains their housing options, contributing to a problematic transition to adulthood.  

The experience of being “trapped” in homelessness accommodation is attributable to the 

underlying assumption in policy that young people need, or deserve, lower levels of 

income.  Furthermore, young people struggle to improve their financial position because 

of the cost of youth homelessness services incurred if they enter employment.  

Consequently, because this group of young people lack the mechanisms necessary to act 

like adults, the broader transition to adulthood is stalled.  This delay in developmental 

processes is also likely to contribute to the onset or worsening of the coping mechanisms 

I observed, and risk-taking behaviour is more likely to escalate. 

Though young people in this study demonstrated behaviours consistent with subjective 

identity formation, these actions carry significant risk for housing stability, income, 

mental health and safety because of the structures of homelessness services and because 

of the problematic treatment of young people across different policy areas.  In light of 

this risk, we should question the extent to which emerging adulthood is a helpful 

framework for explaining the developmental stage of young people who experience 

homelessness.  The role of flexibility and uncertainty proposed by this theory jars with 

the responsibility required of young people to navigate homelessness and welfare 

services.  Consequently, emerging adulthood problematically allows ambiguity over who 

is responsible for supporting young people who experience homelessness, especially 

when families are unable or unwilling to do so. 

My findings on congregate supported accommodation contribute to evaluating what 

accommodation services are suitable for meeting young people’s support and housing 

needs.  Using the bioecological model of human development, I show that the 

effectiveness of interventions during the transition to adulthood is dependent on the 

quality of the (physical and social) environment, stability of relationships and duration of 

exposure to harmful behaviours.  Consequently, I provide evidence that young people 

have an intrinsically higher likelihood of experiencing problems during their transition to 

adulthood when living in congregate supported accommodation. 
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Lastly, the analysis of differences and similarities in national and local policy contributes 

to discussions on evaluating the merits of different frameworks.  This thesis shows that 

creating effective interventions to prevent and alleviate youth homelessness requires 

cohesion in local and national policymaking as well as housing and welfare policy 

agendas.  An exemplar of this need for cohesion is that whilst local authorities have some 

flexibility to modify the structure of interventions, they lack control over the welfare 

provisions that contribute to youth homelessness and that constrain housing options.  

Therefore, for the longer-term goal of tackling youth homelessness, national and local 

policy must address the current disjointedness about who is responsible for supporting 

young people during their transition to adulthood. 

Implications for policy and practice 

From the contributions to knowledge made by this thesis, the arguments I make, and my 

literature review, there are implications for policy and practice that, if implemented, can 

improve young people’s ability to establish settled accommodation and can strengthen 

their access to effective support.  The steps necessary for policymakers and practitioners 

are to enable a timeous and supported transition to adulthood, in which housing stability 

is a foundational factor to success.  Therefore, the recommendations I am making seek to 

provide national- and local-level policymakers and practitioners mechanisms to reverse 

the undermining of young people’s housing stability as a route out of homelessness. 

I argue that a core factor in meeting young people’s support and housing needs is their 

distinct welfare and economic position.  Not only does this position contribute to 

occurrences of youth homelessness, but it also prolongs this experience and leads to 

poorer outcomes in health and economic activity.  In this context, generalisations about 

young people’s needs and preferences should be removed from welfare policy, which is 

undefendable for providing lower levels of benefits.  The first implication is that 

policymakers should remove the shared accommodation rate (SAR) from the welfare 

system.  All young people should be offered, at minimum, the one-bedroom rate of local 

housing allowance.  Making this change will increase the likelihood that young people 

can afford settled housing independent of whether they also choose to share their homes 

with others.  Whilst exceptions are present within the SAR, it is a flawed idea that anyone 

should have to be homeless before having access to a welfare claim that meets their 
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housing need.  Second, single young people’s universal credit should be equal to that of 

other single adults.  It is an incorrect assumption that young people need, or deserve, 

lower financial support because of their age.  Increasing young people’s universal credit 

claims in this way will contribute to avoiding poverty and strengthen their ability to 

participate in the activities that contribute to a positive experience of reaching adulthood. 

Two potential barriers are present to implementing these recommendations for equalising 

welfare support: that the increased welfare cost is unaffordable and that it will create 

‘welfare dependency’.  National and local participants acknowledged the financial 

constraints on the UK government’s welfare spending.  However, they were sceptical 

about this as a reason to offer young people lower levels of financial support.  Instead, 

these participants pointed to the current basis being the imposition of ideological 

reasoning on how a normal transition to adulthood should occur.  The concern about 

creating ‘welfare dependency’ comes from the erroneous assumption that young people 

will not want to work.  Welfare and economic policy can address this assumption by 

separating access to employment or education for young people who experience 

homelessness from the funding of support and accommodation services.  When 

considering the changes, policymakers should factor the cost of implementation against 

the harmful and long-term impact of the current discrimination in welfare policy for 

creating a problematic transition to adulthood. 

On implications for homelessness legislation, I make recommendations that apply to the 

individual frameworks of England and Scotland.  The immediate action required from 

policymakers in England is removing the priority need test from homelessness legislation.  

This recommendation is a significant undertaking for policymakers and local authority 

homelessness services, but it is essential to ensure that young people have the protection 

needed to access settled housing.  In the absence of this change, the government in 

England should provide enhanced guidance on how local authorities assess the 

vulnerability of young people.  There is recognition in the homelessness Code of 

Guidance that the weaker financial status of young people and the impact of problematic 

relationships with family make young people more vulnerable than others.  However, 

national policymakers should lower the threshold for being deemed in priority need 

because of the crucial timing of developmental processes.  Homelessness legislation in 

Scotland offers young people the same housing rights as other adults following the 

removal of the priority need test.  For young people in Scotland, this right means nearly 
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all are entitled to temporary accommodation and settled housing.  The question for 

Scottish policymakers is whether affordable settled housing is available and whether 

support services are effective in assisting young people in sustaining that housing. 

In England and Scotland, considering the findings of this thesis, the practice of a staircase 

approach to meeting housing needs for this age group must be addressed.  Whilst it is 

evident that young people have a higher propensity for support needs, this is not a 

defendable ground on which to limit access to settled housing.  In response, and because 

of a lack of evidence to the contrary, local policymakers should separate the provision of 

housing from support within allocation policies and services for young people who 

experience homelessness.  There are already examples of individual housing providers 

successfully adopting approaches that reduce the need for the staircase practice by 

offering secure tenancies directly to young people, with support that tapers away over 

time.  Crucially, the support provider in these situations does not have the authority to 

remove the young person from their home.  Therefore, housing providers should work 

with local authorities to extend such models so that this is the route taken by most, if not 

all, young people who experience homelessness.  A challenge to implementing this 

recommendation is an increased risk to housing providers, especially if young people do 

not initially have independent living skills.  However, this generalisation is problematic.  

A strengthened partnership between housing providers and support providers addresses 

the need to provide support, such as tackling anti-social behaviour, tenancy management 

problems and avoiding isolation.  The evidence of this thesis implies that the extent of 

these issues should decrease because of the security young people have compared to 

extended stays in youth-specific temporary accommodation or where housing is 

contingent on engaging with support. 

It is necessary to acknowledge the significant supply and affordability challenges present 

within the UK housing market as a potential barrier to removing the staircase approach.  

This issue emphasises the necessity for responses to youth homelessness being part of a 

broader shift towards supporting a successful transition to adulthood that increases the 

affordable housing options for young people.  The housing supply challenge also means 

that suitable temporary accommodation will remain necessary for some young people.  

However, it is not the same as assuming that young people who experience homelessness 

need interim types of accommodation (e.g. supported or temporary flats that have 

occupancy agreements) before accessing mainstream housing.  In response to this thesis, 
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local authorities and service providers should remove all congregate supported 

accommodation as being inconsistent with supporting the transition to adulthood and as 

being an unsuitable housing option for young people.  When temporary accommodation 

is still required, alternative options of small-scale accommodation or community-hosting 

models should be utilised. 

Moving now to the implications for providing support to prevent or alleviate youth 

homelessness, I focus on the role these interventions have in facilitating a successful 

transition to adulthood.  There is an apparent shortfall in the support available to families 

where the normal risk-taking behaviours associated with reaching adulthood cause 

relationship and behavioural difficulties.  In response, local authorities and practitioners 

should work to increase direct interventions with families, including direct support and 

strengthening broader community help through, for example, youth clubs and mentoring.  

Identifying when to offer support to families or predicting where young people are at risk 

of being asked to leave is a notoriously tricky task within the homelessness prevention 

literature. 

This research indicates that the most effective approach to preventing youth homelessness 

for young people already living in settled housing is to ensure that support is available as 

quickly as possible at the onset of difficulties.  In response, local authority funders and 

service providers should develop assertive approaches to identifying young people 

struggling in settled housing.  Implementing this change will mean services intervene 

with young people earlier when a tenancy problem starts, not at the crisis point.  Indicators 

that this support is necessary should focus on housing arrears, reports of anti-social 

behaviour and new claims for welfare benefits.  The current trend in England and, more 

recently, in Scotland for developing local-level housing pathways is a helpful way to 

implement this approach.  A lack of housing experience and a higher propensity for risk-

taking are characteristics of the transition to adulthood that are typically resolved by the 

mid to late twenties.  If this early intervention approach is adopted, the support provided 

to young people in settled accommodation should seek to sustain the current 

accommodation and, if necessary, arrange a planned move to an alternative settled 

accommodation. 

Finally, there is an overarching risk to implementing the recommendations of this study 

because of the ongoing impact of austerity policies on local government and service 
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providers.  Broader literature and this study demonstrate how homelessness interventions 

are left to ‘carry the can’ because of the increasing thresholds of specialist interventions 

in response to funding cuts.  It is unreasonable to expect youth homelessness services to 

continue to deliver this level of support without renewed investment in public services.  

Therefore, national policymakers should have an imperative to strengthen early 

intervention funding for mental health and community services as avenues for young 

people to avoid extended or worsening experiences of homelessness. 

Future research agenda 

Building on the contribution to knowledge made by this thesis and the implications for 

policy and practice, I now outline three areas of focus for further developing our 

understanding of what works in preventing and alleviating youth homelessness.  These 

research agendas arise from applying the fieldwork methodology of this thesis, 

considering the current policy trends in England and Scotland, and expanding the 

principle of achieving housing stability during the transition to adulthood. 

This study focused on two city authorities within the relatively broad homelessness 

protection in the UK, compared to other international contexts.  Given this scope for 

fieldwork, further work is necessary to investigate young people’s experiences of 

homelessness and the transition to adulthood within different contexts.  Of initial interest 

is how experiences vary within the UK between urban and rural contexts and areas with 

a tighter housing supply.  Youth studies literature already considers the extent to which 

countries’ expectations of reaching adulthood differ but less so the understanding of the 

comparative impact of experiences of homelessness on this process.  Such international 

comparisons will likely give insight into the impact of different expectations about the 

role of family support and the respective balance between young people’s vulnerability 

versus their responsibility. 

Fieldwork for this study took place as significant changes commenced in the 

homelessness frameworks of England (the introduction of the Homelessness Reduction 

Act 2017 (the HRA) and Scotland (Ending Homelessness Together Action Plan, Scottish 

Government 2018; Homelessness Prevention Taskforce, 2021).  These developments 

represent a positive shift in the respective homelessness frameworks by strengthening 

duties, in England, on preventing homelessness and, in Scotland, working towards ending 
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rough sleeping and introducing rapid re-housing as a core function of local authority 

homelessness services.  The findings of this thesis indicate that a research agenda is 

required to assess the impact of these policy trends on youth homelessness. 

In England, further work should seek to understand how effective the new prevention 

duty is for addressing young people’s experiences of homelessness and the resulting 

impact on reaching adulthood.  Research should establish whether young people’s 

experiences have meaningfully improved and seek to understand the effectiveness of new 

ways of working.  Future research should also investigate the impact, if any, of the 

prevention duty on care leavers’ experiences of support to avoid homelessness and the 

extent to which families receive help to prevent homelessness, if at all.  This investigation 

should also consider the use and effectiveness of personal support plans for young people.  

These two avenues of investigation should focus on how well homelessness services 

engage with the more comprehensive support needs of young people and overcome the 

financial barriers to engagement in economic activity as a route out of homelessness. 

The core emphasis in Scotland on rapid re-housing to address homelessness has centred 

around creating youth housing pathways and some examples of a Housing First approach.  

Youth homelessness research should seek to understand how well these newly adopted 

approaches improve the likelihood that young people achieve housing stability whilst also 

strengthening their ability to engage in the broader processes of reaching adulthood.  In 

the Rapid Re-housing Transition Plan for Glasgow, there is an intent to provide higher 

levels of floating support to prevent homelessness.  However, work is required to evaluate 

how effective this change is in meeting the needs of young people, especially with the 

wider emphasis on ensuring households access settled housing as quickly as possible.  In 

principle, and if achieved, these changes in Glasgow will be significant for tackling youth 

homelessness in the city. 

Further investigation into the specific mechanisms and costs of equalising young people’s 

welfare benefits would provide valuable insight into how my recommendations can be 

achieved.  This work is integral to the policy objectives in England and Scotland of 

preventing youth homelessness and rapid re-housing.  Along a similar theme, further 

research should aim to identify the mechanisms for targeting support to families where 

young people are likely to be asked to leave home.  This work should identify the early 

indicators that this outcome may occur and understand why families choose not to seek 
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support or why the available interventions are ineffective.  Central to this work will be 

establishing viable alternatives for young people who cannot stay at home, needing to 

rely on the homelessness system as a route into housing. 

Research should maintain its focus on young people as a core group in investigations on 

housing and homelessness.  One method is to revisit the housing pathways of young 

people in the UK and to update these pathways in light of the continuing impact of 

austerity policies, the UK’s exit from the European Union and the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Longitudinal work in England and Scotland with young people who experience 

homelessness is limited and could provide helpful insight into the long-term outcomes of 

different routes through homelessness.  Such research agendas would help further 

examine how creating housing stability, as an essential element of addressing youth 

homelessness, contributes to providing effective support for the transition to adulthood. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: phase 1 – National Key Informant information sheet 

Project:  Youth homelessness and the transition to adulthood: How understanding life 

stage informs effective intervention. 
 

About the Study 

This doctoral research aims to understand how life stage shapes experiences of youth 

homelessness and explore whether a better appreciation of the transition to adulthood can 

inform more effective policy and practice interventions. You have been invited to participate in 

the Key Informant stage of the study. The next stage of the research will involve comparing 

experiences of youth homelessness, and responses to it, in two local authority areas (one in 

England and one in Scotland).  

 

What will participation involve? 

Participation in the study will involve a single interview lasting approximately one hour, 

conducted at a time and location convenient to you. To aid the collection of data, and with your 

permission, the interview will be audio-recorded. 

 

Participating in the research is entirely voluntary. If you decide to participate, you will be asked 

to sign a consent form. At any point, up to the publication of data, you may withdraw from the 

research without needing to give a reason. 

 

All information gathered during the study will be stored and transported following the General 

Data Protection Regulations. Recordings and transcripts of interviews will be kept securely, 

separate from identifying personal data. Where direct quotes are used in publications of the 

outputs, the content will not identify you. 

 

Approval for the study has been given by the School of Energy, Geoscience and Infrastructure 

Ethics Committee. 

 

Further information 

The research and analysis are being conducted by Tim Packer. Tim is a part-time PhD student at 

I-SPHERE (Institute for Social Policy, Housing and Equalities Research), Heriot-Watt 

University and a part-time Commissioning Officer for City of Edinburgh Council. The research 

is supervised by Dr Beth Watts and Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick (I-SPHERE, Heriot-Watt 

University). If you have any questions about your involvement or the research, please contact 

the researcher (tpp1@hw.ac.uk or 07779 312 165). For any concerns arising from the research, 

please contact Dr Beth Watts (b.watts@hw.ac.uk) in the first instance. 

 

 

  

mailto:tpp1@hw.ac.uk
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Appendix B: phase 1 – National Key Informant consent form 

Project: Youth homelessness and the transition to adulthood: How understanding life 

stage informs effective intervention. 
 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research project. Ethical 

procedures for academic research undertaken by UK institutions require that interviewees 

explicitly agree to be interviewed and how the information contained in their interview will be 

used. This requirement helps ensure that you fully understand the purpose and nature of your 

involvement. 

 

Agreement to use of data 

By making this agreement, you are confirming your consent for: 

 

• This interview is to be audio-recorded and transcribed by Tim Packer. 

• Analysis of the transcripts to be conducted by Tim Packer. 

• All data will be securely stored in password-protected folders. 

• Recordings and transcripts will be stored separately from the personal data of 

participants. 

• Direct quotations may be used in written outputs. The use of data will not identify the 

participant. 

 

Consent to participation 

By making this agreement, you are confirming that you understand that: 

 

• Your participation is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from the research at any 

point; 

• You have read the Key Informant Information Sheet and understand the purpose of the 

research and how your data will be used; and, 

• You have had the opportunity to ask questions about the research and your 

involvement. 

 

Participant’s declaration 

“I have read and agree to the statements on ‘use of data’ and ‘consent to participation’ included 

in this form.” 

 

 

 

Signed: ________________________________  Date: ____________________ 

 

 

 

Print: ________________________________ 
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Appendix C: phase 1 - National Key Informant interview topic guide 

 

Pre-interview checklist: 

 Introduction 

 Information sheet provided 

 Purpose of the interview explained; confidentiality; and, how data will be used 

 Consent to record confirmed 

 Participation agreement signed 

 Confirm available time (about 1hr) 

 

Key: 

- Main questions are numbered 

- Clarifying questions have a ‘-’ 

- Prompts have a ‘>’ 

 

Part 1 - Introduction: 

“I would like to start out by briefly asking about <organisation name>” 

 
1. Could you describe <organisation name>’s role in relation to youth homelessness? 

- Does <organisation name>’s work focus on any specific groups of young people 

[who are, or at risk of becoming, homeless]? 

> Care leavers; LGBT; disabilities; mental health; criminal justice, others  

 

2. Please tell me about your specific role within <organisation name>? 

 

3. At which ages, within <organisation> [or ‘your work’], is someone considered to be a 

‘young person’? 

- Is this always the same? Are there any circumstances when other age groups are 

considered young people? Why is this? 

- Do the young people you work with ‘age-out’ of your services? If so, how does 

that work in practice? 

> Transition to other services; leave altogether; signposting; others 

- Is your organisation’s practice in this area [i.e. who’s counted as a young person] 

similar or different to other organisations working in this area/with young people? 

- Have the age boundaries your organisation use changed over time/recently (or 

likely in the future)? If so, why? 

 

Part 2 - Youth homelessness in England/Scotland: 

“Thank you. The next questions are about the current national context on youth 

homelessness.” 

 
4. What do you see as the current trends of youth homelessness? 

> Increased/decreased/stable 

> Geographical variation (north/south, England/Scotland) 

- [If appropriate] In this city/town/area specifically? 

 
5. Is the profile of young homeless people changing? If so, how?  

- Has the nature of the support needs of young homeless people changed? In what 

ways? How do we know this? 
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> Change in representation of different groups of young people e.g. care 

leavers / LGBT / BME 

 

6. What would you say are the main drivers of youth homeless? 

> Immediate triggers – asked to leave; end of PRS tenancy; fleeing violence; 

arrears 

> Contributing factors – lack of affordable housing; decrease in welfare 

support; unemployment or lack of employment for young people 

- Have these drivers changed or been consistent over time? If so, probe when/why? 

- Do these drivers vary for different groups of young people and/or geographically? 

 

7. Young people have been entitled to lower levels of welfare support since the 1990s. What 

do you think motivated that differential treatment historically? 

> E.g., Shared Room Rate; reduced rate of JSA 

 

8. More recent changes to the social security safety net through welfare reform have further 

reduced the welfare entitlements of young people. 

- What have been the impact of these post-2010 changes?  

> E.g., SAR; Removal of HB for 18-21; UC; Sanctions; Others 

 

9. What do you think has motivated this further reduction in the welfare entitlements of 

young people, as compared to older people since 2010? 

> E.g., SAR, UC; removal of HB (18-21), sanctions 

> Also: labour market measure e.g. minimum wage, Working Tax Credits 

> If appropriate (i.e. don’t lead before they’ve answered) probe possible 

rationales: political economy (i.e. no voting power), less deserving (why?); 

haven’t contributed yet?  

- Do you think that’s a good rationale? Any good rationale for differential treatment? 

Any justification for equal entitlements, or more protection?  

 

Part 3 - Supporting young homeless people: 

“We’ve talked about youth homelessness and the current context, I’d now like to ask 

about the support that is available for young homelessness people.” 

 
10. What types of support/accommodation models are currently being used with young 

homeless people? 

> Support – visiting/floating support; 

> Accommodation – Foyers, Housing First; hostels; deposit guarantees; 

> Advice – income maximisation; advocacy; 

> Others? Including employability/education programmes targeted to young 

homeless people. 

 
11. Do you think the current models being used are effective? 

- If so, on what basis? If not, why? 

> Evidence; experience; evaluations; research 

- What drivers do you think have meant that current models of service provision 
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look as they do? 

- Do you think models of support/accommodation provision are getting better, worse 

or staying the same? Why? 

- What are the key barriers to/enabling factors of the development of better services? 

- Who are the key drivers of change? 

> Politicians; national policymakers; national or local commissioners; charities 

or service providers; researchers; evidence; people with lived experience; 

others 

- How common is it for services to measure the impact/evaluate the effectiveness of 

the services they deliver? If common, what are the main approaches? If not 

common, why? 

 

12. Overall, how well protected are young people by homelessness legislation in 

England/Scotland [and/or, in this local area]? 

  

13. What do you think is required to better prevent youth homelessness? 

- Changes to legislation 

- Rollout of models of intervention e.g. mediation, HF, supported accommodation, 

education 

- Others? 

 

14. What do you think is required to better respond to/ alleviate youth homelessness? 

- [In England] What do you see as being the likely impact of the Homelessness 

Reduction Act on youth homelessness? 

- [In Scotland] What (specific) actions, or recommendations, on youth homelessness 

must be made by ‘Ending homelessness together’ fund and working group? What 

difference has abolition of PN made for this group since 2012? 

 

Part 4 - Support for the transition to adulthood in national policy: 

 
15. How does national policy support young people during the transition to adulthood? 

> Housing; education; welfare; criminal justice; economic; health 

- Do some young people have additional support in policy terms? What groups? 

And, why?  

- Is there a coherent policy framework around supporting the transition to 

adulthood? If so, how would you describe this? If not, why not? 

- Do you think current policy frameworks are effective in supporting young people’s 

transition to adulthood? In what ways? In what ways not? Are there variations for 

different groups of young people? 

 
16. Overall, how well do different parts of policy act together to support young people? 

- To avoid or escape homelessness? 

- In the transition to adulthood generally? 

 
17. What role, do you think, should the state have in supporting young people’s transition to 

adulthood? 

> Specific versus universal provision? For example, targeting specific groups 

of young people deemed at risk of an early or delayed transition to 

adulthood. 

- Does the state have a role as ‘parent’ towards young people? 
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- Is this a protective or enabling role? Could you give an example of this? 

> Protective – e.g. Council Tax exemption for care leavers 

> Enabling – e.g. conditional work programmes; increasing higher education 

opportunities 

  

18. Do you think society has more, or less, of an obligation to help young people 

experiencing homelessness as compared to older aged homeless people? 

- Why do you think this is the case?  

 

19. What do you think makes someone a ‘young person’, as opposed to being a ‘young adult’ 

[or just ‘adult’]? 

- Do you think policy, generally, has a clear definition of what makes someone a 

‘young person’? What is this? 

> Age boundaries; markers (e.g. homeowner, employed, own family); other 

characteristics 

> Changing? Does it make sense/flawed? Explore ‘cliff edge’ stuff of 17-year-

old, versus 18-year-old, etc. 

 

Close of interview 
20. Thank you for your time and contributions today. To close, are there any issues that you 

think I may have missed today? 

- Is there anyone else that you think I should speak to about these issues? 

- Do you have thoughts on my proposed case study areas [Newcastle upon Tyne; 

Glasgow]? 
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Appendix D: phase 2 - research information sheet 

Project:  Youth homelessness and the transition to adulthood: How understanding life 

stage informs effective intervention. 
 

About the Study 

I am interested in knowing more about people’s experience of homelessness during the stage in 

life when they become adults. The information collected will be used to make recommendations 

about how services could be better for young people. For example, being clearer about what 

does or does not work or addressing wider societal issues that need to change about how young 

people are treated. 

 

My research is taking place in England and Scotland, as this will help me understand how 

different contexts affect young people’s experiences. I am also speaking to those who work in 

statutory and voluntary services. 

 

The Energy, Geoscience and Infrastructure (part of Heriot-Watt University) Ethics Committee 

has approved the study. 

 

What will participation involve? 

The interview: 

• Participation in the study will involve a single interview lasting approximately one 

hour, conducted at a time and location convenient to you. 

• To aid the collection of data, and with your permission, the interview will be audio-

recorded. 

• Participating in the research is entirely voluntary. If you decide to participate, you will 

be asked to sign a consent form. 

• During the interview, you may - ask to move on to a different question, take a break or 

stop the interview. 

 

Your contributions: 

• All information gathered during the study will be stored and transported following the 

General Data Protection Regulations. 

• Recordings and transcripts of interviews will be kept securely, separate from identifying 

personal data. 

• Where direct quotes are used in any publications, the content will not identify you. 

• At any point, up to the publication of data, you may withdraw from the research without 

needing to give a reason. 

 

Disclosure Policy 

It is important that you feel comfortable sharing your experiences with me and confident that 

taking part in my research will not negatively affect you. Anything you share with me will be 

confidential unless you or another person is at risk of harm. 

 

Further information 

The research and analysis are being conducted by Tim Packer and are supervised by Dr Beth 

Watts and Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick (I-SPHERE, Heriot-Watt University). If you have any 

questions about your involvement or the research, please contact the researcher (tpp1@hw.ac.uk 

or 07779 312 165). For any concerns arising from the research, please contact Dr Beth Watts 

(b.watts@hw.ac.uk) in the first instance. 
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Appendix E: phase 2 - research consent form 

Project: Youth homelessness and the transition to adulthood: How understanding life 

stage informs effective intervention. 
 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research project. Ethical 

procedures for academic research undertaken by UK institutions require that interviewees 

explicitly agree to be interviewed and how the information contained in their interview will be 

used. This requirement helps ensure that you fully understand the purpose and nature of your 

involvement. 

 

Agreement to use of data 

By making this agreement, you are confirming your consent for: 

 

• This interview is to be audio-recorded and transcribed by Tim Packer. 

• Analysis of the transcripts to be conducted by Tim Packer. 

• All data will be securely stored in password-protected folders. 

• Recordings and transcripts will be stored separately from the personal data of 

participants. 

• Transcripts, including direct quotations, will be used to produce academic papers, 

reports and presentations. The use of data will not identify the participant. 

 

Consent to participation 

By making this agreement, you are confirming that you understand that: 

 

• Your participation is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from the research at any 

point; 

• You have read the Research Information Sheet and understand the purpose of the 

research and how your data will be used; 

• You have been provided copies of this agreement and the Research Information Sheet; 

• You have had the opportunity to ask questions about the research and your 

involvement; and, 

• Your contributions are confidential unless you or another person are at risk of harm. 

 

Participant’s declaration 

“I have read and agree to the statements on ‘use of data’ and ‘consent to participation’ included 

in this form.” 

 

 

 

Signed: ________________________________  Date: ____________________ 

 

 

 

Print: ________________________________ 
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Appendix F: phase 2 - information flyers 
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Appendix G: phase 2 – local practitioner interview topic guide 

 

Pre-interview checklist: 

 Introduction 

 Information sheet provided 

 Purpose of the interview explained; confidentiality; and, how data will be used 

 Consent to record confirmed 

 Participation agreement signed 

 Confirm available time (about 1hr) 

 

Key: 

- Key questions are numbered 

- Clarifying questions have a ‘-’ 

- Prompts have a ‘>’ 

Part 1: Introduction 

1. Could you briefly tell me about <organisation>’s role in addressing youth homelessness 

in [Glasgow/Newcastle]. 

- Is the organisation -  

> Statutory or non-statutory; support and/or accommodation provider; other? 

- What age groups do you work with? 

- Do you work with specific groups of young people? 

> Care Leavers; LGBT; BME; other? 

- Does your organisation work in other areas (in England and/or Scotland)? 

Part 2: Youth homelessness in the area 

“It would be helpful if you could tell me a bit about youth homelessness in your area.” 

2. What do you see as the current trends in youth homelessness within 

[Glasgow/Newcastle]? 

- Do you think that the level homelessness amongst young people is increasing, 

decrease, or remaining stable as an issue? 

- To what extent would you say ‘hidden homelessness’ is an issue in 

[Newcastle/Glasgow]? 

3. Would you say that the profile of young homeless people in your area has changed in 

recent years? If so, how? 

- Has the nature of the support needs of young people experiencing homelessness 

changed? What has changed? How do we know this? 

> Change in representation of different groups of young people e.g. care 

leavers / LGBT / BME; prevalence of mental ill health; use of legal highs; 

engagement in education, training or employment; other? 

- Are young people spending more, or less, time in temporary and supported 

accommodation? Has the changed over recent years? 

4. What would you say are the main drivers of youth homelessness in your area? 

> Immediate triggers: Relationship breakdown [explore what is meant by this, 

was it one-off or a build-up over time?]; asked to leave; arrears; 

NTQ/eviction; not feeling safe; own behaviour; drug/alcohol use [including 

NPSs]; criminal activity; other? [immediate triggers] 

> Contributing factors: welfare reform; lack of affordable housing; low 

engagement with education; employment or training; other? 
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- To what extent are the contributing factors a result of local or national policy? 

> Change in housing supply; new services; new employability/education 

opportunities; other? 

- To what extent have these drivers changed in recent years, if at all? 

5. What impact do you think the changes to social security since 2010 have had, or may 

have, for young people experiencing homeless? 

> Extension of SAR; implementation of UC; removal of automatic HB 

entitlement; sanctions; LHA caps; bedroom tax; benefit caps; others? 

- What in your view is the rationale for the lower level of social security that young 

people are entitled to? 

> Social security: historically, and increased since 2010, lower level of social 

security. 

> Employment: e.g. youth specific programmes (e.g. Council Tax exemptions 

for Care Leavers, vocational work programmes, other?) 

- How convincing do you find that rationale? 

Part 3: Statutory homelessness support 

6. How well does the statutory homelessness duty work for young homeless people in your 

area? 

- What is, or is not, working well in the statutory services? 

- [England] How many young people experiencing homelessness are found to be in 

Priority Need? How effective is the support that is available to these young people? 

- [England] What impact will there be for young people by the introduction of the 

Homelessness Reduction Act? 

- [Scotland] What impact do the tests on local connection and intentionality have on 

young people at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness. In what ways, if at all, do 

these tests act as a barrier to young people? 

- [Scotland] Has the Housing Support duty made a difference for young people? 

Part 4: Support and accommodation for young people experiencing homeless 

“I want to ask about the wider support and or accommodation for young people experiencing 

homelessness, that is available in your area.” 

7. In your area, what models of support and accommodation are available to young people 

experiencing homelessness? 

> Accommodation; visiting support; mediation; advice; housing education 

- Which interventions provide the best outcomes for homeless young people? Why 

these interventions? 

> Effectiveness/outcomes from the intervention; engagement of young people; 

partnership working; cost; other? 

- What doesn’t work well about the interventions available? Why is this the case? 

Are there any gaps in the provision? 

> Availability of support/accommodation; additional models of support 

needed; earlier engagement needed; ‘stickability’ absent; coordination 

between services; other? 

8. Is there an agreed cross-sectoral, or partnership, approach to preventing and alleviating 

youth homelessness in your area? How does this work in practice? 

> Positive Pathway; (youth) homelessness strategy; single point of referral; 

Youth housing strategy; others. 

- What is working well about cross-sectoral practice in our area? 

> Early intervention; clear referral routes; nominations for housing; other? 
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- What does not work well? Is there anything that could be done differently to 

improve outcomes for young people experiencing or at risk of homelessness? 

9. What impact has reductions to Local Government funding had on the support and 

accommodation available to young people experiencing homelessness in your area? 

> Reductions in services; increased waiting times; decrease in ‘move on’ 

opportunities; changes to funders’ expectations; others? 

Part 5: Approach to providing support and/or accommodation 

“Can we talk in a bit more detail about how your organisation works” 

10. When working with young people, what outcomes do you work towards achieving? 

[outcomes could also mean: support goals; targets; aims; objectives] 

> Re-housed; relationships; skills development; reduced risky behaviour; 

reduced substance misuse; stability in their housing situations; other? 

- How are these outcomes agreed? 

> By funders; with the young person; in-line with organisational 

values/objectives; other? 

- How do you know the outcomes have been achieved? 

> Evidence base; outcomes measurements; feedback; KPIs; self-reporting; 

other? 

11. Are there situations when planned outcomes cannot be met? 

- Why does this happen? 

> Contextual factors: lack of affordable housing; changes in funding for 

employability/training programmes;  

> Individual circumstances: behaviour; disengagement; forming a new 

relationship; other? 

- Are young people ever asked to leave the service? In what circumstances? What 

happens to these young people? 

12. Does your service have a specific approach, or model, that is used when working with 

young people? 

- What is this? 

> Person-centred; positive youth development; harm reduction; rights-based; 

PIE; other? 

- Why do you use this approach/model? 

> Evidence base; required by funders; other? 

Part 6: Young people and reaching adulthood 

“We’ve talked about the support and accommodation available to young people experiencing 

homelessness. It would be helpful to discuss the transition to adulthood as a life stage.” 

13. It’s often thought that young people need specialist support services due to their age and 

experience i.e. we need youth specific homelessness services. Do you agree? 

- Why? 

> Recognised different support needs; extra support available; other? 

> Different models/ways of working appropriate/work? 

> Discrimination in housing; lower level of welfare; other? 

- Why not? 

> Core support needs are the same; other? 

14. What would you say makes someone an adult, rather than a ‘young person’? 

> Age [what ages?]; responsibility for oneself; financial control; employment; 

own family; own home; self-identify as an adult; other areas? 

> Not sure; don’t know; etc.  
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15. Do you think the transition to adulthood is taking longer than it used to be? 

- Why do you think that might be the case? Or not? [Use examples from answer to 

previous question] 

- Do you think it matters if people are seen to be ‘young people’ for longer? 

- To what extent do you think housing  

16. Who do you think should be responsible for helping young people to reach adulthood? 

> Family; state; schools/education; health services; peers; support agencies; 

themselves; others? 

- To what extent do you think these institutions/players meet their obligations to 

young people? Why do you think this is the case? 

Part 7: Close 

“Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today.” 

17. Do you think there’s anything I’ve missed? Or, anything you’d like to add to what we’ve 

discussed? 

18. Is there anyone else, locally, that you think it might be helpful for me to speak to?  
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Appendix H: phase 2 – young person interview topic guide 

 

Pre-interview checklist: 

 Introduction 

 Information sheet provided 

 Purpose of the interview explained; confidentiality; and, how data will be used 

 Explain that they do not have to answer questions they do not want to, and can leave at any 

point 

 Consent to record confirmed 

 Participation agreement signed 

 

Key: 

- Key questions are numbered 

- Clarifying questions have a ‘-’ 

- Prompts have a ‘>’ 

- Bridging text 

Part 1: Experience of homelessness 

“Thank you for agreeing to speak to me today. It would be helpful to start out by hearing a bit 

about your current situation.” 

1. Could you tell me where you’re staying just now? Have you stayed there long? 

- What type of accommodation is it? 

> Council/RSL; supported accommodation; PRS; temporary accommodation; 

family; friends; sleeping rough; other? 

- What’s it like there? 

> Condition; neighbours; cost; security; location; other? 

2. Where were you staying before moving into your current place? 

> Council/RSL; friends; family; supported accommodation; temporary 

accommodation; sleeping rough; other? 

- why did you leave there?  

3. Would you describe yourself as having ever been homeless or currently being homeless? 

- If not, what does homelessness mean to you? How would you describe your recent 

and current housing situation? 

- If so, when did you first become homeless? 

> Age when this happened; where, and with who were you living before this 

happened? 

4. Thinking about when you were homeless, or having difficulty with your housing 

situation, what would you say contributed to this? 

> Immediate triggers: Relationship breakdown [explore what is meant by this, 

was it one-off or a build-up over time?]; asked to leave; arrears; 

NTQ/eviction; not feeling safe; own behaviour; drug/alcohol use [including 

NPSs]; criminal activity; other? [immediate triggers] 

> Contributing factors: Didn’t have work; problems in claiming benefits; 

couldn’t find somewhere affordable; other? [contributing factors] 

- Did you try to get help at that time? Did you know where to get help? Where/who 

did you get help from? 

> Friends; family; Council; youth work; social work; homelessness services; 

other? 
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Part 2: Experience of support and accommodation – ask as relevant 

“I’d like to ask about the support and accommodation services that you have used.” 

5. [Accommodation] Have you stayed in temporary accommodation provided by the 

Council or another service? Could you tell me a bit about this? 

> Which accommodation? For how long? 

> Bed & Breakfast; hostel; temp flat; hotel; NightStop; other? 

- What was it like [moving into/ living in] the temporary accommodation? What was 

good/bad about it? What did you like dislike? 

- Was the accommodation just for younger people? Have you stayed in all-ages 

accommodation? Do you prefer one of these? Why? 

- Were you offered any support while you were in this accommodation? 

> Who from? Was it helpful? What was good/bad about it? 

6. [Accommodation] Have you ever stayed in supported accommodation? Could you tell me 

a bit about where you’ve stayed? 

> Unit; hostel; supported lodging; supported flat; foyer; NightStop; other? 

> Name of organisation; how long for; etc. 

- How did you find out about the supported accommodation? Did you have to wait 

long to get a place? 

- Was living in supported accommodation helpful? In what ways? What was 

good/bad? What did you like/dislike? 

- Was there anything unhelpful about your supported accommodation? What do you 

think could have been better, or was missing? 

7. [Support] Have you had support to help you avoid or move-on from being homeless? 

Could you tell me a bit about who provided this? 

> Outreach; visiting support; drop-in; advice; etc. 

> Name of service(s); how long you worked with them; are you still working 

with them; etc. 

- How did you find out about these service(s)? 

- What kind of things did they help you with? 

> Finding housing; accessing other services; sorting out benefits; accessing 

training/education; mediation; addictions counselling; advocacy; other? 

- Do you think the support you’ve had from these services has helped? In what 

ways? 

- Was there anything that you did, or did not, like about the support? 

8. [Welfare] Are you aware that younger people are often entitled to lower levels of welfare 

and financial protection than older adults? 

> SAR; UC; minimum wage; removal of automatic entitlement 

- Why do you think this is the case?  

- Do you think it’s fair that younger people receive less benefits than older adults or 

not? Why do you say that? 

- Have you had to claim benefits? How did you find the process of claiming 

benefits? Was it helpful to receive benefits, or not? What was good, or bad, about 

it? What did you like, or dislike? How much did it help you out? If not, why not? 

- [If claimed benefits] Have you ever been sanctioned? What impact did this have 

for you? Have you been able to resolve the issue? How did you do this? Do you 

receive any support to resolve the sanction? Who provided this support? 
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Part 3: Being a young person and reaching adulthood 

“I’d like to talk a bit now about what it means to be a young person and being an adult.” 

9. It’s often thought that young people need youth-specific support services due to their age 

and experience. Do you agree that youth-specific services are required? 

- Why/why not? 

> Recognised different support needs; extra support available; other? 

> Discrimination in housing; lower level of welfare; other? 

10. What would you say makes someone an adult, rather than a ‘young person’? 

> Age [what ages?]; responsibility for oneself; financial control; employment; 

own family; self-identify as an adult; other areas? 

> Own home 

> Not sure; don’t know; etc. 

- Do you see yourself as an adult? Why, or why not?  

11. Some people say that it is taking longer for young people to become adults – that the 

transition to adulthood is taking longer. Do you agree with that? 

- Why do you think that might be the case? Or not? 

- What role does housing play in this transition? 

- If you agree, good thing or bad thing? Why/why not? 

12. Who do you think should be responsible for helping young people to make a successful 

transition to adulthood? 

> Family; peers; support agencies; themselves; others? 

> State; schools, colleges, universities, etc.; employers (e.g. through 

apprenticeships, vocational training); others? 

- Who do you think should help young people with their housing? 

- Who do you think is more, or less, responsible for helping young people during the 

transition to adulthood? Why do you think this is the case? 

- What kind of support is, or is not, provided by different institutions/players to help 

young people during the transition to adulthood? 

- What other support do you think could be provided to help young people during 

the transition to adulthood? Who would be responsible for providing this? Why? 

> Housing specific support 

Part 4: Close 

“That’s the end of the interview, thank you for speaking to me today and telling me a bit about 

yourself.” 

13. Do you have any questions for me about my research or how your contribution will be 

used? Or, is there anything else that you’d like to add to the things we’ve been talking 

about? 

 

 Give gift card 

 


