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The high cost of homelessness in the OECD

Who is homeless in the OECD?

Box 1. A common typology for measuring homelessness
A common typology has been developed at the European level to define the scope of data collection on
homelessness and facilitate a common language across countries: ETHOS (the European Typology of
Homelessness and Housing Exclusion) and a shorter version, “ETHOS Light”. Not all countries characterise
individuals in each of the categories below as “homeless”.

Table 1. A harmonised typology of homelessness: ETHOS Light
Operational category

Living situation

1

People living rough

Public spaces / external spaces

2

People in emergency accommodation

Overnight shelters

3

People living in accommodation for the
homeless

Homeless hostels
Temporary accommodation
Transitional supported accommodation. Women’s
shelters or refugee accommodation

4

People living in institutions

Health care institutions
Penal institutions

5

People living in nonconventional dwellings due
to lack of housing

Mobile homes
Non-conventional buildings
Temporary structures

6

Homeless people living temporarily with family
and friends

Conventional housing, but not the person’s usual
place of residence

Source: Adapted from FEANTSA, 2018[8].

Is homelessness getting worse?



What can be done to reduce homelessness?

What is driving homelessness?





Box 2. A systemic approach to homelessness data: Spotlight on Canada
The government of Canada promotes the use of homelessness management information systems, including
Homeless Individuals and Families Information System (HIFIS), a data collection and case management system
that allows multiple service providers in the same community to access real-time data and to increase
coordination of services. HIFIS supports daily operations, data collection and the development of a national
portrait on homelessness. By using a common homelessness management information system, communities
are using the same terminology to describe homelessness in their communities. The Government of Canada
has developed user guides for these communities.
The experience of the Canadian city of Medicine Hat in developing a Homeless Management Information System
has been instrumental in helping the city reduce chronic homelessness over the past decade. Data collected
through a systems approach to tackling homelessness are analysed and embedded in decision-making to
monitor individual needs and programme outcomes, allowing authorities to make adjustments to interventions
in real time.
Source: Government of Canada, 2019[11]; Government of Canada, 2019 [17]; Government of Canada, 2018[18];
Medicine Hat Community Housing Society, 2014[19].

Measures to reduce homelessness

Box 3. Homelessness is (also) a housing problem: Spotlight on Norway
A housing-led approach coupled with sustained investment in affordable housing has contributed to Norway’s
success in reducing homelessness. Since 2010, homelessness prevention has been emphasised as a key pillar
of the successive national strategies, with targets to reduce evictions, eliminate homelessness, and limi t stays
in temporary accommodations (Dyb, 2017[32]). The current national strategy, Housing for Welfare: National
Strategy for Housing and Support Services 2014-2020, brings together five ministries working on different
dimensions of welfare, and emphasises policy co-ordination with neighbourhood development, housing quality
and local planning.
Source: Dyb, 2017[32]; OECD, 2019[7].

Box 4. Long-term political support as a key to overcome homelessness: Spotlight on
Finland
In Finland, homelessness declined by 39% between 2010 and 2018, driven by a Housing First approach
launched in 2008 as part of the National Programme to End Long-term Homelessness (PAAVO). The strategy’s
major innovation was to replace temporary accommodation with permanent rental housing for the long-term
homeless population. Sustained political support and coordination across ministries and levels of government
has been central to Finland’s success, continuing through the second national homelessness programme
(PAAVO II), and the subsequent Action Plan for Homelessness in Finland 2016-2019. The Action Plan aims to
prevent social exclusion through mainstreaming the Housing First approach as national policy; in practice, this
means ensuring that housing is secured, whenever an individual enters the social service system.
Source: Ministry of the Environment, 2016[34]; Pleace et al., 2015[35].

Box 5. National leadership with a strong territorial dimension: Spotlight on Denmark and
France
Denmark has addressed homelessness as part of its national policy agenda since 2009, which includes close
co-operation with municipalities in the implementation of the national strategy. In its most recent Action Plan,
the central government has entered into agreements with 24 municipalities to provide different kinds of support,
including an assessment to identify gaps in the current municipal approach to homelessness, advisory services
to help municipalities implement Housing First principles, as well as funding for pilot projects. Funding is awarded
to municipalities to pilot an innovative approach identified by the central government, or to implement a solution
of their own design. In addition, the government is developing national guidelines and a compendium of best
practices, based on inputs from a range of stakeholders working on homelessness throughout the country.
In France, the government’s Five-year Plan for Housing First 2018-2022 aims to mobilise regional and local
governments in implementing Housing First principles throughout the country. The central government is
supporting 24 regional and local governments for accelerated implementation efforts, with a focus on improving
the overall co-operation and governance of the many actors engaged in homelessness and social services.
Funding supports the territories in moving beyond pilot projects to implement structural reforms based on
Housing First principles.
Source: Denmark: drawing on conversations with the National Board on Social Services (Denmark). France:
Délégation interministérielle à l'hébergement et à l'accès au logement (DIHAL), 2018[36].

Box 6. Tackling homelessness: Recommendations for policy makers


Collect homelessness data on a regular basis, integrate diverse data sources and expand the
methodological toolbox to get a better understanding of the challenges and needs of different
homeless populations



Invest in homelessness prevention, including by making housing more affordable



Tailor support to the diverse needs of the homeless population



Develop broad-based support for homelessness strategies



Facilitate co-operation among government authorities at different levels of government, along with
non-governmental actors, to develop and implement tailored local strategies



Monitor the effects of homelessness interventions to identify the most effective housing and social
support interventions and facilitate cross-country learning
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